
Lieutenant Governor Swift

Rental Housing Association

Wednesday, October 11, 2000
 

Thank you Mr. (Andrew) Chaban.

I’m delighted to be here today to talk with you about housing and some of the things
Governor Cellucci and I are doing to improve housing opportunities for the residents of this
state and keep our economy strong.

As I’m sure all of you are aware, Massachusetts is in the middle of a major housing crunch.
Our booming economy has caused housing costs in this state to spiral upward at twice the
national average. For homeowners and those of you in the rental housing industry, this has
meant an increase in property values and an increase in income from rental property.

The downside is that this crunch has left many residents with few housing options, forcing
many people out of the housing market entirely. The shortage of low- to middle-income
housing in Massachusetts, which has been caused, in part, by our red-hot economy, is
threatening our economic competitiveness. As more and more people find it difficult to live
in the communities where they grew up or near where they work, they, and the businesses
that employ them, are beginning to look to other states where housing costs are lower.

It is clearly in everyone’s best interest to resolve this problem as quickly as possible by
encouraging the construction of new housing. That’s why Governor Cellucci and I have
made housing one of the top priorities of our Administration.

Last week, we unveiled a plan to tear down the barriers to housing development. This plan
looks at the whole spectrum of the issue—from homelessness to high-end housing—how
they are all interconnected and how state government can help increase the supply of
housing options at all levels.

It would be easy to resort to the policies of the past—build more government-funded public
housing, offer more rental subsidies, or re-impose rent control. But, these quick-fix
solutions have not been very successful and they do not represent a comprehensive
approach to the problem.

We need to provide incentives to communities and developers, like many of you here
today, to build more housing for people at all income levels. The Weld/Cellucci/Swift
Administration has been moving in this direction for some time. More than $1.3 billion is
funneled through our state housing agencies and local housing authorities each year. Much
of this money is used to leverage private financing for housing construction or
rehabilitation.

Our latest initiatives have included the State Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Program and
the Affordable Housing Trust Fund, which together will provide $200 million over the next
five years for new housing.

In addition, the governor and I recently introduced several measures to encourage
communities to accept more housing and to encourage developers to invest in more
affordable housing. These measures include monetary incentives, such as direct public
works grants and additional local aid, to offset the community costs associated with
increased housing.

Also, we are offering tax breaks, through our successful Economic Development Incentive
Program, for developers who build housing that includes affordable and moderate-income
units. These breaks include a 5 percent Investment Tax Credit, a 10 percent Abandoned
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Building Tax Reduction, and other local property tax relief.

One of the biggest barriers to housing development in Massachusetts is the availability of
land. Accordingly, we have proposed making nearly 1,000 acres of underutilized state
property and facilities available to developers and communities for the construction of new
housing. This proposal not only makes more property available for housing, but it
eliminates the need for special legislation to transfer public property to private ownership.
The change would speed up the development process by at least a year or more.

Many of these initiatives require legislative approval, which they have not received. The
governor and I will continue to push for their adoption by the Legislature.

The plan released last week includes additional steps we’ll be taking to eliminate state and
local barriers to housing development. These include an expansion of state-funded training
for local building inspectors, health inspectors, and fire prevention officials to help promote
a more uniform and predictable enforcement of state codes.

Also, we are creating a special commission to conduct a systematic review of state and local
building codes with an eye toward eliminating those regulations that inhibit the creation of
new housing. In addition to examining local zoning and land use controls, the commission
will look at local enforcement of Title 5, the state regulation governing septic systems.

This regulation, which is intended to protect water supplies, has been used in some
communities to restrict development. One hundred and twenty-five communities in the
state have adopted standards that exceed the requirements of Title 5. This may be necessary
in some cases, but certainly not all.

Our plan also includes proposed legislation to protect rental housing. The bill we intend to
file would require tenants to place rental payments in escrow if they decide to withhold
those payments because of code violation claims. This legislation, which your association
has also proposed, would strike a fair balance. It would protect the power of tenants to
safeguard their rights, and protect property owners from tenants who try to skip out on
paying rent.

Small property owners control two-thirds of the rental housing in Massachusetts. This
housing is a vital part of the overall housing picture. We can’t afford to lose it because
landlords fear financial setbacks from troublesome tenants. We must provide those of you
in the rental housing business with the protection you need to continue renting your
property.

Housing, of course, is only one piece of the economic puzzle. The Governor and I also are
pursuing other strategies to ensure all of us continue to enjoy the benefits of these good
economic times. These strategies include rebuilding our state’s infrastructure, providing tax
relief, and improving our public schools.

Next month, voters will get a chance to decide whether we should roll back the personal
income tax rate to 5 percent. The governor and I fought hard to get this question on the
ballot because we think a reduction in the state income tax would be good for the economy.
A rollback would not only put money back in the pockets of hardworking taxpayers, but it
would also help the vast majority of businesses in this state that employ fewer than a
hundred people. Most small businesses are not incorporated, so the only tax they pay is the
income tax.

Our education strategy involves a renewed commitment to Education Reform and the
centerpiece of that reform effort, the MCAS tests. These tests are essential if we are to hold
school districts accountable for teaching our children the skills they’ll need to succeed in
life. We’re determined not to back down on our intention to use the MCAS tests as a tool to
improve our public schools.

It is imperative that we proceed with these reforms. If we give up, we will be jeopardizing



the economic gains we have achieved so far. We must have good schools if we want to
continue attracting business and industry to this state.

All these issues—housing, infrastructure, taxes, and education—are important elements of
our increasingly complicated world. In many ways, they are interconnected and represent a
comprehensive view of the health of our economy. If any one of these elements is ignored,
we could be in trouble.

Housing, of course, is a basic need affecting everyone. With the plan we released last week,
I think we have a strong strategy in place to correct the current shortage and make sure
everyone in our state has a quality place to live.

Thank you.


