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Sec  on 2. Needs Assessment

Nantucket has taken a number of 
strides in recent years to address its 
year-round housing needs. In just the 
last three years, Nantucket has gone 
from less than 2 percent of its year-
round housing stock being aff ord-
able, to now over 5 ½ percent, or 273 
residences, being eligible to be listed 
on the Town’s Chapter 40B Subsi-
dized Housing Inventory (“SHI”). 
This plan is an update to Nantuck-
et’s 2016 Housing Production Plan 
(HPP), which has been the commu-
nity’s guide and expires in October 
2021. 

Recognizing the signifi cant housing 
crisis faced by its residents, the Town 
has proactively worked to develop 
and approve a new HPP to guide 
the next fi ve years of housing devel-
opment. Many of the same housing 
challenges that existed in 2016 con-
tinue today, yet Nantucket has made 
signifi cant progress in addressing the 
goals and strategies presented in the 
2016 HPP. For example:

HOUSING PLAN CERTIFICATION
On the eve of completing this HPP 
Update, the Department of Hous-
ing and Community Development 
(“DHCD”) approved Nantucket’s 
request for a one-year HPP certifi -
cation due to the creation via Com-
prehensive Permit of three aff ordable 
homeownership units at Benjamin 
Drive (Habitat for Humanity) and 
the creation of 22 rental units at 31 
Fairgrounds Road through the Lo-
cal Action Unit program (Wiggles 
Way Aff ordable Rentals by Housing 
Nantucket). Nantucket’s Aff ordable 
Housing Trust (“NAHT”) is provid-
ing over $11 million in fi nancial sup-
port for these two exciting projects. 
It’s noteworthy this is the second 
time the Town’s HPP has been certi-
fi ed since 2016.

CAPACITY
Nantucket has created a new depart-
ment head-level position to lead the 
community’s eff orts in addressing 
this existential issue for the island’s 
year-round community. The Housing 

Director reports directly to the Town 
Manager and works alongside the 
NAHT. An annual $2 million oper-
ating budget for the Housing Offi  ce 
has been established as of 2021. New 
staff  are being added in FY22.

FUNDING
Town Meeting has approved over 
$40 million in the last two years to 
support aff ordable housing initia-
tives, specifi cally to help the Town 
reach and maintain “safe harbor” 

Background

Nantucket has gone above and 
beyond to increase the supply 
of aff ordable, year-round 
housing. Since the last HPP 
(2016), Nantucket has added 
162 units to the Subsidized 
Housing Inventory through a 
combinaঞ on of land acquisiton, 
funding, comprehensive 
permits, and approvals under 
local zoning. 
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under the Chapter 40B regulations. 
This includes a $20 million bond au-
thorization known locally as “Neigh-
borhood First” and a $5 million bond 
backed by CPA revenues.

LAND ACQUISITION 
The 2016 HPP laid out a roadmap 
for the NAHT to build capacity as 
a strong leader in Nantucket’s af-
fordable housing sphere. Today, the 
NAHT is a more eff ective and active 
body than ever, and it has played an 
instrumental role in the completion 
of this new HPP. Examples of proper-
ties the NAHT has either acquired or 
played a role in fi nancing aff ordable 
housing development include:

135 and 137 Orange Street; 

31 Fairgrounds, where the Trust 
provided funding for Hous-
ing Nantucket to acquire and de-
velop the land; and

7 Amelia Drive. Here, the Trust 
owns two-thirds of the proper-
ty while the Town owns the oth-
er third for construction of Waitt 
Drive, a roadway connector to the 
6 Fairgrounds Road aff ordable 
housing development (64 units).

HOUSING PRODUCTION
The Town achieved a signifi cant 
housing production goal in cooper-
ation with developers the Richmond 
Corporation, authorizing projects 
under the Workforce Rental and 
Workforce Homeownership Bylaws. 
90 new rental units in the Meadows 
development are now occupied, and 
Sandpiper Place off ers homeowner-
ship opportunities- including build-
ing lots- for fi rst-time buyers.

HOME RULE PETITION
Town Meeting on multiple occasions 
has unanimously backed the Hous-
ing Bank Home Rule Petition, HB 
3637, (previously HB 2794), which 
would provide a steady stream of 
aff ordable housing funding through 
a real estate transfer tax on sales of 
homes over $2 million. Since Nan-
tucket initiated this eff ort four years 
ago, several communities have fi led 
similar transfer fee bills with the leg-
islature, such as Somerville, Boston, 
Provincetown, Truro, Concord, Cha-
tham, and Brookline.

HOUSING CHOICE COMMUNITY
Nantucket qualifi ed for the inaugural 
class of the Housing Choice Commu-
nities and renewed its membership 
in 2020. The Town was pleased to 
receive a Housing Choice Communi-
ties Capital Grant for $250,000, along-
side a $1.5 million MassWorks grant, 
for infrastructure creation to sup-
port housing development and the 
prospective addition of seventy-two 
new aff ordable units to Nantucket’s 
Chapter 40B SHI.

The goals and strategies in Nantuck-
et’s 2021 HPP seek to build upon the 
notable progress already made and 
move the Town closer to meeting its 
signifi cant aff ordable housing needs.

Why Have a Housing Produc  on 
Plan? 
A Housing Production Plan describes 
a community’s housing needs us-
ing data from sources such as the 
U.S. Census Bureau, housing mar-
ket reports, municipal records, and 
community interviews. Using this 
analysis of the supply and demand 
of aff ordable housing and potential 
barriers to further housing develop-
ment, an HPP then sets a series of 
qualitative and quantitative aff ord-
able housing goals. Based on these 
goals, the document must then lay 
out a plan for achieving these goals 
through a set of specifi c strategies. 
A completed HPP requires approval 
by the Massachusetts Department of 
Housing and Community Develop-
ment (DHCD) in order for a town to 

Housing Nantucket’s Aff ordable Housing Covenant Program has helped many 
moderate-income families buy a permanent home on Nantucket. (Photo provided by 
Anne Kuszpa, Execuঞ ve Director, Housing Nantucket). 
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rely on it as a later basis seeking HPP 
certifi cation.  

While many types of housing needs 
may be considered, a primary pur-
pose of an HPP is to help communi-
ties reach the threshold prescribed by 
Massachusetts General Laws (G.L..) 
Chapter 40B of 10 percent of total 
year-round housing units deed-re-
stricted to be aff ordable for low-in-
come households. “Low-income” in 
this context is defi ned as a household 
making 80 percent or less of the re-
gion’s Area Median Income (AMI), 
calculated by the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD). Whether a community has 
reached the 10 percent aff ordable 
threshold is determined by the Chap-
ter 40B Subsidized Housing Invento-
ry (SHI), a periodically updated list 
of all aff ordable units recognized by 
DHCD. 

A Note on the Data: Who is Not 
Counted?
This HPP relies heavily on United 
States Census data (especially on the 
2019 American Community Survey 
[ACS] fi ve-year estimates) and oth-
er offi  cial sources, which presents a 
unique problem in Nantucket. For 
years, local conventional wisdom has 
held that the Census under-reports 
the island’s total population, due 
largely to two distinct issues: a high-
ly mobile seasonal population that 
tends to come and go throughout the 
year, and a signifi cant population of 
undocumented immigrant workers. 
Recent studies by the Nantucket Data 
Platform indicate that local wisdom 
may be factually correct, that many 
more people do live in Nantucket 
than the Census Bureau reports.  

However, the 10 percent aff ordable 
housing threshold is statutory and 
not something that either DHCD or 

the Town of Nantucket can waive.  
Since the HPP is a product of state 
policies for implementing Chap-
ter 40B, these plans need to follow 
planning best practices and use the 
best available, systematically collect-
ed demographic and housing data 
while acknowledging its potential 
shortcomings. Moreover, every HPP 
should incorporate local knowledge 
where appropriate to provide the 
most accurate picture possible of 
conditions “on the ground.” When it 
comes to statistics such as language 
profi ciency, average number of oc-
cupants per room, and household 
income, the data for Nantucket may 
not tell the full story.

NEIGHBORHOOD LEVEL ANALYSIS
Nantucket contains multiple distinct 
historic villages and neighborhoods 
with their own population charac-
teristics and housing needs. To bet-
ter capture the geographic diversity 

How this Plan helps Nantucket
Adopঞ ng an HPP not only helps a 
community assess and plan for its long-
term housing needs, but it also works as a 
vehicle for achieving “Safe Harbor” status 
from DHCD. 

A community with a DHCD-approved 
HPP may become eligible for housing plan 
cerঞ fi caঞ on by adding new aff ordable units 
to the Chapter 40B SHI at an annual rate 
of at least 0.5 percent of its total year-
round housing units as reported in the 
most recent federal census (for Nantucket, 
the minimum is twenty-four units in one 
calendar year). 

Once DHCD cerঞ fi es the community’s 
progress under the approved HPP, the 
Zoning Board of Appeals may invoke 

what is known as “Safe Harbor” status 
in response to a comprehensive permit 
applicaঞ on. This means that the Town, 
despite not meeঞ ng the 10 percent 
statutory minimum, may impose condiঞ ons 
on or outright deny the issuance of a 
comprehensive permit, resulঞ ng in more 
control over the type, locaঞ on, and 
design of residenঞ al development while 
conঞ nuing to meet housing needs through 
HPP strategies. 

Achieving the 0.5 percent annual increase 
enঞ tles a community to one year of Safe 
Harbor while reaching one percent or 
greater allows for two years (for Nantucket, 
forty-nine units). 
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within Nantucket, the Housing 
Needs Assessment examines se-
lected data at the Census Tract 
level.

The Town contains fi ve Census 
Tracts as shown on  1-1. Table 1-1 
summarizes the characteristics of 
each tract and correlates the tracts 
with traditional village areas, 
to the extent possible. The year-
round populations for these tracts 
vary signifi cantly, with Tract 9502 
having ten times the reported 
population of Tract 9503.07.

Key Findings
The Housing Needs Assessment 
builds upon data from the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, HUD, the Town of Nan-
tucket, and interviews with commu-
nity stakeholders to provide a picture 
of recent demographic and housing 
trends on Nantucket. 

Demographic Profi le
The key fi ndings from the Demo-
graphic Profi le section of the Needs 
Assessment are that Nantucket has:

 An aging popula  on. Like most 
Massachusetts communities, the 
age distribution in Nantucket is 
expected to skew older in the com-
ing decades.

 Unequal income distribu  on. The 
island’s villages and neighbor-
hoods have drastically diff erent 
median household incomes, and a 
wide range of incomes exist with-
in these areas. 

 A steadily growing popula  on. The 
island’s year-round population 
has been increasing slowly but 
consistently for over a decade.

 During the same period, the num-
ber of year-round households has 
been shrinking. This means that 
more people are living in fewer 
households, i.e., more people per 
dwelling unit. 

 Signifi cant presence of undocu-
mented immigrants. While undoc-
umented immigrants are diffi  cult 
to count, Town Staff  and commu-
nity organizations agree that they 
are present in large numbers.

 Increasing propor  on of minority 
students in public schools. Despite 
having a majority-White popu-
lation, Nantucket Public Schools 
recently reported a “majority-mi-
nority” student body for the fi rst 
time.

Housing Profi le
The second half of the Housing 
Needs Analysis is the Housing Pro-
fi le, which examines factors such as 
the local real estate market, produc-
tion of new units, and existing hous-
ing stock. The major fi ndings from 

this section include:
 Limited housing diversity. The 
housing stock is overwhelmingly 
comprised of single-family de-
tached dwellings (although mul-
tiple such dwellings may be al-
lowed on one lot), indicating that 
Nantucket has limited housing di-
versity in terms of size and tenure. 
Some of the detached dwellings in 
Town are small homes or cottag-
es created as second dwellings on 
single-family properties, which is 
allowed under Nantucket’s zon-
ing, but there is very little multi-
family housing.  

 Geographic concentra  on. Most of 
the housing options beyond sin-
gle-family detached dwellings are 
concentrated in the center of the 
island.

 High rental housing costs in rela  on 
to year-round household income. 
Most renter households have high 
housing cost burdens, meaning 
they pay more than 30 percent 
of their gross monthly income 

Table 1-1: Nantucket Census Tract Summary
Tract # Major Areas & 

Villages
Popula  on Median 

Age
Households Average 

Household 
Size

9501.00 Historic Town 
Center, Brant 
Point

1,649 52.2 655 2.3

9502.00 Mid-Island, 
Miacomet

5,270 37.5 1,751 3

9503.07 Madaket, 
Dionis, 
Tuckernuck 
& Muskeget 
Islands

518 39.2 182 2.9

9504.00 Surfside, Airport 2,680 35.2 676 3.9
9505.00 Siaconset, Tom 

Nevers, Polpis, 
Wauwinet

1,051 60 449 2.1

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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for housing costs. Cost burden is 
common among Nantucket home-
owners, too.

Overcrowding. Community lead-
ers and others knowledgeable 
about the island’s housing condi-
tions report that signifi cant over-
crowding problems exist across 
the island.

Relaঞ vely new housing stock. A 
majority of Nantucket’s housing 
stock has been constructed since 
1980, despite the island’s strong 
identifi cation with its colonial-era 
history and architecture. Almost 
60 percent of all dwelling units 
in Nantucket today were built in 
one thirty-year period, from 1980 
to 2009.

Nantucket has high vacancy rates 
and a large number of seasonal 
units, a condiঞ on typical of vaca-
ঞ on/resort areas. Many local of-
fi cials and residents interviewed 
for this HPP believe in the past 
decade, the number of units re-
served for seasonal use increased 
faster than total new housing con-
struction. Market demand for a 
seasonal or vacation residence has 
outpaced demand for year-round 
housing so much that once-exist-
ing year-round homes have been 
absorbed by seasonal buyers. 

Several of the most signifi cant is-
sues reported by offi  cials and other 
residents are uniquely diffi  cult to 
capture in offi  cial data sources. Chal-
lenges such as the proliferation of 
overcrowded room rentals or the in-
ability of undocumented immigrants 
to access housing assistance remain 
invisible to agencies such as the Cen-
sus Bureau. Where possible, these 
data gaps were fi lled by community 

Housing Producঞ on Goals
This HPP addresses both quanঞ taঞ ve and qualitaঞ ve goals. 
The primary numerical goal is to produce at least twenty-four 
units of new, SHI-eligible units every year in order to qualify 
for “safe harbor” status. The major qualitaঞ ve goals describing 
the desired type, locaঞ on, aff ordability level, and other 
characterisঞ cs of new housing, each of which is divided into 
more specifi c subgoals, are as follows: 

Preserve, diversify, expand year-round housing stock

Increase both rental and ownership housing opঞ ons
Provide for age-restricted housing to address the unmet 
needs of Nantucket’s elderly populaঞ on
Encourage units of diff erent sizes, and in various 
neighborhoods
Protect exisঞ ng year-round housing from conversion to 
seasonal use

Increase focus on aff ordability at all levels

Increase focus on aff ordability for households with incomes 
between 50-100% AMI, where the highest levels of housing 
cost burden exist
Adopt addiঞ onal zoning regulaঞ ons to encourage the 
producঞ on of aff ordable housing 

Tailor development strategies to locaঞ on and principles of 
the Nantucket Master Plan

Working within exisঞ ng zoning and Nantucket’s Master 
Plan, conঞ nue to focus higher density in appropriate areas 
and create alternaঞ ve tools for aff ordable housing in lower-
density areas.
Idenঞ fy specifi c sites to encourage aff ordable and mixed-
income development

Engage in outreach, educaঞ on, and partnerships

Expand and maintain partnerships with regional organizaঞ ons 
that deal with housing issues
Reach out to underserved residents
Educate the public about aff ordable housing
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feedback and stakeholder interviews 
for this HPP.

The third and fi nal part of the Hous-
ing Needs Assessment is the analysis 
of Barriers to Aff ordable Housing De-
velopment. This section examines fac-
tors that constrain the development 
of aff ordable housing, including the 
environment, zoning regulations, 
available infrastructure, and com-
munity opposition. Some barriers 
should be recognized and protected 
as vital public interests. Environmen-
tal resources are critical community 
assets, but it is important to under-
stand where new housing might be 
developed and what forms of hous-
ing are or should be permitted. 

Strategies
The following strategies address 
DHCD requirements for approval of 
the HPP. They are meant to further 
Nantucket’s aff ordable housing goals 
over the next fi ve years.

INSTITUTE RELIABLE FUNDING 
STREAMS FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING.
Housing organizations require ad-
equate and reliable annual funding 
sources to create or expand pro-
grams, so the Town should consider 
a series of proposed taxes and fees to 
fund local aff ordable housing initia-
tives where permitted by law. This 
includes continuing to pursue the 
“Housing Bank Bill.”

CONTINUE PUBLIC OUTREACH 
INITIATIVES. 
Multiple forms of well-organized 
public outreach initiatives related 
to aff ordable housing, such as com-
munity education programs or the 
translation of materials into multiple 
languages, are vital for housing strat-

egies to succeed and to combat misin-
formation about aff ordable housing.

IDENTIFY MUNICIPAL PROPERTIES. 
Several publicly owned properties 
were identifi ed as potential locations 
to encourage aff ordable housing de-
velopment (see Appendix).

MAKE TOWN OWNED LAND AVAILABLE 
FOR AFFORDABLE HOUSING. 
The Town should directly facilitate 
housing development on appropri-
ate parcels that it controls, including 
properties identifi ed under the previ-
ous strategy.

IDENTIFY PRIVATE PROPERTIES. 
Several privately owned properties 
were identifi ed as potential locations 
to encourage aff ordable housing de-
velopment through cooperation with 
property owners, potentially uti-
lizing a Comprehensive Permit ap-
proach (see Appendix).

PURSUE “FRIENDLY” 40BS. 
The Comprehensive Permit process 
under Chapter 40B should be used as 
a tool through which the Town and 
developers can facilitate mutually 
benefi cial aff ordable housing devel-
opments on properties where devel-
opment might not have been viable 
under local zoning regulations. A 
friendly 40B (so-called) can include a 
Local Initiative Program (LIP) Com-
prehensive Permit or a Comprehen-
sive Permit applied for with a tradi-
tional Project Eligibility Letter (PEL) 
from an agency such as MassHous-
ing. The point is to collaborate with 
applicants to craft a feasible project in 
locations that align with Nantucket’s 
Master Plan and other planning pol-
icies.
EXPAND EXISTING ZONING TOOLS. 
Nantucket already has a robust set 

of zoning provisions to encourage 
housing production. These should 
be expanded to include more areas 
of the island and be designed to help 
Nantucket’s lower-income house-
holds.

EXPLORE ADDITIONAL ZONING 
CHANGES. 
Some additional changes to Nantuck-
et’s Zoning Bylaw should be consid-
ered to encourage aff ordable housing 
development, such as reducing park-
ing requirements for multifamily de-
velopment in certain zoning districts.

INCLUSIONARY ZONING
The Town should adopt an Inclu-
sionary Zoning Bylaw, requiring that 
residential projects over a certain ap-
propriate size should include a per-
centage of permanently aff ordable 
units or pay an “in-lieu” fee to the 
Nantucket Aff ordable Housing Trust. 

ADAPT STRATEGIES FOR DIFFERENT 
AREAS OF TOWN. 
While mid-scale multifamily devel-
opment is most viable in the more 
densely populated center of the is-
land, appropriate methods for pro-
viding aff ordable housing in other 
villages and neighborhoods should 
be implemented. This may include 
providing deep subsidies to create 
lower-density aff ordable housing in 
areas designated for a “country” de-
velopment pattern. 

EXPAND RENTAL OPPORTUNITIES. 
Nantucket’s supply of rental hous-
ing lags demand, so while the Town 
should continue to pursue homeown-
ership opportunities, there should be 
an increased emphasis on providing 
aff ordable rental options – and es-
pecially low- and very-low-income 
rental options. 
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HISTORIC DISTRICT STANDARDS FOR 
MULTIFAMILY. 
The Town should work with the Nan-
tucket Historic District Commission 
to develop island-appropriate de-
sign standards for new multifamily 
and aff ordable housing construction. 
Published guidelines would help 
to both streamline the development 
process and ensure that future devel-
opments continue to be in keeping 
with local character. 

CONDUCT A NEEDS ASSESSMENT 
FOR HOUSING FOR PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES. 
The Town should conduct a needs as-
sessment to determine where action 
is needed to meet the housing needs 
of residents with disabilities of any 
kind.

ESTABLISH A COMMUNITY LAND TRUST. 
A Community Land Trust (CLT) is a 
non-profi t entity that purchases pri-
vate land and holds it in perpetuity to 
produce aff ordable housing. By sell-
ing homes but retaining ownership 
of the underlying land, a trust can re-
duce the sales price of its properties 
to aff ordable levels. As a private en-
tity, a CLT can also manage the hous-
ing sales and resales process without 
the burdensome requirements that 
public entities must comply with un-
der G.L.. c. 30B, the Uniform Procure-
ment Act.  

ALLOW MODULAR HOMES. 
Part of what makes housing on the 
island so expensive is the cost of im-
porting materials and labor, so op-

portunities to encourage the use of 
prefabricated homes manufactured 
off -island should be explored.

MAINTAIN AND EXPAND LOCAL AND 
REGIONAL PARTNERSHIPS. 
While Nantucket is an island, mak-
ing regional collaboration more diffi  -
cult than in other towns, there is still 
potential to collaborate with housing 
organizations throughout the Cape 
and Islands region to pursue aff ord-
able housing initiatives that would 
be unattainable otherwise.



1111

Sec  on 2. Needs Assessment

Sec  on 2. Needs Assessment





1313

Sec  on 2. Needs Assessment

Key Findings
Nantucket’s future hous-
ing needs will be shaped by 
these population trends:

 An aging popula  on. Like 
most Massachusetts 
communities, the age 
distribution in Nantucket 
is expected to skew older 
in the coming decades.

 Signifi cant income in-
equality. The island’s vil-
lages and neighborhoods 
have drastically diff erent 
median household in-
comes, and a wide range 
of incomes exist within 
these areas. 

 A steadily growing popula  on. 
Nantucket’s year-round popula-
tion has been increasing slowly 
but consistently for over a decade.

 Changes in year-round households. 
During the same period, the num-
ber of year-round households ap-
pears to have been shrinking. This 
means that more people are living 
in fewer households.

 Signifi cant presence of undocu-
mented immigrants. While undoc-
umented immigrants are diffi  cult 
to count, Town Staff  and various 
community organizations agree 
that they are present on Nantucket 
in large numbers.

 Increasing propor  on of minority 
students in public schools. Despite 
having a majority-White popula-
tion, Nantucket Public Schools are 
likely to have a “majority minori-
ty” student body soon, based on 
recent trends.

Popula  on Change
Far from the days when a 
declining whaling indus-
try led people to abandon 
the island in droves, Nan-
tucket has experienced 
steady population growth 
since the 1960s following 
a stagnant fi rst half of the 
twentieth century. The 
most signifi cant growth 
period for the Town was 
in the 1990s, during which 
the year-round popula-
tion increased from about 
6,000 to nearly 10,000. 
Over the last decade 
growth has continued, 
but at a slower pace (Table 
2-1). 

Figure 2-1 plots Nantucket’s popula-
tion growth rate between each decen-
nial census since 1940 compared with 
Massachusetts as a whole and the oth-
er counties of the Cape and Islands 
region. Martha’s Vineyard and Nan-
tucket have experienced signifi cantly 

higher population growth than the 
state since 1970, where Cape Cod’s 
population growth peaked earlier 
and has begun to shrink in recent 
years. If future population predic-
tions hold true, Nantucket’s popula-
tion will increase by about 18 percent 
between 2010 and 2035.

Demographic Profi le

Table 2-1. Nantucket Popula  on Since 2010
Year Populaঞ on % change from 

previous year
2019 11,168 0.6%
2018 11,101 1.7%
2017 10,912 2.0%
2016 10,694 1.3%
2015 10,556 1.4%
2014 10,414 1.9%
2013 10,224 0.3%
2012 10,194 0.6%
2011 10,135 0.7%
2010 10,069 -8.6%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Esঞ mates 
(2009-2019). Note that the ACS publishes a populaঞ on 
esঞ mate based on sampling. The esঞ mate for 2010 
may not match the offi  cial populaঞ on count for Census 
2010. 
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Nantucket is unusual in that the 
year-round population reported by 
the Census tells only half the story 
due to its status as a seasonal resort 
community. In the summer, residents 
with vacation homes on Nantucket 
reappear, causing the population to 
balloon until the autumn becomes 
chilly (to say nothing of the daytime 
tourists and short-term visitors who 
also fl ock to the Town’s beaches). 
While offi  cial sources do not capture 
seasonal populations, suffi  ce it to say 
that for much of the year there are far 
more than 12,000 people in Nantuck-
et at any given time. 

While Nantucket’s population has 
slowly increased over the past de-
cade, the number of households has 
been shrinking, as shown in Figure 
2-2. Since the 2010 Census, there has 
been an estimated 12 percent de-
crease in the number of year-round 
households alongside a nearly 10 
percent increase in population. 
As a result of more year-round res-
idents living in fewer year-round 
housing units, the Town’s aver-
age household size has increased 
from 2.39 in 2010 to 2.9 in 2019.

The trend of more people living in 
fewer dwelling units may refl ect 
problems with overcrowded hous-
ing mentioned by many of the local 
residents interviewed for this plan.  
Regardless, the stark divergence of 
population and household growth is 
a clear indicator of the island’s hous-
ing crisis.

Popula  on Age
The age distribution of Nantucket’s 
population does not diff er signifi -
cantly from that of Massachusetts 
as a whole. Table 2-2 shows that the 
Town has a somewhat higher pro-

Table 2-2. Age Group Distribu  on
Nantucket and Massachuse  s
 Nantucket Massachuse  s
Age Group # % # %
17 or under 2,311 20.7% 1,371,260 20.0%
18-24 665 6.0% 697,610 10.2%
25-34 1,698 15.2% 973,485 14.2%
35-44 1,689 15.1% 836,367 12.2%
45-54 1,698 15.2% 938,102 13.7%
55-64 1,476 13.2% 926,640 13.5%
65-74 984 8.8% 633,197 9.2%
75-84 437 3.9% 317,216 4.6%
85 or older 210 1.9% 156,676 2.3%
Total 11,168 100.0% 6,850,553 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-3. Age Distribu  on in Nantucket Over Time
 2010 Census 2019 Es  mates  
Age Group # % # % Change 

2010-2019
17 or under 2108 20.7% 2311 20.7% 9.6%
18-24 636 6.3% 665 6.0% 4.6%
25-34 1591 15.6% 1698 15.2% 6.7%
35-44 1689 16.6% 1689 15.1% 0.0%
45-54 1636 16.1% 1698 15.2% 3.8%
55-64 1285 12.6% 1476 13.2% 14.9%
65-74 692 6.8% 984 8.8% 42.2%
75-84 373 3.7% 437 3.9% 17.2%
85 or older 162 1.6% 210 1.9% 29.6%
Total 10,172 100.0% 11,168 100.0% 9.8%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019), 2010 Decennial 
Census
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portion of young to middle-aged 
adults, with age groups from 25-54 
years old overrepresented. (Figure 
2-3). Table 2-4 reports the estimated 
change in age distribution between 
the 2010 Census and 2019 and shows 

that while Nantucket’s population 
is not particularly old compared to 
the state average, it has been aging. 
In 2010, around 25 percent of the 
Town’s population was 55 or older, 
whereas in 2019 that proportion had 

risen to nearly 28 percent. The most 
signifi cant growth occurred in the 65-
74 age range. 

The Donahue Institute projects that 
Nantucket’s population will contin-

Table 2-4. Popula  on Projec  ons
Age Group 2020 % Change 2025 % Change 2030 % Change 2035 % Change 2040
19 and under 2,589 3.7% 2,689 3.0% 2,773 4.0% 2,890 7.3% 3,119
20-29 1,304 19.9% 1,628 12.8% 1,868 6.3% 1,994 -1.3% 1,968
30-39 1,449 -25.2% 1,157 3.9% 1,204 21.3% 1,530 10.8% 1,715
40-49 1,593 -3.9% 1,533 -11.5% 1,375 -26.0% 1,091 1.4% 1,106
50-59 1,706 -5.4% 1,619 -9.8% 1,474 -7.2% 1,375 -11.7% 1,231
60-69 1,228 9.8% 1,361 3.9% 1,416 -6.7% 1,327 -12.0% 1,185
70-79 930 16.6% 1,115 -2.2% 1,091 6.0% 1,161 2.5% 1,191
80 and above 405 6.3% 432 28.2% 602 9.2% 663 4.9% 697
Total Popula  on 11,204 2.9% 11,534 2.3% 11,803 1.9% 12,031 1.5% 12,212
Source: UMass Dartmouth Donahue Ins  tute

Table 2-5. Household Type
Nantucket Massachuse  s

Household Type # % % family 
households

# % % family 
households

Family Households 2,317 62.4%  1,659,300 63.4%  
Married-Couple Family 1,867 50.3% 80.6% 1,231,768 47.1% 74.2%
Other Family 450 12.1% 19.4% 427,532 16.3% 25.8%
Nonfamily Households 1,396 37.6%  958,197 36.6%  
Total Households 3,713 100.0%  2,617,497 100.0%  
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-6: Household Size
Nantucket Massachuse  s

Household Size # % # %
1-Person Household 1,120 30.2% 745,793 28.5%
2-Person Household 1,307 35.2% 870,717 33.3%
3-Person Household 433 11.7% 432,963 16.5%
4-Person Household 522 14.1% 360,150 13.8%
5-Person Household 248 6.7% 138,974 5.3%
6-Person Household 70 1.9% 45,782 1.7%
7-or-more-Person Household 13 0.4% 23,118 0.9%
Total 3,713 100.0% 2,617,497 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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ue to age, with over one third of the 
population in their fi fties or older by 
2040.

Household Type and Size
Most Nantucket households con-
sist of families, and most families 
are married couples (Table 2-5). The 
Town’s breakdown of household 
types is very similar to the state’s, 
with the most signifi cant diff erence 
being the high proportion of mar-
ried-couple families in Nantucket.

Most households in Nantucket are 
made up of one to two people, as is 

the case in the rest of the state. Six-
ty-fi ve percent of the Town’s house-
holds fall into this category, com-
pared to 62 percent of Massachusetts 
households. The only other signif-
icant diff erence between the two is 
Nantucket’s lower-than-average pro-
portion of three-person households.

Nantucket has a range of household 
types across the island, as shown in 
Tables 2-7 and 2-8 and the supporting 
maps on the following pages. Fami-
ly households comprise the majority 
in every census tract, but nonfam-
ily households and to some extent 

single-parent families appear to be 
concentrated in the downtown and 
Mid-Island areas. Elsewhere, families 
in general and married-couple fami-
lies make up an even greater major-
ity. By contrast, one- to two-person 
households are the majority in every 
census tract except for Tract 9504, 
which has many four and fi ve-per-
son households. This area alone ac-
counts for roughly half of the island’s 
fi ve-person households. Tract 9501 
contains the highest proportion of 
one-person households. Nowhere are 
households of six or more common.

Group Quarters

Table 2-7: Household Type by Nantucket Census Tract
9501 9502 9503.07 9504 9505

Family Households 348 53.1% 1,060 60.5% 124 68.1% 488 72.2% 297 66.2%
Married-Couple Family 251 72.1% 824 77.7% 120 96.8% 416 85.2% 256 86.2%
Other Family 97 27.9% 236 22.3% 4 3.2% 72 14.8% 41 13.8%
Nonfamily Households 307 46.9% 691 39.5% 58 31.9% 188 27.8% 152 33.9%
Total Households 655 100.0% 1,751 100.0% 182 100.0% 676 100.0% 449 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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According to the Census Bureau, the 
term “group quarters” is residence 
but not a housing unit, i.e., institu-
tions such as college dormitories or 
nursing homes. Table 2-9 compares 
the group quarters population of 
Nantucket with Massachusetts and 
nearby areas. Nantucket has fewer 
group quarters residents than Massa-
chusetts, but a higher rate than either 
Cape Cod or Martha’s Vineyard.

Race, Ethnicity, and Culture
Nantucket, like most Massachusetts 
towns, is a majority-White commu-
nity. Table 2-10 shows that while the 
Town has a similar proportion of 
White year-round residents to nearby 
Martha’s Vineyard, both islands are 
less diverse than the state. Nantucket 
has comparatively small Latinx and 
Asian populations, while its Black 
population is closer to the state av-
erage. Despite this, Latino and Black 
students are overrepresented in the 
student body of Nantucket Public 

Schools compared to the total pop-
ulation (see the next section, “Public 
School Enrollment”).

Over 88 percent of Nantucket’s 
year-round residents were born in 
the United States, a higher rate than 
Massachusetts as a whole (Table 
2-11). Over 70 percent of the U.S.-
born residents of Massachusetts were 
born in Massachusetts, meaning that 
an overall majority of the state’s res-
idents were born there. The same is 
not true of Nantucket. A signifi cant 
percentage of Nantucket’s popula-
tion was born in the United States 
but out-of-state, making lifelong Bay 
Staters a minority on the island. 

The most common region of origin for 
foreign-born Nantucket residents is 
Latin America (Table 2-12). Over one-
fourth of the island’s foreign-born 
population is from the Caribbean. 
Nantucket also has a higher propor-
tion of residents born in Europe, and 

a much smaller proportion of those 
born in Asia. Within the Latin Amer-
ica group, Nantucket has more South 
Americans and fewer Central Ameri-
cans than the state average. 

Table 2-13 lists the most common 
countries of birth for foreign-born 
residents of Nantucket, and it is 
notable that no single national ori-
gin dominates. Jamaica is the most 
common country of origin but only 
represents about 13 percent of the 
Town’s total foreign-born popula-
tion, with a diverse set of countries 
from Europe, Latin America, and 
South Asia rounding out the list. It 
is important to note that few if any 
undocumented immigrants are likely 
to be refl ected in federal census data, 
and accurate data on their place of 
birth is unavailable. 

In accordance with Nantucket’s rela-
tively large Latin American popula-
tion, the most common non-English 

Table 2-8: Household Size by Nantucket Census Tract
 9501 9502 9503.07 9504 9505
1-Person Household 262 40.0% 543 31.0% 39 21.4% 124 18.3% 152 33.9%
2-Person Household 238 36.3% 559 31.9% 78 42.9% 200 29.6% 232 51.7%
3-Person Household 83 12.7% 209 11.9% 36 19.8% 87 12.9% 18 4.0%
4-Person Household 45 6.9% 308 17.6% 17 9.3% 130 19.2% 22 4.9%
5-Person Household 27 4.1% 91 5.2% 4 2.2% 120 17.8% 6 1.3%
6-Person Household 0 0% 41 2.3% 0 0% 10 1.5% 19 4.2%
7-or-more-Person 
Household

0 0% 0 0% 8 4.40% 5 0.70% 0 0%

Total Households 655 100% 1,751 100% 182 100% 676 100% 449 100%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-9: Group Quarters Popula  on for Selected Geographies
 Nantucket Martha’s Vineyard Cape Cod Massachuse  s
Group Quarters Popula  on 286 255 2,708 248,635
% total 2.6% 1.5% 1.3% 3.6%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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language spoken at home is Spanish 
(Table 2-14). However, compared 
to the entire state, the proportion of 
Spanish-speakers and non-English 
speakers in general is low. The only 
language group with a higher rep-
resentation on Nantucket than the 
state is Slavic languages, likely due to 
the presence of Bulgarian speakers. 
The only other signifi cant language 
group present on the island is “Other 

Indo-European,” which based on the 
experience of community members 
is likely made up primarily of Portu-
guese speakers.

The American Community Survey 
asks respondents who speak a lan-
guage other than English at home 
to estimate their English skills. Ta-
ble 2-15 reports the level of English 
profi ciency for Nantucket residents 

who do not already speak English as 
their fi rst language. One immediate 
takeaway is that most of this popu-
lation speaks English “very well.” 
The same holds true for speakers of 
each individual language group be-
sides “Other Asian/Pacifi c Islander,” 
which is split fi fty-fi fty. Of Nantuck-
et’s larger language groups, “Other 
Indo-European” (which as stated 
above, probably consists of mostly 

Table 2-10: Popula  on by Race or Ethnicity
Nantucket Martha’s Vineyard Massachuse  s

Race/Ethnicity # % # % # %
White Alone 9,513 85.2% 14811 85.6% 4,903,539 71.6%
Hispanic or La  no of any race* 465 4.2% 630 3.6% 809,179 11.8%
Black/African American 736 6.6% 727 4.2% 473,181 6.9%
American Indian & Alaska Na  ve 32 0.3% 116 0.7% 9,667 0.1%
Asian 71 0.6% 59 0.3% 449,793 6.6%
Na  ve Hawaiian & Other Pacifi c Islander 7 0.1% 0 0.0% 2,210 0.0%
Other 0 0.0% 303 1.8% 56,363 0.8%
Two or More Races 344 3.1% 666 3.8% 146,621 2.1%
Total 11,168 100.0% 17312 100.0% 6,850,553 100.0%
* Hispanic/La  no is an ethnic dis  nc  on separate from race. Source: ACS 5-Year Es  mates (2019).
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Portuguese speakers) stands out as having 
a higher proportion of speakers that do not 
speak English well.

While every area of Nantucket has a large 
white majority, minority populations are 
concentrated in certain areas. Census Tracts 
9502 and 9504, covering the south-central 
portion of the island, contain high concen-
trations of Black, Latinx, and those identify-
ing with two or more races, more than the 
town overall. The other three tracts are over 
90 percent White, with the western portion 
of Town (Census Tract 9503.07) estimated to 
contain almost exclusively White residents.

Any discussion of immigration and nation-
al origin must acknowledge the signifi cant 
presence of undocumented immigrants on 
Nantucket, most of whom are unlikely to be 
included in offi  cial statistics. While concrete 
demographic information on this group is 
unavailable, residents report that a signifi -
cant number of undocumented immigrants 
come to Nantucket to work in seasonal in-
dustries and may be more likely to end up 
in substandard or overcrowded housing.

Public School Enrollment
Figure 2-3 displays Nantucket Public 
Schools (NPS) student enrollment data to 
compare the school system’s population 
growth with the racial and ethnic make-
up of the student body from 1998 to 2019. 
The overall number of students in NPS has 
tended to increase over time, with a net in-
crease of over four hundred students since 
1998 and steady year-to-year growth since 
2009. However, there has been a concurrent 
steady decrease in the proportion of White 
students. The most signifi cant growth has 
occurred in NPS’s Latino population, grow-
ing from less than 1 percent of the student 
body in 1998 to nearly a third of all students 
in 2018. The proportion of Black and “Oth-
er” students has also grown, albeit more 
slowly, the result being that White students 
made up barely half of the population in the 

Table 2-11. Popula  on by Na  vity & Ci  zenship Status
Nantucket Massachuse  s

Place of Birth # % # %
Born in US 9,871 88.4% 5,701,644 83.2%
Born in MA 5,681 57.6% 4,133,130 72.5%
Born Elsewhere in US 4,190 42.4% 1,568,514 27.5%
Foreign Born 1,297 11.6% 1,148,909 16.8%
U.S. Ci  zen 492 37.9% 613,050 53.4%
Not a US Ci  zen 805 62.1% 535,859 46.6%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-12. Foreign-Born Popula  on by Place of Birth
 Nantucket Massachuse  s
Birthplace # % # %
Europe 509 39.2% 234,412 20.4%
Asia 113 8.7% 350,559 30.5%
Africa 36 2.8% 104,736 9.1%
Oceania 31 2.4% 4,222 0.4%
La  n America 573 44.2% 424,974 37.0%
Caribbean 337 26.0% 188,407 16.4%
Central 
America

49 3.8% 104,023 9.1%

South America 187 14.4% 132,544 11.5%
Other Americas 35 2.7% 30,006 2.6%
Total 1,297 100.0% 1,148,909 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-13: Most Common Country of Birth for Foreign-Born 
Nantucket Residents
Country of Birth No, Residents % Foreign-Born 

Popula  on
Jamaica 170 13.1%
Bulgaria 147 11.3%
Brazil 121 9.3%
Hai  96 7.4%
United Kingdom 89 6.9%
India 62 4.8%
Dominican Republic 57 4.4%
Belarus 54 4.2%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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 Table 2-14: Popula  on Five Years or Older by Language Spoken at Home
 Nantucket Massachuse  s
Language Spoken at Home # % # %
Only English 9,238 88.3% 4,942,231 76.2%
Spanish 461 4.4% 592,436 9.1%
French, Hai  an, or Cajun 74 0.7% 139,674 2.2%
German or Other West Germanic 10 0.1% 19,757 0.3%
Russian, Polish, or Other Slavic 177 1.7% 70,450 1.1%
Other Indo-European 310 3.0% 354,655 5.5%
Korean 16 0.2% 16,774 0.3%
Chinese (all varie  es) 18 0.2% 135,121 2.1%
Vietnamese 15 0.1% 43,102 0.7%
Tagalog/Filipino 0 0.0% 9,072 0.1%
Other Asian/Pacifi c Island 46 0.4% 75,633 1.2%
Arabic 15 0.1% 33,534 0.5%
Other 84 0.8% 57,098 0.9%
Total Popula  on 5 or older 10,464 100% 6,489,537 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-15: English Language Profi ciency for Popula  on Not Speaking English at Home
Popula  on 5+ Not 
Speaking English at 

Home

Speak English 
“Very Well”

Speak English Less 
Than “Very Well”

All Languages 1,226 919 75.0% 307 25.0%
Spanish 461 370 80.3% 91 19.7%
French, Hai  an, or Cajun 74 54 73.0% 20 27.0%
German or Other West Germanic 10 10 100.0% 0 0.0%
Russian, Polish, or Other Slavic 177 131 74.0% 46 26.0%
Other Indo-European 310 201 64.8% 109 35.2%
Korean 16 16 100.0% 0 0.0%
Chinese (all varie  es) 18 0 0.0% 18 100.0%
Vietnamese 15 15 100.0% 0 0.0%
Other Asian/Pacifi c Island 46 23 50.0% 23 50.0%
Arabic 15 15 100.0% 0 0.0%
Other 84 84 100.0% 0 0.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Today, a majority 
of students in the 
Nantucket Public 
Schools are ethnic 
or racial minori  es. 
The La  no student 
popula  on increased 
from less than 1 
percent of total 
enrollnent in 1998 to 
to over one-third in 
2018.
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most recent available school year. In 
June 2021, during the drafting of this 
plan, NPS confi rmed that its student 
body was now “majority-minority,” 
meaning that a majority of students 
were non-White. This may refl ect the 
placement of many White children in 
Nantucket’s two private schools or 
other off -island schools by families 
who can aff ord to choose a private 
school education. 

Educa  on, Work and Earnings
The population of Nantucket is more 
educated than that of Massachusetts 
in general, with a much lower pro-
portion of adults who have not com-
pleted a high school education and 
a higher proportion of people with 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees (Ta-
ble 2-16). The Town does have few-
er doctorate degree holders than the 
statewide average, however.

The top industries that employ Nan-
tucket residents are Educational/

Health Care/Social Services, Pro-
fessional/Scientifi c/Waste Manage-
ment, Construction, and Retail, as 
shown in Table 2-17. Compared with 
state, the construction industry is 
highly overrepresented in Nantucket 
and Educational Services, underrep-
resented. The prevalence of construc-
tion jobs in Nantucket may be an in-
dication of the signifi cant demand for 

housing and home improvements on 
the island. Unemployment on Nan-
tucket is only 2.9 percent, compared 
with 4.9 percent statewide.

Disability
The incidence of disability on Nan-
tucket is similar to that of Massachu-
setts, i.e., between 11 and 12 percent. 
Table 2-18 also shows that when only 

Table 2-16. Highest Educa  onal A  ainment for Popula  on 25 Years and Over 
in Nantucket
 Nantucket Massachuse  s
Educa  onal A  ainment # % # %
Less Than High School 358 4.4% 441,944 9.2%
High School or 
Equivalent

1,625 19.8% 1,148,525 24.0%

Some College or 
Associate Degree

1,881 23.0% 1,102,149 23.0%

Bachelor’s Degree 2,563 31.3% 1,151,870 24.1%
Master’s Degree 1,388 16.9% 656,508 13.7%
Professional Degree 268 3.3% 145,317 3.0%
Doctorate 109 1.3% 135,370 2.8%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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the senior population is considered, 
disabilities are actually less common 
for Nantucket residents than the gen-
eral population.

Nantucket has limited facilities and 
services for people with disabilities. 
For example, there are fi ve SHI units 
under Department of Mental Health 
(DMH) management, and Landmark 
House off ers aff ordable rental units 
to younger tenants with disabilities 
alongside its senior residents. Com-

munity members working in social 
services say the island’s existing ca-
pacity for housing residents with dis-
abilities is inadequate. They report 
that existing mental health-oriented 
housing is too often full, and on-is-
land substance abuse programs are 
very limited. 

Household Wealth
Nantucket is a wealthy communi-
ty even without accounting for the 
households that own second or third 

homes there. The median household 
income (MHI) exceeds $100,000, 
higher than that of the state or any 
nearby county (see Table 2-19). In 
fact, Nantucket County households 
have among the highest incomes 
of any county in the United States; 
only thirty-six of the over 3,000 oth-
er counties and county equivalents 
nationwide have a median house-
hold income over $100,000, including 
Middlesex County in Massachusetts.

Table 2-17. Employment by Industry
 Nantucket Massachuse  s
Industry # % # %
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hun  ng, And Mining 100 1.6% 14,795 0.4%
Construc  on 1,011 15.8% 205,718 5.7%
Manufacturing 168 2.6% 317,827 8.8%
Wholesale Trade 168 2.6% 78,806 2.2%
Retail Trade 812 12.7% 370,824 10.3%
Transporta  on and Warehousing, And U  li  es 165 2.6% 140,484 3.9%
Informa  on 39 0.6% 82,102 2.3%
Finance And Insurance, And Real Estate, And Rental 
And Leasing

468 7.3% 265,085 7.3%

Professional, Scien  fi c, and Management, and 
Administra  ve, and Waste Management Services

1,030 16.0% 506,967 14.0%

Educa  onal Services, and Health Care and Social 
Assistance

1,162 18.1% 1,018,564 28.2%

Arts, Entertainment, and Recrea  on, and 
Accommoda  on and Food Services

659 10.3% 312,504 8.7%

Other Services, Except Public Administra  on 327 5.1% 161,589 4.5%
Public Administra  on 309 4.8% 137,110 3.8%
Total Workforce 6,418 100.0% 3,612,375 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-18. Disability Status
 Nantucket Massachuse  s

Residents repor  ng 
at least 1 disability

% of total 
pop. group

Residents 
repor  ng at least 1 

disability

% of total 
pop. group

Total Pop. 1,242 11.20% 784,593 11.60%
65+ Pop. 425 26.50% 340,368 31.80%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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Table 2-20 shows that median household income in 
Nantucket has steadily risen over the past decade, 
with only few small dips. A particularly large increase 
occurred in 2018, as was the case in the Boston Metro 
Area. 

Table 2-21 shows the disparity in income between 
year-round homeowners and year-round renters on 
Nantucket. Renters have a median household income 
lower than the overall state median (the median for all 
households regardless of tenure), yet renter incomes on 
Nantucket still trend signifi cantly higher than the state 
or nearby Martha’s Vineyard.
Median household income varies considerably from 
one part of the island to another.  2-5 shows MHI by 
Census Block Group, with the highest MHIs located to-
ward the center of the island. The lowest median 
household income is to the west in the Block Group 
containing Madaket.

Poverty and Homelessness
Nantucket’s reported household poverty rates are 
slightly less than half those of the Commonwealth as a 
whole, with only seventy-eight households estimated 
to be living below the poverty line.

Homelessness statistics are hard to come by for Nantuck-
et. Unsheltered individuals are diffi  cult to count by the 
very nature of the problems they face, and they are often 
invisible to offi  cial data sources. The Cape and Islands 
Regional Network on Homelessness conducts an annu-
al “Point in Time Count,” which counts individuals in 
shelters and those living unsheltered in Cape Cod, Mar-
tha’s Vineyard, and Nantucket. The latest available data 
from January 28, 2020 shows that volunteers were able 
to fi nd two people living without shelter in Nantucket.
 The count does not break down sheltered individuals 
by type, but Nantucket does not have a shelter, so it 
can be assumed that the local number of sheltered indi-
viduals is zero. This count does not capture individu-
als or families in precarious living situations who have 
entered into temporary informal living arrangements.
Anecdotally, social service workers on the island re-
port that homelessness is indeed an ongoing issue in 
the community. However, Nantucket currently lacks 
any kind of overnight shelter facility, highlighting the 
need to provide better services for residents who lack 
housing.

Table 2-19. Compara  ve Median Household Income
Nantucket $107,717 
Massachuse  s $81,215 
Barnstable County $74,336 
Martha’s Vineyard $71,811 
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates 
(2019)

Table 2-20: Change in Median Household Income 
Since 2010
Year MHI % change from 

previous year
2019 107,717 2.4%
2018 105,171 14.4%
2017 91,942 2.8%
2016 89,428 6.4%
2015 84,057 -2.9%
2014 86,529 1.2%
2013 85,478 2.3%
2012 83,546 -1.7%
2011 84,979 2.0%
2010 83,347 4.2%
* Not adjusted for infl a  on. Source: ACS 5-Year Es  mates 
(2009-2019)

Table 2-22. Household Poverty Status (Last 12 Months)
Nantucket Massachuse  s

# % # %
Below 
Poverty 
Level

78 3.4% 115,654 7.0%

At or Above 
Poverty 
Level

2,239 96.6% 1,543,646 93.0%

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-21: Median Household Income by Tenure
 Nantucket Martha’s 

Vineyard
State

Owner $118,380 $89,013 $107,223
Renter $74,125 $43,750 $45,195
Overall $107,717 $71,811 $81,215
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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Key Findings 

 Housing is Nantucket’s most intrac-
table social, economic, and poli  cal 
challenge. 

 Limited housing diversity. The 
housing stock is overwhelmingly 
comprised of single-family de-
tached dwellings, indicating that 
Nantucket lacks housing diversity 
in terms of size and tenure. While 
many of the detached dwellings 
on Nantucket are a product of 
the Town’s secondary (or perhaps 
tertiary) unit zoning, there is very 
little housing developed and man-
aged as permanent, year-round 
units. 

 Geographic concentra  on. The 
housing options beyond sin-
gle-family detached dwellings 
(rental units, multifamily devel-
opments, etc.) are concentrated 
in the center of the island. This is 
largely due to the availability of 
public water and sewer service, 
so higher-density development 
in this part of town makes sense. 
Still, the absence of aff ordable 
housing in other neighborhoods 
in Nantucket is and will continue 
to be a housing equity challenge 
for Nantucket’s housing and plan-
ning leaders. 

 Rental housing cost burden. A ma-
jority of renter households have 
high housing cost burdens, mean-
ing that they pay more than 30 per-
cent of their total income in hous-
ing costs. Cost burden is common 
among homeowners, too. 

 New housing stock. Much of Nan-
tucket’s housing stock has been 
constructed since 1980, and new 

units continue to be produced at a 
steady rate.

 Relentless demand for vaca  on/re-
sort housing. Nantucket has high 
vacancy rates and a large number 
of seasonal units, a condition typi-
cal of vacation/resort areas. While 
not a new phenomenon, it appears 
that growth in demand for season-
al and vacation housing on Nan-
tucket has outpaced the produc-
tion of new supply, meaning that 
new construction is often oriented 
towards the seasonal market and 
some homes once occupied by 
year-round residents have been 
absorbed by the resort market. 

 Overcrowded housing. Communi-
ty leaders and others report signif-
icant overcrowding issues across 
the island.

Housing Supply
While Nantucket is unique in many 
ways, the physical characteristics of 
its housing supply are typical for a 
small Massachusetts town. Table 2-23 
shows that the overwhelming major-

ity of housing units on Nantucket are 
detached single-family structures, 
followed by two-unit structures. 

Table 2-24 categorizes housing units 
by number of bedrooms. About 70 
percent of the housing units on Nan-
tucket have three or more bedrooms, 
which is not surprising given the sin-
gle-family makeup of the housing 
inventory and the island’s relatively 
well-off  households. There is a very 
limited supply of no-bedroom dwell-
ings (such as studio apartments).

The best way to track growth in a 
community’s housing inventory is 
through the roster of building per-
mits issued by inspectional services 
staff . Tables 2-25 shows the number 
of net new residential structures per 
year, i.e., minus demolition permits. 
This net growth has fl uctuated since 
2013, but overall, there is clearly an 
upward trend in building construc-
tion. It is little wonder that the con-
struction trades play so prominently 
in Nantucket’s employment base. 

Housing Profi le

Table 2-23. Nantucket Housing by Number of Units in Structure
# Units in Structure Units %
1; detached 10,831 87.7%
1; a  ached 362 2.9%
2 661 5.4%
3-4 233 1.9%
5-9 137 1.1%
10 or more 49 0.4%
Mobile home 63 0.5%
Boat, RV, van, etc. 9 0.1%
Total 12,345 100%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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Table 2-26 reveals that the new dwell-
ings permitted in Nantucket since 
2013 have been almost exclusively 
single-family homes, with only 21 
out of the over 1,300 new structures 
containing more than two units. Du-
plexes were more common, but even 
in the year with the most diverse 
building permit types (2019), over 70 
percent were for single-family dwell-
ings.

Age of Housing
Nantucket is famous for its historic 
architecture, yet most of its current 
housing stock has been built since 
1980. The island’s long history is re-
fl ected in the relatively large propor-
tion of housing (about 15 percent) 
built before 1940, but the biggest de-
cades for residential construction 
were the 1980s and 1990s – not sur-
prisingly, in the same period that the 
Nantucket Land Bank was estab-
lished (1983) to protect Nantucket’s 
land and water resources from the 
potential for overdevelopment. This 
growth has occurred concurrently 
with the Town’s year-round popula-
tion growth and increasing populari-
ty as a seasonal destination. 

Comparing Nantucket’s historic 
housing production to Cape Cod and 
Massachusetts highlights how sig-
nifi cant the former’s recent housing 
boom has been. About 40 percent of 
the Cape’s residential units and only 
29 percent of the Commonwealth’s 
were built post-1980. Nantucket has 
outperformed both in total housing 
growth, and Table 2-27 does not re-
ally capture the volume of new con-
struction that has occurred. (It is, like 
so many intercensal data sets from 
the Census Bureau, an estimate based 
on sampling.)

Occupancy and Tenure
The resort communities of the Cape 
and Islands region have vacancy 
rates wildly out of line with the rest 
of the state, as shown in Table 2-28. 

The majority of housing units on 
Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard 
are seasonally vacant, compared to 
less than 10 percent of Massachusetts 
units. This diff erence can be almost 

Table 2-24. Units by Number of Bedrooms
# Bedrooms Units %
No bedroom 391 3.2%
1 bedroom 1,262 10.2%
2 bedrooms 2,529 20.5%
3 bedrooms 3,478 28.2%
4 bedrooms 2,902 23.5%
5 or more bedrooms 1,783 14.4%
Total units 12,345 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates 
(2019)

Table 2-25. Nantucket Building and Demoli  on Permits
Year New Building 

Permits
Demoli  on 

Permits
Net New Residen  al 
Structures Permi  ed

2013 111 19 92
2014 150 26 124
2015 143 40 103
2016 200 40 160
2017 186 21 165
2018 171 39 132
2019 202 29 173
2020 180 28 152
Source: Town of Nantucket

Table 2-26. Characteris  cs of Nantucket Building Permits 2013-2020
Year Single 

Family
Accessory 

Units
Duplex Mul  family Total New 

Building 
Permits

% Single 
Family

2013 107 0 2 0 111 96.4%
2014 140 0 5 0 150 93.3%
2015 140 3 0 0 143 97.9%
2016 150 0 9 7 200 75.0%
2017 170 0 8 0 186 91.4%
2018 159 0 6 0 171 93.0%
2019 142 4 0 10 202 70.3%
2020 162 0 2 4 180 90.0%
Source: Town of Nantucket
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entirely explained by the vacation 
or second-home market, as the Cen-
sus Bureau considers units that sit 
unoccupied for half of the year to be 
vacant. With these assumptions in 
mind, it is fair to estimate that rough-
ly 70 percent of the potential housing 
supply on Nantucket has been ab-
sorbed by the seasonal market.

Most of the occupied year-round 
housing units in Nantucket are occu-
pied by their owners, leaving renters 
underrepresented when compared to 
statewide data. White households on 
Nantucket are also far more likely to 
own than rent. 

Figure 2-4 shows how Nantucket’s 
tenure statistics have changed since 
the 2010 Census. Despite ups and 
downs in the number of both owners 
and renters over the years, a few key 
trends emerge. Homeowners have 
continuously outnumbered renters 
by a signifi cant margin, and both 
groups have decreased in size since 
the beginning of the last decade. 
Since around 2017, it appears that 
the number of owners and renters is 
diverging, with a slight uptick in the 
number of owner households and a 
decrease in renters.

Occupancy and tenure vary quite a 
bit at the census tract level. As shown 
on the next page, all but Tract 9502 
have mostly vacant housing stock, 
with vacancy rates in multiple tracts 
exceeding 80 percent. Even Tract 
9502, which contains much of the 
Mid-Island area, has a vacancy rate 
many times higher than the state av-
erage. Homeowners dominate the 
year-round supply in every Nantuck-
et census tract, though signifi cant dif-
ferences exist. Tract 9503.07 has only 

eighteen renter households, whereas 
Tract 9502 contains more than half of 
all renters on the island.

Geographic Mobility
Geographic mobility measures how 
frequently households move to new 
housing units. It can indicate rela-
tive stability or instability in a town’s 
housing market. The American Com-
munity Survey asks respondents 
where they live relative to one year 
ago: in the same house, in a diff er-
ent house in the same area, etc. Table 

Table 2-27. Characteris  cs of Nantucket Building Permits 2013-2020
Year Single Family Accessory 

Units
Duplex Mul  family Total New 

Building Permits
% Single Family

2013 107 0 2 0 111 96.4%
2014 140 0 5 0 150 93.3%
2015 140 3 0 0 143 97.9%
2016 150 0 9 7 200 75.0%
2017 170 0 8 0 186 91.4%
2018 159 0 6 0 171 93.0%
2019 142 4 0 10 202 70.3%
2020 162 0 2 4 180 90.0%
Source: Town of Nantucket

Table 2-28. Housing Units by Vacancy Status 
 Nantucket Martha’s Vineyard Massachuse  s

# % # % # %
Occupied 3,713 30.1% 6,765 37.8% 2,617,497 90.3%

Vacant 8,632 69.9% 11,137 62.2% 279,762 9.7%
Total 12,345 100.0% 17,902 100.0% 2,897,259 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-29. Year-Round Households by Tenure
 Nantucket Massachuse  s

Tenure # % # %
Owner Occupied 2,619 70.5% 1,632,765 62.4%
Renter Occupied 1,094 29.5% 984,732 37.6%
Total Occupied Units 3,713 100.0% 2,617,497 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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Map 2.6.
Vacant Housing Units
by Census Tract
(Est. 2019)

Map 2.7. Year-Round Renters by Census 

Tract % All Households
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2-30 shows, as might be expected, 
that Nantucket renters are more like-
ly to move around than homeown-
ers. What Table 2-30 does not capture 
well is the eff ect of the “Nantucket 
Shuffl  e,” when renters have to 
vacate units for the summer. 
They may have the opportuni-
ty to rent the same unit again 
in the fall, but for three months 
out of the year, they  “shuffl  e” 
from place to place due to the 
shortage of year-round rental 
housing. 

Housing Sales Price and 
Market Rents
The median sale price for a 
Nantucket home of any type 
has remained above one mil-
lion dollars since 2005, except-
ing a one-year dip in 2013. Fo-
cusing on single-family home 
sales only, this has been the 
case without any anomalous 
years since 2004, even though 
the housing market stumbled 
in 2008. Despite the expected 
drop at that time, there is a 
clear overall upward trajectory 
of home prices in Nantucket, 
as illustrated in Table 2-31. It is 

notable that 2020 saw a record num-
ber of real estate transactions (almost 
200 more than the previous year) and 
an all-time high median sales price 
for single-family dwellings and con-

dominiums despite the COVID-19 
pandemic.
According to a 2020 real estate mar-
ket analysis by local agency Fisher 
Real Estate, rising sales prices and 

Table 2-30. Geographic Mobility in the Past Year
 Renter Owner
Same House 1 Year Ago 2,702 79.7% 7,018 95.8%
Residence 1 Year Ago:
Within Same County 390 11.5% 92 1.3%
Diff erent County, Same State 175 5.2% 124 1.7%
Diff erent State 72 2.1% 80 1.1%
Abroad 52 1.5% 14 0.2%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)

Table 2-31. Housing Sales Trends in Nantucket

Year 1-Family % change Total Sales Condo % change Total Sales
2020 $2,012,500 34.2% 218 $824,410 4.4% 23
2019 $1,500,000 0.7% 146 $790,000 9.1% 30
2018 $1,490,000 8.2% 172 $724,000 11.4% 23
2017 $1,377,500 8.0% 165 $650,000 22.1% 29
2016 $1,276,000 1.3% 199 $532,500 -0.8% 42
2015 $1,260,000 2.9% 186 $537,000 -13.1% 32
2014 $1,225,000 15.0% 195 $618,000 59.2% 13
2013 $1,065,000 -4.9% 161 $388,250 -44.5% 8
2012 $1,120,000 -4.5% 183 $700,000 133.3% 15
2011 $1,172,500 2.7% 147 $300,000 -24.1% 7
2010 $1,142,000 -6.0% 164 $395,000 -16.8% 23
Source: Banker & Tradesman. 
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property values are being driven by 
increasing construction costs, any-
where from $450 per square foot for 
a modular home to $700 per square 
foot for traditional construction. In 
addition to universal cost factors 
such as availability of materials and 
pandemic-related delays, the report 
cites the unique logistical challenges 
of travel and housing for contractors 
working on Nantucket as a reason for 
high construction costs. 

The estimated monthly rent paid by 
year-round renter households are 
reported in Table 2-32. A majority 
of these households pay less than 
$2,000 per month in rent, although 
many pay more than $3,000. These 
are self-reported monthly costs, not 
asking rents, and they do not indi-
cate what a household gets for the 
cost. For example, some households 
paying $1,000 per month in rent may 
be renting a single room or a full unit. 
Public data on Nantucket’s year-
round rental market is hard to fi nd, 
partially due to the market’s low vol-
ume and due to the informal nature 
of many rental arrangements. Nan-
tucket residents report that a single 
room might involve a monthly rent 
of $1,000-$1,500 or as high as $2,000 
for a one-bedroom apartment. While 
anecdotal, these fi gures seem realistic 
in the context of the signifi cant rent 
burdens faced by Nantucket house-
holds.

A revealing statistic for understand-
ing aff ordability is presented in Table 
2-32: gross rent as a percentage of a 
year-round household’s total income. 
According to U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) guidelines, housing cost bur-
den exists when a low-income house-
hold pays more than 30 percent of its 
total income in housing expenses (ei-

ther rent or homeownership-related 
expenses such as mortgage pay-
ments). In 2019, the Census Bureau 
estimated that over half of all Nan-
tucket renters regardless of income 
paid large shares of their monthly 
income for rent. Some of these house-
holds may be higher-income house-
holds that can more easily absorb the 
impact of high housing costs, rents in 
general are very high on the island. It 
is also important to remember that a 
single household can include multi-
ple unrelated people living together 
and sharing housing costs. And, 
households paying over half their in-
come for rent each month are most 
likely struggling to stay in this com-
munity.

HUD obtains a special report from 
the Census Bureau every few years 
to focus on what housing costs actu-
ally look like in relation to income. 
Table 2-34 reports HUD ‘s analysis 
and provides a better understand-
ing of how high housing costs aff ect 
diff erent income groups unequally. 
The table shows data for Nantuck-
et households as a whole (including 
both owners and renters) as well as 
just renters, and in both groups a 
signifi cant majority of households 
making below 50 percent of area me-
dian income (AMI) pay more than 30 
percent of their income for housing 
costs. A majority of renters between 
50 and 80 percent AMI are burdened 

Table 2-32: Nantucket Renter Households by 
Gross Monthly Rent
Gross Rent Households %
$899 or less 54 4.9%
$900-999 85 7.8%
$1,000-1,449 116 10.6%
$1,500-1,999 392 35.8%
$2,000-2,499 106 9.7%
$2,500-2,999 104 9.5%
$3,000-3,499 12 1.1%
$3,500 or more 65 5.9%
No cash rent 150 13.7%
Total 1,094 100.0%
Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates 
(2019)

Table 2-33: Nantucket Year-Round Renter Households by Gross Rent as a 
Percentage of Household Income
Gross Rent as % of Household Income  Households  %
29.9% or less 448 47.5%
30-34.5% 96 10.2%
35-39.9% 117 12.4%
40-49.9% 89 9.4%
50% or more 194 20.6%
Households (for which data was computed) 944 100.0%
Note: Red shaded cells represent households considered rent burdened according to 
HUD standards. Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Es  mates (2019)
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as well. While cost burden drops 
off  signifi cantly for renters above 
80 percent AMI, over 40 percent of 
all households in the “moderate in-
come” group (80 to 100 percent AMI) 
still experience housing cost bur-
dens. This is an example of where 
Nantucket diff ers dramatically from 
other high-cost regions of the Com-
monwealth. 

Table 2-35 provides compares the 
median percentage of total income 
that households pay in monthly rent 
across several geographies. Median 
gross rent as a percent of household 
income is a traditional measure of 
what households are accustomed to 
paying for housing in a given mar-
ket area. The median gross rent as 
a percentage of income statewide 
places renter households just below 
the threshold of housing cost burden 

– itself a high fi gure compared with 
national standards – but it is even 
higher in all three counties that make 
up the Cape and Islands region. Me-
dian gross rent exceeds 30 percent of 
renter household income in three of 
Nantucket’s fi ve census tracts. One 
tract lacks enough renter households 
to report data.

When it comes to purchasing a home, 
the Nantucket Data Platform esti-

mates in a 2019 housing market anal-
ysis that even at 200 percent of AMI, 
only 35 percent of Nantucket resi-
dents could aff ord a mortgage with a 
20 percent down payment. Mortgage 
loan products like Massachusetts 
Housing Partnership’s ONE Mort-
gage program help to reduce down 
payment requirements and can make 

Table 2-34: Housing Cost Burden Cost Burden Above 30% by Tenure and Income Range
Homeowner Households in Income level Burdened 

Homeowners
% Burdened 

Households in Income 
Group

Household Income <= 30% AMI* 275 76.4%
Household Income >30% to <=50% AMI 325 76.5%
Household Income >50% to <=80% AMI 160 45.7%
Household Income >80% to <=100% AMI 200 46.5%
Household Income >100% AMI 440 20.1%
Total 1,400 37.2%
Renters Only
Renter Households by Income Level Burdened 

Renters
% Burdened 

Households in Income 
Group

Household Income <= 30% AMI* 105 63.6%
Household Income >30% to <=50% AMI 180 83.7%
Household Income >50% to <=80% AMI 94 53.7%
Household Income >80% to <=100% AMI 50 22.7%
Household Income >100% AMI 65 11.9%
Total 494 37.3%
Source: HUD Comprehensive Housing Aff ordability Strategy Data
*HUD Area Median Income

Table 2-35: Median Gross Rent as 
% of Household Income
Massachuse� s 29.80%
Nantucket (Town) 32.80%
Tract 9501.00 30.80%
Tract 9502.00 32.10%
Tract 9503.07 N/A

Tract 9504.00 26.70%
Tract 9505.00 32.50%
Martha’s Vineyard 35.50%
Cape Cod 32.70%
Source: American Community Survey 
5-Year Esঞ mates (2019)

“It is very diffi  cult… I am a single 
mother, I have two children with 
me… I pay 2,000 bucks for rent- 
I’d like to pay less than that- and 
that’s only for a room.”
-

Community Survey Response, translated 
from Spanish
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a diff erence in high-cost markets, but 
those programs do not have unlim-
ited resources – and sometimes, the 
income limits are too low for home-
buyers to qualify even though those 
limits are adjusted by region. 

One way to think about the housing 
gap on Nantucket is to look at the 
number of renter households paying 
aff ordable rents that by HUD stan-
dards have high enough incomes to 
aff ord rents at a more expensive lev-
el. For example, a household earning 
an annual income at 80 percent AMI 
paying rents that are considered af-
fordable to a household at 50 percent 
AMI means there are fewer units 
available to 50 percent AMI house-
holds. 

A prevalence of this type of situation 
could indicate that lower income 
households are being priced out, and 
it indicates a condition known as af-
fordability mismatch. 

Census data show that in Nantuck-
et, households with incomes over 50 
percent AMI but paying rents aff ord-
able to people with lower incomes 
are concentrated in the Downtown, 
Surfside, and Mid-Island neighbor-
hoods. By contrast, households with 
incomes over 30 percent AMI paying 
rents aff ordable to extremely low-in-
come households can be found in ev-
ery census tract, including over one 
third of all renters in Madaket. Offi  -
cial sources are likely missing data 
from most informal rental arrange-
ments, and it is not at all clear from 
federal estimates how many aff ord-
ability mismatch households in Nan-
tucket are households comprised of 
nonrelatives and subfamilies, i.e., a 
separate family household related to 
the unit’s primary householder. 

Overcrowding
The issue of overcrowding (i.e., more 
individuals living in a unit than it was 
built to accommodate) is a widely 
recognized problem on Nantucket by 
those who live and work in the com-
munity but is not refl ected in offi  cial 
data sources. Many of Nantucket’s 
experienced social service workers 
report that they regularly see clients 
who rent individual rooms in a single 
housing unit alongside several other 
unrelated households. Cases were 
described where landlords have cur-
tained off  up to a dozen individual 
beds in a single large room. While 
this is an extreme case, respondents 
report overcrowding conditions for 
renters – and this is not a new prob-
lem for Nantucket. 

The Town’s last HPP recorded the 
same challenge, as did an earlier 
housing needs study for Housing 
Nantucket and years before that, a 
housing study by consultant John 
Ryan. In addition, the Nantucket 
Data Platform estimates that 7 per-
cent of Nantucket housing units 
are overcrowded, although they 
acknowledge that this fi gure may 
be low as it may not have captured 
many seasonal workers who live in 
crowded conditions for only half the 
year. They further estimate that 17 
percent of households are shared by 
unrelated people, and that cost-bur-
dened households are more likely to 
be overcrowded.

Severe Housing Problems
HUD publishes data that incorpo-
rates housing cost burdens with other 
housing problems to provide a more 
complete picture of a community’s 
housing challenges. This information 
is reported for renters and owners 

alike and reveals that nearly half of 
all renter households in Nantuck-
et experience at least one of HUD’s 
housing problems. The four housing 
problems are:

 Incomplete kitchen facilities

 Incomplete plumbing facilities

 More than one person per room 

 A housing cost burden greater 
than 30 percent

HUD’s estimates are slightly older 
than other data shown in this plan, 
indicating that cost burdens may 
have worsened over the past few 
years. Although homeowners experi-
ence these problems at a lower rate 
than renters, over one third still expe-
rience at least one housing problem 
(and usually, that problem is high 
housing costs). Due to the preva-
lence of homeowner households in 
Nantucket, homeowners make up 
the majority of those with housing 
problems. Table 2-36 also address-
es what HUD calls “severe housing 
problems,” which includes condi-
tions such as severe cost burdens 
(housing costs exceeding 50 percent 
of income) or very high numbers 
of occupants per room in a dwell-
ing. Almost a quarter of all renter 
households in Nantucket experience 
a severe housing problem: nearly 20 
percent of households overall. The 
picture that can be gleaned from fed-
eral estimates is not inconsistent with 
estimates prepared by the Nantucket 
Data Platform, which estimates that 
over a quarter of Nantucket housing 
units have at least one substandard 
attribute, including issues such as 
a blocked entrance, non-bedroom 
spaces used as bedrooms, or improp-
er waste storage/disposal.
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Short-Term Rentals
While this HPP was underway, Nan-
tucket was embroiled in controversy 
about whether to regulate and restrict 
short-term rental activity, also known 
as AirBnB. Although people disagree 
about the impact of short-term rent-
als on housing aff ordability, there 
seems to be a general awareness that 
short-term rentals or vacation rentals 
address a signifi cant need for accom-
modations in Nantucket, one of the 
most prestigious visitor destinations 
in the U.S. 

Since Nantucket does not have many 
hotels, the short-term rental indus-
try has helps to meet demand, often 
at a much lower price per night than 
the hotels and inns found around the 
downtown area. Services like AirBnB 
and HomeAway facilitate the over-
night stays that Nantucket businesses 
rely on during the summer. For this 
reason, a coalition of local businesses 
organized to push back against short-
term rental restrictions proposed by 
an advocacy group, ACK Now, earli-
er this year. 

ACK Now and others say that in-
creasing numbers of year-round 
housing units are being converted to 

short-term rentals for seasonal use 
and left vacant during the off -sea-
son, eff ectively removing units from 
the year-round supply. During inter-
views for this HPP, some Nantucket 
residents reported that units in the 
recently built Beach Plum Village de-
velopment were immediately turned 
into short-term rentals. They also said 
off -island investors have acquired 
units for short-term rentals with no 
regard for the potential impact on 
year-round Nantucket residents. 
However, not everyone agrees, with 
some saying short-term rentals are an 
economic necessity. In the end, oppo-
nents of restricting short-term rent-
als won their case by a wide margin 
(625-297) at Town Meeting this year. 
The impact of short-term rentals on 
housing aff ordability has been debat-
ed in many communities; Nantucket 
is no exception. Prohibitions against 
short-term rental occupancy have en-
abled some towns to pass accessory 
dwelling unit bylaws that were oth-
erwise destined to fail. 

In Nantucket, as in other commu-
nities, opponents of the short-term 
rental industry say it removes units 
from the housing market and es-
sentially makes them function as 

hotel suites, thereby shrinking the 
supply of housing in a market that 
is already unable to meet demand. 
Supporters say access to short-term 
rentals is essential for the economy 
of seasonal resort towns like Nan-
tucket. They also say that in many 
cases, making rooms available for 
overnight or short-term stays pro-
vides a critical source of income that 
helps struggling homeowners aff ord 
to keep their home. Ultimately, set-
tling this debate will require more 
concrete information and studies of 
the issue on the island. Unoffi  cial es-
timates place the AirBnB inventory 
on Nantucket at about 2,000 units.
 

Chapter 40B
Under a 1969 Massachusetts law 
known as Chapter 40B, all commu-
nities are supposed to have hous-
ing that is aff ordable to low-income 
households and remains aff ordable 
to them even when home values ap-
preciate under robust market condi-
tions. 

Another type of aff ordable housing 
- generally older, moderately priced 
dwellings without deed restrictions, 
and which lack the features and ame-

Table 2-36: HUD Es  mates of Housing Problems by Tenure
 Owner Renter All Households

# % # % # %
At least 1 housing problem 935 38.3% 625 47.2% 1,560 41.5%
No housing problems 1,505 61.7% 695 52.5% 2,200 58.5%
Total 2,440 100.0% 1,325 100.0% 3,760 100.0%
 
At least 1 severe housing 
problem

420 17.2% 330 24.9% 750 19.9%

No housing problems 2,015 82.6% 990 74.7% 3,005 79.9%
Total 2,440 100.0% 1,325 100.0% 3,760 100.0%
Source: HUD Comprehensive Housing Aff ordability Strategy Data
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nities of new, high-end homes - can 
help to meet housing needs, but only 
if the market allows. There are other 
diff erences, too. For example, any 
household - regardless of income - 
may purchase or rent an unrestricted 
aff ordable unit, but only a low- or 
moderate-income household qual-
ifi es to purchase or rent a deed re-
stricted unit. Both types of aff ordable 
housing meet housing needs, and 
both matter. The diff erence is that the 
market determines the price of unre-
stricted aff ordable units while a le-
gally enforceable deed restriction de-
termines the price of restricted units. 

Today, Nantucket has very few af-
fordable units, unrestricted or deed 
restricted. Furthermore, unrestrict-
ed units that may have off ered a 
pathway to owning a home in the 
distant past have been the target of 
teardowns, expensive rebuilds, and 
absorption by the vacation housing 
market. 

Chapter 40B’s purpose is to pro-
vide for a fair distribution of aff ord-
able housing for people with low or 

moderate incomes. Aff ordable units 
created under Chapter 40B remain 
aff ordable over time because a deed 
restriction limits resale prices and 
rents for many years, if not in per-
petuity. The law establishes a state-
wide goal that at least 10 percent of 
the housing units in every city and 
town will be deed restricted aff ord-
able housing. This 10 percent mini-
mum represents each community’s 
“regional fair share” of low- or mod-
erate-income housing. It is not a mea-
sure of housing needs. 

The problem for Nantucket is that it 
really has no “region” with which to 
share the challenge of meeting low- 
or moderate-income housing needs. 
It is an island thirty miles from shore. 
For the most part, its labor force de-
pends on locally available housing 
– and a housing supply that cannot 
meet as many competing needs as 
those found on Nantucket. 

Chapter 40B authorizes the Zoning 
Board of Appeals (ZBA) to grant a 
comprehensive permit to pre-qual-
ifi ed developers to build aff ordable 

housing. A “pre-qualifi ed develop-
er” has a “Project Eligibility” letter 
from a state housing agency, such as 
DHCD or MassHousing. A compre-
hensive permit covers all the approv-
als required under local bylaws and 
regulations. Under Chapter 40B, the 
ZBA can waive local requirements 
and approve, conditionally approve, 
or deny a comprehensive permit, but 
in communities that do not meet the 
10 percent minimum, developers 
may appeal to the state Housing Ap-
peals Committee (HAC). To make a 
decision, the ZBA must balance the 
regional need for aff ordable housing 
against valid local concerns such as 
public health and safety, environ-
mental resources, traffi  c, or design. 
In towns that fall below 10 percent, 
Chapter 40B tips the balance in favor 
of housing needs. 

The 10 percent statutory minimum 
is based on the total number of year-
round housing units in the most re-
cent federal census. For Nantucket, 
the 10 percent minimum is currently 
490 units. At 5.58 percent, Nantucket 
still needs another 217 units. Town 

New aff ordable housing under construcঞ on in Nantucket. (Photo provided by Housing Nantucket.)
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offi  cials speculate that because of 
seasonal housing demand, Nantuck-
et’s year-round base may drop when 
Census 2020 data become available 
despite the recent volume of new 
home construction.  

Subsidized Housing Inventory
The Subsidized Housing Inventory 
(SHI) lists all units that are counted 
toward the 10 percent statutory min-
imum under Chapter 40B, and it is 
actively maintained by DHCD. Table 
2-37 reports Nantucket’s most recent 

SHI with a total of 273 units.

Since 2016, 162 new units of aff ord-
able housing have been added to the 
SHI, essentially doubling the  SHI 
count over fi ve years. The develop-
ment with the most units, Meadows 
II, is a new addition to the list, with 90 
new rental units but a relatively large 
number of aff ordable homeowner-
ship units were also created: the ma-
jority (25 out of 35) of the ownership 
units on the SHI have been added 
since 2016. Notably, comprehensive 

permits produced all new ownership 
units but no rental units, which were 
created through the adoption of the 
Workforce Rental zoning bylaw. 

The location of most SHI units on 
Nantucket are depicted in Map 2-8. 
All aff ordable developments recog-
nized under Chapter 40B are clus-
tered in the center of the island, 
mostly in the Mid-Island area. Two 
Census Tracts (9503.07 and 9505) con-
tain no SHI units.

Table 2-37: Town of Nantucket Subsidized Housing Inventory (June 2021)
Name SHI Units Comp. 

Permit?
Expira  on Year Tenure Subsidizing Agency

Miacomet Village I 22 Yes Perpetual Rental DHCD
Academy Hill School 27 No 2033 Rental DHCD, 

MassHousing, HUD
Landmark House 18 No *2020 Rental RHS
Landmark House II 8 No 2041 Rental FHLBB, HUD
Miacomet Village II 19 Yes 2047 Rental FHLBB, RHS
Nantucket Housing 
Authority

5 No Perpetual Rental HUD

DMH Group Homes 5 No N/A Rental DMH
Norquarta Drive 2 No Perpetual Rental DHCD
Dartmouth Street 2 No Perpetual Rental Town
Norwood Street 1 No Perpetual Rental Town
Irving Street 1 No Perpetual Rental Town
Clarendon Street 1 No Perpetual Rental Town
Abrem Query 7 Yes Perpetual Ownership FHLBB
Beach Plum Village 3 Yes Perpetual Ownership MassHousing
Ticcoma Way 1 No Perpetual Rental DHCD
Sachem’s Path I and II 10 Yes Perpetual Ownership DHCD, 

MassHousing
7 Surfside Road 4 No Perpetual Rental DHCD
Meadows II 90 No Perpetual Rental DHCD
Surfside Crossing 15 Yes Perpetual Ownership MassHousing
Benjamin Drive 3 Yes Perpetual Ownership DHCD
31 Fairgrounds 31 No Perpetual Rental DHCD
Total 273     
* Landmark House units were set to expire in 2020, but aff ordability restricঞ ons have been extended despite not yet being 
updated in the DHCD database. Source: MA DHCD
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Impediments to Aff ordable Housing Development

Nantucket’s vulnerable coastline. (Photo provided by Tucker Holland.)

Environmental Constraints
Topography and Soils. Nantucket 
shares its origin with Cape Cod, 
Martha’s Vineyard and other coastal 
geologic formations of New England, 
namely the glacial deposits resulting 
from the last ice age. The surfi cial 
geology extending from Nantuck-
et Harbor to Siasconset consists of 
glacial till with unsorted sediments, 
including a mix of sand, silt, clay, 
gravel, and boulders. The remainder 
of the island is characterized as sand 
and gravel deposits, material which 
is well-drained and easily erodible. 

Nantucket has several notable hills 
that slope from the interior to a rel-
atively fl at coastal plain. Some of the 
island’s coastal areas are less than 
fi fteen feet above mean higher high 
water , making them susceptible to 
storm surge and long-term sea level 
rise.

Water Resources. Protection of water 
resources is particularly important 
for Nantucket because as an island, 
it relies on a sole source aquifer for 
drinking water. Potable water is ex-
tracted through three wellfi elds. 
Nantucket’s wellhead protection dis-
tricts, protected open space, and san-
itary sewer system help to maintain 
recharge rates and water quality in 
the aquifer.

There are also measures in place to 
protect water quality in the island’s 
Great Ponds and coastal waters, in-
cluding Nantucket Harbor and Ma-
daket Harbor. These areas provide 
recreational opportunities and sup-
port the local economy in the form 
of tourism and commercial fi sheries. 
The watershed protection districts 

establish limits on the number of 
bedrooms per lot area for proper-
ties with septic systems and require 
upgrades to existing septic systems 
to reduce nitrogen contamination of 
surface water and groundwater. Ad-
ditionally, Title 5 setback areas pro-
hibit installation of septic systems 
within buff er areas around wetlands 
and water bodies. Map 2-9 highlights 
the areas covered by watershed and 
wellhead protection.

Natural Hazard Areas. The Town of 
Nantucket Natural Hazard Mitiga-
tion Plan summarizes the primary 
threats to the island’s built environ-
ment, including coastal fl ooding, 
erosion, shoreline change, and high 
winds. Risk to residents and proper-
ties is therefore particularly high in 
the island’s developed coastal areas. 
Inland fl ood zones are concentrated 
along Phillips Run, Sesachacha Pond, 
and a tributary to Miacomet Pond. 
Flash fl ooding in poorly drained ar-

eas of the town center and Mid-Island 
neighborhoods is also an issue. Many 
buildings and critical facilities are 
located within coastal fl ood zones, 
as delineated by FEMA, particularly 
along Nantucket Harbor and Mada-
ket Harbor.

All sections of the island’s coast-
line are vulnerable in some way to 
sea level rise, shoreline change, and 
erosion. Recently FEMA developed 
a coastal erosion hazard map which 
highlights areas susceptible to shore-
line migration under a range of sce-
narios, looking ahead to 2030, 2050, 
and 2100. As shown on Map 2-10, 
under the Intermediate-High scenar-
io, the south and northeast coasts of 
Nantucket could potentially experi-
ence signifi cant erosion over the com-
ing decades. The Town is developing 
a Coastal Resilience Plan which will 
work to mitigate the impacts of these 
projected changes.
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Wetlands and Wildlife Habitat. The 
Nantucket Conservation Commis-
sion has adopted a local Wetlands 
Bylaw and Wetland Protection Reg-
ulations (revised 2013) that establish 
additional protections for inland and 
coastal wetland resources, supple-
menting state regulations under the 
Massachusetts Wetlands Protection 
Act (G.L. c. 131, S. 40). The local wet-
land regulations require a 25-foot un-
disturbed vegetative buff er and a 50-
foot buff er without structures around 
wetland resource areas. Activities 
that involve constructing or enlarg-
ing existing structures are further 
restricted within 75 feet of habitat ar-
eas for rare or signifi cant species, and 
leaching fi elds for septic systems are 
not allowed within 100 feet of such 
areas. Nantucket does not include 
riverfront areas as defi ned in the 
State Wetland Protection regulations, 
due to the intermittent and tidally 
infl uenced conditions of the island’s 
surface water.

The island’s unique natural setting 

and climate also make it home to a 
variety of wildlife, including habi-
tat for protected species, such as the 
Piping Plover. The Natural Heritage 
and Endangered Species Program 
(NHESP) of MassWildlife has des-
ignated most of the island as Criti-
cal Natural Habitat or Core Habitat 
through their BioMap2 program, as 
shown on Map 2-11. In addition to 
numerous coastal wetlands, there are 
several certifi ed and potential vernal 
pools located across the island. Close 
to half of Nantucket is held as pro-
tected open space through public and 
private conservation eff orts, which in 
many cases prevents the develop-
ment of these areas in perpetuity.

Land Conserva  on
Nantucket has an unusually high 
percentage of land protected as open 
space in perpetuity, thanks to the 
long-established presence of local 
conservation-oriented organizations 
such as the Nantucket Conservation 
Foundation and Nantucket Land 

Bank. Map 2-12 shows the properties 
held by these and other groups, in-
cluding public land, demonstrating 
that approximately three thousand 
acres – most of the island – is protect-
ed. 

The Land Bank has been particu-
larly successful, bringing in $425 
million for preservation purposes 
since inception. Table 2-42 lists the 
island’s conservation organizations 
that hold either land or conservation 

The Land Bank owns over 3,300 
acres of land and the Nantucket 
Conserva  on Founda  on owns 
over 9,000, in addi  on to various 
conserva  on restric  ons held 
by both organiza  ons. The total 
amount of permanently protected 
land on the island is 16,483 acres, 
or about 55 percent of its total 
land area.
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restrictions. Notably, the Land Bank 
owns over 3,300 acres of land and the 
Nantucket Conservation Foundation 
owns over 9,000, in addition to vari-
ous conservation restrictions held by 
both organizations. The total amount 
of permanently protected land on the 
island is 16,483 acres, or about 55 per-
cent of its total land area.

Long-term preservation of the Town’s 
natural resources is a worthy goal, 
yet it also constrains Nantucket’s de-
velopment potential. Competition for 
available land resources also makes it 
diffi  cult for the Nantucket Aff ordable 
Housing Trust and non-profi ts to bid 
on properties before a conservation 
group or possibly a private develop-
er steps in. Nantucket’s long-stand-
ing commitment to land and water 
conservation is not the problem, 
however; rather, the problem is that 
removing so much land from the 
market has placed intense pressure 
on a fairly small area to house Nan-
tucket’s year-round residents, sea-
sonal residents, visitors, businesses, 

and the workers who support the 
island’s economy. Virtually all new 
development of any magnitude has 
many abutters and high visibility. 
Figure 2-5 reprinted here from the 
Town’s 2020 Long-Range Transpor-
tation Plan, succinctly illustrates the 

issue. Between existing developed 
land and open space, very little land 
area in Nantucket remains open to 
development.

Table 2-42: Conserva  on Land by Organiza  on
Organiza  on Conserva  on Land 

Owned (acres)
Land Under 

Cons. Restric  on 
(acres)

Nantucket Conserva  on Founda  on 9,006 N/A
Nantucket Land Bank 3,383 265
Nantucket Land Council 16 1,503
Trustees of Reserva  ons 1,117 18
Mass. Audubon 968 3
Sconset Trust 131 N/A
Madaket Land Trust 73 N/A
Total (acres) 14,694 1,789
Total Conserva  on Land (acres) 16,483
Source: Town of Nantucket and other organiza  ons listed in table. July 2021
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Regulatory Assessment
Zoning Regulations. Map 2-13 shows 
the Town’s underlying zoning dis-
tricts, and Table 2-43 lists the overlay 
districts. Figure 2-6, excerpted from 
Nantucket’s zoning map, shows ba-
sic dimensional regulations for each 
district. 

The Town Overlay District (TOD) and 
Country Overlay District (COD) hold 
the key to understanding Nantucket’s 
Master Plan and the overall organiza-
 on of Nantucket’s zoning districts. 

These overlays divide the entire is-
land into “Country” areas where in-
tensive development is prohibited 
and “Town” areas where it is more 
permissible (see Map 2-14). The stat-
ed purpose of the Town Overlay in-
cludes “to create opportunities to 
produce housing aff ordable for year-
round residents through infi ll devel-
opment.” Each underlying zoning 
district is classifi ed as either a Town 
or a Country district. The 
“Town-Country” organization of dis-
tricts has its origins in the 2009 Nan-
tucket Master Plan. Nantucket’s reg-
ulatory framework embodies the 
“Smart Growth” planning formally 
embraced by the American Planning 
Association (APA) in 1997 with the 
publication of the “Growing Smart” 
model statutes.

 The land use vision behind the Town 
and Country framework is described 
as:
“… commercial and mixed-use areas 
at the core of town and the mid-is-
land neighborhoods within the TOD, 
bracketed by high and moderate den-
sity residences fi ltering into larger, 
rural tracts of open and green space 
corridors. Village centers in the COD 
will enable residents to travel short-

er distances for goods, services, and 
employment, encourage pedestrian 
and bicycle transport... What must be 
avoided is a linear pattern of devel-
opment, the likes of which is seen on 
the mainland, along major traveled 
arteries that result in thick strips of 
congestion.”

The boundaries of the Town Overlay 
were drawn around areas with exist-
ing denser development, preventing 
those development patterns from 
spreading further. Commercial uses 
are allowed in the COD, but zoning 
prescribes low-density “village cen-
ter” shopping areas.

Nantucket has eight “Town” resi-
dential districts and seven “Town” 
mixed-use commercial districts,  four 
“Country” residential districts and 
two “Country” commercial districts, 
three “limited-use” districts, and 
three other districts for various spe-
cifi c purposes such as moorland con-
servation and senior housing. The 
limited use districts cover most of 
Nantucket’s land area (with LUG-3 
being the largest individual district) 
and are meant to prohibit dense res-
idential development in rural areas. 
Town Staff  report that several of 
these districts are being phased out 
or consolidated with other districts; 
for example, the two senior housing 
districts (OIH and ALC) are to be in-
corporated into the surrounding base 
districts and three “Town” districts 
(R-1, RC, and RC2) are being phased 
out.

Nantucket’s zoning districts are cur-
rently numerous and complex. Some 
areas, such as portions of the down-
town waterfront, are zoned block-by-
block, and there are many individual 
lots zoned diff erently than what is 

around them. The overall organiza-
tion of Nantucket’s Zoning Bylaw 
could also be improved, with many 
regulations buried in the “Defi ni-
tions” section. These issues exist in 
many towns, but they seem especial-
ly obvious in Nantucket. 

While Nantucket is clearly divided 
between zones with large minimum 
lot sizes and small minimum lot siz-
es, the density allowed in the “Town” 
area of the island is signifi cant, and 
many zones have a minimum lot 
size of 5,000 square feet. Approxi-
mately 3 percent of the Town’s area 
is zoned for these high-density lots, 
with another 10 percent zoned for 
medium-density development. There 
is a limited area available for dense 
aff ordable housing development, but 
such locations exist. Most similarly 
affl  uent towns in Massachusetts of-
fer no areas for higher-density hous-
ing, so while Nantucket’s regulatory 
scheme is unduly complex, its per-
missive features should not be dis-
missed. 

Zoning Tools and Opportuni  es. Nan-
tucket’s zoning is generally condu-
cive to housing production and con-
tains many tools through which the 
Town can encourage the creation of 
aff ordable housing. Not only is Nan-
tucket the only town in Massachu-
setts to allow a secondary dwelling 
unit on a single lot by right in every 
district, but a tertiary unit may also 
be permitted. The additional units 
may be located above a garage or 
in a separate structure. This level of 
fl exibility and density on a single res-
idential lot is rare and presents a sig-
nifi cant opportunity for creating new 
residential units on-island. Duplexes 
in particular have been eff ectively 
utilized to produce housing. How-
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ever, there is no requirement that du-
plex units will be aff ordable to peo-
ple who need lower-cost housing. 

Covenant Housing is a program ad-
ministered by Housing Nantucket 
for aff ordable homeownership up to 
150 percent AMI, and it has created 
almost 100 such units as of July 2021. 
According to Housing Nantucket, 
the Covenant program “allows a 
property owner with more than one 
residential dwelling on a parcel to 
sell one of those dwellings at a per-
manently aff ordable price.” There 
are two types of covenants to address 
diff erent types of disposition and 
ownership:

Condominium: two dwellings un-
der diff erent ownership are estab-
lished on a single lot, with a condo 
association agreement between 
the owners.

Secondary Lot: the existing lot is 
split so each dwelling is situated 
on a separate property, requiring 
Planning Board approval. The 
smaller of the two new lots must 
be at least 38 percent of the mini-
mum lot size for the district, with 
a Special Permit.

Regardless of which type of covenant 
a property owner chooses, the subject 
of a covenant may be an existing sec-
ondary dwelling or a vacant portion 
of a lot for which the owner also sells 
development rights. These dwellings 
are subject to a perpetual sales price 
cap that is recalculated every year; 
as of 2021 the maximum sales price 
for a Covenant Home is $888,515. Lot 
owners can subdivide and sell por-
tions of their property which would 

Fig. 2.6. Nantucket Zoning Summary

Table 2-43: Nantucket Overlay Districts
Public Wellhead Recharge Formula Business Exclusion
Flood Hazard Harbor
Mid-Island Planned Village Height
Country Nantucket Co  age Hospital
Town Solar Energy
Source: Nantucket Zoning Bylaws
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have otherwise been unable to gener-
ate income, while needed income-re-
stricted housing is created where it 
could not otherwise have been. 

Covenant Homes do not count to-
ward Nantucket’s SHI because the 
income restriction is higher than 80 
percent AMI. The Covenant Home 
income standard dates to the income 
limits that DHCD set to implement 
an executive order issued by former 
Governor Cellucci in 2000 (Executive 
Order 418). It serves a legitimate en-
try-level and Nantucket middle-in-
come housing interest, but it is not 
designed to create the deep aff ord-
ability that low-wage workers need. 

Nantucket has several zoning dis-
tricts where housing types beyond 
detached single-family dwellings are 
allowed, and this, too, sets it apart 
from many Massachusetts towns. For 
example: 

 Nantucket allows apartments and 
workforce rental communities by 
special permit in the Commer-
cial Mid-Island and Commer-
cial Neighborhood districts, and 
apartments are also allowable in 
the Village Neighborhood district. 

 Single apartment units are al-
lowed by right in most Town 
Commercial districts, explicitly 
including existing commercial 
buildings, creating an opportuni-
ty for mixed-use development by 
right. Notably, the allowable den-
sity for apartment units is high, up 
to one dwelling unit per thousand 
square feet of lot area. Several 
such apartments have been suc-
cessfully created in recent years. 

 The Assisted Independent Living 
Community district provides for 

large-scale age-restricted develop-
ments.

Employee Housing (also called Employ-
er-Assisted Housing) allows employ-
ers to maintain housing units for the 
exclusive use of employees (and their 
families). Employer dormitories, al-
lowable by Special Permit through-
out the Country Overlay District 
(excluding the conservation-focused 
Moorland Management District), al-
low rental units for fi ve or more em-
ployees either on-site or adjoining a 
commercial use. 

Neighborhood Employee Housing is 
similar, allowable by Special Permit 
in the Town Overlay District, capped 
at two units (or eighteen total res-
idents), and not to be built within a 
1,000-foot radius of existing employ-
ee housing of either variety within a 
residential district.

Accessory Dwelling Units (also known 
as accessory apartments, or ADUs) 
are allowed in nearly every zoning 
district within existing single-family 
residential buildings, not to exceed 
550 square feet of gross fl oor area, 
and to be completely self-contained. 
However, Town Staff  report that le-
gally permitted ADUs are still un-
common, perhaps because property 
owners are seeking easier, unlawful 
approaches, or possibly because 550 
square feet is simply too small.

Finally, Tiny House Units (also known 
as Tiny Homes), portable structures 
of 500 square feet or less are allowed 
on Nantucket, and they could pro-
vide a low-impact, cost-effi  cient 
housing option. However, state 
building codes currently make these 
units impossible to approve unless 
they are allowed as mobile homes.

Zoning Challenges and Limita  ons 
Despite the permissive housing 
regulations outlined above, zoning 
alone cannot meet any town’s hous-
ing needs. Zoning cannot typically 
account for housing needs below 80 
percent of AMI, and otherwise ef-
fective provisions can be stymied by 
organized opposition or market forc-
es. Nevertheless, it is always worth 
reevaluating a Zoning Bylaw to see 
where it can be improved to better 
support aff ordable housing goals. 
This section will analyze some of the 
limitations of Nantucket’s current 
zoning.

Nantucket lacks clear provisions for 
inclusionary zoning (IZ) – meaning 
a section of the bylaw explicitly de-
signed to promote aff ordable hous-
ing for low-income households. A 
Nantucket IZ bylaw need not blindly 
copy regulations found on the main-
land but should encourage aff ordable 
units in zoning districts that make 
sense for the island.

The Zoning Bylaw (ZBL) focuses 
on income-restricted housing above 
Chapter 40B “aff ordable” levels, up 
to 150 percent AMI, leaving few in-
centives or realistic options for de-
velopers to provide units for low-
er-income households (at or below 
80 percent AMI). In fact, the ZBL 
explicitly defi nes “Aff ordable Hous-
ing” as being less than 150 percent 
AMI – again, refl ecting a non-Chap-
ter 40B income metric set years ago 
under a program that was intended 
to encourage a boost in supply more 
than actual aff ordability 

The only provision in Nantuck-
et’s ZBL requiring units be restrict-
ed at the 80 percent level is called 
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Homeownership and Rental Work-
force Housing.  Developments under 
this section require 25 percent of all 
units to be aff ordable, with at least 
three-quarters of those aff ordable 
units restricted to households at or 
below 80 percent AMI. While it is im-
portant to address needs at what are 
generally considered “Chapter 40B” 
levels, the lack of explicit attention to 
lower income levels is a problem not 
only for Nantucket, but most com-
munities with IZ elsewhere in Mas-
sachusetts. 

The ZBL is not oriented toward serv-
ing the island’s lowest-income work-
ers, and it is at those lowest incomes 
where the most critical and intrac-
table housing problems exist. When 
regulation cannot or will not address 
the problem, the only available solu-
tion is fi nancial subsidy from one or 
multiple sources – and the burden to 
provide subsidy has increasingly fall-
en on the shoulders of local govern-
ment, as Nantucket has discovered. 

There are some regulatory con-
straints that Nantucket could revisit, 
however. 

 The current residential parking 
requirement of one space per bed-
room is a signifi cant barrier to new 
housing construction, especially 
for family housing, and especial-
ly for larger developments that 
would be unable to provide the 
required amount of parking. Max-
imum building height regulations 
are another determining factor for 
what types of development are 
feasible in a given zoning district. 

 The maximum allowable height 
across the island is 30 feet with 
only a few exceptions: the max-
imum is decreased to 25 feet in 
the Village Height Overlay Dis-
trict (found only in Madaket) 
and increased to 40 and 50 in the 
Commercial Mid-Island District 
and Nantucket Cottage Hospi-
tal Overlay District (found only 
at the Nantucket Cottage Hos-
pital property and a handful of 
adjoining parcels), respectively.

Historic Regula  ons. First settled by 
Europeans in 1641, Nantucket has 
a long and rich history resulting in 
many signifi cant historic sites being 
located throughout the island. Nan-
tucket’s historic architecture draws 
tourists and permanent residents 
alike, and therefore plays a signif-
icant role in the Town’s economy 
and culture. Accordingly, the Town’s 
Bylaws establish the entire island as 
a historic district under the supervi-
sion of the Historic District Commis-
sion (HDC). According to the Bylaw, 
“no building permit for construction 
or alteration of a building or struc-
ture within the Historic Nantucket 
District” shall be granted until the 
HDC has issued either a “certifi cate 
of appropriateness” or “certifi cate of 
non-applicability” after reviewing a 
proposed project. For its design stan-
dards, the HDC uses a detailed man-
ual called “Building with Nantucket 
in Mind,” available on their website.

The HDC can exert varying degrees 
of control on aff ordable housing de-
velopment depending on how the 
commission interprets its duties in 
a given situation. While the HDC is 
not a land use board, the commission 
can indirectly aff ect the viability of 
a project by regulating aspects of its 

character such as height or style. It is 
equally possible, however, that the 
HDC might act as a partner in facil-
itating adaptive reuse of important 
existing structures for housing pur-
poses. Historic preservation and af-
fordable housing production are not 
mutually exclusive goals.

Infrastructure Constraints
New residential development re-
quires public utilities and infra-
structure, such as water or roads. As 
demonstrated in this section, infra-
structure capacity does not seem to 
be one of the most signifi cant barriers 
to development on Nantucket.

Water. Nantucket’s public water 
system serves approximately 60 per-
cent of the island, comprising 6,400 
service connections (see Map 2-15). 
The Town Center and Mid-Island ar-
eas are well-serviced with a branch 
running out to Madaket in the west, 
while Siasconset has its own inde-
pendent water system managed by 
Wannacomet Water Company. The 
Town’s water is drawn from aqui-
fers below the island. The Water De-
partment repairs or upgrades water 
mains every year and conducts ongo-
ing maintenance. One signifi cant wa-
ter infrastructure upgrade was a new, 
larger water tank installed about ten 
years ago.

Sewer. The public sewer system cur-
rently services about half of Nan-
tucket, and according to Town Staff  
the local wastewater treatment facili-
ty has the capacity to absorb growth. 
Map 2-15 shows the extent of the 
Town’s sewer network and its sewer 
districts. At time of writing, the Town 
is completing a Sewer District Master 
Plan that will help determine how to 
increase wastewater fl ows into the 
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existing system and where and how 
to best connect new routes. Notably, 
a sewer line extension to Madaket 
has been proposed but has never 
been funded.

Transporta  on. As an island located 
thirty miles out from the mainland, 
the only ways to reach Nantucket are 
by boat or plane. Nantucket Memo-
rial Airport (ACK) is served by sev-
eral major airlines, but per the ACK 
website, the most reliable year-round 
air routes are provided by Cape Air 
between Nantucket and Hyannis or 
Boston. Regular ferries depart Hyan-
nis, off ering high-speed trips from 
Hy-Line Cruises and the Steamship 
Authority that reach Nantucket in 
about an hour and the Steamship 
Authority’s “traditional ferries” that 
take over two hours.

Seasonal ferries operate from New 
Bedford, Harwich, Martha’s Vine-
yard, and New York City during the 
summer.
Once on-island, driving is the main 
way to get around, although other 
transportation options exist.  A series 
of connected bike paths run across 
most areas of the island, and the 
Nantucket Planning and Economic 
Development Commission has pro-
vided recommendations for further 
improving this robust network. 

The Nantucket Regional Transit Au-
thority (NRTA) provides public trans-
portation with multiple year-round 
shuttle bus routes serving most areas 
of the island, although the level of 
service does fl uctuate seasonally. Bus 
routes from Downtown Nantucket 
to Madaket, Surfside Beach, and the 
Nantucket Memorial Airport are lim-

ited to the summer months and trips 
to Siasconset become less frequent 
during the off -season. Around half 
of the NRTA’s nine routes operate 
year-round, however, and most run 
every 30-40 minutes and require a 
two-dollar fare each way, although 
some longer routes charge three dol-
lars. The average commuter taking a 
bus to and from work fi ve days per 
week would spend twenty dollars 
per week on transit costs. Down-
town, Mid Island, and Miacomet are 
the areas with the most consistent 
year-round bus service.

Operating concurrently with the bus 
service is a PARA Transit program 
that provides disability-accessible 
rides. The NRTA also operates a year-
round shuttle service called “Your 
Island Ride” for residents aged sixty 
years or older and those with dis-

Fig. 2.7. Nantucket Transit System. 
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abilities. Finally, the Town website 
recommends several private vehicle 
rental and taxi services for meet-
ing transportation needs, although 
these recommendations serve vis-
itors more than residents. Overall, 
Nantucket’s transit system is robust 
for a community outside of a major 
metropolitan area, and the availabil-
ity of bus routes year-round off ers 
a signifi cant advantage to low-in-
come households without access to 
a car. However, the fares may act as 
a barrier for the island’s lowest-in-
come residents and some areas with 
existing aff ordable housing, such as 
Surfside, are served inconsistently 
throughout the year.

Community Opposi  on
During the community engagement 
process for this HPP, Nantucket res-
idents said they recognize the ur-
gent need to address the island’s 
housing crisis, to provide stability, 
safe and comfortable homes, and to 
ensure housing opportunities exist 
for all income levels. They lamented 
how diffi  cult it has become to attract 
and retain essential workers for the 
fi re department, hospital, and local 
schools, all because Nantucket does 
not have aff ordably priced housing 
for moderate-income people. Chap-
ter 40B is an imperfect solution in 
places like Nantucket because mod-
erate-income workers earn too much 
to qualify for aff ordable housing but 
nowhere near enough to aff ord rent 
or a down payment for market-rate 
homes. 

1  Balling, Joshua. “Neighbors appeal Planning Board on 6 Fairgrounds aff ordable housing.” Inquirer and Mirror (Nantucket, MA), 
Jan. 25, 2018.

In Nantucket, as in any town, the 
ability to create aff ordable hous-
ing is constrained by market forces, 
the land supply, environmental and 
regulatory barriers, and by what its 
residents are willing to accept. Local 
opposition can kill a project just as 
easily as a lack of sewer or outdated 
zoning, and Nantucket has a history 
of well-organized community push 
back against aff ordable housing proj-
ects. While valid planning questions 
from the public have to be addressed 
through the permitting process, the 
problems caused by misinformation, 
negative attitudes about aff ordable 
housing, stigmatization of people 
with low incomes and people of 
color, and unproven environmental 
impact are much harder to solve, but 
nevertheless must be addressed as a 
priority. 

Fairgrounds Road. The planned de-
velopment at 6 Fairgrounds Road 
is a recent example of Nantucket 
investing signifi cant resources and 
eff ort into an aff ordable housing ini-
tiative, only to be stymied by local 
opposition. The 6 Fairgrounds Road 
Workforce Housing project is a 64-
unit rental development on Town-
owned land backed by the voters 
at Town Meeting. Despite support 
from the Town and the community 
at large, several areas households 
objected and appealed the Planning 
Board’s special permit in 2018. Now, 
the selected developers have ex-
pressed concerns that since litigation 
kept the project on hold for so long, 
construction costs have risen to a 
point where the project may no lon-
ger be fi nancially viable.

One of the litigants who opposed the 
development was quoted as saying 
“none of us are opposed to aff ord-
able housing, per se, it was the way 
they went about approving it.”1 Like-
wise, few on Nantucket openly op-
pose the concept aff ordable housing. 
While some broad anti-aff ordability 
sentiment was expressed through 
the community engagement process 
for this HPP, it is much more com-
mon for citizens to identify concerns 
about the scale, location, design, or 
other characteristics of specifi c proj-
ects. These kinds of concerns are not 
inherently unfounded, but too often 
they are used to oppose aff ordable 
housing without considering how 
both housing needs and, for exam-
ple, environmental concerns could 
be balanced. 

Whether in Nantucket or any oth-
er town, pitting aff ordable housing 
against environmental quality and 
open space is a common source of 
irreconcilable confl ict. 

During the engagement process for 
this HPP, a topic frequently raised 
was the demand for a “carrying ca-
pacity study” before approving any 
further aff ordable housing devel-
opment in Nantucket. The merits of 
such a study are the subject of dis-
agreement in the community, with 
others arguing that it is unnecessary. 
Planners, likewise, have debated the 
merits of “carrying capacity” studies 
for many years. Nevertheless, the 
current lack of such a study is not a 
legitimate reason to delay planning 
for urgently needed aff ordable hous-
ing. Concerns regarding the environ-
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ment, Town character, and overpop-
ulation are at times deployed in the 
same manner. Development of new 
housing can be done with these con-
cerns in mind, rather than being tools 
for opposing aff ordable housing.

There is a vocal segment of Nantuck-
et’s population that openly opposes 
the idea of constructing any addi-
tional housing, especially aff ordable 
housing. There is also a serious, 
growing racial divide on Nantucket, 
and racial biases make their way into 
the discourse about aff ordable hous-

ing. While most concerns expressed 
to the consultant team made no ex-
plicit mention of race, many com-
ments clearly attest to racial, ethnic, 
and cultural bias. These challenges 
are much harder to address than reg-
ulatory, infrastructure, transit, and 
environmental constraints.  

Sample of Open-Ended Responses to Community Survey 

“The character and charm of Nantucket would be permanently ruined if the 
number of houses needed were to be built. These is no correct answer to fi x the 
housing crisis on the Island.” 

“Changing the island to accommodate masses of people who want to live here is 
not the way. Let’s keep something special just that - special.” 

“Too much low-income housing”

“[A pressing issue is] the mistaken push to share tax dollars for aff ordable 
housing. Just nope.” 

“Nantucket is a unique place to live, yet not aff ordable for some. It is unclear 
why people live here to work and work here to live by “struggling” month to 
month, as your survey suggests.” 

“Overcrowding and unsanitary condiঞ ons exist due to cultural diff erences.” 

“Nantucket has turned into a sanctuary island. All the housing is taken up by 
Spanish speakers. [The] island has resorted to building more out of character 
developments, fi lled with more Spanish speakers.” 

“Illegals [are] allowed. Everyone on island feels they are owed a home but let 
them save and pay taxes, earn it like other places.”

“Stop building these acres of land for immigrants, you’re ruining the island!” 
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An HPP is required to set two 
types of goals: an annual numer-
ical goal for aff ordable housing 
production, and qualitative 
goals based on the type, aff ord-
ability, location, and other de-
sired aspects of new aff ordable 
housing. 

Nantucket’s goal should be to 
produce at least twenty-four 
units of new, SHI-eligible units 
every year, which is the mini-
mum requirement to obtain Safe 
Harbor status. The Town can 
and should try to exceed this 
number where possible, but the 
Safe Harbor threshold is a useful 
benchmark by which to measure 
sustained progress toward long-
term housing goals.

The following four major qualita-
tive goals are based on the preced-
ing Housing Needs Assessment and 
community participation. They are 
broken up into more specifi c “sub-
goals,” but this HPP’s four major 
goals address the breadth of Nan-
tucket’s housing needs.

1. PRESERVE, DIVERSIFY, AND EXPAND 
YEAR ROUND HOUSING STOCK

 Increase both rental and owner-
ship housing options

 Provide for age-restricted hous-
ing to address the unmet needs of 
Nantucket’s elderly population

 Encourage units of diff erent sizes, 
and in various neighborhoods

 Protect existing year-round hous-

ing from conversion to seasonal 
use

2. INCREASE FOCUS ON AFFORDABILITY 
AT ALL LEVELS

 Increase focus on aff ordability for 
households with incomes between 
50-100% AMI, where the highest 
levels of housing cost burden ac-
tually exist

 Adopt appropriate aff ordable 
housing zoning regulations

3. TAILOR DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES 
TO LOCATION AND PRINCIPLES OF THE 
MASTER PLAN

 Working within existing zoning, 
focus density in appropriate areas

 Identify specifi c sites to encourage 
aff ordable and mixed-income de-
velopment

4. ENGAGE IN OUTREACH, EDUCATION, 
AND PARTNERSHIPS

 Expand and maintain partner-
ships with regional organizations 
that deal with housing issues

 Reach out to under-served resi-
dents

 Educate the public about aff ord-
able housing

Nantucket offi  cials conঞ nue working to securepassage of the Housing Bank Bill (home 
rule peঞ ion). 

Nantucket’s Goals for This Plan
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The following strategies are designed 
to help meet the aff ordable housing 
goals outlined in the previous section. 
Each strategy corresponds with at 
least one goal, and similar and com-
plementary strategies are grouped 
together. Many are meant to directly 
facilitate the production of SHI-eli-
gible units, while others support the 
same goal indirectly (for example, 
community outreach and education) 
and still others seek to address criti-
cal aff ordable housing needs that will 
not necessarily contribute to the SHI 
(for example, formalizing and regu-
lating room rentals).

Finally, DHCD’s Chapter 40B regu-
lations require that an HPP include a 
specifi c set of strategies in addition to 
any others a community deems ap-
propriate. These strategies are:

 The identifi cation of zoning dis-
tricts or geographic areas in which 
the municipality proposes to 
modify current regulations for the 
purposes of creating SHI Eligible 
Housing (25% of units at 80% of 
AMI) developments to meet its 
housing production goal.

 The identifi cation of specifi c sites 
for which the municipality will 
encourage the fi ling of Compre-
hensive Permit applications.

 Characteristics of proposed res-
idential or mixed-use develop-
ments that would be preferred 

2 Source: Housing Produc  on Plan Guidelines, DHCD, October 2020 

by the municipality for example, 
infi ll development, cluster devel-
opments, adaptive re-use, tran-
sit-oriented housing, mixed-use 
development, and/or inclusion-
ary zoning.

 Identifi cation of municipal-
ly owned parcels for which the 
municipality commits to issue 
requests for proposals (RFP) to 
develop SHI Eligible Housing, in-
cluding information on appropri-
ate use of the site, and a timeline 
for the issuance of an RFP.

 Participation in regional collabo-
rations addressing housing devel-
opment.2

All fi ve of these requirements are 
saঞ sfi ed by at least one of the 
strategies described in the rest of this 
secঞ on.

Reliable Aff ordable Housing 
Funding Streams
Every one of the following strat-
egies discussed in this section re-
quires funding to be viable. There is 
a very large gap between aff ordable 
housing costs and the costs that Nan-
tucket’s market will support, and the 
Housing Director and NAHT have 
long recognized that this gap must 
be bridged through public funding 
or providing valuable incentives to 
private developers. 

To help Nantucket reach its goals, en-
tities such as the Aff ordable Housing 
Trust will need substantial and reli-
able funding sources. The budget for 
new or expanded housing programs 
may be sourced from various places; 
a good starting point is to examine 
some of the aff ordable housing fund-
ing mechanisms currently proposed 

Housing Strategies & Acঞ on Plan 

Nantucket’s leadership conঞ nues to advocate on Beacon Hill for a 
comprehensive real estate transfer fee to fund aff ordable housing. 
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as warrant articles for the 2021 Town 
Meeting. $17 million was approved 
at the 2021 Annual Town Meeting 
and at the ballot. Town Meeting reg-
ularly appropriates money for the 
Aff ordable Housing Trust fund, and 
a continuing good relationship with 
the Select Board and Town Meeting 
voters will continue to be vital to 
housing eff orts going forward. 

But this is not enough in a place where 
the median home price on Nantucket is 
presently at $2.3 million. Accordingly, 
the Town continues to pursue a real 
estate transfer fee to fund aff ordable 
housing initiatives (similar to an ex-
isting fee utilized to great success by 
the Nantucket Land Bank, which has 
generated $400 million for conserva-
tion and recreation purposes). So far, 

it has been unsuccessful in getting 
the necessary Home Rule Petition 
approved by the State Legislature, 
in part due to strong opposition by 
the Massachusetts Association of Re-
altors. One Town Meeting article in 
2021 sought to appropriate an exist-
ing portion of the Land Bank’s trans-
fer fee rather than add a new, sepa-
rate fee as a way to make the petition 
more palatable to the Legislature.

Public Outreach Iniঞ aঞ ves
Public outreach does not produce 
housing in and of itself, but is vital 
for any aff ordable housing iniঞ aঞ ve 
to succeed. On one hand, the Town 
must ensure that all those who could 
benefi t from new and existing af-
fordable housing programs are made 

aware of the opportunity, and wheth-
er they qualify to take advantage of 
it. To that end the Town should make 
housing-related materials available 
in Spanish and Portuguese, the two 
most widely spoken non-English 
languages in the community, as well 
as other languages that represent 
Nantucket’s diverse community and 
partner with trusted stakeholders in 
immigrant communities for relation-
ship-building, education, and out-
reach

For housing initiatives to succeed, the 
general public must remain well-in-
formed. In the absence of clearly 
communicated information rumors 
and misinformation about what af-
fordable housing is, what it looks 
like, and what it means for the com-

Nantucket’s aff ordable housing iniঞ aঞ ves are helping young working families purchase a home on the island. (Photo provided by 
Anne Kuszpa, Housing Nantucket.)
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munity often spread, as discussed in 
the “Community Opposi  on” discus-
sion in Section 2 of this plan. People 
might vehemently oppose housing 
strategies at Town Meeting that they 
would accept if they could only see 
a few positive examples from other 
communities.

The HPP itself can be an information-
al tool to help the community under-
stand the rationale behind specifi c 
aff ordable housing initiatives, what 
their eff ects on the community will 
look like, and how they function. 
Public outreach is a critical part of 
any of the preceding strategies, es-
pecially when a Town Meeting vote 
is required. Focus groups and we-
binars, strategies used for the pub-
lic outreach portion of this plan, are 
good tools for assessing the public’s 
opinions on a given measure.

Iden  fy Municipal Proper  es
In accordance with DHCD’s require-
ments for a Housing Production 
Plan, the consultant team worked 
with Town Staff  and the Aff ordable 
Housing Trust, with the addition 
of community feedback, to identify 
sites owned by the Town or other 
public entities that might be suitable 
locations to encourage aff ordable 
housing development.

The sites resulting from this process 
are shown in Map 4-1. They could 
provide options for redevelopment, 
new construction, or conversion of 
existing units to create aff ordable 
or mixed-income housing on land 
owned by public entities, includ-
ing UMass, the Nantucket Housing 
Authority, the Aff ordable Housing 
Trust, the Town of Nantucket, and 
the Airport Commission. 

Detailed summaries of these sites 
can be found at the end of this sec-
tion of the plan (Appendix). Most of 
these sites are already served by the 
municipal water and wastewater 
systems and do not have signifi cant 
environmental constraints. Sites in 
zoning districts that are not limited to 
residential uses could be appropriate 
for mixed-use (commercial and res-
idential) development. Some could 
also be  permitted for aff ordable/
mixed-income residential develop-
ment as a Comprehensive Permit. 

Another useful way for Nantucket 
to identify municipal properties suit-
able for housing is to create a compre-
hensive town-owned land inventory. 
In addition to a complete list of Town 
properties, including current depart-
mental uses, zoning, environmental 
concerns, and other data, the inven-
tory could include a plan for how to 
best utilize the included properties 
moving forward. The identifi cation 
of each parcel’s greatest potential 
public benefi t, undoubtedly includ-
ing housing in some cases, would 
help guide Nantucket’s future devel-
opment of its own land holdings and 
provide opportunities for all Town 
departments to have their say.

Disposi  on of Town Land
One of the most straightforward 
ways for a municipality to encourage 
any type of development is to direct-
ly facilitate desirable projects on land 
that it owns and therefore controls. 
The Town issues a request for pro-
posal (RFP) to potential developers 
and selects one to complete the proj-
ect. The land is provided for free (or 
at least for signifi cantly below mar-
ket value), eliminating a major devel-
opment cost and off setting the losses 
that a developer would otherwise in-

cur from foregoing the income from 
market-rate units. While Nantucket 
has been proactive in conveying land 
to its housing partners, the Town 
should consider the municipal prop-
erties identifi ed in Map 4-1 and this 
section of the HPP as candidates for 
future aff ordable housing RFPs.

Iden  fy Private Proper  es
In addition to producing new units 
on its own properties, the Town must 
also consider opportunities to encour-
age aff ordable housing development 
on privately owned properties. A list 
of potentially developable private 
properties was developed concur-
rently with the previously discussed 
municipal properties. It is worth clar-
ifying that the Town and the authors 
of this HPP do not intend to endorse 
any one particular project on any of 
these sites. Rather, they serve as ex-
amples of the development potential 
to be found in Nantucket’s private 
properties.

The privately held sites (Map 4-2) 
could provide possible future oppor-
tunities for development of aff ord-
able or mixed-income housing units 
on privately-owned land. These sites 
are owned by commercial, industri-
al or institutional property owners, 
or private non-profi t organizations, 
not individual homeowners, and 
many are in areas already served by 
the municipal water and wastewater 
systems. Some sites would require 
redevelopment of existing industrial 
areas, which may include soil con-
tamination or other issues not refl ect-
ed in this preliminary analysis. One 
of the sites is within a Priority Hab-
itat area (as identifi ed by NHESP), 
and development would be subject 
to review by the MassWildlife’s Nat-
ural Heritage and Endangered Spe-
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cies Program (NHESP) to determine 
whether threatened or endangered 
species may be impacted by a pro-
posed project. 

All privately-owned sites would be 
subject to an agreement with or acqui-
siঞ on of land from the current owner 
before any development could be con-
sidered or developed by the current 
owner, if applicable.

Negoঞ ated Chapter 40B 
Developments
The Comprehensive Permit process 
is sometimes seen by communities 
as an unwelcome imposition or even 
a looming threat to be avoided at all 
costs, but Chapter 40B is a tool that 
municipalities may use to their ad-
vantage. The ability of a Compre-
hensive Permit application to bypass 
certain local zoning regulations can 
be of great benefi t to a town where 
key aff ordable housing strategies are 
rendered infeasible (or at least diffi  -
cult) by the ZBL. Common examples 
are higher-density apartment com-
plexes or conversions of commercial 
or industrial properties to residential 
use. The term “Friendly 40B” refers 
to negotiated process that often oc-
curs before the developer initiates a 
Comprehensive Permit application. 

In a negoঞ ated process, the communi-
ty works with a developer to make the 
Comprehensive Permit process work 
for all parঞ es. By including a list of 
properties considered high-priority 
or high-suitability Comprehensive 
Permit sites in an offi  cial plan like 
this HPP, the Town can guide devel-
opers to those areas. All other things 
being equal, most developers prefer 
to build on a property that has the 

3  MA DHCD, h  ps://www.mass.gov/service-details/local-ini  a  ve-program

support of Town Staff  and the com-
munity at large, especially because 
Chapter 40B developments are so of-
ten controversial. A negotiated Com-
prehensive Permit may be conduct-
ed under the aegis of DHCD’s Local 
Initiative Program (LIP) or through a 
conventional comprehensive permit 
process that has local support.3

As an example, the successful Sa-
chem’s Path development in Surfside 
uঞ lized the Comprehensive Permit 
process to create thirty-seven aff ord-
able units at various income levels on 
land owned by the Nantucket Hous-
ing Authority. The project would not 
have been possible without the coop-
eration of the Town and the develop-
er working together, and the result 
has been widely praised by individ-
uals and organizations on Nantuck-
et. The potentially developable mu-
nicipal and private parcels identifi ed 
earlier in this section may be possible 
locations for future negotiated Chap-
ter 40B developments, although cer-
tainly not every site will be suitable 
for a Comprehensive Permit.

Expand Exisঞ ng Zoning Tools
As discussed in the Barriers to Devel-
opment section, Nantucket already 
has a relatively robust set of zoning 
tools for encouraging housing de-
velopment, such as higher-density 
multifamily development allowed in 
several districts and the ability to cre-
ate secondary and tertiary dwelling 
units on a single lot. However, giv-
en the ongoing housing aff ordabil-
ity crisis on the island, it would be 
benefi cial to continuously revisit the 
Zoning Bylaws to look for ways to 
improve even further. While zoning 
alone can never solve all of a town’s 
problems, it is still a major determin-
ing factor in what new housing can 
be developed on the island. There-
fore, it is the recommendation of this 
HPP to consider ways in which the 
Town’s existing zoning tools can be 
expanded. Here, “expand” means 
two diff erent things:

 Expand existing, allowable uses 
to new zoning districts;

 Expand existing aff ordability ef-
forts to more income thresholds.

Sachem’s Path, an example of a well-received comprehensive permit develpoment 
of 37 aff ordable homes. 
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There are multiple programs and 
regulations that could be expanded 
in these ways without changing the 
underlying character of any exist-
ing zoning district or loosening any 
existing regulations. For example, 
workforce homeownership bonus 
lots are currently only allowable in 
the R-5 District and workforce rent-
al units in the CN and CMI Districts 
(see Map 2-13). R-5 is a Town Resi-
dential District and CN and CMI are 
Town Commercial districts, and do 
not diff er substantially from neigh-
boring Town zoning districts. Work-
force Homeownership lots could, for 
example, be expanded to R-1 or R-10, 
which have similar dimensional and 
use regulations, without the substan-
tial alteration of those districts’ char-
acter. Similarly, the ability to create 
mixed-use developments (for exam-
ple, through an apartment above a 
commercial space) by-right could be 
expanded to all Town Commercial 
Districts. 

Successful programs like Covenant 
Homes, which currently are aff ord-
able up to 150 percent of AMI, could 
be adapted to other lower income 
levels. 80 percent of AMI is always 
a desirable threshold because such 
units could be counted on Nantuck-
et’s SHI, but even restrictions at 100 
percent would help fi ll a notable 
housing gap. While deeper subsidies 
would naturally require more fund-
ing, later strategies will address the 
potential for Nantucket to raise addi-
tional revenue for supporting these 
and other housing programs. 

Zoning Changes
While the previous section address-
es expanding the scope of existing 
zoning regulations, there are also 

opportunities for Nantucket to make 
more substantive changes its Zoning 
Bylaw to better encourage the devel-
opment of aff ordable housing. For 
example:

The Town should conduct an analysis 
to determine where aff ordable housing 
zoning provisions are being underuঞ -
lized, and how incenঞ ves could be ad-
justed to encourage adopঞ on by devel-
opers and homeowners. In these cases, 
bonuses such as increased density or 
expedited permitting process should 
be considered to boost the feasibili-
ty of these tools. For example, Town 
stakeholders have suggested that 
apartments containing more than 
four dwelling units may not require a 
Special Permit up to a certain size in 
the districts where they are allowed. 
As long as the replacement regula-
tions are appropriate and thoughtful-
ly constructed, they should be able to 
mitigate the concerns that originally 
justifi ed the use of the Special Permit 
process 

Elimina  ng Special Permit 
requirements in favor of 
other types of regula  ons or 
allowances by right saves the 
Town the  me and energy 
needed to conduct public 
hearings while making the 
process more appealing to 
poten  al applicants. 

Reduce parking requirements, es-
pecially for multifamily dwellings: 
parking is a huge constraint on de-
velopment, especially in towns like 
Nantucket with limited developable 
area. Currently, residential uses such 
as apartments and Workforce Rental 

Communities require one parking 
space per bedroom in some districts, 
whereas State guidelines recommend 
reducing that requirement to one per 
unit to make multifamily develop-
ment more feasible.

Inclusionary Zoning
Inclusionary Zoning (IZ) refers to 
any set of zoning regulations that 
require a developer to reserve a cer-
tain percentage of units in a housing 
development as aff ordable. IZ can 
be written to trigger at a certain size 
threshold (based on the number of 
units in a development) and to re-
quire any percentage of aff ordable 
units at any level of aff ordability. 
Nantucket does not currently have 
IZ provisions in its Zoning Bylaw, 
meaning that when larger projects 
do come to the island, they are not 
required to contribute any aff ordable 
units. The Planning Board is already 
free to negotiate for aff ordable units, 
but an eff ective IZ Bylaw would 
make the creation of new aff ordable 
units more consistent. The approach 
is highly adaptable to local hous-
ing needs and market trends, so IZ 
should only be adopted after a com-
prehensive economic study of what 
the local housing market will bear. 

Poorly thought-out IZ can be acঞ vely 
harmful, as overly restricঞ ve require-
ments might acঞ vely dissuade devel-
opers from operaঞ ng in a communi-
ty. Therefore, it is beyond the scope 
of this HPP to recommend specifi c 
thresholds for triggering IZ require-
ments and the extent of those re-
quirements, other than to encourage 
requiring at least some units at 80 
percent of AMI or below.
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The reason most IZ bylaws set aff ord-
ability restrictions at the 80 percent 
AMI level is that usually, requiring 
a developer to include a signifi cant 
number of income-restricted units 
at a lower level is not fi nancially vi-
able. Therefore, it is unlikely that 
IZ could be used on Nantucket to 
address needs below 80 percent of 
AMI. To fi ll this gap, subsidies could 
be made available to rental develop-
ments in exchange for deeply aff ord-
able units for households with in-
comes below 50 percent AMI. These 
subsidies could be provided by 
the NAHT, partnerships with local 
non-profi t community organizations, 
or through a collaboration of both.

Other factors for Nantucket to con-
sider for an IZ Bylaw include the 
possibility for density bonuses in ap-
propriate locations to off set the cost 
of aff ordable units, if currently allow-
able densities prove too restrictive. 
Reasonable payment-in-lieu contri-
butions could also be considered, 
such as a contribution to Nantucket’s 
aff ordable housing trust fund in pro-
portion to the number of inclusion-
ary units that would otherwise be 
required.

Adapঞ ng Strategies for Diff erent 
Areas of Town
The Town should consider aff ordable 
housing strategies for every village 
and neighborhood, but appropriate 
strategies will diff er by area. Much 
of the discussion in this plan of 
mid-scale multifamily development 
has centered on the Mid-Island and 
Downtown areas of the island. For 
example, Map 2-8 shows that exist-
ing SHI units are clustered in this 
area and the potentially developable 
parcels identifi ed on Maps 4-1 and 
4-2 are as well. The main reasons 

for this are that Nantucket’s zoning, 
based on pre-existing development 
patterns and the Nantucket Master 
Plan, limits larger-scale development 
to “Town” zoning districts and that 
the public water and sewer lines that 
help make multifamily development 
viable are also concentrated in these 
areas. It is therefore unrealistic to rec-
ommend that signifi cant mid-scale 
multifamily development take place 
outside of these areas.

However, the realities of Nantuck-
et’s development constraints should 
not be taken to mean that aff ordable 
housing should not be made avail-
able in every part of the island. It 
would be inequitable to limit house-
holds of certain income levels to cer-
tain neighborhoods. While mid-scale 
development may not be viable in 
Nantucket’s Country zoning dis-
tricts, there are a host of other strat-
egies that might be implemented to 
encourage the creation of aff ordable 
units there. For example: 

 Because development in these 
districts will likely be small-scale, 
individual units, Inclusionary 
Zoning will not work. Instead, the 
Town could consider individual 
tax incentives, such as waiving 
property taxes for units that rent 
to households at or below certain 
income thresholds. 

 Another approach might involve 
developing provisions for on-site 
agricultural workforce housing 
for Nantucket’s farm workers, 
where current workforce housing 
provisions focus on Town zoning 
districts.

Expand Rental Opportuniঞ es
The lack of year-round rental oppor-
tunities on Nantucket was a notable 

concern for survey and focus group 
respondents, and the data backs this 
perception up. The Town has a lower 
proportion of renter households than 
the state average, and the majority of 
these households are rent burdened 
according to HUD standards, mean-
ing that they pay more than 30% of 
their income for rent. While many 
factors contribute to these high costs, 
the lack of rental unit supply relative 
to demand is a key cause that can be 
addressed by creating more units.

While the continued expansion of 
aff ordable homeownership oppor-
tunities is an important component 
of this plan, this strategy centers the 
production of rental units because of 
their relative scarcity and the import-
ant market niche they can fi ll. Rentals 
can help meet the demand for small-
er, more aff ordable units, and can 
provide a larger number of units on 
a particular property than a typical 
homeownership development. Some 
of the zoning changes discussed 
in the “Expand Zoning Tools” and 
“Zoning Changes” strategies could 
be leveraged to produce more rental 
units, and avenues for creating rental 
housing outside of the Mid-Island/
Downtown area should also be ex-
plored, as these areas currently have 
extremely limited rental options.

Historic District Standards for 
Mulঞ family Housing
All of Nantucket is subject to design 
review by the Historic District Com-
mission (HDC). The HDC plays an 
important role in maintaining the 
island’s signature historic character, 
but their detailed guidelines contain 
relatively little information about the 
kind of mid-scale multifamily devel-
opments upon which Nantucket de-
pends for new aff ordable units.
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While new multifamily development 
is often considered to be at odds with 
the preservation of historic charac-
ter, many such concerns are the re-
sult of design rather than density or 
number of units. Larger-scale devel-
opment can be made easier, quicker, 
and more predictable if the HDC can 
identify acceptable design standards 
and models that would alleviate con-
cerns of character or perceived scale 
associated with these projects. 

Specifi c guidance for aff ordable hous-
ing could be created as a supplement 
to the Commission’s regulations 
and used as part of the review pro-
cess Comprehensive Permit projects 
(though developers are still allowed 
to request waivers). Developers that 
adopt the Town’s prototypes and 
specifi cations could be made eligible 
for an expedited review process, re-
ducing the need for costly plan revi-
sions and hearing extensions.

Needs Assessment for Housing for 
People with Disabiliঞ es
The housing needs of Nantucket res-
idents with disabilities are poorly 
understood, both in terms of what 
accommodations are currently avail-
able to these residents and what 
changes might be needed to meet 
their needs. Anecdotal evidence re-
ported in this plan indicates that the 
island does not have an adequate 
supply of housing for those living 
with mental health and substance 
abuse issues, while little data was 
reported regarding those with phys-
ical disabilities. The Town should 
endeavor to formally assess the is-
land’s current capacity to provide 
adequate housing for people with 
disabilities and produce a concrete 
plan for meeting any unmet demand. 
This initiative should be undertaken 
in cooperation with the Nantucket 
Commission on Disability. 

Community Land Trust
The formation of a community land 
trust is a strategy that attempts to 
address the problem of rapidly grow-
ing real estate values pricing existing 
residents out of their own communi-
ty. Nantucket is experiencing a sim-
ilar problem related to the seasonal 
housing market, where housing units 
previously available to residents are 
purchased by relatively wealthy 
out-of-towners to serve as vacation 
homes. A Community Land Trust 
(CLT) is a nonprofi t organization that 
seeks to remedy such problems by 
purchasing parcels of land itself and 
holding them in perpetuity rather 
than allowing them to enter the com-
mercial real estate market. 

The CLT develops or partners with 
developers to build housing on its 
land. CLT housing diff ers from most 
town-facilitated development in that 
the Trust retains ownership of the 

How a Community Land trust works. (Source: Miami Land Trust.)
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land while selling the houses. Because 
homeowners are not buying land, 
merely leasing it (usually for a long 
period such as ninety-nine years), 
the cost of land is removed from the 
price of the home, resulting in much 
more aff ordable housing than could 
otherwise be expected. CLT home-
owners may even sell their homes 
for a profi t, allowing their property 
to function as an investment like any 
other, albeit at a lower rate of return 
as most Trusts limit the amount that 
homes may be sold for so as to keep 
them aff ordable in perpetuity.

4  https://www.ihtmv.org

A key diff erence between a CLT and an 
organizaঞ on like the Nantucket Aff ord-
able Housing Trust is the CLT’s ability to 
funcঞ on as a private property owner. 
The complicated and unwieldy rules 
that public organizations must abide 
by to acquire and sell property do not 
apply to a CLT. This means the CLT 
can be a nimbler player in the real es-
tate market. A Nantucket CLT might 
be a new organization, but existing 
housing players might also consider 
taking on the role of a CLT.

The Housing Director and the NAHT 
have long recognized that Nantucket 
has a good model for a CLT in nearby 

Martha’s Vineyard, where the Island 
Housing Trust (“IHT”)has operated 
successfully for over fi fteen years. 
IHT’s long-term goal is to create 150 
new ownership and rental units by 
the end of 2025 through the strate-
gies described above. IHT anticipates 
the need to raise 60 million dollars to 
achieve this goal, through partner-
ships with “towns, the state, other 
housing organizations, and support-
ers and investors.”4 Plans are already 
underway for a visit to IHT in July 
2021 as a solid fi rst step in develop-
ing a CLT of Nantucket’s own.

Nantucket has a strong working rela  onship with the Island Housing Trust on Martha’s Vineyard. (Photo provided by 
Tucker Holland.)
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Sec  on 4: Strategies & Ac  on Plan

Formalize and Regulate Room 
Rentals
As discussed in the Housing Needs 
Assessment, Nantucket has a serious 
problem with overcrowding. Indi-
viduals and families are often forced 
to either leave the island or accept 
crowded and sometimes unsafe or 
unsanitary shared quarters because 
they cannot aff ord any other accom-
modations on-island. The Town fi nds 
itself in the diffi  cult position of being 
unable to fi x problems like substan-
dard housing or exploitative land-
lords in these informal room rentals 
without putting the aff ected house-
holds in danger of being kicked out 
of their current accommodations. 
Without these crowded room rent-
als, families would have to leave the 
island. If this were not the case, it is 
unlikely they would tolerate such 
conditions in the fi rst place.

Other Massachusetts communities 
faced with similar problems have 
opted to formalize and regulate 
these rentals in order to ensure that 
the local government can provide 
support to households in these situ-
ations. By formally acknowledging 
and allowing (with conditions) these 
living arrangements, municipalities 
are able to enforce building codes 
and advocate for tenants without 
forcing them to abandon their living 
arrangements. The island is clearly 
already dependent on room rentals 
to house its workforce, so the Town 
should assess and amend its current 

regulations to allow a safe and viable 
version of these units to exist legally. 

Allow Modular Homes
According to local real estate analy-
ses and community input, the high 
cost of construction is a major con-
tributing factor to Nantucket’s un-
aff ordable home sales prices. Labor 
and material costs are the major 
factors in determining overall con-
struction costs, and both are more 
expensive on an island like Nantuck-
et. A potential solution to this prob-
lem is to maximize opportunities to 
construct modular or prefabricated 
homes off -island. 

The Town’s Zoning Bylaws already 
contain provisions for Tiny Houses, 
which are usually prefabricated, but 
as written it is impossible to build a 
Tiny House Unit that complies with 
both local zoning and state building 
codes. Ways to make this existing 
strategy viable should be explored. 

Furthermore, other types of prefabri-
cated housing should be considered. 
Confusingly, the term “mobile home” 
may be applied to either a wheeled 
trailer meant to serve as a primary 
dwelling or a stationary traditional 
dwelling unit that is prefabricated 
then transported to a permanent site. 
Nantucket should explore the viabil-
ity of allowing mobile homes in the 
latter sense, essentially functioning 
like a bigger Tiny House. A poten-
tial disadvantage of this approach is 
that it may be more diffi  cult to blend 

mobile homes with the island’s exist-
ing character, but appropriate design 
solutions may be possible.

Local and Regional Partnerships
The Town of Nantucket does not 
share its island with any other mu-
nicipality, and is the only town in the 
County of Nantucket. The DHCD 
requirement to develop strategies 
for expanding regional partnerships, 
therefore, is uniquely challenging 
here. Nevertheless, there do exist op-
portunities for the Town to explore 
cooperating with agencies across the 
greater Cape and Islands region. For 
example, the Housing Assistance 
Corporation of Cape Cod (HAC) 
served as the developer for Sachem’s 
Path, a successful aff ordable home-
ownership project. The Town should 
continue to explore opportunities to 
work with the Cape Cod HAC and 
other housing organizations on Cape 
Cod and Martha’s Vineyard. 

Nantucket has an active communi-
ty of housing organizations already 
operating on-island. For example, 
Housing Nantucket manages the 
Covenant Homes program, ReMain 
Nantucket supports housing options 
for year-round residents Downtown, 
and National groups like Habitat for 
Humanity have a presence on the is-
land. Some of these entities have his-
tories of partnerships with the Town, 
and some have the potential for fu-
ture cooperation.
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Appendix A:

Public & Private Sites Potenঞ ally Suitable 
for Aff ordable Housing
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