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CITY OF SOMERVILLE, MASSACHUSETTS 

FAIR HOUSING COMMISSION 

Joseph A. Curtatone 

Mayor 
Staff                     Commissioners 

Bryant Gaspard        Claudia DeAndrade 

         Patrice Faulkner 

         Dennis Fischman 

        Rona Fischman 

        Natasha Sierra 

 

Meeting Minutes 

May 23, 2019 

Conference room-Somerville Library 

79 Highland Avenue, Somerville, MA  

4:00 pm 

 

The meeting began at: 4:08pm. 

Attending: FHC members, Claudia DeAndrade, Patrice Faulkner, Dennis Fischman, Rona Fischman and 

Natasha Sierra; City staff, Bryant Gaspard. 

Minutes distribution (upon acceptance) to: FHC members and others attending; also posted to City 

website 

 

I.    Standing Agenda Items 

Meeting Minutes:  Members reviewed draft minutes from the April 25th meeting that had been 

prepared by Bryant Gaspard and reviewed by Mike Feloney.  Dennis Fischman made a motion to 

accept the minutes which was seconded by Natasha Sierra and unanimously approved. 

Facebook page update:  Dennis shared that the Facebook post that had the widest reach was in regard 

to an article titled “What modern day housing discrimination looks like.”  In the article Lisa Rice, 

President of the National Fair Housing Alliance (NFHA) was interviewed by Zillow Research.  The 

interview was based on the results of a survey conducted by Zillow and the NFHA that revealed that 

1 in 4 adults believe that over the course of their lives, they’ve been treated differently in their search 

for housing due to illegal discrimination.  The post that had the most interaction in terms of shares 

and comments was a question and answer on how a tenant gets their security deposit back. 

Review of Calls/Issues/Complaints:  Bryant informed the commissioners that he has been receiving 

an increase in landlord/tenant calls, unrelated to fair housing, due in part to the time of year where 

leases for tenants are ending and landlords may be looking for new tenants. 

Bryant updated the commissioners on a complaint he discussed with them in April.  The original 

complaint was by a resident who alleged they were discriminated against based on race when their 

Section 8 application was denied.  Bryant had a follow up call with the applicant and they shared that 

everything was cleared up and they received a Section 8 voucher and would no longer file a fair 

housing complaint. 
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Another fair housing complaint Bryant reported on concerns a tenant reported, regarding management 

for the building she resides in; the tenant alleged that the management agent was slow and sometimes 

non-responsive when she complained to them about another tenant smoking in the building.  The 

tenant shared that she has a disability and that if she inhaled cigarette smoke it would negatively 

affect her health.  The tenant claims that she had to vacate her apartment because her health was being 

compromised by the constant smoking in the building. 

Bryant spoke with the tenant and communicated with the Attorney representing the property owner.  

The parties were able to come to an understanding that the owner properly addressed the tenants’ 

reasonable accommodation request, as the owner did have a no smoking rule in place and took steps 

to “air out” the unit the other tenant smoked in.  The point of contention that was still left between the 

Attorney and tenant was the appropriate compensation or reduction of rent moving forward because 

the tenant had to vacate the apartment for several months.  Bryant suggested to the tenant that she try 

to amicably resolve the situation with the Attorney so that hopefully a compromise could be reached. 

Patrice shared that a manner in which property owners can find out who is smoking in an apartment 

building is to change out the batteries in a smoke alarm.  While changing or attempting to change the 

batteries, management can do air quality checks to determine if a tenant has been smoking in a unit.  

Claudia shared that she knows someone who has to smoke medical marijuana in their home rather 

than ingesting an edible or pill because they gain immediate relief for their pain and ailment.  She 

added that some people may have to smoke medical marijuana and are not trying to intentionally 

break the rules or disturb their neighbors. 

Bryant also shared that it would be unlikely for a tenant’s reasonable accommodation request to 

smoke medical marijuana in a non-smoking building be approved.  The first issue is that allowing a 

tenant to smoke in a non-smoking building could be argued as fundamentally altering or changing the 

basic nature of the housing program or as an undue administrative burden.  Other tenants would be 

exposed to second hand smoke and some may claim a breach of quiet enjoyment or nuisance problem.   

The second issue is that marijuana is still considered a Schedule I drug that is illegal under federal 

law.  Federal law still supersedes state law and the argument can be made that someone with a 

disability is not protected under the law if they are currently using illegal drugs. 

Lastly, Bryant described a call he received from a tenant who inquired about housing protections for 

women who are pregnant.  The tenant was concerned that her landlord may increase her rent or not 

renew her lease once he found out she was pregnant.  Bryant followed up with the tenant and 

informed her that under state law a landlord cannot decide to increase the rent or not renew a tenancy 

solely because the tenant is pregnant.  

II.     Update on Specific Activities 

AFFH (Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing)-updates  

Bryant shared with the commissioners that staff from the Housing Discrimination Testing Program 

(HDTP) at Suffolk University reached out to him recently.  The reason they reached out is to 

advertise that they need 20 white and 20 black people for their study which is in regard to the 

intersection of racial and source of income discrimination in the greater Boston area.  Individuals 

who participate in the study would be compensated for their work. 
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Bryant added that beyond race and source of income discrimination, many minorities especially 

blacks, deal with disparate impact in regard to credit scores.  Credit scores may be used as a metric 

by property owners and/or real estate brokers to identify which prospective tenant they want to rent 

to.  This leads to some minorities being unable to secure housing because they may have low credit 

scores.  Patrice shared that the disparate impact of credit scores could be decreased if certain criteria 

was used such as 1/3 of your credit score, 1/3 landlord reference, and 1/3 rental payment history was 

taken into consideration.  Dennis added that fair housing issues could come about in short term rental 

housing such as Air Bnb and similar programs. 

 

III.  Announcements/Updates   
Bryant announced several City events that will soon be taking place and noted that he will be tabling 

at some of them.  He discussed and passed out flyers regarding the Somerville Community Land Trust 

kick-off party being held on June 12th at the JFK elementary school.  The second event he announced 

is the ArtBeat festival being held on July 13, 2019 in Davis Square.  Bryant informed the 

commissioners that he planned on tabling at the ArtBeat festival and commissioners were welcome to 

help table if they were available.  The third event Bryant announced was National Night Out which is 

being held on August 6, 2019 at Foss Park in Somerville.  He informed that he likely will table at 

National Night Out as well. 

 

A motion to adjourn was introduced by Rona and seconded by Patrice and approved unanimously.  The 

meeting was adjourned at 5:07 pm. 

 

Documents distributed 

• Flyer for Community Land Trust kick-off party. 

 

•  

•  

 


