
Housing the Next Half Million
MetroFuture is an effort to understand what our region will probably be like if current trends 
continue, and how communities can change those trends to make a brighter future. 
This is one in a series of briefs describing our fi ndings. Learn more at www.metrofuture.org.

Overview
With 465,000 new residents expected in the coming decades, Metropolitan 
Boston will need to build 306,000 new housing units from 2000 - 2030, 
just to keep up with growing demand.  An additional 38,000 units are 
needed to address the existing housing crisis that manifests itself in 
unaffordably high housing prices, overcrowding, and lack of housing 
choice.  Meanwhile, the region’s housing needs will be changing.  By 2030, 
the average household will have fewer people and one-third of Metro 
Boston residents will be over the age of 55.  Meeting the region’s housing 
challenges involves two components: building enough units for the region’s 
current and future population, and ensuring a range of housing choices to meet 
the various needs of families, seniors, immigrants, and young professionals.  
Unfortunately, projections suggest that if current trends continue the region 
will be falling short in both areas over the coming decades.  

Potential Housing Shortages
The communities that may have the hardest time producing enough housing units are the maturing suburbs along Route 128. 
Because these towns have a dwindling supply of vacant developable land, which is mostly zoned for single-family homes, 
many will run out of land before they build enough housing for the 2030 population.

What it means:
Without a shift to more effi cient, higher-density development, a housing shortage in these communities will drive up 
housing prices, pushing growth out to other parts of the region.

Opportunities to create parks and open space corridors may disappear as the last remaining unprotected parcels of open 
space are developed.

A shift from single-family homes to apartments and condominiums could create modestly priced housing choices for 
working families and would help to revitalize town centers and local shopping districts.

With continued growth, some maturing suburbs may reach the population densities necessary to support frequent transit 
service, providing more mobility for residents.
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Key Findings:
Metro Boston must build more than 300,000 housing units by 2030.
Outdated zoning will cause many moderate-density suburbs to run 
out of land before they build enough housing, driving up costs and 
pushing growth elsewhere.
The emphasis on large, expensive single-family homes in low-density 
suburbs will consume more than 100,000 acres of open space, while 
failing to meet the needs of the region’s aging and increasingly 
diverse population.
Cities and high-density suburbs will grow their housing stock through 
redevelopment and infi ll, but urban revitalization may displace long-
time residents who may be unlikely to fi nd affordable options elsewhere.
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Towns are Developing, but not Diversifying
On the outskirts of the region, most fast-growing suburbs have abundant 
developable land and are on track to build an adequate number of units.  
However, few will provide much choice with regard to the type of housing 
available.  More than 85% of the new housing in developing suburbs will be 
large, expensive single-family homes on lots of one acre or more—a type of 
housing that suits only a small segment of the region’s population.  Fifty-fi ve 
low-density suburbs—one-third of the region’s communities—are expected to 
produce fewer than 100 apartments or condos each.

What it means:
There will be a lack of modestly priced housing for young families, 
municipal employees, and minorities along I-495, even though this is where 
much of the region’s job growth will occur.

Seniors who want to “downsize” from their single-family homes will have 
a hard time fi nding options in their own community or nearby, making it 
more likely these seniors will move out of the region.

Large-lot subdivisions will consume more than 120,000 acres of land, 
accounting for 75% of the region’s open space loss.  We will lose our 
distinctive New England character as farms, pastures, and forests are 
converted to subdivisions; fewer farms and farm stands means less access to locally grown food.

Compact development in existing town centers and the use of conservation subdivion designs could allow these commu-
nities to meet their housing needs while preserving valuable open space.

The Challenges of Urban Revitalization
The region’s urban communities—often considered “built out”—will nevertheless continue to grow through redevelopment 
of commercial and industrial properties, construction on abandoned lots, and densifi cation of residential property (such as 
condo conversions of single family homes).  The remediation and reuse of contaminated land (brownfi elds) will also be a 
key component of this growth.  Inside Route 128, more than 90% of new housing will be created through redevelopment, 
and over two-thirds of new housing is expected to be apartments or condominiums.  Even with all this growth, it may take 
another 25 years for Boston and its neighbors to gain back the population lost to suburban fl ight and to return to 1970 
population levels.

What it means:
New residents in the region’s cities mean more customers for local businesses, 
more transit ridership, and higher tax revenues to pay for city services.

New housing may spur the revitalization of neighborhoods that have been 
distressed and neglected for decades, but rising rents and housing prices may 
displace long-time residents who can no longer afford to live there.

If new housing is located near highways and high-traffi c roadways, more 
people may be exposed to dangerous levels of pollution.

Development pressures in urban areas may threaten unprotected community 
gardens and the few remaining wooded lots that provide character and much-
needed green space.
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About MAPC and MetroFuture
The Metropolitan Area Planning 
Council represents the people 
who live and work in 101 com-
munities in Metropolitan Boston. 
MetroFuture is our effort to 
develop a long-range regional 

plan for growth and development. 
Learn more at www.metrofuture.org.

How We Did the Projections
Projected development on vacant developable land was based on historical land con-
version rates and current zoning. The model also projects redevelopment that may occur 
outside zoning constraints based on historic trends specifi c to each community. Building 
permit data from 1990 – 2004 were used to project the mix of housing types in each 
community. The current shortage of 38,000 units is based on the 2003 Greater Boston 
Housing Report Card prepared by the Center for Urban and Regional Policy at North-
eastern University. MAPC distributed initial results of the model to each city and town 
in the MAPC region and to neighboring Regional Planning Agencies, and incorporated 
community comments about projected development patterns.

New housing on vacant lots near transit stops can 
help revitalize urban areas while allowing some 
households to live without a car.


