Residential Real Estate

Mass. 'YIGBY' law would
allow housing on church
properties

Bill could unlock 60,000 homes statewide

Kurt Lange, a pastor at the East Coast International Church in Lynn, has

become an outspoken housing advocate.
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Story Highlights

* Mass. lawmakers to vote Wednesday on a YIGBY bill allowing
religious institutions to build housing.

* East Coast International Church in Lynn created 38 housing units
above and near its building.

* 80% of Mass. Business Roundtable members cited housing costs as

a pressing challenge.

Kurt Lange, who grew up in a small farming town in
Indiana, didn't expect to know much about real estate
when he was called to the ministry. And yet the Lynn
pastor is fluent enough in buying, selling and leasing
residential real estate that he’s consulted with other

churches on the topic.

Most recently, Lange has been among the most outspoken

supporters of a state bill that would make it easier for



faith-based organizations to build housing on their land —
on a sprawling parking lot, for example, or in an old
rectory or educational space. In the parlance of legislators
and advocates, it is known as 'YIGBY': Yes in God’s

Back Yard.

“We need to give this as many shots as possible,” Lange

said of housing-creation efforts. “YIGBY is one of them.”
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The goal is to help shrink the gap between today’s housing
stock and what’s needed to keep prices in check. And the

potential is significant: at least 60,000 new homes on



5,000 sites, as estimated by the Lincoln Institute’s Center

for Geospatial Solutions and the Lynch Foundation.

It would add to other state efforts in recent years that
include a new right for homeowners to build accessory
dwelling units without a special permit, and tax credits for

converting commercial space to residences.

Wednesday is a key day in the fight. The House Ways and
Means Committee is scheduled to vote on the House’s

economic development bond bill today.

The latest housing effort

YIGBY, if approved by the House and later the Senate,
would be the latest regulatory win for Massachusetts
housing advocates in the last few years, as the state’s

housing prices have reached crisis levels.

The MBTA Communities law was passed in 2021,

requiring 177 cities and towns served by the T to allow for
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denser residential development. Some towns, such
as Milton, have fought it, but others have approved
a number of new projects under the law, most

notably Lexington.

The 2024 Affordable Homes Act allows homeowners
to build accessory dwelling units without a special permit.
It also includes a state initiative to sell unneeded property
for residential development, with a goal of helping to

build more than 5,600 units.

They haven’t all been victories. Last month, a potential
ballot question that could have made Massachusetts just
the third state with rent control was ruled
unconstitutional by the state Supreme Judicial Court. An
exemption for religious institutions made the potential

law illegal, the court said.

Now, ironically, it is religious institutions that are the

focus of the next housing initiative on Beacon Hill.
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The YIGBY bill, a take on the "NIMBY" and "YIMBY"
acronyms for "not in my backyard" or "yes in my
backyard," would allow religious institutions to override
local zoning in a similar way to so-called "40B"
developments. Under Chapter 40B, developers can build
more densely than otherwise allowed if they set aside a
certain share of units under affordability restrictions.
Religious institutions would have to do the same —

though there would still be height and density standards.

There would be no requirement for residents to be

members of the religious institution hosting them.

In Lynn, East Coast International Church moved into an
old industrial building abutting the city’s MBTA
commuter rail station in 2010. Its congregational space
has room for a few hundred people in the back of the first
floor behind a cafe, Land of a Thousand Hills Coffee Co.,
that’s run by a youth-services nonprofit it created called

The Haven Project.



Lange, the East Coast International Church lead pastor,
said they were proactive in looking to help create new
housing. The church has 24 units above its church and 14

others in buildings nearby.

East Coast International Church's building on Monroe Street in downtown

Lynn.
GRANT WELKER

“We believe it’s the church’s role to get involved in the
day-to-day life of the community, and the biggest need is
housing,” he said. “The day we bought it, we knew we

wanted it to be housing.”



Former houses of worship in the area have commonly
been converted to or demolished for housing, including
two in Lynn: the former St. Michael’s on Summer Street
and the former St. Jean Baptiste Church on Franklin
Street. The YIGBY bill seeks to add housing for houses of

worship that are still in operation.

Lange didn't need the YIGBY bill to add apartments above
the church. Lynn’s downtown is already densely built. But
he said his church also benefited from support from city
officials: Lynn's Sen. Brendan Crighton cosponsored the
YIGBY bill with Rep. Andy Vargas of Haverhill.

The church's apartments immediately filled, after
receiving hundreds of applications. Lange said the church
has lost many members because they’ve been priced out
of the region. They’ve increasingly gone farther away in
search of affordability, he said: Western Massachusetts or

Upstate New York, and more recently Florida.

“They said ‘We can’t afford to be in Lynn anymore,’”
he said.



Support from the business community

A range of religious institutions are among the supporters
of the YIGBY bill, as are business groups including the
Massachusetts Business Roundtable and Associated

Industries of Massachusetts.

“We're very excited about it,” said Eric Shupin, the CEO
of the Citizens' Housing and Planning Association, known
as CHAPA.

Shupin called the proposed law an example of important
efforts that bring together housing policy and community

values for religious institutions.

“They want to continue serving their neighbors and
Massachusetts desperately needs more homes,” he said,

“so it brings those two things together.”

Massachusetts would not be the first state with a YIGBY
law. California passed a similar measure in 2023, as did

Florida last year and Virginia this spring.



In Massachusetts, with the country’s highest rents and
third-highest single-family home prices, businesses have
been increasingly citing housing costs as a critical issue.
In a new Massachusetts Business Roundtable survey of its
members, 80% cited the cost of housing as a pressing
challenge. No other matter — healthcare, energy costs,

taxes or transportation — topped 33%.

“That indicated to me that clearly this is still a significant
priority for businesses and the roundtable,” said JD
Chesloff, the roundtable’s president and CEO.

The housing crisis has surpassed simply being about cost
of living, he said, and has become a cost-of-doing-
business matter as companies pay more to woo or keep

their talent.

“We’re trying to be much more vocal about the

importance of the issue and finding solutions,” he said.
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