
 

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 

November 21, 2019 

Conference room-Central Library 

79 Highland Avenue, Somerville, MA  

4:00 pm 

 

The meeting began at: 4:03 pm. 

Attending: FHC members, 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:  Draft minutes from the October 24th meeting were not available for review.  They 

will be made available at the December 19th Fair Housing Commission meeting.  

Facebook page update:  Dennis shared that two particular Facebook posts in the month of November 

had a wide reach in regard to views and shares.  The first post was about a student who attended Duke 

University in North Carolina and was denied off campus housing at a particular apartment building 

because she was 20 years old (she had to be 22 to lease up).  Under North Carolina law persons 18 or 

older can rent apartments legally, but there is no state law preventing age discrimination above 18.  

Additionally, Age is not a protected class under federal fair housing laws.  The other post was a Q&A 

about what kinds of questions a landlord may ask you when you are looking to rent an apartment.  

Some of the examples of questions that can be asked include, but are not limited to: 1) show prior 

landlord references 2) demonstrate proof that you have the ability and 3) Ask about credit score.  

Review of Calls/Issues/Complaints:  Bryant shared with the commissioners a recent fair housing 

complaint that he received that was based on a tenants need for an emotional support animal.  Bryant 

explained that the landlord did not want dogs on his property and that the lease that tenant signed 

included terms that you could not own the pet.  The tenant claimed that she has a disability and she 

needed her emotional support animal (ESA).  Bryant spoke with the property owner and he shared 

some of his concerns about the ESA and how the tenant informed him.  Bryant followed up with the 

tenant and shared some of the concerns the property owner conveyed to him.  The tenant stated that 

they would follow through on those concerns and noted there had been no additional issues with the 

owner.  Natasha shared that the Somerville Housing Authority attempts to accommodate tenants who 

may have ESA’s as long as they submit reasonable accommodation forms.   



 

II.     Update on Specific Activities 

AFFH (Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing)-Bryant shared the 2019 Fair Housing Trends report 

created by the National Fair Housing Alliance (NFHA) that is released annually.  Bryant mentioned 

that he was surprised that among all the protected classes covered under the federal fair housing act, 

complaints regarding discrimination based on disability were the most common in the report.  

Discrimination based on race accrued the second most complaints in the report.  Natasha expressed 

that she also was surprised that Disability and not Race had the most complaints.  She opined that 

some of the disability complaints may have to do with reasonable accommodation/modification 

issues and the fact that some people who are disabled are also low income and have difficulty 

finding or maintain their housing. 

 

One of the disturbing trends found in the report was the number of reported complaints of housing 

related discrimination was the highest of any year since the NFHA began collecting complaint data 

in 1995.  There was an 8% increase in complaints in 2018 compared to 2017.  Rona expressed that 

even with an increase in complaints any enforcement action will not help prospective tenants find 

housing, but it is good to hear that people are still filing complaints.  Bryant noted that in the report 

complaints that were in the “other” category were complaints of discrimination against groups 

protected only by state and/or local fair housing laws.  Source of income/rental assistance had the 

most complaints in this category which usually involves tenants attempting to utilize a section 8 

Voucher or other rental subsidy to rent an apartment. 

 

Rona noted that the 2019 NFHA report reminded her about another report related to widespread 

housing discrimination in Long Island, NY.  She shared that she was not surprised by the 

discrimination complaints from Long Island because it is one of the most racially segregated areas in 

the United States.  She further added that the behavior of the Long Island real estate agents is not 

surprising because the majority of them are white females. The commissioners agreed that between 

the issues on Long Island and the data in the NFHA report it helps reflect that discrimination in 

housing seems to be in an upswing and efforts to combat these actions are even more critical.  

  

III.   Announcements/Updates  

Bryant shared the application for 11 income restricted apartments at 400 Mystic and 434 McGrath 

Highway (5 units at Mystic & 6 at McGrath) that are available through the inclusionary program.  

He explained that there will be an information session at the Mystic Activity Center on December 

4th and this rental opportunity will be great for households who currently have Section 8 Voucher 

because the minimum income requirement is waived if you have a voucher or other rental 

subsidy.  Bryant also shared that this opportunity is the first one to have a rental unit that is 

available to households at Tier 3, which means a household earning between 81% to 110% Area 

Median Income (AMI).  Dennis shared that he did not think an income Tier at 110% AMI is 

unreasonable because of how expensive the housing market is in the Greater Boston area and 

Somerville. 

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

meeting was adjourned at 5:02 pm. 

 

Documents disseminated: 2019 Fair Housing Trends Report by the National Fair Housing Alliance. 



 

 


