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INTRODUCTION

In 1994 Massachusetts passed legislation restricting localities from enacting rent
control. California followed suit in 1995. Implementation of the Massachusetts
law began in January 1995, while implementation of the California law began in
January 1996, although both laws phased in the implementation. Both states lim-
ited localities to enacting vacancy decontrol, which allows apartment owners to
raise rents to market levels when a tenant leaves (Garcia 1995; Jordan 1995). !
Vacancy decontrol is, in effect, a method of gradually eliminating rent control as
tenant turnover eventually allows owners to increase rents to market levels. The
Massachusetts law eliminated even vacancy decontrol after two years. In both
cases, only a few cities were directly impacted. In Massachusetts, only Boston,
Cambridge, and Brookline had any form of rent control; Boston and Brooklme
had already watered-down their laws to versions of vacancy decontrol.? In Cali-
fornia, only five cities—Santa Monica, West Hollywood, Berkeley, East Palo
Alto, and Cotati—had rent control; nine others, including San Francisco, San
Jose, Oakland, and Los Angeles, already had vacancy decontrol.

The real estate industry had been trying to pre-empt local rent regulations i m
both states since the 1970s, when cities in both states began to adopt rent controls.>
They had tried a number of strategies over the years, but had consistently fallen
short. What, then, accounts for this dramatic turnabout? This paper examines that
question, focusing on the political maneuverings of both pro- and anti-rent control
forces in both states, looking for differences and similarities in the two states.*

In simple terms, the battle between tenants and landlords can be viewed as a
contest between organized people and organized money. Although a democracy
is supposed to operate on the principle of “one person, one vote,” it is obvious that
the political playing field is far from level. The distribution of wealth and income
in the United States is highly unequal. The disparity in financial resources gives
some groups disproportionate influence in getting their voices heard and gaining
access to political decision-makers. This does not guarantee that they will get
everything they seek, but it does mean that they have an advantage. The political
system is generally skewed toward those with economic wealth.

In general, tenants significantly outnumber landlords. If sheer numbers alone
accounted for political influence, renters would be a powerful political force. For
a variety of reasons, explored in detail below, renters have generally not been able
to take meaningful advantage of their numerical edge. In part this is because ten-
ants are disproportionately poor, which is generally associated with low levels of
political participation. It is also because tenants are typically not very well-orga-
nized while their key opponents (at least on the issue of rent control and other reg-
ulations), the real estate industry, are very well-organized. Concentrated among
the poor, tenant organizing has inherent limitations. They generally move a lot
(often because of eviction for non-payment of rent), vote infrequently, live from
crisis to crisis, and lack the disposable income to pay steady dues to a tenants’
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organization. Resources from government and liberal foundations usually last
only as long as tenants protest and disrupt “business as usual,” but such activities
are hard to sustain.

Sociologists have coined the phrase “resource mobilization” to explain how
social injustice or even widespread discontent, on thelr own, do not inevitably
lead to social protest or to changes in public pohcy From this perspective. the
key factor in explaining effective protest is not simply the level of discontent or
the motivation to organize, but how well discontented groups create opportunities
to change their situation. In other words, it is important to examine both the inter-
nal dynamics of self-help efforts by disadvantaged constituencies and the external
environment and resources that these constituencies can draw upon to effect
change in public policy. The resource mobilization perspective focuses particular
attention on how groups marshall organizational resources. It Iooks as such issues
as leadership, strategic thinking, recruitment of new members, raising money, and
influencing the media. Success depends not only on mobilizing the “base” but
also on building coalitions with allies and converting neutral “third parties” into
allies or sympathizers. When-the discontent is among people with few material
resources of their own, they have to enlist external resources from “third parties”
who help pressure the targets of protest to negotiate and/or make concessions to
the protesters.

Political scientists have devoted substantial analysis to the ways that powerful
groups exercise influence informally, through parallel institutions (sometimes
called “shadow governments”) and social networks. These include participation
in the governance and funding of universities, think tanks, policy-planning orga-
nizations, foundations, journals, and other institutions that can help shape the pub-
lic agenda (Domhoff 1979, 1990; Dye. 1995; People for the American Way 1996;
Peschek 1987; Schulman 1995; Smith 1993). If one side has access to research
and the capacity to circulate ideas through the media, and the other side does not
(or not to the same extent), this represents a political advantage in shaping the
agenda, the ideological climate, and the outcome of public policy. This does not
mean that relatively powerless groups cannot influence public policy, but that
doing so requires them to be better organized and overcome more obstacles than
is required of people and institutions with greater material resources.

THE BATTLE OVER RENT CONTROL

Americans have long cherished home ownership as a key element of the “Ameri-
can dream.” Being a propertyless tenant has never been part of that dream. In the
United States, housing is symbolized by the freestanding single-family home.
Furthermore, a deeply rooted national belief in the sanctity of the “unfettered mar-
ketplace” has an especially strong claim in the housing sector which, perhaps
more than any other economic arena, is seen as embodying individual choice
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unrestrained by the hand of government. In theory (though not in reality), the
government enters the picture only as a last resort.

Modern tenant consciousness and activism in the United States began in the late
1800s with the rise of the industrial city and the emergence of tenants as a major-
ity of the population in central cities.® Tenant activism reached peaks at the turn
of the twentieth century, after World War I and during the Depression—all
periods of economic crisis and housing shortages.

During and immediately after World War 11, tenant activism slowed down.
During the war, labor unions and other protest groups united behind the war effort
and tempered their protests. Because of the wartime housing emergency. flon-
gress enacted nationwide rent controls which lasted until 1947. When President
Truman lifted rent controls, tenants in New York City fought to have the local
government enact a rent control program of its own. For the next 20 years, it was
the only city with rent control. Even there, tenants had to organize to keep the city
from abandoning the program. In the rest of the country, however, there was a lull
in tenant activism until the 1960s. Housing conditions for most Americans
improved dramatically. The percentage of tenants in the population dropp(?d frmjn
56 percent in 1940, to 45 percent in 1950, to 38 percent in 1960..Durmg this
period of rising affluence, American homes got bigger and bigger, with more aqd
more appliances, more patios and porches, more garden and lawn space. This
upsurge in homeownership created a strong belief that all except the very poor
would soon realize the dream. As a result, working class and middle class tenants
had little stake in their roles as tenants. For the most part, they saw themselves as
soon-to-be homeowners, so there was little incentive to organize around rent
hikes or building problems. The tenants left behind in the cities during the postwar
boom were disproportionately the poor and the minorities, but the nation showed
little concern for the plight of these groups.

The 1960s saw another wave of tenant consciousness and activism. This period
differed from previous ones in that it was not a period of economic crisis or of a
severe housing shortage. It was a spill-over from the civil rights and poor people’s
movements, all of which developed in the context of “rising expectations.” It was
also a spillover of the student movement. Tenant organizations and rent strikes
emerged in such college towns as Berkeley, Madison, Ann Arbor, and Cam-
bridge. and in nearby cities (such as Boston and San Francisco) where student
activists mixed with a low-income population. It was not until 1964 that the civil
rights movement turned north and began to address problems like housing dis-
crimination and slum conditions. It was no accident that the revitalized tenant

movement began with the Harlem rent strikes of 1964-1965. According to some
accounts, the strikes involved more than 500 buildings and 15,000 tenants, led by
charismatic Jesse Grey (Lipsky 1970). They received nationwide attention and
helped inspire tenant activism in other cities, primarily among low-income
blacks. Out of these efforts developed the first nationwide group. the National
Tenants’ Organization (NTO). Formed in 1969, it had within two years affiliates
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in most large and medium-size cities. The NTO was concerned primarily with
problems in subsidized housing. The NTO's heyday lasted only until the early
1970s, when internal conflict, declining foundation funding, and the waning civil
rights movement undermined its strength.

Rent control in privately owned buildings was a key part of the tenant move-
ment’s agenda. By the 1970s and early 1980s, about 200 cities—in New York
State (including New York City), Massachusetts (including Boston), California
(including Los Angeles and San Francisco), New Jersey (about 100 communi-
ties), Maryland, and Washington, D.C.—had adopted some form of rent control.
By the early 1980s, about 10 percent of the nation’s renters were covered by rent
regulations, but they were concentrated in a few locations. New York City alone
had 39 percent of all rent controlled units; Los Angeles had another 17 percent.

During those years, tenant activists and real estate groups fought brushfire bat-
tles at the local level. Landlords and their allies poured millions of dollars to pass
referenda, or enact legislation, to stem the tide of municipally sanctioned rent lim-
its, but the battle ended in a stalemate. During the 1980s, tenant activists were
unable to add many new cities to the localities that had already adopted rent con-
trol. but real estate groups couldn’t beat back any of the existing laws either. In
some big cities, including Boston, San Francisco and Jersey City, candidates
vaulted into the mayor’s office as champions of tenants’ rights and rent control. In
smaller cities, such as Santa Monica, Berkeley, and Cambridge, pro-rent control
electoral forces won majorities in city government and shaped the direction of
broad public policy.

Tenant activism developed steadily, although unevenly, during the 1970s and
1980s. By the end of the 1970s, building-level tenant groups existed in every city
and many suburbs. Citywide tenant organizations could be found in most locali-
ties with a significant renter population. In 1975, tenant leaders founded Shelter-
force magazine, to report on and encourage tenant activism and to give the
movement a sense of identity and coordination. By the early 1980s, statewide ten-
ant organizations existed in New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts, Michigan,
Illinois, and California.

In 1980, tenant activists formed the National Tenants Union (NTU), which was
based at the Shelterforce office in New Jersey. For several years, the NTU helped
coordinate tenant movement activities, primarily to fight Reagan Administration
and Congressional attempts to pre-empt local and state rent control laws. NTU
never developed a stable funding base or a cohesive coordinating strategy and
collapsed by the mid-1980s.

Tenant activism through the late 1970s focused primarily on renters in privately
owned apartment buildings. The issues primarily involved rent increases, condo-
minium conversion, and building conditions. During those years, many metropol-
itan areas had experienced some level of “condomania”—the conversion of
apartments to condominiums, leading to widespread displacement. Many tenants,
unable to afford the price of condos, but with difficulty finding other housing in a
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tight rental market, mobilized to support laws to delay evictions by requiring a
year or more notice, prohibit evictions or conversions altogether, or require tenant
approval before conversions could proceed. By the early 1980s, some form of
tenant protection against condo conversion had been passed in 24 states and the
District of Columbia.

During this period, landlords also developed greater cohesiveness and coordi-
nation to stem the tide (or the threat) of rent control and condominium conversion
control laws around the country. Homebuilders, mortgage bankers and real estate
agents have long been influential in local, state and national politics. Real estate
groups are among the largest contributors to political campaigns. But apartment
developers and owners had been more fragmented. Not surprisingly, landlords
have been particularly well organized in New York City (where rent control
existed for decades) and have sought to weaken or abolish rent regulation. Where
tenants had been most active, landlords had banded together, often under the aegis
of the local Chamber of Commerce or Real Estate Board.

Increasingly, however, landlords developed their own networks and organiza-
tions. In 1978, the National Rental Housing Council was formed to provide local
landlord groups with advice on media campaigns, legal tactics, and research and
arguments against rent control and pro-tenant demands, as well as to lobby in
Washington. In 1980, the NRHC changed its name to the National Multi-Housing
Council (NMHC), reflecting the growing number of condominium developers
and converters among the landlords’ ranks. Although large apartment owners
have played the most important role, they have sought to broaden their appeal as
defending property rights from government and tenant interference.

Unable to roll back rent control at the local level, landlords, led by the NMHC,
tried to defeat rent control by looking to the federal and state governments for
help. By 1993, 28 states (none of which already had any rent control laws) had
passed legislation pre-empting local governments from enacting rent control. In
contrast, housing activists in California, New York, and Massachusetts had
thwarted several referenda, initiatives, and legislative efforts, bankrolled by
apartment owners and real estate groups. to pre-empt local rent control laws.

When President Reagan was elected in 1980, the real estate industry moved
the battlefield to Washington. His transition team recommended that HUD pro-
hibit the use of federal housing funds in cities with rent control. In 1981 and
1982, Senator Alphonse D’Amato (R-N.Y.) introduced such legislation.
D’Amato’s own New York City would have been affected. After a bruising bat-
tle that included intense lobbying by tenant groups and help from then-Speaker
Tip O’Neill (whose home city, Cambridge, Massachusetts, had a strong tenants
movement and a strong rent control program), the D’ Amato bill, backed by the
Reagan Administration, went down to defeat. Many Republicans, though
opposed to rent control itself, viewed the measure as unwarranted federal
involvement in local affairs.
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At the urging of the NMHC, Republicans in Congress continued to file legis-
lation to punish cities with local rent regulations, including withholding federal
housing funds. Jack Kemp, President Bush’s HUD Secretary, reiterated the call
to penalize cities with rent control. In 1988, Sen. William Armstrong (R-Colo-
rado) added a last-minute amendment to the bill reauthorizing fund for the
homeless. Armstrong’s measure required HUD to study how rent control laws
might be causing homelessness and gave HUD until the following October to
produce the report.” HUD released the much-anticipated report in September
1691. Much to Kemp’s chagrin, the study concluded that there was no conclu-
sive evidence that rent control causes homelessness, but urged that “further
study should be undertaken.”

In 1989. when Congress proposed the first new major housing bill in 15 years,
the National Affordable Housing Act, tenant activists were dismayed to find that
the draft version included language to withhold federal funds to cities with rent
control. Tenant activists were told that real estate lobbyists had persuaded one of
the cosponsors, Senator Alan Cranston (D-CA), a former builder, to incorporate
the anti-rent control provision. Tenant groups and the National Low-Income
Housing Coalition pushed hard to get the offending language removed, but it was
the intervention of California State Senate President David Roberti, who was
close to Cranston, that made the difference. The NMHC-sponsored language was
watered down. When the bill was finally passed in 1990, it included an oblique
(but still potentially harmful) reference to rent control. In applying for federal
housing funds under the new program, cities and states were required to explain
whether the cost of housing or the incentives to build or repair housing are
“affected by public policies,” including “policies that affect the return on residen-
tial investment.” a thinly-veiled reference to rent control. No city has yet been
denied funding because it failed to adequately address that question.

RENT CONTROL IN MASSACHUSETTS

The Massachusetts tenants’ movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s was a
spillover of the student movement, the civil rights movements, and resistance to
urban renewal. Community-based struggles to stop institutional expansion of hos-
pitals and universities into residential neighborhoods, to stop a proposed federally
funded highway through residential areas, and to stop the urban renewal bulldozer
had created an organizational infrastructure and a cadre of organizers and activists
who took up the cause of tenants’ rights and the empowerment of low-income and
working class neighborhoods.8 Tenant organizations emerged and tactics like rent
strikes increased. Tenant activists formed “tenant unions” in apartment buildings
or among tenants in buildings owned by the same landlord, formed neighborhood
and citywide organizations, and engaged in various forms of protest, mass rallies,
and civil disobedience, including “eviction blocking.” They pushed local
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220 PETER DREIER

received most of its money in $500-or-more contributions, many of them from
out-of-state. Nineteen real estate firms contributed $510,022, more than half (53.9
percent) of the Yes campaign’s funds. The list of contributors reads like a “who’s
who” of the Boston area’s major realtors, landlords, developers, and property
management firms. The Greater Boston Real Estate Board alone contributed
$168,878 to the Yes campaign, $118,878 in gifts and in-kind services plus a loan
of $50,000. The next biggest source of funds for the “Yes” campaign came from
the National Association of Realtors and the Institute of Real Estate Management,
based in Chicago. They funneled their combined $75,000 contribution to BMC
Strategies, a political consulting firm, to be used for TV ads. In contrast, the No
forces had one paid staff person. They had no money for TV ads. Only 11 percent
of the $158,249 it raised came from $500+ contributions (Commonwealth
Coalition, n.d.).

A Globe poll a week before the election found 34 percent of likely voters sup-
ported Question 9, 37 percent opposed it, and 29 percent were undecided (Reidy
1994). The Question 9 campaign’s financial resources helped sway enough unde-
cided voters to bring victory. Question 9 won by a narrow margin: 51.3 percent
(1,034,594) to 48.7 percent (980,723).26 Voters in Boston, Cambridge, and
Brookline voted substantially against the measure, although not by margins large
enough to make a difference in the statewide outcome. In most cities and towns
outside the Boston metropolitan area—for example, in Springfield, Fall River,
New Bedford, Lawrence, Holyoke, Fitchburg, on Cape Cod and in the Berk-
shires—a majority of voters voted no. Question 9's small margin of victory came
from the Boston area suburbs, where the real estate industry’s campaign concen-
trated its media efforts. One cannot also discount the sentiment toward rent con-
trol that had accumulated over the previous few years aided by articles in the
Boston area media market. The Question 9 campaign simply reinforced these
views.

After the November elections, tenant activists in Boston, Brookline, and Cam-
bridge pushed their city governments to file home rule petitions in the state legis-
Jature to reinstate a version of rent control.2’ These local battles in each city were
highly contentious, involving controversial public hearings and protests. The ten-
ants and sympathetic local public officials knew, however, that whatever bill they
could get through the two houses, both with a majority of Democrats, would be
vetoed by Republican Governor William Weld, a Cambridge resident (and ideo-
logical libertarian) who had just won an overwhelming re-election victory and
was strongly opposed to rent control. They didn’t have sufficient support to over-
ride Weld’s veto. SPOA lobbied the legislators to reject any home rule petition
that continued any form of rent control. Weld announced that he would only
approve a petition that SPOA could live with. “If they are satisfied, I am satis-
fied,” Weld said disingenuously, “I am almost a spectator here” (Wong and
Ellement 1994).
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At this point, the years-long drumbeat of criticism about rent control bore fruit.
Even rent control advocates realized that their only hope for protecting any form
of regulation would require some kind of means test. On January 3, Weld
announced that he and the real estate industry had reached an agreement. With
two minutes left in the session, on a voice vote, the legislature passed the bill on
January 3, 1995; Weld signed it the next day.28

The new law, as one legislator put it, allowed rent control to “die with dignity”
(Wong 1995). The law immediately decontrolled all units which were not occu-
pied by a tenant who met the new income eligibility guidelines.2 Rent control for
income-eligible tenants in buildings with up to 12 units would end on December
31, 1995, while those in larger buildings would no longer be protected after
December 31, 1996. The law specified that for income-eligible tenants, landlords
could raise rents in these rent controlled units by 5 percent a year, or up to 30
percent of the tenants income. Local rent boards lost the authority to regulate
evictions.3?

Several news accounts noted that the small property owners, led by the SPOA,
were angered by the compromise that allowed the two-year phase-out of rent con-
trol. As the inside game within the legislature played itself out, Governor Weld
and the legislatures negotiated with the Greater Boston Real Estate Board and the
Massachusetts Association of Realtors, and shut the SPOA out of the negotia-
tions. They felt sold out by the big landlords (Kenney 1995). SPOA had laid the
groundwork, served as the media spokespersons, and framed the ideological
debate, but were viewed as too uncompromising when it came time for the end-
game. In doing so, they helped the major real estate lobby groups appear to be
moderates rather than the heavies. The political center of gravity had shifted so far
in the industry’s favor that the bill to entirely phase-out 25 years of rent control
was called a “compromise.”

Interestingly, media coverage of the rent control issue expanded dramati-
cally after Question 9 has passed. Most of the reporting focused on the person-
alities and maneuverings engaged in the home rule legislative battle, on the
political maneuverings of Governor Weld, legislative leaders, and Boston
Mayor Tom Menino over whether the legislature and governor would approve
local home rule petitions and, in effect, override the Question 9 vote. Yet at no
time during the legislative phase of this issue did the media analyze the influ-
ence of the real estate lobby, including its campaign contributions, in the legis-
lature. It covered the home rule debate as a matter of ideology and political
in-fighting. Immediately after the Question 9 vote, a few stories focused on the
fears of tenants worried about dramatic rent increases and the delight of land-
lords freed from regulatory abuse. These articles increased in 1995 and 1996
when the new law took effect, particularly as the phase-in period was coming
to an end.
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jurisdictions rent control was limited to mobile homes.? In the 14 cities where
rent regulations covered apartments, nearly one million units were covered.3*
Nine of the jurisdictions provided for vacancy decontrol, allowing landlords to set
rents at market levels when a tenant voluntarily vacates an apartment.35 Berkeley,
Santa Monica, West Hollywood, East Palo Alto, Cotati, and Palm Springs did not
allow vacancy decontrol (California Association of Realtors 1988). Rent control
was the centerpiece of electoral activity in Berkeley and Santa Monica, where
progressive coalitions won majority blocs on the City Council of each city. The
pro-tenant governing regimes remained in power in those cities for almost two
decades. These cities’ strong rent control laws allowed the real estate industry and
mainstream media to label them “radical” and “extreme.”

Faced with all these local brushfire battles, and unable to get Governor Brown
to sign a local pre-emption bill, the real estate industry’s strategy was to circum-
vent the liberal governor by putting the issue of pre-emption before the voters in
a statewide initiative.3® Seeking to stop the rent control momentum, the CHC, the
umbrella lobby group of the state’s largest landlords, spearheaded the campaign
for Proposition 10, which appeared on the ballot on June 3, 1980. Voters over-
whelmingly defeated Proposition 10 by a 65 percent to 35 percent margin, despite
the fact that the CHC outspent the opposition by an 80-to-1 margin.37 The land-
lord campaign used the usual arguments that rent control stymied new construc-
tion as well as maintenance and thus have a serious negative impact on the supply
of rental housing. CHC polls showed that, as a group, “landlords™ were not
well-liked.3® At the same time, San Diego Mayor Pete Wilson successfully led the
opposition to a rent control initiative in that city (Carlson 1995-96).

During the 1980s, the statewide momentum for rent control slowed down. No
new cities enacted rent control laws, but neither did local politicians seek to
weaken rent control where it already existed. The real estate industry recognized
in 1987 that “rent control may no longer be the single hot issue that it once was.”
While it was difficult to roll back existing local laws, the industry saw that *rent
control no longer draws the overriding community concern that it once did” (Cal-
ifornia Association of Realtors 1988). In 1987, for example, only one locality,
Burlingame, sought to pass a rent control measure, and it was defeated. In 1988,
the CHC helped defeat a citywide ballot initiative for full rent control in San Fran-
cisco. In 1991, Mayor Art Agnos, who had been elected as a rent control sup-
porter, got the Board of Supervisors to pass full rent control, but the real estate
industry got the issue on the ballot and orchestrated an expensive and successful
campaign to repeal the Board’s vote (California Association of Realtors 1988).
Then in December 1991 the industry helped Police Chief Frank Jordan, a foe of
rent control, defeat Agnos for re-election. The ballot victory and Jordan's elec-
tion, in a liberal city with a big tenant majority, led real estate interests to conclude
that “rent control is not what it used to be” as a political issue (San Jose Mercury
News 1994).3°
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THE POLITICS OF DEREGULATION IN CALIFORNIA

Beginning in 1983, Assemblyman Jim Costa (D-Fresno) annually introduced a
bill on behalf of real estate industry (California Housing Council, California
Association of Realtors, California Apartment Association, and California Build-
ing Industry Association) to weaken local rent regulation, or what they termed
“radical rent control ordinances” (California Association of Realtors 1988). The
Costa bills included a requirement for vacancy decontrol, an exemption for new
construction, and an exemption for single-family homes. In 1983 and 1984, his
bills included mobile homes, but subsequent bills exempted mobile homes.

Typically, the Costa bill would whiz through the Assembly, whose leaders were
closely connected to real estate lobbyists, but bog down in the Senate, largely at
the behest of Senator David Roberti, the majority leader and president pro tem. He
represented part of Los Angeles’s San Fernando Valley, as well as parts of Holly-
wood, and was a major fundraiser for his Democratic colleagnes. Roberti would
assign the Costa bill to the Senate Judiciary Committee, which had a strong liberal
majority. Invariably, the committee would reject the Costa bill. 40

In fact, only Roberti’s influence kept the state legislature from bowing to land-
lord pressure to dismantle local rent laws. The real estate industry, especially the
California Housing Council, identified Roberti as their chief obstacle to eliminat-
ing rent control. “As long as Roberti was there, we couldn’t win. So we focused
our attention on the local level, just trying to keep the lid on,” explained the
CHC’s lobbyist.41 By the early 1980s, tenant organizing in California had
declined significantly. Only in Santa Monica, and to a lesser degree in West Hol-
lywood, East Palo Alto, and Berkeley, did tenant organizations wield significant
political influence. Roberti consistently warned tenant activists not to get compla-
cent, and encouraged them to organize, since he would not be in the legislature
forever, but they did not heed his warnings. In big cities like San Jose, Los Ange-
les, and San Francisco, tenant organizing was ineffective. But, according to CHC
lobbyist Steve Carlson, “the rent control forces never had to assert themselves so
long as Roberti was there. It was a slam dunk."#?

Over the years, apartment owners and other real estate interests invested mil-
lions in campaign contributions to support anti-rent control legislation. A 1987
report by the California Association of Realtors claimed that the industry had
spent over $14.2 million to fight rent control. A more recent estimate claimed that
in the past 12 years, the industry spent an estimated $50 million to fight rent con-
trol—pouring money into local rent control ballot initiatives, city council. legisla-
tive, and gubematorial races, and efforts to unseat Roberti. A real estate lobbyist
explained, “it is a small investment when you consider a billion dollars or more in
apartment real estate values are at stake” (Inman 1995).

In some ways. rent control’s fate was doomed in 1988, when California voters
passed an initiative imposing term limits on state legislators. That meant that Rob-
erti would have to leave the state Senate in 1995. In 1994, the real estate industry
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and the National Rifle Association (angered by Roberti’s support for strong gun
control) tried to evict Roberti from the legislature a year early by sponsoring a
recall campaign in his new Senate district. The recall effort by NRA failed with
Roberti garnering help from housing activists from Santa Monica and other cities
outside his new district. Tenant activists from as far away as San Francisco came
to the San Fernando Valley to campaign against the recall vote.

After the recall effort failed, but knowing that Roberti would be out of office
after 1995, the real estate industry set the stage for the following year’s battle.
Again, Costa filed his legislation. Again, it sailed through the Assembly and
wound up in the Senate Judiciary Committee. A public hearing was held in June
1994. This time, however, the vote was closer than in earlier years. A number of
Democrats who in the past had voted with Roberti broke ranks and others had to
have their arms twisted by Roberti and labor leaders. A hearing was held in Sac-
ramento in June. But they came within one vote of passing the bill in the J udiciary
Committee. The deciding vote was cast by Senator Art Torres, a liberal Demo-
cratic, who was also leaving office. Tellingly, Senator Bill Lockyer, who would
replace Roberti as president pro tem. abstained. In June 1994 the state Senate
voted against the bill. According to CHC lobbyist Steve Carlson, “It seemed to us
that we were getting closer.” As president pro tem, “Lockyer wouldn’t make this
a life-or-death issue the way Roberti did.” Defeated, Costa withdrew his bill on
August 16, 1994, but it was already clear that Roberti’s grip had weakened and
that the real estate industry was flexing its muscles for the next legislative session.

Several factors, including the January 1994 Northridge earthquake, changed the
balance of f orces.3? Roberti was forced to leave the Senate because of term limits;
his final term ended in December 1995. Senator Bill Lockyer, no ardent fan of
rent control, was elected president pro tem. Also, Costa was elected to the Senate.
In 1995, the Republicans won control of the Assembly.** The political center of
gravity had shifted to the right.45 Governor Pete Wilson, a long-term opponent of
rent control, was re-elected in November 1994; he was certain to sign any
anti-rent control bill.*6

In 1995 the San Jose Mercury News described the Costa bill as “moving
smoothly” through the legislature (Hill-Holtzman 1995; Ingram 1995; Jordan
1995: Los Angeles Times 1995; Walters 1995). Tellingly, Senator Nicholas Petris,
a liberal Democrat who represented Oakland and Berkeley and a long-time sup-
porter of rent control, voted for the Costa bill in the Judiciary Committee.*” On
July 24, 1995, the Senate (24-11) and the Assembly (45-18) passed the Cost/
Hawkins bill. To win Assembly passage, Democrats supported compromise pro-
visions that phased in rent increases over three years, then allowed full decontrol.
Rents could go up 15 percent the first year. Wilson signed the bill on August 4,
1995, with the law to go into effect on January 1, 1996.

Opposition to the Costa/Hawkins bill was very feeble. Only Santa Monica,
West Hollywood. Berkeley, East Palo Alto, and Cotati would be significantly
affected, because the other cities with rent regulations already had vacancy
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decontrol. San Francisco and Los Angeles would lose their rent regulations on
single-family homes, but this did not provide a broad enough political constitu-
ency to mobilize serious opposition. Tenant groups from these jurisdictions and
city governments sent representatives to the public hearings in Sacramento, but
were vastly outnumbered by representatives from the real estate industry, partic-
ularly so-called “Mom and Pop” landlords who were the public face of the indus-
try campaign. The Western Center on Law and Poverty, an arm of legal services,
led the opposition. It sought to piece together a coalition of local tenant groups,
senior citizens groups, religious groups, and local governments. The cities of
Santa Monica. Berkeley, and West Hollywood chipped in funds to hire a Sacra-
mento lobbyist to orchestrate a lobbying and public relations effort to defeat the
Costa bill.

Roberti’s warnings had proven accurate. The pro-rent control forces lacked the
organizational infrastructure and grassroots constituency to mount a serious oppo-
sition effort. It was easy for legislators to vote for a bill that would only signifi-
cantly affect the small cities of Santa Monica, Berkeley. West Hollywood, Cotati,
and East Palo Alto, the only cities with even a modicum of grassroots tenant activ-
ism. One organizer of the pro-rent control coalition, described efforts to stop the
Costa/Hawkins bill a “last gasp.” Seventeen years after the post Proposition 13
groundswell of pro-rent control tenant activism, the legislature was able to pass a
statewide pre-emption bill with almost no political fallout.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

What are the key factors that explain the dramatic turnabout in the fortunes of rent
control in Massachusetts and California? Changes in housing market dynamics in
the two states cannot explain the change in policy, since there was no significant
change during the period under discussion here. Rather the key factors are
political and ideological.

Influence of Real Estate Industry

It is difficult to exaggerate the political influence of the real estate industry,
fueled by a combination of political contributions and grassroots networks. For
years, the various components of the industry—apartment owners, developers,
realtors, managers and lenders—worked together to oppose rent control and other
tenant protections. This persistence and unity eventually paid off. Even when the
industry lost some battles, it persisted in fighting the long-term war over rent con-
trol, refining its ammunition and, when necessary, calling for reinforcements.
These industry organizations and their staffs developed close ties to legislators at
the state and local levels over the course of several decades. They have the staying
power to persist in waging their efforts year after year. The deregulation victories
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in 1994 and 1995 should be seen as part of this long-term process, not a sudden
reversal of fortune,

In both states, the real estate industry is one of the most powerful political lobby
groups in the state legislature. In Massachusetts, it is one of the six more generous
industries in terms of PAC campaign contributions and lobbyists’ personal contri-
butions to state legislators.48 In California, the California Real Estate PAC was
the sixth largest contributor ($649,800) to legislative campaigns during the
1991-92 election cycle. From 1983 through 1993, the Real Estate PAC was
among the ten largest PAC donors each year, ranking as high as third during the
1987-88 election cycle (California Common Cause 1993). Costa was one of the
industry’s favorite beneficiaries.*® Other industry trade associations and individ-
uals are major donors. Still as one California real estate lobbyist noted, “If it had
just been ‘juice,” we would have gotten rid of rent control a long time ago.” Other
factors opened a window of opportunity for the housing industry to get the Costa
bill through the legislature.

In Massachusetts, the Greater Boston Real Estate Board played the role of coor-
dinating the industry’s activities, with strong support from the Massachusetts
Association of Realtors and others. In Massachusetts, the emergence of the
SPOA, representing small property owners, could have undermined the industry’s
unity, but quite early in the Question 9 campaign, the ideologically driven SPOA
and the more pragmatic GBREB joined forces. In fact, the emergence of SPOA
helped shape the public debate in ways that helped define the GBREB as “moder-
ate” and its legislative efforts as a “compromise.” The SPOA’s willingness to
engage in protest tactics helped make the “abuses” of Cambridge’s rent control a
newsworthy story and draw attention to the issue. The fact that it was landlords,
not tenants, engaging in protest was to journalists the equivalent of “man bites
dog.” The SPOA lacked the political resources to carry out a statewide strategy,
so its fragile alliance with the major real estate industry proved useful, even
though some SPOA members considered the legislative solution a “sell out.”

In California, the California Housing Council, formed in the 1970s to represent
the large apartment owners and managers, worked closely with the California
Apartment Association (which represents smaller property owners), the Building
Industry Association, and California Association of Realtors, and others. The lob-
byists for these groups met once a week “to compare notes,” explained David
Booher, CHC lobbyist. A split between CAA (representing small apartment own-
ers) and CHC (large landlords) in California emerged in the late 1980s when there
was little likelihood of defeating rent control, but this split was resolved in the
mid-1990s when, according to a CHC lobbyist, “we realized it wasn’t possible to
get rid of it entirely” and CAA accepted the need to compromise.>! Echoed
another lobbyist: “It took awhile for small owners to concede that we should settle
for something short of the complete elimination of rent control.”2

The influence of the real estate industry goes beyond its campaign contributions
to local and state public officials. The financial resources of the real estate
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industry have been used to constantly put its opposition on the defensive. As a
result, tenants organizations have constantly had to organize to protect the status
quo from further erosion of tenant protections. With their considerable financial
resources, the CHC and the Greater Boston Real Estate Board sponsored ballot
measures or introduced anti-rent control legislation at the state or local levels that
kept tenant groups busy and in a reactive mode. They also kept filing lawsuits
challenging the legality of various tenant protection laws and then appealing them
if and when they lost in lower courts. This served to sap some of the strength and
persistence of tenant organizations. It also tumed so-called “tenants rights”
struggles into complex legal, technical, and legislative maneuvers.

Moreover, the real estate industry is well-organized at the national level. State
and local real estate organizations can draw on the-experience, expertise, and
resources of national bodies and each other. For example, in both states, national
real estate industry trade associations and firms have contributed money to sup-
port anti-rent control ballot measures, including the Question 9 campaign. Also,
national real estate groups have spent several decades hiring academics to conduct
studies that criticize rent control as a public policy, while tenant groups generally
lack the resources to sponsor comparable research, and disseminate these studies
to state and local groups to use in their battles against rent control. The findings of
this research, repeated often enough, becomes the conventional wisdom among
academics. There is now a cadre of academic experts that the industry uses to tes-
tify before legislative bodies and to speak to the media. For example in the late
1980s, when the Los Angeles City Council was considering renewing (and even
strengthen) its rent regulations, the CHC brought Brookings Institution’s Anthony
Downs, who had written a report against rent control sponsored by a coalition of
national real estate industry groups, to Los Angeles to talk to Council members
and staff, the media, and industry officials. In support of the Costa-Hawkins bill,
the CAA and CHC brought several academics to Sacramento to testify against
rent control, summarizing their studies that had been paid for by the industry.
During the Question 9 campaign, the GBREB hired two academics to conduct
studies to support the anti-rent control arguments.

Finally, the real estate industry was effective at mobilizing its constituency
when its leaders thought doing so was necessary. As one real estate lobbyist
explained, the realtors, landlords, and developers view this behavior as part of
their business activities and spending money for political influence as a business
expense. Unlike some other highly concentrated industries, real estate has many
small- and medium-size firms among landlords, realtors, and developers. The
California Association of Realtors alone has over 100,000 members.>? The indus-
try’s professional lobbyists catalyze this constituency to write letters to newspa-
pers and politicians, arrange group meetings with elected officials, and attend
public hearings. V
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Weakness and Fragmentation of Tenant Constituency

Even under the best circumstances, the pro-rent control forces in both states
faced overwhelming odds when confronting the organized power of the real estate
industry. If the tenant groups had any chance of preserving rent control, they
would have had to mobilize their natural constituency of protected tenants and
marshall strong support from their natural allies among seniors, labor, housing
groups, and other liberal constituencies. In neither state did the tenant organiza-
tions achieve this level of self-organization. The tenant constituency was weak,
fragmented, and politically isolated.

Although renters represent a majority of the population in most major cities,
they represent a minority in the larger population of both Massachusetts and
California. Even more important, the number of tenants who would be directly
affected by the loss of rent control was a relatively small subcategory of all
tenants. In both states, rent control exempted public housing. private develop-
ments with project-based subsidies from federal and state government, and
units with Section 8 vouchers and certificates. In Massachusetts, in particular,
this represents a sizable proportion of the residents of rental housing. In the
Boston area, too, the housing stock consists of many two- and three-unit
owner-occupied buildings, whose tenants are also exempt from rent regula-
tions. In Cambridge, for example, half of all renters were exempt from rent
control.3* In California, the Costa-Hawkins bill carefully excluded mobile
homes, thus eliminating another potential ally in the fight to preserve rent
regulations.

One could reasonably argue that the real estate industry had already won the
war against rent control when, during the 1970s, it used its political muscle to
limit what it called “extreme” or “radical” rent control to a handful of cities in
both states. Moreover, in California the Costa-Hawkins bill did not seek to abolish
all rent regulations. It allowed cities to adopt or maintain vacancy decontrol pro-
visions. As a result, tenants in the major cities which already had vacancy decon-
trol—San Francisco. Los Angeles, Oakland, and San Jose, among them—would
not be directly affected. Only renters in the small cities of Santa Monica, West
Hollywood, Berkeley, East Palo Alto, and Cotati stood to lose protections. In
Massachusetts, Question 9 sought to wipe out all rent regulations and the subse-
quent legislation did the same. But only Boston, Cambridge, and Brookline would
be affected by this change in policy, and. by 1994, only Cambridge still had full
rent control. Landlords in buildings with decontrolled units in Boston and
Brookline, which represented the vast majority of units, had already pushed rents
to market levels when units became vacant. Tenants in those decontrolled apart-
ments had little immediate stake in mobilizing to oppose the real industry’s
deregulation efforts.

By the 1990s, the tenant organizations in Massachusetts and California had
been seriously weakened. Housing activists in both states acknowledged that ten-
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ants had become “complacent” about the protections they had. Tenant organiza-
tions in both states were very fragile, lacking an organized political base. In both
states, existing tenant organizations lacked the capacity to mount much more than
token mobilization efforts. By the late 1980s, tenant groups in both states had
ceased engaging in protest activity (rent strikes, large rallies and demonstrations,
and occassionally civil disobedience). Landlords did not feel sufficiently threat-
ened to negotiate directly with tenants or indirectly through elected officials.>>
Even in those cities with strong rent control laws (Santa Monica, Berkeley, East
Palo Alto, West Hollywood, and Cambridge), tenant groups could mobilize
around election cycles to preserve their regulations, but lacked strong leadership
or mass membership.

The passage of Question 9 and the subsequent legislation in Massachusetts led
to a flurry of tenant organizing and protest, including threats of rent withholding,
but these efforts were episodic and politically ineffective.?® Ironically, it was the
small property owners in Cambridge, through SPOA, that utilized these tactics to
mobilize opposition to rent control.

In other words, by the time Question 9 and the Costa-Hawkins bill came along,
the tenant constituency was already in a weakened state and unable to mount an
effective opposition campaign. Both real estate industry leaders and pro-rent con-
trol activists share a common assessment of the state of tcnant organizing in the
1990s. One California real estate lobbyist gives credit to Tom Hayden and others,
who recognized rent control as an excellent organizing issue during the 1970s and
1980s. “He [Hayden] outworked the other side.” But with Senator Roberti in a
position to protect rent control, “the rent control forces never had to assert them-
selves” and became “complacent.” The real estate industry strategists calculated
that by the 1990s, “They [rent control forces] don’t have a constituency any more,
It’s just a few activists. Rent control used to be a good political organizing issue.
That’s going away now.” A Massachusetts real estate lobbyist had a similar
assessment: Tenant groups in the Boston area “don’t have the army” they had in
the 1980s. :

The deregulation efforts in 1994 and 1995 owe their success, at least in part, to
the general decline of tenant organization during the prior decade. In addition, one
can see, at least in hindsight, that the pro-rent control forces made some strategic
errors in mounting their campaigns to preserve rent control in both states. In Mas-
sachusetts, the tenants made what one real estate lobbyist calls a “fatal mistake”
to think that Boston, Cambridge and Brookline would deliver a 70 percent or 80
percent margin against Question 9. Another error was to organize much of their
anti-Question 9 campaign as a defense of the principle of “home rule.” “Our poll-
ing showed that this didn’t resonate with voters.” In California, the pro-rent con-
trol forces took Nick Petris’ vote for granted, and were shocked when he cast a
key vote for Costa-Hawkins.
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External Resources: Money and Allies™

Tenant organizations were unable to marshal external resources in the form of
money, allies, and sympathetic media coverage. According to one former tenant
organizer, now a lobbyist for low-income housing, explained, “We don’t have the
money to spend on organizing the base.”® A housing industry lobbyist acknowl-
edged the obstacles to organizing renters: “It’s tough. How do you get a mailing
list of tenants? It’s difficult to do.”®0

Most tenants are low- or moderate-income. Real estate industry claims to the
contrary, a majority of tenants living in regulated apartments fall into these cate-
gories. Even if they have the capacity to recruit members and collect dues—its;lf
a complex and labor-intensive task—it is very difficult for organizations with
low- and moderate-income constituencies to sustain themselves with dues from
members. Thus, if tenant organizations are to hire staff, rent office space, publish
and mail newsletters, and undertake the other tasks required of grassroots organi-
zations, they have to attract money from outside sources. Since the early 1980s,
this has proved increasingly difficult to do.

The Reagan administration had already changed regulations and eliminated or
revised many of the federal programs (such as VISTA, CETA) that had been used
to support grassroots tenant organizations of the 1960s and 1970s.5! It‘ also
sharply restricted the federally funded Legal Services Corporation’s au6t£10nty. to
engage in advocacy activities and work with grassroots organizations.” During
the 1980s, the major philanthropic foundations concerned with the problems of
affordable housing and urban poverty began to shift their grantmaking away from
community and tenant organizing (Jenkins and Eckert 1986). Starting in the early
1980s, as the shortage of low-income housing and the increasing visibility of
homelessness became public issues, mainstream foundations began to expand
their interest in these problems, primarily by funding non-profit community
development corporations (CDCs) engaged in the development of low-incfo.me
housing. Many of these CDCs grew out of tenant and community organizing
groups. As foundations changed their grantmaking priorities, however, these
organizing groups began to divert their attention toward bricks and mortar deve.l-
opment and pay less attention to organizing (Dreier 1998). Most foundations did
not consciously seek to co-opt grassroots activists in favor of development, but
their funding priorities had that effect.

Thus, when confronted with a major assault on rent regulations in the 1990s, the
tenant organizations were organizationally unprepared to respond. To be effezf—
tive, though would have had to dramatically expand their collaboration with their
natural allies who could help mobilize the money, volunteers, and voters. Unfor-
tunately for the tenant forces, these natural allies—tenants in subsidized housing

and mobile homes, groups that advocate and provide services for the homeless,
non-profit community development corporations, labor unions, consumer organi-
zations, and senior citizens groups—proved to be elusive and did not provide the
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resources that would have been necessary to mount a winning defense against the
rent deregulation forces. These constituency groups could have sent mailings to
members, lobbied state legislators through phone calls or letter writing, written
letters to local newspapers, donated money, mobilized volunteers to do office
work, staffed phone banks, participated in get-out-the-vote efforts, or participated
in rallies and public hearings. “On paper, we had everybody and anybody.”
explained the sole staffperson of the anti-Question 9 campaign. But when it came
to providing money or volunteers, “it was pretty sparse.... Tenants were mainly
on their own.”%? In the case of the Massachusetts campaign against Question 9,
more money alone might have made a critical difference, given the narrowness of
the ballot measure’s victory.

Other factors involving allies played a role in the victories for the Costa-Hawk-
ins bill and Question 9 and its legislative twin. For example, in California, rent
control’s biggest political supporter, David Roberti, was forced to retire, while
there was no doubt that a Republican Governor would sign any anti-rent control
bill on his desk. In Massachusetts, rent control’s biggest political supporter, Bos-
ton Mayor Ray Flynn, left office in July 1993 to become U.S. Ambassador to the
Vatican, while Governor Michael Dukakis, who lived in Brookline and would not
have signed an anti-rent control law, had been replaced by libertarian Republican
William Weld. In Massachusetts, rent control lost a crucial ally when Kirk
Scharfenberg, the liberal editorial director of the Globe who had kept the paper’s
reporting and editorializing sympathetic to tenant issues, died in September 1992.
These personnel changes made a difference in the pragmatic political maneuvering
that led to rent deregulation.

Legitimacy

Rent control supporters lost the Costa-Hawkins and Question 9 battles prima-
rily because they were outgunned by the real estate industry’s superior financial
and political resources. There are no public opinion polls to gauge changes over
time in rent control’s favorable and unfavorable ranking, so it is impossible to say
with certainty how the public feels about this policy. But there is little doubt that
the real estate industry was successful in discrediting the very idea of rent control.
It took a beating as a public policy to address housing problems—if not among the
general public, then at least among opinion leaders and elected officials. Rent
control has always been controversial, even during World War Il when it was
imposed to address the housing shortage and help the war effort. During the
1970s, however, rent control was viewed as a policy to protect vulnerable tenants
from rising rents and arbitrary evictions perpetrated by greedy landlords. By the
1990s, the real estate industry had succeeded in repositioning, if not completely
discrediting, rent control in the public debate as a policy that protected
undeserving affluent tenants and abused small property owners.



"$9010J [O1IUOD JUDI-NUEB 3Y) JO SIANRIUISIIdaI 9y SUIBdIq oYM UAIP[IYO
Jaysod oyl srom A3y ], [[91 01 S9LI0IS 10LI0Y Im s1oumo A1radoad [[ews jo K1aneq
® pey A3y ‘sxartodar Aq pamaraIalul aq 0} I0 ‘UOISIAS[e) uo Jeadde o3 ‘sSuuesy 1e
A3us21 01 9[doad papasu Aayy uaypy “suSreduies uonemgaiop ays Jo 2ej o1qnd ot
se s1oumo Auadoid [ews pajutour A[I3A3[0 ANSNPUI 33eISI [B3I Y], “[ONUOD JUSI
JO UOIS1aA 35TWI0IdWIOD 1O AJRISPOLL DY) SB PAULJAP JUIBIIQ [0NUOIIP AOUBIRA JBY)
0s sansst ay3 dweiy 03 pad(ay Iy ‘uoBiel siyy dn peyoud sferoljo padsfe Kuew pue
BIPAW smau ay) ylog ‘spiojpue| ,dod pue WOJA],, SB PIZLIDIORIBYD 2IoM OUM ‘SID
-umo Apadoid [[ews 10y diysprey sejnonred e pasod 11 Jey) pue [0NU0ap AouBdRA
MO[Te J0U PIp I ey Juesw Kay) STyl A9 “(p66T UeWU] iG66] UBPIOL) Ao[asIag pue
POOMATIOH 1S9\ ‘BOIUOIN BIUES ‘93pLIQUIE) Ul SME] U} 9GLIOSIP O} [ONU0D JUDI
.Jedlpel, 10  swanxs,, aseryd oy 9sn 0] pawes| pey Lnsnpur 93iss [eal ay],
‘(ap661 Ajuey) you are sjusuntede pajendar ug oAl
Oym sjueud) Jo [AJpuRy B A[UO Jey) pue , woisAs J0aprad e j0u,, ST [01U0D Jual 1oy}
a1mysod SAISUSJSP S 03 PSNPAI Sem 103 PI[-OLIN 2 JO Peay oY) USAF "SIUSUI
-9JB1S 9597} 01 LO012I 9AN0YJe ou pey suewniod snopedwds oy pue sdnoid
1UBUS) SYT -juswnnsul ue junjq 003 sem yoeoidde sup ‘onewsjqord sem joasit
[01UO0D JUDT J[IYA JBYI MIIA §,29070) u0IS0g ) YIS 0] Papud) (SIUIOY I[IQOUI 10]
101u02 Jual Ysi[oqe 01) 66 uonisodold pue ‘g uonsond) ‘sunymey-egiso) pasoddo
eyl senoipo Jsadedsmou may oyl ‘108) Ul (4661 2901H U0ISOg) . SIUSI 1aNIRW
Aed 031 p10jje UBO O} SJUBUD] SSE[D-[PPIW AQ POSNQE UIIQ PIJPUL SBY IOUBUIPIO
[01JUO0Y U1 JYI ‘eSpLIquIe),, UT Jey) preued 2yl pajeadar g uonsang) Fursoddo
[BLIOJIPI 201D u0isog © UaAY (3661 SMaN Linouapy asof upg) , Suisnoy Kypenb
01 §S300B PIIUAP udaq A[[RIOLIIR dABY OYm 3soy) pue sioumo Kuxadoxd yioq 1oy
SSAUIIR] JO INSS] [EIUSWERPUN] B I PA[[BO UOS[IAN JOUIIAOD) ‘[[Iq ay3 FuruSis uodpy
"(BS66T SMaN &inosapy asor upg)  Suisnoy S[qeplojfe JO p[o dYy) pue Junok ay)
$OALIdOp [01u0D YUY, ‘Fuikes st pajonb sem (9pisIoATY-Y) SQUARY ARy JOIRUIS
"WISINI} B 319 1 SB 11 pareadal STRIONJO P1J9[e puk SISIUWIN[OD SMaU JBY) 918qQap
orqnd 3y ot M3tA sty) Sunoafur je [ySSI0ONS 0S oM SISIIAUL JBISI [BIY
Lo [EIO1JO AIISnpUl ue pres ‘SoAd9y uay
0] [NJA1eI3 JOARIOJ W [, '[ONIUOD UL JO SASNQE Y} JO SO[dWEXD SB BIPIW SMau
ur pazesdde A[psyeadar swelqy yiny 29nsn[ UN0) [eIpn[ swaidng pue soAaoy
U3y I0ARJN 93puquie) Jo soweu Iy} ‘spasnyoessejy uf ‘syusunrede pajemgar
1ua1 ur Sulal sfenprarput ogoid-ySry swos Suikynuapr Aq jutod siy ozwuewny
0} 9[qe sem Ansupur elso [eas oy ‘Apuenodurr alow uoas sdeyisd “spoylou
[eonsIels S9Ips oy ur ssjoy ayj0d o3 sorurepese pury 0] fuidn ‘Keme poqieyy s918d
-OADE 1UBUI] S[IYMm ‘sTuIpULY JIay) SJBUIIASSIP A[9pIMm 0} dIqe sem Ansnpur 9jeiso
[B31 33 ‘sme(y [EJ1SO[OPOYISW SNOLISS PeY SAIPMIS 953y} YSnoul[y "dWooul-mo]
Aluewnd jou a1om syusunede paje[nSal ur JUIAI] S)USpISI 1BY) JO/PUE SIUSPISAI
SWOOUI-MO[ 10 AJLIOUIW JO JOQUINU Y} UI SUI[OSP B USSS Pey [0NUO0D UL [IIm Sl
-110 1By} 97eNSUOUIap 03 PIWIE[O 1Y) $31pnIs palosuods yioq preog Aeisy [eay uol
-sog I31ea1n) 9yj pue [19uno)) SUISNOF BIWIOJITE.) Y} 'SUMOPMOYS ¢ UOLsINny) pue
SuDiMeH-e1s0)) 3yl JO 243 3y} uQ) “epuededoid s, Ansnpui 21e1sa [BI 9} PIdIOJUIaI

154 1043u0)) JuUY Jo sagijod Y I

souanpyje oiddnk jo suoaey se Quipoolg pue ‘9fpuquie) ‘BOIUOIN ElueRg
‘POOMAT[OH 1S9\ JO el Ay ], "sI9)ual Apaau 210w o Suminys ‘1093Ja ul ‘s[Iym
‘syuownrede pazipisqns ul SUIAl] pue sjun pa[jonuod jusl Juizijodouow—sord
-dnf—sreuoissojoid juanpyye jo e3ewn oy dn pokerd nojye suone[ar orqnd siyy,
oo:.boa ST} [[93 P[O2 Oym suadxa pue Blep snsuad
pue sa1pras pey ap "sjoedwit 9Ane3ou pey it ‘1orj Uy "s[eod si [[IJ[0F J0U pIp [0NU0D
Ju3l JO WIoj STy} 1) Juawndie Jur[[adwod e axew p[nod am NUIYl [ ‘[ONUOD U3l
SunySy jo s1eak Z1 Jo (] JoyV,, “1514QQO] 91eIS9 [Bal BIWIOI[e)) B 0) uIpIodoy
*JO3JJ° SAUR[NUIND B PEY [OJIUOD JUl PIemo) WsIAneSau Jo Jeaquunip jud)sisiod
SIYL o [ONUOD JUAI YIIMm $AUL[EDO] 01 SPUNY (JIH [eIopaJ ploypim O uone[sIde[
yoeq 01 dway] yoer A1e30109§ NH PUe SSAIFUOD JO SIAGUISUL IALBAIISUOD Aq
pasn Ing vIpaw weansurew ay) Aq paxold AJuo Jou sem BIPT STY ], *SSIUSSI[WOY Ul
9SBOIOUI UB O} P9 SUOIIB[N3aI 1UI [820] ey uorou Y pajowoid suonesrqnd pue
SYUE) JUIY) SATIBATISUOD JO HIOMISU IUN-A[2SO[0 Y} ‘SO86 [ -Prw Yyl ul Sutuuidogq
‘sapjuoulw pue ‘Apspie ayy ‘1ood oy jo asuadxe 9 JB SIOIULI JUIN[IIER SIJoUSq
Apewud 11 1ey) Suin3ie AQ $91BO0APE [01IU0D JUAI Jo a8essow Iyl paido-0o £[2AN
-039§39 Ansnpur ayJ, "Jood ayi—suny i1 ‘308 ul—d[3y Jou SI0P 1 ey} WIL[O 1131
aziseydws 0 JySnos aaey K91 A[3U0091 3S0UT Ing ‘[OTUOD JUI OBNIE 0) sjuewnIie
Jo Jaquinu B pasn sey sIeak 9y} I9A0 AISNpul 9181SI [B2I 9Y) ‘9A0GR PIIOU Sy
*JUSULIBIPUS JO UIID) B JOU Sem  JuawuIaaoF S1q,, uaym , UONN[OS JUIWUISA0T
81q e1eWIN|N Sy} SB UIIS SBm [O1JUOD JUIL,, JBY} OS onssI ay) aweyj padjoy Ansnpui
oy ‘paure[dxa ISIATIOL JUBUS) QUO Sy "UONBNIIS STY} JO 95BIUBAPE )E] O] SIVINOSI
[enIueIsSqns 110y} AZI[IQOW 0) J[qe dIam Aay) ‘12A0310]\ ‘puey Jaddn [ea18ojoapt oy)
pey sdnoid 91ess [ear ‘xaramoy ‘pourad Jey Jo ayewi|d [eonijod sy uf AyqredwAs
o11qnd uim ppnom 1eyl sem Ul [o13u0d Jua auresy Jo uonisod o3 Jydnos uap sdnoid
1UBUS) pUB J)BISO [BY "9[1Ieq [0IIUOD JUIL Y] UT 9SI0U PUNOIFYOR( ) PAIIPISUOD
3q Y31 J[9s1 JUIWUIIA0T premoy poow orjqnd FuiSueyo ay) ‘Splom Iaylo uf
*(ur10391 aIed Yireay 1oked-oj3uis 10eus 01) 981 uonisodoid pareajap pue (uoneld
-rururt [egaqqt 1o1msal 03) L8[ uonisodord 10 pajoA PeY SUBLLIOJI[E)) PUB Pajod[a-al
U22q PBY UOS[IA\ 9194 IOUISAOL) I3)J8 UOOS PAlINdd0 GGEl Ul [[1q SURMBH-BISOD)
ayy punore udredwed oy, 4o 9SNOH 3P Jo 1oyeads se youSuin mmaN uewSsAIF
-U0D) JO UOHBAJ[S Y3 0} PI[ pue sasnoy yioq ur Lyuolew JOO e 1ySnoiq yorym
.Ssa13uo) ur uonnjoaal ueorjqnday,, 9Yy) pa[[ed I1S1£qQO[ 2JeISI |BAl SUO JBYM SE
661 I2qUISAON Ul Aep aures 913 uo aoe[d 3003 2INSBIW 107[eq & Uonsand YL,
"uoNEBNJ2I JUSWUIIAOT JO SISSIOXD
Y} JO [OQUIAS JUIMUIATOD € Jwedaq 1] 9[Ieq sIyl ur uodeom & Sem [OIUOD JUFY
*Awouod9 seaud ayy ur pake[d pey juswwiaAos jey) 901 Y padua([eyd A[3oa1ip 3
‘paapu] ‘swa[qoxd STWOU0I3 PUE [BIDOS A0S 03 JUWIWIAA03 Jo Ajroeded ay1 Inoqe
wstondays o1qnd pareqradexa SIYL (0661 SUBD ‘BZYET 12121 10661 sdU[IUd) ws!
-AT10% JUSWUIAA0S U0 J[nesse [eo130[0ap! ue ui pagdedud eouswy ajetodiod SQ861
PUB SOLGT 9y} SulLIng °)[NESSe I9pUun JWED J[IS)I JUIWUWISA0T 9ATIOE UOTYm ul
JUSUIIOIIAUS [eoNI[0d ISPEOIq B UI PALINJIO II ‘ISA0IOA "ATISnpur 9)els? B3I ()
£q 110339 uual-3uof B Jo wed sem 1] "JUIPIIIE Aq IO JYSILISAO JN230 Jou PIP SIYL

YHITIA 9LAd 4



236 PETER DREIER

Some (though not all) housing activists acknowledge, in retrospect, that the
very strict rent control regulations in Cambridge, Santa Monica, West Hollywood.,
and Berkeley may have played into the hands of rent control’s opponents. In par-
ticular, they cite regulations in Cambridge that prohibited some condominium
owners from living in their own units, and regulations in Berkeley that allowed
the rent board to require large rent rollbacks because small property owners had
misunderstood some technical regulations. No doubt all of these examples can be
justified legally and technically by rent board staff and rent control supporters.
These examples provided ammunition for their opponents—examples of govern-
ment abuse that ordinary people could identify with. One Massachusetts tenant
activist acknowledges that during the Question 9 campaign, some Brookline and
Boston tenant activists thought that “those Cambridge tenants ruined it for all of
us” by failing to correct some of the more stringent aspects of that city’s rent con-
trol law. He noted that it was no accident that the backlash against rent control was
strongest among small property owners in Cambridge, not Brookline and Boston.
A California tenant advocate acknowledged that Berkeley’s strict rent control sys-
tem “pissed off even some sympathizers,” most importantly, Senator Nick Petris.
None of these people favored eliminating full rent control in favor of vacancy
decontrol. But they argued that by not treating Mom and Pop landlords (small
property owners) differently, cities with strong rent control gave the real estate
industry ammunition to use against rent control and helped ignite the SPOA reb'el—
lion in Cambridge. Also, as noted earlier, the real estate industry was able to stig-
matize “radical” rent control by associating it with the unconventional reputations
of Berkeley, Santa Monica, West Hollywood, and Cambridge.

As noted earlier, the news media, for the most part, framed the battles over
rent control in ways that undermined the tenants’ perspective. The controversy
was a constant source of news in the local Santa Monica, Berkeley, Cambridge,
and Brookline newspapers, but it was only irregularly covered in the major dai-
lies such as the Globe, Boston Herald, Los Angeles Times, San Jose Mer-
cury-News, San Francisco Chronicle, and others. The Boston papers paid only
sporadic attention to the Question 9 campaign until the last weeks. It then cov-
ered the battle in the state legislature as an inside politics fight, focusing on the
roles of Governor Weld and the key legislators. The Globe did offer some
human interest stories, equally balancing the hardships of tenants with those of
small property owners. The Boston press paid no attention to the financial con-
tributions of the real estate lobby, or the close connections between SPOA and
the major real estate groups; indeed, it emphasized the split between SPOA and
GBREB rather than their symbiotic relationship. In comparison, however, the
major California media virtually ignored the battle over the Costa-Hawkins b.ill.
They reported the key votes on Costa-Hawkins, but did not cover the legislative

maneuverings or the potential consequences of its passage. It was viewed almost
entirely as a political story. Not surprisingly, most of the stories about the
Costa-Hawkins battle emanated from their bureaus in Sacramento, the state
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capital, far from where deregulation would have the most impact. (Sacramento
does not have any form of rent control). It is not surprising that the battle over
rent control received more coverage in Massachusetts than in California. In
Massachusetts, Boston is the state capital, the major media market. and the
geographic area where all rent control battles have taken place.

CONCLUSION

Rent deregulation began January 1, 1995 in Massachusetts and a year later in Cal-
ifornia. Too little time has passed to thoroughly analyze the impact of these policy
changes on housing markets and housing consumers. Moreover, both laws were
designed to be gradually phased-in, so the full consequences of deregulation were
postponed for several years. There was certainly an increase in housing hardship
in the localities that experienced rent deregulation. There have been a number of
newspaper articles on the aftermath of deregulation (Rohrlich 1998; Havemann
1998), but there have been no systematic studies of housing conditions in either
the Boston metropolitan or Los Angeles metropolitan areas, or in any of the sub-
markets in which rent deregulation took place. Even if such studies existed, how-
ever, it would be difficult to separate the impact of rent deregulation from other
factors such as cuts in federal and state housing studies, welfare reform,
immigration, population change, and other demographic forces.

It is reasonable to argue that rent deregulation had already taken effect in Cali-
fornia and Massachusetts by the late 1970s or early 1980s. In other words, the
major cities in both states had already adopted vacancy decontrol policies. Los
Angeles, San Francisco, San Jose, and QOakland adopted vacancy decontrol from
the beginning. Boston had rent control for five years before it was changed to
vacancy decontrol. Other major cities—Worcester, Springfield, New Bedford,
Fall River, San Diego, San Bemnadino, and others—and most suburbs and small
towns never adopted any reform of rent regulations on apartments.

By the mid-1990s, only about 75,000 units out of 4.6 million rental units in Cal-
ifornia (in Santa Monica, West Hollywood, Berkeley, East Palo Alto, and Cotati)
and about 40,000 units out of 915,617 rental units in Massachusetts (in Boston,
Cambridge, and Brookline) were under rent control. This is a extremely small
proportion of the rental housing stock in both states.%8 The real estate industry had
already won the rent control war. Question 9 and the Costa-Hawkins bill were the
final battles in a war of attrition.

All tenants in Boston’s 63,000 decontrolled units—including elderly,
low-income, and disabled—faced an immediate end to rent regulations in Janu-
ary 1995. In these units, once renters moved out. the Rent Equity Board had reg-
ulated rent increases, evictions for just cause and condominium conversion. The
Rent Equity Board had no data on the number of low-income, elderly, or handi-
capped renters living in these units. Low-income, elderly. and handicapped ten-
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ants in the 22,000 rent controlled apartments had one- or two-year worth of
protections, depending on the size of their buildings. About 8,000 units lost rent
control protections after the first year (as of January 1, 1996), and the remainder
lost protections a year later (Chacon 1995). Rent control ended for all units on
January 1, 1997.

The most likely long-term consequence of rent deregulation in both states is
that housing affordable to low- and moderate-income households will decline
both in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the rental housing stock in cities
where rent control has been or is in the process of being eliminated. As a conse-
quence, rent-to-income ratios for existing® and future renters will increase. This
will have an importance beyond the household or the housing market; it will mean
that renters, with less discretionary income, will spend less on other goods and
services, including basic necessities such as food and clothing as well as other
items. This will have a negative impact on the larger economy as the effective
demand for non-housing goods and services declines. One can expect an increase
in overcrowding as tenant households facing rising rent-to-income ratios and
lower vacancy rates respond by doubling-up. Even with rising rent-to-income
ratios and increased overcrowding, it is likely that the number of low- and moder-
ate-income households will decline in absolute numbers and as a proportion of the
populations of formerly rent controlled cities. These communities will lose some
of their economic and social diversity. The bonds of community—reflected in
social ties—may begin to diminish. It is impossible to put a price-tag or to
quantify this aspect of a city’s quality of life.

NOTES

1. The California law not only allows landlords to raise rents for vacant apartments, but also bans
controls on new dwellings and permanently exempts single-family homes and condominiums from
controls once tenants move out. It also bans rent controls on new construction. The single-family pro-
vision effects laws in Los Gatos, Oakland, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. In San Jose, rent control
applies only to triplexes and apartment buildings. East Palo Alto, Cotati, and Los Gatos had imposed
rent controls on new construction. The law phases-in the provisions over three years, allowing landlords
to raise rents 25 percent every time a tenant moves out—up to twice in three years,

2. Rent regulations on mobile homes are not included in this discussion unless specifically
noted.

3. This chapter will not attempt to evaluate rent control as a public policy. Readers are referred
to Appelbaum et al. (1991). Other studies reviewed include Arnott (1995); Olsen (1991); Quigley
(1990); Murray et al, (1991); Levine et al. (1990); Downs (1988).

4, A year later, similar battle over rent control took place in New York with somewhat different
results. Tenants there were able to protect rent control from complete elimination. For a discussion of
that conflict, see Dreier (1997).

5. Discussion and examples of the resource mobilization perspective can be found in Lipsky
(1970); McCarthy and Zald (1977); Oliver (1984); Morris (1984); Jenkins and Perrow (1977); Morris
and Mueller (1992); Jenkins and Klandermans (1995).
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6. The discussion of tenant activism draws on Heskin (1983); Dreier (1982b, 1984); Lawson
(1986); Marcuse (1980); Baar and Keating (1988); Capek and Gilderbloom (1992); and Wright
(1981).

7. Armstrong based his amendment on a highly publicized but equally dubious study by journal-
ism William Tucker, purporting to show that rent control increased homelessness. See Appelbaum et
al. (1991).

8. For discussion of the resistance to urban renewal in Boston, see Lupo et al. (1971); Gans
(1962); Fellman (1973); O’Connor (1993). For San Francisco, see Hartman (1974).

9. Boston had adopted a voluntary rent control system in 1969 which was superseded by the
1970 law. See Clark (1988).

10. In Boston, where about three-quarters of all residents were renters, rent control was a contro-
versial issue that mobilized considerable political momentum. The Boston law, however, exempted
many Boston renters—those in public and HUD-subsidized housing and those in two- and three-unit
buildings, which accounted for much of the city’s rental housing stock.

11. Cambridge tenant groups initially tried to enact rent control through a citywide referendum.
When that failed, they had more success enacting legislation through the City Council in 1970, the
same route followed by the other cities. Cambridge’s law did not allow for vacancy decontrol.
Brookline adopted rent control at a Town Meeting in September 1970. It was amended in 1991 when
vacancy decontrol was introduced, permanently removing units from regulations. In the late 1970s
both localitics adopted additional protections from condominium conversions. By 1994, Brookline
had 4,200 units subject to control, while in Cambridge about 14,500 to 16,000 units, half the city’s
rental stock, was under rent control. See Brelis (1994a).

12, Mayor White further demonstrated his opposition to rent control by appointing people who
were against the policy as members of the five-person rent control board. He also kept the agency
understaffed and underfunded.

13. A wave of condo conversions in the late 1970s and early 1980s fueled a movement to limit con-
versions and evictions that led to a mosaic of local ordinances and a statewide law. *Condomania,” as
the media labeled it, was a symptom of the state’s hot housing market, triggered tenant protest across
the state, leading to local—and eventually statewide—laws to protect tenants from arbitrary displace-
ment. MTO also organized residents of mobile home parks. Many smaller cities and towns enacted
laws to protect renters in mobile home parks from rent increases and evictions. Throughout the 1980s
and early 1990s, MTO also mobilized tenants living in federal- and state-subsidized housing who were
threatened with huge rent increases and possible eviction.

14.  During its 10 years in office (1984-93), the Flynn administration brought tenant and housing
activists into government, adopted stronger tenants’ rights lJaws and provided funds to encourage ten-
ant organizing. Shortly after assuming office, the Flynn administration introduced comprehensive ten-
ant protection legislation. From the outset, Flynn and his aides recognized that this was an uphill,
perhaps impossible, fight. The 1983 City Council elections inaugurated a new system wherein nine
members represented geographic districts and four were elected at large. Only three of the nine Coun-
cil districts had strong tenant organizations, reflecting the location of the city’s private rental housing
stock. Only one of the at-large councilors supported Flynn’s plan, reflecting the power of the real
estate lobby in the City Council. The tabloid Boston Herald was strongly opposed to rent control in its
editorial and news pages. The Boston Globe offered mixed support. Progressive editorial writer Kirk
Scharfenberg wrote supportive editorials and columns. To the Globe's news reporters, however, the
rent control story was not about the housing crisis, or the power of the real estate lobby, but about
whether the new Mayor could win his controversial proposal. See Dreier (1996); Dreier and Ehrlich
(1991); and Dreier and Keating (1990).

15.  Tenants in de-controlled apartments (units previously covered by rent control) could initiate
a grievance if annual rent increases exceeded 15 percent—a rate substantially higher than the inflation
rate. In addition, tenants could only be evicted for “just cause.”
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16. In this section, my account relies heavily on an unpublished and undated paper by Patricia
Cantor, “Twenty Five Years of Rent Control in Massachusetts,” which focuses on Cambridge. A short
version of this study was published in Shelterforce, March/April 1995 under the title, “Massachusetts
Defeats Rent Control.”

17. “All my tenants are affluent, every one of them,” one Cambridge landlord told the Globe.
“There is not one of them that is needy.” See Brelis 1994c. Another Globe article recounted the situa-
tion of a Cambridge landlord who owns a four-family house and has an $8-an-hour job manag.ing.a
food pantry (Carroll 1994). This story repeated MHC’s chief examples of well-off tenants .iivmg in
regulated apartments—Cambridge Mayor Ken Reeves and Supreme Judicial Court Justice Ruth
Abrams. Rent control opponents used the fact that Reeves, who was part of Cambridge’s pro-rent con-
trol majority on the City Council, lived in a rent controlled apartment, as a symbol of how the sys.tcm
was being abused. Reeves argued that he earned only $43,000 as mayor and that he served full-time,
putting his law practice on hold (Manly 1994a).

18. The study found that in 1987, 70 percent of the residents of rent controlled units had incomes
below the Boston area media income ($37,400 for a family of four) and that only 9 percent had
incomes above 150 percent of the regional median income ($56,000 for a family of four). But in a clas-
sic case of selective perception, SPOA and much of the local media focused on the rent control glass
being 30 percent empty rather than 70 percent full. SPOA focused on the study’s fmdings. that re!a-
tively few rent control tenants were elderly or families with children—overlooking the obvious point
that landlords select their tenants. (SPOA also claimed that the study was biased.)

19. SPOA also sought to challenge Cambridge's rent control law in court, but in March 1993 its
suit was dismissed.

20. Amidst much controversy, the state Attorney General in September 1993 ruled that the mea-
sure could appropriately be put before the state’s voters, even though it only applied to a few localitics.

21. Interview with Ed Shanahan of the Greater Boston Real Estate Board and the Rental Housing
Association, April 28, 1997.

22. Obviously, rent control advocates viewed SPOA’s efforts as one-sided, as reflected in these
observations by Cantor (1995, p. 15):

Few, if any, stories reported the thousands of tenants able to afford to live in Cambridge only
because rent control kept rents at reasonable levels, or how the rent board’s rent adjustment
formulas strongly favored landlords, or how because the removal permit ordinance removed
the speculative drive from the rental market, Cambridge was saved from the 1980s’ real estate
boom (and corresponding bust). No one read about how many of the SPOA landlords were
able to buy their buildings because rent control kept property priced down, or how Cambridge
retained its economic diversity (avoiding becoming only a place affordable to the rich or the
very poor who benefitted from subsidized or public housing) because of rent control.

23. Flynn resigned as mayor in 1993 to become U.S. Ambassador to the Vatican, Menino, the
City Council President, replaced him, and then was elected on his own.

24. They typically asked, why should voters in the other 348 cities and towns in Massachusetts
decide whether Boston, Brookline, and Cambridge can enact rent regulations? A number of Demo-
cratic legislators who acknowledged their ambivalence or even opposition to the rent control pc}licy
nevertheless supported, on the principal of home rule, the right of localities to adopt rent regulations.
The real estate industry’s chief political operative observed that the tenants’ emphasis on home rule
was a *“tactical error.” The industry’s polls showed that “this [home rule focus] didn’t resonate with
voters,” Moreover, the tenants made a “fatal mistake™ in focusing almost all their organizing on Bos-
ton, Cambridge, and Brookline, assuming that three-quarters or more of the voters there would vote
against Question 9. In fact, the margin of victory in these three cities was considerably smaller
(Shanahan interview).
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25. Real estate forces paid Boston University economist Jeffrey Miron $50,000 for a study, “The
Economics of Rent Control,” prepared for the Massachusetts Homeowners Coalition, October 4, 1994,
They also hired housing researcher Rolf Goetze $5,000 to produce a report, released in August, called
“Rent Control: Affordable Housing for the Privileged, Not the Poor,” which examined rent control in
Cambridge. The tenants’ force had no money to sponsor a study. They relied on the rent control agen-
cies in the three cities, who could only guesstimate the demographic composition of regulated units.
The Cambridge Rent Control Board hired Abt Associates to review Goetze's study; Abt criticized its
methods, but by the time its review appeared, the MHC had put Goetze's findings to good use.

26. In fact, the total vote was 1,034,594 (46.3 percent) “yes,” 980,723 (43.9 percent) “no” and
216,869 (9.7 percent) blank. Among those who cast ballots “yes” or “no,” however, Question 9
received 51.3 percent of the vote.

27. During the legislative phase of the rent control fight, another battle was shaping up in the
courts over the legality of Question 9 and other ballot measures. When voters went to the polls on
November 8, there were no summaries of each ballot measure describing what a “yes” or “no” vote
meant. After the election, tenant advocates (as well as groups engaged in other ballot measures) sought
to nullify the election in court on the grounds that it was unconstitutional because voters were not ade-
quately informed. A Suffolk Superior Court judge and a state Appeals Court Jjudge even issued tempo-
rary restraining orders against implementation of Question 9, but ultimately a higher court ruled that
the measures were valid.

28. Not surprisingly, the Greater Boston Real Estate Board's Rental Housing Association gave
Weld its “Excellence in Public Service Award” for his role in eliminating rent control. See
Kindleberger and Cassidy (1995).

29. Eligible tenants were defined as those with incomes of 60 percent or less than the median
income for the Boston SMSA (at that time, $21,500 for a single person). An exception was granted for
elderly tenants (62 years or more) and disabled tenants; for them, the eligibility limit was set at 80 per-
cent of median income ($27,950). The incomes of all residents of a unit (household income) was to be
counted, Full-time students were not to be considered eligible for protection.

30.  The Globe consistently misinterpreted the law, claiming that it provided lemporary protec-
tions for elderly and low-income tenants, when in fact only a narrow group of elderly and low-income
tenants (in Boston, those who had lived in their units since 1976 and were still under the city’s old rent
control law) were covered. See, for example, Anand (1995).

31. Roberti was elected to the Assembly in 1966, representing central Los Angeles. He moved up
to the Senate in 1971, He was elected Senate president pro tempore in 1980.

32. Interview with Steve Carlson, lobbyist for the California Housing Council, May 2, 1997,

33. Since 1985, bills to weaken rent control in California have carefully exempted mobile homes.
This is no accident. In contrast to the tenants movement, residents of mobile homes have been well
organized and able to defeat efforts to weaken protections. Mobile home park owners lack the political
clout of their counterparts in the real estate industry. As a result, rent regulations affecting mobile
homes is widespread and shows little signs of weakening. There are 375,000 mobile homes in Califor-
nia parks with about one million residents. Mobile home owners pushed for local rent control. The first
wave of mobile home rent control activity coincided with the general post Proposition 13 groundswell
for rent regulation. For example, San Jose adopted rent control for mobile homes in 1979, But unlike
the efforts of apartment tenants, the momentum for mobile home rent control persisted in the 1980s and
early 1990s. Today, about 140,000 to 250,000 live in rent controlled parks. Eighty-nine cities and
counties have adopted mobile home rent control in the state. In fact, during 1994 through 1996, antic-
ipating the state law, a number of cities and some counties passed mobile home rent control laws.

34. These jurisdictions included Berkeley, Beverly Hills, Cotati, East Palo Alto, Hayward, Los
Angeles, Los Gatos, Oakland, Palm Springs, San Francisco, San Jose, Santa Monica, Thousands Oaks,
and West Hollywood. Source: “Rent Control at the Local Level: An Analysis and Update,” California
Association of Realtors, March 1988.
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35. Insix of these jurisdictions, the law required that the unit be placed back under rent regulation
after the new tenant moves in and the landlord has set the market rent.

36. Carlson interview.

37. This paragraph draws on a memo analyzing the Proposition 10 campaign b}'l Gerion Bakar, a
prominent Bay Area developer and president of the California Housing Council, ent'nled. The Rental
Housing Supply and Tenant Problems,” dated June 12, 1980. It also draws on Heskin (1983).. o

38. According to Bakar’s memo: “All of our polls, prior to and throughou.t the campaign, indi-
cated that a majority of the voters felt that the standards of Prop 10 were fair until they were told Prop
10 was an industry sponsored proposal. Finding out that the industry supported the proposal caus'cd
shifts of up to 20 percent in voter opinion. The near unanimous opposition by. the press to Prop 10 rein-
forced this hostility to the industry. We didn’t think we were loved, but we didn’t know we were hated
with such passion.” . .

39, Carlson interview. San Franciscans voted to strengthen rent control (to include single-family
homes, among other things) in the November 8, 1994, elections by a vote of 50.9 percent to 49.1 per-

t.
cerlio. At various times, the real estate industry tried other approaches. In 1987, thfe CHC and other
industry groups drafted legislation that would deny state housing assistance to any c.1ty with rej-nt c‘ctn-
trol or growth controls, which were deemed to have an adverse impact on the produr.:txon or av.allablllty
of low-income housing, State Senator John Seymour filed this legislation several tlmes,‘ bu.t it met tl?e
same fatc as the anti-rent control laws, also thanks to Roberti’s influence. This strategy is discussed in
“Rent Control at the Local Level.”

41, Carlson interview.

42. Carlson interview.

43, The Northridge earthquake shook Southern California in January 1994. lts z'aflcrshocks were
not only physical, but political as well. It triggered controversy over reflt control’s impact on earth-
quake repairs in Santa Monica, West Hollywood, and Los Angeles. This conlrovcrs)( cc:nmbuted to
the anti-rent control sentiment, Most of the local press coverage focused on Santa Mom.ca s reluctance
to allow landlords to raise rents to cover earthquake repairs. This controversy undermined sqme sup-
port for rent control. In May 1994 the Santa Monica rent board passed a new law a'llowmg pass
throughs on earthquake-related capital repairs. Most landlords didn’t have carthquake insurance. At
one apartment complex (the 86-unit Charmont), the rent control board approv.ed a $200/1'110nth. lrem
increase (Bowles 1995). The earthquake destroyed many apartments and cut into SMRR's political
base. This hurt in the November 1994 local elections, when a leading tenant advocate, Tony Vazqucz,
was defeated. The Los Angeles City Council debated abolishing rent control in mid-1994 and the issue
of rent control’s impact on earthquake repair became a major issue (Rohrlich 1994a, 1994b). Land-
lords complained that the process for getting rent increases was already cumbersome am.i was exa.cer-
bated by the need to increase rents in order to fix earthquake damage. Te.nants ha(? a different view.
The LA City Council considered a law limiting rent increases for capital repairs for earthquake
because tenants complained of gouging (Martin 1995). .

44. When Costa was elected to the Senate, Assemblyman Phil Hawkins (R-Artesia) became
sponsor of the Assembly bill. o

45. In 1996, Republicans had a majority of the Assembly seats, but lost their majority the follow-
ing year.

46. During this entire period, Speaker Willie Brown did not support rent control. Brown told the
Sacramento Bee that he had “abandoned his idea of protecting rent control” (Jacobs 1994). l?rown was
also term limited out of office, leaving office in March 1995. During this time, he began his (eventu-
ally successful) campaign for mayor of San Francisco. Tenant activists hoped thlt his‘ mayoral cam-
paign would make him more sympathetic to protecting rent control thel:e dunflg his last term as
Speaker. This turned out not to be the case and appeared to have no negative political consequences
for his mayoral efforts.
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47. Petras’ vote is difficult to explain. Onc tenant lobbyist suggested that for many years Petras
had supported rent control but was critical of how the Berkeley rent board administered the law,
particularly its inflexible regulations toward small landlords. Berkeley tenant activists took Petras’
pro-rent control vote for granted, failed to lobby him adequately before the 1995 vote, and were alleg-
edly rude to him during meetings to discuss the Costa/Hawkins bill. Also, since Petras was in his last
term in office due to term limits, his vote against rent control had no political repercussions.

48. Interview with George Pillsbury, Director, Money and Politics Project, Commonwealth
Coalition (Massachusetts), April 17, 1997. Data from Secretary of State’s office.

49. Between April 1991 and October 1993, Costa received at least $70,386 from a variety of
industry PACs, including the California Housing Council, the Apartment Association of Greater LA,
the California Apartment Association, the California Real Estate PAC, and the Western Mobilchome
Association. In 1986, 1987, and 1989 he received honoraria totaling at least $3,000 from the California
Housing Council. Source: Hopcraft Communications, March 23, 1994,

50. Interview with David Booher, CHC lobbyist, May 5, 1997.

51. Booher interview.

52. Carlson interview.

53. Carlson interview.

54. Interview with Roger Herzog, Cambridge Community Development Department, May 5,
1997. '

55. The Massachusetts Tenants Organization, for example, had turned into an advocacy organiza-
tion rather than a organization capable of large-scale electoral mobilization and mass protest. Funded
by foundation grants, with only a handful of staff, few volunteers, and high turnover among leader-
ship, MTO primarily engaged in counseling tenants about their rights and testifying at public hearings.
In California, the statewide tenants group, CHAIN, had collapsed in the mid-1980s. So had the Cam-
paign for Economic Democracy, Tom Hayden’s statewide consumer group. The major tenants rights
group in Los Angeles, the Coalition for Economic Survival, only had three or four staffpersons who
devoted their work primarily to organizing residents of HUD-subsidized projects. Organizations of
private housing tenants in San Francisco, Oakland, and other major cities had gone through a similar
process of decline.

56. For example, the Globe reported in late January 1995 that “some 125 banner-carrying demon-
strators marched through Cambridge yesterday in an effort to organize tenants against rent increases
and evictions,” but these efforts have little effect. See Saltus (1995). See also, Ferdinand (1995); Lupo
(1995).

57. Shanahan interview.

58. This chapter does not discuss the role of litigation and the courts. These obviously played a
role in both states in shaping the rent control debate. In the mid-1980s, CHC spearheaded several
unsuccessful legal initiatives—including Pennel v. City of San Jose and Fisher v, City of Berkeley—to
attack rent control. The U.S. Supreme Court rejected their arguments, but the effort required these cit-
ies and tenant groups to spend time and resources defending rent control. More recently, in March
1994, apartment owners filed suit against the Santa Monica rent control board. It is one of a series of
lawsuits bankrolled by more than $1 million in contributions from landlords. Fifteen cities have some
form of rent regulation on apartments; about 100 cities have regulations on mobile homes. Apartment
owners teamed up with the Pacific Legal Foundation. The owners funded a study of rent control cities,
“trying to show that people who are most needy aren’t benefited by rent regulations.” “In the past two
decades, disgruntled property owners have failed to convince the courts, the Legislature, local officials
or votes to turn back existing rent control rules.” In California, the push for rent control began in late
1970s have period of soaring rents, fueled by Proposition 13. All the cities that have controls enacted
them within five years after Proposition 13. California appellate court rules against rent control in the
case of Santa Monica LTD v. Superior Court of Los Angeles. While it didn't rule that rent control is

unconstitutional, it sided with landlords about fair compensation and property rights (Inman 1996;
Carlson 1995-1996).
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59. Interview with Michael Herald, Housing California lobbyist, April 14, 1997.

60. Carlson interview. . . §

61. When President Reagan took office in 1981, a top item on his agenda was fo defund the
left"—to withdraw federal funds from groups engaged in liberal advocacy and f)rgémz:r'lg.

62. Legal Services had been a key source of legal support for tenant orgamzauo.ns in both states.
As th.cir budgets was cut and their hands tied, agencies such as the Legal Aid Foundation of LC.)S Ange-
les and Greater Boston Legal Services had a harder time providing the legal supp?n for ?rgamzed ten-
ants in terms of negotiating with landlords, organizing tenant unions, appearing in housing court, and
other activities. o

63. Interview with Matthew Henzy, Massachusetts Tenants Organization, May 6, 1997.

64. Shanahan interview.

65. For a discussion of this campaign, see Appelbaum et al. (1991).

66. Carlson interview.

67. Shanahan interview. ' N '
68. According to the 1990 census, there were 4.6 million rental units of the 10.4 million occupied

units in California, and 915,617 rental units of the 2.25 million occupied unit.s in Massachusetts.
69. Except those in rent controlled units in California who remain in their apartments.
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