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Is ‘transportation, transportation, transportation’
the new mantra for real estate?

NOVEMBER 
2014

Vol. 11, No. 4

BY ERICA MATTISON

You’ve heard “lo-
cation, location, loca-
tion,” but what about 
“transportation, trans-
portation, transporta-
tion”?

From Dorches-
ter’s Peabody Square 
to Somerville’s As-
sembly Row, Greater 
Boston’s development 
is increasingly taking 

place in close proximity to transit, much of 
which has recently been updated, or even 
newly created. 

Thousands of spaces are coming online 
in the form of mixed-use, transit-oriented 
developments. The investments in pub-
lic transportation and the accompanying 
transit-oriented development (TOD) have 
the potential to improve public health and 
quality of life, while reducing traffic and 
greenhouse gas emissions. They also repre-
sent an opportunity to retain young people 
who were drawn to the area for college and 
wish to continue their urban lifestyle here.

There are concerns, however, that if 
communities, the commonwealth and 
developers do not make a concerted ef-
fort to incorporate affordability into new 
developments, equity and access will be 
sacrificed. Of the 10,000 housing units 
built in downtown Boston since 2010, 76 
percent are high-end. Building affordable 
and moderate income housing needs to be 
prioritized in the coming years to ensure 
it’s not only the wealthy who can afford to 
live in Boston.

The mid-20th century approach of de-

signing drivable suburbs is being replaced 
with creating walkable urban places, both 
in city centers and the suburbs. A study 
this year from the George Washington 
University School of Business ranked the 
Boston metro area #3 in the country for 
walkable urbanism, signifying that the 
area has a high number of neighborhoods 
where destinations are concentrated and 
within walking distance. In Boston, more 
and more people are choosing to both live 
and work in the city (in recent years the 
percentage has grown from 34 to 39 per-
cent).

MEETING OUR 
HOUSING NEEDS

“The 2012 Greater Boston Housing 
Report Card,” published by The Kitty and 
Michael Dukakis Center for Urban and 
Regional Policy at Northeastern Univer-
sity, reported that production of single-
family and multifamily housing in the re-
gion has to increase by at least 12,000 per 
year through 2020 to meet housing needs. 
The study noted that meeting housing de-
velopment needs will rely upon communi-
ties’ adoption of cluster development, in-
clusionary zoning provisions and Chapter 
40R.

In October, Boston Mayor Martin 
Walsh released “Housing a Changing City: 
Boston 2030,” the administration’s housing 
plan. By the year 2030, it is projected that 
Boston will reach more than 700,000 resi-
dents, the city’s highest population since 
the 1950s. The city has set a goal of helping 
to create 53,000 new units of housing at 
a variety of income levels by 2030, which 
would amount to a 20 percent increase in 

housing stock.
Here are several examples of areas 

where parallel real estate development and 
public transportation projects are creating 
exciting new opportunities for neighbor-
hoods.

RED LINE

In 2008, directly adjacent to the Ash-
mont MBTA station, Trinity Financial 
opened the $52.6 million Carruth Build-
ing, a six-story mixed-use TOD develop-
ment, including 74 affordable rental units, 
42 market-rate condominiums, and 10,000 
square feet of retail space. Given that the 
building is a few steps from public trans-
portation, the developer provided 80 un-
derground parking spaces for residents – 
substantially less than one parking space 
per unit, and less than zoning regularly 
requires.

The Carruth was followed in 2011 by 
an $84 million reconstruction of Ashmont 
MBTA station, part of Red Line Rehabili-
tation Project. Convenient access to down-
town without a car is one of the Carruth’s 
selling points.

Currently, the same developers of the 
Carruth are seeking Boston Redevelop-
ment Authority approval to build another 
mixed-use development across the street. 
This project (Ashmont TOD2) would also 
include retail, affordable housing, market-
rate condos, and minimal underground 
parking.

ORANGE LINE

Head just north of Boston and you’ll 
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see Orange Line improvements that are 
happening concurrently with private 
real estate development. Assembly, con-
structed in 2014 and located in Somer-
ville between the Wellington and Sullivan 
Square stations, is the first subway station 
the MBTA has opened in more than 25 
years.

Across from the station is the new 
Assembly Row development, a neighbor-
hood that provides a mix of retail, restau-
rants, entertainment, residences and office 
space. Assembly Row, located along the 
Mystic River, has over 500,000 square 
feet of retail, 2,100 residential units and 
1.75 million square feet of office space. 
This development and the new T station 
have made this area a new hot spot. As 
Somerville Mayor Joseph Curtatone has 
said, “All of the development in Assem-
bly Square never would have materialized 
without the new T station.”

COMMUTER RAIL

The 9.2 mile Fairmount Corridor 
Commuter Rail Line, which goes from 
Hyde Park through Dorchester, Roxbury 
and Mattapan, used to include five stops: 
Readville, Fairmount, Morton Street, 
Uphams Corner and Boston South Sta-
tion. Over the past couple of years, new 
stations have been created along the route 
to improve access and increase ridership, 
including Newmarket, Four Corners/

Geneva and Talbot Avenue. A Blue Hill 
Avenue stop is also in the works. In ad-
dition, weekend service will start this fall 
to further improve access. The additional 
stations and expanded service in these 
neighborhoods represent a step forward 
for economic and environmental justice 
because they make it easier for residents to 
get downtown without needing a car and 
for people from various places to access the 
neighborhoods (and perhaps support some 
local businesses).

This fall, city and state officials an-
nounced that Allston will get a commuter 
rail station on the Framingham/Worcester 
commuter rail line as part of the Mass De-
partment of Transportation (MassDOT) 
$260 million I-90 Interchange Improve-
ment Project. This project is part of a larger 
redevelopment opportunity which could 
bring about improvements that encourage 
biking and walking, while creating addi-
tional open space, and enhancing access to 
the Charles River.

WHAT BOSTON NEEDS TO DO 
TO MEET FUTURE NEEDS

With substantial housing needs and 
an expected growing demand for walkable 
urban development, the city’s capturing of 
opportunities will come down to many fac-
tors, including Boston’s ability to:

• Work successfully with colleges and 
universities to minimize the number 

of students living off-campus (at pres-
ent, they number 36,000).

• Support the creation of more mixed-
income developments and neighbor-
hoods.

• Identify funding sources to support 
more affordable housing (an addition-
al $20 million annually will need to be 
identified to enable the city to meet its 
affordable housing goals).

• Lead a residential zoning reform pro-
cess with more as-of-right support 
for housing production citywide and 
re-zone for residential density around 
transit stations.

• Work with state agencies such as 
MassDOT to secure and redevelop 
sites.

STATE POLICY 
OPPORTUNITIES

In addition, policies on the state level 
could provide communities with valuable 
guidance and resources for how to grow 
responsibly. State laws that govern devel-
opment and zoning have not been updated 
in four decades.

House Bill 1859, “An Act Promoting 
the Planning and Development of Sus-
tainable Communities,” filed by Sen. Dan 
Wolf (Harwich) and Rep. Stephen Kulik 
(Worthington), would provide commu-
nities across the state with a common set 
of practices that make it easier to update 
zoning. This legislation would help to dis-
courage sprawl, encourage transit-oriented 
development, preserve open space, and 
allow for more density. Zoning reform is 
an important step forward for Massachu-
setts because it will help the state remain 
competitive and improve its ability to meet 
the needs of those who call it home – and 
those who want to. t

Erica Mattison is legislative director of the En-
vironmental League of Massachusetts. Prior to 
joining ELM in 2013, she launched and led 
Suffolk University’s sustainability program and 
served as the Executive Director of the Caucus 
of Women Legislators. She holds a bachelor’s 
degree from Commonwealth Honors College 
at the University of Massachusetts Amherst 
and master’s degree in public administration 
and a law degree from Suffolk University. Er-
ica can be contacted by email atemattison@ 
environmentalleague.org.

The renovated Ashmont T station includes a plaza which is home to a weekly farmers market, a neighborhood event 
that builds community and provides residents with access to locally grown foods.
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