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MEMORANDUM \

TO: Cambridge City Counc1l
FROM: David Clem

RE: Rent Control in Cambridge

Date: 23 February 1976 .

On January 26, 1976 I introduced two orders in the Council that

dealt with the continuation of rent control in Cambridge. As
you know, the General Court has created a great deal of uncer-

tainty about rent control by its failure to extend the existing

rent control bill (Chapter 842) beyond April 1, 1976.

I suppOrt the extension of Chapter 842 at the State leVel however,
in the event that Chapter 842 is not extended by the General Court, |

I believe Camb;mdge,mnst be prepared WLth-aﬂother_WOrkable altet~

I

- The two orders I introduced represent twoeconceptual alternatives

avallable to the Citys:
1. Home -rule enactment bill

-‘2, .Homeerule‘enabl;ng bill

'L‘Tééﬁimony,presented by Kenneth Griffin, Executive Directbr of the

‘Cambridge Rent Control Board, to the Council wotrk session on

February 18th, sﬁpports the oonceptual.frame“WOrk dutlinedeaboVe.

Home Rule Enactment B111

A home rule enactment bill is one that is selﬁ*operatlng; in other

‘words, it is a complete bill that becomes effective as soon as it is

passed by the General Court. It requires no other action. Sime

there is majority sentiment for continuing the administration of

rent control as it is currently known today, the enactment bill T



have submitted is modeled directly éfter~Chaptér 842.  The
minor changes reflect the legal requirements necéssary to make
it a home rule petition‘for Cambridge only, and no othet cities

|
i

or towns.

A VAriety of amendments have been proposed to sfreﬁgthén the
current operatioh‘allOWéd under Ch;'842‘ Theée’orOPOSed amend-
ments can be dealt with in one of two ways:
1. They can be incorporated into the home'rulo
enactment bill itself, or
2. They can bé‘forwarded to the Generél Court as

separate home rule amendments.

The oﬁly advantage of this latter option is that it could redoce>
the chances‘of déléy atwthé ngeral Couft overva oOntrOVéfsial
amendment. The April lst deadline is rapidly approéching and the
" two home rule émendmenté which this Council has alteady forwarded
" to the General Court are still languishiﬁg. In faot théyihaVé
met an unfavorable report in the Local Affairs Commlttee of the |
House. Senator HarrlngtOn ha@ not,’so far, lived up to his

commitment to pass any and all home rule,petltions for:rent conitrol.

Home Rule Fnabling Bill |

The second conceptual alternative is ‘a home rulé enabllng blll

which, in essence, allows Cambrldge to develop its own rent controll
ordinance within the gu1de11nes of the enabling language. I person=
ally favor this approach and submit the following reasons in support

of this option.
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1. The Enabling Bill places the issue of rent control for C@mbridge

‘in the hands of the City Council. This means that the igsue is closer

to the voters of Cambridge. Given ‘majority sentiment for rent control;
such as that in evidence today, the Counc1l could implement rent
control without suffering from State intrusion. The cutrrent dilemma,
where one person in the State Senate has bottled up rent control,

would be eliminated. The City Council is far more responsive to local
needs than the General Court and would respond, I believe, to the wishes
of the majority of Cambridge voteré. I also feel quite sﬁrongly that

the Council should exercise caution before fdrfeiting any legiélatiVe

power to the State.

2. The Enabling Bill 1ncorporates the language of Chaptér 842 into

its provisions. This reduces the chances of excessive lltlgatlon

because both the language of Chapter 842 and the concept of Chapter
843 (Brookline home-rule enabling bill) have been tested extensively:
Moreover, by utilizing the language of Chapter 842 in the Ehabling
Bill, the Council demonstiates its commitment to continuing rent
control basically as it is administered‘today and restricts the ordis -
nance to that goal. Thus the "muscle" of Ch. 842 is left intact in
the enabling bill; that is, the definitions of maximum fenﬁ, return

on investment, and eviction standards are left in the bill das guide* H
lines for the local ordinance to follow. No provision of the ofdi“

nance could viblate\thesevStandards; definitions or directions.

3. The Enabling Bill allows flexibility for future improvements that

are based on policy research,Thisis perhaps best illustrated by the

current situation where a majority of Councillors have been in support

of extending controls to subsidized housing; but have been prohibited
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by the State law. If approved the enabllng act would allow the
Council to make these "fine tuning" adJustmehts via ordlnance

'.I:‘EVlS ion.

4. The Enabllng Bill, by creatlng an ordlnance procedure, insures

- no change can be made w1thout three readingsand approprlate publlc

hearings. This would prohlblp quick maneuvering via home rule amend-
ment petitions which require five thes only and no public hearings
at the local iével; Interested tenant groups are far more effective
ih.Cambridge than at the State level. The enabling bill is a "sunshine"

mandate for public review and input.

5. The Enabling Bill facilitates full administrative powers of the

Rent Control Board, but necessitates policy direction from an elected

‘body, rather than aﬁ‘aprinted_body. Right now the Cambfidge Rent
Board has broad administrative power andno obligation to respond
to Council direcﬁives or policy I belleve thls is inappropriate;
'under the Plan E Charter the Clty Council has the power to establish

policy.

6. The Enabling Bill allows more time for policy research without

jeopardizing rent control, because of a six month "breather clause'.

In other words, if the ordinance is not:completed by the April 1
deadline, rent control would continue to operate "ag is" under the
provisions of Chapter 842. Tenants would always be protectéd¢ I

do not foresee the neoe331ty of utmllzing this proV131on; hOnethelesS

it is "insurance".

Numerous persons have voiced objections to the enabling approach
because it mandates a local ordinance. They are'féarful-that rent

control would become a political "hot potato" every Monday night,
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néceSsitating continuous orgaﬁzing arid lobbying on their part. It

is true that rent oontrol is only as strong as five votes on the |
Council, but it strikes me that the voters have been heard in the
last eleotion and‘ihey want rent control. Reht control should thusb

be continued and tested as municipal policy through the eleétoral |
process. I am commltted to my p031tlon on rent control and to working
with my colleagues toward develoPlng a concensus pOSltlon. New and
sudden proposals that weaken rent control are simply mot likely to
surface with majority support during this term. I believe the ofdiﬁ

nance should stay intact for the balance of this ¢council term.

But what about changes to the administration oflrent'oontrol in
Cambfidge? I think we'allishare ooncerns about the general deterior-
ation of the housing stock and the lack of modefnizatioh and reha«
bilitation,‘partioularly‘in'the owner~oocupied and small invéstor*
oWned properties. I think wé:all‘know of the particuléf butdens

the small landlord has to face, withoub'reoourse to highly paid lawyers

~or consultants. Clearly, we have to encourage and facilitato coh=

servation of our housing stock because it generates over half of the

City's tax revenue.

Toward a. Total HOUolng Policy

Rent control was instituted as a stop gap measure to control spirail%ﬁg
rents and arbitiary evictions. It has, in large part, accomplished
these goals, But now, five years later, it must be reviewed and i«

oorporated into a total housing policy. Rent ¢control must rot be allowed

to stand alone. Rent control simply does mot solve all the problems of
housing and housing need in the City. Even with rent control many
tenants are forced to pay more than 25% of theit income on housing. On

the other hand, with rent control many upper income professionals earning
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| $25,000 and more pay far less than what they can afford uhereby

’creatlng an indirect subsidy for the well-to= do. I am personally not

very comfortable with this situation. How do we reconcile this with
the retlred city w0rker on a flxed income who bought "the house next
door" for some security in retirement and now cannot keep pace with

inflation?

What this points to is the néed»to articulate a reseérah program
whichvwill lead to action. This research‘program should prévide

the information necessary for the Council to formulate a rent control
strategy that is an integral part of a total housing policy. The |
City is fortunate to have ﬁany of the pieces and people - public
housing, rehabilitation aésistance pngrams,‘rént control = but, the
Council must now orbhéstréte‘them in the best poséible manner. We

simply do not have access to adequate and appropriate information at

this time. Consequéntly, I think the City Council through its Rent

Control Committee, should draft a researcH design that card Be eVaanted

by'tenanté and landlords alike and then funded by the City for 1976-77.

I trust this memorandum helps to clarify my position on rent control.
It is oonsistent with my campaign pledges and fepfegenté my cbntiﬁuing
interest in working cdoperativély with my‘COlleagues on the Council;_

I welcome your comments and suggestions.
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