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SECTION

INTRODUCTION

Diverse, high quality, affordable housing is important for the health of communities.  The Town of Montague is committed to promoting quality housing that is affordable for its residents and to addressing community housing issues.  The Town works closely with the Franklin County Regional Housing and Redevelopment Authority (HRA) and other regional organizations to improve Montague’s housing stock and to establish short-term and long-term housing strategies.  Montague has also engaged in planning initiatives, including the Montague Comprehensive Plan (1999) and the Open Space and Recreation Plan (2010) to help guide future residential growth, and has implemented zoning changes to support the town’s vision for its future.  
Montague’s housing stock is diverse.  Approximately 58% of the housing units in town are single-family homes, 17% are in two-family dwellings, 24% are units in multi-family buildings, and 1% are mobile homes.  In addition, Montague has a large number of renters, with rental housing comprising 39% of the town’s total housing stock.  Montague’s housing is more diverse than that of most other communities in Franklin County.  Most Franklin County towns typically have housing that consists of at least 75-85% single-family homes, and 20-25% rental units (including single-family homes). 

Montague’s housing is also relatively affordable.  Housing is generally considered to be affordable when households spend no more than 30% of gross income on housing costs.  Under this definition, housing in Montague is currently affordable for many residents. In addition, Montague has a large supply of long-term affordable housing (389 housing units) and has almost achieved the 10% affordable housing goal established by the Massachusetts Legislature under Chapter 40B (the Comprehensive Permit Law).  Montague has more housing with long-term affordability than any town in Franklin County with the exception of Orange and Greenfield.  In addition, in recent years, the Town of Montague has worked with HRA and its partner Rural Development Inc. to support housing rehabilitation and redevelopment projects and the creation of more units of long-term affordable housing.  

Montague officials recognize that despite the diversity and general affordability of housing in town, some residents still have burdensome housing costs or face other significant housing issues.  For example, 37% of Montague residents have housing that is unaffordable based on their income.  Also, 23% of residents in the village of Turners Falls live below the poverty line and have special difficulties finding housing and affording housing-related expenditures.  Related concerns are the age and condition of some of the older housing stock in the downtown areas, and the need to maintain and preserve these structures.  Older housing is often more affordable than newer homes.  The Town of Montague is working with its community partners to develop new affordable housing, improve the quality of existing affordable units and address other housing issues in the town.  
Montague’s total population experienced a slight decline between 2000 and 2010, though the number of households increased by 2% during this same time period. Overall the town saw a decline in the number of families with children, and an increase in residents in the 40-64 age range between 2000 and 2010. School enrollment at both the elementary and secondary school levels declined during the same time period. Looking forward, the percentage of the population aged 65 and older in Montague is expected to almost double by the year 2030.
This Housing Plan presents an overview of housing in Montague.  It discusses how well the current housing supply is meeting demand, evaluates housing affordability, and assesses which areas of Montague may be most suitable for new residential development. 

The Housing Plan is organized into the following sections:

A discussion of the planning and legislative context for affordable housing;

A summary of Montague’s current housing characteristics, 

· A review of population characteristics that influence housing demand; 

· An assessment of housing costs and affordability in Montague; 

· An analysis of development conditions and constraints and opportunities for new housing development; and  

· A list of goals and objectives for housing in Montague;

· Recommendations and strategies for helping the Town meet its housing goals and objectives.

Planning and Legislative Context

This section provides background information and context for the Housing Plan.  It summarizes Massachusetts legislation that encourages affordable housing under Chapter 40B.  It also discusses the Town of Montague’s historic and current activities to address housing issues in the community.

Legislation to Promote Affordable Housing

Chapter 40B

In 1969, the Massachusetts Legislature passed the Comprehensive Permit Law (MGL Chapter 40B, Sections 20-23) to promote creation of affordable housing for low- and moderate-income households statewide.   Known as Chapter 40B, the legislation streamlined the development permit process for affordable housing projects and established a goal of increasing the amount of long-term affordable housing in each community to 10% of the total housing stock.  Under Chapter 40B, communities with less than 10% long-term affordable housing may be required to allow new housing developments that override local zoning restrictions, such as density and setback requirements.  In these communities, a developer can submit an application for a comprehensive permit for an affordable housing development that does not adhere to local zoning.  Local review of the proposal is limited.  This application is acted upon by the local Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA).  If the ZBA denies the permit, the developer may appeal the decision to the State Housing Appeals Committee, which can — and often does —overrule the local ZBA decision and allow the housing project to proceed.  

The Chapter 40B definition of “affordable housing” is more specific than the general definition based on housing costs not exceeding 30% of household income.  In determining a town’s total number of affordable housing units under Chapter 40B, units must be subsidized and have guaranteed long-term affordability through a deed restriction for households earning at or below 80% of the area median income, and be subject to an Affirmative Fair Housing Marketing Plan (more information on the area median income and affordable housing can be found in the Housing Costs and Affordability section of this plan). Newly constructed affordable housing units must have a deed restriction guaranteeing affordability for a minimum of 30 years, while rehabilitated housing units are required to have a deed restriction for at least 15 years guaranteeing affordability. Affordable housing units can be subsidized in different ways, including internal subsidies within a development such as a density bonus that allows a developer to create one or more additional market rate units to subsidize the affordable units; tax credits; grants or loans; and the use of Community Preservation Act funds by a community. Units that meet the requirements of Chapter 40B are added to the State’s Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI), which is the official listing of affordable units in a community and determines whether a community is at or below its 10 percent threshold. 

All units that do not meet these requirements have been excluded from Chapter 40B status, even if their monthly costs are less than 30% of the low or moderate household income thresholds.  This restriction has been a disadvantage to rural communities, such as towns in Franklin County, where subsidized housing is less likely to be developed, but where housing costs relative to income are generally lower than in metropolitan areas.  Even with these restrictions, however, as of April 30, 2013, 9.9% of housing units (389 units) in Montague were affordable under the Chapter 40B definition.  The only communities in Franklin County with more affordable housing  than Montague are Greenfield (13.8%) and Orange (10.8%).  

The State has also been working to revise other aspects of Chapter 40B to provide communities with more flexibility and local control in expanding their affordable housing supply. The Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD) has developed the Housing Production Plan (HPP) as an option for communities that fall below the 10 percent threshold, but are making progress on facilitating the creation of affordable units in the community, to gain more control over the Comprehensive Permit process. If a town has an approved HPP through DHCD, and meets it’s annual affordable housing production goal, it can be certified to be in compliance with the plan, and therefore “exempt” from a Comprehensive Permit application for a period of one or two years. For a one year exemption, a town must produce affordable housing units that equal .5 percent of the year round housing stock as of the last decennial census. For a two year exemption, a town must produce affordable housing units that equal 1 percent of the year round housing stock. For Montague, this equates to 20 units for a one year exemption, and 39 units for a two year exemption. In addition, Boards of Appeals can now refuse to issue permits for large-scale housing projects that are inappropriately sized for their communities.  

Regional and Town Initiatives and Policies to Create Affordable Housing

Sustainable Franklin County: Franklin County’s Regional Plan for Sustainable Development

Sustainable Franklin County: Franklin County’s Regional Plan for Sustainable Development, was completed in 2013 after a multi-year public process. The plan addresses a number of subject areas related to the future of Franklin County. The top housing goals identified during the planning process were:

1. Improve the energy efficiency of housing

2. Improve the quality of existing housing

3. Locate housing near employment and town centers

Findings from the plan showed that 69 percent of housing units in Franklin County are single-family homes. Thirty-one (31) percent of housing in the County is renter-occupied while 69 percent is owner-occupied. Currently there is a tight housing market in the County with very low vacancy rates for rental and homeowner units, which may make it difficult for people to find housing that meets their needs at an affordable price. Nearly 50 percent of renters and 34 percent of homeowners in Franklin County were cost-burdened by their housing costs in 2010, with young renters and older homeowners the most cost-burdened age groups in the region. The definition of “cost-burdened” is that a household pays more than 30 percent of its gross monthly income on housing costs (rent and utilities for renters, and mortgage, taxes, and insurance for homeowners). Additionally, the plan found that Franklin County has consistently had the lowest average wage per job of all fourteen counties in Massachusetts since 2000. 

A major point of the plan is that housing is not just a local issue, but must be addressed regionally. In Franklin County, there are many rural areas without public infrastructure, and with few jobs to support much housing growth. Many of these areas also contain important natural resources that are already preserved, or are considered priorities for preserving. During development of the regional plan, Turners Falls was identified as one of the potential growth areas for the County, given its role as an employment center and the availability of public infrastructure. Millers Falls was identified as an emerging development area with potential for increased development/redevelopment.
An implementation project stemming from Sustainable Franklin County is the development of the Franklin County Regional Housing Study in 2014. The regional housing study found that Franklin County has a shortage of affordable housing in all sub-regions (east, central, and west), with a particular need for more housing that is affordable for very low income households (earning 50% or less of the Area Median Income) and extremely low income households (earning 30% or less of the Area Median Income). Findings from the regional housing study are discussed in more detail in the Current Housing Characteristics and Housing Costs and Affordability sections.
Town of Montague Activities

The Montague Housing Partnership (MHP) was formed in the late 1980s to promote the creation of affordable low- and moderate-income housing in the community. The partnership’s members included the Montague Building Inspector and representatives from the Montague Planning Board, Montague Housing Authority and HRA.  In 1990, MHP prepared a policy document, Principles and Guidelines for Affordable Housing Developments, that was adopted by the Board of Selectmen in 1992. These guidelines have been updated for the purpose of this plan and are included in Section 8: Housing Goals. The partnership has not been active in town for over ten years.  
The MHP Principles and Guidelines informed development of the housing section of the Montague Comprehensive Plan, completed in 1999.  The Comprehensive Plan identified four overriding community issues, including: (1) Improving the health of the downtown areas; (2) Retaining and enhancing the vitality of the village areas; (3) Guiding the future of the Montague Plains; and (4) Planning for future capital improvements.  All of these concerns relate to housing and housing development.  The Plan also included action steps for addressing Montague’s key housing issues.  These issues include improving substandard housing in the downtown areas, protecting farmland from residential development, meeting future housing needs, and studying Title 5 septic system regulation changes. The Town has made progress on most of these action steps since the Comprehensive Plan was completed.  (The Housing section of the Comprehensive Plan is included in the Appendix of this Housing Plan as a reference). 

The Building Inspector and Health Director have worked closely with HRA staff to identify and address substandard housing in Turners Falls and Millers Falls.  A full-time housing code inspector, paid with Community Development Block Grant funds between 1999 and 2001, helped address many of the worst violations.  Acquisition and restoration of the fire-ravaged shell of the Crocker Bank Building, and the rundown Cutlery Building by RDI resulted in an enormous improvement in the quality of rental housing in downtown Turners Falls. These projects reduced blight, and have encouraged private investment in the neighborhood.  The Town is currently participating in the Abandoned Housing Initiative through the Attorney General’s Office to rehabilitate vacant, abandoned homes that pose a public health threat. 
Zoning changes approved since the Comprehensive Plan was completed have provided for higher-density housing and mixed commercial and residential uses in downtown areas of Turners Falls, Millers Falls and parts of Montague City.  The Montague Planning Board remains committed to revising the zoning to increase the options available for residential development and to promote the creation of affordable housing. The Planning Board and Conservation Commission are dedicated to sustaining agricultural and forestry businesses in Montague and promoting the permanent protection of prime farmland.  In recent years, the Planning Board has proposed several zoning changes designed to direct development away from agricultural areas.  
In 2004, Montague completed its first Housing Plan. This current plan is an update to the 2004 plan, and provides new demographic and housing information for the town to use in making decisions regarding housing policies and projects. This plan maintains many of the original goals, objectives, and strategies which are still relevant today, while providing some new strategies for the Town to pursue over the next five to ten years.

In 2010, Montague completed an update to its Open Space and Recreation Plan.  The Plan contains a comprehensive inventory of the town’s natural, agricultural and recreational resources and an action plan for protecting and maintaining these resources.  One concern discussed in the Open Space Plan is the need to protect important natural, agricultural, and recreational assets from residential and other development that could be detrimental to the quality of the resources.  
The Downtown Turners Falls Livability Plan was developed in 2013, and provides recommendations for improvements to Avenue A and surrounding streets in downtown. The plan includes a discussion of housing in the downtown area, and presents opportunities for infill development with commercial uses on ground floors with residential uses on upper floors.
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