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Glossary of Terms 

Affordable Housing Terms 

• Affordable Housing: Housing that is deed restricted to cost no more than 30% of income for 

households meeting specific income thresholds. Typically, “Affordable Housing” is for low-income 

households, those at or below 80% of the area median income (AMI), but it can be reserved for those 

with lower or higher incomes. (See definitions for “low income,” “very low income,” and “extremely low 

income.”) For the purposes of this plan, Affordable Housing refers to housing for low-income 

households, defined below, unless otherwise specified. For owners, housing costs include principal, 

interest, property taxes, and hazard insurance. For renters, costs include rent and tenant-paid utilities 

(except telephone and cable).  

• “Attainable” housing: Housing that tends to be less expensive due to size, age, or other characteristics. 

This type of housing is not protected by deed restrictions or other mechanisms, so these homes may 

become unaffordable at any time, depending on investment, the market, and other factors.  

• Chapter 40B: Under the Massachusetts Comprehensive Permit law, enacted in 1969, in municipalities 

where less than 10% of the year-round housing is Affordable Housing, developers of low- and 

moderate-income housing can pursue expedited local review under the comprehensive permit process 

and request a limited waiver of local zoning. If their application is denied or approved with conditions 

that render it uneconomic, developers can appeal to the state to overturn the local decision if it is found 

unreasonable. (Chapter 774 of the Acts of 1969; M.G.L.c.40B§20-23)  

• Deed Restriction or Deed Rider: A legal mechanism that limits how a home can be used, who can live 

there, housing costs, and how the home can be transferred. This is the mechanism to ensure Affordable 

Housing is reserved for specific income groups at a price they can afford over a specified time period.  

• Housing Choice Vouchers (Section 8 Voucher Program): The primary federal rental assistance 

program, administered by local public housing agencies, provides vouchers to very-low-income 

households that cover a certain amount of rent for privately-owned rental units. The maximum value of 

a Housing Choice Voucher is the cost of the area's moderate-priced unit standard minus 30% of the 

household’s income.  

• Massachusetts Rental Voucher Program (MRVP): A state-funded rental assistance program begun in 

1992 that provides one of two kinds of vouchers: (1) The tenant-based voucher, known as mobile 

vouchers, can be used by income-eligible households to supplement the rent for any housing unit that 

meets the standards of the state sanitary code; (2) the project-based voucher is assigned to a specific 

housing unit or development in exchange for the owner renting these units to income-eligible tenants.  

• Subsidy: A form of financial aid given by the government to reduce the costs of a service or good, like 

housing.  

• Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI): In Massachusetts, the SHI is maintained by the MA Executive 

Office of Housing and Livable Communities (EOHLC) and used to measure each municipality’s supply of 

Affordable Housing for the purposes of Chapter 40B. The SHI includes all housing developed under 

Chapter 40B, including both Affordable Housing and market-rate units in rental developments, and 

other deed-restricted Affordable Housing, such as public housing, project-based vouchers, federal Low-

Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) projects, and many others. 
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Income Terms 

• Area Median Income (AMI): A measure of income set by the federal government and used by housing 

programs to determine eligibility for deed-restricted Affordable Housing based on income and 

household size. The AMI for the geographic area that includes Gloucester is $164,600 (US Department 

of Housing & Urban Development, 2025).  

• Cost Burden: Paying more than 30% of income on housing. Paying more than 50% of income on 

housing is called a severe cost burden. In Gloucester, 20% of households are cost burdened, and 21% 

are severely cost burdened (ACS, 2019-23).  

• Extremely-low-income Household: A household with income below 30% of AMI.  

• Household: The people living together in the same house. A household can be a family, roommates, or a 

person living alone.  

• Income: Money earned from doing work or received from investments.  

• Income-Eligible Household: A household that meets the income requirements of a housing program; 

these are typically low-income households defined as having incomes at or below 80% of AMI. In 

Gloucester, that’s $96,000 for a household of one and $137,100 for a 4-person household (US 

Department of Housing & Urban Development, 2025).  

• Local Median Income: The median income (the figure where half the households earn less and half the 

households earn more) in a municipality. The City of Gloucester’s median income is $87,898. For 

homeowners, the median is about $121,500; for renters, it is about $43,500 (ACS, 2019-2023).  

• Low-Income Household: Generally speaking, a household with income below 80% of AMI, including 

very low-income and extremely low-income households (also defined here). More specifically, in the 

context of other income thresholds, such as very-low income and extremely-low income, low-income 

refers to households with income between 50% and 80% of AMI.  

• Moderate-Income Household: A household with income between 80% and 110% of AMI, sometimes 

as high as 120% of AMI. Unlike low-income thresholds, defined by federal housing programs, the term 

“moderate income” can vary depending on the local housing program.  

• Very-low Income Household: A household with income between 30% and 50% of AMI. 

Development Terms 

• Inclusionary Zoning: A local zoning policy that requires or encourages developers of residential 

developments over a certain scale to include Affordable Housing or to make payments to the locality for 

development of such housing elsewhere. The policy typically offers incentives such as increased density, 

reduced parking requirements, or expedited permitting to offset the financial impacts of providing 

Affordable Housing.  

• Market-Rate Housing: Housing that sells or leases at the “going rate” on the free market.  

• Mixed-Income Housing Development: Development that includes housing affordable to households 

with different incomes, typically including market-rate housing and deed-restricted Affordable Housing 

for lower-income households.  

• Mixed-Use Development: Development that combines residential with commercial, office, industrial, 

institutional, or other uses.  

• Multifamily Housing: Buildings with more than one unit, such as apartment buildings, condominiums, 

townhouses, or duplexes. There is a wide range of multifamily housing that differs in scale and design.  

• Single-Family Housing: A structure maintained and used as a single dwelling unit. Single-family 

housing is owned by a single owner, has no shared property or common walls, has private access to the 

street from the structure, and has only one set of utilities. 
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• Starter Home Zoning District (40Y): A locally adopted, state-approved zoning district that allows 

smaller, more attainable owner-occupied homes by right, subject to local dimensional and design 

standards. Communities with approved districts may be eligible for state incentive payments when the 

zoning is adopted and when qualifying starter homes are permitted. 

• Smart Growth Overlay District (40R): A Smart Growth Overlay District is a locally written and locally 

adopted zoning district that meets state smart-growth standards for housing, affordability, density, and 

location as set forth by State Law Chapter 40R. The City retains control over the district’s boundaries 

and can establish dimensional requirements such as building height, setbacks, density, parking, and lot 

coverage, along with design guidelines addressing building form, streetscape, public space, and 

neighborhood compatibility.  

 

The overlay works alongside the underlying zoning, giving property owners the option to develop 

under either the existing regulations or the smart growth overlay district. Qualifying projects are 

allowed by right, a streamlined local plan-review process while remaining subject to the district’s 

requirements.  

 

Because the locally controlled zoning meets state standards and creates additional housing capacity, the 

City may receive an initial state zoning incentive payment to the City’s general fund and additional 

payments as new homes are permitted. Through Chapter 40S, the City may also receive annual state 

reimbursement if housing developed under the district results in additional public school enrollment 

and net education costs. 
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Introduction 
Gloucester, Massachusetts is an historic coastal city located about 31 miles northeast of Boston on Cape Ann 

and the North Shore. Once occupied by the Pawtucket tribe of the Algonquian people, the land now called 

Gloucester is home to nearly 30,000 people. The city is split by the Annisquam River, connecting Ipswich 

Bay to the north and Gloucester Harbor and Massachusetts Bay to the south. Gloucester’s identity has long 

been shaped by the sea. From its foundations as America’s oldest seaport, Gloucester built a proud tradition 

of hard work and resilience. Home to the Rocky Neck Art Colony, the longest continuously operating art 

colony in the country, the city also boasts a vibrant arts and cultural community. 

Building upon the City’s 2025 Comprehensive Plan, the Housing Compass aims to knit together the city’s 

rich past with a vision for the future. Expanding housing choices is vital to the continuation of a thriving 

Gloucester community. Gloucester residents know and feel the weight of increasing housing costs in the 

city. Access to safe, healthy, and affordable homes for residents at all stages of life is imperative to ensure 

that Gloucester residents can remain in the community and the city remains vibrant for generations to 

come. 
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The Places that make up Gloucester 
Gloucester consists of five wards and many neighborhoods. For the purposes of this plan, areas of the city 

are loosely categorized as shown in the map below. While these generalized areas cannot capture all the 

nuance that makes up a place, this framework allows us to talk about the ways that land uses, zoning, and 

the built fabric vary across the city. 

 

Downtown & Railroad Ave 

Densely built mixed-use neighborhoods are 

clustered around Gloucester’s historic civic 

center, home to City Hall, the Downtown 

Gloucester Commuter Rail station, and the 

Sawyer Free Library.  Gloucester’s Main Street 

commercial district is home to a variety of 

businesses and restaurants, multifamily 

apartment buildings, as well as many of the City’s 

social service providers. To the south, the 

working waterfront is a historic and current 

commercial fishing hub.  

 

East Gloucester & Rocky Neck 

Home to the working waterfront on the south 

coast of the Inner Harbor, as well as the Rocky 

Neck Art colony. The residential neighborhoods of 

East Gloucester are characterized by large single-

family homes that wrap around protected open 

spaces. North of Eastern Ave, this area also 

encompasses industrial and business districts, 

helping to shape future industry in the city. 

 

Wheeler’s Point 

Separated from the Downtown area by the 

Yankee Division Highway, Wheeler’s Point is a 

developed residential neighborhood, including 

many closely clustered single-family and two-

family homes. Wheeler’s Point is also home to the 

Riverdale property operated by the Gloucester 
Housing Authority and the Addison Gilbert 

Hospital. Though largely built out, this area has 

some access to infrastructure that could support 

infill development and conversion of existing 

single-family homes.

 

North Gloucester & Lanesville 

North of Dogtown and the Annisquam Woods, 

North Gloucester and Lanesville are characterized 

by closely built residential and small mixed-use 

neighborhoods along the Washington Street 

corridor from Folly Cove at the Rockport line, 

south to the Annisquam River.  

 

West Gloucester 

Areas west of the Annisquam River, including 

neighborhoods near Wingaersheek Beach and 

residential and commercial areas clustered 

around Essex Avenue. Much of this area is rural in 

character, predominantly open space, much of 

which is protected, and scattered single-family 

properties. West Gloucester also hosts the West 

Gloucester Commuter Rail flag stop. 

 

Magnolia 

Located on the southwest coastline, the Magnolia 

neighborhood was once home to many hotels and 

continues to host some small multifamily and 

small commercial areas. The neighborhood is 

somewhat disconnected from the rest of the city’s 

more developed neighborhoods and has limited 

infrastructure to support redevelopment.
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Figure 1 Reference Areas in Gloucester used in this plan 
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Housing Affordability 

What is Affordable Housing?  

We know the importance of housing affordability to people and communities. For individuals and 

families, affordability means increased housing stability, reduced risk of experiencing homelessness, 

improved health and educational outcomes, and greater economic opportunity and mobility. For the 

community, it means diversity, a local workforce, and a residential base with greater purchasing power to 

support the local economy. But what do we mean by “affordable”? When most people talk about housing 

affordability, they simply mean housing that works within their budget. A good rule of thumb is that 

housing that’s affordable to a household should cost no more than 30% of its income. Some older market-

rate housing that lacks modern features may be less expensive than other market-rate options. This kind of 

housing is sometimes referred to as naturally occurring affordable housing (NOAH), or “attainable” housing, 

though it is not universally affordable. As housing demand increases and the market for housing becomes 

more competitive, as it has in Gloucester, this kind of housing rises in cost and becomes less affordable. 

Housing planners use a more specific definition of “Affordable Housing” when discussing housing policy 

and development. The government considers a home to be “Affordable Housing” when it costs 30% or less 

of a household’s income and is deed-restricted to income-eligible low- or moderate-income residents. 

Affordable Housing has restrictions to preserve affordability for decades or in perpetuity, providing options 

for households with lower incomes to stay in their communities. Without deed restrictions, housing costs 

can go up as markets rise, making homes that were once inexpensive now costly. Deed-restricted Affordable 

Housing protects communities from escalating costs and displacement risks. 

Eligibility to occupy deed-restricted Affordable Housing is based on household income and the number of 

people in the household, which is usually compared to the Metropolitan Area Median Income (AMI) 

calculated by the U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development (HUD). The 2025 AMI for the Greater 

Boston region, which includes Gloucester, is $164,600. For comparison, Gloucester’s local median income is 

approximately $87,898, which means that Affordable Housing based on the regional definition is not 

affordable to many Gloucester residents. Under many Affordable Housing programs, households eligible for 

deed-restricted Affordable Housing must be at or below 80% of AMI, or $96,000 for a household of one and 

$137,100 for a household of four. Some Affordable Housing programs serve households with lower incomes 

than those, such as households at or below 50% or 30% of AMI. The table below translates AMI levels to 

incomes for different household sizes.  

Table 1 FY 2026 HUD Income Limits by AMI and household size 

Household 
Size 

Extremely Low Income  
30% AMI 

Very Low Income  
50% AMI 

Low Income  
80% AMI 

1 $36,000 $60,000 $96,000 
2 $41,150 $68,600 $109,700 
3 $46,300 $77,150 $123,400 
4 $51,400 $85,700 $137,100 
5 $55,550 $92,600 $148,100 
6 $59,650 $99,450 $159,050 
7 $63,750 $106,300 $170,050 
8 $67,850 $113,150 $181,000 

Source: U.S. Department of Housing & Urban Development 
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Gloucester Housing Compass 

What is Gloucester Housing Compass? 

Gloucester Housing Compass is a plan to help the city better understand and meet local housing needs, 

create targeted strategies to improve access to affordable housing, and proactively guide new development 

in line with community housing needs and goals. The City of Gloucester, through the Department of 

Community Development, worked with the Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC) to facilitate a 

community-driven process, beginning in August 2025 and extending into the Fall of 2026.  

This plan meets the requirements for an update to the City’s existing Housing Production Plan in 

accordance with M.G.L. Chapter 40B. 

Plan Background 

The City of Gloucester updated its Housing Production Plan to build on recent progress and establish new 

policies, programs, and strategies to meet local housing needs. Since the 2017 Housing Production Plan was 

adopted, most of its recommendations have been implemented, including updates to the inclusionary 

housing ordinance and the creation of a streamlined process for permitting accessory dwelling units. Most 

housing opportunity sites identified in the 2017 plan have also been developed. In addition, Gloucester 

adopted MBTA Communities zoning, established thoughtful short-term rental regulations, earned 

designation as a Housing Choice Community, and continues to invest in local housing solutions through the 

Affordable Housing Trust. 

These accomplishments provide a strong foundation for the Housing Compass Plan. Even with this 

progress, rising housing costs and limited housing choices remain among the most pressing issues facing 

Gloucester’s residents, workers, families, seniors, artists, and young people. Updating the Housing 

Production Plan was also recommended by Gloucester’s 2025 Comprehensive Plan, which recognized 

housing as essential to the city’s economy, cultural identity, and long-term success. 

Prepared in accordance with state Housing Production Plan guidelines, Housing Compass provides a 

proactive, locally informed strategy to better understand Gloucester’s housing challenges, expand housing 

opportunities, and guide future housing development in ways that reflect the city’s priorities, values, 

infrastructure, and environmental constraints. The plan identifies areas where new housing should be 

encouraged based on infrastructure capacity and access to jobs, services, and transit, while steering larger-

scale development away from environmentally sensitive and flood-prone locations. A state-approved 

Housing Production Plan also helps preserve Gloucester’s eligibility for state grant funding and strengthens 

the City’s ability to manage development outcomes, including greater local influence in the review of 

Chapter 40B proposals.  
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What is a Housing Production Plan?  

In Massachusetts, Housing Production Plans (HPPs) are plans that help municipalities better 

understand local housing needs, development constraints, and opportunities to guide future 

housing development. HPPs are typically drafted in accordance with Massachusetts General Law Chapter 

40B, a state statute encouraging cities and towns to maintain a supply of Affordable Housing that amounts 

to 10% of their total year-round housing stock. For this purpose, Affordable Housing is housing eligible for 

inclusion on the Massachusetts Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI), which includes housing that is deed-

restricted to be affordable to eligible low- and moderate-income residents without paying more than 30% 

of their annual household income, as well as market-rate units in mixed-income rental housing 

developments where 20-25% of units are Affordable Housing. This means the SHI is typically an over-

estimation of each municipality’s Affordable Housing supply. 

In communities where less than 10% of housing units are included on the SHI, developers may petition the 

local Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA) for a comprehensive permit for housing developments that do not fully 

comply with local zoning, provided at least 20-25% of homes in the development are Affordable Housing. 

Under Chapter 40B, the ZBA has limited grounds for refusal in this case. Communities that are above 10% 

may claim “Safe Harbor” and thereby deny a developer a comprehensive permit. Gloucester has 13,896 

year-round housing units, per the 2020 Decennial Census, of which 1,117 (or about 8.04%) are included on 

the state’s Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) as of September 2025. Gloucester can also achieve 

temporary Safe Harbor through incremental increases to the SHI. One year of Safe Harbor is achieved 
through a 0.5% increase in the SHI over one calendar year. Two years of Safe Harbor is achieved through a 

1% increase in the SHI over one calendar year. 

Though the City has seen an increase in Affordable Housing in recent years, even meeting the state’s target 

on the SHI does not mean that the local need for Affordable Housing will be met. This target considers 

development (housing supply) but not residents (housing demand). There is just 1 unit of Affordable 

Housing for every 6 income-eligible households in Gloucester1. 

  

 
1  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2017-2021 
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Community Engagement 
From fall 2025 through spring 2026, the project team engaged with the community to understand and raise 

awareness of housing needs, identify priorities, and develop recommendations to expand access to 

Affordable and attainable homes for Gloucester residents. We also engaged residents on preferred types 

and locations of future homes to proactively guide development in line with community preferences. 

Engagement Partners 

The plan was guided by an advisory group of Gloucester residents working on issues related to economic 

development, education, service provision, and housing.  

• Peggy Hegarty-Steck, Action Inc. 

• Erin George, Action Inc. 

• Deanna Fay, Gloucester Affordable Housing Trust (GAHT) 

• Traci Thayne Corbett, Art Haven 

• Colleen Murdock, Cape Ann Chamber of Commerce 

• David Calvo, Committee for the Arts 

• Fred Cowan, Council on Aging 

• Jen Hapgood, Gloucester Housing Authority 

• Maiuza Alvez, Housing for All Gloucester 

• Sunny Robinson, Housing for All Gloucester 

• Jay McNiff, McNiff Company 

• Shawn Henry, Planning Board 

• Ben Lummis, Superintendent of Gloucester Public Schools 

In addition, we spoke with non-profit housing developers, service providers, and numerous city staff from 

the following entities: 

• Jenny Benedict, Library Director, Gloucester Public Library  

• Leah Briere, SNAP/Client Services Coordinator, Open Door  

• Courtney Allen, Communications and Outreach Director, Backyard Growers  

• Melissa Dimond, President & Executive Director and Andrew Allen, Director of Education & Career 

Pathways, Wellspring  

• Sunny Robinson, Member, Housing for All Gloucester 

• Lacey Natti, Program Manager, Gloucester Health Department and Chelsea Goldstein-Walsh, Regional 

Prevention Director, Regional Youth Prevention Network  

• Maiuza Alves, Member, Housing for All Gloucester  

• Frank Freedman, Program Director, Grace Center 

• Vee Chipperini, District Director, Cape Ann Veterans Services  
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Engagement Events & Participation 

Throughout the planning process we spoke with hundreds of Gloucester community members at 

community events, in community spaces, and through direct outreach like focus groups and interviews. In 

addition to a citywide survey, the city also hosted two public forums to share key findings from the plan and 

gather input on community priorities for housing.  

  
Photos from Community Forums 

Fall 2025  
Focus Groups | Phase 1 
• Housing Need Focus Groups 

with Unhoused Individuals 
(8/11/2025) 

• Housing Need Focus Groups 
with Housing Insecure 
Individuals (8/11/2025) 

 

The focus groups were held in-person at Action Inc., a local 
nonprofit that provides emergency shelter and other support 
across Cape Ann. Action Inc. staff invited their clients to sign up and 
participate in the focus groups. Each focus group included 6-10 
participants. 

Engagement Roadshow | Phase 1 
• Gloucester Community Safety 

Day (9/27/2025) 
• Backyard Growers Farmers 

Market (10/8/2025) 
• City of Gloucester Halloween 

Party (10/18/2025) 

Gloucester has a strong community-based organization (CBO) 
network that organizes or hosts various community activities and 
spaces. In an effort to meet people where they are, the team 
designed an Engagement Roadshow that included touchpoints at 
various community events. This approach allowed the project team 
to talk to people who are harder to reach, such as single parents 
and working-class residents, by interacting with them in places 
they already visit rather than hinging engagement around a single 
forum or public meeting. The project team spoke with more than 75 
community members across these events. 

Fall 2025 – Spring 2026  
Citywide Survey 
Survey results can be viewed in the 
appendix 

The Housing Compass survey asked about community members’ 
housing goals and preferred housing types. The survey was opened 
for responses from the public on October 9, 2025 and closed April 
1, 2026. Promotion for the survey included post cards distributed 
around the city and promotion through the City’s website. 
Information about the plan and data on local housing needs was 
displayed on large boards with an accompanying QR code to the 
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survey, in a variety of high-traffic community spaces, including the 
Library, YMCA, and City Hall. In total, 224 respondents completed 
the survey.  

January 2026  
Engagement Roadshow | Phase 2 
• Senior Center (1/8/2026) 
• Gloucester High School 

(1/20/2026) 
• Sawyer Free Library 

(1/20/2026) 

For engagement roadshow events in the second phase of 
engagement, the Housing Compass team developed a mapping and 
dot voting activity to understand community members’ preferred 
housing types and location. The team used this activity at three 
different engagement events, gathering input from over 100 
residents. 

Spring 2026  
Focus Groups | Phase 2 
• Gloucester Creative Sector 

Focus Group (3/31/2026) 

• Breakfast Discussion with 

Brazilian community 

members, (3/14/2026) 

• Focus Group on Workforce 

Housing with Gloucester 

Employers (3/25/2026) 

In the Winter and Spring of 2026, the project team held focus 
groups with Gloucester’s artist community, Brazilian community 
members, and local businesses to discuss workforce housing.  
 
 

Community Forum #1 
(3/23/2026) 

City staff hosted a public meeting to gather input for the Housing 
Compass on March 23, 2026. Around 100 residents attended the 
forum to learn about the plan and provide input about the types of 
housing they would like to see in Gloucester. 

Community Forum #2 
(7/29/2026) 

City staff hosted a second public meeting to gather input from the 
community on July 29, 2026. Around ### residents attended the 
forum to learn about the draft plan and provide input.  

Public Comment Period  
(Ongoing 7/30/26 – 8/20/26) 

Following the draft plan release a three-week public comment 
period allowed for additional input from the City Council, Planning 
Board, and Gloucester community to shape the final pan. 

 

What we heard from the community 

Gloucester is increasingly unaffordable 

Nearly everyone we spoke to throughout the planning process talked about affordability and 

increasing housing costs as one of the most pressing challenges facing the Gloucester community. 

Renters expressed worry about keeping their current housing or finding comparably priced units the next 

time they move. Some comments from single parents and seniors highlighted the difficulty of making too 

much to qualify for deed-restricted Affordable Housing but not being able to afford market-rate homes. 

Seniors also shared challenges keeping up with rising property taxes while living on fixed incomes and 

struggles to downsize. This particularly affects seniors and veterans with disabilities. Throughout the plan 

engagement, we spoke to many people who grew up in Gloucester and expressed challenges with being 

able to move back or stay related to affordability and barriers to homeownership. 
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Finding and keeping housing can be challenging, especially for renters 

Renters expressed concern for being priced out or evicted by unfriendly landlords or landlords who are 

taking advantage of rising housing prices. Many residents expressed concerns that an increase in short-

term seasonal rental units limits the number of options for year-round attainable homes (homes more 

likely to be affordable in the marketplace). 

Homeownership feels out of reach 

Many families and young people expressed interest in buying a home in Gloucester but know they will face 

challenges to do so because of high prices and limited supply. Many homeowners who bought their homes 

in previous decades also reflected that they would not be able to afford their homes in the current housing 

market and expressed challenges weighing the desire to downsize with the lack of options available to 

remain in Gloucester. 

People want to help but need support to make affordability work 

Small landlords who own small multi-family buildings and rent out extra units often create attainable 

housing in communities like Gloucester. Some residents expressed a need for support with the permitting 

process and meeting health and safety regulations when exploring renovating or adding additional units to 

their properties. 

Housing affordability makes it difficult to work and thrive in Gloucester 

Many people who work in Gloucester face issues with local housing availability. Some want to live in 

Gloucester but cannot afford the options in the city. Human resource professionals from major Gloucester 

employers who participated in the workforce housing focus group identified challenges with recruiting or 

retaining employees in an area with such high housing costs. These challenges affect both high-paid 

employees as well as those with less income. The housing choices available are not affordable to artists, 

creatives, and small business owners and many, including lifelong Gloucester residents, shared concerns 

about their ability to stay in Gloucester long-term. 

There is a need for a mix of housing types, including smaller homes as well as family-sized homes 

Residents expressed interest in more family-sized housing, smaller homes, and mixed-use development and 

prioritize affordability, walkability, and preservation of the “small-town” character of Gloucester. Young 

people and older adults shared a desire for smaller homes appropriate for downsizing or entering the 

housing market. 

People love living in Gloucester 

Most Gloucester residents express a sense of joy and appreciation for the place they live, whether families 

with children who recently moved to Gloucester or long-time residents who are experiencing housing 

instability. Residents enjoy the balance between the small-town feel of Gloucester and its accessibility to 

areas closer to Boston.
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Data Sources & Analysis 
A number of quantitative data sources were used for this plan: the US Census, including Decennial Census, 

American Community Survey (ACS), Population Estimates Program, and Comprehensive Housing 

Affordability Strategy (CHAS) data; City data; and real estate property and transaction databases. All data 

sources are cited throughout this report, primarily in tables and figures. Unless otherwise stated, data 

appearing in text can be attributed to the 2019-2023 ACS. In some cases, data is pulled from other years 

due to data consistency or availability. Below is a brief explanation of the US Census data sources used for 

this plan. 

• Census of Population and Housing (decennial census): Demographic and housing counts. This 

report uses data from the 2010 and 2020 Census. 

• American Community Survey (ACS): 5-year demographic and housing estimates for large and small 

geographic areas based on monthly surveys. Estimates are based on a small population sample, but 

the results of each monthly survey are aggregated to provide a larger dataset. This plan primarily 

uses data from the 2019-2023 ACS survey, the most recent available data at the time of the reports 
start. Following best practice, percentages are used in lieu of number for most estimates to avoid 

sharing numbers that may not be precise since they are based on a sample. 

• Population Estimates Program: Annual population estimates based on the 2020 Census. This plan 

uses the 2024 estimates. 

• US HUD (United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Comprehensive 

Housing Affordability Strategy Data (CHAS): Custom tabulations of ACS data that demonstrate the 

extent of housing problems and housing need, particularly for low-income households. This plan 

uses the most recent available CHAS data from 2017-2021. 

In addition, this plan uses population and housing demand projections created by MAPC. Projections were 

guided by advisory opinion from academic experts, state agencies, regional planning agencies, and member 

municipalities. MAPC also reviewed reports from other regions nationwide prior to creating the projections 

to assess accuracy and identify opportunities for improvement. MAPC projections are used by local, 

regional, and state agencies to set policies and make investments that anticipate the region’s future needs. 

Data sources for the projections include Decennial Census data from 1990, 2000, 2010, 2020; ACS data; 

fertility and mortality information from the Massachusetts Community Health Information Profile 

(MassCHIP); and housing production information from the Census Building Permit Survey database and 

MAPC’s Development Database.  
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Context Communities 
It can be hard to understand the meaning of any individual data point. For example, is the rate of low-

income households in Gloucester low, high, or typical? This plan uses “context communities” to provide a 

framework for understanding local Gloucester data by highlighting how its community and housing 

characteristics compare or differ to nearby municipalities. 

Context communities were selected with assistance from the City using a point system to compare and 

contrast Gloucester to nearby municipalities. Context communities hold similarities to Gloucester in 

geography, built conditions, population, housing stock and market, and demographics. The municipalities 

selected for this analysis are: 

• Beverly 

• Framingham 

• Ipswich 

• Peabody 

• Rockland 

• Rockport 

• Salem 

• Swampscott 

Not every data point in this plan will be compared across context communities. Rather, select data points 

where Gloucester meaningfully aligns or diverges from these communities will be shared. For more on this 

approach, see the appendix of this plan. 
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Housing Needs Assessment 
Gloucester is a unique city with a variety of housing needs and there is no summary of all conditions that 

does not compromise individual experiences in some way. This assessment outlines the need and demand 

for housing in Gloucester based on quantitative data analysis and qualitative information collected through 

public engagement. At the widest level, this assessment identifies three priorities for addressing housing 

needs in Gloucester: 

1. Housing for an Aging Community: support and create housing that meets the needs of an aging 

population, especially low-income seniors. 

• Households with seniors make up about 42% of Gloucester households, and Gloucester 

population is projected to continue to shift towards older residents2. 

• Elderly households make up more than half of all Extremely Low-Income (<30% AMI) and Very 

Low-Income (30-50% AMI) households in Gloucester.  

• With few choices for downsizing or relocating to more accessible homes that support aging in 

place, seniors and older adults are more likely to stay in their homes longer, reducing the supply 

of homes available for younger households seeking family sized homes and homeownership 

opportunities in Gloucester. 

2. Diverse Housing Choices: Expand housing choices for all, especially young adults and young families 

who lack options in Gloucester’s housing market 

• There is a mismatch between household size and the type and size of housing units available in 

the city. Gloucester’s existing supply of homes is mostly made up of larger, two- and three-

bedroom units, with few choices for smaller homes and rental units. 

• Single-family homes are the most common type of housing in Gloucester, making up about 56% 

of all housing units3.  While single family homes are a desired home type for many, the high 

price tag, generated by high demand and limited supply, is a major barrier to entry into 

Gloucester’s housing market.  

• Workers across all economic sectors are affected by limited housing supply and affordability 

challenges in Gloucester. Workers on the waterfront, manufacturing, service and hospitality, and 

the cultural sector all face the housing pressures documented in this assessment. Additional 

housing options can help expand the workforce and improve employee retention, strengthen 

the local market with a larger year-round consumer base, and support Gloucester’s cultural 
richness. Expanded housing choices, particularly Downtown, can support the housing needs of 

the workers that sustain the economy and ease seasonal pressure on the broader housing 

supply. 

• There is an increasing wealth gap in Gloucester, and the gap between median renter and median 

homeowner household incomes increased by an estimated 85% between 2013 and 2023. 

Younger households are more likely to rent, while older households are more likely to own their 

home in Gloucester. 

3. Homes Affordable to Gloucester Households: Expand the supply of affordable homes, especially for 

Gloucester’s most vulnerable households and the essential workers at the heart of Gloucester’s 

economy and small businesses. 

 
2 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
3 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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• Few people can afford to live and work in Gloucester. Housing affordability impacts the ability of 

local employers to hire and retain local workers. As noted in the City’s Comprehensive Plan, 

when workers are not able to afford to live locally, it creates additional strain on traffic in and 

out of the city. 

• Increasing costs of market-rate housing have far outpaced increases in local household incomes, 

especially among renters. 

• About half of all Gloucester households are considered low-income and are potentially eligible 

for Affordable Housing and other supports. 

• Many Gloucester households pay more than they can afford for housing, creating instability and 

increasing the risk of displacement or loss of housing. 

• Gloucester’s supply of Affordable Housing has grown in the last 5 to 10 years but still falls short 

of meeting local needs for Affordable Housing. 

Expanding housing choices is vital to the continued thriving of the Gloucester community. Gloucester 

residents know and feel the weight of increasing housing costs in the city. As disparities in wealth and 

opportunity continue to grow, access to safe, healthy, and affordable housing for residents at all stages of 

life is imperative to ensure that Gloucester residents can remain in the community and the city remains 

vibrant for generations to come. 
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Population & Household Demographics 
To understand the need for housing in Gloucester, we start with broad questions: How many people are 

looking for housing, what are their housing needs, and how might demand for housing change over time? 

The composition of Gloucester’s households, which may change over time, affects the types and location of 

housing needed. 

Population Change 

Gloucester’s population has experienced minimal growth over the last two decades, growing by just 3% 

between 2010 and 2020. In 2024, Gloucester’s total population was estimated at 30,491 residents4 
returning to the same population levels of the year 2000. Gloucester has followed similar trends in 

population growth compared to context communities, but has grown more slowly compared to Peabody, 

Beverly, and Salem. 

Figure 2 Population Change 1990-2020, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 

Source:  U.S. Decennial Census, 1990-2020 

Population Projections 

Gloucester's population is projected to decrease to 27,724 people by 2030 and 27,604 people by 

2040, according to MAPC's MetroFuture Population Projections. MetroFuture projections map out 

anticipated growth in population based on births, deaths, households moving in and out of the region, and 

historical trends related to development and household formation. To date, the MAPC region’s population 

growth has exceeded that projected by MetroFuture. Gloucester’s population in 2020 was slightly larger 

than its projected 2020 population by roughly 1,215 people5. 

  

 
4 U.S. Decennial Census Annual Population Estimates, 2024  
5 U.S. Decennial Census 2020 
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Household Growth 

The number of households in Gloucester is growing slowly while the overall population is decreasing. 

Between 2010 and 2020, the number of households in Gloucester increased by about 6.5%, and in 2023, 

the total number of households was estimated at 13,1806. This pattern of household growth outpacing 

population growth often indicates households are becoming smaller and is common in communities with 

aging populations that are more likely to form smaller households. Households reduce in size when 

children leave home or family members pass away due to old age. 

The average household size in Gloucester is 2.24 and has decreased over time7. Among context 

communities, only Rockport has a similar declining trend. The next section will explore how trends in the 

age of the population may be shaping household size and housing needs. 

Figure 3 Average Household Size, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023  

Age Structure 

The age of the population shapes the formation of new households and the type of homes needed in a 

community. In many cases, younger adults form new households and desire smaller housing options in 

which to live alone or larger multi-bedroom homes to occupy with roommates. As they age and form 

families, larger housing options tend to become more desirable. Eventually, as children in those families 

form their own households, parents no longer require large housing and may seek to downsize. As seniors 

age, they may seek specialty housing, including housing accessible to people with disabilities. The types of 

housing the population desires change throughout the age spectrum, and these housing options are not 

always available or affordable in the community. To meet the needs of residents at all stages of life, it is 

important to have a variety of housing types available at various price points.  

 
6 U.S. Decennial Census, 2010, 2020, American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
7 American Community Survey (ACS), 5-year estimates, 2009-2013, 2014-2018, 2019-2023 
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Figure 4 Population by Age, Gloucester 

 
Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023  

Gloucester's population is aging. According to the ACS 2023 5-year estimates, 25% of Gloucester's total 

population is over the age of 65. The next largest age cohorts are 55-64 years old, making up 19% of the 

population, and 35-54 years old (22%). Younger generations (35 years old or younger) make up about one-

third of the total population, with the largest share being residents 17 years old or younger (15%).  

According to ACS five-year estimates for 2018-2023, 42% of Gloucester households include seniors 

(65 years or older), the third highest share among context communities. Rockport has the highest 

percentage of households with seniors (57%), followed by Peabody (44%).   

Figure 5 Share of Households with Seniors, Gloucester & Context Communities 

  
Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Between 2013 and 2023, the number and share of younger people have decreased, while the population 

over 55 has increased in both number and share of the population8. Gloucester’s population is projected to 

continue to age, with the population over 65 making up an even larger share of the total population in 2030 

and 2040 compared to 20209. 

As Gloucester households age, with few choices for downsizing or relocating to more accessible homes that 

support aging in place, seniors and older adults are more likely to stay in their homes longer, reducing the 

supply of homes available for younger households seeking family-sized homes and homeownership 

opportunities in Gloucester. 

Figure 6 Population by Age, Gloucester 2010-2040 (Projected) 

 
Source:  U.S. Decennial Census, 2010-2030, MAPC MetroFuture Socioeconomic Projections   

Households with Children 

Currently, 22% of Gloucester households include children. Households with children have declined over 

time, dwindling by 8% between 2013 and 2018 and another 1% between 2018 and 202310. This trend is 

not unique to Gloucester and a similar decline of households with children is present in other context 

communities, including Beverly, Framingham, Peabody, and Rockland. By comparison, Ipswich, Rockport, 

Salem, and Swampscott have seen an increase in households with children within the last few years. The 

 
8 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2009-2013,2014-2018, 2019-2023 
9 MAPC MetroFuture Socioeconomic Projections, 2017 
10 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2009-2013,2014-2018, 2019-2023 



Gloucester Housing Compass | Housing Needs Assessment 
 

27 
 

decline in households with children in Gloucester suggests that young families may struggle to find a home 

or put down roots. These challenges may be born out of cost, availability, or some combination of the two. 

Figure 7 5-Year Percent Change in Households with Children, 2018-2023, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2014-2018, 2019-2023  

School enrollment data offers additional insights into more recent trends. Gloucester has seven public 

schools: one high school, one middle school, four elementary schools, and one preschool. School enrollment 

declined sharply between 2000 and 2013. Despite a steady decline since 2014, a slight upward trend of 

total student enrollment began at the beginning of the 2020-2021 academic year. In 2024, the total number 

of students served by the Gloucester public school district was 2,862 students. 

Figure 8 Total School Enrollment 2000-2025, Gloucester 

 
Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MADESE)  
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Housing that is accessible and affordable to young Gloucester residents who wish to stay or return, as well 

as housing choices suitable for young families in Gloucester, need to be considered when planning for future 

generations. Affordable housing in a variety of housing sizes, both rental and ownership, is needed to meet 

the demands of Gloucester residents at all stages of life.  

Race & Ethnicity 

Gloucester has always been a city of immigrants, with a rich early history of immigration from British, 
Italian, Polish, and Portuguese people seeking opportunity through the city’s fishing and granite industries. 

Today, an estimated 9.71% of Gloucester residents were born outside the United States11, with nearly one 

in every ten Gloucester residents hailing from around the world, including immigrants from Brazil, Italy, 

Latin America, and more. 

Although Gloucester remains a majority white community, it is growing in diversity. Since 2010, 

communities of color have grown proportionately and in absolute terms: from about 1,689 people (5.8%) 

to about 3,473 people (11.7%). According to 2020 Decennial Census data, Gloucester's community is about 

88% White, 1% Black or African American, 1.1% Asian, 4.7% Hispanic or Latine, and 3.8% identified as two 
or more races. Residents who identify as Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, and other races each make up 

less than 1% of Gloucester's population. 

Figure 9 Population by Race, 2010-2020, Gloucester 

 

Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2014-2018, 2019-2023  

 
11 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Differences in race and ethnicity typically do not translate into demand for different types of housing. In 

some cases, family sizes might be larger and multigenerational living may be more of a cultural norm 

among people of color than White people, calling for multi-bedroom units and/or buildings with multiple 

units. However, race and ethnicity can and do impact fair access to housing in communities throughout the 

region. Disparities in tenure and household income, driven by historic and systemic barriers to wealth on 

the basis of race and ethnicity, often bear out in a household's ability to access and afford a home. 

Tenure & Household Incomes 

Changes in household incomes indicate a growing wealth gap in Gloucester.  Median household 

income represents the midpoint of household incomes, where half of all households earn more and half 

earn less than the median. According to American Community Survey 5-year estimates for 2019-2023, 

Gloucester’s median household income is about $87,898. Gloucester has the second-lowest median 

household income compared to context communities. 

Figure 10 2023 Median Household Income in Gloucester 

 

Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Figure 11 Median Household Income, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Figure 12 Change in Distribution of Household Incomes, Gloucester 

 

Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2014-2018, 2019-2023 

The distribution of household incomes is shifting over time and an increasing share of households in 

Gloucester have incomes of $125,000 or more12. However, this growth in household incomes is not 

experienced equally among Gloucester residents and household incomes vary significantly by household 

tenure in Gloucester. About 63% of occupied housing units in Gloucester are owner-occupied, “homeowner 

households,” while about 36% are renter households. 

Figure 13 Tenure of Occupied Housing Units, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

 
12 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2014-2018, 2019-2023 
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In Gloucester, the median homeowner household earns well above the median household income 

(MHI), whereas the median renter household makes much less13. In 2023, the median household 

income for homeowners was $121,558. In contrast, renter households earn around $43,46614. Within the 

last decade, median incomes for homeowners have increased by about 50% while median incomes for 

renters have increased by only 15%15. As a result, the gap between median homeowner and median 

renter household incomes increased by an estimated 85% between 2013 and 202316.  

Figure 14 Median Household Income (MHI) by Tenure 2013-2023, Gloucester 

 

Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2009-2013, 2014-2018, 2019-2023 

Compared to context communities, the gap between renter and homeowner median incomes in Gloucester 

is larger than in Salem or Peabody and smaller than Ipswich and Beverly17. Renter households in Gloucester 

are more likely to be younger while older households are more likely to own their home18. These growing 

disparities play out in the dynamics of household age and tenure and shape access to housing opportunities 

in Gloucester. 

 
13 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
14 Ibid 
15 Ibid 
16 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2014-2018, 2019-2023 
17 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
18 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Figure 15 Household Tenure by Age, Gloucester 

 

Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Overall, many households struggle to stay in the city if they cannot afford housing that meets their needs, 

and high housing costs exclude many households from calling Gloucester home. Income has generally not 

kept up with the cost of housing, and income for Gloucester renters has increased at a slower rate 

compared to homeowners, widening the wealth gap among Gloucester households along tenure lines and 

limiting housing opportunities for renters and young people.  
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Existing Housing Supply 
Much of Gloucester's existing housing supply is older as a result of decades of limited building of 

new homes.19 A total of 14,630 units make up the city’s housing stock.20 In recent years, the City has 

increased attention and investment towards housing needs, however through decades of limited housing 
production and many constraints on new development, supply has not kept up with demand. The limited 

housing supply puts upward pressure on housing costs across the city, disincentivizing maintenance of low-

cost housing (as competition for tenants becomes unnecessary) and prompting the displacement of low-

income residents. Meanwhile, older homes may be undermaintained, presenting health and safety risks for 

their residents. Older residents with few options to downsize are more likely to stay in their homes longer, 

further constraining supply for younger households seeking to enter the housing market in Gloucester. 

Age of Housing Stock 

Much of Gloucester's housing is older. About half of Gloucester's housing stock is in buildings built before 

World War II (before 1940), with another 26% built before 198021. Only 8% of the housing stock was built 

since 200022.  In the context of increased housing demand, this limited production has meant rising rents 

and prices, making the shortage of housing supply a major contributing factor to the affordability crisis felt 

in Gloucester and across the region. 

Figure 16 Housing Units by Year Built 

 
Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Compared to more modern units, older housing may lack heating and energy efficiencies (which add to 

monthly utility and maintenance costs that impact the affordability of these units for occupants). Older 

 
19 Limited housing production in Gloucester is related to complex development constraints as a coastal community 
with many environmentally sensitive areas and limited land that is suitable for building. These constraints are 
analyzed further in subsequent sections of the Housing Compass Plan.   
20 American Community Survey data, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
21 Ibid 
22 Ibid 
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housing may not be code-compliant, may have exposed lead paint, and is unlikely to be accessible for 

people with disabilities.23 

Older housing supplies, especially two- and three-family homes, are also vulnerable to speculative 

residential investment. Speculation is an emerging trend where private investors or companies buy 

properties to renovate and resell for a higher return. Not only does it take properties off the market that 

could otherwise be sold to families intending to live in a home, but renters often suffer higher rents or 

evictions without cause. This trend makes housing about profit, not people. Over the last few decades, 
1,718 Gloucester homes were bought by an investor24 and 7% have been “flipped,” renovated to be resold 

for a return on investment25. 

One way the City manages its aging housing stock is through the Housing Rehabilitation Loan Program. The 

City of Gloucester uses Community Development Block Grant Funds to make 0% interest loans available to 

low-income homeowners and landlords of low-income tenants to renovate existing units to resolve a 

variety of challenges, including structural failures, code violations, accessibility accommodations, and 

energy efficiency upgrades. In exchange, rental units in multifamily properties that benefit from the loan 

funding must agree to an Affordable Housing Restriction (AHR) that deed-restricts the unit for a period of 

15 years. At the time of writing, there are currently 62 units across 38 properties on the Subsidized Housing 

Inventory created through the program, with an additional 46 units across 11 properties in the process of 

being added.  

Housing Size 

There is a mismatch between the size of Gloucester households and the type and size of housing 

units available in the city. Gloucester’s existing supply of homes is mostly made up of larger, two- and 

three-bedroom units, with few choices for smaller homes. Almost half (49%) of Gloucester’s housing 

stock is housing units with 3 or more bedrooms, while two-bedroom units make up almost one-

third26. The housing stock among context communities reflects similar trends. Smaller 1- and 2-bedroom 

homes are a desired option for many households at different stages of life. For younger adults, a 1-bedroom 

rental may provide independence or a first apartment; for young families, a 2-bedroom home can act as a 

starter home; for seniors and older adults, smaller homes may be desired to downsize in order to age in 

place. Two- and three-bedroom homes are much needed in Gloucester as well, but the lack of choice and 

limited diversity of home sizes in Gloucester does not adequately meet the full range of household needs. 

 
23 Lead paint, which is highly toxic and dangerous for children was note banned until 1978. The Americans with 
Disabilities Act, which provides minimum accessibility requirements for multifamily buildings, was not passed until 
1990. 
24 Number of investor transactions 2000-2023, MAPC Homes for Profit research  
25 Share flip transactions 2002-2021, MAPC Homes for Profit research  
26 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Figure 17 Housing Units by Number of Bedrooms in Gloucester 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Figure 18 Housing Units by Number of Bedrooms, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Housing Type 

Single-family homes are the most common housing type in Gloucester, making up about 56% of all 

housing units27.  Most of Gloucester’s remaining housing supply is in small multifamily buildings with 2 or 

more units (44%), although larger multifamily buildings, such as the Halyard apartments, have been added 

to the stock in recent years28. Most context communities have a similar share of single-family homes in their 

housing stock, except for Salem. While single-family homes are a desired home type for many, the high price 

tag, generated by high demand and limited supply, is a major barrier to entry into Gloucester’s housing 

market. 

A more diverse housing supply increases choices for households in the community and reduces some 

demand pressure. For example, when older residents have greater choices to downsize into smaller homes, 

existing larger homes open up housing opportunities for younger households and future generations of 

Gloucester residents.  

Figure 19 Housing Units by Number of Units in Structure 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

 
27 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
28 Ibid 
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Figure 20 Housing Units by Building Type, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source:  American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Rental Registry & Rental Supply 

Information about the supply of rental homes in Gloucester is not as well defined, making it difficult to 

understand how that supply meets the need for rental homes in the city. In 2025, the Gloucester Board of 

Health approved new regulations for rental units to enhance tenant safety and support landlord-tenant 

relationships. The regulations require rental units to be registered with the Department of Health, creating 

a rental registry dataset that includes useful information about the type, infrastructure, and lease terms of 

rental properties in the city. 

At the time of writing, approximately 1,684 properties with an estimated 4,918 units are registered with 

the Board of Health, representing most rented housing units in the city29. While single-family homes make 

up nearly half of all registered rental properties, single-family homes and ADUs make up just 16% of 

registered rental units. Multifamily properties (properties with two or more rental units) make up roughly 

84% of all registered rental units. 

 
29American Community Survey estimates for 2019-2023 show an estimated 4,833 renter-occupied housing units, with 
a margin of error of +/- 572 units. An additional estimated 1,114 units are for Seasonal Use, of which some may be 
short-term or vacation rentals. 
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Figure 21 Registered Rental Properties and Units by Property Type 

 
Source: City of Gloucester Rental Registry Data, December 2025 

Most registered rental units are in small multifamily properties, with about 41.5% of all registered units in 

properties with two to four units. While properties with 5 or more units make up just 5.4% of all registered 

properties, units in these properties make up roughly 42% of all registered units.  

Figure 22 Registered Rental Units by Number of Units 

 
Source: City of Gloucester Rental Registry Data, December 2025 
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Figure 23 Share of Registered Properties and Units by Number of Units 

 
Source: City of Gloucester Rental Registry Data, December 2025 

Data is not complete for every registered property, but about 30% of property registrations include 

additional information about the age of the property, infrastructure, and the length of the lease terms. 

Alongside the City’s short-term rental ordinance, the rental registry can help the City to better track and 

understand the impacts of short-term and seasonal housing on the broader housing supply. 

Figure 24 Registered Properties by Year Built 

 
Source: City of Gloucester Rental Registry Data, December 2025 

Figure 25 Registered Properties by Water Source 

 
Source: City of Gloucester Rental Registry Data, December 2025 
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Figure 26 Registered Properties by Wastewater Infrastructure 

 
Source: City of Gloucester Rental Registry Data, December 2025 

Housing Development Over Time 

According to the Census Building Permit Survey, between 2013 and 2023, just shy of 400 buildings were 

permitted, with the majority (74%) of production being single-family homes30. Over time, the number of 

building permits for multifamily housing has increased, while permits for single-family homes have 

decreased. Although the trend towards building more multifamily is promising, more housing production is 

needed to make up for the deficit caused by decades of limited production.  

Figure 27 Count of Building Permits by Housing Type 

 
Source: Census Building Permit Survey, 2013-2023 

A closer look at the type of multifamily housing shows that the majority of multifamily housing permitted 

over time is in buildings with 2 units31. While buildings with 5 or more units make up a smaller share of 

permitted projects, they have produced substantially more units of housing compared to 2-unit buildings 

over the last ten years. Additionally, multi-unit buildings with 3 or 4 units account for only 4% of buildings 

permitted within the last decade and are missing as a scale of housing development in Gloucester. 

 
30 Census Building Permit Survey, 2013-2023 
31 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023.  
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Figure 28 Units Permitted by Building Type 

 
Source: Census Building Permit Survey, 2013-2023 

Local permitting data, maintained by the City of Gloucester, offers a more precise look into permitting 

trends from recent years. Data from 2024 and 2025 shows a decline in building permits for both single-

family and multifamily residential buildings, consistent with regional trends. In a time where funding is 

uncertain, interest rates are high, and building costs continue to escalate, it is not surprising that we see 

reduced permitting of new units, making it all the more important to encourage desired housing 

development. Similar to the trends highlighted in the Census Building Permit data, multifamily buildings 

continue to make up an increasing share of all residential building permits and represent a large share of 

the units permitted. 

Figure 29 Residential Building Permits by Building Type, 2017-2025 

  
Source: City of Gloucester, Building Permit Data, 2017-2025 
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Figure 30 Estimated Units Permitted by Building Type, 2017-2025 

 
Source: City of Gloucester, Building Permit Data, 2017-2025 

Recent permitting includes one new development (50R Maplewood, 40B Development, 30 rental units) and 

two conversions (58 Granite Street, 2 units to 4 units, 67 Middle Street, Affordable Housing rehabilitation 

from 22 to 28 units).  

Seasonal Home Use 

Seasonal home use and availability impact access to housing in Gloucester. The supply of homes is 

further limited by the number of housing units that are short-term or vacant, particularly those reserved 

for seasonal use. About 10% of Gloucester's housing stock is considered vacant; however, most of those 

units (an estimated 77%) are for seasonal or recreational use32. In other words, nearly 8% of units are 

occupied for only part of the year, limiting options for year-round residents. Among context communities, 

Gloucester has the second-highest share of seasonal units, behind only Rockport.  

Seasonal and short-term rentals can be difficult to identify and quantify, but anecdotal evidence and review 

of local rental listings indicate that many homes are rented for six months at a time. In 2025, the City began 

implementing a new rental registry that requires landlords to register rental properties with the City and 

include information about the property and units rented. Only about 30% of all registered units indicate the 

length of the rental term; even so, the rental units listed as short-term or seasonal make up about 10% of all 

registered units33. Census data estimates 1,114 of Gloucester’s total housing units are for Seasonal Use, of 

 
32 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
33 City of Gloucester Rental Registry Data. The Rental Registry and Short-Term Rental Ordinance define “short-term 
rentals” as units that are rented for less than 30-days at a time. “Seasonal” is not defined but is generally understood to 
refer to units rented just in the summer or just in the off season. 
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which some may be short-term or vacation rentals. Compared to Census estimates for housing units for 

Seasonal Use, the registered units likely undercount seasonal and short-term rentals in Gloucester. 

Strategies are needed to balance the need to provide lodging and accommodations that support the city’s 

tourism economy and seasonal workers with the need for more homes for year-round residents. 

Figure 31 Seasonal Units as a Share of Vacant Units, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Figure 32 Registered Rental Units by Rental Type 

 

Source: City of Gloucester Rental Registry Data, 2025. Only about 30% of all registered units indicate the rental type and 

among those that do indicate rental type, some properties are listed as more than one rental type. 
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Housing Costs & Affordability 
To understand housing affordability in Gloucester, we take a closer look at how market-rate housing costs 

compare to what Gloucester households are able to afford. Generally, a home is considered affordable when 

a household spends no more than 30% of its income to cover housing costs like rent or mortgage payments, 

insurance, and utilities. Households that spend more than 30% of their income on housing costs are 

considered cost burdened by their housing. We then analyze the existing supply of deed-restricted 

Affordable Housing to understand the options available to Gloucester residents who cannot afford the costs 

of market-rate housing. 

Market Housing Costs 

Housing costs in Gloucester have increased rapidly in recent years, far outpacing increases in local 

household incomes and what the average Gloucester household can afford. This burden is felt particularly 

among renter households, who are more likely to have lower incomes and fewer options to choose from in 

the city. Likewise, rising home sale prices limit homeownership opportunities for many Gloucester 

households who cannot afford to make an entry into the market. 

Market Rents 

In 2024, median rents in Gloucester are about $1,800 for a one-bedroom unit, $2,200 for a two-bedroom 

unit, and $2,825 for a three-bedroom unit34. According to the MAPC Rental Listings database, which pulls 

data from online rental listings, median rents in Gloucester increased by more than $500 per month 

between 2019 and 2024 – an increase of nearly 40% for one-bedroom units and 30% for two-bedroom 

units. American Community Survey data is less reliable for rental figures because rents change rapidly, and 

this is sample data. Still, American Community Survey figures show a similar trend, estimating that median 
rents for one- and two-bedroom units increased by about 20% between the 2018 and 2023 5-year estimate 

windows. 

Table 2 Estimated Median Market Rents, 2024, Gloucester 

Unit Size 2024 Median Rent 

Studio $1,150 

1-Bedroom $1,800 

2-Bedroom $2,200 

3-Bedroom $2,825 

4-Bedroom $3,750 
 

Source: MAPC Rental Listings Database, 2024 Median Rent by Number of Bedrooms 

 
34 MAPC Rental Listings Database, 2024 
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Figure 33 Median Rent by Number of Bedrooms, 5-year Increase, Gloucester 

  
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

While these increasing costs are well beyond what many Gloucester households can afford, compared to 

other context communities, median rents in Gloucester have increased more slowly over the last five 

years35. In practice, Gloucester residents seeking more affordable rents are unlikely to find them in 

neighboring communities and attention is needed to create more affordable rental options for Gloucester 

residents to remain in the community. 

Figure 34 5-year Increase in Median Gross Rent, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2014-2018, 2019-2023 

 
35 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2014-2018, 2019-2023 
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Market Home Sale Prices 

As in many communities across the region, the cost to buy a home in Gloucester has increased 

significantly over time and rapidly in recent years. In 2025, the median sale price for a single-family 

home was around $715,00036. Between 2013 and 2023, the median home sale price for a single-family 

home in Gloucester increased by nearly 48%, an increase of about $188,20037.  

Figure 35 2023 Median Home Sale Price by Sale Type, Gloucester 

 
Source: Warren Group Data; values are shown in 2023 dollars 

Home sale prices in Gloucester have been steadily increasing since 2013, with a more rapid increase in 

median home sale prices between 2019 and 202238. Median home sales peaked in 2022, with the median 

sale price for single-family, two-family, and three-family homes all above $600,00039. In general, home sale 

prices have increased regionally since 2020, in part due to the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, 

lower interest rates and more opportunities for remote work increased housing demand, particularly in 

communities further from Boston. Increasing demand in communities like Gloucester, coupled with limited 

supply and availability of homes, drives up home prices and prices out many Gloucester households from 

purchasing a home in the city. 

 
36 Warren Group, December 2025 YTD Median Sale Price for Single Family Homes, Gloucester 
37 Warren Group Data 2003-2023; values are adjusted for inflation and calculations are in 2023 dollars 
38 Ibid 
39 Ibid 
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Figure 36 Change in Median Home Sale Prices by Sale Type 2018-2023, Gloucester 

 
Source: Warren Group Data; values are adjusted for inflation and shown in 2023 dollars 

Between 2000 and 2023, the annual count of residential sales in Gloucester has remained relatively 

consistent, ranging from 268 to 468 sales in any given year. Since 2020, the annual count of sales saw a peak 

in 2021 and decreased slowly through 2023. Climbing interest rates likely contributed to the significant 

drop in the total count of residential sales in 202340. Notably, 2023 has the lowest count of sales of any year 

in the twenty-year period from 2003 -2023.  

Figure 37 Count of Residential Sales by Sale Type, 2000-2023, Gloucester 

 
Source: Warren Group Data, 2000-2023 

 
40 Warren Group Data 2003-2023; values are adjusted for inflation and calculations are in 2023 dollars 
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As with market rents, median home sale prices in Gloucester are moderate compared to context 

communities.  Even so, these prices put homeownership out of reach for many Gloucester households. To 

afford the median home sale price in Gloucester in 2025, a household would need an income of at least 

$183,000 per year and around $143,000 in savings for a standard 20% down payment41. In the next section, 

we take a closer look at households by income type and what Gloucester households can afford. 

Figure 38 2023, 2025 Median Single-Family Home Sale Price, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: Warren Group Data 2023, 2025; values are not adjusted for inflation 

  

 
41 The Warren Group, 2025; MAPC calculations. The affordability calculation budgets $300 per month for utilities, 
$100 per month for insurance, and assumes property taxes at a rate of $9.72 per $100,000 of assessed values, where 
the assessed value is equal to home price. 
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Income & Housing Costs 

To understand what households in Gloucester can afford, we take a closer look at household incomes. In 

2023, the median household income in Gloucester is estimated at $43,466 for renter households (about 

37% of households) and $121,558 for homeowner households (about 63% of households)42. The chart 

below shows the gap between median household incomes in Gloucester and the income needed to afford 

market rate housing costs in the city. The income needed to afford market rents is more than double the 

median household income for renters, and the income needed to afford the median home sale price is more 

than three times the median renter income. The median homeowner household, with a household income 

around $120,000, is likely able to afford median rental costs, but likely could not afford to purchase a home 

at the median sale price in Gloucester. In practice, this means that some homeowner households are 

unlikely to be able to purchase a home to relocate within Gloucester. This issue has a big impact on seniors 

and older adults who may wish to downsize but cannot afford other homes in Gloucester, keeping them in 

homes that may no longer meet their needs and preventing those homes from transitioning to the next 

generation of homeownership in Gloucester. 

Figure 39 Gloucester Affordability Gap 

 
Source: American Community Survey 5-year estimates, 2019-2023; MAPC Rental Listings Database, 2024; The Warren 

Group, 2023; MAPC calculations 

 
42 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Median household income in Gloucester is lower than the Area Median Income. Area Median Income, or 

AMI, is the standard used to describe household income levels and determine eligibility for most housing 

assistance programs, including deed-restricted Affordable Housing units and various voucher programs, 

and represents a regional median (rather than a local one). For Gloucester in 2023, the Area Median Income 

used to determine eligibility and set affordable rents for deed-restricted units was $149,30043. Importantly, 

this is higher than the local median income for both homeowners and renters in Gloucester and roughly 

$60,000 more than the median household income44. The Area Median Income changes annually. The chart 

below shows the HUD Area Median Family Income Limits (HAMFI) for FY2025 increasing to $160,900, an 

increase of about 8% from FY2023. 

Table 3 FY2025 HUD Area Median Family Income Limits (HAMFI) 

2025 HAMFI 1-Person 
Household 

2-Person 
Household 

3-Person 
Household 

$160,900 30% AMI Extremely Low-
Income 

$34,750 $39,700 $44,650 

50% AMI Very Low-Income $57,900 $66,200 $74,450 
80% AMI Low-Income $92,650 $105,850 $119,150 

Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development FY2025, Boston – Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH HUD Metro 

FMR Area 

Low-Income Households 

More than half of households in Gloucester have incomes that make them eligible for deed-

restricted Affordable Housing. An estimated 6,835 households (about 52% of all Gloucester 

households) qualify as low income under the federal definition, with 19% of all households defined 

as extremely low-income45. Because household incomes in Gloucester are lower than household incomes 

region wide, many Gloucester households, including many of the city’s essential workers, meet the low-

income threshold and are potentially eligible for Affordable Housing based on their income. Additionally, 

because rents for deed-restricted Affordable Housing are often set by calculating a rent that is affordable to 

a household at 50-80% of the Area Median Income, even “Affordable Housing” is not affordable for many 

Gloucester households. 

 
43 U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH HUD Metro FMR 
Area; FY2023 value is used to compare to most recent ACS data (2019-2023 5-year estimates) 
44 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
45 Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS), 5-year estimates, 2017-2021; extremely low-income refers 
to households with incomes at or below 30% of AMI. 
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Figure 40 Households by Income Type, Gloucester 

 
Source: Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS), 5-year estimates, 2017-2021 

Among low-income households, need is split across income types, with the greatest need among Extremely 

Low-Income households46. Households making 80% AMI are around 18% of all low-income households. 

Very Low-Income households (50 to 80% of AMI) make up 15% of Gloucester households47 and earn 

between $57,000 and $74,000, depending on household size. 19% of Gloucester households are considered 

Extremely Low-Income48, meaning households with incomes around $44,000 or less. Moderate-Income 

households represent the smallest proportion of households, indicating widening wealth gaps among 

Gloucester households. Moderate-income households may struggle to remain in the city. 

In Gloucester, “low-income” households include many of the city’s essential workers and people at the heart 

of Gloucester’s economy. Data available through the North America Industry Classification System (NAICS) 

indicates that the Manufacturing, Health Care and Social Services, Retail Trade, and Accommodation and 

Food Service industries make up the largest shares of employment in Gloucester. The table below shows the 

average weekly wages for workers by industry and estimates affordable monthly housing costs for those 

workers based on 30% of their estimated wages. Average wages place workers across many of Gloucester’s 

largest industry sectors at or below the “low-income” threshold. Unless these workers are in a household 

with a higher income person, they likely struggle to afford housing costs in the city.  

  

 
46 Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS), 5-year estimates, 2017-2021 
47 Ibid 
48 Ibid 



Gloucester Housing Compass | Housing Needs Assessment 
 

52 
 

Figure 41 Average Weekly Wages among top Industries in Gloucester, 2022 

NAICS Industry 
2022 Average 
Weekly Wages 

Est. Annual 
Wages 

Est. Affordable 
Monthly Housing 
Costs 

Manufacturing $2,321  $120,692  $3,017  

Health Care & Social Assistance $1,056  $54,912  $1,373  

Retail $757  $39,364  $984  
Accommodation & Food 
Services $631  $32,812 $820 

Public Administration $1,518  $78,936 $1,973  
Arts, Entertainment, and 
Recreation  $1,013  $52,676 $1,317 

Source: NAICS Employer and Wages by Industry, Gloucester, 2022, MAPC Calculations49 

Figure 42  Share of Low-Income Households, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS), 5-year estimates, 2017-2021 

Older adult and senior households make up a significant share of low-income households. While 

households with seniors make up about 42% of all Gloucester households50, households with seniors make 

up about 45% of all low-income households, including more than half of Extremely Low- and Very Low-

Income households. Seniors and older adults on fixed incomes often struggle to pay for escalating costs of 

homeownership and can’t cover the costs to downsize based on what is available in the marketplace. 

 
49 Housing costs, inclusive of rent or mortgage payments, insurance, and utilities, are considered “affordable” when 
those costs make up no more than 30% of a households monthly income. To estimate “Affordable Monthly Housing 
Costs” we calculated 30% of the estimated monthly wages for each industry (estimated annual wages divided by 
twelve). These numbers are estimates to demonstrate generally what could be considered affordable to people in 
different industries with different incomes and is not intended to reflect individual circumstances. 
50 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Figure 43 Share of Low-Income Senior Households 

 
Source: Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS), 5-year estimates, 2017-2021 

Housing Cost Burden 

Many Gloucester households pay more than they can afford for housing. A household is considered 

cost-burdened when it spends more than 30% of its household income on housing costs, like rent or 

mortgage payments and utilities. A household is considered severely cost-burdened when it spends more 

than half of its household income on housing costs. In Gloucester, 41% of all households are cost-

burdened. Among cost-burdened households, half are severely cost-burdened – paying more than 

half of household income towards housing costs51. Despite comparatively more moderate market 

housing costs, ACS data estimates that Gloucester has the second highest rate of housing cost burden 

among context communities. 

Cost-burdened households are more vulnerable to displacement or loss of housing, as one unexpected 

expense, a change in financial situation, or a rapid increase in housing costs can easily destabilize 
household finances and force households to make difficult choices between paying for housing and other 

essential needs like groceries or health care. Increasing the supply of housing that is affordable to 

Gloucester households works to reduce housing cost burden and, by extension, improve housing stability in 

the community. 

 
51 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
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Figure 44 Cost-Burdened Households, Gloucester 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Figure 45 Rates of Cost-Burdened Households, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Low-Income households in Gloucester are more likely to be cost burdened by housing. About 76% of 

Extremely Low-Income households, or households with income below 30% of AMI, experience housing cost 

burden in Gloucester. For households in this income level, housing cost burden can be particularly 

destabilizing and often places these households not just at risk of displacement, but of experiencing 

homelessness as their housing costs become increasingly unaffordable. Importantly, in Gloucester, 

households with seniors make up a disproportionate share of households with incomes at or below 30% of 

the Area Median Income. 
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Figure 46 Rate of Household Cost Burden by Income Type 

 

Source: Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS), 5-year estimates, 2017-2021 

Both homeowners and renters experience housing cost burden in Gloucester. While homeowners 

make up about half of all cost burdened households (54%), renter households see much higher rates of cost 

burden compared to homeowner households with about 50% of all renter households experiencing some 

form of cost burden compared to just 35% of homeowner households52. Recent analysis by Harvard’s Joint 

Center for Housing Studies shows that housing cost burden among homeowner households is increasing 

nationwide53, with significant growth in burdens among older homeowners. The research suggests that 

“while mortgages remained the largest single housing expense for most homeowners, non-mortgage costs 

of home insurance, property taxes, utilities, and routine home maintenance have increased more rapidly 

since the pandemic”54.  The estimated rate of housing cost burden among homeowner households in 

Gloucester is most similar to Swampscott and is the highest among context communities55. In Gloucester, 

many families pass down homes between generations as a way for people of modest means to stay in the 

city; this may also contribute to Gloucester’s high rate of cost burden among homeowner households. 

Strategies and solutions are needed to address housing cost burden for both renter and homeowner 

households in Gloucester. 

 
52 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 
53 Daniel McCue, Whitney Airgood-Obrycki, Peyton Whitney, “Rising Costs of Homeownership Are a Growing Burden.” 
February 2025 
54 Ibid 
55 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/research/files/harvard_jchs_homeowner_affordability_mccue_2025.pdf
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Figure 47 Estimated Households by Tenure and Cost Burden, Gloucester 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Figure 48 Rate of Homeowner Cost Burden, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: American Community Survey, 5-year estimates, 2019-2023 

Affordable Housing & Low-Income Residents 

Since the City’s last Housing Production Plan in 2017, Gloucester has made progress towards increasing its 

supply of Affordable Housing, with more than 150 units added to the Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) 

since 2017. However, a supply gap remains, and Gloucester’s supply of deed-restricted Affordable Housing 

units can only provide housing for about one in six eligible local households. Gloucester has an estimated 

6,835 low-income households who could potentially qualify for and benefit from access to deed-restricted 
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Affordable Housing, but only about 1,117 deed-restricted Affordable Housing units on the SHI56. For 

households not housed in deed-restricted Affordable Housing and without a housing voucher, many live in 

lower cost private housing (that is typically older and sometimes poorly maintained) or pay more than they 

can afford for housing.  

Housing Navigator Massachusetts offers additional details about the supply of affordable homes throughout 

the region and in Gloucester. Housing Navigator identifies affordable rents in two types: Fixed Below 

Market Rent (FBMR) and Rent Based on Income (RBI).  

In FBMR units, rents are set at a fixed below-market rate, typically determined relative to the Area Median 

Income (AMI). FBMR units are often created through inclusionary zoning policies or 40B developments, 

setting rents to be affordable to households at 30-80% of AMI depending on the development. FBMR units 

can create challenges for low-income tenants to remain in their housing, as fixed-below market rents are 

subject to increase as the AMI increases – regardless of whether or not the tenant’s income increases. In 

contrast, in units with Rent Based on Income (RBI), rent is set based on the tenant’s income such that a 

household does not pay more than 30% of their income on rent and utilities. RBI units are most commonly 

public housing units administered by the Housing Authority, though some senior Affordable Housing is 

structured in this way to accommodate households on fixed incomes.  

In Gloucester, about 75% of Affordable Housing units have Rent Based on Income and 25% of 

Affordable Housing units have Fixed Below Market Rents57. This is a relatively high share compared 

to context communities. 

Figure 49 Affordable Housing Units by Rent Type, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: Housing Navigator Data Updated December 31, 2024 

 
56 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates 2019-2023, EOHLC 2025 Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI).  
57 Housing Navigator Data, 2024 
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About 485 of Gloucester’s Affordable Housing units (53%) are age-restricted58. This is a significantly higher 

share compared to the Commonwealth as a whole (38%), but comparable to other context communities of 

Swampscott (51%) and Beverly (58%). While it is critical to address the need for Affordable Housing 

among senior households in Gloucester, age-restrictions do not always accomplish this goal. Occupancy 

restrictions and application requirements may prevent couples from living together, an older adult living 

with a family member or caretaker, or older adults who may be caregivers for grandchildren or others, 

creating unintended consequences and barriers to access for the people the housing is intended to serve59. 

Additionally, by restricting access to the already limited supply of Affordable Housing, households at all 

stages of life are left with even fewer choices for affordable homes in Gloucester. 

Figure 50 Affordable Housing by Age-Restricted Status, Gloucester & Context Communities 

 
Source: Housing Navigator Data Updated December 31, 2024 

Expiring Affordability 

There are approximately 100 units on Gloucester’s Subsidized Housing Inventory with affordability 
restrictions that are set to expire in the next five years. These units represent about 10% of Gloucester's 

existing supply of deed-restricted Affordable Housing and, if lost, could result in a 0.7% decrease in the 

City’s current SHI60. Previous plans have identified limited municipal capacity to monitor and maintain 

compliance for existing deed-restricted units as a primary challenge to preventing expirations. When deed 

restrictions expire, the units can be converted into market-rate rentals or sales. The City of Gloucester can 

try to maintain these affordability restrictions through negotiation with property owners and additional 

 
58 Housing Navigator Data, 2024 
59 Housing Navigator, MAPC, June 20, 2025 “Data Opens Doors: Measuring the Affordable Housing Gap in 
Massachusetts” 
60 Subsidized Housing Inventory, 2023 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/288e6cedbd714c34b3d253c09f19704e
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/288e6cedbd714c34b3d253c09f19704e
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subsidies, but property owners are typically free to convert units to market-rates without state 

intervention. 

Gloucester Housing Authority & Rental Vouchers 

The Gloucester Housing Authority serves an estimated 1,300 Cape Ann residents through Public Housing, 

Rental Assistance, Homeownership, and Resident Services programs. The Gloucester Housing Authority 

owns and manages 522 units of state-aided family and elderly housing, where residents pay a rent 
based on 25-30% of their adjusted monthly income, 89 units of federally funded public housing, and 52 

SRO units funded through HUD61. The Housing Authority is authorized to administer 638 Section 8 

Housing Choice Vouchers and 48 Massachusetts Rental Voucher Program (MRVP) vouchers62.  

Broadly speaking, a housing voucher is a form of government subsidy that can be used to reduce the cost of 

housing to make it more affordable for households with lower incomes. Most vouchers allow households to 

pay a fixed portion of their monthly income towards housing costs, typically around 30%, and 

the remainder of the rent is paid by a government agency (depending on which agency administers the 

voucher).  

Some households using a voucher may live in deed-restricted Affordable Housing while others live in 

housing on the open market. As market rents continue to increase, residents report it is increasingly 

difficult to find a unit they can afford, even with a voucher. 

Homelessness 

While it is difficult to track with quantitative data63, we know from conversations with residents and service 

providers that Gloucester has a sizable unhoused community. Experiencing homelessness is not an 

individual failing but rather a symptom of a societal failure to provide access to enough safe, healthy, and 

affordable homes nationwide and throughout the region. While many people think of homelessness as the 

visible phenomenon of unhoused people, it reflects a diverse set of conditions and experiences that are 

difficult to track at a population level. Individuals experiencing homelessness may include unsheltered 

people living in public spaces, people living in shelters and emergency housing, and those sleeping in their 

cars or at the homes of friends and family.  

Gloucester has a strong network of organizations that provide support. Agencies and advocacy groups that 

provide support services are essential for identifying housing opportunities for their constituents and 

helping them retain long-term, stable housing. In a focus group with residents who access services through 

Action Inc., it was clear that while the services currently provided are critical and life-changing for those 

who can access support, there remain unmet needs within the unhoused community. There are many 
vulnerable households in Gloucester, including many elders, with little barrier between escalating housing 

costs and facing the loss of their home. Providing more Affordable Housing opportunities, especially to 

Gloucester’s most vulnerable households is of utmost importance. 

  

 
61 Gloucester Housing Authority 
62 Ibid 
63 The most recent available point in time count is from 2020, conducted by the Continuum of Care (CoC), and includes 
Gloucester, Haverhill, and Salem/Essex County.  
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Current Housing Toolkit 
Gloucester has a variety of existing tools in its toolkit to address local housing needs, including municipal 

and community capacity, resources, programs, and policies. Building upon previous planning and 

information provided by municipal staff, this section gives an overview of the City’s existing tools to keep in 

mind as we discuss constraints, opportunities, and recommendations throughout the rest of this report. 

Additional information about the previous planning context can be found in the appendix. 

Zoning & Regulatory Tools 

Inclusionary Zoning (IZ) Ordinance 

Inclusionary Zoning Ordinances require developments of a certain size to include a share of units that will 

be deed-restricted Affordable. Gloucester’s IZ ordinance has different requirements based on the size of the 

development: 

• Developments of 4-9 units must provide 1 Affordable unit or may pay a fee in lieu to the 

Affordable Housing Trust. The fee in lieu is scaled to the number of units and calculated based on 

the median sale prices of Gloucester homes over the past 3 years. 

• Developments of 10 or more units must provide either 15% of units at 80% AMI or 10% of units 

at 60% AMI 

Affordable units must be dispersed throughout the site and be indistinguishable from market-rate units. 

Tenants or homebuyers for Affordable units must be selected through a fair housing marketing plan. 

Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) Ordinance 

Gloucester allows Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) by-right in all residential districts citywide, providing 

flexible opportunities to add smaller, more attainable units without discretionary approvals. 

Multifamily Overlay District (MFOD) 

Created in 2025 to comply with the MBTA Communities Act, this allows for multifamily housing near transit 

corridors. The Downtown Station Area and West Gloucester Station Area subdistricts allow for up to three 

units by right, while the School House Road and Maplewood Avenue subdistricts permit larger multifamily 

developments. More information about the MFOD can be found in the Zoning section of the Development 

Constraints chapter. 

Short-Term Rental Regulations 

Most recently amended in 2025, Gloucester’s Short-Term Rental Ordinance (Chapter 5, Article V) regulates 

short-term rental uses. Any unit rented for a term of less than 30 days is considered a short-term rental that 
must be registered and receive a permit from the Building Inspector, which must be renewed annually. The 

ordinance limits short-term rentals to one party at a time and sets occupancy limits, with special 

considerations for properties with septic systems. To discourage corporate operators of short-term rentals, 

the ordinance also limits the number of properties that an individual operator may register and specifies 

rules based on whether the unit is a primary residence for the operator: 

https://library.municode.com/ma/gloucester/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=PTIICOOR_CH5BUBURE_ARTVSHRMRE
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• Shared Residential units: An operator may offer bedrooms within their primary residential unit as 

a short-term rental, 365 days per year. One bedroom in the unit must be reserved for and occupied 

by the operator during the entire term of the rental. 

• Primary Residential Unit: An operator may offer a residential unit as a short-term rental for six 

months, provided the operator resides permanently in the residential unit for at least six months 

out of a 12-month period. 

• Non-primary Residential Unit: Short-term rentals shall not exceed 120 days per year, when the 

operator is not occupying the residential unit during the entire term of the short-term rental. 

Short-term rentals can create economic opportunity for property owners and play an important role in 

supporting tourism and local businesses that rely on the tourist economy. However, throughout the 

planning process, many residents shared concerns about the impacts of short-term rentals on the City’s 

limited housing supply and opportunities for year-round housing options. The short-term rental ordinance 

is still relatively new, and the City should closely monitor registered and permitted units to better 

understand the impact on housing supply, prevalence of corporate operators, and opportunities to 

encourage year-round rental choices for residents. 

Additional recommendations regarding short-term rental regulations are included in the 

Recommendations section of this plan. 

Rental Registry 

In April of 2025, the Board of Health of the City of Gloucester adopted registration and permitting 

regulations for rental units. These regulations are designed to enhance tenant safety and support landlords 

by streamlining inspections and permitting. Importantly, this registration creates an active database of 

rental units in the City, enabling municipal staff and collaborators to better understand and monitor 

challenges within the supply of rental housing and encourage enforcement of Fair Housing, health, and 

safety standards for tenants. 

Under these new regulations, no inspection is required to register a rental unit. Landlords pay $30 per 

building annually and agree to follow the State Sanitary Code. Registration is now a prerequisite to access 

municipal support services, including grants, short-term rental guidance, and housing assistance, and 

unregistered properties face a $500 daily fine. Registered landlords may also become eligible for funding 

and resources to help improve units for tenants.  

More information about the program is available here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://sites.google.com/gloucester-ma.gov/gloucester-rental-registry/home?authuser=0
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Programs, Policies, and Financing 

Community Preservation Act (CPA) 

Gloucester adopted the Community Preservation Act in 2008 with a 1% property tax surcharge (exempting 

the first $100,00 of assessed value). This tax revenue is matched by state funds and can be used only for 

Affordable Housing, historic preservation, open space, and recreation. The Community Preservation 

Committee (CPC) recommends projects to the Mayor and City Council. 

The City recently dedicated $300,000 of CPC funds to the Affordable Housing Trust for more nimble fund 

deployment. 

Gloucester Affordable Housing Trust Fund (GAHT) 

The Gloucester Affordable Housing Trust Fund (GAHT) was established in 2006 to support the creation, 

preservation, and maintenance of affordable housing, promote economic and social diversity, and 

accommodate changing local needs. The Trust is governed by at least five members and guided by a five-

year Strategic Plan (FY23-FY28). Funds are generated through taxes on short-term rentals, in-lieu fees from 

inclusionary zoning, CPA funds, and ARPA allocations. GAHT recently allocated $1.5 million in ARPA funds, 

resulting in 80+ new affordable units. 

Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) Program 

The Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program, administered by the Department of Housing 

and Urban Development (HUD) is a federal program that provides annual formula grants to state and local 

governments to support housing rehabilitation, public infrastructure, and community and economic 

development to benefit low- and moderate-income residents. The recently completed five-year 

Consolidated Plan guides the use of CDBG funds.  

Gloucester’s CDBG program supports a variety of housing and community development programs, 

including: 

• Municipal position funding for Community Development Staff 

• A highly effective housing rehabilitation program that improves aging homes and created 45 

affordable homes over the last two years 

• Funding for critical local programs administered by local non-profit partners, including Action Inc.’s 

rental voucher program 

• Public services, economic development, first-time homebuyer assistance, and public facilities 

projects 

 

  

CDBG Housing Rehabilitation Program 

The Housing Rehabilitation Program offers deferred payment, 0% interest loans to owner-occupied 

properties (1 to 7 units). Funds can be used for repairs to address health and safety issues and/or code 

violations in homes and rental units. To be eligible for funds, the property owner or tenants must meet 

HUD income guidelines for low or moderate income. By tying an income restriction to these units, the 

program has created and maintained more than 45 affordable homes over the last two years. 

 

https://www.gloucester-ma.gov/103/Community-Preservation-Committee
https://www.gloucester-ma.gov/103/Community-Preservation-Committee
https://www.gloucester-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/9327/Gloucester-Trust-Strategic-Plan-final_021423
https://www.gloucester-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/9327/Gloucester-Trust-Strategic-Plan-final_021423
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First Time Homebuyer Resources 

Gloucester has a First Time Homebuyer Down Payment Assistance Program that offers 50% of the required 

down payment and/or closing cost assistance to income qualified buyers, up to $15,000 depending on 

financial need, purchase price, and lending requirements. Awards are a 0% interest, deferred loan which is 

paid back at the time of rental, sale, transfer of title or when the property is no longer the principal place of 

residence. 

The Cape Ann Homeownership Center was established by the Gloucester Housing Authority in 2004 to 

provide educational opportunities that promote responsible and sustainable homeownership. The Center 

offers a variety of educational programs including: 

• Pre-Purchase & Post-Purchase Counseling & Workshops 

• Online Workshops 

• Sub-Prime Mortgage Counseling 

• Foreclosure Prevention 

• Section 8 Homeownership Options 

• Affordable Housing Lotteries 

  

https://www.gloucester-ma.gov/498/First-Time-Homebuyers
https://www.ghama.com/homeownership.aspx
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Affordable Housing Ecosystem 

Gloucester Housing Authority 

The Gloucester Housing Authority was formed in 1948 and serves an estimated 1,300 Cape Ann residents 

through Public Housing, Rental Assistance, Homeownership, and Resident Services programs. The 

Gloucester Housing Authority owns and manages 522 units of state-aided family and elderly housing, 

where residents pay a rent based on 25-30% of their adjusted monthly income, 89 units of federally funded 

public housing, and 52 SRO units funded through HUD64. The Housing Authority is authorized to administer 

638 Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers and 48 MRVP vouchers65.  

The Gloucester Housing Authority is an important and effective partner for Affordable Housing production, 

supporting projects directly through development of GHA land (252-256 Main Street), and indirectly by 

administering tenant- and project-based vouchers as well as a variety of programs and resources to help 

residents access affordable homes.  

Active Regional mission-driven Affordable Housing developers 

To build housing you need developers and development partners. While Affordable Housing can be created 

by a variety of different developer types, mission-driven Affordable Housing developers, particularly when 

they are locally or regionally focused, are often the best positioned to produce new Affordable homes. 

Gloucester’s development ecosystem benefits from several active mission-driven developers on the North 

Shore and Cape Ann, including: 

• North Shore Community Development Coalition 

• Harborlight Homes 

• YMCA of the North Shore 

• Planning Office of Urban Affairs, Archdiocese of Boston 

• Wellspring House 

• Action Inc. 

• Habitat for Humanity 

  

 
64 Gloucester Housing Authority 
65 Ibid 

https://northshorecdc.org/properties/harbor-village-206-main-st/
https://harborlighthomes.org/affordable-housing-project-at-washington-street-nursing-home-undergoing-redesign/
https://harborlighthomes.org/affordable-housing-project-at-washington-street-nursing-home-undergoing-redesign/
https://www.northshoreymca.org/
https://poua.org/
https://www.wellspringhouse.org/
https://actioninc.org/
https://www.essexcountyhabitat.org/
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Municipal Capacity 

The Community Development Department has one staff member directly overseeing the housing 

rehabilitation and first-time homebuyer programs. Across departments, there is limited capacity to monitor 

affordable housing units, which hinders efforts to prevent unauthorized rent increases in affordable units, 

ensure good living conditions, maintain existing deed-restrictions and regulatory compliance.  

The City has identified a need for a dedicated grant administrator to support new and expanded initiatives, 

such as an Affordable Housing Loan Pool, and an economic development coordinator. 
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Gloucester’s Recent Housing Accomplishments 

Over the past several years, the City of Gloucester has undertaken a series of significant policy, planning, 
and funding initiatives to expand housing opportunities, increase affordability, and support a more diverse 
housing stock. These efforts have positioned Gloucester as a regional leader in addressing housing 
challenges while preserving the character of the community. 

Housing Choice Community Designation 

In 2023, Gloucester was designated a Housing Choice Community by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
in recognition of the City's commitment to advancing housing production and implementing housing best 
practices. This designation reflects Gloucester's proactive approach to zoning reform, housing planning, 
and support for Affordable Housing initiatives. 

Adoption of Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) By Right 

Years before the state’s allowance of Accessory Dwelling Units by right, Gloucester amended its zoning 
regulations to allow ADUs by right in all residential districts. ADUs provide opportunities for aging in place, 
multigenerational living, workforce housing, and modest infill development while preserving 
neighborhood character. 

Inclusionary Housing Ordinance 

The City has continually monitored the effectiveness of its Inclusionary Housing Ordinance and amended it 
to ensure that market-rate housing development contributes to Affordable Housing. Gloucester’s ordinance 
requires qualifying residential developments to contribute to the creation of Affordable Housing through 
on-site affordable units, or payments to support Affordable Housing initiatives. This policy ensures that 
new residential development helps address local housing needs. 

Gloucester Affordable Housing Trust 

The Gloucester Affordable Housing Trust (GAHT) has become an important local tool for advancing 
affordable housing production and preservation. The Trust has worked collaboratively with developers, 
nonprofit organizations, and municipal partners to leverage local, state, and federal funding resources to 
support affordable housing opportunities throughout the city. 

Strategic Use of CPA and ARPA Funding 

The City has committed significant local resources toward Affordable Housing through both Community 
Preservation Act (CPA) funding and American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funding. 

In 2025, the Affordable Housing Trust awarded approximately $1.5 million in ARPA funding to support 
multiple Affordable Housing developments that will collectively create dozens of deed-restricted affordable 
units serving households earning 60% of Area Median Income or below. These investments have leveraged 
additional public and private funding sources, accelerating the production of Affordable Housing in 
Gloucester. 
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MBTA Communities Compliance and Housing Opportunity Planning 

Gloucester successfully adopted a multi-family zoning district in compliance with the Massachusetts Bay 
Transportation Authority (MBTA) Communities Act (M.G.L. c.40A §3A). The district creates opportunities 
for higher-density residential development in appropriate locations while positioning the City to remain 
eligible for a wide range of state grant programs. The City is actively exploring opportunities to leverage 
this zoning framework to support additional affordable and mixed-income housing development. 

Short-Term Rental Regulations 

Recognizing the impact of seasonal and short-term rentals on year-round housing availability, Gloucester 
adopted a comprehensive Short-Term Rental Ordinance that became effective in 2025. The ordinance 
includes registration requirements, operational standards, limitations on non-owner-occupied rentals, and 
dedicated revenue streams that support Affordable Housing initiatives. 

These regulations are intended to balance tourism and economic activity with the need to preserve housing 
opportunities for year-round residents. 

Growth in Affordable Housing Production 

Gloucester has continued to expand its Affordable Housing inventory through a combination of: 

• Comprehensive Permit (Chapter 40B) developments; 
• Local Initiative Program (LIP) projects; 
• Rehabilitation and preservation of existing Affordable Housing; 
• Adaptive reuse of existing buildings; 
• Strategic public-private partnerships. 

The City has also supported multiple Affordable Housing projects currently in planning, permitting, and 
development that will further expand housing opportunities for low- and moderate-income households. 

Housing Planning and Policy Leadership 

The City has integrated housing goals into broader planning efforts, including: 

• The Gloucester Comprehensive Plan; 
• Economic development planning initiatives; 
• Affordable Housing Trust activities; 
• Neighborhood and zoning studies; and 
• Housing Production Plan updates. 

These efforts reflect Gloucester's commitment to addressing housing needs through coordinated planning, 
regulatory reform, and targeted investment. 

Looking Forward 

While significant progress has been made, housing affordability remains one of the most pressing 
challenges facing Gloucester residents. The City will continue to build upon these accomplishments by 
expanding housing choices, supporting Affordable Housing production, preserving existing housing 
opportunities, and ensuring that Gloucester remains a community where residents of all ages, incomes, and 
backgrounds can live and thrive 
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Housing Goals  
Gloucester has made substantial progress in housing, achieving key milestones over the past several years. 

In 2023, Gloucester became a Housing Choice Community, signaling the city’s commitment to advancing 

housing production and implementing best housing practices. More recently, the city adopted a Short-Term 

Rental Ordinance and the Affordable Housing Trust awarded approximately $1.5 million in ARPA funding to 

support multiple Affordable Housing developments. While significant progress has been made, housing 

affordability remains one of the most pressing challenges facing Gloucester residents. 

To guide the identification of opportunity sites and neighborhood recommendations, we identify goals for 

this plan focused on meeting the housing needs of Gloucester residents. Based on community input and 

quantitative data analysis, groups with unmet needs include seniors and older adults with limited or fixed 

incomes, young people and young families, and households with lower-incomes. Businesses cited 

challenges hiring and retaining talent, and workers across industries shared challenges with access to 

attainable, stable housing in Gloucester. Our goals emphasize production of Affordable Housing to create 

housing for an aging and intergenerational community, increase diversity of housing choices, and 

encourage housing affordability for households at a range of income levels and stages of life.  

 

 

Housing for an Aging Community 
Support and create housing that meets the needs of an aging population, especially 
limited-income seniors. 
Downsizing choices, smaller home types, connected neighborhoods  

 

 

Diverse Housing Choices 
Expand attainable housing choices, especially for young adults and young families who 
lack housing choices in Gloucester’s housing market. 
Supports for homeownership, small multifamily home types, year-round rental choices 

 

 

Affordability for Gloucester households 
Expand the supply of Affordable homes, especially for vulnerable households and 
essential workers at the heart of Gloucester’s economy and small businesses. 
Deeply affordable homes, workforce housing, opportunities for attainable homeownership 

 

 

Build Local Capacity 
Improve local capacity to monitor and maintain Affordable Housing, resources, and 
supports for residents 
Regional collaboration, strengthen, coordinate, and promote existing tools  
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Increasing the supply of Affordable homes 
To meet the requirements of a Housing Production Plan, plans need to identify opportunity sites for 

Affordable Housing development to make progress towards Affordable Housing Production targets related 

to the local Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI). At the time of writing, Gloucester has an estimated 1,117 

units on the SHI, representing approximately 8.04% of the City’s year-round housing units66.  

To reach 10% of year-round housing units on the SHI, Gloucester would need a total of approximately 1,390 

units, around 273 more units than are currently recorded. Even at the 10% SHI benchmark, granting “Safe 

Harbor” from Chapter 40B, the need for Affordable Housing in Gloucester would be far from met, with an 

estimated 6,835 income-eligible households currently living in Gloucester. Additionally, the value used for 
total year-round housing units comes from the U.S. Decennial Census and is only updated every ten years. 

Given overall production in recent years, the update to total year-round housing units based on the 2030 

Census is also likely to impact Gloucester’s SHI status. 

At the time of writing, there are projects already in planning and development that will increase the supply 

of Affordable Housing that are not yet counted on the SHI, shown in the table below. With these additional 

units, Gloucester would add an estimated 124 units to the SHI, bringing the total up to approximately 

8.93% of all year-round housing units. A detailed calculation of the 2024 SHI and projected production 

needed can be found in the Appendix67. 

Table 4 Affordable Housing Units in Planning & Development 

Location Status Units 
50R Maplewood Ave Built 30 Total Units, 8 Affordable 
20 Main St In Construction 24 Total Units, 3 Affordable 
67 Middle Street In Construction 28 Affordable Units 
14 Prospect St In Construction 7 Total Units, 1 Affordable 
160 Essex Ave Approved 25 Total Units, 4 Affordable 
186 Concord St Approved 12 Total Units, 2 Affordable 
256 Main St Permitting 29 Affordable Units 
150 Main St Permitting 40 Total Units, 4 Affordable 
272 Washington St Planning 45 Affordable Units 
Estimated Total 240 Total Units, 124 Affordable 

 
Source: Municipal permitting data provided by the City of Gloucester  

 
66 EOHLC Subsidized Housing Inventory (2025) 
67 The 2024 Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) is the most detailed documentation available at the time of the report.  
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Development Constraints 
To realistically understand where there may be opportunities to meet the housing needs and goals of 

residents, it is important that we first understand constraints to development. Constraints to development 

are shaped by both physical conditions, including things like infrastructure, terrain, or flood risk, and 

regulatory conditions, including things like zoning requirements, local permitting processes, or 

conservation restrictions. This chapter will give an overview of some of the major constraints to 

development in Gloucester and how they impact locations suitable for development based on available 

geographic and spatial data. Additional information about the data sources used can be found in the 

Appendix. 
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Zoning 
Local zoning regulations that restrict housing remain one of the primary barriers to housing production in 

the Greater Boston region and throughout the country; Gloucester is no exception. The city is divided into 

15 districts, shown on the map below, including seven residential districts and some civic and business 

districts that also allow residential uses. There are several business and industrial districts where housing 

is generally not permitted. 

Generally, Gloucester’s zoning allows for larger multifamily housing only by Special Permit and in select 

zones. Even for one, two, and three family homes, dimensional requirements like minimum lot size and 

setbacks make it difficult to build new housing and, in some cases, incentivize larger single-family homes 
rather than more modest homes or small multifamily units that are more attainable for Gloucester 

households. Maintaining a small-town feel is very important to residents, including careful attention to 

maximum building heights. While the nearly universal 30-foot maximum for building height works well for 

single family homes and small multifamily typologies, it does create barriers to mixed use buildings that 

encourage the small-town walkability that residents prioritize. This is the case particularly in areas like 

Railroad Ave and Downtown where many existing structures are at least four stories in height. 

Figure 51 Gloucester Zoning Map 
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Source: City of Gloucester; an interactive version of the City’s zoning map can be accessed online:  

https://gloucesterma.mapgeo.io/datasets/properties?abuttersDistance=100&latlng=42.631015%2C-

70.687691&panel=themes&themes=%5B%22zoning%22%5D&zoom=12  

Residential Districts 

Gloucester’s seven residential districts allow housing at varying densities. While the City’s recent adoption 

of the Multi-Family Overlay District (MFOD) makes some strides to allow small multifamily residential use 

by right in select areas, most of the City’s zoning remains a barrier to new homes. Minimum lot size, 

dimensional, and parking requirements limit opportunities for infill and small-scale multifamily 

development, while larger multifamily development is allowed only by Special Permit or by Comprehensive 

Permit (forgoing the local zoning altogether), often resulting in long and costly permitting and approvals 

processes for larger projects most well positioned to deliver Affordable Housing. As a result of the financial 

tools available to support affordability and the efficiencies of economies of scale needed to make Affordable 

Housing developments “pencil,” Affordable Housing often takes the form of larger multifamily housing. 

Gloucester’s zoning makes development of this kind challenging and presents significant barriers to 

Affordable Housing production as a result. 

R-5 High Density Residential (minimum lot area: 5,000sf) 

The R-5 High Density Residential District is located in the downtown area of the city and is the 

highest density residential zone in the city. This district allows for a mix of single family, two-family 

and multi-family residential dwellings. 

R-10 Medium/High Density Residential (minimum lot area: 10,000sf) 

The R-10 Medium/High Density Residential District is located along both sides of the western 

portion of Essex Avenue, on both sides of the Mill River, on a portion of the Annisquam River and in 

that area extending in a northeasterly direction from downtown to the Rockport line. This district is 

characterized by suburban residential development in existing neighborhoods, and provides a 

transition from the suburban areas of the city to the more densely populated areas of downtown. 

This district is intended to accommodate single family residential development and, where 

appropriate, two family and multifamily development. 

R-20 Low/Medium Density Residential (minimum lot area: 20,000sf) 

The R-20 Low/Medium Density Residential District is located east and north of downtown, along 

significant portions of the west side of the Annisquam River, and along the southwest (oceanside) 

corridor between the Annisquam River and Magnolia. This district is intended to accommodate 

single family residential development and, where appropriate, two family and multi-family 

development. 

R-30 Low Density Residential (minimum lot area: 30,000sf) 

The R-30 Low Density Residential District is located in West Gloucester. It is suburban in nature, 

and is an area where limited services and access suggest low-intensity use, and where present and 

anticipated future development is and will be compatible with the environs of low residential 

density. This district is intended to accommodate single family residential development and, where 

appropriate, two family and multi-family 49 development. This district contains large portions of 

the watershed protection area and is intended to help protect this resource. 

https://gloucesterma.mapgeo.io/datasets/properties?abuttersDistance=100&latlng=42.631015%2C-70.687691&panel=themes&themes=%5B%22zoning%22%5D&zoom=12
https://gloucesterma.mapgeo.io/datasets/properties?abuttersDistance=100&latlng=42.631015%2C-70.687691&panel=themes&themes=%5B%22zoning%22%5D&zoom=12
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R-40 Rural Residential (minimum lot area: 40,000sf) 

The R-40 Rural Residential District is located north and west of the R-80 district in North Gloucester 

and both north and south of the R-80 district in West Gloucester. This district encompasses those 

areas where limited services and access suggest low-intensity use, where present and anticipated 

future development is and will continue to be compatible with the environs of low residential 

density. This district is intended to provide a transition from the rural R-80 district to the higher 

density residential districts. 

RC-40 Coastal Residential (minimum lot area: 40,000sf) 

The RC-40 Coastal Residential District consists of Eastern Point and that area on the southeast side 

of the middle portion of Hesperus Avenue. It encompasses those areas where limited services and 

access suggest low-intensity development, and where existing development consists of single family 

detached residential uses. 

R-80 Rural Residential (minimum lot area: 80,000sf) 

The R-80 Rural Residential District is located north of Goose Cove in North Gloucester and north of 

Route 128 in West Gloucester. This district is rural in character and encompasses those areas where 

limited services and access suggest low-intensity use, where present and anticipated future 

development is and will continue to be compatible with the environs of low residential density. 

Multi-Family Overlay District 

In 2025, the City of Gloucester adopted the Multifamily Overlay District (MFOD) in accordance with Section 

3A of the Zoning Act. This zoning applies to the Downtown Station Area, West Gloucester Station Area, 

Maplewood Avenue Area, and School House Road Area and allows for small multifamily homes as of right.  

Single family, two-family, and multi-family dwellings with three dwelling units are permitted as of right in 

the Downtown Station Area and West Gloucester Station Area subdistricts. The Maplewood Avenue Area 

and School House Road Area subdistricts also allow multifamily dwelling with four or more residential 

dwelling units or two or more buildings on the same lot with more than one residential dwelling unit in 

each building.  

• All projects in the MFOD are exempt from the Major Projects requirements.  

• Any application for a building permit under the MFOD in the Maplewood Avenue Area and School 

House Road Area for the creation of six or more dwelling units shall require Site Plan Review.  

• Unless otherwise noted, the Planning Board is the Site Plan Review Authority.  

Cluster Development & Open Space Residential Development 

Gloucester’s zoning ordinance has two provisions to allow for clustered development and subdivision of 

larger lots to allow for a greater number of smaller homes while promoting the preservation of open space. 

OSRD is permitted in the R-80, R-40, RC-40, R-30, R-20, and R-10 districts. 

At the time of writing, the Planning Board is evaluating changes to the ordinance to consolidate the Cluster 

Development and Open Space Residential Development provisions, focusing on OSRD going forward.  
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Civic and Business Districts  

Some of Gloucester’s civic and business districts also allow residential uses. In most cases, residential uses 

are allowed only by Special Permit which may disincentivize mixed-use development in these 

neighborhood centers. 

CCD Civic Center (no minimum lot size) 

The Civic Center District consists of existing civic buildings in the immediate vicinity of City Hall. 
This district is intended to include civic uses that serve the entire city, although limited types of 

commercial and residential uses are allowed. 

CB Central Business (no minimum lot size) 

The Central Business District is located on either side of Main Street. A broad range of business, 

retail, office and institutional uses are allowed, as are residential units above retail establishments. 

This is the city's most intensely commercial district, and retail stores and restaurants predominate. 

This district is intended to include uses that serve all of Cape Ann. 

VB Village Business (minimum lot size: 5,000sf) 

Village Business Districts are located in Lanesville, Magnolia and the area off Essex Avenue around 

Lower Banjo Pond. Certain business, retail, office, and institutional uses are allowed, and primarily 

serve the residents of the immediate neighborhood. Limited residential use is also allowed. 

NB Neighborhood Business (minimum lot area is to be the same as the abutting residential district 

with the smallest required minimum lot area) 

Neighborhood Business Districts are located throughout the city. Residential uses are allowed, as are 

consumer service and retail businesses serving the residents of the immediate neighborhood. 

Business and Industrial Districts 

Residential uses are generally not allowed in all industrial and some business districts. 

EB Extensive Business (minimum lot area: 10,000sf) 

Extensive Business Districts are located along collector streets in various areas of the city. Business, 

service and retail uses serving a regional clientele are allowed; residential uses are generally not 

allowed. 

Zoning impacts for housing the creative sector 

Artists and cultural workers are an important part of Gloucester’s local culture and economy. Creative 

workspace and housing for artists and cultural workers are often restricted by zoning ordinances.  

In Gloucester, “Arts, crafts, and the sale of arts and crafts made on the premises” is an allowed use in 

Business Districts; City Council approval is required for this use in any residential district and is not 

allowed in RC-40 (Coastal). 

While there is no explicit definition for live/work or artist housing in the zoning ordinance, “Home 

Occupations” are an allowed accessory use, subject to the provisions of §5.3. Home Occupations are 

allowed as of right only in the Village Business district and require a Special Permit in all residential 

districts and some business districts. Home Occupations are not an allowed accessory use in the General 

Industrial and Business Park districts. 
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MI Marine Industrial (where the subject property abuts one or more residential districts, the 

minimum lot area is the same as the abutting residential district with the smallest required 

minimum lot area; otherwise, no minimum lot area) 

The Marine Industrial District is located along Gloucester's Inner Harbor, where utilities and access 

roads can support high-intensity industrial and commercial activities that are primarily marine-

related. Residential uses are generally not allowed. 

GI General Industrial (minimum lot area: 10,000sf) 

General Industrial Districts are primarily located along arterial and collector streets. Manufacturing, 

assembling, processing and other industrial uses are allowed, as are certain businesses. Residential 

uses are generally not allowed. 

BP Business Park (minimum lot area: 40,000sf) 

The Business Park districts are located off Blackburn Circle and Kondelin Road, and accommodate 

offices, warehousing, limited service uses and light industrial uses in a business park setting. They 

have ready accessibility and utility capacity to accommodate the demands of business park 

development. Residential uses are generally not allowed. 
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Permitting, Use Regulations, Dimensional Requirements 

The tables in this section show the allowable use regulations and dimensional requirements for residential 

uses across the residential and business districts that generally permit some residential uses. 

Special Permits 

Gloucester has three (3) Special Permit Granting Authorities and five (5) sets of Special Permit 

requirements established in the Zoning Ordinance. Development projects may require approval from one or 

more of these permit-granting authorities depending on the scope and use of the proposed project. At the 

time of writing, each authority is responsible for Special Permits that may include housing: 

City Council Planning Board Zoning Board of Appeals 

• Major Project 
• Assisted Living Residences 
• Hotel Overlay District 
• Atlantic Road Overlay 

District 
• Mixed-Use Overlay District 
 

• Site Plan Review 
• Cluster Development 
• Watershed Protection 

Overlay 
• Open Space Residential 

Development 
• Pork Chop Lots 
• Common Driveways  

• Comprehensive Permits 
• Zoning Variances 
• Accessory Dwelling Units 

requiring a Special Permit 
• Home Occupations  

For residential uses, there are four different Special Permit processes depending on the type of residential 

use and the zoning district in which the proposal is located.  

Major Projects 

All project proposals of more than 21 bedrooms or more than 10 dwelling units are subject to Major Project 

review. Additionally, an application submitted adjacent to a property for which a multifamily permit was 

issued within the prior 36 months triggers Major Project review. 

Projects within the Area Subdistrict of the MFOD are not subject to Major Project review but do require Site 

Plan Review. 

• Special Permit approval is granted by the City Council 

• Site Plan Review approval by the Planning Board 

• Departmental review and approval are required by City Building Department, Conservation 

Commission, Engineering Department, Public Works Department, and Public Health Department 

There are minimum review periods, but no requirements for timely review of applications, and many 

applications can take months, if not years, to receive approvals from various boards, commissions, and 

departments to meet the requirements for Major Projects. 

Comprehensive Permits 

Much of the large-scale multi-family housing in Gloucester has been permitted through the Chapter 40B 

Comprehensive Permit process. The Zoning Board of Appeals reviews and approves Comprehensive 

Permits. 
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Table 5 Use Regulations in Residential & Business Districts 

  R-5 R-10 R-20 R-30 R-40 RC-40 R-80 CCD CB VB NB 
1 One-family detached Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y 
2 Conversion of one-family 

to two-family dwelling 
without changes to 
exterior dimensions of 
the building 

Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y SP SP SP 

3 Conversion of one-family 
to two-family dwelling 
with changes to the 
exterior dimensions of 
the building 

Y SP SP SP SP N Y Y SP SP SP 

4 New two-family dwelling Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y SP SP SP 
5(a) Conversion to or new 

mixed use building with 
not more than one (1) 
dwelling units 

SP SP SP CC N N N SP Y(5) SP SP 

5(b) Conversion to or new 
multi-family or 
apartment dwelling, up to 
two (2) dwelling units 

SP SP SP CC N N N SP Y(5) SP SP 

6 Conversion to or new 
multi-family or 
apartment dwelling, three 
(3) dwelling units 

SP SP SP SP N N N SP Y(5) SP SP 

7 Conversion to or new 
multi-family or 
apartment dwelling, four 
to six dwelling units 

CC CC CC CC N N N CC CC CC CC 

8 Conversion to or new 
multi-family or 
apartment dwelling, 
seven or more dwelling 
units 

CCS CCS CCS CCS N N N CCS CCS CCS CCS 

9 Cluster Development N PB PB PB PB PB PB N N N N 
20 Open Space Residential 

Development 
N Y Y Y Y Y Y N N N N 

22 Continuation of pre-
existing multi-family uses, 
one to six dwelling units 

SP SP N N N N N N N N N 

Y = A permitted use 

N = An excluded or prohibited use 

SP = Zoning Board of Appeals Special Permit, pursuant to the requirements of Section 1.5.4(c) 

SPS = Zoning Board of Appeals Special Permit, pursuant to the requirements of Section 1.5.4(d) 

CC = City Council Special Permit, pursuant to the requirements of Section 1.5.3(b) 

CCS = City Council Special Permit, pursuant to the requirements of Section 1.5.3(c) 

PB = Planning Board Special Permit, pursuant to the requirements of Section 1.5.5(b) 

(5) = SP if exterior of existing building is expanded 

 
  



Gloucester Housing Compass | Development Constraints 
 

78 
 

Table 6 Dimensional Requirements for Single, Two-Family, and Three-Family Dwellings 

 R-5 R-10 R-20 R-30 R-40 RC-40 R-80 CCD CB VB NB 
Min. lot area (sf) 5,000 10,000 20,000 30,000 40,000 40,000 80,000 5,000 5,000 5,000 h 
Min. lot area per 
dwelling unit (sf) 

1,000 2,000 10,000 15,000 20,000 20,000 40,000    h 

Min. lot width (ft) 50 65 80 80 100 100 100 50 50 50 h 
Min. lot frontage (ft) 50 65 80 80 100 100 100 50 50 50 h 
Min. front yard (ft) 15 20 30 30 40 40 40 15 15 15 h 
Min. side yards (ft 
each) 

7.5 10 20 20 30 30 30 7.5 7.5 7.5 h 

Min. rear yard (ft) 20 20 30 30 30 30 30 20 20 20 h 
Max. building height 
(ft) 

30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 30 h 

Max. lot coverage 35% 30% 25% 25% 25% 25% 25% 35% 35% 35% h 

Residential uses are not permitted in the EB, MI, GI, and BP districts 

(h) = Dimensional requirements shall be those of the abutting residential district 

Table 7 Dimensional Requirements for Multi-family Dwellings 

 R-5 R-10 R-20 R-30 CCD CB VB NB 
Min. lot area (sf) 10,000 20,000 40,000 60,000 10,000 10,000 10,000 g 
Min. lot area per 
dwelling unit (sf) 

2,500 5,000 10,000 15,000 2,500 2,500 2,500 g 

Min. open space per 
dwelling unit (sf) 

1,250 3,500 7,500 7,500 1,250 1,250 1,250 g 

Min. lot width (ft) 80 100 150 150 80 80 80 g 
Min. lot frontage (ft) 65 80 125 125 65 65 65 g 
Min. front yard (ft) 15(f) 20(d) 30(d) 30(d) 15(f) 15(f) 15(f) g 
Min. side yards (ft 
each) 

7.5(f) 20(d) 40(d) 40(d) 7.5(f) 7.5(f) 7.5(f) g 

Min. rear yard (ft) 7.5(f) 20(d) 40(d) 40(d) 7.5(f) 7.5(f) 7.5(f) g 
Max. building height 
(ft) 

30 30 30 30 30 30 30 g 

Multi-family dwellings are not allowed int eh R-80, R-40, RC-40, EB, MI, GI, and BP districts 

No principal building shall be closer to another principal building on the same site than the sum of their respective 

heights; the City Council may authorize a reduction in said distance by Special Permit upon finding that such reduction is 

not detrimental because of view obstruction, overshadowing, service access, or visual crowding. 

(d) = Increase by one foot for each foot by which building height exceeds 15 feet 

(f) = Increase by one-half foot for each foot by which building height exceeds 30 feet 

(g) = Dimensional requirements shall be those of the abutting residential district 

Non-conformity 

More than half of all housing units in Gloucester were built before 1950 when Gloucester first adopted its 

zoning ordinance. A study of zoning nonconformity by RKG Associates in 2025 shows that about 90% of all 

lots in Gloucester’s residential districts are nonconforming to at least one condition of zoning68. As a result, 

the vast majority of Gloucester’s existing fabric could not be rebuilt today using the existing zoning 

standards. Similarly, many of the qualities that people enjoy about their neighborhoods are difficult if not 

 
68 City of Gloucester Economic Feasibility Analysis, RKG Associates (2024) 
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impossible to maintain or preserve when redevelopment happens as buildings get older and need repair. 

The most common nonconformities are minimum lot area, front setbacks, and side setbacks.  
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Infrastructure & Soils 
Access to infrastructure is a primary constraint to development in Gloucester, particularly outside of 

already developed areas. The maps below show the estimated Sewer Service Area and estimated Public 

Drinking Water System areas maintained by the Massachusetts Bureau of Geographic Information Systems 

(MassGIS) and the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (MassDEP). In more developed 

areas like Downtown, East Gloucester, Magnolia, Wheeler’s Point, and North Gloucester, parcels are served 

by public drinking water systems. Water systems serve more of the City compared to sewer systems that 

serve only Downtown, Wheeler’s Point, and parts of East Gloucester and North Gloucester. There is a small 

area of water and sewer service near the West Gloucester Commuter Rail station but much of West 

Gloucester is not served by public water or sewer systems. 

Figure 52 - Municipal Sewer Coverage 
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Figure 53 Estimated Public Drinking Water System Service Area 

 

Source: Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (MassDEP); an interactive version of this map can be 

viewed online. 

Areas not served by public water and sewer rely on well water and onsite wastewater treatment systems. In 

Massachusetts, on-site septic systems are managed under Title 5 (310 CMR 15.00) that regulates siting, 

construction, inspection, and upgrade of onsite subsurface sewage treatment and disposal systems (septic 

systems). Capacity and appropriate catchment areas for wells and onsite wastewater treatment in these 

areas often makes them unsuitable for large scale development and can be challenging for residential 

development at any scale. Municipal officials noted challenges for many lots to achieve appropriate topsoil 

requirements to support on-site septic systems based on state requirements and noted locating new wells 

can make infill development challenging, even in more rural and less developed parts of the City. Because 

Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) meet the Title 5 definition for new construction, these regulations also 

https://maps.massgis.digital.mass.gov/MassMapper/MassMapper.html?bl=ESRI%20Light%20Gray%20Basemap__100&l=massgis:GISDATA.SEWER_SERVICE_AREA_NONPOTW_POLY__GISDATA.SEWER_SERVICE_AREA_NONPOTW_POLY::Default__ON__100,massgis:GISDATA.SEWER_SERVICE_AREA_POTW_POLY__GISDATA.SEWER_SERVICE_AREA_POTW_POLY::Default__ON__100&b=-73.62706953663493,41.2509675141624,-69.83678633350993,42.92022922733792
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limit the potential for adding ADUs to existing lots where property owners may wish to create an additional 

unit for family or to generate additional income. 

Figure 54 Estimated Sewer Service Area (Public and Privately Owned) 

 

Source: Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (MassDEP); an interactive version of this map can be 

viewed online. 

Small expansions to areas of existing infrastructure may be possible; however, much of Gloucester sits on 
bedrock, making larger infrastructure expansion to areas of the city like Magnolia or West Gloucester 

challenging and expensive. Larger multifamily housing development is concentrated within Downtown and 

the surrounding areas primarily because existing access to water and sewer infrastructure can support 

larger development. Neighborhoods like Wheeler’s Point, Lanesville, and East Gloucester have some water 

and sewer infrastructure with potential capacity to support limited infill and small multifamily 

development. 

https://maps.massgis.digital.mass.gov/MassMapper/MassMapper.html?bl=ESRI%20Light%20Gray%20Basemap__100&l=massgis:GISDATA.SEWER_SERVICE_AREA_NONPOTW_POLY__GISDATA.SEWER_SERVICE_AREA_NONPOTW_POLY::Default__ON__100,massgis:GISDATA.SEWER_SERVICE_AREA_POTW_POLY__GISDATA.SEWER_SERVICE_AREA_POTW_POLY::Default__ON__100&b=-73.62706953663493,41.2509675141624,-69.83678633350993,42.92022922733792
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Figure 55 Soils 

 

Source: MasssGIS 
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Water: Sea-Level Rise, Flooding, Wetlands, Public Water Sources 
Considerations for directing new development are deeply shaped by Gloucester’s relationship to water. Sea-

Level Rise in low-lying coastal areas, inland flooding, and ponds and wetlands significantly limit areas of the 

city appropriate for development. 

Sea-Level Rise 

From a practical standpoint, any areas vulnerable to sea-level rise and coastal flooding are not suitable for 

future housing development. As a coastal lowland community, Gloucester’s coastline is especially 

vulnerable to changes stemming from climate change and sea level rise. To understand the impact of 

anticipated sea-level rise, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) uses a “bathtub” 

model to show coastal flooding with increasing sea-level rise above the average height of the daily highest 

tides, referred to as the Mean Higher High Water (MHHW). The map below shows how the MHHW will 

change with sea-level rise; areas shown in dark red represent the most immediate risk and areas shown in 

light green represent the least immediate risk. 

Figure 56 NOAA Sea Level Rise Model Map 

 
Source: NOAA 
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The NOAA “bathtub” model is static, and does not account for storm surge, waves, erosion, and other 

dynamic factors. To understand coastal flooding risks beyond sea-level rise, we reference the Massachusetts 

Coastal Flood Risk Model (MC-FRM). The MC-FRM shows the risk of coastal flooding across future time 

horizons (2030, 2050, and 2070), accounting for sea-level rise due to continued high emissions of 

greenhouse gases and storm surges associated with coastal storms, like hurricanes and northeasters.  

Figure 57 Massachusetts Coastal Flood Risk Model (MC-FRM) Map 

 
Source: Commonwealth of Massachusetts, MassGIS 

In both models, coastal areas, especially around the harbor, and low-lying areas around the Annisquam 

River are at greatest risk for flooding and inundation as a result of sea-level rise. Sites that are anticipated 

to experience significant impacts from sea-level rise and coastal flooding through the 2070 scenario are not 

considered suitable for future development in this plan. 
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Flood Risk 

To understand flood risk, we reference the “Flood Insurance Rate Map” (FIRM) produced by the Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) that shows the likelihood of flooding in an area. These maps are 

used to inform insurance risks for homeowners, developers, banks, and insurance companies, but also 

provide a useful reference for understanding risks associated with flooding from a planning perspective. 

FEMA’s National Flood Hazard dataset categorizes flood risk into seven distinct categories.  

• A zones: 1% annual risk of flooding with no base flood elevation 

• AE zones: 1% annual risk of flooding with base flood elevation 

• AH zones: 1% annual chance of 1-3ft ponding with base flood elevation 

• AO zones: 1% annual chance of 1-3ft sheet flow flooding, with depth 

• D zones: Flooding here is possible, but the hazard is undetermined.  

• VE zones: Coastal areas that have a very high risk for large waves.  

• X zones: 0.2% annual chance of flooding.  

Figure 58 FEMA National Flood Hazard Map 

 
Source: Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
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All of Gloucester’s coastline is a VE zone, a “very high-risk coastal area” where crashing waves of over 3ft 

can threaten the health and safety of people as well as property. Much of the coastline, especially to the 

north, is also a concern, as these AE zones have a 1% annual risk of flooding with base flood elevation. 

These areas have been under a national microscope in recent years, as studies have shown that areas 

previously likely to flood every 100 years are now more likely to flood every 30 years69.  

Inland areas also face flooding challenges, although not as severe. The green portions of the map showing 

the A zones have a 1% chance of flooding without base flood elevation; however, these zones are primarily 
where inland lakes occur. The other inland areas facing flood challenges are the X zones, with a 0.2% annual 

flood risk. These areas primarily occur in wetlands, open space, and forested areas that have additional 

development and infrastructure challenges and have decreased in area with the 2025 dataset update. 

 

Wetlands 

Wetlands influence land use because they retain 

water, have soft soils, and are prone to flooding. 

Even when the surface appears dry, waterlogged 

soils beneath can limit the types of buildings or 

infrastructure that are possible. Gloucester’s low-

lying coastal location means wetlands pose a 

significant constraint on development. At 

approximately 3,027 acres, 17.7% of Gloucester’s 

land is comprised of some type of wetland, with 

marine and forested wetlands being among the 

most common.  

 
69 Source: https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-11755-z 

Table 8 Wetland Types in Gloucester by Area 

Wetland Type Acres 

Estuarine and Marine Deepwater 25.6 

Estuarine and Marine Wetland 1,384.7 

Freshwater Emergent Wetland 60.3 

Freshwater Forested/Shrub 
Wetland 

992.9 

Freshwater Pond 131.5 

Lake 380.3 

Riverine 51.6 

Source: USFWS National Wetlands Inventory 
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Figure 59 Map of Wetlands by Type 

 
Source: USFWS National Wetlands Inventory 

Legal provisions for wetlands also make development challenging in these areas. Gloucester’s Wetlands 

Protection Ordinance, chapter 12 of the municipal code, is designed to protect the public against any health 

and safety challenges related to flooding because of land use decisions by property owners. This ordinance 

gives power to the city’s Conservation Commission to issue and deny permits that would “remove, fill, 

dredge, alter or build upon or within any resource areas (typically the wetlands or any area prone to 

flooding) or the buffer zone (100ft from wetlands). The ordinance essentially prevents any development in 
these areas without a special permit and typically requires an environmental impact assessment to 

determine whether the proposed development would exacerbate flooding. 

Public Water Sources & ACECs 

Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACECs) are designated by the Massachusetts Secretary of Energy 

and Environmental Affairs (AAEA) and “receive special recognition because of the quality, uniqueness, and 

significance of their natural and cultural resources.70” While these GIS boundaries, noted with green in the 

 
70 https://www.mass.gov/info-details/massgis-data-areas-of-critical-environmental-concern 
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following map, help us to understand where ACECs are, they are not truly definitive, and additional 

research is needed to develop near them.  

The public water supplies are defined by type: community groundwater source, surface water intake, non-

community groundwater source, and emergency surface water. Only surface water intakes and an 

emergency surface water location are identified in Gloucester.  

Figure 60 Public Water Supplies and Areas of Critical Environmental Concern 

 
Source: Massachusetts Department of Energy and Environmental Affairs (EEA) 

Land Use & Open Space 

Land Use & Land Cover 

We use land use and land cover to help us to understand existing development patterns and potential 

constraints and opportunities for development.  

The land-use map below uses the MassGIS parcel database, updated as of 2026. This database assigns a 

land-use code to each parcel based on the reported and taxable land use. The result is a dataset that shows 

land use through the lens of land taxation, which may only imply actual use. For instance, grey and light 

blue parcels are government-owned vacant land and are overwhelmingly natural and open spaces, but this 

map does not classify them as “open space” the way parcels with Chapter 61 protection are. The land-use 
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by parcel map highlights the predominant residential areas, targeted commercial districts, industrial 

corridors, large institutional parcels, and significant vacancy of varying types. Much of the vacancy is either 

“municipal vacant” or “residential vacant,” and should be considered as “types of public and private open 

space”.  

Figure 61 Land Uses by reported and taxable land use 

 

Source: MassGIS Parcel Database 

Using a combination of NOAA aerial imagery and property tax assessment records, the “Land Cover” map 

below is designed to provide a more holistic view of land use and what a person would be likely to observe 

in the city71.  

 
71 While this dataset is from 2016 and is at the end of its reliable lifespan, the land use in Gloucester has not gone 
through substantial change in the last 10 years. The data is unfortunately incomplete because it does not record land 
use in portions of northern Gloucester and Rockport. 
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The presence of rocky areas, marshlands, and forests restricts development in Gloucester to areas along 

roads with the infrastructure to support it. Like most communities in the United States, there is a 

substantial number of single-family homes on developed land.  

The open spaces show a tremendous amount of parcel vacancy in Gloucester, with substantial portions of 

the city being very challenging to develop. 

Figure 62 Land Use by Land Cover 

 

Source: Commonwealth of Massachusetts, MassGIS 

Existing Residential Use 

Residential density in Gloucester largely follows the areas served by water and sewer infrastructure. 

Residential density is most concentrated in the Downtown area with clusters in East Gloucester, Wheeler’s 

Point, Magnolia, and Lanesville.  
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Source: MHP Residensity, https://residensity.mhp.net/  

 

  

https://residensity.mhp.net/
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Open Space 

Open space is a substantial constraint for development in Gloucester. Gloucester has more than 11,000 

acres of land that represent some form of open space, roughly two-thirds of the total land area in the city, 

and more than 60% of that open space has some level of protection. 

The Massachusetts Bureau of Geographic Information (MassGIS) collaborates with municipal tax assessors 

throughout the state to maintain geospatial databases of land use and parcels. One of these databases 
tracks open and recreational space, including both passive and active recreational areas. In addition to 

indicating which parcels are and are not open space, the dataset also displays the type of protection under 

which the open space parcels are protected:  

• A Confirmed Conservation Restriction applies when there is a deed or other legal document (such as 

a bylaw) that requires the parcel to be kept as undeveloped open space.  

• A Conservation Owned Site is one owned by a land conservation organization, acquired with the 

intent of keeping the parcel as undeveloped open space.  

• Article 97 of the Massachusetts Constitution provides for additional legal protections under a 

constitutional right to “a clean environment”. Municipalities that acquire land for conservation and 

recreation purposes will often place that land into a deed restriction under Article 97. While that does 

not grant land conservation in perpetuity, there are additional steps that must be taken to dispose of the 

land, requiring numerous votes by city boards and meeting the burdens of proof.  

• Massachusetts Chapter 61 is the “Forestland Taxation Act”, a law that encourages people to keep 

forested, agricultural, and recreational land undeveloped in exchange for a lower tax rate. Only parcels 

of 10 acres or larger are eligible. To participate in the program, the property owner must submit a 

forest management plan and complete additional applications to the state DCR. When a property is 

accepted under Chapter 61, a lien is placed on the property for taxes due. After 10 years, land is 

removed from Chapter 61 protection unless a new management plan is submitted.  

• Cemeteries are protected by their land use. Changing the land use of a cemetery requires substantial 

remediation and great cost; they are not typically relocated elsewhere in modern-day 

• Land marked with no protection is kept as open space because the property owner has made a 

decision to keep it as open space. This land could be developed or sold at any time, with an uncertain 

future. 

In addition to the land that falls under one of the above protections, the map also highlights in orange the 

land that is owned by the City, the vast majority of which is protected under Article 97.  
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Figure 63 Open Space by level of protection 

 
Source: Massachusetts Bureau of Geographic Information Systems (MassGIS) 

Figure 64 Open Space by level of protection 

 
Source: Massachusetts Bureau of Geographic Information Systems (MassGIS) 

Open space, especially those with conservation or other regulatory restrictions, are generally not 

considered Affordable Housing opportunities in this plan.   
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Industrial Uses and Activity & Use Limitations 

Placing industrial land use and residential land near each other presents myriad inherent challenges, 

ranging from nuisance activities such as odors and noise to health and safety concerns stemming from 

potential pollution to dangerous trucks on local roads.  

The industrial land near Eastern Avenue contains a mix of uses, including the manufacturing of various 

materials and final products. This differs substantially from the industrial uses in the southwest portion of 
the city near the Manchester border, where the industrial uses are more likely to be auto-centric repair 

businesses, mechanical contractors, and other businesses that provide service on location as opposed to 

customers walking in the door (pest control, cleaning services), using their industrial headquarters as their 

home base of operations.  

In Massachusetts, land that has contaminated releases of oil and/or hazardous materials must be reported 

to the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection’s (MassDEP) Bureau of Waste Site Cleanup. 

This is done in accordance with M.G.L. Chapter 21E. MassDEP provides a publicly available geospatial 

dataset that is a subset of this data where the parcel has an Activity and Use Limitation (AUL)72.  

An AUL is a “legal document that identifies activities and uses of the property that may and may not occur, 

as well as the property owner’s obligation and maintenance conditions that must be followed to ensure the 

safe use of the property.”  Cleanup efforts on these sites to remediate pollution are reported to MassDEP, 

and detailed information about each AUL site is provided. AUL sites reveal where past choices have left 

behind legacies of contamination and hidden presences that necessitate care before redevelopment can 

proceed. 

There are 32 AUL sites within the City of Gloucester, largely along the coast and in the industrial area 

between Yankee Division Highway and Eastern Avenue. They were designated as AUL sites as far back as 

1993 and as recently as 2020. For planning and addressing housing needs, the parcels for these sites are 

not recommended as suitable locations for Affordable Housing production. 

 
72 This geospatial data identifies points and is considered approximate, rather than exact, as the extent of ground 

pollution is often greater than it appears on the surface. To make the map easier to read, parcels with an AUL point on 

them have been identified.  
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Figure 65 Industrial Uses and AULs 

 
Source: MassDEP, MassGIS Parcel Database 

Considerations for Development Opportunities 

Overlapping Constraints 

Together, these constraints place significant limits on the location and type of development possible to 

support the Affordable Housing production goals outlined in this plan. The map below shows a composite 

of the various constraints for development, including sea level rise to 2070, FEMA flood zones, water 

protection districts, municipally owned land, industrial land, parcels with an AUL, and open space. 
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Figure 66 Composite Map of Development Constraints 

 

During engagement with community members and municipal staff, many people felt like there were many 

constraints on development and were not sure where new housing development could be possible. This 

sentiment was expressed both by people who wanted to see more housing built and by those who 

expressed concerns about new development. This analysis is clear that Gloucester does indeed have many 

constraints – roughly 75% of all land in Gloucester is not considered suitable for development – but there 

are opportunities and changes the city can make to encourage affordability and the creation of new homes.  

Considerations for Opportunity Sites 

Based on the constraints identified in this analysis, there are several key considerations that will inform 

identification of development opportunities: 

• New development is most feasible in areas of Downtown and Railroad Avenue served by existing 

infrastructure and access to transit. Residents expressed a desire for mixed-use development that 

fits in with the existing scale of Downtown and density to support local businesses in this area. 

• Identify opportunities to unlock infill and small multifamily development or redevelopment within 

existing neighborhoods 
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• Given limited opportunities for new development, redevelopment opportunities and preservation of 

the existing housing supply are vital to maintaining Affordable Housing choices in Gloucester 

• Given limited opportunities for new development, affordability must be a priority, particularly for 

larger developments 
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Development Opportunities 
To support the City’s goals for Affordable Housing production, the plan identifies a selection of opportunity 

sites with potential for development or redevelopment. We will give an overview of the existing conditions 

of the parcel, any key considerations, and some recommendations for potential Affordable Housing 

development.  

Though the opportunity sites are focused on Downtown, it is important to note that other areas of the city 

also need expanded housing choices, including options for downsizing and more attainable 

homeownership opportunities. In the second half of this chapter, we include recommendations to unlock 

infill and smaller-multifamily housing types to expand housing choices in neighborhoods outside of 

Downtown. Expanding housing in Gloucester’s neighborhoods must be done thoughtfully based on local 

conditions and development constraints such as wetlands, infrastructure limitations, and vulnerability to 

flooding. 

 

  

 

What we heard from engagement 

We spoke with residents at community events, focus groups, and public forums about their preferences 

and priorities for community benefits, where new homes are needed, and the types of new homes they 

would most like to see in different neighborhoods. 

Through a communitywide survey, residents shared priorities for living near everyday goods and 

services like grocery stores, shops, and restaurants. Many people we talked with spoke about living near 

nature, parks, and the water as something they loved about living in Gloucester. Many also shared 

housing goals of homeownership and finding a home that is affordable to them. Many residents also 

expressed a goal to be able to stay in their current home. Survey respondents noted that smaller homes 

and apartments as well as two- and three-family and family-sized homes are needed in Gloucester. The 

recommendations for development opportunities aim to create new Affordable and attainable homes at 

a variety of scales for both homeownership and rental units. The recommendations section of this plan 

highlights additional actions the City can take to get the most out of these development opportunities 

and help people maintain and remain in their homes. 

During the community forum, participants highlighted increased Affordability, workforce stability, 

choices for downsizing, and cultural and economic growth as priorities for new development and 

shared preferences for the types of housing they would most like to see in different areas of the city. 

Generally, people preferred mixed-use and multifamily housing in the Downtown and Magnolia areas 

and expressed openness for infill and small multifamily home types in other residential neighborhoods, 
like Wheeler’s Point, East Gloucester, and North Gloucester. Residents also spoke with us about 

opportunities for ADUs and clustered small homes on lots in West Gloucester as more attainable 

housing options. 
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Housing Types & Scales 
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Opportunity Sites 
Identification of housing opportunity sites is a 

requirement for state approval of a housing 

production plan. It is also a proactive way to 

guide residential growth to meet housing need.  

While this plan does not guarantee new 

development will occur on the selected 

opportunity sites, these locations are identified 

as priority sites where the City will encourage 
new Affordable Housing development. The sites 

are identified based on the development 

constraints analysis, community preferences for 

housing identified during the engagement 

process, and other municipal considerations. 

The opportunity sites identified in this plan are 

focused in the Downtown and Railroad Ave 

areas where larger Affordable Housing 

development can be supported with access to 

existing infrastructure, transit, and everyday 

goods and services.  

The plan recommends considering smart 

growth overlay zoning for several of these sites 

(see glossary for a definition). Using this tool 

can provide immediate state payments to the 

City’s general fund if the zoning is adopted, 

additional payment as housing units are 

permitted, and annual state funding for any 

potential school aged children that occupy a 

housing unit.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why focus on larger development sites for 

Affordable Housing? 

Housing comes in all shapes and sizes to meet a variety of 

different needs, so why do we prioritize opportunities for 

larger developments when we talk about deed-restricted 

Affordable Housing?  

• Affordable Housing can be complicated to finance and 

manage. Larger projects are better equipped to absorb 

higher fixed development costs, administer and 

monitor affordability restrictions, and provide 

supportive services or other community benefits where 

appropriate. 

• Larger projects benefit from economies of scale, 

reducing per unit costs and improving the financial 

feasibility of developments with Affordable units that 

have reduced or subsidized rents.  

• Funding resources for Affordable Housing are highly 

competitive. For many of the reasons above, most state 

and federal funding resources to support housing 

affordability are designed for and directed towards 

larger projects (40 or more units).  

Low-Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) are one of 

the most common financial tools used to support 

Affordable units and are competitively awarded 

through the state. LIHTC generates capital for the 

construction of low-income rental housing through 

investors in exchange for a tax credit (a credit against 

taxes owed to the federal government). These types of 

funding sources come with high administrative costs 

and specialized compliance requirements; these high 

fixed costs are more easily absorbed by larger projects. 

Additionally, larger projects that benefit from 

economies of scale are more attractive to investors and 

investor pools because they offer more substantial, 

reliable tax credit streams. 

Gloucester has a significant need for Affordable homes. 

Focusing opportunity sites on larger developments will 

help the City and Affordable Housing providers leverage 

limited opportunities to maximize Affordable choices for 

residents. 
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The following are all privately-owned sites considered suitable for residential or mixed-use development. 

The City is not proposing to build on these sites, that decision is entirely up to the private property 

owner. The City’s role is to consider policy changes, grants, incentives, and partnerships that make 

Affordable Housing more feasible on these sites.  

The opportunity sites identified in this plan are: 

Address  Recommendation Summary  Timeframe 

272 Washington St Consider a smart growth overlay zone to facilitate 
clustered small multifamily 

Near-term 

7 Railroad Avenue  Consider a smart growth overlay zone to create a 
smaller grocery store with housing above 

Near-term 

100 Gloucester 
Crossing Rd  

Utilize current multifamily overlay zone for medium-
scale multifamily 

Near-term 

33 Emerson Avenue Consider a smart growth overlay zone for medium-
scale multifamily  

Mid-term 

58/58R Prospect St Support small-scale multifamily or vertical mixed-use Mid-term 

The City welcomes further discussion about these sites and other potential Affordable Housing opportunity 

sites.  

For each opportunity site, we include a brief description of the existing conditions, including zoning and 

constraints, and considerations for housing development. These recommendations aim to meet 

Gloucester’s housing needs and goals by balancing best practices and realistic development outcomes with 

identified community preferences for housing development. 
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272 Washington Street 

272 Washington Street is located in the northwest 
portion of downtown, north of Yankee Division 
Highway. The site is a former nursing home that closed 
in 2022. In 2024, the Planning Office of Urban Affairs, a 
nonprofit housing developer affiliated with the Roman 
Catholic Archdiocese of Boston, purchased the site and 
is planning to develop it in partnership with Harborlight 
Homes, a nonprofit Affordable Housing developer that 
operates north of Boston.  
 
 

 
 

Existing Conditions 

Lot Area 2.03 acres (~ 88,000sf) 
Existing Use Former nursing home 
Current Zoning R-10 Medium/High Density 

Residential 
• Min. Lot Area: 20,000sf 
• Max. Height: 30ft 
• Not included in the Multi-Family 

Overlay 
• Residential use allowed 

Ownership Private 
Constraints & 
Considerations 

• Adjacent to major roadway 
and rail line 

• Limited connectivity to 
Downtown 

• Sitework would be needed for 
development 

Recommendations 

• Clustered small multifamily.  
• Maintain wooded buffer to adjacent 

highway 
• Consider Smart Growth zoning to allow 

for multifamily housing by right, and 

direct development towards community 

priorities 
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7 Railroad Ave (Former Shaw’s Market) 

The Shaw’s Supermarket at 7 Railroad Avenue 
closed on April 12, 2025. Since then, the property 
owner and the City have worked to attract another 
grocery tenant, but market conditions no longer 
appear to support a large-format supermarket at 
this location. 
 
Throughout the planning process, community 
members have consistently prioritized bringing a 
neighborhood-serving grocery store back to 
downtown. Many have also identified Railroad 
Avenue as a suitable location for expanding housing 
options. Zoning that supports redevelopment of the 
former Shaw’s site could advance both goals by 
allowing a smaller grocery store with housing 
above. This mixed-use approach may be more 
financially viable by creating a built-in customer 
base while providing downtown residents with a 
convenient, walkable place to shop. 
 
The site also offers an opportunity to create much-
needed homes in a walkable, transit-accessible 
location near shops, services, and the commuter rail 
station. Redevelopment could attract investment 
and grants to improve circulation and pedestrian 
safety while helping transform Railroad Avenue into 
a more vibrant mixed-use district. Because this is 
one of Gloucester’s few major redevelopment 
opportunities and is located within an 
environmental justice neighborhood, 
redevelopment should maximize the number of 
affordable homes available to Gloucester 
households. 

 

 

Existing Conditions 

Lot Area 2.96 acres (~128,000sf) 
Existing Use Closed Shaw’s Market, parking lot 
Current Zoning Extensive Business (EB) 

• Min. Lot Area: 10,000sf 
• Max. Height: 30ft 

Ownership Private 
Constraints & 
Considerations 

• Ideal location near transit, shops, and businesses 
• Existing water & sewer infrastructure 
• Large parcel with significant potential for Affordable Housing 
• Existing zoning does not allow residential use. The site would require a zoning 

change or Comprehensive Permit to allow residential use 

Recommendations 

• Vertical-mixed use supporting a small 
grocery store with housing above. For 
redevelopment that includes a grocery 
store and Affordable Housing to be 
financially viable, greater density will be 
required 

• To support mixed-use, consider an 
appropriate allowable height, matching 
other neighborhood buildings 

• Prioritize Affordability 

• Consider Smart Growth zoning to allow for 
multifamily housing by right and direct 
development towards community 
priorities 
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100 Gloucester Crossing Rd 

The Gloucester Crossing site is an undeveloped portion 
of the existing shopping center parcel, located near the 
Halyard Apartments development. Existing wetlands, 
wooded marsh, and required buffer areas on the north 
and east portions of the undeveloped area reduce the 
developable area to approximately 0.8 acres.   
 
The site was included in a subdistrict of the Multifamily 
Overlay Zoning District (MFOD) adopted by City Council 
on October 1, 2024, as a part of the process to comply 
with the MBTA Communities Act (3A). The zoning 
currently allows multifamily housing by right subject to 
dimensional standards.   

 
 

Existing Conditions 

Lot Area 7.7 acres (~335,000sf) - parcel 
0.8 acres (~35,000 sf) - developable 

Existing Use Undeveloped 
Current 
Zoning 

3A Multi-family Overlay District  
• Min. Lot Area: 40,000sf 
• Max. Height: 55ft 
• Density 40 units/acre 

Ownership Private 
Constraints & 
Considerations 

• Wetlands and wooded marsh on 
the north and east sections of 
the property leave only about 
0.8 acres of developable land 

• A larger building would not be 
out of context with adjacent 
larger apartment and shopping 
center buildings 

Recommendation 

• Market the site to Affordable 

Housing developers to maximize 

number of homes available to 

Gloucester households 
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33 Emerson Avenue 

33 Emerson Ave is a vacant industrial site located north 
of the high school and near several non-profits, 
including Pathways for Children and Open Door, as well 
as public properties including the Division of Marine 
Fisheries and the Lincoln Park Public Housing property. 
 
The City completed a feasibility study for a networked 
geothermal system connecting the high school and 
properties nearby. The study shows new residential 
development in this location could also be served by a 
networked geothermal system.  

 
 

Existing Conditions 

Lot Area 6.41 acres (~280,000sf) 
Existing Use Vacant, Industrial Storage 
Current Zoning General Industrial (GI) 

• Min. Lot Area: 10,000sf 
• Max. Height: 40ft 
• Residential Use is not allowed 
•  

Ownership Private 
Constraints & 
Considerations 

• Environmental constraints 
limit the usable area of the 
parcel 

• Existing zoning does not 
allow residential use. The site 
would require a zoning 
change or Comprehensive 
Permit to allow residential 
use 

 

Recommendations 

• Medium-scale multifamily housing  

• Require considerations for flood 

mitigation in building and site design 

• Consider opportunities for active open 

space 

• Consider Smart Growth zoning to allow 

for multifamily housing by right and 

direct development towards community 

priorities. 

• Consider opportunities for a high-

performance building and potential for a 

networked geothermal system on the 

site 
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58 and 58R Prospect Street  

58 and 58R Prospect Street is the rectory and parking 
lot site adjacent to the former St. Ann School, located at 
the corner of Prospect and Pleasant Streets in 
Downtown Gloucester. The school opened in 1885 and 
closed in 2014. Since its closure, there has been no 
permanent use of the school or rectory. The City 
supports residential and mixed-use development for the 
58/58R site. 

 
 

Existing Conditions 

Lot Area 0.18 acres (~8,076sf) 
Existing Use Former St. Ann’s School Rectory 

and parking lot 
Current Zoning R-5 High Density Residential 

• Min. Lot Area: 5,000sf 
• Max. Height: 30ft 
• Not included in the Multi-Family 

Overlay 
• Multifamily residential use is 

allowed by Special Permit 
Ownership Private 
Constraints & 
Considerations 

• A mixed-use, multifamily 
project would require Major 
Project and Special Permit 
approval through the City 
Council 

• Small size between both lots 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation 
• Consider tools to support smaller-

scale multifamily or vertical mixed-

use. 
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Unlocking housing choices in Gloucester neighborhoods 
While the opportunity sites for larger developments are concentrated in the Downtown area, the City’s 

residential neighborhoods also have an important role to play in meeting the housing needs of Gloucester 

residents. During engagement for this plan, many residents noted that Downtown cannot be the only 

neighborhood where housing needs are met, highlighting West Gloucester, Lanesville, and East Gloucester 

as desirable places to live. Residents spoke about the need for expanded housing choices across 

neighborhoods, including opportunities for smaller homes appropriate for downsizing and entry-level 

homebuying opportunities, and expressed preferences for infill housing types (ADUs or tiny homes) and 

small-scale multifamily types (2–4-unit properties). 

While existing infrastructure in these areas does not support the larger multifamily housing most suitable 

for traditional deed-restricted Affordable Housing, smaller, infill homes that create new, more attainable 

options within the housing supply are a needed release valve on the City’s current housing market. In 

addition to the opportunity sites identified, this plan identifies recommendations for unlocking infill and 

small-scale housing development across different neighborhoods. 

 

  

What are the benefits of infill and small-scale housing types? 

• Often smaller in scale, typically three stories or less, small-multifamily types offer the opportunity to 

expand housing choices through gentle density, while fitting in with the existing neighborhood scale and 

fabric.  

• Smaller homes are often less expensive compared to larger homes and offer appropriate downsizing 

choices for older adults or first-time homebuying opportunities for young people and young families. 

• Land costs are a key driver of the cost to build new homes, particularly in markets like Gloucester with 

high-land values. In multi-unit properties, land costs are shared across all units in the development, 

meaning the per unit development cost is lower for multi-unit properties compared to a single-family 

home. This efficiency could be passed on to future residents through lower sale prices or lower rents. 

• Living Little is a research and policy report produced by MAPC. It explores different types of small housing 

that are well suited for a variety of smaller households – from millennials and gen z residents just starting 

out to baby boomers looking to downsize – creating more diverse and attainable housing choices.  

https://living-little.mapc.org/
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Infill & Small Multifamily Housing Types 

 

ADUs 
A secondary dwelling on the same lot as a primary 
larger dwelling 

 
Source: MAPC 
 

Tiny Homes 
A house smaller than 500 square feet, typically with a 
pitched ceiling and a porch 

 
Source: MAPC 

Cottage Cluster 
A pedestrian-friendly cluster of one- to two-bedroom 
houses, each one to two stories tall, with shared green 
spaces and detached parking 

 
Source: Union Studio 

Townhouses 
A narrow, multi-level home that shares a common side 
wall(s) with another dwelling, each with its own front 
door and back yard 

 
Source: MAPC 
 

Small-scale Mixed-use 
Buildings with more than one use, such as residential 
homes above commercial 

 
Source: Union Studio, Nat Rea Photography 

Small Multifamily 
Multi-unit buildings with four to six units 
 

 
Source: Union Studio 
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What makes it challenging to develop small multifamily home types?  

• Gloucester’s zoning ordinance does not allow for more than two units on a property in many parts 

of the city. Both the use and dimensional regulations in Gloucester’s zoning create barriers to 

smaller infill housing types.  

• Importantly, the Multifamily Housing Overlay District and Accessory Dwelling Unit Ordinance create 

some opportunities for small-scale multifamily housing in select parts of the city; however, none of 

the residential districts outside of the MFOD allow for more than two units by right, and the R-20, R-

10, and R-5 districts only allow for more than two units by Special Permit. The Special Permit 

process can be long and costly, often impacting the feasibility of smaller projects. Even if 

developments are able to move forward, future residents may bear the burden of a costly 

development process in higher sale prices or rents.  

• Building Code requirements also impact the type and form of housing that gets built. For example, 

properties with one or two units are regulated by the Residential Building Code, whereas properties 

with three or more units are regulated by the standards for Multifamily dwellings in the Commercial 

Building Code. The difference in building system and fire-safety requirements result in a significant 

jump in upfront development and construction costs, often outweighing the benefits of adding a 

third unit to a property. This is one of the main reasons that new three-family developments are not 

common, despite it being a preferred scale of housing for many. Developments are more likely to be 

successful at two units (below the Commercial Code threshold) or at four to six units (where the 

benefits are more likely to outweigh the costs of additional requirements). 

• There are limited financial resources for smaller development projects, especially for Affordable 

Housing. As noted in the previous section, most financial resources are designed for and directed 

towards larger development projects that can manage higher administrative costs and benefit from 

economies of scale.  
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Neighborhood Recommendations 

Most recommendations in the Housing Compass apply to all of Gloucester, especially to neighborhoods 

supported by substantial infrastructure. Magnolia and West Gloucester have more neighborhood-specific 

considerations, and recommendations have been crafted specifically to address the needs of those 

neighborhoods. 

Magnolia 

Overview of Zoning 

Most of the Magnolia area is zoned for R-20 Low/Medium Density Residential, with the exception of some 

areas around Lexington Ave zoned for Village Business (VB) and some areas around Magnolia Ave zoned for 

Neighborhood Business (NB) 

Key Development Constraints 

• There are some areas of flood risk along the coast and in the area around West Pond.  

• The Magnolia area currently has no access to municipal sewer infrastructure; while there are some 

existing small, multifamily properties, redevelopment of parcels in this area would require creative and 

intentional investments in infrastructure to support multifamily or mixed-use development. 

• During engagement, residents shared an interest in mixed-use multifamily housing along the Lexington 

Ave corridor. One barrier to encouraging this type of development is the maximum allowable height of 

30 feet. This building height allows for just one or two stories of residential use above a commercial 

ground floor and may limit the financial feasibility of mixed-use residential development. 

Neighborhood Recommendations 

• Consider long-term neighborhood planning to revitalize and reconnect the Magnolia neighborhood. 

• Consider long-term investment in water and sewer infrastructure to support future development; state 

funding resources, such as the MassWorks and HousingWorks programs, may be a good fit to support 

infrastructure investments of this kind. 

• Consider allowing residential uses in Neighborhood and Village Business Districts to allow for future 

mixed-use redevelopment. 

West Gloucester 

Overview of Zoning 

West Gloucester is predominantly made up of residential districts. Most of the area immediately 

surrounding Essex Ave is R-10 Med/High Density Residential; areas south of Essex Ave are zoned R-20 

Low/Medium Density, R-30 Low Density residential, and R-80 Rural Residential; areas north of Essex Ave is 

zoned for R-40 and R-80 Rural Residential; areas near the West Gloucester Train station are zoned for 

Neighborhood Business (NB) and the Multifamily Overlay District (MFOD). 

Key Development Constraints 

• Zoning does not allow for more than two dwellings per lot except in the MFOD.  

• Limited water and sewer infrastructure 

• Wetlands and protected open space limit locations suitable for new homes 

Neighborhood Recommendations 

• Encourage Accessory Dwelling Units 

• Prioritize opportunities for small scale multifamily and cluster development near the West Gloucester 

train station 
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Unlocking Attainable Housing 

Create an Attainable Housing Overlay District 

To address barriers created through non-conformities in existing zones and encourage smaller home types, 

consider creating an Attainable Housing Overlay District designed to allow for and encourage infill 

development of homes on small lots in existing residential neighborhoods. Critical components of this 

overlay should consider overriding minimum lot-size, lot width, and setback requirements in select areas as 
well as incentives for smaller-sized homes with below-market sale prices or rents. This type of overlay 

could apply to infill development of vacant lots, redevelopment of existing lots (provided it does not 

decrease the number of dwelling units on the lot), and addition of accessory dwellings to existing lots in 

select areas. Infrastructure and wastewater capacity requirements can and should still regulate how many 

units are appropriate on a particular lot. 

 

The City should consider drafting the district to meet Chapter 40Y state standards, which would make it 

eligible for available Starter Home Zoning incentive payments. Similar to a Chapter 40R Smart Growth 

Overlay District, an approved 40Y district may provide payments to the City’s general fund when the zoning 

is adopted and additional payments as qualifying homes are permitted. 

 

Offer Financial support for Small Attainable housing Types 

Small-scale homes can be difficult to finance because construction costs are high, have limited project 

budgets. New three-family homes must now include sprinkler systems under state building codes, which 

also increase development costs. To help close the financing gap for development, and bring down unit 

prices, consider creating an Affordable Housing Trust Subsidy Program to help income-eligible 

households develop accessory dwelling units, three-family homes, and other small-scale housing types. 

  

Encourage Mixed-Use 

Consider allowing residential uses by right in CB, VB, and NB districts to allow for smaller scale mixed-use 

opportunities in neighborhood centers. 

 

Mitigate Permitting Barriers 

• Promote the new Accessory Dwelling Unit Incentive Program offered by Massachusetts Housing 

Partnership to provide technical assistance to homeowners interested in building ADUs. This assistance 

will help property owners determine feasibility and best understand their options before making plans 

and investments in their property.  

• Explore additional options for financially supporting ADUs and three-unit buildings with support from 

the Gloucester Affordable Housing Trust.  

• Explore options for expedited permitting of small-scale projects, such as the adoption of pre-vetted or 

pre-approved plans for infill and small multifamily housing types. Communities in Massachusetts, 

Vermont, and elsewhere are adopting this practice to reduce barriers and upfront costs and improve 

design outcomes for infill and small multifamily home types.   

o Cape Cod Regional Housing Strategy: Pre-Approved Housing Plans 

o Vermont Homes for All: 802 Homes Catalog 

 

https://www.mhp.net/one-mortgage/adu-incentive-program
https://www.capecodcommission.org/our-work/pre-approved-housing-plans/
https://accd.vermont.gov/current-initiatives/homesforall/802homes
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Advocate for changes to the state building code to better suit missing-middle. As written, the state 

building code does not account for middle-scale projects. Small multifamily homes with three or more units 

trigger “big building” requirements, adding significant cost and complexity to projects. Building 

construction codes, fire-safety mandates, stormwater regulations, and utility standards were developed 

with either single-family homes or much larger buildings in mind.  

See the Recommendations section for additional details about these strategies.  
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Recommendations 
The recommendations in this plan aim to address the housing needs and goals of the Gloucester 

community. The identified strategies address constraints and regulatory barriers to guide and encourage 

production and preservation of the types of homes needed and wanted in the community, alongside 

programs and policy tools to support housing affordability for residents. While there are many potential 

strategies to address housing needs, this plan identifies priority strategies for the City to focus on over the 

five-year term of this plan. Additional strategies to consider are also described in this section. Each strategy 

includes a brief explanation of what the strategy is, what it would do to address housing needs and goals in 

Gloucester, and recommended actions for implementation. 

The “3 Ps” of housing stability – Protect, Preserve, Produce – offer a comprehensive framework to 

address the housing crisis by treating both the supply and demand sides of the housing equation. We use 

this housing stability framework to organize our recommendations: 

Priority Strategies  

 

Protect 
These strategies prioritize protection and increased stability resources for vulnerable 
residents, especially renters and households with limited or fixed incomes. 

• Expand homeownership opportunities – increase financial support for the local 
first-time homebuyers program funded through federal grants, pairing this with 
state programs and the expansion of more attainable homeownership options.  

• Adopt a Tenant Rights and Resources Notification Ordinance – require landlords 
to disclose tenant rights and resources.  

• Support older adults and veterans with state rental assistance - advocate for a 
state-funded Older Adult Bridge Program offering rental assistance to seniors and 
veterans while on Affordable Housing waiting lists. 

 

 

Preserve 
These strategies focus on preservation and maintenance of the existing supply of 
Affordable and attainable homes. 

• Strengthen Affordable Housing monitoring – prevent rent increases on deed-
restricted housing, maintain compliance, and protect long-term affordability. 

• Monitor short-term rentals and consider a lease-to-locals program – review 
new data on the impacts of short-term rentals and consider offering incentives for 
property owners to provide year-round rentals to local workers.   

• Increase local housing capacity through a regional housing service office - 
consider participating in a regional housing services office to build capacity for 
enforcing Affordable Housing requirements. 

• Create a buy-down program – deepen affordability levels of proposed Affordable 
Housing to match local incomes through Affordable Housing Trust subsidies. 
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Produce 
These strategies focus on producing new Affordable and attainable homes aligned 
with community needs and preferences 

• Evaluate a Smart Growth Zoning Overlay for Railroad Avenue – zone for a 
neighborhood-serving grocery store with housing above, while creating a more 
walkable and inviting gateway to downtown near the commuter rail station. 
Prioritize affordability for Gloucester households.  

• Create an Affordable Housing loan pool - establish a revolving fund through the 
Community Development Block Grant program to support Affordable Housing 
development. 

• Offer financial support for small attainable housing types – create an Affordable 
Housing Trust subsidy program to help income-eligible households develop 
accessory dwelling units and other small-scale homes. 

• Use City tools on opportunity sites - apply zoning, funding, incentives, grants, and 
partnerships to encourage Affordable Housing accessible to Gloucester households 
when redevelopment is proposed on the opportunity sites identified in this plan.  
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Protect 

The recommendations in this plan aim to respond to unmet housing needs and the goals and 

challenges that Gloucester residents shared with us throughout the planning process. Much of 

what we heard during engagement centered around different elements of housing stability: being 

able to find and keep housing that is affordable, attainable homeownership choices and the 

resulting stability that ownership can bring, as well as better choices and resources to manage 

housing transitions at every stage of life. 

Many community members spoke about the need for more affordable and attainable 

homeownership opportunities and the type of stability that can come with owning a home. Many 

residents, including young people and young families, felt like homeownership in Gloucester was 

financially out of reach based on market costs and even those whose families have been in 
Gloucester for generations were worried about their ability to stay in Gloucester long-term.  

Many renters spoke about uncertainty related to rising costs and challenges working with 

landlords for limited rental choices in the city.  

Residents also spoke about unique challenges for community elders and veterans with limited or 
fixed incomes to maintain their existing homes or downsize when appropriate. 

All strategies fulfill the four goals of the plan as indicated by the icons and charts below  

 

Housing for an Aging Community 
Support and create housing that meets the needs of an aging population, especially 
limited-income seniors. 
Downsizing choices, smaller home types, connected neighborhoods  

 

 

Diverse Housing Choices 
Expand attainable housing choices, especially for young adults and young families who 
lack housing choices in Gloucester’s housing market. 
Supports for homeownership, small multifamily home types, year-round rental choices 

 

 

Affordability for Gloucester households 
Expand the supply of Affordable homes, especially for vulnerable households and 
essential workers at the heart of Gloucester’s economy and small businesses. 
Deeply affordable homes, workforce housing, opportunities for attainable homeownership 

 

 

Build Local Capacity 
Improve local capacity to monitor and maintain Affordable Housing, resources, and 
supports for residents 
Regional collaboration, strengthen, coordinate, and promote existing tools  
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if made on the premises” to 
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3.3 Adopt an Agent of Change Sound 

policy 
Local Policy  

 
 

 

 

PROTECT | STRATEGY 1 - Priority 

Expand opportunities for homeownership, including support for first-time homebuyers, affordable 

homeownership, and models for community ownership. 

1.1  Strengthen and promote first-time homebuyer & Affordable homeownership programs 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

First-time homebuyer programs offer education, down-payment assistance, and mortgage loan 

products to support first-time homebuyers and households with lower incomes to purchase homes. 

Many of these programs are federal or state funded programs, administered by state and local 

Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFI). In Massachusetts, the ONE Mortgage 

Program is a financial resource for low- and moderate-income households and the Home 

Modification Loan Program (HMLP) helps people with disabilities and seniors Program live 

independently at home. The Affordable Homes Act also allocated $10 million annually to a 

Homeownership Production Tax Credit program. State resources can be paired with the City’s 

existing housing program to help close the affordability gap for first-time homeowners.  
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Gloucester’s First Time Home Buyer Down Payment Assistance Program is funded through the 

federal Community Development Block Program (CDBG). The program currently offers 50% of the 

required down payment and/or closing cost assistance to income qualified buyers, up to $15,000. 

Gloucester should consider increasing this amount of assistance from the existing CDBG 

allocation and update the CDBG plans accordingly. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Throughout engagement, residents voiced a desire for access to homeownership and the stability 

that comes with it, but those who didn’t already own their homes often felt that homeownership is 

out of reach for them in Gloucester. Most of Gloucester’s existing housing supply is owner-occupied, 

but median home sale prices have climbed far beyond what most Gloucester households are able to 

afford. Limited downsizing choices and limited “entry-level” homes compounds challenges for first-

time homebuyers and others looking to put down roots in Gloucester.  

Not only do these programs reduce cost barriers towards homeownership but can also help 

potential buyers be better positioned to compete with speculative, cash-rich investors.  

While there are a variety of existing state and local supports for first-time homebuying available to 

Gloucester residents, information about existing tools and resources is scattered across different 

municipal departments, service providers, and various state or federal resources, making it difficult 

for residents to navigate and identify appropriate supports to meet their housing needs.   

Implementation 

• Increase the amount of down payment assistance to first-time homebuyers using Community 

Development Block Grant (CDBG) federal funding.  

• Create a centralized City digital resource for federal, state, and local homeownership tools and 

resources, communicated in plain language that is easy for residents to understand and 

navigate. Coordinate with the Gloucester Housing Authority to promote existing first-time 

homebuyer education. 

• To see real impact, strengthening and promoting existing resources must be paired with 

expanding the supply of smaller and more attainable homes suitable for downsizing and first-
time homebuyers. The Production recommendations and Development Opportunities section of 

this plan offer additional details for unlocking housing production of this type. 

• Work with the Affordable Housing Trust to consider a Community Land Trust or land-banking 

strategy to acquire land or property for the purpose of maintaining long-term affordability and 

entry-level homeownership options.  

PROTECT | STRATEGY 2 - Priority 

Protect vulnerable households, including renters and residents with lower or limited incomes, from 

displacement 

2.1  Adopt a Tenant Rights & Resources Notification Ordinance (TRRN) 

Supported Goals: 
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What is it? 

Tenant notification ordinances are common tools that require owners, landlords, and management 

companies to provide tenants with information at the start of a lease as well as when a lease is 

being terminated about their rights and resources. The purpose of these ordinances is to ensure 

that housing information and resources are available to residents, neighborhoods, and the 

community and act as a stability measure for rental tenants. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

There are limited choices to rent homes in Gloucester, but for households that are priced out of the 

homeownership market, renting may be their only option. During engagement, many renters 

expressed worry about keeping their current housing or finding comparably priced units the next 

time they move. Access to information about tenants’ rights reduces the risk of no-cause and unjust 

evictions, helping residents to remain in their home and ensure that safe and healthy living 

conditions are maintained for tenants without fear of retaliation. Additionally, clear communication 

of expectations can help landlords enforce agreements and better maintain their properties. 

Implementation 

• Collect appropriate information and resources that should be shared with tenants, and 

coordinate with service providers to create easily understood resource materials for 

distribution. Materials should be produced in a variety of languages, including Spanish and 

Brazilian Portuguese. 

• Reference existing policy examples from communities like Cambridge and Medford to identify 

strategies for municipal enforcement. Resource distribution and noticing requirements should 

be coordinated with the existing Rental Registry maintained by the Department of Health. 

• Local ordinances must be adopted by the City Council 

• Consider advocating for state legislation to allow for regulation and limiting of rent increases 

  

https://www.cambridgema.gov/tenantrights
https://www.medfordma.org/departments/planning-development-sustainability/housing-stability-notification-ordinance-hsno
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2.2 Advocate for statewide Older Adult Housing Bridge program funding - Priority 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

The City of Somerville piloted a “bridge” subsidy program that provides rental assistance to 

extremely-low-income seniors while they wait for placement in permanent subsidized housing. 

Based on the success of this pilot program, operated by the City’s Office of Housing Stability, there is 

an ongoing effort to secure funding for a similar program statewide. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

As in many communities, many of Gloucester’s seniors, older adults, and veterans face acute 

housing challenges, and many with low or limited incomes are vulnerable to displacement, loss of 

housing, or loss of their home.  Funding supports like these help bridge the gap in costs and wait 

times for age-friendly Affordable Housing, reducing risk of displacement and homelessness for 

vulnerable seniors and older adults. 

Implementation 

• Gloucester likely does not have local funding available or municipal capacity to support a 

program like this at the local level. The City should consider advocacy for funding for a 

statewide program that delivers access to these services to seniors and older adults and 

veterans in Massachusetts. 

• Coordinate with the Council on Aging, the Senior Center, Cape Ann Veterans Services, and 

service providers like Action Inc. to identify residents who may need or benefit from services of 

this kind and continue to engage with seniors and older adults and veterans in the community 

about their housing needs, especially as it relates to housing as financial planning and the types 

of housing choices needed at every stage of life. 

• Expanding the supply of age-friendly homes and downsizing choices is critical to easing the 

housing burden felt by seniors and older adults in Gloucester. Housing choices affordable for 

residents with fixed or limited incomes in walkable, connected neighborhoods are a vital 

component of making effective use of resources like the proposed Older Adult Housing Bridge 

program.  
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PROTECT | STRATEGY 3 

Support artists, makers, and creative enterprises by revising local regulations and zoning to foster a 

culture of allowance for creative work in Gloucester.  

3.1 Modernize home occupation zoning by replacing the current Special Permit requirement 

with by-right allowances for low-impact creative and home-based business activity, 

supporting artists, makers, and small entrepreneurial uses within residential areas.  

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

Many artists, makers, and small creative enterprises work from home or combine residential space 

with low-impact creative production. While Gloucester already allows some arts and crafts activity 

in residential districts, the home occupation rules may still create uncertainty when creative work is 

also a business, involves clients or sales, requires storage or tools, or does not fit neatly within the 

existing arts-and-crafts use. This action would update Gloucester’s home occupation rules so that 

compatible creative and home-based business activity can be allowed by right, rather than 

requiring a Special Permit.  

What can it do for Gloucester? 

This would make it easier for artists, makers, and small creative businesses to remain in Gloucester 

while continuing their work from home. It would also make the code easier to understand and apply 

by reducing tension between the existing arts-and-crafts allowance and the home occupation rules.  

Clear by-right allowances, paired with practical performance standards, can reduce unnecessary 

permitting barriers while still protecting neighbors from impacts related to noise, traffic, signage, 

customer visits, hours, or materials.  

Implementation 

• Review the current home occupation rules and identify which low-impact creative and home-

based business activities can be allowed by right in residential areas.  

• Identify which low-impact creative and home-based business activities should be allowed by 

right in residential areas.  

• Clarify how the home occupation rules apply to artists, makers, online sales, appointment-based 

sales, teaching artists, small-scale production, storage, and other low-impact creative uses.  

• Pair any by-right allowance with clear performance standards related to noise, traffic, signage, 

customer visits, hours of operation, safety, and materials.  
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3.2 Extend the existing allowance for “Arts, crafts and sale of arts or crafts if made on the 

premises” to other appropriate districts.  

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

Gloucester already allows “Arts, crafts and sale of arts or crafts if made on the premises” in civic, 

business, and industrial districts. This action recommends review of where the arts and crafts use is 

not currently allowed, including residential districts, and considering allowing in other appropriate 

districts, especially mixed-use, commercial, waterfront, or other areas where small-scale creative 

production and sales would be compatible.   

What can it do for Gloucester? 

This would make the zoning more supportive of artists, makers, and small creative enterprises 

across the city. If this use is already considered compatible in residential areas, it may also make 

sense in other districts where artists could benefit from storefronts, shared workspaces, studios, 

galleries, or small production and sales spaces. Expanding the allowance could help creative 

businesses operate in more locations without needing unnecessary discretionary approvals.  

Implementation 

• Review Section 2.3.6, Other Principal Uses, and the use table to identify where “Arts, crafts and 

sale of arts or crafts if made on the premises” is currently allowed and where it is prohibited or 

requires discretionary approval.  

• Consider allowing this use by right in appropriate non-residential, mixed-use, commercial, 

waterfront, or arts-supportive districts.  

• Pair any expanded allowance with clear performance standards for noise, traffic, signage, 

customer visits, hours of operation, safety, and materials.  
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3.3 Adopt an Agent of Change Sound policy to ensure new housing development near existing 

creative and cultural venues is designed for sound compatibility, preventing conflict and 

reducing displacement pressure on creative spaces.  

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

An Agent of Change Sound policy helps prevent conflicts between new housing and existing 

creative, cultural, performance, entertainment, or working waterfront uses. The basic idea is that 

new development should be designed to fit the conditions around it, including existing sound from 

nearby venues or cultural spaces.  

What can it do for Gloucester? 

As Gloucester encourages mixed-use and multifamily development, the City can reduce conflicts 

between new housing and existing cultural activity. An Agent of Change Sound policy would help 

ensure that new residential development near existing venues, rehearsal spaces, performance 

spaces, or other active cultural uses is designed for sound compatibility.  

This can help prevent complaints, reduce displacement pressure on creative spaces, and allow 

housing growth and cultural activity to coexist.  

Implementation 

• Identify areas where new housing or mixed-use development may be located near existing 

venues, rehearsal spaces, performance spaces, cultural organizations, entertainment uses, or 

working waterfront activity.  

• Develop sound compatibility standards or review criteria for new residential development in 

these areas. 

• Include Agent of Change expectations in relevant zoning, permitting, design review, or 

development review processes.  



Gloucester Housing Compass | Recommendations 
 

125 
 

 

Preserve 

The recommendations in this plan aim to respond to unmet housing needs and the goals and 

challenges that Gloucester residents shared with us throughout the planning process. Affordability 

was raised as the most pressing challenge for Gloucester households from all walks of life. Because 

there are limited opportunities to build or develop new Affordable homes, it is vital to preserve 
and maintain the existing supply of Affordable and attainable homes.  

 

Recommendations in this section aim to address municipal capacity to monitor and maintain 

affordability in existing units and address concerns that residents shared about the impact of 
short-term rentals on the year-round housing supply. 

 
 
 

    

 
4 Strengthen Affordable Housing 

monitoring  
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standards for regulatory agreements 
for Local Action Units 

Municipal 
Capacity 
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PRESERVE | STRATEGY 4 - Priority 

Regulate rent increases within existing Affordable Housing units 

4.1  Evaluate and establish municipal standards for Regulatory Agreements for Affordable 

Housing units 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

Regulatory agreements between municipalities and developers set the terms for how affordable 

units are regulated. One of the most persistent challenges municipalities face in administering Local 

Action Units (LAUs) is their limited ability to influence, regulate, or otherwise limit rent increases. 

While many regulatory agreements require developers or property managers to notify the 

municipality of proposed rent increases, few require formal approval, which leaves local officials 

with minimal authority to negotiate or deny increases that may burden tenants. Rents for deed-

restricted Affordable Housing units are typically set by a HUD standard, using income levels based 

on the Area Median Income and allowable rent increases correspond with increases to the AMI, not 

based on changes to the tenant’s income. As a result, legal increases in rent may be larger and more 

rapid than tenants can afford, even in deed-restricted units. The existing regulatory agreements for 

these units do not offer much leverage to the municipality to monitor or mitigate these types of 

destabilizing increases. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Nearly 900 households in Gloucester are currently housed in deed-restricted Affordable Housing 

and many of the households in deed-restricted Affordable housing stack a Section 8 voucher with a 

deed-restricted unit to fully cover housing costs. Making changes to regulatory agreements will 

create more municipal leverage to prevent rapid increases in rent for deed-restricted units. 

Implementation 

• Examine the existing agreements and make recommendations for provisions that protect 

tenants from rapid increases to housing costs.  

• Increase municipal staff capacity to monitor and negotiate these agreements and their 

enforcement. 

• Consider creating or joining a Regional or Shared Housing Services Office to support improved 

monitoring and negotiation of development agreements (see Strategy 8 for additional 

information) 
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4.2 Advocate for statewide rent increase regulations for Affordable Housing 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

A statewide standard to ensure consistency across jurisdictions for creation of new LAUs. 

Municipalities along with EOHLC could conduct a legal review to determine how existing 

agreements can be amended to include rent caps. Implementation pathway could include a model 

regulatory agreement issued by EOHLC that includes standardized rent increase provisions. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

• Apply consistent, enforceable rent increase cap formulas (e.g., based on Consumer Price Index 

(CPI), wage growth, or a fixed percentage).  

• Eliminate case-by-case negotiations that can lead to disparities between developments.  

• Increase predictability for tenants, municipalities, and developers alike.  

• Reduce the administrative burden on municipal staff who are often not equipped to evaluate the 

financials behind rent increase requests.  
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PRESERVE | STRATEGY 5 

Monitor and regulate Short-Term Rentals to expand choices for year-round residents within the 

existing housing supply. - Priority 

 

5.1 The Community Development Department should work with the Inspectional Services 

Department (short-term rental permitting) and Department of Health (Rental Registry) to 

review Short-Term Rental permitting data and the inventory on the Rental Registry.  

Supported Goals: 

 

 

What is it? 

Gloucester’s inspectional services department permits Short-Term Rentals in Gloucester (30 days or 

less), through the Short-Term Rental Ordinance that went into effect in April of 2025. The existing 

regulations include registration fees, occupancy limits, and limits on corporate ownership and 

operation of short-term rental units. The policy is relatively consistent with others in the region. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Short-term rentals can create economic opportunity for property owners and play an important 

role in supporting tourism and local businesses that rely on the tourist economy. However, 

throughout the planning process many residents shared concerns about the impacts of short-term 

rentals on the City’s limited housing supply and opportunities for year-round housing options. 

Because the ordinance remains relatively new, continued monitoring and coordination with other 

efforts, like the rental registry, will help the City to build and maintain a better understanding of the 

housing stock occupied by short-term rentals and better balance the need to support local tourism 

with the need for housing for year-round residents. 

Implementation 

• Leverage new data sources Understand the number of housing units used for Short-Term 

rentals, including trends and changes over time 

• To identify if additional enforcement mechanisms are needed, evaluate if existing regulations 

are being followed or if there is non-compliance present 

• Data will allow the city to better engage the community to identify major pain points with short 

term rentals and explore regulations to mitigate concerns 

  



Gloucester Housing Compass | Recommendations 
 

129 
 

5.2 Consider implementation of tools like Lease to Locals to incentivize property owners to 

create year-round rental options, rather than short-term rentals. - Priority 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

Lease to Locals is a platform that enables municipalities to provide subsidies to property owners to 

incentivize renting a property year-round to people who live and work in the community, rather 

than short-term or seasonal rentals. Several municipalities in Massachusetts on Cape Cod have 

begun to adopt local policies with units administered through the Lease to Locals platform. 

Lease to Locals: https://placemate.com/  

• Orleans, MA Lease to Locals Policy 

• Provincetown, MA Lease to Locals Policy 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Short-term rentals can create economic opportunities for property owners as the revenue from 

peak-season rentals far outpaces renting a property year-round. Programs like Lease to Locals offer 

a pathway to incentivize year-round choices for people who live and work in the community, while 

still offering economic opportunities for property owners. 

Implementation 

• The Planning and Community Development Departments should work with planners in 

communities that have adopted these types of policies to identify best practices for 

implementation 

• Identify appropriate incentives based on short-term and year-round rental markets 

• Identify appropriate funding source to support the program 

  

https://placemate.com/lease-to-locals/
https://placemate.com/
https://www.town.orleans.ma.us/1779/Lease-to-Locals-Program
https://www.provincetown-ma.gov/2532/Lease-to-Locals-Program
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5.3  Explore a voluntary artist lodging or cultural residency lodging partnership that connects 

visiting artists and cultural workers with local property owners, permitted short-term rental 

hosts, cultural organizations, institutions, or other temporary accommodations, 

while maintaining the City’s priority of expanding year-round housing choices.  

Supported Goals: 

  

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Many people in Gloucester rely on informal networks and relationships to find and secure more 

Affordable Housing choices, including many in the creative sector. Gloucester’s creative economy 

depends in part on visiting artists, performers, teaching artists, seasonal cultural workers, and 

short-term collaborators who come to the city for residencies, exhibitions, performances, 

workshops, or community-based projects. As the City monitors short-term rentals, it could also 

explore whether permitted STRs, institutional lodging, or other temporary accommodations could 

be connected to a voluntary artist lodging network. This would need to be designed carefully so it 

supports visiting creatives without increasing pressure on the year-round housing supply.  

Implementation 

Identify networks of property owners and short-term rentals and facilitate connections with local 

arts and cultural organizations 
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PRESERVE | STRATEGY 6 

Consider forming or joining a Regional/Shared Housing Services Office. - Priority 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

Addressing housing issues can require a lot of staff time and capacity. A Shared Housing Services 

Office is a way to collaborate and centralize housing support and information among a group of 

municipalities. Services can include proactive monitoring and data collected for affordable units in 

the subregion, program administration, project development, and resident assistance. 

Example: Regional Housing Services Office (RHSO) offers services to the member towns of Acton, 

Bedford, Concord, Lexington, Lincoln, Maynard, Natick, Sudbury, Wayland and Weston. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Gloucester has limited municipal resources to monitor and administer Affordable Housing. Creating 

or joining an RHSO would leverage regional resources to manage, monitor, and maintain local 

Affordable Housing units in a cost-effective manner. 

Implementation 

• Work with the regional planning agency to identify potential regional partners for an RHSO or 

to connect with existing SHSOs 

• Identify municipal expectations for needed or beneficial services that would expand local 

capacity  

• Identify funding resources, such as CDBG or AHT funds that could be contributed 

  

https://www.rhsohousing.org/about-rhso
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PRESERVE | STRATEGY 7 

Consider establishing a “Buy-down” program for units with expiring affordability restrictions or 

conversion of existing market rate units. - Priority 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

To “Buy-down” an affordable rental unit, a municipality offers a direct subsidy to a developer as cost 

offsets that would allow for deeper affordability for at least one unit. In other words, municipalities 

can offer cash, usually from Affordable Housing Trust funds, to lower the cost of construction for an 

affordable unit so that a lower income household can be able to afford it (i.e. going from an 80% 

AMI unit to a 65% AMI unit). "Buy-down" programs can be applied to existing Inclusionary Zoning 

units to provide deeper affordability options than what is already offered. Buy-downs can also be 

used to incentivize conversion of existing market rate units to below market or deed-restricted 

units, or to maintain expiring deed-restricted units. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Gloucester has limited opportunities for new development, particularly for larger development that 

tends to be well-suited to more deeply affordable deed-restricted Affordable Housing. A buy-down 

program would expand affordable choices within the existing supply of homes.  

Implementation 

• Complete a financial feasibility study to identify appropriate value and costs associated with a 

competitive buy-down program. This study should understand the cost offsets to build new 

units, subsidize existing Affordable units, and subsidize existing market rate units. 

• If the scale of costs is appropriate, work with the Affordable Housing Trust to identify priorities 

for use of funds or strategy for a buy-down program 

  



Gloucester Housing Compass | Recommendations 
 

133 
 

 

Produce 
Recommendations in this section aim to produce new Affordable and attainable homes aligned with 

community needs and preferences to expand housing choices for the Gloucester community. 

Throughout engagement, the cost of housing and housing affordability were cited as the biggest challenge 

and concern for residents. Young people wishing to remain in or return to Gloucester, young families 

looking to buy a first home, and older adults looking to downsize or simply maintain their homes all spoke 

about increasing costs and limited choices in the existing housing market. These recommendations identify 

tools to prioritize affordability within new developments and create more modest, infill home types that are 

suitable for young people, starter homes, and downsizing choices. 

The community is passionate about preserving the City’s history, tradition, and character of a small, 

maritime community.  These recommendations focus on zoning recommendations that enable preservation 

of existing homes and development patterns that already exist in many of the city’s residential 

neighborhoods.  

To achieve the City’s Affordable Housing production goals, Gloucester will use all local financial tools and 

partnerships available, including tools leveraged to develop the housing opportunity sites identified in this 

plan.  

Ultimately, these recommendations aim to help the City proactively guide new development and create 

incentives for homes that are Affordable and attainable to Gloucester households. 

 
 

    

 
8 Create a Smart Growth Zoning 

Overlay for Railroad Ave 
Zoning 

   
 

 9 Right-size Zoning Requirements Zoning 
    

 9.1 Consider an Infill Housing Overlay Zoning 
    

 9.2 Right-size dimensional requirements 
to match existing built conditions 

Zoning 
    

 9.3 Streamline Special Permit process Zoning  
   

 9.4 Consider adoption of pre-approved 
or pre-vetted plans for infill and 
small multifamily housing types 

Local Policy 
    

 9.5 Advocate for changes to the state 
building code to support infill and 
small multifamily housing types 

State Policy  
 

 
 

 
10 Establish an Affordable Housing 

Loan Pool 
Local Policy  

   

 11 Continue to support the 
Gloucester Affordable Housing 
Trust (GAHT) 

Local Policy 
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11.1 Create a lending product to help 

finance ADUs for homeowners, as 
well as other small housing types.  

Local Policy 
    

 12 Advocate for state designations to 
build access to tools and 
resources 

 
    

 12.1 Gateway City Designation State Policy 
    

 12.2 Seasonal Community Designation State Policy 
    

 

PRODUCE | STRATEGY 8 - Priority 

Evaluate a Smart Growth Zoning Overlay for Railroad Avenue to Support a Downtown Grocery Store, 

Affordable Housing, and Mixed-Use Development 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

The 2014 Reimagining Railroad Ave Study showed significant untapped potential in the Railroad 

Ave and Downtown neighborhoods. With increasing development pressure on sites like the closed 

Shaw’s Market site, zoning is an important tool in the City’s toolbox to incentivize and encourage 
development outcomes that meet the needs and goals of Gloucester residents. Strategic zoning 

changes in the Railroad Avenue area to allow mixed-use, multifamily housing, would enable the City 

to proactively guide redevelopment of a vibrant, mixed-use neighborhood center near the 

Commuter Rail station and walkable within Downtown.  

Throughout the Housing Compass planning process, community members consistently prioritized 

returning a neighborhood-serving grocery store to downtown. Many also identified Railroad 

Avenue as an appropriate location for expanding housing options. Strategic zoning changes could 

advance both goals by allowing redevelopment of the former Shaw’s site with a smaller-footprint 

grocery store or other neighborhood-serving space on the ground floor and housing above. 

This mixed-use approach may be more financially feasible than attempting to reopen a large-format 

supermarket because housing could help support redevelopment costs while creating a built-in 

customer base for a smaller grocery store. It would also provide downtown residents with a 

convenient, walkable place to shop. 

One potential tool to achieve both of these goals is a state incentive program called Chapter 40R 

(see glossary for a full definition). This program offers funding incentives for housing created 

through a “Smart Growth” zoning district. Smart Growth districts prioritize new growth in walkable 

and transit-rich locations, in areas of concentrated development such as existing city centers, and in 

other highly suitable areas.  
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What can it do for Gloucester? 

Chapter 40R also provides direct financial incentives to municipalities. After locally adopted and 

approved by the state, the City may receive a one-time Zoning Incentive Payment based on the 

number of additional homes that the new zoning allows beyond what was previously permitted as 

of right. Current payments range from $10,000 to $600,000, depending on the district’s projected 

housing capacity. The City may then receive a Density Bonus Payment of $3,000 for each qualifying 

additional home when construction begins and required affordability restrictions are recorded. 
Through Chapter 40S, the City may also receive annual state reimbursement if housing developed 

under the district results in additional public school enrollment and net education costs. 

These payments would go to the City’s general fund rather than to the developer and could help 

fund capital improvements that support the district and other community priorities. Potential uses 

include sidewalks, crosswalks, lighting, pedestrian and bicycle connections, water or sewer 

improvements, public spaces, planning, and other municipal infrastructure.  

Because the former Shaw’s property is one of Gloucester’s few major redevelopment opportunities 

and is located within an environmental justice neighborhood, the zoning process should seek to 

maximize the number of affordable homes available to Gloucester households while ensuring 

redevelopment provides benefits to the immediate neighborhood.  

Implementation 

• Undertake a planning process to design, adopt, and certify a Railroad Ave Overlay District that 

meets the requirements for a 40R Smart Growth District 

• Evaluate zoning standards that support a smaller-footprint grocery store 

• Explore partnerships with Affordable Housing developers to bring about housing that is 

accessible to local incomes 

• A variety of state grants are available to support planning projects of this type, including the 

Community One Stop for Growth, EEA Planning Grants, and Technical Assistance Program (TAP) 

funds administered by MAPC 

PRODUCE | STRATEGY 9  

Right-size Zoning requirements, like minimum lot size, setbacks, and parking requirements, to 

address existing non-conformities and reduce barriers to small scale multifamily housing and infill 

housing types. 

Supported Goals: 

  

9.1 Consider an Infill Housing Overlay 

What is it? 

Consider Establishing an Attainable Housing Overlay District – This is a general 

recommendation for Gloucester’s neighborhoods as noted in the development opportunity section 

of the plan. The City should develop an overlay district that reduces zoning barriers created by 

nonconforming lots and encourages smaller, more attainable homes in appropriate residential 
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neighborhoods. The district could modify minimum lot area, lot width, and setback requirements in 

selected areas while offering incentives for smaller homes with below-market sale prices or rents 

and restricting their use as short-term rentals. It could support development on vacant lots, 

redevelopment that maintains or increases the number of homes on a property, and the addition of 

accessory dwelling units where appropriate. Infrastructure, wastewater capacity, and site 

conditions should continue to determine the number of units suitable for each property. The City 

should also evaluate whether the district can be drafted to meet Chapter 40Y Starter Home Zoning 

standards, making it eligible for state incentive payments when the zoning is approved and when 

qualifying homes are permitted. 

 

Orleans, MA Downtown Housing Overlay 

“The Downtown Housing Overlay District is an optional zoning pathway created to encourage year-round 

attainable housing in Orleans’ sewered commercial areas.  The zoning includes comprehensive regulations and 

design standards for new development and redevelopment, unlocks the opportunity for a variety of missing-

middle types, and offers a streamlined by-right approval process.” 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Housing diversity can better support artists with families, older artists, caregivers, and people who 

need flexible space for storage, tools, rehearsal, making, or other low-impact creative work. ADUs, 

tiny homes, cottage-style housing, small multifamily homes, and family-sized units can all help 

support different ways that artists live, work, create, and care for others.  

Implementation 

• Planning and Community Development Departments, Planning Board and Housing Sub-

Committee establish a planning process to identify appropriate conditions and locations for an 

overlay of this kind, likely aimed towards existing residential neighborhoods with access to 

water and sewer infrastructure, like Wheeler’s Point, Lanesville, Downtown, and East 

Gloucester. 

• Engage the community to develop appropriate design standards 

• Create and promote opportunities to small-scale and local developers 

  

https://www.town.orleans.ma.us/1676/Downtown-Housing-Overlay-District
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9.2 Right-size zoning standards to better align with existing built conditions 

What is it? 

Amending dimensional zoning requirements to better reflect existing neighborhood patterns to 

allow new development, redevelopment, and renovation or restoration to match existing 

neighborhood conditions. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

A non-conformity analysis completed by RKG Associates shows that more than 90% of existing lots 
do not conform with at least one parameter of the City’s zoning standards. Right-sizing zoning 

standards can encourage and support maintenance and preservation of existing buildings, in 

addition to allowing new infill development to better match preferred existing neighborhood 

conditions and patterns. 

Implementation 

The Community Development Department, with the Planning Board and Housing Subcommittee, 

should utilize the non-conformity analysis to identify common non-conformities, particularly where 

these standards diverge from existing neighborhood fabric, to propose amendments to dimensional 

requirements in the zoning ordinance. 
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9.3 Streamline Special Permit processes 

What is it? 

To streamline development outcomes the City should consider consolidating Special Permit 

requirements to simplify the process for applicants and remove redundant administrative burden 

for permit granting authorities. There are three (3) different Special Permit Granting Authorities 

and six (6) different Special Permit requirements that vary based on the proposed use and zoning 

district of a development proposal. Development projects may require approval from one or more of 

these permit-granting authorities depending on the scope and use of the proposed project, in 

addition to Major Project review and Site Plan review.  

Establishing design standards or design guidelines for small multifamily and infill development, 

currently governed by Special Permit, could reduce the number of Special Permit processes 

required while ensuring clear and consistent review of development proposals aligned with 

community priorities. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Special Permit processes can be long and costly in the approvals stage of a development process, 

particularly for smaller projects. Streamlining these types of requirements, especially for small and 

infill scale development (3 to 6 units), makes the process more predictable for developers and the 

City, unlocking production and improving development outcomes. 

Implementation 

Building on recommendations in the Comprehensive Plan, the City should consider:  

• Making all application and approval requirements the same for all three boards  

• Reducing the number of special permit categories for the City Council. The City Council’s 

powerful voice should be reserved for those projects with the greatest impact on the city and 

not inundated by routine projects that the Planning Board could address with more 

comprehensive development standards and a design review process. In addition, timelines for 

applications and decisions for all special districts or overlay districts should be consistent.  

• Develop a flow chart to help the City evaluate the existing permitting processes  
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9.4 Consider adopting pre-approved plans 

What is it? 

Diverse housing choices are needed but securing a permit for new multifamily home construction is 

often a complex and lengthy process. One strategy for simplifying permitting processes is to create 

plans for certain small-scale housing types aligned with local design guidelines that are pre-

reviewed or pre-approved at the local level. Communities in Massachusetts, Vermont, and 

elsewhere are adopting this practice to reduce barriers and upfront costs and improve design 

outcomes for infill and small multifamily home types.   

o Cape Cod Regional Housing Strategy: Pre-Approved Housing Plans 

o Vermont Homes for All: 802 Homes Catalog 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

During the planning process, residents identified infill and small multifamily housing types, like 

ADUs, duplexes, and clustered homes, as types of homes they would like to see more of in the 

community. There are a variety of barriers to building new homes of this type, including costly 

design and permitting processes. Small developments with only one or two units often cannot 

shoulder the cost of expensive and lengthy permitting processes. For those that are able to proceed, 

future residents often bear the burden of costs in higher sales prices or rents. Pre-approved plans 

offer an opportunity to improve design an development outcomes informed by community 

preferences while expediting the process and reducing costs for home builders.  

Implementation 

• Engage a planning and architectural consultant to facilitate public engagement to inform design 

standards and designs for pre-approved plans 

• Identify locations within the City where pre-approved plans may apply 

• Work with boards and committees to create clear checklists of requirements to streamline 

approvals processes for plans of this kind 

  

https://www.capecodcommission.org/our-work/pre-approved-housing-plans/
https://accd.vermont.gov/current-initiatives/homesforall/802homes
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9.5 Advocate for changes to the state building code to modify requirements for small multi-unit 

buildings currently subject to the commercial building code.  

What is it? 

Allowing small multifamily housing types in zoning is an important first step, but there are barriers 

beyond zoning for small multi-family housing types and allowing a three-family or fourplex homes 

on paper does not necessarily guarantee that it will be built.  Building construction codes, fire-safety 

mandates, stormwater regulations, and utility standards were developed with either single-family 

homes or much larger buildings in mind. These codes do not account for middle-scale projects in 

between. Small multifamily homes with three or more units trigger “big building” requirements, 

adding significant cost and complexity to projects that can negate the benefits of modest-scale 

development and make projects of this scale infeasible73. Some communities across the country 

have begun to advocate for amendments to local building codes, fire codes, stormwater regulations, 

and utility standards to right-size large building requirements for small multifamily home types. 

More information is available from the Center for Building in North America, “Beyond Zoning: 

Hidden Code Barriers to Middle-Scale Housing”  

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Throughout engagement, many residents shared a desire for more infill and small-scale 

development to expand housing choices for the community while fitting into the scale of existing 

neighborhoods. Amending the state building code to create considerations for small multifamily 

home types removes significant barriers to the types of housing that many residents prefer. 

Implementation 

• Understand existing requirements and identify inconsistencies and excessive 

requirements through interdisciplinary expertise. Bring together building officials, fire code 

officials, public works engineers, utility representatives, and other staff to review how current 

codes treat small multifamily projects. This discussion may also include outside expertise from 

builders, architects and engineers. Consider bringing together building officials from across 

Cape Ann and the North Shore to understand this challenge through a regional lens and build a 

coalition for advocacy. 

• Petition the state to adopt new amendments based on the findings of the 

interdisciplinary working group. Massachusetts does not allow individual cities or towns to 

pass local amendments to the State Building Code. However, the state, through the Board of 

Building Regulations and Standards (BBRS), amend the model national codes to fit 

Massachusetts-specific environmental and safety needs. Individuals or municipalities can 

petition the BBRS to adopt new state-wide amendments. 

  

 
73 John Zeanah, AICP “Beyond Zoning: Hidden Code Barriers to Middle-Scale Housing” Center for Building in North 
America, September 2025  

https://centerforbuilding.org/publication/beyond-zoninghidden-code-barriers-to-middle-scale-housing
https://centerforbuilding.org/publication/beyond-zoninghidden-code-barriers-to-middle-scale-housing
https://centerforbuilding.org/publication/beyond-zoninghidden-code-barriers-to-middle-scale-housing
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PRODUCE | STRATEGY 10 - Priority 

Establish an Affordable Housing Loan Pool revolving fund 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

An Affordable Housing Loan Pool is a collective fund, often administered by an Affordable Housing 

Trust, for low-interest loans or grants for Affordable Housing projects. Financial assistance can vary 

from down-payment assistance for homebuyers to construction loans for affordable housing 

development. The City’s 5-Year Consolidated Plan for Community Development Block Grant Funds 

(CDBG) outlines potential use of funds to seed and maintain an Affordable Housing Loan Pool, 

including a grant administrator to manage the program. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Establishing an Affordable Housing Loan Pool would allow the City, through the Affordable Housing 

Trust, an additional funding source to support local programs and supports as well as support land 

acquisitions in support of Affordable Housing development projects. 

Implementation 

• The Community Development Department has proposed the addition of a grant administrator 

to the budget for the next fiscal year to manage the program 

• Work with the Affordable Housing Trust to identify priorities for use of funds based on the 

recommendations in the Housing Compass Plan, the Comprehensive Plan, the Trust’s Strategic 

plan, and the 5-Year Consolidated Plan for CDBG Funds. 
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PRODUCE | STRATEGY 11 

Continue to support the Gloucester Affordable Housing Trust to advance strategic plan 

recommendations - Priority 

Supported Goals: 

 

What is it? 

The Gloucester Affordable Housing Trust is one of the City’s best tools to promote, foster, and 

incentivize Affordable Housing development. It remains vital for the City to collaborate with and 

support the Trust. 

Implementation 

Priority actions to support that are highlighted in the Trust’s 5-Year Strategic Plan include: 

• Continue to collaborate with the Community Preservation Committee to advocate for local 

policy to ensure that at least 10% of CPA funds are allocated to the Trust annually to support 

ongoing implementation. Nearly 25% of CPA funds were allocated to the AHT in 2025. 

• Work with the Community Development Department to create a one-stop local application 

for housing development funding requests. 

• Hire a housing coordinator to support Trust initiatives. 

• Evaluate the feasibility of a local multi-family acquisition program to create and preserve 

existing rental housing stock. 

11.1 Create a lending product to help finance ADUs for homeowners, as well as other small 

housing types. - Priority 

What is it? 

There are very limited financial products available for homeowners who want to add an ADU to 

their property. The Affordable Housing Trust can work to find financial solutions that will allow 

Gloucester homeowners to add an ADU to their property. Additionally, this program could finance 

three-family homes and smaller housing types, with the stipulation that the housing remain 

affordable.  

What can it do for Gloucester? 

One of the primary challenges to constructing an ADU is the cost and ability to borrow. While 

people or companies with a large real estate portfolio can easily borrow against that portfolio, 

homeowners who want to build an ADU on their property typically have few options other than 

mortgaging their property. The Affordable Housing Trust can find solutions, either independently or 

partnered with local financial institutions, to provide more options to homeowners who wish to 

provide more housing.  

Implementation 

• Estimate independent capacity to offer loans to homeowners.  

https://www.gloucester-ma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/9327/Gloucester-Trust-Strategic-Plan-final_021423
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• Facilitate meetings between the Trust, City, and local banking institutions to create a loan 

product that will unlock the production of more housing.  

• Create an income-eligible program to ensure that participants who take advantage of local 

financing help are renting to households of need. For example, the City of Salem has an 

Affordable ADU program where tenants are not verified through a state lottery system. 

Instead, the tenant / landlord relationship exists the same way it does in the market, and the 

city income verifies the tenant and ensures that the rent is affordable based on the HUD 

standards for housing assistance eligibility based on household income and household size. 

This gives homeowners the ability to choose who they rent to, while keeping rents 

affordable in a way that provides peace of mind against sudden rent increases for tenants. In 

Salem, a household making up to 80% of the Area Median Income qualifies for an Affordable 

ADU.   

 

   



Gloucester Housing Compass | Recommendations 
 

144 
 

PRODUCE | STRATEGY 12 - Priority 

Advocate for Gateway City and Seasonal Community designations to unlock new tools and resources 

to support needed Affordable Housing production 

Supported Goals: 

 

12.1 Gateway City Designation 

What is it? 

Gateway City is a state designation for midsize urban centers that anchor regional economies 

around the state. There are currently 26 Gateway Cities recognized by the state, and the list was last 

updated in 2013. Under Chapter 23A Section 3A, a Gateway municipality is a municipality with: 

• population greater than 35,000 and less than 250,000 

• median household income below the state average 

• rate of educational attainment of a bachelor’s degree or above that is below the state 

average 

Gloucester meets two out of the three criteria, falling short of the population threshold. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

These types of designations unlock access to additional funds and resources to support Affordable 

Housing production and economic development. Gateway Cities, for example, are eligible for the 

Commonwealth Builder Program which allocates state funds to support affordable homeownership 

projects. 

Implementation 

• Work with local representatives to petition the state legislature for designation as a Gateway 

City 

12.2  Seasonal Community Designation 

What is it? 

Some Massachusetts cities and towns experience significant fluctuations in population, employment 

and housing demand throughout the year. The Seasonal Communities designation creates a 

framework for identifying these communities and developing policies and programs to help them 

unlock housing production opportunities. 

What can it do for Gloucester? 

Seasonal Communities designation offers access to tools and resources, such as local preference 

options, to support housing production and year-round housing choices for residents who live and 

work in the community, including artists and cultural workers. 
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Implementation 

• Petition EOHLC for designation as a Seasonal Community. In 2025, Rockport successfully 

petitioned and was granted a Seasonal Community designation. 

• Consider adoption of local preference policies for new development to support year-round 

housing choices for residents to live and work in the community. 
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Appendices 
NOTE: The following appendices will be added when the plan is finalized.  

Appendix A: Context Communities Analysis 

Appendix B: Summary of Past Planning Review 

Appendix C: Community Engagement Summary 

Appendix D: Development Constraints 

Appendix E: SHI Calculations 

Appendix F: Artist PUMS Data Analysis 

Appendix G: RKG Economic Feasibility Analysis  

  



Gloucester Housing Compass | Appendices 
 

147 
 

 

  

Appendix A:  
Context Communities Analysis 



Gloucester Housing Compass | Appendices 
 

148 
 

  

Appendix B:  
Summary of Past Planning 

Review 



Gloucester Housing Compass | Appendices 
 

149 
 

  

Appendix C:  
Community Engagement 

Summary 



Gloucester Housing Compass | Appendices 
 

150 
 

  

Appendix D:  
Development Constraints  



Gloucester Housing Compass | Appendices 
 

151 
 

  

Appendix E:  
SHI Calculations  



Gloucester Housing Compass | Appendices 
 

152 
 

 

  

- DONE - DONE  Appendix F:  
Artist PUMS Data Analysis 
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