Somerville Community Profile 2008
 
The Community Action Agency of Somerville (www.caasomerville.org) serves Somerville, Massachusetts, which has 75,372 residents living in only 4.1 square miles (Mass. Dept. of Public Health, 2007).  Bordering the Boston neighborhood of Charlestown and the cities of Cambridge, Arlington, Medford, and Everett, Somerville is part of the inner core of the Boston metropolitan area.  The Commonwealth classifies Somerville as an urbanized center, with a population density of 18,383 per square mile.


Immigration:  In 1980, it was still possible to describe Somerville as a white, working-class community.  In the last twenty-five years, however, the city has become more ethnically, racially, linguistically, and socio-economically diverse.  For example, the 2005 American Community Survey reported that 32% of the total population was foreign-born.  This makes Somerville the Massachusetts city with the third-highest foreign-born share of population (after Chelsea and Lawrence), according to a 2005 analysis by Mass INC (www.massinc.org). The top countries of origin for foreign-born residents of Somerville are Brazil, Portugal, El Salvador, Haiti, and China. 


Immigration to the Boston area continues to be high.  28% of the foreign-born population in the metro area entered the area in the year 2000 or later (U.S. Census, American Community Survey, 2006).  The number of foreign-born Somerville residents increased by 34% over a ten-year period, if we accept official figures.  Since many immigrants are undocumented, while others do not reply to Census forms, the number of immigrants living in Somerville is probably even higher than these figures show.  

Low-income people in Somerville are more likely than most to be recent immigrants, and immigrants are more likely to live in poverty.  For instance, in 2003, 77% of the residents of the Mystic Public Housing Development for low-income families were newcomers to the United States--45% from Haiti, 24% from Latin America, and 8% from Asia--and only 23% were native-born and white, according to the Somerville Housing Authority (www.sha-web.org).  Only 35.6% of the foreign-born population had become U.S. citizens as of 2005.  Nearly two-thirds of the foreign-born population of Somerville cannot access a whole range of benefits and services designated for citizens.


Languages: Many languages are spoken in Somerville.  According to the Health Data Watch of Massachusetts Emergency Preparedness Region 4b, in 2007, 36% of persons age 5 and over spoke a language other than English at home, compared to 19% statewide—almost twice as high, and two-thirds higher than the percentage of speakers of other languages in the City of Boston. The Somerville school district reports that in school year 2006-2007, 48.7% of students came from homes where the first language is not English   Of children attending the CAAS Head Start program in 2007, 36% spoke Spanish at home, 15% Portuguese, 24% English, 9% Haitian Kreyol, 6% Vietnamese, and 3% each spoke Hindi, Nepali, or African languages.  


The Latino population of Somerville has grown especially rapidly.  Census 2000 counted 6,786 Hispanics or Latinos (of any race) living in Somerville: close to 9% of the city’s total population.   A 30.5% increase in the number of Latinos living in Somerville occurred from 1990 to 2000.  Their number has continued to increase since the 2000 Census.  Data from the Centers for Disease Control show 16.2% of Somerville residents were Latinos in 2002.  More recently, Portuguese-speakers from Brazil have arrived in large numbers.

In the 2000 Census, nearly 17% of residents reported that they speak English less than “very well.”  In 2005, Mass INC reported that there were 5,619 immigrants with limited English skills in Somerville.  One-quarter of the foreign-born population of the city had limited English skills, compared with 7.6% of the total population.  In the Mass INC study, limited English proficiency and low income were highly correlated.


Income: Superficially, Somerville seems to be growing increasingly prosperous.  The U.S. Census found that the median household income for Somerville increased by 56% from 1990 to 1999, from $32,455 to $46,315.  
The appearance of prosperity, however, is misleading.  During the period 1990-1999, the number of families below poverty level increased by 3%, from 1,221 to 1,254.  The poverty rate for families increased from 7.6% to 8.4%.  The poverty rate for all persons increased from 11.5% to 12.5%, and in 2005, using different methods, it was estimated at 17%.  The gap between haves and have-nots continues to grow wider.


The 2000 Census determined that over 20% of Somerville residents earned a household income of less than $20,000.  Of the single female householders living with their own children, more than four of ten had incomes less than $20,000.  One of every ten households in Somerville earned less than $10,000.  These residents live in a city where the median monthly rent was $1,125 (or $13,500 per year), and the median household income in 2000 was $50,542.  By 2005, using different methods, the American Community Survey pegged median household income at $57,118.  Alongside their richer neighbors, these low- and very-low income households must struggle to survive.  


Housing:  According to the 2000 Census, 64% of the properties in Somerville were built before 1940, and 94% were built before 1980.  The City’s Housing Program Manager estimates that about 98% of housing stock built before 1950 had lead paint, creating an additional de-leading cost for housing families with children. 

The housing market is a good indicator of the widening income gap in Somerville.  For the last dozen years, the city has been attracting many new residents with higher incomes.  From 1995 to 2002, the price of two-family houses tripled.  According to the City Assessor’s Office, the Average Residential Value, a statistic used to calculate the residential exemption from city real estate taxes, more than doubled from $224,637 in FY 2000 to $459,041 in FY 2005.  Sales prices increased steadily in Somerville from 1995 to 2005.  By 2007, prices had fallen from their peak level by about 10%--still far above 1995 levels, even after inflation.

New owners often convert two- and three-family houses to condominiums, removing them from the stock of apartments available to rent.  The City Assessor counted 67 two-family homes and 45 three-family homes converted to condominiums in FY 2007.    Already, in the first half of FY 2008, roughly the same number of houses has been converted to condominiums as in all of FY 2007.  In FY 2007, 609 new condominiums were created in Somerville, and 500 have been created in the first half of FY 2008 alone.  

The real estate market has provided incentives for owners to convert their two- and three family homes to condominiums.  The average price of a two-family home in Somerville in 2006 was $546,600, but the average price of a condominium was $358,700.  By converting the house into condominiums, the owner can increase the sales price of the property by 31%.  Even more striking, while the average price of a two-family home declined in 2007 to $518,800, the average price of a condominium actually increased, to $365, 800.  Figures from the Multiple Listing Service, although different in detail, confirm this trend from year to year.  Clearly, the market is not providing affordable housing for low-income residents of Somerville.

At the same time that condominium conversion is removing many apartments from the market, rental units are increasing in number, up 6% from 1990 to 2000.  This increase suggests that existing units are being divided into smaller units, and new units are being created in basements and attics, both legally and illegally.  The overall vacancy rate for rental units in Somerville is only 1.5% (CHAPA Greater Boston Health Report Card, 2006-2007).  The low vacancy rate is one factor keeping rents high.

Rent is an especially important consideration for low-income people in Somerville.  Nearly 70% of Somerville residents rent their homes, and very-low-income households made up only 18.6% of total homeowners, whereas they made up 31.8% of total renter households.  The cost of rental housing is therefore a primary concern for anti-poverty efforts in the city.  According to the National Low-Income Housing Coalition, in 2006, the rent affordable for a single person at minimum wage was $351.  The average rent for people newly moving into a one-bedroom apartment in Somerville in 2005 was $1,186.  For two bedrooms, it was $1,433, and for three bedrooms, $1,832—close to $22,000 per year just for rental housing.  This means that today, a family must make significantly over $60,000 per year to afford the average two-bedroom apartment, according to the Somerville Affordable Housing Organizing Committee.  

The increased demand for Somerville property has made it much more expensive to rent any apartment in the city, regardless of condition or location.  During the 1990’s in Somerville, gross rent of 35% or more of household income increased by 186%, and gross rent of $1,000 or more increased by 444%, at the same time that the poverty rate was increasing (Census 2000).  Nearly 40% of all renters were experiencing a housing problem—burdensome rent, overcrowding, or insufficient kitchen or bathroom facilities—at the time of the 2000 Census.  For low-income people, these problems have persisted into the twenty-first century.

In response, many lower-income people have moved to cities such as Medford, Malden, Chelsea, Lynn, Everett, and Revere, where they can get better housing for less money.  Among the very-low-income families who remain in Somerville, many are squeezing into less and less satisfactory housing, choosing to remain here because of the convenience to transportation and employers and the development of strong cultural and linguistic communities to which they are attached.  These families pay a high price to preserve their ties.  According to the City’s Housing Director, many families pay 50% of the Area Median Income for housing, rather than the 30% that is usually recommended.  

Public housing is unable to meet the demand and lower the cost of renting in Somerville.  According to the Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development, in 1999, Somerville had 1,430 state and federal public housing units and 964 households receiving state or federal rental assistance, MRVP or Section 8 (http://www.mass.gov/dhcd/iprofile/274.pdf).  In its most recent Annual Plan, the Somerville Housing Authority states that there are another 4,221 households on the waiting list for Section 8 affordable housing vouchers and public housing in Somerville, of which 3,729 receive extremely low incomes (<=30% of Area Median Income).   But the Assistant Director stated that by June 2008, after a period when the waiting list was closed, this number had risen to 12,307 households—more than five times as many households as the total number of units.  Experience shows that it takes 3-5 years for people from the time people apply for Section 8 assistance until they actually receive vouchers.   Massachusetts is the second least affordable state (based on housing wage for two-bedroom rental), and the Boston Metropolitan Statistical Area, which includes Somerville, is the eighth least affordable in the United States.

Transportation:  One of the city’s major draws for both upper-income and lower-income people is its accessibility.  Somerville can aptly be described as a gateway to Eastern Massachusetts.  Immediate access is available to routes 1, 2, 16, 28, 38, 90, and 128 and to Interstates 93 and 95.  Somerville is just a 3.5-mile drive from Boston’s Logan International Airport.  


Somerville is also accessible to public transportation.  The MBTA subway service (www.mbta.com) is currently available through the Red Line in Davis Square and the Orange Line at Sullivan Square, just outside the East Somerville border.  The Commonwealth recently renewed its commitment to extend the Green Line from the Lechmere terminus through Somerville, potentially alleviating health hazards caused by heavy automobile traffic.  In addition, fourteen different bus lines travel through the city. They are frequently delayed, however, and inconvenient for north-south travel within the city, often requiring a walk of several blocks before boarding the appropriate bus.


Employment:  Unemployment has been relatively low in Somerville.  When the statewide unemployment rate hit 9.1% back in 1991, Somerville’s rate was 7.4%.  In Census 2000, the statewide rate was 2.6%, Somerville’s only 1.7% (rising to 3.6% in 2006).  The industry that employs the largest number of Somerville residents (26.4%) is “Educational, health and social services,” reflecting the importance of the nonprofit sector in the region.  Somerville's for-profit business community is small, relative to those in Cambridge and Boston.  Per square mile, Somerville has less than a quarter of the commercial property values of Cambridge (Union Square Main Streets, 2007).

The poor in Somerville are the working and often the overworked poor, holding the equivalent of two or more full-time jobs per person, with all the attendant stress on individuals and families.  They work long hours because their jobs are poorly paid and lack significant benefits.  Language barriers stand in the way for many recent immigrants who worked in skilled jobs, and sometimes in professional careers, in their native lands, as well as for immigrants who are barely literate or illiterate in their native languages.  Youth experience difficulty in finding work because jobs typically taken by youth elsewhere are filled by low-income adults here.  Also, the Somerville labor market is not as extensive as those in bordering cities and towns, thereby limiting access to community-based jobs and making travel to work a more stressful experience.


Education:  The 2007 Annual Report of the Somerville Public Schools (SPS) shows an 8% decline in student enrollment from the 2005-2006 school year to 2006-2007.  “The student population in the SPS has declined by nearly 1,000 over the last ten years,” even though 80% of the school-age population has enrolled in the SPS each year.  The district experienced a 38% transiency rate—and almost 64% transiency among students from low-income households. As a result of declining enrollment between 1998 and 2004, average per-student expenses increased almost 85%, the highest such increase in the region.  By 2006, Somerville was spending a total of $14,833, 32% higher than the state average of $11,211.  The school budget is a perennial issue in City politics.

The decline in enrollment and the increase in expenses per pupil would have been even sharper if not for an influx of immigrant and mostly non-white students into the system.  For example, in school year 2006-2007, 56% of the students at Somerville High School were non-white, according to the Massachusetts Department of Education (although only 23% of the city’s population was non-white, according to the American Community Survey, 2005).  66% came from families that either do not speak English or possess limited English proficiency (compared to less than 20% of students statewide).  Nearly 65% of Somerville High School students come from low-income families (compared to 28% statewide).  Students in the Somerville school system look less and less like the majority of residents, and at the same time, the cost of educating the city’s students, no matter what their background, is rising--a politically volatile mix.  


Residents of Somerville are themselves more highly educated than the statewide average.  In Somerville, 40.6% of persons age 25 and older have a Bachelor’s degree or higher.  In Massachusetts, the comparable figure is 33.2%.  There is an appreciation of the value of education, balanced by a resistance to paying for the education of other people’s children.  Somerville is quite high in the number of households with no children and in the number of households sending their children to private or religious schools.  According to City spokesperson Thomas Champion, 41% of Somerville’s population is between the ages of 20 and 35.  Many of the households without children may be future parents, but it is unclear how that figures into their appreciation of public schooling now.


Disability: Of the population in Somerville five years old and over, nearly 12% have some type of disability (U.S. Census, American Community Survey 2005).  CAAS Head Start is committed to serving disabled children ages 3-5.  Unfortunately, obtaining exact data on this age group is difficult, since the Census concentrates on ages five and up.  We are forced to make estimates based on other local and national data.

· For the closest age cohort, Somerville children and youth ages 5-15, the Census reports that 3.7% of males and 5.8% of females have at least one disability, and that they are very likely to live in low-income households.  
· Prof. Stephen Kaye of the Center for Disability Statistics reports that on the national level, 6.3% of children ages 3-5 have disabilities.  In U.S. families living at or below 125% of the federal poverty level (making them eligible for Head Start), 8.9% have disabilities.  

Based on these figures, CAAS estimates that there are between 25 and 110 children with any kind of identified disability in Somerville who are in the age group and income level that would make them eligible for Head Start.

Public safety:  There is less crime in Somerville than in previous decades.  The total number of crimes reported in 1980 was 4073 (353 violent, 3,720 property).  In 1990, there were 3,175 crimes reported (485 violent, 2690 property).  In 2000, there were 2,048 crimes reported (165 violent, 1,883 property).   In the last few years, Somerville has experienced one notorious incident of crime by members of youth gangs.  The conditions that foster gang activity and gang formation are present in Somerville.  These have had no effect on the overall rate of crime, however.  Members of our focus groups report they basically feel safe living in the city.


The complete Census 2000 Profile of General Demographic Characteristics for Somerville is appended.  There will be a similar document available for 2010.  How continuing change will affect the residents that CAAS serves is difficult to predict, but it is clear that, at least for the next three years, the city will continue to need an anti-poverty program.
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