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New Report
Reiterates:

Not Enough
Homes Here

By SARAH ROBERTSON

FRANKLIN COUNTY - To
address the recent spike in housing
costs and new demand in western
Massachusetts, the region needs
16,766 new housing units by 2035,
according to a recent report.

Building Homes, Building Fu-
tures, published in August by the
UMass Amherst Donahue Institute
and the Springfield-based nonprofit
housing agency Way Finders, found
that in the state’s four westernmost
counties, over half of all renters and
nearly a third of homeowners strug-
gle to afford housing because there
is not enough to go around.

“This shortage helps explain
why housing prices have gone up so
much — and why many families are
having a hard time finding a place
they can afford,” a summary of the
report by Way Finders states. “Com-
munities across western Massachu-
setts are building new housing — but

not fast enough to meet needs....
[W]ithout more public and private
investment and planning, we won’t
build at the scale or speed needed to
close the gap.”

The median cost to buy a home
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in western Massachusetts has in-
creased by about 37% since 2014,
even adjusting for inflation, the in-
stitute found, using real estate data
from the Warren Group. At the
same time, the owner vacancy rate
decreased significantly in Franklin,
Hampshire, and Berkshire counties,
to well below what is considered
healthy for the market — most nota-
bly in Franklin County, where it fell
from 1.1% to 0.3%.

Rental vacancies mirrored this
trend, again most notably in Franklin
County, where they fell from 4.4% to
1.3% between 2018 and 2023.

Rents have risen quickly — an
average increase of 35% across
the four counties from 2021 to
2024, according to the report, and
about half the renters in western
Massachusetts are now considered
“cost-burdened,” meaning that they
spend more than one-third of their
income on housing.

Evictions are also on the in-
crease. In Franklin County, 15 evic-
tions were executed in 2021, and 74
were carried out in 2023. Region-
wide, the eviction rate per 1,000
households increased from 3.77 in
2021 to 11.45 in 2023.

The authors attribute this to ris-
ing rents, as well as the end of the
pandemic eviction filing moratori-
um in October 2020 and the sub-
sequent weakening of other state
rental protection programs. They
note that data on court-ordered
evictions likely underrepresent
actual loss of housing by tenants
who can’t afford rent.

“The eviction process can be
time-consuming and costly for both
tenants and landlords,” the report
states, “and often landlords, espe-
cially smaller landlords, may use
other tactics to avoid eviction...
Thus, filings and formal evictions
often understate the true number of
forced moves.”

Shrinking Households

Research  for the Building
Homes, Building Futures report
was conducted with the help of doz-
ens of banks, municipalities, hospi-
tal systems, and housing agencies
throughout western Massachusetts.
The report is a follow-up to a col-
laborative study that began in 2020.

A major goal of the project is to
calculate the region’s housing supply
gap, which the report defines as the
difference between the number of
households and the number of hous-
ing units available. The total esti-
mated gap in western Massachusetts
today is 23,420 units. At the current
rate of construction, the report proj-
ects this will shrink to about 17,000
units over the next decade as the
population decreases and ages.

Two previous Donahue Institute
reports issued in 2021 and 2022,
which looked only at Hampden,
Hampshire, and Franklin counties,
had projected a 2025 housing gap in
Franklin County of 2,296. The new
report corrects this figure to 3,370,
but projects it will shrink over the
next decade to 2,229.

Franklin County’s population
could decrease by as much as 6%
by 2035, the researchers believe, by
which time one in three residents
is expected to be over the age of
65. Seniors’ increasing tendency
to “age in place” also affects the
housing market by keeping homes
for growing families off the market,
according to the study.

“Many older households are
over-housed, occupying housing
units with more bedrooms than
needed,” they write, citing data
that indicates that statewide, “only
38 percent of homes with three or
more bedrooms are occupied by
families with children...”

“Population decline also affects
local economies,” the Way Finders
summary adds. “A shrinking tax
base can limit funding for schools
and public services. Meanwhile,
slower growth in the working-age
population can create labor short-
ages that strain local employers and
hinder economic development.”

Pipelines and Cornerstones

Franklin County Regional Hous-
ing and Redevelopment Authority
(FCRHRA) director Gina Govoni
said that new housing development
is especially challenging in rural ar-
eas that lack the resources and infra-
structure to support it.

“Western Mass has a weaker
economy than eastern Mass, which
correlates to lower incomes, lower
rents, and lower property values,”
Govoni told the Reporter in an
email. “The cost of building materi-
als has increased everywhere. With
stringent local zoning regulations, it
is typically not as profitable to build
here in western Mass. Projects just
do not pencil out.”

The number of building permits
issued per 1,000 western Massa-
chusetts residents in recent years
is less than half the statewide aver-
age, according to the UMass-Way
Finders report.

And while Franklin County has
some of the highest residential tax
rates in the state, Govoni explained,
few municipalities have sufficient
planning staff needed to coordinate
large-scale housing projects. The
region’s low population density and
limited water, sewer, and transpor-
tation services make it less attrac-
tive to developers who rely on grant
programs and tax credits, she said.

“Other states that have a mix of

urban and rural communities tailor
development criteria so that both
types will find resources,” she add-
ed. “Massachusetts is not there yet.”

Govoni said she believes hous-
ing development of all types — af-
fordable, market-rate, and built
with accessibility in mind — will be
needed to close the housing gap.
The FCRHRA and other agencies
have been pushing the state to rec-
ognize market-constrained com-
munities in western Massachusetts
as “Cornerstone Communities”
and create a new pool of funding to
address their unique needs.

However, she said, chaos and
cuts to housing programs at the fed-
eral level, including to Section 8§,
housing vouchers, and the Low-In-
come Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC)
could hinder future developments.

“The LIHTC program depends
on investors, who have already
expressed their reticence about
Trump’s exuberance by lowering
what they are willing to pay for the
credits,” she wrote. “That means
the dollars won’t stretch as far,
particularly in weak markets... The
wild swings with tariffs have also
caused panic pricing in the con-
struction materials.”

Despite the financial headwinds,
a number of housing projects are
in the pipeline in western Massa-
chusetts. Citing the Western Mass
Housing Coalition, Way Finders
estimates that 1,150 affordable
housing units are in development
across the four counties.

Rural Development, Inc., the
nonprofit developer affiliated with
the FCRHRA, is applying for state
funding to help build 26 units of
mostly senior housing on Care Drive
in Erving, and 32 units of mixed-
income housing in downtown
Greenfield. The FCRHRA is request-
ing the state consider the Greenfield
project for “Transit-Oriented Devel-
opment” funding and incentives.

“This raised questions from east-
ern Mass. staff who are primarily
looking for MBTA access, but we
have argued that downtown Green-
field is as transit-oriented as you get
in Franklin County,” Govoni said.

If all goes according to plan,
Govoni said the Erving and Green-
field developments could open to
new residents as early as 2028.

“Our greatest hope is for the data
and tools to inspire local action,”
Way Finders CEO Keith Fairey
wrote in a preface to the organiza-
tion’s summary. “Because while the
state can make funding available
and drive policy changes, housing
action also happens at the local
level — at town meetings, planning
board meetings, public
hearings for zoning chang-
es, and more.”
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