
The screams for help. The har
rowing leaps from smoky rooftops.
The young life lost.

The nightmare fire on Linden
Street that killed a promising young Boston
University undergraduate, Binland Lee, was
only a few days past when Josh Goldenberg re
turned to the street in Allston where he once
lived.

The BU student stared at the remains of
number 87, an old home reduced to charred
wood and ashes. He’d heard how Binland had
been found in the attic bedroom she’d loved, in
an illegal apartment with only one way out —
through the smoke and flames.

“I just thought,” he said, “that
could have been me.” And it nearly
was.

A year earlier, the house across
the street had gone up in flames
and Goldenberg had lived through
it — barely. He had escaped by
jumping from an attic window, suf
fering major head trauma and neu
rological problems that linger still.

His house and Binland Lee’s
were alike in other ways. Both were

illegally overstuffed with undergraduate ten
ants; neither had been inspected by the city in
years. In the aftermath of the backtoback ca
lamities on Linden Street, city officials prom
ised to intensify their efforts and crack down on
violators, to better protect the tens of thou
sands of students who live off campus.

But that’s not what happened.
A Globe Spotlight Team investigation has

documented what Lee’s death and Golden
SPOTLIGHT, Page A11

OVERCROWDED AND AT RISK:
AWAY OF LIFE AND, SOMETIMES,
DEATH FOR STUDENT TENANTS
Every year they come, thousands of students whose dreams help drive Boston, but who
must increasingly scrounge for housing off campus. AGlobe investigation finds they are
easy targets for scofflaw landlords whom the city seems unable, or unwilling, to control.
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The conditions college students find when they move into offcampus apartments can be hazardous to their health and
safety, including a smashed door, a crumbling, moldy shower, an inoperable smoke detector, and a filthy stove.
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This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jonathan
Saltzman, Jenn Abelson, Casey
Ross, and Todd Wallack, and editor
Thomas Farragher. It was written
by Farragher and Ross.
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Two studies cited a diversity
gap in US schools, with the pro
portion of nonwhites far higher
for students than teachers. A2.

A US scholar raised new
doubts about the “Jesus’s
Wife” papyrus, and Harvard
historian Karen L. King, who
first brought the item to public
attention, said the latest find
ings merit consideration. A4.

Former president George H. W.
Bush was honored in absentia
at the John F. Kennedy Presi
dential Library and Museum for
backing higher taxes in 1990
despite the political risk. B1.

The ability to attract and retain
young Hispanics is vital to Ca
tholicism’s future in America, a
Boston College study said. B1.

Afghan workers rushed to aid
700 families displaced by last
week’s deadly landslide. A6.

An MIT graduate student is de
veloping a device to help work
ers without medical training to
identify malariainfected blood
in remote areas. B5.

Crises have become a way of
life for John Polanowicz in his
16 months as Patrick adminis
tration health secretary. B1.

Santa Barbara looks to restart
its idled $34 million desalina
tion plant as California grapples
with severe drought. A5.
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PROVIDENCE — A dramat
ic rigging collapse at the Ring
ling Bros. and Barnum & Bai
ley Circus Sunday sent eight
aerialists plummeting to the
ground as families watched in
stunned confusion.

All eight — who had been
hanging by their hair from an
umbrellashaped rigging —
were seriously injured, suffer
ing broken bones, head inju
ries, and lacerations in the 30
foot fall, officials said. A per
former standing below was
also seriously hurt.

“There were just girls lay

ing on the floor,” said Eddie
Brundage of Wareham, Mass.,
who was with his wife and
daughters, ages 3 and 4. “We
took our kids right out; we
didn’t want them to see.”

CIRCUS, Page A10

9 badly hurt
in plunge at
R.I. circus
Precarious
‘hair hang’ fails;
audience shaken

By Carolyn Y. Johnson
GLOBE STAFF

In a trio of studies published
Sunday, scientists reported that
they reversed aging in the mus
cles and brains of old mice —
simply by running the blood of
young mice through their veins.

The papers, from two inde
pendent groups in Cambridge
and California, used different
approaches to begin to unravel
the rejuvenating effects of
young animals’ blood, in the
hopes of eventually developing
a therapy that could be tested in
people.

Researchers at Harvard Uni
versity administered a protein
found in young blood to older

mice, and found that treated
mice could run longer on a
t r e a d m i l l a n d h a d m o r e
branching blood vessels in their
brains than untreated mice. A
group led by a University of Cal
ifornia, San Francisco research
er identified a molecular switch
in a memory center of the brain
that appears to be turned on by
blood from young mice.

“These are the tissues that
are really affected by advancing
age. Changes in these tissues
are responsible for the changes
that people worry about the
most — loss of cognition and
loss of independent function,”
said Amy Wagers, a professor of

AGING, Page A8

Young blood halts
aging in mice tests
Three studies show rejuvenation;
implications for humans uncertain

By Mark Arsenault
GLOBE STAFF

The state’s highest court on
Monday is expected to hear two
irreconcilable positions in a
highprofile case about access
to the statewide ballot, and the
outcome could decide the fu
ture of the gambling industry in
Massachusetts.

Casino opponents have

asked the Supreme Judicial
Court to permit a measure seek
ing the repeal of the state casi
no law to appear on the Novem
ber ballot. If such a referendum
passed, it would roll back the
casino industry in Massachu
setts, three years after lawmak
ers passed legislation to open
the state to Las Vegasstyle
gambling.

Those fighting the repeal say
the casino issue was debated ad
nauseam in the Legislature for

CASINOS, Page A7

SJC to hear bid today
for casino ballot item
Much at stake
in repeal effort

POLICE RELEASE ADAMS

Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams professed his innocence
again Sunday after four days in custody for questioning
on a 1972 Irish Republican Army killing. Police said they
will give potential evidence to British prosecutors. A6.
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Aerialists successfully
performed the “hair hang”
during a show Friday.
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GLOBE CORRESPONDENTS

PROVIDENCE — A dramat
ic rigging collapse at the Ring
ling Bros. and Barnum & Bai
ley Circus Sunday sent eight
aerialists plummeting to the
ground as families watched in
stunned confusion.

All eight — who had been
hanging by their hair from an
umbrellashaped rigging —
were seriously injured, suffer
ing broken bones, head inju
ries, and lacerations in the 30
foot fall, officials said. A per
former standing below was
also seriously hurt.

“There were just girls lay

ing on the floor,” said Eddie
Brundage of Wareham, Mass.,
who was with his wife and
daughters, ages 3 and 4. “We
took our kids right out; we
didn’t want them to see.”

CIRCUS, Page A10

9 badly hurt
in plunge at
R.I. circus
Precarious
‘hair hang’ fails;
audience shaken

By Carolyn Y. Johnson
GLOBE STAFF

In a trio of studies published
Sunday, scientists reported that
they reversed aging in the mus
cles and brains of old mice —
simply by running the blood of
young mice through their veins.

The papers, from two inde
pendent groups in Cambridge
and California, used different
approaches to begin to unravel
the rejuvenating effects of
young animals’ blood, in the
hopes of eventually developing
a therapy that could be tested in
people.

Researchers at Harvard Uni
versity administered a protein
found in young blood to older

mice, and found that treated
mice could run longer on a
t r e a d m i l l a n d h a d m o r e
branching blood vessels in their
brains than untreated mice. A
group led by a University of Cal
ifornia, San Francisco research
er identified a molecular switch
in a memory center of the brain
that appears to be turned on by
blood from young mice.

“These are the tissues that
are really affected by advancing
age. Changes in these tissues
are responsible for the changes
that people worry about the
most — loss of cognition and
loss of independent function,”
said Amy Wagers, a professor of

AGING, Page A8

Young blood halts
aging in mice tests
Three studies show rejuvenation;
implications for humans uncertain

By Mark Arsenault
GLOBE STAFF

The state’s highest court on
Monday is expected to hear two
irreconcilable positions in a
highprofile case about access
to the statewide ballot, and the
outcome could decide the fu
ture of the gambling industry in
Massachusetts.

Casino opponents have

asked the Supreme Judicial
Court to permit a measure seek
ing the repeal of the state casi
no law to appear on the Novem
ber ballot. If such a referendum
passed, it would roll back the
casino industry in Massachu
setts, three years after lawmak
ers passed legislation to open
the state to Las Vegasstyle
gambling.

Those fighting the repeal say
the casino issue was debated ad
nauseam in the Legislature for

CASINOS, Page A7

SJC to hear bid today
for casino ballot item
Much at stake
in repeal effort

POLICE RELEASE ADAMS

Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams professed his innocence
again Sunday after four days in custody for questioning
on a 1972 Irish Republican Army killing. Police said they
will give potential evidence to British prosecutors. A6.

PAUL HACKETT/REUTERS

FRANK CAPRIO/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Aerialists successfully
performed the “hair hang”
during a show Friday.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead
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By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords
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By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher

GLOBE STAFF

Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE

DAVID L. RYAN/GLOBE STAFF

Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

The screams for help. The harrowing leaps from smoky rooftops. The young life lost.
The nightmare fire on Linden Street that killed a promising young Boston University 

undergraduate, Binland Lee, was only a few days past when Josh Goldenberg returned to the 
street in Allston where he once lived.

The BU student stared at the remains of number 87, an old home reduced to charred 
wood and ashes. He’d heard how Binland had been found in the attic bedroom she’d loved, in 
an illegal apartment with only one way out — through the smoke and flames.

“I just thought,” he said, “that could have been me.” And it nearly was.
A year earlier, the house across the street had gone up in flames and Goldenberg had 

lived through it — barely. He had escaped by jumping from an attic window, suffering major 
head trauma and neurological problems that linger still.

His house and Binland Lee’s were alike in other ways. Both were illegally overstuffed with 
undergraduate tenants; neither had been inspected by the city in years. In the aftermath of 
the back-to-back calamities on Linden Street, city officials promised to intensify their efforts 
and crack down on violators, to better protect the tens of thousands of students who live off 
campus.

But that’s not what happened.
A Globe Spotlight Team investigation has documented what Lee’s death 

and Goldenberg’s near-death alone make tragically clear — that Boston’s efforts 
to safeguard students and protect city neighborhoods from real estate inves-
tors transforming them into college rental ghettos have failed by almost every 
measure.

A collision of greed, neglect, and mismanagement is endangering young 
people in America’s college capital while enriching some absentee investors 
— landlords who maximize profits by packing students into properties — and 
universities that admit many more students than they can house.

It is a heedless calculus that begins with the flood of student renters and the landlords 
who freely defy housing codes, and is enabled by city inspectors who simply are no match for 
the health and safety challenges that result.

The city checks a small fraction of Boston’s rental units each 
year, the Globe found, and antiquated record-keeping leaves the city 
with no effective way to track repeat offenders.

Boston requires landlords to have their apartments inspected 
every time new tenants move in. But few do. Last year, officials con-
ducted only 2,304 of these inspections out of roughly 154,000 rental 
units in the city of Boston. That’s one out of every 67 apartments. By 
the city’s own conservative estimate, ordinary turnover should result 
in 44,000 of just this one type of inspection every year.

And there is no doubt what inspectors would find if they per-
formed this basic work: Students living in filthy units where doors 
don’t lock or windows don’t close, where heat doesn’t work or it 
won’t ever stop, where rodents and pests are daily visitors, where 
bedrooms are crammed illegally into dingy basements or into fire-
trap attic apartments.

Especially, in cases of illegal overcrowding — as in both Linden 
Street homes that went up in flames — citations for overcrowded 
conditions appear to be nonexistent.

Even after those fatal and near-fatal fires, neither property own-
er was cited for this obvious violation.

Indeed, pressed by the Globe, the city could not turn up even 
one student overcrowding citation.

In its investigation of off-campus housing in Boston, the Spot-
light Team reviewed hundreds of court files and thousands of com-
puterized records of complaints to city inspectors and 911 calls; 
examined property records and internal city e-mails; and interviewed 
hundreds of students, landlords, and city and university officials. The 
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Risks to health, safety
Most college students arrive

in Boston with huge tuition
bills and a yearning for inde
pendence.

They are often firsttime
renters and typically know little
about their rights as tenants, or
the hazards that might await
them in a densely packed city
with some of the nation’s oldest
rental apartments.

The Spotlight Team’s investi
gation not only found chronic
overcrowding, but also that stu
dents are living in units with
grievous code violations, some
of them lifethreatening.

How bad is it out there?
R A Museum of Fine Arts

student and his friends headed
out to a third floor deck in Mis
sion Hill to enjoy an early fall
evening last September. The
unpermitted structure col
lapsed, leaving a dozen people
with injuries, among them con
cussions and a fractured heel.
The city later cited the property
owner.
R A Fisher College student

noticed that an outside door to
her Commonwealth Avenue
apartment building was held
open day and night with electri
cal wire. Concerned for her
safety, she said, she complained
to her real estate agency. But
nothing was done. Days later,
on Sept. 21, 2008, she and her
roommate were brutally raped
at knifepoint in their apart
ment by an intruder. The wom
en settled a lawsuit against the
landlords and real estate firm
last fall for $900,000, according
to their lawyer.
R A BU law student moved

into an apartment in Allston in
September 2008 and two
months later noticed some
thing odd — small, itchy welts
on her hands and arms. She
first believed it was caused by
lawschool stress. Four months
later, a doctor blamed it on bed
bugs, an alltoocommon prob
lem in student neighborhoods.
After the landlord failed to
eradicate the problem, she
broke her lease and sued him
and her real estate broker, who
together later settled for more
than $5,000 in 2011.
R BU roommates, watching

television last June, smelled
smoke and then saw it seep
through the floorboards of their
overcrowded secondfloor
apartment in Allston. A frayed
extension cord in the down
stairs unit was to blame. The six
displaced students had no
ready way to reach their land
lord. They had never met her
and didn’ t even know her
name.

If one goal of the antiover
crowding measure was to
dampen the overheated student
rental market that has pushed
out longtime residents and de
stabilized neighborhoods, an
other was to promote student
safety.

And in their fullthroated
support for the nomorethan
four restriction, university offi
cials vigorously waved the flag
of safety.

The appeal made by the
Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology was typical. Two senior
Wentworth officials wrote City
Hall to applaud efforts to keep
students from living on outdoor
porches and carvedup living
rooms.

“These activities are danger
ously unacceptable and need to
be stopped,’’ they said.

BU’s president Robert A.
Brown said he was concerned,
too.

“What really worries me is
that the landlords in a lot of
these apartment buildings ar
en’t meeting the standards,
both for code and egress, and fi
nally that they’re turning a
blind eye to residences that are
overpacked,” Brown said in the
aftermath of Binland Lee’s
death.

The day after the fatal fire,
Frias, the Allston Brighton
Community Development Cor

poration official, suggested one
remedy, urging universities to
share the addresses of their off
campus students so city offi
cials can build a database and
spot overcrowded units.

Almost every college and
university has repelled the city’s
efforts to obtain that data. BU
became the first college to com
ply last May when it disclosed
the addresses where five or
more BU students lived. But in
spectional services has yet to
mine that list to cite offending
landlords.

Asked whether it would help
if every college provided off
campus addresses, an agency
spokeswoman agreed that it
would. Then she added: “But
staffing would not allow over
sight.’’

“There are some legal dis
agreements about whether or
not colleges can in fact give us
that information,’’ said BRA di

rector Peter Meade before he
left that post earlier this year.
“Our position is a very strong
one that they can and should.’’

If the city knew precisely
where to look, inspectors would
be alarmed at what they would
find.

As part of its investigation,
the Globe hired North Shore
health inspector and registered
sanitarian Rosemary Decie as a
consultant to inspect units with
the approval of their young ten
ants. In a single afternoon,
Decie found nearly 50 code vio
lations in three units that are
home to university students.

At a singlefamily home on
Pratt Street, in the heart of a
heavily populated student
neighborhood in Allston, Decie
found two serious violations in
a unit rented by Emerson Col
lege students: the absence of
carbon monoxide detectors and
an obstructed second egress
through a firstfloor bathroom.
The door there was barricaded
by a 2by4 piece of wood, an
obvious impediment in the case
of an emergency. She called it a
“major violation.’’

“You’re not allowed to have a
second egress through a bed
room or a bathroom or any
locked door,’’ she said.

Across town, in a basement
apartment unit on Everett
Street in Allston, Decie found
serious safety hazards in the
home of a Fisher College sopho
more. One outside door did not
lock — a surprisingly common
and dangerous condition — and
the second egress from the
apartment is through a dark
room that is a maze of hot wa
ter heaters. “He is not safe in
the apartment,’’ she said.

Even on firescarred Linden
Street trouble remains.

When Decie inspected a
twotoned tan house there, next
door to the home in which Bin
land Lee died, she found 25
code violations: the basement
door missing its knob, a large
dead mouse by the hot water
heater, mouse droppings be
hind the living room couch, a
hole in the ceiling over the

kitchen sink, and a loose banis
ter on the third floor.

When the property’s land
lord, Nirmal Sharma, was
reached at his home in Califor
nia, he seemed surprised by
what the Globe found.

“That sounds awful. I did
not know that,’’ he said in a tele
phone interview. “It looks like I
have to find a better property
manager.’’

In a voicemail to the Spot
light Team hours later, Sharma
said he had consulted with his
property manager who asserted
that the house was fine in Sep
tember. “Everything that you
told me must have been done
after that,’’ the landlord said.

And then he asked the Globe
for a list of problems so he
could have them repaired.

One of Sharma’s tenants, BU
junior Terry Bartrug, called the
house a “fire hazard’’ and dis
puted the idea that it was tip
top in September.

“If we ever complain about
anything, they’re like, ‘Oh man,
you should have seen it before,’’
Bartrug said. “But it’s still not
freakin’ livable for us.’’

Within weeks, Sharma
would have to deal with more
than his tenants’ complaints:
the antics of the students them
selves.

In late February, Bartrug
and three of his housemates
were jailed after police broke
up a large party at which they
found many minors and more
than 1,000 beer cans.

Days later, Sharma — clearly
fed up — said he planned to put
his investment property up for
sale. It went on the market in
April for $800,000, according
to the listing. “Needs some
work but this is for sure a great
investment opportunity!”

Most city colleges, citing pri
vacy concerns, say they have
limited authority to patrol the
living conditions of their stu
dents in the neighborhoods.

Jack Dunn, Boston College’s
director of public affairs, said
he was unaware of the large
number of BC students crowd
ing into apartment units within
walking distance of the college.

“I’m surprised personally
that you found 12 students liv
ing in one house,’’ Dunn said.
“That frightens me from a safe
ty perspective.’’

But it’s not as if BC doesn’t
know where its students are liv
ing.

It does.
At a meeting in the universi

ty’s Robsham Theater last fall
for the nearly 1,300 juniors
who are living off campus, Kris
ten O’Driscoll, assistant dean
for offcampus life and civic en
gagement, reminded her un
dergraduates that they had to
send her their offcampus ad
dresses or risk being shut out of
the BC computer system.

When a representative from
the inspectional services agency
attending the session reminded
the BC juniors that no more
than four of them could lawful
ly live together in a single unit,
one young woman in the rear of

the theater struggled — unsuc
cessfully — to stifle an areyou
kiddingme guffaw. Four rows
in front of her, two BC juniors
turned to each other and ex
changed tight smiles as one
jabbed his elbow into the ribs of
his friend.

When BC junior Daniel Ter
ceiro, who said he lived last fall
with seven roommates in an
apartment owned by an absen
tee landlord from Chicago, ran
into housing trouble, he sought
the help of a BC employee,
Steve Montgomery. Montgom
ery is known colloquially as
BC’s offcampus RA, or resident
assistant, who monitors the
neighborhood for loud parties
and behavior that frequently
draws the ire of longtime local
residents.

Terceiro, a Lexington native
subletting the apartment, said
he and his housemates had
been cited for loud parties. And
they met last semester with
Montgomery about how best to
deal with their landlord.

“If we talk to a representa
tive of the university and have a
meeting with them with seven
of our housemates and say
we’re housemates, it’s not like
they send us a letter saying,
‘You’re breaking the rules.
You’ve got to stop right now,’ ’’
said Terceiro. “They let it go.’’

Montgomery said students
are reminded multiple times
about the city’s antiovercrowd
ing rule.

And Dunn, the BC spokes
man, said federal student priva
cy laws preclude the school
from sending the city its stu
dents’ offcampus addresses —
even though federal regulators
say schools who designate ad
dresses as directory informa
tion are generally permitted to
do so. And in an email ex
change with the Globe in March
he seemed to reconsider his
earlier comments about the im
pact of a large number of stu
dents living in homes near cam
pus.

“It cannot be said that those
units that may have more than
four students living together to
meet the high cost of rent will
result in the endangerment of
students,’’ the BC spokesman
said.

Promises broken, unfulfilled
Boston’s student housing

problem has slowly enveloped
whole neighborhoods over the
decades. But even as the dam
age has grown more severe, in
undating entire neighborhoods
with noisy students and reck
less real estate speculators, the
city’s political leaders, universi
ties, and urban planners have
struggled to stanch it.

The Boston Redevelopment
Authority, the city’s planning
arm, has become an imperfect
— some critics say untrust
worthy — arbiter of the bitter
debate between the colleges
and their neighbors over hous
ing.

When residents complain
about student noise, or press
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Boston University student
Josh Goldenberg was in a
coma for nearly two weeks
after he jumped from an
attic window to escape a fire
at 84 Linden St. that
destroyed the house, which
was later razed. Goldenberg
spent three months at the
Spaulding Rehabilitation
Hospital, missed more than
a semester of classes, and
suffers from double vision,
balance problems, and
other issues related to his
brain injury.

Apparent
zoning violation

Broken appliances, equipment

Rodents, bedbugs, other pests

Lack of heat

Hard to reach landlord

Leaks or mold

Broken locks on apartment 
and/or outside doors

Nonfunctioning smoke alarm

Nonfunctioning carbon 
monoxide detector

Blocked exits

Overcrowded and unsafe
The Boston Globe surveyed 266 students about their living 
conditions in off-campus apartments.

More than four under-
graduates live in home

A 2008 city zoning rule bars 
more than four full-time 
undergraduates from sharing 
an apartment.  

Undergrads per unit

Problems reported

Units
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Number of undergrads
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NOTE: The zoning rule only applies to full-time students. Most of the 
students surveyed attend colleges with few or no part-timers.

38%

37%

33%

25%

23%

22%

20%

10%

2%

31%
Yes

69%
No
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(in the 229 units that reported 
at least 1 undergrad)

SCOTT LAPIERRE/GLOBE STAFF

Health inspector Rosemary Decie found numerous violations at a studentoccupied house
on Linden Street in Allston, which she examined at the Globe’s request.

The screams for help. The har
rowing leaps from smoky rooftops.
The young life lost.

The nightmare fire on Linden
Street that killed a promising young Boston
University undergraduate, Binland Lee, was
only a few days past when Josh Goldenberg re
turned to the street in Allston where he once
lived.

The BU student stared at the remains of
number 87, an old home reduced to charred
wood and ashes. He’d heard how Binland had
been found in the attic bedroom she’d loved, in
an illegal apartment with only one way out —
through the smoke and flames.

“I just thought,” he said, “that
could have been me.” And it nearly
was.

A year earlier, the house across
the street had gone up in flames
and Goldenberg had lived through
it — barely. He had escaped by
jumping from an attic window, suf
fering major head trauma and neu
rological problems that linger still.

His house and Binland Lee’s
were alike in other ways. Both were

illegally overstuffed with undergraduate ten
ants; neither had been inspected by the city in
years. In the aftermath of the backtoback ca
lamities on Linden Street, city officials prom
ised to intensify their efforts and crack down on
violators, to better protect the tens of thou
sands of students who live off campus.

But that’s not what happened.
A Globe Spotlight Team investigation has

documented what Lee’s death and Golden
SPOTLIGHT, Page A11

OVERCROWDED AND AT RISK:
AWAY OF LIFE AND, SOMETIMES,
DEATH FOR STUDENT TENANTS
Every year they come, thousands of students whose dreams help drive Boston, but who
must increasingly scrounge for housing off campus. AGlobe investigation finds they are
easy targets for scofflaw landlords whom the city seems unable, or unwilling, to control.

YOON S. BYUN/GLOBE STAFF

The conditions college students find when they move into offcampus apartments can be hazardous to their health and
safety, including a smashed door, a crumbling, moldy shower, an inoperable smoke detector, and a filthy stove.

PHOTOS BY DARREN DURLACH AND JOHN TLUMACKI (PHOTO AT RIGHT)/GLOBE STAFF

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jonathan
Saltzman, Jenn Abelson, Casey
Ross, and Todd Wallack, and editor
Thomas Farragher. It was written
by Farragher and Ross.

Second of three parts

Students reporting 
major problems in 
off-campus housing

Yes
82%

From a Globe survey 
of 266 students.
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A mob stormed a police station
in Odessa, Ukraine, and freed
67 proRussia militants. A3.

Two studies cited a diversity
gap in US schools, with the pro
portion of nonwhites far higher
for students than teachers. A2.

A US scholar raised new
doubts about the “Jesus’s
Wife” papyrus, and Harvard
historian Karen L. King, who
first brought the item to public
attention, said the latest find
ings merit consideration. A4.

Former president George H. W.
Bush was honored in absentia
at the John F. Kennedy Presi
dential Library and Museum for
backing higher taxes in 1990
despite the political risk. B1.

The ability to attract and retain
young Hispanics is vital to Ca
tholicism’s future in America, a
Boston College study said. B1.

Afghan workers rushed to aid
700 families displaced by last
week’s deadly landslide. A6.

An MIT graduate student is de
veloping a device to help work
ers without medical training to
identify malariainfected blood
in remote areas. B5.

Crises have become a way of
life for John Polanowicz in his
16 months as Patrick adminis
tration health secretary. B1.

Santa Barbara looks to restart
its idled $34 million desalina
tion plant as California grapples
with severe drought. A5.

POINT OF VIEW:
ANDREW J. BACEVICH

“In international relations, 
fairness is like good sports
manship in pro hockey. You 
might give it a nod during 
postgame interviews. On 
the ice, meanwhile, you do 
whatever you can get away 
with.” A17.

Monday: Partly sunny, clearing;
high 6267, low 4146.

Tuesday: Sunny and dry;
high 6065, low 4449.

High tide: 4:06 a.m.; 4:45 p.m.

Sunrise: 5:34 Sunset: 7:48

Complete report, B11
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SUNDAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

TODAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords
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By Anne Steele,
Gal Tziperman Lotan,

and Jeremy C. Fox
GLOBE CORRESPONDENTS

PROVIDENCE — A dramat
ic rigging collapse at the Ring
ling Bros. and Barnum & Bai
ley Circus Sunday sent eight
aerialists plummeting to the
ground as families watched in
stunned confusion.

All eight — who had been
hanging by their hair from an
umbrellashaped rigging —
were seriously injured, suffer
ing broken bones, head inju
ries, and lacerations in the 30
foot fall, officials said. A per
former standing below was
also seriously hurt.

“There were just girls lay

ing on the floor,” said Eddie
Brundage of Wareham, Mass.,
who was with his wife and
daughters, ages 3 and 4. “We
took our kids right out; we
didn’t want them to see.”

CIRCUS, Page A10

9 badly hurt
in plunge at
R.I. circus
Precarious
‘hair hang’ fails;
audience shaken

By Carolyn Y. Johnson
GLOBE STAFF

In a trio of studies published
Sunday, scientists reported that
they reversed aging in the mus
cles and brains of old mice —
simply by running the blood of
young mice through their veins.

The papers, from two inde
pendent groups in Cambridge
and California, used different
approaches to begin to unravel
the rejuvenating effects of
young animals’ blood, in the
hopes of eventually developing
a therapy that could be tested in
people.

Researchers at Harvard Uni
versity administered a protein
found in young blood to older

mice, and found that treated
mice could run longer on a
t r e a d m i l l a n d h a d m o r e
branching blood vessels in their
brains than untreated mice. A
group led by a University of Cal
ifornia, San Francisco research
er identified a molecular switch
in a memory center of the brain
that appears to be turned on by
blood from young mice.

“These are the tissues that
are really affected by advancing
age. Changes in these tissues
are responsible for the changes
that people worry about the
most — loss of cognition and
loss of independent function,”
said Amy Wagers, a professor of

AGING, Page A8

Young blood halts
aging in mice tests
Three studies show rejuvenation;
implications for humans uncertain

By Mark Arsenault
GLOBE STAFF

The state’s highest court on
Monday is expected to hear two
irreconcilable positions in a
highprofile case about access
to the statewide ballot, and the
outcome could decide the fu
ture of the gambling industry in
Massachusetts.

Casino opponents have

asked the Supreme Judicial
Court to permit a measure seek
ing the repeal of the state casi
no law to appear on the Novem
ber ballot. If such a referendum
passed, it would roll back the
casino industry in Massachu
setts, three years after lawmak
ers passed legislation to open
the state to Las Vegasstyle
gambling.

Those fighting the repeal say
the casino issue was debated ad
nauseam in the Legislature for

CASINOS, Page A7

SJC to hear bid today
for casino ballot item
Much at stake
in repeal effort

POLICE RELEASE ADAMS

Sinn Fein leader Gerry Adams professed his innocence
again Sunday after four days in custody for questioning
on a 1972 Irish Republican Army killing. Police said they
will give potential evidence to British prosecutors. A6.

PAUL HACKETT/REUTERS

FRANK CAPRIO/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Aerialists successfully
performed the “hair hang”
during a show Friday.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead
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By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords

Experience interactives, view videos, and read documents at bostonglobe.com/spotlight.ONLINE
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— SPOTLIGHT SHADOW CAMPUS

By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher

GLOBE STAFF

Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page
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Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

investigation revealed:
•■ Illegal, overcrowded apartments 

riddle the city’s college neighborhoods, 
including a significant number in viola-
tion of a city zoning rule barring more 
than four full-time undergraduates from 
sharing a house or apartment. Globe 
reporters and correspondents visited 
block after block of rental properties in 
student-rich enclaves — near BU, Boston 
College, and Northeastern University — 
and found overcrowding a fact of life.

And in a Globe survey of 266 stu-
dents living off-campus in Boston, nearly 
one-third of students questioned said at 
least five undergraduates were sharing 
living quarters. In sections of Brighton 
near Boston College, where most juniors 
are not provided on-campus housing, 
80 percent of the students surveyed said 
they had more than four undergraduates 
in their apartments. Of the 15 student 
apartments surveyed on Gerald Road, a 
short street within walking distance of 
Boston College, only three housed four or fewer undergrads.

“It’s become an absolute community crisis,’’ said Valerie K. Frias, associate director of the 
Allston Brighton Community Development Corporation. “The landlords are taking advantage 
of the situation, pulling out massive profits and putting very little — if any — work back into 
the properties with very little regard for public safety or human life.’’

•■ Trailing hard on the heels of overcrowding are health and safety issues, ranging from 
the kind of deadly peril that claimed Binland Lee to side effects of squalor of a more ordinary 
kind. A Globe analysis of records found that four student-rich ZIP codes, when adjusted for 
population, have 50 percent more complaints overall than the citywide average in more than a 
dozen categories, including mold and mice infestation as well as more serious safety concerns 
such as missing or broken carbon monoxide detectors and overcrowding. The ZIP codes cover-
ing Allston, Brighton, Mission Hill, and Fenway have generated more than 14,000 complaints 
to inspectional services over the past eight years.

And rodents are everywhere — more 
than 3,500 complaints since 2006, just 
from these student rich areas.

•■ The Inspectional Services Depart-
ment, or ISD, the city’s chief code enforce-
ment agency, is no match for the flood of 
complaints and routinely misses health 
and safety problems that create dangerous, 
sometimes life-threatening conditions. The 
agency, which relies largely on paper files, 
is unable to give firm answers to basic 
questions, like how often landlords are 
cited for housing violations. And when re-
cords of violations are filed electronically, 
the agency doesn’t mine the data to track 
which landlords have been cited the most.

There is, as a result, only a limited 
capacity to respond to chronic offenders. 
And even when their misconduct is so 
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berg’s neardeath alone make
tragically clear — that Boston’s
efforts to safeguard students
and protect city neighborhoods
from real estate investors trans
forming them into college rent
al ghettos have failed by almost
every measure.

A collision of greed, neglect,
and mismanagement is endan
gering young people in Ameri
ca’s college capital while enrich
ing some absentee investors —
landlords who maximize profits
by packing students into prop
erties — and universities that
admit many more students
than they can house.

It is a heedless calculus that
begins with the flood of student
renters and the landlords who
freely defy housing codes, and
is enabled by city inspectors
who simply are no match for
the health and safety challenges
that result.

The city checks a small frac
tion of Boston’s rental units
each year, the Globe found, and
antiquated recordkeeping
leaves the city with no effective
way to track repeat offenders.

Boston requires landlords to
have their apartments inspect
ed every time new tenants
move in. But few do. Last year,
officials conducted only 2,304
of these inspections out of
roughly 154,000 rental units in
the city of Boston. That’s one
out of every 67 apartments. By
the city’s own conservative esti
mate, ordinary turnover should
result in 44,000 of just this one
type of inspection every year.

And there is no doubt what
inspectors would find if they
performed this basic work: Stu
dents living in filthy units
where doors don’t lock or win
dows don’t close, where heat
doesn’t work or it won’t ever
stop, where rodents and pests
are daily visitors, where bed
rooms are crammed illegally in
to dingy basements or into fire
trap attic apartments.

Especially, in cases of illegal
overcrowding — as in both Lin
den Street homes that went up
in flames — citations for over
crowded conditions appear to
be nonexistent.

Even after those fatal and
nearfatal fires, neither proper
ty owner was cited for this obvi
ous violation.

Indeed, pressed by the
Globe, the city could not turn
up even one student over
crowding citation.

In its investigation of off
campus housing in Boston, the
Spotlight Team reviewed hun
dreds of court files and thou
sands of computerized records
of complaints to city inspectors
and 911 calls; examined prop
erty records and internal city e
mails; and interviewed hun
dreds of students, landlords,
and city and university officials.
The investigation revealed:
R Illegal, overcrowded apart

ments riddle the city’s college
neighborhoods, including a sig
nificant number in violation of
a city zoning rule barring more
than four fulltime undergradu
ates from sharing a house or
apartment. Globe reporters and
correspondents visited block af
ter block of rental properties in
studentrich enclaves — near
BU, Boston College, and North
eastern University — and found
overcrowding a fact of life.

And in a Globe survey of 266
students living offcampus in
Boston, nearly onethird of stu
dents questioned said at least
five undergraduates were shar
ing living quarters. In sections
of Brighton near Boston Col
lege, where most juniors are
not provided oncampus hous
ing, 80 percent of the students
surveyed said they had more
than four undergraduates in
their apartments. Of the 15 stu
dent apartments surveyed on
Gerald Road, a short street
within walking distance of Bos
ton College, only three housed
four or fewer undergrads.

“It’s become an absolute
community crisis,’’ said Valerie
K. Frias, associate director of
the Allston Brighton Communi
ty Development Corporation.
“The landlords are taking ad
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vantage of the situation, pulling
out massive profits and putting
very little — if any — work back
into the properties with very lit
tle regard for public safety or
human life.’’
R Trailing hard on the heels

of overcrowding are health and
safety issues, ranging from the
kind of deadly per i l that
claimed Binland Lee to side ef
fects of squalor of a more ordi
nary kind. A Globe analysis of
records found that four stu
dentrich ZIP codes, when ad
justed for population, have 50
percent more complaints over
all than the citywide average in
more than a dozen categories,
including mold and mice infes
tation as well as more serious
safety concerns such as missing
or broken carbon monoxide de
tectors and overcrowding. The
ZIP codes covering Allston,
Brighton, Mission Hill, and
Fenway have generated more
than 14,000 complaints to in
spectional services over the
past eight years.

And rodents are everywhere
— more than 3,500 complaints
since 2006, just from these stu
dent rich areas.
R The Inspectional Services

Department, or ISD, the city’s
chief code enforcement agency,
is no match for the flood of
complaints and routinely miss
es health and safety problems
that create dangerous, some
times lifethreatening condi
tions. The agency, which relies

largely on paper files, is unable
to give firm answers to basic
questions, like how often land
lords are cited for housing vio
lations. And when records of vi
olations are filed electronically,
the agency doesn’t mine the da
ta to track which landlords
have been cited the most.

There is, as a result, only a
limited capacity to respond to
chronic offenders. And even
when their misconduct is so
egregious as to be impossible to
ignore, the most notorious of
Boston’s landlords escape with
what amount to administrative
slaps on the wrist.
R Along with landlords and

ineffective city regulators, there
is a third powerful force con
tributing to overcrowding and
the hazards that flow from it.
Several of the colleges and uni
versities that import these
thousands of young and eager
new Bostonians have promised
to house more of them on cam
pus, and then have broken that
promise. A growing flood of
student tenants is the result — a
ready market for landlords
short on scruples.

The number of undergradu
ate and graduate students liv
ing off campus in the city
soared 36 percent to more than
45,000 from 2006 to 2013, ac
cording to reports filed with
Boston’s city clerk by private
universities with a Boston pres
ence and data that three public

Continued on next page

PROBLEMS, COMPLAINTS SOAR AS
OFFCAMPUSHOUSING SWELLS

PHOTOS BY ARAM BOGHOSIAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

On Foster Street in Brighton last fall, a large group was waiting to enter a latenight party at a studentoccupied house.

Longtime Allston resident Robert Dunne said he has seen his Pratt Street neighborhood
deteriorate as many houses changed from owneroccupied to rentals.

2006 2013

Where students live off campus in Boston

Boston College Boston
University

Northeastern
University

Suffolk University
Emerson College

Simmons
College

Roxbury
Community
College

UMass Boston

In 2013, universities with campuses in Boston reported about 45,000 students lived in 
private residences in the city, a 36 percent increase since 2006.

DAVID BUTLER/GLOBE STAFF

Kenmore
3,240

Fenway
6,032

Brighton
5,168

Dorchester
4,401

Roxbury
2,317

Allston
3,749

Mission Hill
4,164

64,534

81,061

South
End
1,864

South
Boston
1,231

Jamaica
Plain
2,212

Beacon Hill/
West End
1,298

Fin. Dist./
Chinatown
1,017

North
End
1,210

East
Boston
1,341

1,000

West
Roxbury
632

Charlestown
555

Mattapan
851

Roslindale
1,080

Hyde Park
1,085

Back
Bay
1,396

Size of circle indicates the number of students
living off campus in each neighborhood in 2013

Live on campus

Live off campus

Total

Grew slower than 
the citywide average

Grew faster
than average

Grew more than 
twice the average

Student population growth
by neighborhood since 2006

Student population in Boston

Note: Neighborhoods are based 
on selected ZIP codes. These 
figures do not include some 
students who live in Boston but 
attend colleges elsewhere. 

SOURCES: City of Boston, public colleges

31,184 35,802

33,350 45,259

The dorm gap
The difference between the number of full-time undergraduate 
and graduate students enrolled and the number of dorm beds 
available in 2012 at Boston schools with large off-campus 
student populations:

SOURCE: US Department of Education DAVID BUTLER/GLOBE STAFF

ENROLLMENTDORM BEDS

DORM BED SHORTFALL

14,683

10,654

9,668

5,738

5,645

4,867

4,577

3,354

2,404

1,742

1,410

1,098

978

Boston University

Northeastern University

UMass-Boston

Suffolk University

Boston College
Mass. College of Pharmacy

and Health Sciences
Bunker Hill Community College

Berklee College of Music

Emerson College

Wentworth Inst. of Technology

Simmons College
Massachusetts College of 

Art and Design
Fisher College
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Risks to health, safety
Most college students arrive

in Boston with huge tuition
bills and a yearning for inde
pendence.

They are often firsttime
renters and typically know little
about their rights as tenants, or
the hazards that might await
them in a densely packed city
with some of the nation’s oldest
rental apartments.

The Spotlight Team’s investi
gation not only found chronic
overcrowding, but also that stu
dents are living in units with
grievous code violations, some
of them lifethreatening.

How bad is it out there?
R A Museum of Fine Arts

student and his friends headed
out to a third floor deck in Mis
sion Hill to enjoy an early fall
evening last September. The
unpermitted structure col
lapsed, leaving a dozen people
with injuries, among them con
cussions and a fractured heel.
The city later cited the property
owner.
R A Fisher College student

noticed that an outside door to
her Commonwealth Avenue
apartment building was held
open day and night with electri
cal wire. Concerned for her
safety, she said, she complained
to her real estate agency. But
nothing was done. Days later,
on Sept. 21, 2008, she and her
roommate were brutally raped
at knifepoint in their apart
ment by an intruder. The wom
en settled a lawsuit against the
landlords and real estate firm
last fall for $900,000, according
to their lawyer.
R A BU law student moved

into an apartment in Allston in
September 2008 and two
months later noticed some
thing odd — small, itchy welts
on her hands and arms. She
first believed it was caused by
lawschool stress. Four months
later, a doctor blamed it on bed
bugs, an alltoocommon prob
lem in student neighborhoods.
After the landlord failed to
eradicate the problem, she
broke her lease and sued him
and her real estate broker, who
together later settled for more
than $5,000 in 2011.
R BU roommates, watching

television last June, smelled
smoke and then saw it seep
through the floorboards of their
overcrowded secondfloor
apartment in Allston. A frayed
extension cord in the down
stairs unit was to blame. The six
displaced students had no
ready way to reach their land
lord. They had never met her
and didn’ t even know her
name.

If one goal of the antiover
crowding measure was to
dampen the overheated student
rental market that has pushed
out longtime residents and de
stabilized neighborhoods, an
other was to promote student
safety.

And in their fullthroated
support for the nomorethan
four restriction, university offi
cials vigorously waved the flag
of safety.

The appeal made by the
Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology was typical. Two senior
Wentworth officials wrote City
Hall to applaud efforts to keep
students from living on outdoor
porches and carvedup living
rooms.

“These activities are danger
ously unacceptable and need to
be stopped,’’ they said.

BU’s president Robert A.
Brown said he was concerned,
too.

“What really worries me is
that the landlords in a lot of
these apartment buildings ar
en’t meeting the standards,
both for code and egress, and fi
nally that they’re turning a
blind eye to residences that are
overpacked,” Brown said in the
aftermath of Binland Lee’s
death.

The day after the fatal fire,
Frias, the Allston Brighton
Community Development Cor

poration official, suggested one
remedy, urging universities to
share the addresses of their off
campus students so city offi
cials can build a database and
spot overcrowded units.

Almost every college and
university has repelled the city’s
efforts to obtain that data. BU
became the first college to com
ply last May when it disclosed
the addresses where five or
more BU students lived. But in
spectional services has yet to
mine that list to cite offending
landlords.

Asked whether it would help
if every college provided off
campus addresses, an agency
spokeswoman agreed that it
would. Then she added: “But
staffing would not allow over
sight.’’

“There are some legal dis
agreements about whether or
not colleges can in fact give us
that information,’’ said BRA di

rector Peter Meade before he
left that post earlier this year.
“Our position is a very strong
one that they can and should.’’

If the city knew precisely
where to look, inspectors would
be alarmed at what they would
find.

As part of its investigation,
the Globe hired North Shore
health inspector and registered
sanitarian Rosemary Decie as a
consultant to inspect units with
the approval of their young ten
ants. In a single afternoon,
Decie found nearly 50 code vio
lations in three units that are
home to university students.

At a singlefamily home on
Pratt Street, in the heart of a
heavily populated student
neighborhood in Allston, Decie
found two serious violations in
a unit rented by Emerson Col
lege students: the absence of
carbon monoxide detectors and
an obstructed second egress
through a firstfloor bathroom.
The door there was barricaded
by a 2by4 piece of wood, an
obvious impediment in the case
of an emergency. She called it a
“major violation.’’

“You’re not allowed to have a
second egress through a bed
room or a bathroom or any
locked door,’’ she said.

Across town, in a basement
apartment unit on Everett
Street in Allston, Decie found
serious safety hazards in the
home of a Fisher College sopho
more. One outside door did not
lock — a surprisingly common
and dangerous condition — and
the second egress from the
apartment is through a dark
room that is a maze of hot wa
ter heaters. “He is not safe in
the apartment,’’ she said.

Even on firescarred Linden
Street trouble remains.

When Decie inspected a
twotoned tan house there, next
door to the home in which Bin
land Lee died, she found 25
code violations: the basement
door missing its knob, a large
dead mouse by the hot water
heater, mouse droppings be
hind the living room couch, a
hole in the ceiling over the

kitchen sink, and a loose banis
ter on the third floor.

When the property’s land
lord, Nirmal Sharma, was
reached at his home in Califor
nia, he seemed surprised by
what the Globe found.

“That sounds awful. I did
not know that,’’ he said in a tele
phone interview. “It looks like I
have to find a better property
manager.’’

In a voicemail to the Spot
light Team hours later, Sharma
said he had consulted with his
property manager who asserted
that the house was fine in Sep
tember. “Everything that you
told me must have been done
after that,’’ the landlord said.

And then he asked the Globe
for a list of problems so he
could have them repaired.

One of Sharma’s tenants, BU
junior Terry Bartrug, called the
house a “fire hazard’’ and dis
puted the idea that it was tip
top in September.

“If we ever complain about
anything, they’re like, ‘Oh man,
you should have seen it before,’’
Bartrug said. “But it’s still not
freakin’ livable for us.’’

Within weeks, Sharma
would have to deal with more
than his tenants’ complaints:
the antics of the students them
selves.

In late February, Bartrug
and three of his housemates
were jailed after police broke
up a large party at which they
found many minors and more
than 1,000 beer cans.

Days later, Sharma — clearly
fed up — said he planned to put
his investment property up for
sale. It went on the market in
April for $800,000, according
to the listing. “Needs some
work but this is for sure a great
investment opportunity!”

Most city colleges, citing pri
vacy concerns, say they have
limited authority to patrol the
living conditions of their stu
dents in the neighborhoods.

Jack Dunn, Boston College’s
director of public affairs, said
he was unaware of the large
number of BC students crowd
ing into apartment units within
walking distance of the college.

“I’m surprised personally
that you found 12 students liv
ing in one house,’’ Dunn said.
“That frightens me from a safe
ty perspective.’’

But it’s not as if BC doesn’t
know where its students are liv
ing.

It does.
At a meeting in the universi

ty’s Robsham Theater last fall
for the nearly 1,300 juniors
who are living off campus, Kris
ten O’Driscoll, assistant dean
for offcampus life and civic en
gagement, reminded her un
dergraduates that they had to
send her their offcampus ad
dresses or risk being shut out of
the BC computer system.

When a representative from
the inspectional services agency
attending the session reminded
the BC juniors that no more
than four of them could lawful
ly live together in a single unit,
one young woman in the rear of

the theater struggled — unsuc
cessfully — to stifle an areyou
kiddingme guffaw. Four rows
in front of her, two BC juniors
turned to each other and ex
changed tight smiles as one
jabbed his elbow into the ribs of
his friend.

When BC junior Daniel Ter
ceiro, who said he lived last fall
with seven roommates in an
apartment owned by an absen
tee landlord from Chicago, ran
into housing trouble, he sought
the help of a BC employee,
Steve Montgomery. Montgom
ery is known colloquially as
BC’s offcampus RA, or resident
assistant, who monitors the
neighborhood for loud parties
and behavior that frequently
draws the ire of longtime local
residents.

Terceiro, a Lexington native
subletting the apartment, said
he and his housemates had
been cited for loud parties. And
they met last semester with
Montgomery about how best to
deal with their landlord.

“If we talk to a representa
tive of the university and have a
meeting with them with seven
of our housemates and say
we’re housemates, it’s not like
they send us a letter saying,
‘You’re breaking the rules.
You’ve got to stop right now,’ ’’
said Terceiro. “They let it go.’’

Montgomery said students
are reminded multiple times
about the city’s antiovercrowd
ing rule.

And Dunn, the BC spokes
man, said federal student priva
cy laws preclude the school
from sending the city its stu
dents’ offcampus addresses —
even though federal regulators
say schools who designate ad
dresses as directory informa
tion are generally permitted to
do so. And in an email ex
change with the Globe in March
he seemed to reconsider his
earlier comments about the im
pact of a large number of stu
dents living in homes near cam
pus.

“It cannot be said that those
units that may have more than
four students living together to
meet the high cost of rent will
result in the endangerment of
students,’’ the BC spokesman
said.

Promises broken, unfulfilled
Boston’s student housing

problem has slowly enveloped
whole neighborhoods over the
decades. But even as the dam
age has grown more severe, in
undating entire neighborhoods
with noisy students and reck
less real estate speculators, the
city’s political leaders, universi
ties, and urban planners have
struggled to stanch it.

The Boston Redevelopment
Authority, the city’s planning
arm, has become an imperfect
— some critics say untrust
worthy — arbiter of the bitter
debate between the colleges
and their neighbors over hous
ing.

When residents complain
about student noise, or press
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Boston University student
Josh Goldenberg was in a
coma for nearly two weeks
after he jumped from an
attic window to escape a fire
at 84 Linden St. that
destroyed the house, which
was later razed. Goldenberg
spent three months at the
Spaulding Rehabilitation
Hospital, missed more than
a semester of classes, and
suffers from double vision,
balance problems, and
other issues related to his
brain injury.

Apparent
zoning violation

Broken appliances, equipment

Rodents, bedbugs, other pests

Lack of heat

Hard to reach landlord

Leaks or mold

Broken locks on apartment 
and/or outside doors

Nonfunctioning smoke alarm

Nonfunctioning carbon 
monoxide detector

Blocked exits

Overcrowded and unsafe
The Boston Globe surveyed 266 students about their living 
conditions in off-campus apartments.

More than four under-
graduates live in home

A 2008 city zoning rule bars 
more than four full-time 
undergraduates from sharing 
an apartment.  

Undergrads per unit

Problems reported

Units
50

40
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0

Number of undergrads
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 11 12

NOTE: The zoning rule only applies to full-time students. Most of the 
students surveyed attend colleges with few or no part-timers.

38%

37%

33%

25%

23%

22%

20%

10%

2%

31%
Yes

69%
No

DAVID BUTLER/GLOBE STAFF

(in the 229 units that reported 
at least 1 undergrad)

SCOTT LAPIERRE/GLOBE STAFF

Health inspector Rosemary Decie found numerous violations at a studentoccupied house
on Linden Street in Allston, which she examined at the Globe’s request.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead
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By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords

Experience interactives, view videos, and read documents at bostonglobe.com/spotlight.ONLINE
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By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher
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Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE

DAVID L. RYAN/GLOBE STAFF

Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

egregious as to be impossible to ignore, the most notorious of Boston’s landlords escape with 
what amount to administrative slaps on the wrist.

•   Along with landlords and ineffective city regulators, there is a third powerful force 
contributing to overcrowding and the hazards that flow from it. Several of the colleges and 
universities that import these thousands of young and eager new Bostonians have promised to 
house more of them on campus, and then have broken that promise. A growing flood of stu-
dent tenants is the result — a ready market for landlords short on scruples.

The number of undergraduate and graduate students living off campus in the city soared 
36 percent to more than 45,000 from 2006 to 2013, according to reports filed with Boston’s 
city clerk by private universities with a Boston presence and data that three public colleges 
provided the Globe. Many of the additional students are pouring into neighborhoods like Mis-
sion Hill, Fenway, and Brighton.

And those figures undercount the number of off-campus students, because they exclude 
nearly 8,000 Northeastern University co-op students — many of whom live in the city. It also 
does not include the hundreds of MIT students living in Boston in sororities and fraternities, 
and at least 1,000 Harvard students who reside in Boston but attend classes in Cambridge.

Local schools did add some new dorms over the last decade — but only enough units 
to accommodate less than half of the tens of thousands of added students they’ve accepted 
during that time. The shortfall reflects a national trend. In state after state, surging college 
enrollments have outpaced construction of dorms, according to federal data, pushing students 
off campus.

The dorm space that is available can be prohibitively expensive, further nudging students 
to look elsewhere. Median room and board costs for Boston area schools climbed 59 percent 
from 2000 to 2012, nearly double the inflation rate.

A single room with a shared bathroom at BU, with the required meal plan, costs $16,320 
for two semesters. That means students who pay $700 to $1,000 a month for off-campus quar-
ters could save significantly, especially since many sublet during the summer.

•  Overcrowding and its health and safety side effects have taken a harsh toll on city 
neighborhoods.

Today, in the triple-deckers, duplexes, and red-brick apartment complexes that surround 
the city’s biggest universities a kind of real estate black market has blossomed.

There, illegal overcrowding has, in some cases, created a maddening paradox: While indi-
vidual properties have deteriorated, overall housing prices have skyrocketed, making it diffi-
cult if not impossible for middle-class families to buy houses or afford rents.

“The price of triple-deckers and duplexes has just exploded,” said Barry Bluestone, direc-
tor of the Kitty and Michael Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Policy at Northeastern 
University. “There is an almost unlimited demand for that housing.”

On Mission Hill near Northeastern, the price escalation for three-family houses is breath-
taking. Many now sell for well over $1 million, more than double the 2013 median price for 
three-families in the broader Roxbury neighborhood that surrounds Mission Hill, according to 
a Globe analysis of property records.

It has also changed the face of some neighborhoods near college campuses, where inves-
tors have scooped up one property after another. For instance, the share of owner-occupied 
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colleges provided the Globe.
Many of the additional students
are pouring into neighbor
hoods like Mission Hill, Fen
way, and Brighton.

And those figures under
count the number of offcam
pus students, because they ex
clude nearly 8,000 Northeast
ern University coop students —
many of whom live in the city. It
also does not include the hun
dreds of MIT students living in
Boston in sororities and frater
nities, and at least 1,000 Har
vard students who reside in
Boston but attend classes in
Cambridge.

Local schools did add some
new dorms over the last decade
— but only enough units to ac
commodate less than half of the
tens of thousands of added stu
dents they’ve accepted during
that time. The shortfall reflects
a national trend. In state after
state, surging college enroll
ments have outpaced construc
tion of dorms, according to fed
eral data, pushing students off
campus.

The dorm space that is avail
able can be prohibitively expen
sive, further nudging students
to look elsewhere. Median
room and board costs for Bos
ton area schools climbed 59
percent from 2000 to 2012,
nearly double the inflation rate.

A single room with a shared
bathroom at BU, with the re
quired meal plan, costs $16,320
for two semesters. That means
students who pay $700 to
$1,000 a month for offcampus
quarters could save significant
ly, especially since many sublet
during the summer.
R Overcrowding and its

health and safety side effects
have taken a harsh toll on city
neighborhoods.

Today, in the tripledeckers,
duplexes, and redbrick apart
ment complexes that surround
the city’s biggest universities a
kind of real estate black market
has blossomed.

There, illegal overcrowding
has, in some cases, created a
maddening paradox: While in
dividual properties have deteri
orated, overall housing prices
have skyrocketed, making it dif
ficult if not impossible for mid
dleclass families to buy houses
or afford rents.

“The price of tripledeckers
and duplexes has just explod
ed,” said Barry Bluestone, direc
tor of the Kitty and Michael Du
kakis Center for Urban and Re
gional Policy at Northeastern
University. “There is an almost
unlimited demand for that
housing.”

On Mission Hill near North
eastern, the price escalation for
threefamily houses is breath
taking. Many now sell for well
over $1 million, more than dou
ble the 2013 median price for
threefamilies in the broader
Roxbury neighborhood that
surrounds Mission Hill, accord
ing to a Globe analysis of prop
erty records.

It has also changed the face
of some neighborhoods near
college campuses, where inves
tors have scooped up one prop
erty after another. For instance,
the share of owneroccupied 
properties in Mission Hill’s
main ZIP code has declined
from 52 percent in 2003 to 42
percent in 2014 — a bigger de
cline than anywhere else in the
city. Absentee landlords have al
so become more dominant in
studentrich neighborhoods in
the Fenway and Brighton over
the past decade.

In a neighborhood of nearly
200 homes off Commonwealth
Avenue near Boston College, 26
percent of the properties have
switched to investor ownership
since 2003, a Spotlight Team
analysis found.

And the homeowners who
remain frequently complain
about the noisy tenants. As one
might expect, many of the 911
calls about loud parties are
clustered in neighborhoods
packed with students. Boston
Police recorded nearly 13,000
party calls in eight years from
Allston/Brighton alone, more
than any other police district.

As Boston’s university popu
lation increasingly spilled
amoebalike into college neigh
borhoods, thenBoston City
Councilor Michael P. Ross had a
name for that growth as he suc
cessfully argued for the ordi
nance combating overcrowding
in 2007.

“Shadow campuses,’ ’ he
called the student incursions.

And today, more than six

Continued from preceding page

years after the passage of the
nomorethanfour initiative,
those shadows are growing lon
ger — and darker.

Turning a blind eye
In the world of real estate —

where fortunes can be won and
lost in the boom or bust of the
market — investing in a rental
property in one of Boston’s stu
dent neighborhoods is as close
as it gets to a sure thing.

Many multifamily houses in
Mission Hill, Allston, and
Brighton produce more than
$100,000 a year in rental in
come. That means their owners
can pay their expenses while al
so raking in tens of thousands
in cash a year. If they decide to
sell, everrising rents will allow
them to unload their properties
at a higher price to the next in
vestor.

With so much money to be
made, the temptation to break
the overcrowding law can be
too much to resist for many
landlords and the rental agents
they hire to market their units.

The zoning code could not
be clearer: No more than four

undergraduates can share a sin
gle apartment unit. And the
reason for the restriction is
plain as well — packing in more
students tempts landlords to
carve up the units in all kinds of
unplannedfor ways. They
crowd passageways, close off
exits, make bedrooms out of
spaces — like Binland Lee’s gar
ret — where the hazard is only
apparent when disaster strikes.

But in the neighborhoods
where overcrowding is most
commonplace, student tenants
and those who rent to them of
ten disregard the law.

About twothirds of the stu
dents in the Spotlight Team sur
vey said they oppose the mea
sure designed to stop them
from cramming into such rent
al units. They prefer to pretend
the restriction doesn’t exist.

Nick Casale of Wellesley said
he and his 11 BC roommates
are each paying $710 a month
to live together in two units on
Gerald Road in Brighton. And
he said Boston College officials
must be aware of that rental
market calculus.

“These are the houses for

college kids that are near BC
and you have to fit so many kids
in here to make it realistic,’’ Ca
sale said, as he prepared to
move into his new offcampus
home last September.

That outlook finds a willing
accomplice in those whose
business is built on renting to
students.

When Globe correspondents
— themselves students at local
colleges — visited rental units
in the company of real estate
agents and landlords, they con
firmed firsthand what the
Spotlight Team heard in dozens
of interviews across the city’s
student landscape: The over
crowding measure is treated as
l itt le more than an easi ly
thwarted nuisance.

A Globe correspondent
asked a Brigham Circle agent
last summer if five undergradu
ates could move into an apart
ment on Mission Hill. No prob
lem, he said, sketching a com
mon way to work around the
city’s rule: Four students would
be listed on the lease while all
five would provide the agent
with cosigners to guarantee the

rental income.
The agent described the

city’s zoning rule contemptu
ously, as little more than a way
“to stop stupid drunk college
kids from falling off balconies.’’

A couple of days later in All
ston, the nomorethanfour or
dinance was dispatched with
equal ease.

“I’m OK with six people,’’
said an agent who showed a
Globe reporter a unit on Gor
don Street. “I’m OK with dou
bling up [with multiple people
in rooms]. Just don’t piss off the
Asian woman next door.’’

G lobe correspondents
viewed some 25 apartments
with brokers, most of whom
were willing to violate the city’s
antiovercrowding measure as
long as students were willing to
pay a slightly higher rent. Dur
ing its investigation, Globe re
porters visited more than 100
apartments where it was not
uncommon to see living and
dining rooms — as well as dens,
attics, and basements — that
had been converted into bed
rooms.

Bryan Glascock, the inspec

tional services commissioner,
said his inspectors are virtually
powerless to enforce the over
crowding restriction because
they can’t act unless invited on
to the premises or have strong
enough evidence of emergency
conditions to persuade a judge
to issue an administrative
search warrant — both rarities.

He doesn’t claim to be un
derstaffed, but records show
the department’s staffing has
barely budged over the last de
cade.

The city has recently taken
steps to change that.

This fiscal year, the agency
received a 10 percent increase,
to $17.6 million — money that
paid for five additional inspec
tors for Boston’s new rental re
inspection program, requiring
landlords to register their units
with the city and submit to in
spections every five years for
potential violations of the sani
tary and building codes.

But even with that staffing
bump, the agency is still plan
ning to inspect only about half
of the 31,000 apartments each
year that are covered under the
new rental ordinance. It ex
pects property owners to hire
outside agencies to carry out
the rest. It’s a daunting task
that would come on top of the
15,000 to 18,000 other housing
inspections that Glascock said
the agency conducts in a typical
year in response to complaints.

Like mayors before him,
Martin J. Walsh has promised
relief to the neighborhoods and
safe housing for the students.

When he was a candidate
last summer, Walsh lamented
inspectional services’ staffing
levels and anemic budget, say
ing they rendered the agency “a
paper tiger.’’

“The landlords abuse the
kids that come to the schools by
packing them in as many as
they can to an apartment,’’ said
Walsh. “We will not stand for
it.”

Boston police Sergeant
Michael C. O’Hara, who over
sees efforts to curb student mis
conduct in Brighton and All
ston, said Walsh is on the right
track.

He said most of the prob
lems — often alcohol induced —
can be traced to students living
in overcrowded quarters that
quickly become magnets for
large and rowdy weekend par
ties.

On a frigid night in Decem
ber, before Saturday night
blended into Sunday morning,
O’Hara was breaking up a huge
bash on Gardner Street in All
ston hosted, he said, by stu
dents from the Berklee College
of Music.

“I suggest if there’s anyone
in here underage you get them
out,’’ he said after a startled ten
ant answered the back door
and told him he had “40 or 50”
guests. Within 15 minutes,
nearly 100 young adults had
spilled out of a basement where
music had blared and a keg of
beer had been tapped.
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Boston police Sergeant Michael C. O’Hara broke up a large party — with a live band — in December at a house on Gardner Street in Allston.
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Parents are often shocked at the conditions of offcampus housing, but students relish the freedom and money saved.

DARREN DURLACH/GLOBE STAFF

This house on Linden Street in Allston
was rodent infested, had electrical
problems, and was in overall
disrepair. Still, the student tenants
paid more than $5,000 a month in
rent.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11
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WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords
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and Thomas Farragher

GLOBE STAFF

Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE
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Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

properties in Mission Hill’s main ZIP code has declined from 52 percent in 2003 to 42 percent 
in 2014 — a bigger decline than anywhere else in the city. Absentee landlords have also be-
come more dominant in student-rich neighborhoods in the Fenway and Brighton over the past 
decade.

In a neighborhood of nearly 200 homes off Commonwealth Avenue near Boston College, 
26 percent of the properties have switched to investor ownership since 2003, a Spotlight Team 
analysis found.

And the homeowners who remain frequently complain about the noisy tenants. As one 
might expect, many of the 911 calls about loud parties are clustered in neighborhoods packed 
with students. Boston Police record-
ed nearly 13,000 party calls in eight 
years from Allston/Brighton alone, 
more than any other police district.

As Boston’s university popu-
lation increasingly spilled amoe-
ba-like into college neighborhoods, 
then-Boston City Councilor Michael 
P. Ross had a name for that growth 
as he successfully argued for the 
ordinance combating overcrowding 
in 2007.

“Shadow campuses,’’ he called 
the student incursions.

And today, more than six years 
after the passage of the no-more-
than-four initiative, those shadows 
are growing longer — and darker.

Turning a blind eye
In the world of real estate — where fortunes can be won and lost in the boom or bust of 

the market — investing in a rental property in one of Boston’s student neighborhoods is as 
close as it gets to a sure thing.

Many multifamily houses in Mission Hill, Allston, and Brighton produce more than 
$100,000 a year in rental income. That means their owners can pay their expenses while also 
raking in tens of thousands in cash a year. If they decide to sell, ever-rising rents will allow 
them to unload their properties at a higher price to the next investor.

With so much money to be made, the temptation to break the overcrowding law can be 
too much to resist for many landlords and the rental agents they hire to market their units.

The zoning code could not be clearer: No more than four undergraduates can share a sin-
gle apartment unit. And the reason for the restriction is plain as well — packing in more stu-
dents tempts landlords to carve up the units in all kinds of unplanned-for ways. They crowd 
passageways, close off exits, make bedrooms out of spaces — like Binland Lee’s garret — where 
the hazard is only apparent when disaster strikes.

But in the neighborhoods where overcrowding is most commonplace, student tenants and 
those who rent to them often disregard the law.

About two-thirds of the students in the Spotlight Team survey said they oppose the mea-
sure designed to stop them from cramming into such rental units. They prefer to pretend the 
restriction doesn’t exist.

Nick Casale of Wellesley said he and his 11 BC roommates are each paying $710 a month 
to live together in two units on Gerald Road in Brighton. And he said Boston College officials 
must be aware of that rental market calculus.

“These are the houses for college kids that are near BC and you have to fit so many kids in 
here to make it realistic,’’ Casale said, as he prepared to move into his new off-campus home 
last September.

That outlook finds a willing accomplice in those whose business is built on renting to 
students.

ARAM BOGHOSIAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Longtime residents of college neighborhoods, like this one on 
Foster Street in Brighton, say late-night rowdy parties cut into 
their sleep and their quality of life.
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berg’s neardeath alone make
tragically clear — that Boston’s
efforts to safeguard students
and protect city neighborhoods
from real estate investors trans
forming them into college rent
al ghettos have failed by almost
every measure.

A collision of greed, neglect,
and mismanagement is endan
gering young people in Ameri
ca’s college capital while enrich
ing some absentee investors —
landlords who maximize profits
by packing students into prop
erties — and universities that
admit many more students
than they can house.

It is a heedless calculus that
begins with the flood of student
renters and the landlords who
freely defy housing codes, and
is enabled by city inspectors
who simply are no match for
the health and safety challenges
that result.

The city checks a small frac
tion of Boston’s rental units
each year, the Globe found, and
antiquated recordkeeping
leaves the city with no effective
way to track repeat offenders.

Boston requires landlords to
have their apartments inspect
ed every time new tenants
move in. But few do. Last year,
officials conducted only 2,304
of these inspections out of
roughly 154,000 rental units in
the city of Boston. That’s one
out of every 67 apartments. By
the city’s own conservative esti
mate, ordinary turnover should
result in 44,000 of just this one
type of inspection every year.

And there is no doubt what
inspectors would find if they
performed this basic work: Stu
dents living in filthy units
where doors don’t lock or win
dows don’t close, where heat
doesn’t work or it won’t ever
stop, where rodents and pests
are daily visitors, where bed
rooms are crammed illegally in
to dingy basements or into fire
trap attic apartments.

Especially, in cases of illegal
overcrowding — as in both Lin
den Street homes that went up
in flames — citations for over
crowded conditions appear to
be nonexistent.

Even after those fatal and
nearfatal fires, neither proper
ty owner was cited for this obvi
ous violation.

Indeed, pressed by the
Globe, the city could not turn
up even one student over
crowding citation.

In its investigation of off
campus housing in Boston, the
Spotlight Team reviewed hun
dreds of court files and thou
sands of computerized records
of complaints to city inspectors
and 911 calls; examined prop
erty records and internal city e
mails; and interviewed hun
dreds of students, landlords,
and city and university officials.
The investigation revealed:
R Illegal, overcrowded apart

ments riddle the city’s college
neighborhoods, including a sig
nificant number in violation of
a city zoning rule barring more
than four fulltime undergradu
ates from sharing a house or
apartment. Globe reporters and
correspondents visited block af
ter block of rental properties in
studentrich enclaves — near
BU, Boston College, and North
eastern University — and found
overcrowding a fact of life.

And in a Globe survey of 266
students living offcampus in
Boston, nearly onethird of stu
dents questioned said at least
five undergraduates were shar
ing living quarters. In sections
of Brighton near Boston Col
lege, where most juniors are
not provided oncampus hous
ing, 80 percent of the students
surveyed said they had more
than four undergraduates in
their apartments. Of the 15 stu
dent apartments surveyed on
Gerald Road, a short street
within walking distance of Bos
ton College, only three housed
four or fewer undergrads.

“It’s become an absolute
community crisis,’’ said Valerie
K. Frias, associate director of
the Allston Brighton Communi
ty Development Corporation.
“The landlords are taking ad

uSPOTLIGHT
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vantage of the situation, pulling
out massive profits and putting
very little — if any — work back
into the properties with very lit
tle regard for public safety or
human life.’’
R Trailing hard on the heels

of overcrowding are health and
safety issues, ranging from the
kind of deadly per i l that
claimed Binland Lee to side ef
fects of squalor of a more ordi
nary kind. A Globe analysis of
records found that four stu
dentrich ZIP codes, when ad
justed for population, have 50
percent more complaints over
all than the citywide average in
more than a dozen categories,
including mold and mice infes
tation as well as more serious
safety concerns such as missing
or broken carbon monoxide de
tectors and overcrowding. The
ZIP codes covering Allston,
Brighton, Mission Hill, and
Fenway have generated more
than 14,000 complaints to in
spectional services over the
past eight years.

And rodents are everywhere
— more than 3,500 complaints
since 2006, just from these stu
dent rich areas.
R The Inspectional Services

Department, or ISD, the city’s
chief code enforcement agency,
is no match for the flood of
complaints and routinely miss
es health and safety problems
that create dangerous, some
times lifethreatening condi
tions. The agency, which relies

largely on paper files, is unable
to give firm answers to basic
questions, like how often land
lords are cited for housing vio
lations. And when records of vi
olations are filed electronically,
the agency doesn’t mine the da
ta to track which landlords
have been cited the most.

There is, as a result, only a
limited capacity to respond to
chronic offenders. And even
when their misconduct is so
egregious as to be impossible to
ignore, the most notorious of
Boston’s landlords escape with
what amount to administrative
slaps on the wrist.
R Along with landlords and

ineffective city regulators, there
is a third powerful force con
tributing to overcrowding and
the hazards that flow from it.
Several of the colleges and uni
versities that import these
thousands of young and eager
new Bostonians have promised
to house more of them on cam
pus, and then have broken that
promise. A growing flood of
student tenants is the result — a
ready market for landlords
short on scruples.

The number of undergradu
ate and graduate students liv
ing off campus in the city
soared 36 percent to more than
45,000 from 2006 to 2013, ac
cording to reports filed with
Boston’s city clerk by private
universities with a Boston pres
ence and data that three public

Continued on next page

PROBLEMS, COMPLAINTS SOAR AS
OFFCAMPUSHOUSING SWELLS

PHOTOS BY ARAM BOGHOSIAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

On Foster Street in Brighton last fall, a large group was waiting to enter a latenight party at a studentoccupied house.

Longtime Allston resident Robert Dunne said he has seen his Pratt Street neighborhood
deteriorate as many houses changed from owneroccupied to rentals.

2006 2013

Where students live off campus in Boston

Boston College Boston
University

Northeastern
University

Suffolk University
Emerson College

Simmons
College

Roxbury
Community
College

UMass Boston

In 2013, universities with campuses in Boston reported about 45,000 students lived in 
private residences in the city, a 36 percent increase since 2006.
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Size of circle indicates the number of students
living off campus in each neighborhood in 2013

Live on campus
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the citywide average
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Grew more than 
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Student population growth
by neighborhood since 2006

Student population in Boston

Note: Neighborhoods are based 
on selected ZIP codes. These 
figures do not include some 
students who live in Boston but 
attend colleges elsewhere. 

SOURCES: City of Boston, public colleges

31,184 35,802

33,350 45,259

The dorm gap
The difference between the number of full-time undergraduate 
and graduate students enrolled and the number of dorm beds 
available in 2012 at Boston schools with large off-campus 
student populations:

SOURCE: US Department of Education DAVID BUTLER/GLOBE STAFF

ENROLLMENTDORM BEDS

DORM BED SHORTFALL

14,683

10,654

9,668

5,738

5,645

4,867

4,577

3,354

2,404

1,742

1,410

1,098

978

Boston University

Northeastern University

UMass-Boston

Suffolk University

Boston College
Mass. College of Pharmacy

and Health Sciences
Bunker Hill Community College

Berklee College of Music

Emerson College

Wentworth Inst. of Technology

Simmons College
Massachusetts College of 

Art and Design
Fisher College



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead
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By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords

Experience interactives, view videos, and read documents at bostonglobe.com/spotlight.ONLINE
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By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher

GLOBE STAFF

Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE
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Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

When Globe corre-
spondents — themselves 
students at local colleges 
— visited rental units in 
the company of real estate 
agents and landlords, they 
confirmed first-hand what 
the Spotlight Team heard in 
dozens of interviews across 
the city’s student landscape: 
The overcrowding measure 
is treated as little more than 
an easily thwarted nuisance.

A Globe correspondent 
asked a Brigham Circle 
agent last summer if five 
undergraduates could move 
into an apartment on Mis-
sion Hill. No problem, he 
said, sketching a common 
way to work around the 
city’s rule: Four students 
would be listed on the lease 
while all five would provide 
the agent with cosigners to 
guarantee the rental income.

The agent described the city’s zoning rule contemptuously, as little more than a way “to 
stop stupid drunk college kids from falling off balconies.’’

A couple of days later in Allston, the no-more-than-four ordinance was dispatched with 
equal ease.

“I’m OK with six people,’’ said an agent who showed a Globe reporter a unit on Gordon 
Street. “I’m OK with doubling up [with multiple people in rooms]. Just don’t piss off the Asian 
woman next door.’’

Globe correspondents viewed some 25 apartments with brokers, most of whom were 
willing to violate the city’s antiovercrowding measure as long as students were willing to pay 
a slightly higher rent. During its investigation, Globe reporters visited more than 100 apart-
ments where it was not uncommon to see living and dining rooms — as well as dens, attics, 
and basements — that had been converted into bedrooms.

Bryan Glascock, the inspectional services commissioner, said his inspectors are virtually 
powerless to enforce the overcrowding restriction because they can’t act unless invited onto 
the premises or have strong enough evidence of emergency conditions to persuade a judge to 
issue an administrative search warrant — both rarities.

He doesn’t claim to be understaffed, but records show the department’s staffing has bare-
ly budged over the last decade.

The city has recently taken steps to change that.
This fiscal year, the agency received a 10 percent increase, to $17.6 million — money that 

paid for five additional inspectors for Boston’s new rental reinspection program, requiring 
landlords to register their units with the city and submit to inspections every five years for 
potential violations of the sanitary and building codes.

But even with that staffing bump, the agency is still only planning to inspect about half of 
the 31,000 apartments each year that are covered under the new rental ordinance. It expects 
property owners to hire outside agencies to carry out the rest. It’s a daunting task that would 
come on top of the 15,000 to 18,000 other housing inspections that Glascock said the agency 
conducts in a typical year in response to complaints.

Like mayors before him, Martin J. Walsh has promised relief to the neighborhoods and 
safe housing for the students.
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berg’s neardeath alone make
tragically clear — that Boston’s
efforts to safeguard students
and protect city neighborhoods
from real estate investors trans
forming them into college rent
al ghettos have failed by almost
every measure.

A collision of greed, neglect,
and mismanagement is endan
gering young people in Ameri
ca’s college capital while enrich
ing some absentee investors —
landlords who maximize profits
by packing students into prop
erties — and universities that
admit many more students
than they can house.

It is a heedless calculus that
begins with the flood of student
renters and the landlords who
freely defy housing codes, and
is enabled by city inspectors
who simply are no match for
the health and safety challenges
that result.

The city checks a small frac
tion of Boston’s rental units
each year, the Globe found, and
antiquated recordkeeping
leaves the city with no effective
way to track repeat offenders.

Boston requires landlords to
have their apartments inspect
ed every time new tenants
move in. But few do. Last year,
officials conducted only 2,304
of these inspections out of
roughly 154,000 rental units in
the city of Boston. That’s one
out of every 67 apartments. By
the city’s own conservative esti
mate, ordinary turnover should
result in 44,000 of just this one
type of inspection every year.

And there is no doubt what
inspectors would find if they
performed this basic work: Stu
dents living in filthy units
where doors don’t lock or win
dows don’t close, where heat
doesn’t work or it won’t ever
stop, where rodents and pests
are daily visitors, where bed
rooms are crammed illegally in
to dingy basements or into fire
trap attic apartments.

Especially, in cases of illegal
overcrowding — as in both Lin
den Street homes that went up
in flames — citations for over
crowded conditions appear to
be nonexistent.

Even after those fatal and
nearfatal fires, neither proper
ty owner was cited for this obvi
ous violation.

Indeed, pressed by the
Globe, the city could not turn
up even one student over
crowding citation.

In its investigation of off
campus housing in Boston, the
Spotlight Team reviewed hun
dreds of court files and thou
sands of computerized records
of complaints to city inspectors
and 911 calls; examined prop
erty records and internal city e
mails; and interviewed hun
dreds of students, landlords,
and city and university officials.
The investigation revealed:
R Illegal, overcrowded apart

ments riddle the city’s college
neighborhoods, including a sig
nificant number in violation of
a city zoning rule barring more
than four fulltime undergradu
ates from sharing a house or
apartment. Globe reporters and
correspondents visited block af
ter block of rental properties in
studentrich enclaves — near
BU, Boston College, and North
eastern University — and found
overcrowding a fact of life.

And in a Globe survey of 266
students living offcampus in
Boston, nearly onethird of stu
dents questioned said at least
five undergraduates were shar
ing living quarters. In sections
of Brighton near Boston Col
lege, where most juniors are
not provided oncampus hous
ing, 80 percent of the students
surveyed said they had more
than four undergraduates in
their apartments. Of the 15 stu
dent apartments surveyed on
Gerald Road, a short street
within walking distance of Bos
ton College, only three housed
four or fewer undergrads.

“It’s become an absolute
community crisis,’’ said Valerie
K. Frias, associate director of
the Allston Brighton Communi
ty Development Corporation.
“The landlords are taking ad

uSPOTLIGHT
Continued from Page A1

vantage of the situation, pulling
out massive profits and putting
very little — if any — work back
into the properties with very lit
tle regard for public safety or
human life.’’
R Trailing hard on the heels

of overcrowding are health and
safety issues, ranging from the
kind of deadly per i l that
claimed Binland Lee to side ef
fects of squalor of a more ordi
nary kind. A Globe analysis of
records found that four stu
dentrich ZIP codes, when ad
justed for population, have 50
percent more complaints over
all than the citywide average in
more than a dozen categories,
including mold and mice infes
tation as well as more serious
safety concerns such as missing
or broken carbon monoxide de
tectors and overcrowding. The
ZIP codes covering Allston,
Brighton, Mission Hill, and
Fenway have generated more
than 14,000 complaints to in
spectional services over the
past eight years.

And rodents are everywhere
— more than 3,500 complaints
since 2006, just from these stu
dent rich areas.
R The Inspectional Services

Department, or ISD, the city’s
chief code enforcement agency,
is no match for the flood of
complaints and routinely miss
es health and safety problems
that create dangerous, some
times lifethreatening condi
tions. The agency, which relies

largely on paper files, is unable
to give firm answers to basic
questions, like how often land
lords are cited for housing vio
lations. And when records of vi
olations are filed electronically,
the agency doesn’t mine the da
ta to track which landlords
have been cited the most.

There is, as a result, only a
limited capacity to respond to
chronic offenders. And even
when their misconduct is so
egregious as to be impossible to
ignore, the most notorious of
Boston’s landlords escape with
what amount to administrative
slaps on the wrist.
R Along with landlords and

ineffective city regulators, there
is a third powerful force con
tributing to overcrowding and
the hazards that flow from it.
Several of the colleges and uni
versities that import these
thousands of young and eager
new Bostonians have promised
to house more of them on cam
pus, and then have broken that
promise. A growing flood of
student tenants is the result — a
ready market for landlords
short on scruples.

The number of undergradu
ate and graduate students liv
ing off campus in the city
soared 36 percent to more than
45,000 from 2006 to 2013, ac
cording to reports filed with
Boston’s city clerk by private
universities with a Boston pres
ence and data that three public

Continued on next page

PROBLEMS, COMPLAINTS SOAR AS
OFFCAMPUSHOUSING SWELLS

PHOTOS BY ARAM BOGHOSIAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

On Foster Street in Brighton last fall, a large group was waiting to enter a latenight party at a studentoccupied house.

Longtime Allston resident Robert Dunne said he has seen his Pratt Street neighborhood
deteriorate as many houses changed from owneroccupied to rentals.

2006 2013

Where students live off campus in Boston

Boston College Boston
University

Northeastern
University

Suffolk University
Emerson College

Simmons
College

Roxbury
Community
College

UMass Boston

In 2013, universities with campuses in Boston reported about 45,000 students lived in 
private residences in the city, a 36 percent increase since 2006.
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Grew more than 
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Student population growth
by neighborhood since 2006

Student population in Boston

Note: Neighborhoods are based 
on selected ZIP codes. These 
figures do not include some 
students who live in Boston but 
attend colleges elsewhere. 

SOURCES: City of Boston, public colleges

31,184 35,802

33,350 45,259

The dorm gap
The difference between the number of full-time undergraduate 
and graduate students enrolled and the number of dorm beds 
available in 2012 at Boston schools with large off-campus 
student populations:

SOURCE: US Department of Education DAVID BUTLER/GLOBE STAFF
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April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11
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WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords
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By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher
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Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE
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Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

When he was a candidate last summer, Walsh lamented inspectional services’ staffing 
levels and anemic budget, saying it rendered the agency “a paper tiger.’’

“The landlords abuse the kids that come to the schools by packing them in as many as 
they can to an apartment,’’ said Walsh. “We will not stand for it.”

Boston police Sergeant Michael C. O’Hara, who oversees efforts to curb student miscon-
duct in Brighton and Allston, said Walsh is on the right track.

He said most of the problems — often alcohol induced — can be traced to students living 
in overcrowded quarters that quickly become magnets for large and rowdy weekend parties.

On a frigid night in December, before Saturday night blended into Sunday morning, 
O’Hara was breaking up a huge bash on Gardner Street in Allston hosted, he said, by students 
from the Berklee College of Music.

“I suggest if there’s anyone in here underage you get them out,’’ he said after a startled 
tenant answered the back door and told him he had “40 or 50” guests. Within 15 minutes, 
nearly 100 young adults had spilled out of a basement where music had blared and a keg of 
beer had been tapped.

Risks to health, safety
Most college students arrive in Boston with huge tuition bills and a yearning for indepen-

dence.
They are often first-time renters and typically know little about their rights as tenants, or 

the hazards that might await them in a densely packed city with some of the nation’s oldest 
rental apartments.

The Spotlight Team’s investigation not only found chronic overcrowding, but also that 
students are living in units with grievous code violations, some of them life-threatening.

How bad is it out there?
•  A Museum of Fine Arts student and his friends headed out to a third floor deck in Mis-

sion Hill to enjoy an early fall evening last September. The unpermitted structure collapsed, 
leaving a dozen people with injuries, among them concussions and a fractured heel. The city 
later cited the property owner.

•  A Fisher College student noticed that an outside door to her Commonwealth Avenue 
apartment building was held open day and night with electrical wire. Concerned for her safe-
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Boston police Sergeant Michael C. O’Hara breaks up a large party — with a live band — in December at a 
house on Gardner Street in Allston.

A12 Metro T h e B o s t o n G l o b e M O N D A Y, M A Y 5 , 2 0 1 4

— SPOTLIGHT SHADOW CAMPUS

colleges provided the Globe.
Many of the additional students
are pouring into neighbor
hoods like Mission Hill, Fen
way, and Brighton.

And those figures under
count the number of offcam
pus students, because they ex
clude nearly 8,000 Northeast
ern University coop students —
many of whom live in the city. It
also does not include the hun
dreds of MIT students living in
Boston in sororities and frater
nities, and at least 1,000 Har
vard students who reside in
Boston but attend classes in
Cambridge.

Local schools did add some
new dorms over the last decade
— but only enough units to ac
commodate less than half of the
tens of thousands of added stu
dents they’ve accepted during
that time. The shortfall reflects
a national trend. In state after
state, surging college enroll
ments have outpaced construc
tion of dorms, according to fed
eral data, pushing students off
campus.

The dorm space that is avail
able can be prohibitively expen
sive, further nudging students
to look elsewhere. Median
room and board costs for Bos
ton area schools climbed 59
percent from 2000 to 2012,
nearly double the inflation rate.

A single room with a shared
bathroom at BU, with the re
quired meal plan, costs $16,320
for two semesters. That means
students who pay $700 to
$1,000 a month for offcampus
quarters could save significant
ly, especially since many sublet
during the summer.
R Overcrowding and its

health and safety side effects
have taken a harsh toll on city
neighborhoods.

Today, in the tripledeckers,
duplexes, and redbrick apart
ment complexes that surround
the city’s biggest universities a
kind of real estate black market
has blossomed.

There, illegal overcrowding
has, in some cases, created a
maddening paradox: While in
dividual properties have deteri
orated, overall housing prices
have skyrocketed, making it dif
ficult if not impossible for mid
dleclass families to buy houses
or afford rents.

“The price of tripledeckers
and duplexes has just explod
ed,” said Barry Bluestone, direc
tor of the Kitty and Michael Du
kakis Center for Urban and Re
gional Policy at Northeastern
University. “There is an almost
unlimited demand for that
housing.”

On Mission Hill near North
eastern, the price escalation for
threefamily houses is breath
taking. Many now sell for well
over $1 million, more than dou
ble the 2013 median price for
threefamilies in the broader
Roxbury neighborhood that
surrounds Mission Hill, accord
ing to a Globe analysis of prop
erty records.

It has also changed the face
of some neighborhoods near
college campuses, where inves
tors have scooped up one prop
erty after another. For instance,
the share of owneroccupied 
properties in Mission Hill’s
main ZIP code has declined
from 52 percent in 2003 to 42
percent in 2014 — a bigger de
cline than anywhere else in the
city. Absentee landlords have al
so become more dominant in
studentrich neighborhoods in
the Fenway and Brighton over
the past decade.

In a neighborhood of nearly
200 homes off Commonwealth
Avenue near Boston College, 26
percent of the properties have
switched to investor ownership
since 2003, a Spotlight Team
analysis found.

And the homeowners who
remain frequently complain
about the noisy tenants. As one
might expect, many of the 911
calls about loud parties are
clustered in neighborhoods
packed with students. Boston
Police recorded nearly 13,000
party calls in eight years from
Allston/Brighton alone, more
than any other police district.

As Boston’s university popu
lation increasingly spilled
amoebalike into college neigh
borhoods, thenBoston City
Councilor Michael P. Ross had a
name for that growth as he suc
cessfully argued for the ordi
nance combating overcrowding
in 2007.

“Shadow campuses,’ ’ he
called the student incursions.

And today, more than six
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years after the passage of the
nomorethanfour initiative,
those shadows are growing lon
ger — and darker.

Turning a blind eye
In the world of real estate —

where fortunes can be won and
lost in the boom or bust of the
market — investing in a rental
property in one of Boston’s stu
dent neighborhoods is as close
as it gets to a sure thing.

Many multifamily houses in
Mission Hill, Allston, and
Brighton produce more than
$100,000 a year in rental in
come. That means their owners
can pay their expenses while al
so raking in tens of thousands
in cash a year. If they decide to
sell, everrising rents will allow
them to unload their properties
at a higher price to the next in
vestor.

With so much money to be
made, the temptation to break
the overcrowding law can be
too much to resist for many
landlords and the rental agents
they hire to market their units.

The zoning code could not
be clearer: No more than four

undergraduates can share a sin
gle apartment unit. And the
reason for the restriction is
plain as well — packing in more
students tempts landlords to
carve up the units in all kinds of
unplannedfor ways. They
crowd passageways, close off
exits, make bedrooms out of
spaces — like Binland Lee’s gar
ret — where the hazard is only
apparent when disaster strikes.

But in the neighborhoods
where overcrowding is most
commonplace, student tenants
and those who rent to them of
ten disregard the law.

About twothirds of the stu
dents in the Spotlight Team sur
vey said they oppose the mea
sure designed to stop them
from cramming into such rent
al units. They prefer to pretend
the restriction doesn’t exist.

Nick Casale of Wellesley said
he and his 11 BC roommates
are each paying $710 a month
to live together in two units on
Gerald Road in Brighton. And
he said Boston College officials
must be aware of that rental
market calculus.

“These are the houses for

college kids that are near BC
and you have to fit so many kids
in here to make it realistic,’’ Ca
sale said, as he prepared to
move into his new offcampus
home last September.

That outlook finds a willing
accomplice in those whose
business is built on renting to
students.

When Globe correspondents
— themselves students at local
colleges — visited rental units
in the company of real estate
agents and landlords, they con
firmed firsthand what the
Spotlight Team heard in dozens
of interviews across the city’s
student landscape: The over
crowding measure is treated as
l itt le more than an easi ly
thwarted nuisance.

A Globe correspondent
asked a Brigham Circle agent
last summer if five undergradu
ates could move into an apart
ment on Mission Hill. No prob
lem, he said, sketching a com
mon way to work around the
city’s rule: Four students would
be listed on the lease while all
five would provide the agent
with cosigners to guarantee the

rental income.
The agent described the

city’s zoning rule contemptu
ously, as little more than a way
“to stop stupid drunk college
kids from falling off balconies.’’

A couple of days later in All
ston, the nomorethanfour or
dinance was dispatched with
equal ease.

“I’m OK with six people,’’
said an agent who showed a
Globe reporter a unit on Gor
don Street. “I’m OK with dou
bling up [with multiple people
in rooms]. Just don’t piss off the
Asian woman next door.’’

G lobe correspondents
viewed some 25 apartments
with brokers, most of whom
were willing to violate the city’s
antiovercrowding measure as
long as students were willing to
pay a slightly higher rent. Dur
ing its investigation, Globe re
porters visited more than 100
apartments where it was not
uncommon to see living and
dining rooms — as well as dens,
attics, and basements — that
had been converted into bed
rooms.

Bryan Glascock, the inspec

tional services commissioner,
said his inspectors are virtually
powerless to enforce the over
crowding restriction because
they can’t act unless invited on
to the premises or have strong
enough evidence of emergency
conditions to persuade a judge
to issue an administrative
search warrant — both rarities.

He doesn’t claim to be un
derstaffed, but records show
the department’s staffing has
barely budged over the last de
cade.

The city has recently taken
steps to change that.

This fiscal year, the agency
received a 10 percent increase,
to $17.6 million — money that
paid for five additional inspec
tors for Boston’s new rental re
inspection program, requiring
landlords to register their units
with the city and submit to in
spections every five years for
potential violations of the sani
tary and building codes.

But even with that staffing
bump, the agency is still plan
ning to inspect only about half
of the 31,000 apartments each
year that are covered under the
new rental ordinance. It ex
pects property owners to hire
outside agencies to carry out
the rest. It’s a daunting task
that would come on top of the
15,000 to 18,000 other housing
inspections that Glascock said
the agency conducts in a typical
year in response to complaints.

Like mayors before him,
Martin J. Walsh has promised
relief to the neighborhoods and
safe housing for the students.

When he was a candidate
last summer, Walsh lamented
inspectional services’ staffing
levels and anemic budget, say
ing they rendered the agency “a
paper tiger.’’

“The landlords abuse the
kids that come to the schools by
packing them in as many as
they can to an apartment,’’ said
Walsh. “We will not stand for
it.”

Boston police Sergeant
Michael C. O’Hara, who over
sees efforts to curb student mis
conduct in Brighton and All
ston, said Walsh is on the right
track.

He said most of the prob
lems — often alcohol induced —
can be traced to students living
in overcrowded quarters that
quickly become magnets for
large and rowdy weekend par
ties.

On a frigid night in Decem
ber, before Saturday night
blended into Sunday morning,
O’Hara was breaking up a huge
bash on Gardner Street in All
ston hosted, he said, by stu
dents from the Berklee College
of Music.

“I suggest if there’s anyone
in here underage you get them
out,’’ he said after a startled ten
ant answered the back door
and told him he had “40 or 50”
guests. Within 15 minutes,
nearly 100 young adults had
spilled out of a basement where
music had blared and a keg of
beer had been tapped.
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Boston police Sergeant Michael C. O’Hara broke up a large party — with a live band — in December at a house on Gardner Street in Allston.
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Parents are often shocked at the conditions of offcampus housing, but students relish the freedom and money saved.
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This house on Linden Street in Allston
was rodent infested, had electrical
problems, and was in overall
disrepair. Still, the student tenants
paid more than $5,000 a month in
rent.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11
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WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16
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A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords
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By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher
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Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE
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Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

ty, she said, she complained to her real estate agency. But nothing was done. Days later, on 
Sept. 21, 2008, she and her roommate were brutally raped at knifepoint in their apartment by 
an intruder. The women settled a lawsuit against the landlords and real estate firm last fall for 
$900,000, according to their lawyer.

•  A BU law student moved into an apartment in Allston in September 2008 and two 
months later noticed something odd — small, itchy welts on her hands and arms. She first 
believed it was caused by law-school stress. Four months later,a doctor blamed it on bedbugs, 
an all-too-common problem in student neighborhoods. After the landlord failed to eradicate 
the problem, she broke her lease and sued him and her real estate broker, who together later 
settled for more than $5,000 in 2011.

•  BU roommates, watching television last June, smelled smoke and then saw it seep 
through the floorboards of their overcrowded second-floor apartment in Allston. A frayed 
extension cord in the downstairs unit was to blame. The six displaced students had no ready 
way to reach their landlord. They had never met her and didn’t even know her name.

If one goal of the antiovercrowding measure was to dampen the overheated student rental 
market that has pushed out longtime residents and destabilized neighborhoods, another was 
to promote student safety.

And in their full-throated support for the no-more-than-four restriction, university offi-
cials vigorously waved the flag of safety.

The appeal made by the Wentworth Institute of Technology was typical. Two senior Went-
worth officials wrote City Hall to applaud efforts to keep students from living on outdoor 
porches and carved-up living rooms.

“These activities are dangerously unacceptable and need to be stopped,’’ they said.
BU’s president Robert A. Brown said he was concerned, too.
“What really worries me is that the landlords in a lot of these apartment buildings aren’t 

meeting the standards, both for code and egress, and finally that they’re turning a blind eye to 
residences that are overpacked,” Brown said in the aftermath of Binland Lee’s death.

The day after the fatal fire, Frias, the Allston Brighton Community Development Corpora-
tion official, suggested one remedy, urging universities to share the addresses of their off-cam-
pus students so city officials can build a database and spot overcrowded units.

Almost every college and university has repelled the city’s efforts to obtain that data. BU 
became the first college to comply last May when it disclosed the addresses where five or more 
BU students lived. But inspectional services has yet to mine that list to cite offending land-
lords.

Asked whether it would help if every college provided off-campus addresses, an agency 
spokeswoman agreed that it would. Then she added: “But staffing would not allow oversight.’’

“There are some legal disagreements about whether or not colleges can in fact give us 
that information,’’ said BRA director Peter Meade before he left that post earlier this year. 
“Our position is a very strong one that they can and should.’’

If the city knew precisely where to look, they would be alarmed at what they would find.
As part of its investigation, the Globe hired North Shore health inspector and registered 

sanitarian Rosemary Decie as a consultant to inspect units with the approval of their young 
tenants. In a single afternoon, Decie found nearly 50 code violations in three units that are 
home to university students.

At a single-family home on Pratt Street, in the heart of a heavily populated student neigh-
borhood in Allston, Decie found two serious violations in a unit rented by Emerson College 
students: the absence of carbon monoxide detectors and an obstructed second egress through 
a first-floor bathroom. The door there was barricaded by a 2-by-4 piece of wood, an obvious 
impediment in the case of an emergency. She called it a “major violation.’’

“You’re not allowed to have a second egress through a bedroom or a bathroom or any 
locked door,’’ she said.

Across town, in a basement apartment unit on Everett Street in Allston, Decie found 
serious safety hazards in the home of a Fisher College sophomore. One outside door did not 
lock — a surprisingly common and dangerous condition — and the second egress from the 
apartment is through a dark room that is a maze of hot water heaters. “He is not safe in the 
apartment,’’ she said.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11
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By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords

Experience interactives, view videos, and read documents at bostonglobe.com/spotlight.ONLINE
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By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher

GLOBE STAFF

Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE

DAVID L. RYAN/GLOBE STAFF

Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

Even on fire-scarred 
Linden Street trouble re-
mains.

When Decie inspected a 
two-toned tan house there, 
next door to the home in 
which Binland Lee died, she 
found 25 code violations: 
the basement door miss-
ing its knob, a large dead 
mouse by the hot water 
heater, mouse droppings 
behind the living room 
couch, a hole in the ceiling 
over the kitchen sink, and a 
loose banister on the third 
floor.

When the property’s 
landlord, Nirmal Sharma, 
was reached at his home in 

California, he seemed surprised by what the Globe found.
“That sounds awful. I did not know that,’’ he said in a telephone interview. “It looks like I 

have to find a better property manager.’’
In a voicemail to the Spotlight Team hours later, Sharma said he had consulted with his 

property manager who asserted that the house was fine in September. “Everything that you 
told me must have been done after that,’’ the landlord said.

And then he asked the Globe for a list of problems so he could have them repaired.
One of Sharma’s tenants, BU junior Terry Bartrug, called the house a “fire hazard’’ and 

disputed the idea that it was tip-top in September.
“If we ever complain about anything, they’re like, ‘Oh man, you should have seen it be-

fore,’’ Bartrug said. “But it’s still not freakin’ livable for us.’’
Within weeks, Sharma would have to deal with more than his tenants’ complaints: the an-

tics of the students themselves.
In late February, Bartrug and three of his housemates were jailed after police broke up a 

large party at which they found many minors and more than 1,000 beer cans.
Days later, Sharma — clearly fed up — said he planned to put his investment property up 

for sale. It went on the market in April for $800,000, according to the listing. “Needs some 
work but this is for sure a great investment opportunity!”

Most city colleges, citing privacy concerns, say they have limited authority to patrol the 
living conditions of their students in the neighborhoods.

Jack Dunn, Boston College’s director of public affairs, said he was unaware of the large 
number of BC students crowding into apartment units within walking distance of the college.

“I’m surprised personally that you found 12 students living in one house,’’ Dunn said. 
“That frightens me from a safety perspective.’’

But it’s not as if BC doesn’t know where its students are living.
It does.
At a meeting in the university’s Robsham Theater last fall for the nearly 1,300 juniors 

who are living off campus, Kristen O’Driscoll, assistant dean for off-campus life and civic en-
gagement, reminded her undergraduates that they had to send her their off-campus addresses 
or risk being shut out of the BC computer system.

When a representative from the inspectional services agency attending the session re-
minded the BC juniors that no more than four of them could lawfully live together in a single 
unit, one young woman in the rear of the theater struggled — unsuccessfully — to stifle an 
are-you-kidding-me guffaw. Four rows in front of her, two BC juniors turned to each other and 
exchanged tight smiles as one jabbed his elbow into the ribs of his friend.

When BC junior Daniel Terceiro, who said he lived last fall with seven roommates in an 

GLOBE STAFF

Health inspector Rosemary Decie found numerous violations at a stu-
dent-occupied house on Linden Street in Allston, which she examined at 
the Globe’s request
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Risks to health, safety
Most college students arrive

in Boston with huge tuition
bills and a yearning for inde
pendence.

They are often firsttime
renters and typically know little
about their rights as tenants, or
the hazards that might await
them in a densely packed city
with some of the nation’s oldest
rental apartments.

The Spotlight Team’s investi
gation not only found chronic
overcrowding, but also that stu
dents are living in units with
grievous code violations, some
of them lifethreatening.

How bad is it out there?
R A Museum of Fine Arts

student and his friends headed
out to a third floor deck in Mis
sion Hill to enjoy an early fall
evening last September. The
unpermitted structure col
lapsed, leaving a dozen people
with injuries, among them con
cussions and a fractured heel.
The city later cited the property
owner.
R A Fisher College student

noticed that an outside door to
her Commonwealth Avenue
apartment building was held
open day and night with electri
cal wire. Concerned for her
safety, she said, she complained
to her real estate agency. But
nothing was done. Days later,
on Sept. 21, 2008, she and her
roommate were brutally raped
at knifepoint in their apart
ment by an intruder. The wom
en settled a lawsuit against the
landlords and real estate firm
last fall for $900,000, according
to their lawyer.
R A BU law student moved

into an apartment in Allston in
September 2008 and two
months later noticed some
thing odd — small, itchy welts
on her hands and arms. She
first believed it was caused by
lawschool stress. Four months
later, a doctor blamed it on bed
bugs, an alltoocommon prob
lem in student neighborhoods.
After the landlord failed to
eradicate the problem, she
broke her lease and sued him
and her real estate broker, who
together later settled for more
than $5,000 in 2011.
R BU roommates, watching

television last June, smelled
smoke and then saw it seep
through the floorboards of their
overcrowded secondfloor
apartment in Allston. A frayed
extension cord in the down
stairs unit was to blame. The six
displaced students had no
ready way to reach their land
lord. They had never met her
and didn’ t even know her
name.

If one goal of the antiover
crowding measure was to
dampen the overheated student
rental market that has pushed
out longtime residents and de
stabilized neighborhoods, an
other was to promote student
safety.

And in their fullthroated
support for the nomorethan
four restriction, university offi
cials vigorously waved the flag
of safety.

The appeal made by the
Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology was typical. Two senior
Wentworth officials wrote City
Hall to applaud efforts to keep
students from living on outdoor
porches and carvedup living
rooms.

“These activities are danger
ously unacceptable and need to
be stopped,’’ they said.

BU’s president Robert A.
Brown said he was concerned,
too.

“What really worries me is
that the landlords in a lot of
these apartment buildings ar
en’t meeting the standards,
both for code and egress, and fi
nally that they’re turning a
blind eye to residences that are
overpacked,” Brown said in the
aftermath of Binland Lee’s
death.

The day after the fatal fire,
Frias, the Allston Brighton
Community Development Cor

poration official, suggested one
remedy, urging universities to
share the addresses of their off
campus students so city offi
cials can build a database and
spot overcrowded units.

Almost every college and
university has repelled the city’s
efforts to obtain that data. BU
became the first college to com
ply last May when it disclosed
the addresses where five or
more BU students lived. But in
spectional services has yet to
mine that list to cite offending
landlords.

Asked whether it would help
if every college provided off
campus addresses, an agency
spokeswoman agreed that it
would. Then she added: “But
staffing would not allow over
sight.’’

“There are some legal dis
agreements about whether or
not colleges can in fact give us
that information,’’ said BRA di

rector Peter Meade before he
left that post earlier this year.
“Our position is a very strong
one that they can and should.’’

If the city knew precisely
where to look, inspectors would
be alarmed at what they would
find.

As part of its investigation,
the Globe hired North Shore
health inspector and registered
sanitarian Rosemary Decie as a
consultant to inspect units with
the approval of their young ten
ants. In a single afternoon,
Decie found nearly 50 code vio
lations in three units that are
home to university students.

At a singlefamily home on
Pratt Street, in the heart of a
heavily populated student
neighborhood in Allston, Decie
found two serious violations in
a unit rented by Emerson Col
lege students: the absence of
carbon monoxide detectors and
an obstructed second egress
through a firstfloor bathroom.
The door there was barricaded
by a 2by4 piece of wood, an
obvious impediment in the case
of an emergency. She called it a
“major violation.’’

“You’re not allowed to have a
second egress through a bed
room or a bathroom or any
locked door,’’ she said.

Across town, in a basement
apartment unit on Everett
Street in Allston, Decie found
serious safety hazards in the
home of a Fisher College sopho
more. One outside door did not
lock — a surprisingly common
and dangerous condition — and
the second egress from the
apartment is through a dark
room that is a maze of hot wa
ter heaters. “He is not safe in
the apartment,’’ she said.

Even on firescarred Linden
Street trouble remains.

When Decie inspected a
twotoned tan house there, next
door to the home in which Bin
land Lee died, she found 25
code violations: the basement
door missing its knob, a large
dead mouse by the hot water
heater, mouse droppings be
hind the living room couch, a
hole in the ceiling over the

kitchen sink, and a loose banis
ter on the third floor.

When the property’s land
lord, Nirmal Sharma, was
reached at his home in Califor
nia, he seemed surprised by
what the Globe found.

“That sounds awful. I did
not know that,’’ he said in a tele
phone interview. “It looks like I
have to find a better property
manager.’’

In a voicemail to the Spot
light Team hours later, Sharma
said he had consulted with his
property manager who asserted
that the house was fine in Sep
tember. “Everything that you
told me must have been done
after that,’’ the landlord said.

And then he asked the Globe
for a list of problems so he
could have them repaired.

One of Sharma’s tenants, BU
junior Terry Bartrug, called the
house a “fire hazard’’ and dis
puted the idea that it was tip
top in September.

“If we ever complain about
anything, they’re like, ‘Oh man,
you should have seen it before,’’
Bartrug said. “But it’s still not
freakin’ livable for us.’’

Within weeks, Sharma
would have to deal with more
than his tenants’ complaints:
the antics of the students them
selves.

In late February, Bartrug
and three of his housemates
were jailed after police broke
up a large party at which they
found many minors and more
than 1,000 beer cans.

Days later, Sharma — clearly
fed up — said he planned to put
his investment property up for
sale. It went on the market in
April for $800,000, according
to the listing. “Needs some
work but this is for sure a great
investment opportunity!”

Most city colleges, citing pri
vacy concerns, say they have
limited authority to patrol the
living conditions of their stu
dents in the neighborhoods.

Jack Dunn, Boston College’s
director of public affairs, said
he was unaware of the large
number of BC students crowd
ing into apartment units within
walking distance of the college.

“I’m surprised personally
that you found 12 students liv
ing in one house,’’ Dunn said.
“That frightens me from a safe
ty perspective.’’

But it’s not as if BC doesn’t
know where its students are liv
ing.

It does.
At a meeting in the universi

ty’s Robsham Theater last fall
for the nearly 1,300 juniors
who are living off campus, Kris
ten O’Driscoll, assistant dean
for offcampus life and civic en
gagement, reminded her un
dergraduates that they had to
send her their offcampus ad
dresses or risk being shut out of
the BC computer system.

When a representative from
the inspectional services agency
attending the session reminded
the BC juniors that no more
than four of them could lawful
ly live together in a single unit,
one young woman in the rear of

the theater struggled — unsuc
cessfully — to stifle an areyou
kiddingme guffaw. Four rows
in front of her, two BC juniors
turned to each other and ex
changed tight smiles as one
jabbed his elbow into the ribs of
his friend.

When BC junior Daniel Ter
ceiro, who said he lived last fall
with seven roommates in an
apartment owned by an absen
tee landlord from Chicago, ran
into housing trouble, he sought
the help of a BC employee,
Steve Montgomery. Montgom
ery is known colloquially as
BC’s offcampus RA, or resident
assistant, who monitors the
neighborhood for loud parties
and behavior that frequently
draws the ire of longtime local
residents.

Terceiro, a Lexington native
subletting the apartment, said
he and his housemates had
been cited for loud parties. And
they met last semester with
Montgomery about how best to
deal with their landlord.

“If we talk to a representa
tive of the university and have a
meeting with them with seven
of our housemates and say
we’re housemates, it’s not like
they send us a letter saying,
‘You’re breaking the rules.
You’ve got to stop right now,’ ’’
said Terceiro. “They let it go.’’

Montgomery said students
are reminded multiple times
about the city’s antiovercrowd
ing rule.

And Dunn, the BC spokes
man, said federal student priva
cy laws preclude the school
from sending the city its stu
dents’ offcampus addresses —
even though federal regulators
say schools who designate ad
dresses as directory informa
tion are generally permitted to
do so. And in an email ex
change with the Globe in March
he seemed to reconsider his
earlier comments about the im
pact of a large number of stu
dents living in homes near cam
pus.

“It cannot be said that those
units that may have more than
four students living together to
meet the high cost of rent will
result in the endangerment of
students,’’ the BC spokesman
said.

Promises broken, unfulfilled
Boston’s student housing

problem has slowly enveloped
whole neighborhoods over the
decades. But even as the dam
age has grown more severe, in
undating entire neighborhoods
with noisy students and reck
less real estate speculators, the
city’s political leaders, universi
ties, and urban planners have
struggled to stanch it.

The Boston Redevelopment
Authority, the city’s planning
arm, has become an imperfect
— some critics say untrust
worthy — arbiter of the bitter
debate between the colleges
and their neighbors over hous
ing.

When residents complain
about student noise, or press
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Boston University student
Josh Goldenberg was in a
coma for nearly two weeks
after he jumped from an
attic window to escape a fire
at 84 Linden St. that
destroyed the house, which
was later razed. Goldenberg
spent three months at the
Spaulding Rehabilitation
Hospital, missed more than
a semester of classes, and
suffers from double vision,
balance problems, and
other issues related to his
brain injury.

Apparent
zoning violation

Broken appliances, equipment

Rodents, bedbugs, other pests

Lack of heat

Hard to reach landlord

Leaks or mold

Broken locks on apartment 
and/or outside doors

Nonfunctioning smoke alarm

Nonfunctioning carbon 
monoxide detector

Blocked exits

Overcrowded and unsafe
The Boston Globe surveyed 266 students about their living 
conditions in off-campus apartments.

More than four under-
graduates live in home

A 2008 city zoning rule bars 
more than four full-time 
undergraduates from sharing 
an apartment.  

Undergrads per unit

Problems reported
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NOTE: The zoning rule only applies to full-time students. Most of the 
students surveyed attend colleges with few or no part-timers.
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(in the 229 units that reported 
at least 1 undergrad)

SCOTT LAPIERRE/GLOBE STAFF

Health inspector Rosemary Decie found numerous violations at a studentoccupied house
on Linden Street in Allston, which she examined at the Globe’s request.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11
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By Noah Bierman
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WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords

Experience interactives, view videos, and read documents at bostonglobe.com/spotlight.ONLINE
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— SPOTLIGHT SHADOW CAMPUS

By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher
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Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE
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Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

apartment owned by an absentee landlord from Chicago, ran into housing trouble, he sought 
the help of a BC employee, Steve Montgomery. Montgomery is known colloquially as BC’s 
off-campus RA, or resident assistant, who monitors the neighborhood for loud parties and 
behavior that frequently draws the ire of long-time local residents.

Terceiro, a Lexington native subletting the apartment, said he and his housemates had 
been cited for loud parties. And they met last semester with Montgomery about how best to 
deal with their landlord.

“If we talk to a representative of the university and have a meeting with them with seven 
of our housemates and say we’re housemates, it’s not like they send us a letter saying, ‘You’re 
breaking the rules. You’ve got to stop right now,’ ’’ said Terceiro. “They let it go.’’

Montgomery said students are reminded multiple times about the city’s antiovercrowding 
rule.

And Dunn, the BC spokesman, said federal student privacy laws preclude the school 
from sending the city its students’ off-campus addresses — even though federal regulators say 
schools who designate addresses as directory information are generally permitted to do so. 
And in an e-mail exchange with the Globe in March he seemed to reconsider his earlier com-
ments about the impact of a large number of students living in homes near campus.

“It cannot be said that those units that may have more than four students living together 
to meet the high cost of rent will result in the endangerment of students,’’ the BC spokesman 
said.

Promises broken, unfulfilled
Boston’s student housing problem has slowly enveloped whole neighborhoods over the de-

cades. But even as the damage has grown more severe, inundating entire neighborhoods with 
noisy students and reckless real estate speculators, the city’s political leaders, universities, and 
urban planners have struggled to stanch it.

The Boston Redevelopment Authority, the city’s planning arm, has become an imperfect 
— some critics say untrustworthy — arbiter of the bitter debate between the colleges and their 
neighbors over housing.

When residents complain about student noise, or press the universities to build more 
dorms, the BRA often brokers agreements requiring the colleges to build more units to get 
their students out of the neighborhoods by specific dates.

But the agency has allowed some deadlines to pass without the benchmarks being met, 
and neighbors who were asked to be reasonable and compromise are asked to compromise yet 
again, with assurances that their concerns will be addressed the next time around.

In early 2010, for instance, Mission Hill residents accused Northeastern University of 
reneging on a commitment to limit its undergraduate enrollment to 15,000.

The college’s undergraduate enrollment in the fall of 2009 stood at 15,585, with half of 
those students living in off-campus housing. “They’re taking an already difficult rental market 
and making it worse,’’ said Ross, then the president of the Boston City Council.

Northeastern, at the time, defended its creeping undergraduate enrollment as being with-
in an acceptable range.

Other agreements brokered over the years remain unfulfilled, including promises to ter-
minate leases for hundreds of beds Northeastern rents in private buildings, more than half of 
which are now controlled by one of the city’s most notorious landlords.

When Northeastern unveiled its most recent 10-year master plan in June 2012, it in-
cluded no dorm construction at all. At the time, Linda Kowalcky, then a BRA deputy director, 
lamented that a presentation by Northeastern made scant mention of either the neighborhood 
problems or the need for more on-campus housing.

“Do they listen to us at all???” Kowalcky wrote to a colleague, BRA planner Gerald Autler, 
in a 2012 e-mail obtained through a public records request. After months of debate, North-
eastern eventually agreed to build 600 more dorm beds within five years, but that’s still 400 
shy of what some neighbors had demanded in that timeframe.

To many Mission Hill residents, the shortage of campus housing, and the rowdy students 
it brings to their neighborhood, remains a constant irritant.

“Even though it started out as parties, what it has turned out to be is a loss of our neigh-



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead

BRUINS TOP CANADIENS, 53, SERIES TIED — C1

fghijkl
M a y 4 , 2 0 1 4

V O L .  2 8 5 ,  N O .  1 2 4

*
Suggested retail price

$3.50
$4.00 outside of Greater Boston; $3.00 in Collier and Lee counties, Fla.
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WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords

Experience interactives, view videos, and read documents at bostonglobe.com/spotlight.ONLINE

1 Annual Percentage Rate (APR) shown for the Line of Credit is for accounts that maintain a monthly auto-payment from an established Century Bank Checking Account. The APRmay vary after account opening. MaximumAPR is 18.00% andwill not go below 2.75% APR. Consult a tax advisor regarding deductibility of interest.
23.463% Annual Percentage Rate (APR) offer is subject to credit approval and applies to owner occupied or second home first mortgages.
Property insurance is required. For new-to-the-bank borrowers only. Century Bank reserves the right to withdraw or modify these offers at any time. Other terms and conditions may apply. Subject to credit approval. Equal Housing Lender/Member FDIC

Allston • Andover • Beverly • Boston • Braintree • Brookline • Burlington • Cambridge • Chestnut Hill • Everett • Lynn • Malden • Medford • Newton • Peabody • Quincy • Salem • Somerville •Wellesley •Winchester

2.75%
HOME EQUITY RATE

APR1

3.463%
FIXEDMORTGAGE RATE

APR2

Scorewith
these rates.

GO B’s!
Apply online at CenturyBank.com

Our family’s bank. And yours.
(866) 823-6887

A14 T h e B o s t o n G l o b e M O N D A Y, M A Y 5 , 2 0 1 4

— SPOTLIGHT SHADOW CAMPUS

By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher
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Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE

DAVID L. RYAN/GLOBE STAFF

Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

borhood,’’ said Susan St. Clair, who moved to Mission Hill in 1970. “And we love our neighbor-
hood. We’ve lost families with little kids and teenagers. We’ve lost older people. It’s tipping the 
balance.’’

While Northeastern’s overall enrollment jumped 32 percent between the spring of 2006 
and spring 2013, the number of the college’s students living off-campus in Boston soared 67 
percent to 8,322 during the same period.

Why hasn’t NU built more dorms?
The home of the Huskies insists it is trying. As part of a deal to rent more classroom 

and office space near the campus in late 2010, Northeastern agreed to partner with a student 
housing developer to lease about 720 dorm beds behind the YMCA on Huntington Avenue. 
The project, delayed by lawsuits, is expected to be completed next year.

It would be unfair to simply blame the deadlock over student housing on the universi-
ties’ intransigence. Suffolk University, which housed only 21 percent of its undergraduates in 
spring 2013, scrapped plans to construct a dorm in Beacon Hill several years ago in the face of 
neighborhood opposition.

And in Brighton, a counter-intuitive battle is unfolding over Boston College’s plan to build 
enough housing to keep all of its students on campus. That would be welcome news in most 
college neighborhoods.

But the fight at the Heights is about expanding campus boundaries.
Although BC’s enrollment has held steady at roughly 9,000 undergraduates, the school 

and a group of nearby neighbors are locked in a fiery dispute over BC’s shifting promise that 
it would not build dorms on property it acquired from the Archdiocese of Boston across Com-
monwealth Avenue even closer to the neighbors in Brighton.

In 2008, then-Mayor Thomas M. Menino stepped in to say BC should build dorms first on 
its traditional campus. The proposal is now on hold.

BC says it can’t win. Its closest neighbors want students out of the crammed multifamily 
units around the college but object to the proposed new dorms on its expanded campus.

Neighbors charge that BC is presenting a false choice. They argue it should drop aesthetic 
objections to building more — or bigger — dorms on its main campus.

Maria Rodrigues, an associate professor at the College of the Holy Cross who lives near-
by, argued that building dorms in the middle of her neighborhood is not the solution — a 
sentiment that seemed to resonate with the project manager the BRA had assigned to the BC 
expansion plan.

“They are invading a community, and living up on Mission Hill with NU students, I sym-
pathize,’’ John Fitzgerald wrote in an internal BRA e-mail obtained by the Globe. “It really 
brings down the potential of making Allston/Brighton and Mission Hill great places to live.’’

ARAM BOGHOSIAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Longtime Allston resident Robert Dunne said he has seen his Pratt Street neighbor-
hood deteriorate as many houses changed from owner-occupied to rentals.
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berg’s neardeath alone make
tragically clear — that Boston’s
efforts to safeguard students
and protect city neighborhoods
from real estate investors trans
forming them into college rent
al ghettos have failed by almost
every measure.

A collision of greed, neglect,
and mismanagement is endan
gering young people in Ameri
ca’s college capital while enrich
ing some absentee investors —
landlords who maximize profits
by packing students into prop
erties — and universities that
admit many more students
than they can house.

It is a heedless calculus that
begins with the flood of student
renters and the landlords who
freely defy housing codes, and
is enabled by city inspectors
who simply are no match for
the health and safety challenges
that result.

The city checks a small frac
tion of Boston’s rental units
each year, the Globe found, and
antiquated recordkeeping
leaves the city with no effective
way to track repeat offenders.

Boston requires landlords to
have their apartments inspect
ed every time new tenants
move in. But few do. Last year,
officials conducted only 2,304
of these inspections out of
roughly 154,000 rental units in
the city of Boston. That’s one
out of every 67 apartments. By
the city’s own conservative esti
mate, ordinary turnover should
result in 44,000 of just this one
type of inspection every year.

And there is no doubt what
inspectors would find if they
performed this basic work: Stu
dents living in filthy units
where doors don’t lock or win
dows don’t close, where heat
doesn’t work or it won’t ever
stop, where rodents and pests
are daily visitors, where bed
rooms are crammed illegally in
to dingy basements or into fire
trap attic apartments.

Especially, in cases of illegal
overcrowding — as in both Lin
den Street homes that went up
in flames — citations for over
crowded conditions appear to
be nonexistent.

Even after those fatal and
nearfatal fires, neither proper
ty owner was cited for this obvi
ous violation.

Indeed, pressed by the
Globe, the city could not turn
up even one student over
crowding citation.

In its investigation of off
campus housing in Boston, the
Spotlight Team reviewed hun
dreds of court files and thou
sands of computerized records
of complaints to city inspectors
and 911 calls; examined prop
erty records and internal city e
mails; and interviewed hun
dreds of students, landlords,
and city and university officials.
The investigation revealed:
R Illegal, overcrowded apart

ments riddle the city’s college
neighborhoods, including a sig
nificant number in violation of
a city zoning rule barring more
than four fulltime undergradu
ates from sharing a house or
apartment. Globe reporters and
correspondents visited block af
ter block of rental properties in
studentrich enclaves — near
BU, Boston College, and North
eastern University — and found
overcrowding a fact of life.

And in a Globe survey of 266
students living offcampus in
Boston, nearly onethird of stu
dents questioned said at least
five undergraduates were shar
ing living quarters. In sections
of Brighton near Boston Col
lege, where most juniors are
not provided oncampus hous
ing, 80 percent of the students
surveyed said they had more
than four undergraduates in
their apartments. Of the 15 stu
dent apartments surveyed on
Gerald Road, a short street
within walking distance of Bos
ton College, only three housed
four or fewer undergrads.

“It’s become an absolute
community crisis,’’ said Valerie
K. Frias, associate director of
the Allston Brighton Communi
ty Development Corporation.
“The landlords are taking ad

uSPOTLIGHT
Continued from Page A1

vantage of the situation, pulling
out massive profits and putting
very little — if any — work back
into the properties with very lit
tle regard for public safety or
human life.’’
R Trailing hard on the heels

of overcrowding are health and
safety issues, ranging from the
kind of deadly per i l that
claimed Binland Lee to side ef
fects of squalor of a more ordi
nary kind. A Globe analysis of
records found that four stu
dentrich ZIP codes, when ad
justed for population, have 50
percent more complaints over
all than the citywide average in
more than a dozen categories,
including mold and mice infes
tation as well as more serious
safety concerns such as missing
or broken carbon monoxide de
tectors and overcrowding. The
ZIP codes covering Allston,
Brighton, Mission Hill, and
Fenway have generated more
than 14,000 complaints to in
spectional services over the
past eight years.

And rodents are everywhere
— more than 3,500 complaints
since 2006, just from these stu
dent rich areas.
R The Inspectional Services

Department, or ISD, the city’s
chief code enforcement agency,
is no match for the flood of
complaints and routinely miss
es health and safety problems
that create dangerous, some
times lifethreatening condi
tions. The agency, which relies

largely on paper files, is unable
to give firm answers to basic
questions, like how often land
lords are cited for housing vio
lations. And when records of vi
olations are filed electronically,
the agency doesn’t mine the da
ta to track which landlords
have been cited the most.

There is, as a result, only a
limited capacity to respond to
chronic offenders. And even
when their misconduct is so
egregious as to be impossible to
ignore, the most notorious of
Boston’s landlords escape with
what amount to administrative
slaps on the wrist.
R Along with landlords and

ineffective city regulators, there
is a third powerful force con
tributing to overcrowding and
the hazards that flow from it.
Several of the colleges and uni
versities that import these
thousands of young and eager
new Bostonians have promised
to house more of them on cam
pus, and then have broken that
promise. A growing flood of
student tenants is the result — a
ready market for landlords
short on scruples.

The number of undergradu
ate and graduate students liv
ing off campus in the city
soared 36 percent to more than
45,000 from 2006 to 2013, ac
cording to reports filed with
Boston’s city clerk by private
universities with a Boston pres
ence and data that three public

Continued on next page

PROBLEMS, COMPLAINTS SOAR AS
OFFCAMPUSHOUSING SWELLS

PHOTOS BY ARAM BOGHOSIAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

On Foster Street in Brighton last fall, a large group was waiting to enter a latenight party at a studentoccupied house.

Longtime Allston resident Robert Dunne said he has seen his Pratt Street neighborhood
deteriorate as many houses changed from owneroccupied to rentals.

2006 2013

Where students live off campus in Boston

Boston College Boston
University

Northeastern
University

Suffolk University
Emerson College

Simmons
College

Roxbury
Community
College

UMass Boston

In 2013, universities with campuses in Boston reported about 45,000 students lived in 
private residences in the city, a 36 percent increase since 2006.
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Kenmore
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Brighton
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Roxbury
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Mattapan
851

Roslindale
1,080
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Size of circle indicates the number of students
living off campus in each neighborhood in 2013

Live on campus

Live off campus

Total

Grew slower than 
the citywide average

Grew faster
than average

Grew more than 
twice the average

Student population growth
by neighborhood since 2006

Student population in Boston

Note: Neighborhoods are based 
on selected ZIP codes. These 
figures do not include some 
students who live in Boston but 
attend colleges elsewhere. 

SOURCES: City of Boston, public colleges

31,184 35,802

33,350 45,259

The dorm gap
The difference between the number of full-time undergraduate 
and graduate students enrolled and the number of dorm beds 
available in 2012 at Boston schools with large off-campus 
student populations:

SOURCE: US Department of Education DAVID BUTLER/GLOBE STAFF
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April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead
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By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords
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By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher

GLOBE STAFF

Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE
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Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

Making a near-fatal choice
A rag-tag convoy of U-Haul rentals and battered pickup trucks descended on Boston’s col-

lege neighborhoods under a gentle morning rain on move-in weekend last September.
It was the familiar, chaotic scene signaling that one of America’s biggest college towns 

was back in business.
There to greet the returning students was a phalanx of 60 officials from inspectional ser-

vices and other city departments, including the agency’s chief, Glascock.
The inspectors marched through an Allston neighborhood, writing 800 citations, includ-

ing one house where rats had eaten through woodwork and burrowed into the soil.
By now, longtime — and long-suffering — residents know the ritual show of force is fleet-

ing and ineffectual.
Even as they were spotting ratholes, broken banisters, or worthless smoke detectors, the 

city inspectors were missing the flood of students who were carrying mattress after mattress 
into illegally overcrowded units.

Indeed, as Glascock and his inspectors fanned out on Pratt Street, 10 minutes away in 
Brighton, 13 BC women quietly unpacked themselves into a house at 24 Gerald Road, five 
downstairs and eight upstairs. At the house next door, 12 BC men hauled belongings into their 
units. Seven on the second floor. Five on the first.

It was a profitable day for the man who owned those homes, Anthony DiMeo, a Stow 
businessman, who first struck gold in the shadow of Boston College’s manicured Chestnut Hill 
campus, in the spring of 2005.

DiMeo bought a light gray two-family home on the hilly street off Commonwealth Avenue 
and the monthly rents he collected from college students proved so profitable that he doubled 
down three years later.

He bought the house next door in early 2008, bringing his total investment in the neigh-
borhood to $1.8 million.

When the city threw sand into the gears of DiMeo’s purring real estate machine by en-
acting the no-more-than four regulation eight weeks later, DiMeo and three other landlords 
rushed into court.

They said their apartment houses “do not constitute ‘overcrowded’ student housing in any 
way.’’ They assailed the rule as unconstitutional, a challenge a state judge dismissed in 2010.

JOHN TLUMACKI/GLOBE STAFF

Parents are often shocked at the conditions of off-campus housing, but students relish the freedom and 
money saved.
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colleges provided the Globe.
Many of the additional students
are pouring into neighbor
hoods like Mission Hill, Fen
way, and Brighton.

And those figures under
count the number of offcam
pus students, because they ex
clude nearly 8,000 Northeast
ern University coop students —
many of whom live in the city. It
also does not include the hun
dreds of MIT students living in
Boston in sororities and frater
nities, and at least 1,000 Har
vard students who reside in
Boston but attend classes in
Cambridge.

Local schools did add some
new dorms over the last decade
— but only enough units to ac
commodate less than half of the
tens of thousands of added stu
dents they’ve accepted during
that time. The shortfall reflects
a national trend. In state after
state, surging college enroll
ments have outpaced construc
tion of dorms, according to fed
eral data, pushing students off
campus.

The dorm space that is avail
able can be prohibitively expen
sive, further nudging students
to look elsewhere. Median
room and board costs for Bos
ton area schools climbed 59
percent from 2000 to 2012,
nearly double the inflation rate.

A single room with a shared
bathroom at BU, with the re
quired meal plan, costs $16,320
for two semesters. That means
students who pay $700 to
$1,000 a month for offcampus
quarters could save significant
ly, especially since many sublet
during the summer.
R Overcrowding and its

health and safety side effects
have taken a harsh toll on city
neighborhoods.

Today, in the tripledeckers,
duplexes, and redbrick apart
ment complexes that surround
the city’s biggest universities a
kind of real estate black market
has blossomed.

There, illegal overcrowding
has, in some cases, created a
maddening paradox: While in
dividual properties have deteri
orated, overall housing prices
have skyrocketed, making it dif
ficult if not impossible for mid
dleclass families to buy houses
or afford rents.

“The price of tripledeckers
and duplexes has just explod
ed,” said Barry Bluestone, direc
tor of the Kitty and Michael Du
kakis Center for Urban and Re
gional Policy at Northeastern
University. “There is an almost
unlimited demand for that
housing.”

On Mission Hill near North
eastern, the price escalation for
threefamily houses is breath
taking. Many now sell for well
over $1 million, more than dou
ble the 2013 median price for
threefamilies in the broader
Roxbury neighborhood that
surrounds Mission Hill, accord
ing to a Globe analysis of prop
erty records.

It has also changed the face
of some neighborhoods near
college campuses, where inves
tors have scooped up one prop
erty after another. For instance,
the share of owneroccupied 
properties in Mission Hill’s
main ZIP code has declined
from 52 percent in 2003 to 42
percent in 2014 — a bigger de
cline than anywhere else in the
city. Absentee landlords have al
so become more dominant in
studentrich neighborhoods in
the Fenway and Brighton over
the past decade.

In a neighborhood of nearly
200 homes off Commonwealth
Avenue near Boston College, 26
percent of the properties have
switched to investor ownership
since 2003, a Spotlight Team
analysis found.

And the homeowners who
remain frequently complain
about the noisy tenants. As one
might expect, many of the 911
calls about loud parties are
clustered in neighborhoods
packed with students. Boston
Police recorded nearly 13,000
party calls in eight years from
Allston/Brighton alone, more
than any other police district.

As Boston’s university popu
lation increasingly spilled
amoebalike into college neigh
borhoods, thenBoston City
Councilor Michael P. Ross had a
name for that growth as he suc
cessfully argued for the ordi
nance combating overcrowding
in 2007.

“Shadow campuses,’ ’ he
called the student incursions.

And today, more than six

Continued from preceding page

years after the passage of the
nomorethanfour initiative,
those shadows are growing lon
ger — and darker.

Turning a blind eye
In the world of real estate —

where fortunes can be won and
lost in the boom or bust of the
market — investing in a rental
property in one of Boston’s stu
dent neighborhoods is as close
as it gets to a sure thing.

Many multifamily houses in
Mission Hill, Allston, and
Brighton produce more than
$100,000 a year in rental in
come. That means their owners
can pay their expenses while al
so raking in tens of thousands
in cash a year. If they decide to
sell, everrising rents will allow
them to unload their properties
at a higher price to the next in
vestor.

With so much money to be
made, the temptation to break
the overcrowding law can be
too much to resist for many
landlords and the rental agents
they hire to market their units.

The zoning code could not
be clearer: No more than four

undergraduates can share a sin
gle apartment unit. And the
reason for the restriction is
plain as well — packing in more
students tempts landlords to
carve up the units in all kinds of
unplannedfor ways. They
crowd passageways, close off
exits, make bedrooms out of
spaces — like Binland Lee’s gar
ret — where the hazard is only
apparent when disaster strikes.

But in the neighborhoods
where overcrowding is most
commonplace, student tenants
and those who rent to them of
ten disregard the law.

About twothirds of the stu
dents in the Spotlight Team sur
vey said they oppose the mea
sure designed to stop them
from cramming into such rent
al units. They prefer to pretend
the restriction doesn’t exist.

Nick Casale of Wellesley said
he and his 11 BC roommates
are each paying $710 a month
to live together in two units on
Gerald Road in Brighton. And
he said Boston College officials
must be aware of that rental
market calculus.

“These are the houses for

college kids that are near BC
and you have to fit so many kids
in here to make it realistic,’’ Ca
sale said, as he prepared to
move into his new offcampus
home last September.

That outlook finds a willing
accomplice in those whose
business is built on renting to
students.

When Globe correspondents
— themselves students at local
colleges — visited rental units
in the company of real estate
agents and landlords, they con
firmed firsthand what the
Spotlight Team heard in dozens
of interviews across the city’s
student landscape: The over
crowding measure is treated as
l itt le more than an easi ly
thwarted nuisance.

A Globe correspondent
asked a Brigham Circle agent
last summer if five undergradu
ates could move into an apart
ment on Mission Hill. No prob
lem, he said, sketching a com
mon way to work around the
city’s rule: Four students would
be listed on the lease while all
five would provide the agent
with cosigners to guarantee the

rental income.
The agent described the

city’s zoning rule contemptu
ously, as little more than a way
“to stop stupid drunk college
kids from falling off balconies.’’

A couple of days later in All
ston, the nomorethanfour or
dinance was dispatched with
equal ease.

“I’m OK with six people,’’
said an agent who showed a
Globe reporter a unit on Gor
don Street. “I’m OK with dou
bling up [with multiple people
in rooms]. Just don’t piss off the
Asian woman next door.’’

G lobe correspondents
viewed some 25 apartments
with brokers, most of whom
were willing to violate the city’s
antiovercrowding measure as
long as students were willing to
pay a slightly higher rent. Dur
ing its investigation, Globe re
porters visited more than 100
apartments where it was not
uncommon to see living and
dining rooms — as well as dens,
attics, and basements — that
had been converted into bed
rooms.

Bryan Glascock, the inspec

tional services commissioner,
said his inspectors are virtually
powerless to enforce the over
crowding restriction because
they can’t act unless invited on
to the premises or have strong
enough evidence of emergency
conditions to persuade a judge
to issue an administrative
search warrant — both rarities.

He doesn’t claim to be un
derstaffed, but records show
the department’s staffing has
barely budged over the last de
cade.

The city has recently taken
steps to change that.

This fiscal year, the agency
received a 10 percent increase,
to $17.6 million — money that
paid for five additional inspec
tors for Boston’s new rental re
inspection program, requiring
landlords to register their units
with the city and submit to in
spections every five years for
potential violations of the sani
tary and building codes.

But even with that staffing
bump, the agency is still plan
ning to inspect only about half
of the 31,000 apartments each
year that are covered under the
new rental ordinance. It ex
pects property owners to hire
outside agencies to carry out
the rest. It’s a daunting task
that would come on top of the
15,000 to 18,000 other housing
inspections that Glascock said
the agency conducts in a typical
year in response to complaints.

Like mayors before him,
Martin J. Walsh has promised
relief to the neighborhoods and
safe housing for the students.

When he was a candidate
last summer, Walsh lamented
inspectional services’ staffing
levels and anemic budget, say
ing they rendered the agency “a
paper tiger.’’

“The landlords abuse the
kids that come to the schools by
packing them in as many as
they can to an apartment,’’ said
Walsh. “We will not stand for
it.”

Boston police Sergeant
Michael C. O’Hara, who over
sees efforts to curb student mis
conduct in Brighton and All
ston, said Walsh is on the right
track.

He said most of the prob
lems — often alcohol induced —
can be traced to students living
in overcrowded quarters that
quickly become magnets for
large and rowdy weekend par
ties.

On a frigid night in Decem
ber, before Saturday night
blended into Sunday morning,
O’Hara was breaking up a huge
bash on Gardner Street in All
ston hosted, he said, by stu
dents from the Berklee College
of Music.

“I suggest if there’s anyone
in here underage you get them
out,’’ he said after a startled ten
ant answered the back door
and told him he had “40 or 50”
guests. Within 15 minutes,
nearly 100 young adults had
spilled out of a basement where
music had blared and a keg of
beer had been tapped.

ARAM BOGHOSIAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Boston police Sergeant Michael C. O’Hara broke up a large party — with a live band — in December at a house on Gardner Street in Allston.
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Parents are often shocked at the conditions of offcampus housing, but students relish the freedom and money saved.

DARREN DURLACH/GLOBE STAFF

This house on Linden Street in Allston
was rodent infested, had electrical
problems, and was in overall
disrepair. Still, the student tenants
paid more than $5,000 a month in
rent.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead

BRUINS TOP CANADIENS, 53, SERIES TIED — C1

fghijkl
M a y 4 , 2 0 1 4

V O L .  2 8 5 ,  N O .  1 2 4

*
Suggested retail price

$3.50
$4.00 outside of Greater Boston; $3.00 in Collier and Lee counties, Fla.

By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords
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— SPOTLIGHT SHADOW CAMPUS

By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher
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Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE
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Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

At first blush, it looked like DiMeo could no longer fill his houses with BC students and 
fill his pockets with the monthly income they — or their parents — mailed to him each month.

The gold rush on Gerald Road, it seemed, was over.
Except it wasn’t.
DiMeo, who has since sold one of his properties, simply ignored the new zoning restric-

tion, according to his tenants.
Asked how many student tenants he has and how much rent they pay him, DiMeo de-

clined to answer.
“The colleges don’t have the capacity to house the number of students they accept,’’ he 

said in a brief telephone interview.
The flouting of the overcrowding rule and the potential consequences that accompany it 

are something that Anna Braet and Josh Goldenberg know painfully well.
Braet, a BU student who was staying with a friend the night of the fire at 84 Linden St., 

jumped from a window one story down from Goldenberg’s third floor unit and fractured her 
spine during the escape in January 2012.

The cause of the fire was never determined.
Boston University student Josh Goldenberg was in a coma for nearly two weeks after he 

jumped from an attic window to escape a fire at 84 Linden St.that destroyed the house, which 
was later razed. Goldenberg spent three months at the Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital, 
missed more than a semester of classes, and suffers from double vision, balance problems, and 
other issues related to his brain injury.

Both of them sued the former property owners for violating the no-more-than four regu-
lation, among other problems, and recently settled the case. An attorney for the former own-
ers said they purchased the building months before the fire and had no idea it housed more 
students than the ordinance allows.

Josh’s father, David, recalled the problems he noticed when he helped his son move into 
his first off-campus apartment: dirty, obstructed stairs, a broken banister, peeling paint, and 
only one way out of the attic.

“We looked the other way and Josh seemed to be happy and it was a near-fatal mistake,” 
his father said.

Braet, 23, still struggles with anxiety and day-in day-out pain in her back. Goldenberg, 
who was in a coma for nearly two weeks and spent three months at the Spaulding Rehabilita-
tion Hospital, missed more than a semester and suffers from double vision, balance problems, 
and other issues related to his brain injury.

JOHN TLUMACKI/GLOBE STAFF/FILE 2013

Boston University student Josh Goldenberg was in a coma for nearly two weeks after 
he jumped from an attic window to escape a fire at 84 Linden St. that destroyed the 
house, which was later razed.
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Risks to health, safety
Most college students arrive

in Boston with huge tuition
bills and a yearning for inde
pendence.

They are often firsttime
renters and typically know little
about their rights as tenants, or
the hazards that might await
them in a densely packed city
with some of the nation’s oldest
rental apartments.

The Spotlight Team’s investi
gation not only found chronic
overcrowding, but also that stu
dents are living in units with
grievous code violations, some
of them lifethreatening.

How bad is it out there?
R A Museum of Fine Arts

student and his friends headed
out to a third floor deck in Mis
sion Hill to enjoy an early fall
evening last September. The
unpermitted structure col
lapsed, leaving a dozen people
with injuries, among them con
cussions and a fractured heel.
The city later cited the property
owner.
R A Fisher College student

noticed that an outside door to
her Commonwealth Avenue
apartment building was held
open day and night with electri
cal wire. Concerned for her
safety, she said, she complained
to her real estate agency. But
nothing was done. Days later,
on Sept. 21, 2008, she and her
roommate were brutally raped
at knifepoint in their apart
ment by an intruder. The wom
en settled a lawsuit against the
landlords and real estate firm
last fall for $900,000, according
to their lawyer.
R A BU law student moved

into an apartment in Allston in
September 2008 and two
months later noticed some
thing odd — small, itchy welts
on her hands and arms. She
first believed it was caused by
lawschool stress. Four months
later, a doctor blamed it on bed
bugs, an alltoocommon prob
lem in student neighborhoods.
After the landlord failed to
eradicate the problem, she
broke her lease and sued him
and her real estate broker, who
together later settled for more
than $5,000 in 2011.
R BU roommates, watching

television last June, smelled
smoke and then saw it seep
through the floorboards of their
overcrowded secondfloor
apartment in Allston. A frayed
extension cord in the down
stairs unit was to blame. The six
displaced students had no
ready way to reach their land
lord. They had never met her
and didn’ t even know her
name.

If one goal of the antiover
crowding measure was to
dampen the overheated student
rental market that has pushed
out longtime residents and de
stabilized neighborhoods, an
other was to promote student
safety.

And in their fullthroated
support for the nomorethan
four restriction, university offi
cials vigorously waved the flag
of safety.

The appeal made by the
Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology was typical. Two senior
Wentworth officials wrote City
Hall to applaud efforts to keep
students from living on outdoor
porches and carvedup living
rooms.

“These activities are danger
ously unacceptable and need to
be stopped,’’ they said.

BU’s president Robert A.
Brown said he was concerned,
too.

“What really worries me is
that the landlords in a lot of
these apartment buildings ar
en’t meeting the standards,
both for code and egress, and fi
nally that they’re turning a
blind eye to residences that are
overpacked,” Brown said in the
aftermath of Binland Lee’s
death.

The day after the fatal fire,
Frias, the Allston Brighton
Community Development Cor

poration official, suggested one
remedy, urging universities to
share the addresses of their off
campus students so city offi
cials can build a database and
spot overcrowded units.

Almost every college and
university has repelled the city’s
efforts to obtain that data. BU
became the first college to com
ply last May when it disclosed
the addresses where five or
more BU students lived. But in
spectional services has yet to
mine that list to cite offending
landlords.

Asked whether it would help
if every college provided off
campus addresses, an agency
spokeswoman agreed that it
would. Then she added: “But
staffing would not allow over
sight.’’

“There are some legal dis
agreements about whether or
not colleges can in fact give us
that information,’’ said BRA di

rector Peter Meade before he
left that post earlier this year.
“Our position is a very strong
one that they can and should.’’

If the city knew precisely
where to look, inspectors would
be alarmed at what they would
find.

As part of its investigation,
the Globe hired North Shore
health inspector and registered
sanitarian Rosemary Decie as a
consultant to inspect units with
the approval of their young ten
ants. In a single afternoon,
Decie found nearly 50 code vio
lations in three units that are
home to university students.

At a singlefamily home on
Pratt Street, in the heart of a
heavily populated student
neighborhood in Allston, Decie
found two serious violations in
a unit rented by Emerson Col
lege students: the absence of
carbon monoxide detectors and
an obstructed second egress
through a firstfloor bathroom.
The door there was barricaded
by a 2by4 piece of wood, an
obvious impediment in the case
of an emergency. She called it a
“major violation.’’

“You’re not allowed to have a
second egress through a bed
room or a bathroom or any
locked door,’’ she said.

Across town, in a basement
apartment unit on Everett
Street in Allston, Decie found
serious safety hazards in the
home of a Fisher College sopho
more. One outside door did not
lock — a surprisingly common
and dangerous condition — and
the second egress from the
apartment is through a dark
room that is a maze of hot wa
ter heaters. “He is not safe in
the apartment,’’ she said.

Even on firescarred Linden
Street trouble remains.

When Decie inspected a
twotoned tan house there, next
door to the home in which Bin
land Lee died, she found 25
code violations: the basement
door missing its knob, a large
dead mouse by the hot water
heater, mouse droppings be
hind the living room couch, a
hole in the ceiling over the

kitchen sink, and a loose banis
ter on the third floor.

When the property’s land
lord, Nirmal Sharma, was
reached at his home in Califor
nia, he seemed surprised by
what the Globe found.

“That sounds awful. I did
not know that,’’ he said in a tele
phone interview. “It looks like I
have to find a better property
manager.’’

In a voicemail to the Spot
light Team hours later, Sharma
said he had consulted with his
property manager who asserted
that the house was fine in Sep
tember. “Everything that you
told me must have been done
after that,’’ the landlord said.

And then he asked the Globe
for a list of problems so he
could have them repaired.

One of Sharma’s tenants, BU
junior Terry Bartrug, called the
house a “fire hazard’’ and dis
puted the idea that it was tip
top in September.

“If we ever complain about
anything, they’re like, ‘Oh man,
you should have seen it before,’’
Bartrug said. “But it’s still not
freakin’ livable for us.’’

Within weeks, Sharma
would have to deal with more
than his tenants’ complaints:
the antics of the students them
selves.

In late February, Bartrug
and three of his housemates
were jailed after police broke
up a large party at which they
found many minors and more
than 1,000 beer cans.

Days later, Sharma — clearly
fed up — said he planned to put
his investment property up for
sale. It went on the market in
April for $800,000, according
to the listing. “Needs some
work but this is for sure a great
investment opportunity!”

Most city colleges, citing pri
vacy concerns, say they have
limited authority to patrol the
living conditions of their stu
dents in the neighborhoods.

Jack Dunn, Boston College’s
director of public affairs, said
he was unaware of the large
number of BC students crowd
ing into apartment units within
walking distance of the college.

“I’m surprised personally
that you found 12 students liv
ing in one house,’’ Dunn said.
“That frightens me from a safe
ty perspective.’’

But it’s not as if BC doesn’t
know where its students are liv
ing.

It does.
At a meeting in the universi

ty’s Robsham Theater last fall
for the nearly 1,300 juniors
who are living off campus, Kris
ten O’Driscoll, assistant dean
for offcampus life and civic en
gagement, reminded her un
dergraduates that they had to
send her their offcampus ad
dresses or risk being shut out of
the BC computer system.

When a representative from
the inspectional services agency
attending the session reminded
the BC juniors that no more
than four of them could lawful
ly live together in a single unit,
one young woman in the rear of

the theater struggled — unsuc
cessfully — to stifle an areyou
kiddingme guffaw. Four rows
in front of her, two BC juniors
turned to each other and ex
changed tight smiles as one
jabbed his elbow into the ribs of
his friend.

When BC junior Daniel Ter
ceiro, who said he lived last fall
with seven roommates in an
apartment owned by an absen
tee landlord from Chicago, ran
into housing trouble, he sought
the help of a BC employee,
Steve Montgomery. Montgom
ery is known colloquially as
BC’s offcampus RA, or resident
assistant, who monitors the
neighborhood for loud parties
and behavior that frequently
draws the ire of longtime local
residents.

Terceiro, a Lexington native
subletting the apartment, said
he and his housemates had
been cited for loud parties. And
they met last semester with
Montgomery about how best to
deal with their landlord.

“If we talk to a representa
tive of the university and have a
meeting with them with seven
of our housemates and say
we’re housemates, it’s not like
they send us a letter saying,
‘You’re breaking the rules.
You’ve got to stop right now,’ ’’
said Terceiro. “They let it go.’’

Montgomery said students
are reminded multiple times
about the city’s antiovercrowd
ing rule.

And Dunn, the BC spokes
man, said federal student priva
cy laws preclude the school
from sending the city its stu
dents’ offcampus addresses —
even though federal regulators
say schools who designate ad
dresses as directory informa
tion are generally permitted to
do so. And in an email ex
change with the Globe in March
he seemed to reconsider his
earlier comments about the im
pact of a large number of stu
dents living in homes near cam
pus.

“It cannot be said that those
units that may have more than
four students living together to
meet the high cost of rent will
result in the endangerment of
students,’’ the BC spokesman
said.

Promises broken, unfulfilled
Boston’s student housing

problem has slowly enveloped
whole neighborhoods over the
decades. But even as the dam
age has grown more severe, in
undating entire neighborhoods
with noisy students and reck
less real estate speculators, the
city’s political leaders, universi
ties, and urban planners have
struggled to stanch it.

The Boston Redevelopment
Authority, the city’s planning
arm, has become an imperfect
— some critics say untrust
worthy — arbiter of the bitter
debate between the colleges
and their neighbors over hous
ing.

When residents complain
about student noise, or press
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Boston University student
Josh Goldenberg was in a
coma for nearly two weeks
after he jumped from an
attic window to escape a fire
at 84 Linden St. that
destroyed the house, which
was later razed. Goldenberg
spent three months at the
Spaulding Rehabilitation
Hospital, missed more than
a semester of classes, and
suffers from double vision,
balance problems, and
other issues related to his
brain injury.

Apparent
zoning violation

Broken appliances, equipment

Rodents, bedbugs, other pests

Lack of heat

Hard to reach landlord

Leaks or mold

Broken locks on apartment 
and/or outside doors

Nonfunctioning smoke alarm

Nonfunctioning carbon 
monoxide detector

Blocked exits

Overcrowded and unsafe
The Boston Globe surveyed 266 students about their living 
conditions in off-campus apartments.

More than four under-
graduates live in home

A 2008 city zoning rule bars 
more than four full-time 
undergraduates from sharing 
an apartment.  

Undergrads per unit

Problems reported

Units
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NOTE: The zoning rule only applies to full-time students. Most of the 
students surveyed attend colleges with few or no part-timers.
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33%

25%

23%
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20%

10%
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31%
Yes

69%
No
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(in the 229 units that reported 
at least 1 undergrad)

SCOTT LAPIERRE/GLOBE STAFF

Health inspector Rosemary Decie found numerous violations at a studentoccupied house
on Linden Street in Allston, which she examined at the Globe’s request.



April 28, 2013: 1:30 a.m.
It had been a long night.
As Binland Lee trudged up

the rear staircase of 87 Linden
St. early Sunday morning, the
Boston University senior found
a small gathering of housemates
and friends sprawled across the
living room sipping gin and ton
ics and mojitos and listening to
music on a laptop.

The 22yearold was exhausted after walk
ing from a party near MIT where a friend had
just confessed romantic feelings for her.

A little tipsy, Binland broke into a wide grin
when she spotted Devi Gopal, an old class
mate from Brooklyn Technical High School,
sitting in her Allston apartment. They hung
out for five minutes before Binland called it a

night. Her freshly cut, glossy
black hair swung across her
back as she walked up stairs still
adorned in twinkling Christmas
lights.

Binland headed to her attic
sanctuary, her perfect under
graduate space. The marine sci
ence major had hung a beach
ballcolored hammock inspired
by a school trip to Belize next to
a giant poster of Hawaiian palm
trees and ocean waves. Above
the dormer window, Binland
plastered a large blue and white
flag of Finland — an amusing
emblem of her trademark intro
duction.

“Hi, I’m Binland. Like Finland with a B,”
she explained to new acquaintances.

She opened the tan curtain draped over her
bed like a canopy and sank into the queen size
mattress. Several hours later, Binland woke;
fire was spreading through the house, climb
ing rapidly toward the attic.

“Get down!” her housemate Thiérry Désiré
SPOTLIGHT, Page A9

A HOUSE JAMMED
WITH STUDENTS,

A LIFE OF PROMISE LOST
Itwas a quirky, old place, but it was home toBinlandLee andher 13 housemates. It was
also blatantly illegal, frombasement bedroomswithout permits to the unitwith only one
way out—whereBinlandhappily lived andwhere she diedwhen fire struck last spring.

NICK MOORE

As smoke poured from the upper floors of 87 Linden St. in Allston, Thiérry Désiré and Devi Gopal waited for rescue on a
porch roof. Firefighters were unable to reach Binland Lee, who was trapped in her attic bedroom.

c a m p u ss h a d o w

This story was reported by Globe
Spotlight Team reporters Jenn
Abelson, Jonathan Saltzman,
Casey Ross, and Todd Wallack,
and editor Thomas Farragher. It
was written by Abelson.

First of three parts

Binland Lee, 22, died
just weeks before she
was to graduate from
Boston University.

Sunday: Mostly cloudy. High 6469. Low 4348.

Complete report, A18, B11

Gray ahead

BRUINS TOP CANADIENS, 53, SERIES TIED — C1

fghijkl
M a y 4 , 2 0 1 4

V O L .  2 8 5 ,  N O .  1 2 4

*
Suggested retail price

$3.50
$4.00 outside of Greater Boston; $3.00 in Collier and Lee counties, Fla.

By Noah Bierman
GLOBE STAFF

WASHINGTON — Nearly $5 billion of pro
posed road, transit, and bicycling improvements
across Massachusetts are at risk because Con
gress has failed to act at a time when the nation’s
main source of highway funding verges on insol
vency.

State political leaders call a pair of approach
ing transportation deadlines — one to refill the
highway trust fund by this summer and another
to renew the national transportation program —
a “looming crisis.”

At stake is $1 billion a year in federal funding
for Massachusetts transportation projects, ac
counting for about half the needed money, with
the state covering the other half, for several years’
worth of projects.

The dozens of projects potentially affected are
large and small — ranging in cost from a few
hundred thousand dollars to a few hundred mil

FUNDS, Page A16

By Michael Kranish
GLOBE STAFF

A
surprise awaited Facebook users who
recently clicked on a link to read a sto
ry about Michelle Obama’s encounter
with a 10yearold girl whose father
was jobless.

Facebook responded to the click by offering
what it called “related articles.” These included
one that alleged a Secret Service officer had found
the president and his wife having “S*X in Oval
Office,” and another that said “Barack has lost all
control of Michelle” and was considering divorce.

A Facebook spokeswoman did not try to
defend the content, much of which was clearly
false, but instead said there was a simple explana
tion for why such stories are pushed on readers.
In a word: algorithms.

The stories, in other words, apparently are
selected by Facebook based on mathematical cal
culations that rely on word association and the

FACEBOOK, Page A16

Facebook defends
wildly false stories —
the algorithm did it
Recommended by website
with no attempt to verify

Inactionin
D.C.imperils
statehighway
projects
With federal trust fund
running dry, Mass. fears
for $5b in planned work

TODAY

Illegal
apartment, with
only one way
out, claims a life

MONDAY

Overcrowding
rampant
in student
neighborhoods

TUESDAY

City no
match
for scofflaw
landlords

Experience interactives, view videos, and read documents at bostonglobe.com/spotlight.ONLINE
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By Casey Ross
and Thomas Farragher
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Little about the ordinary
looking twofamily at 15 Rad
nor Road screams premium
real estate.

Built in the 1920s, it has
wood shingles that are warped
and cracking in places. There is
no lush landscaping or garage
parking, and in the summer it
is cooled by a rusty air condi
tioner chained to the roof.

Yet in July 2013, the house
off Commonwealth Avenue sold
for more than $1 million, near
ly 60 percent above Brighton’s
median sales price for twofam
ily houses. Its buyer, Chicago
investor Joanna London,
wasn’t simply after the house,
but a far more lucrative oppor
tunity: renting it to college stu
dents.

Last fall, 15 Radnor was
filled with at least a dozen Bos
ton College undergraduates, in
cluding eight who lived in one
unit, according to two of the
renters and a Boston police in
cident report.

That is a violation of city
zoning which limits occupancy
to four fulltime undergradu
ates, but it makes it possible for
London to collect thousands of
dollars in additional rent.

Overcrowding student rent
als to maximize profits is hardly
unusual in this corner of Brigh
ton, or on many other streets
near the city’s college neighbor
hoods. An investigation by the
Globe’s Spotlight Team found
that these widespread viola
tions are wreaking havoc in
once cohesive neighborhoods
that are being emptied of the
families that had sustained
them.

Home prices have skyrocket
ed in recent years, as everrising
rents paid by students attract
investors who can easily outbid
any family or young couple in
the market for a home.

“Investors certainly weren’t
going to buy these places if they
had to buy them and put regu
lar workingclass people in
them,’’ said Sid Goldenberg, a
70yearold Brighton resident
whose neighborhood is inun
dated with students. “It just
didn’t pay them. They saw big
[rental] income and that’s
what’s happening right now.’’

[Sid Goldenberg is not relat
ed to BU student Josh Golden
berg, who was severely injured
in a fire at his offcampus house
in Allston.]

The side effects of over
crowding, the noise and disrup
tion that afflict the surrounding
neighborhoods, are not fac
tored into the financial calcu
lus; there is simply too much
money in Animal House. And
so Boston finds itself in some
thing of a Prohibition Era in
rental real estate, with violators
operating in plain view of regu
lators who say they are power
less to stop the lawbreaking
and, in fact, rarely try.

Boston Inspectional Services
Commissioner Bryan Glascock
concedes his department al
most never issues citations for
overcrowding, as his staff is
stretched too thin to chase stu
dents and property owners who
both have an interest in con
cealing such violations.

The beneficiaries of these
abuses are not only the land
lords who own the overstuffed
properties, but also the brokers
who sell and rent them, and the
banks that, knowingly or not,
underwrite loans based on in
come derived from overcrowd
ing.

“It seems like they don’t
have any regulations on the
number of people,” said Kay
Mathew, a grandmother who
was forced to move out of Mis
sion Hill last year after she
couldn’t find a suitable place
for less than $3,000 a month.

“The market rate is totally
artificial,” Mathew said. “Mar
ket rate means whatever you
can get to rent to students, and
there is no room for working
families.”

Each student who lives off
campus is worth roughly $700
to $1,000 a month in rent, de
pending on the location. And,
as more of them flood into city
neighborhoods, investors are
willing to pay top dollar for
properties to rent to them.

In Mission Hill, which is sur
rounded by Northeastern, the

Wentworth Institute of Tech
nology, the Massachusetts Col
lege of Art, and other schools,
many multifamily houses sell
for more than $1 million. One
threefamily at44 Hillside St.
was recently sold to an investor
for $1.53 million. The last time
it changed hands, in 2002, it
sold for $225,000. A few blocks
away, at 93 Hillside, another
threefamily sold for $1.42 mil
lion in 2013, up from $630,000
in 2002.

Some investors are renovat
ing their properties to make
them more appealing to stu
dent renters, which contributes
to the increase in prices and
property values. But even build
ings that require significant up
dating are fetching skyhigh
prices.

Last spring, longtime resi
dent Noreen Loughran sold the
house she grew up in on St. Al
phonsus Street for $1.5 million.
She had wanted to sell it to a

family, but ended up with half a
dozen bids from investors inter
ested in turning the property
into rentals.

“The only ones that can af
ford to buy houses are the de
velopers and they turn around
and rent to students for $4,000
or $5,000 a month,” she said.
“For 60 years, it was families.
My mother and father bought it
to begin with in 1952.”

Students are not the only
group contributing to housing
demand in the neighborhoods
around Boston’s colleges, as
young professionals, couples,
and families are also pursuing
those units. But graduates and
undergraduates are the most
powerful and conspicuous force
in these markets, and they are
also the most profitable for in
vestors who can rely on them to
pay high rents regardless of a
property’s condition.

The dynamic is reinforced
by landlords who seek to maxi

mize their income by reconfig
uring older two and threefam
ily homes to pack in even more
renters, converting dining and
living rooms into additional
bedrooms. In some instances,
the Spotlight Team found prop
erties with illegal rooms in
basements and attics that creat
ed hazardous, sometimes life
threatening, conditions.

In addition to those dangers,
the properties often become
magnets for rowdy behavior.

For example, the house pur
chased by London on Radnor
Road in 2013 has been a neigh
borhood nuisance for years,
drawing 65 police calls between
2005 and mid2013, the most
of any house on the street, ac
cording to police data exam
ined by the Globe. In late 2012,
police alleged that the house
was “illegally occupied’’ by 13
BC undergraduates, although
when city inspectors finally
checked five months later, they

found no violation.
The problems continued un

der London’s ownership, with
more loud parties triggering
calls to the authorities, who at
one point counted eight occu
pants in one of her units and
noted in a police report that “all
persons l i s ted above are
leasees.’’

London, in an email ob
tained by the Globe, assured
police last year that she intend
ed to evict four of those stu
dents. But they were already
scheduled to leave the property
before such an eviction pro
ceeding could be carried out,
according to two of her former
renters.

The company that London
manages wrote to the Globe last
month that it has a “zero toler
ance” for overcrowding, and de
nied that any had occurred. The
company also provided an e
mail statement from one of her
former tenants, Daniel Ter

ceiro, in which he said he was
no longer certain — as he had
told the Globe in a taperecord
ed interview — that 15 Radnor
was overcrowded.

But when a reporter later
asked Terceiro about that e
mail, he said he had provided it,
in part, to protect his former
roommates still living in Lon
don’s unit.

And then he repeated what
he had told the Globe in De
cember: When he lived in Lon
don’s unit, he was one of eight
renters there.

London declined repeated
requests to elaborate on her
rental practices, or to be inter
viewed.

Boston is not alone among
American cities in struggling
with the economic pressures
and qualityoflife concerns
powered by a large and hous
inghungry student population.
But its compact size and dense
lypacked neighborhoods make
it especially susceptible to those
pressures, as the houses near
campus become obvious targets
for speculators.

“This reality has created in
tense competition for housing
near colleges, and investors are
now paying top dollar for build
ings that they can rent by the
bed to students,” stated a 2013
study of the housing market by
a city panel. The panel recom
mended the construction of
10,000 student housing units
by 2020.

That amount of new inven
tory would only partially allevi
ate the shortage of university
built housing. The number of
students attending colleges
with campuses in Boston and
living in private residences in
the city jumped 36 percent
from 2006 to 2013, to more
than 45,000, flooding the al
ready overheated housing mar
ket with thousands of addition
al renters.

The combination of low sup
ply and high demand has sent
sale prices and rents soaring.

“I don’t understand the
rents I’m getting. I just don’t. I
don’t get it,” said Mark Lepler,
who manages a company that
owns more than 20 properties
on Mission Hill. “My first build
ing in ’99 rented for $200 a bed
room. And now you’re talking
about rents between $750 and
$1,200 a bedroom up there.”

Last year, a consultant paid
by Northeastern to assess the
neighborhood impact of the
university’s students concluded
they constitute a small percent
age of the area’s total residents
and thus do not significantly in
flate housing costs in Mission
Hill or the Fenway. But North
eastern is far from the only
school with students living in
those neighborhoods.

A Spotlight Team survey of
students living in Mission Hill
also indicated that 24 percent
of 58 properties included in the
survey had at least five under
graduate tenants, in apparent
violation of the city’s standards.
Some of the offending two and
threefamilies had 14 or more
students, exerting an unmistak
able impact on prices.

At 226 Calumet St., a group
of investors that bought the
property for $819,000 in 2012
is making about $165,000 in
annual rental revenue by leas
ing the threedecker to 14 stu
dents. In recent months, two of
the three apartments were be
ing rented to five undergradu
ates each, according to the ten
ants, a clear breach of the no
morethan four ordinance. In
November, the address turned
up on the city’s list of problem
properties after repeated 911
calls about loud parties and
multiple trash violations.

Gregory Grant, one of the
managers of the property, said
the tenants were told that their
leases would not be renewed
because of the parties they host
ed in violation of the rental con
tract. But Grant was openly dis
missive of the nomorethan
four law and questioned regula
tors’ ability to enforce it.

He disputed that his proper
ty is overcrowded by any mean
ingful definition, arguing that it
has enough bedrooms and
bathrooms to comfortably ac
commodate the renters.

“It’s unconstitutional in my
opinion,” he said of the law. “If a
unit is well laid out and has the

Continued on next page

NEIGHBORHOODS LOSE AS RENTS RISE

DAVID L. RYAN/GLOBE STAFF

Within walking distance of Boston College, Gerald Road in Brighton has at least 15 student apartment buildings.

226 Calumet St.
MISSION HILL

Units: Three. Tenants:  
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª  (14)
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $165,600.
Owner: Calumet Street 
Partners LLC
Purchased: $819,000, July ’12
Owner response: “In my opinion 
there’s no violation because the law 
is unenforceable,” said one of the 
owners, Gregory Grant.

24 Gerald Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Two. Tenants: 
ª ª ª ª ª | ª ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (13) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $112,800.
Owner: Anthony D. DiMeo
Purchased: $925,000, May ’05.
Owner response: DiMeo declined 
to comment about how many 
tenants he has or the amount of rent 
he collects. “The colleges don’t have 
the capacity to house the number of 
students they accept,” he said.

85 Linden St.
ALLSTON

Units: Single-family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª  (6) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue: $65,520.
Owner: Nirmal Sharma
Purchased: $623,000, May ’07. 
Sharma put his property on the 
market in April for $800,000.
Owner response: “I had no idea,” 
Sharma said of the ordinance. “I 
have a property manager who 
takes care of all of this. I am 
totally hands off.”

70 Kirkwood Rd.
BRIGHTON

Units: Single family home.
Tenants: ª ª ª ª ª ª ª  (7) 
Estimated annual rental 
revenue:  $57,600.
Owner: Sieon Sanieoff
Purchased: $495,000, July ’03.
Owner response: Sanieoff 
declined to comment.

Lucrative, but not legal
Examples of rental properties that appear to violate Boston zoning rules that bar more than four full-time undergraduates 
from sharing a house or apartment.  Key:  ª Tenant  ª  Tenant violating rule.

SOURCES: Data is as of fall 2013. 
Sources include interviews with tenants, 
Multiple Listing Service data, Boston city 
assessor records, and the Warren Group, 
a real estate-tracking firm. GLOBE STAFF

And when the deadly fire ripped through 87 Linden St. last year, Braet and Goldenberg 
and their families were left in stunned disbelief that it had happened again so soon in a house 
right across the street. 

“The landlords push the laws any way they want,’’ David Goldenberg said. “The city looks 
away. The universities look away. It’s a dirty little secret of college life.’’

Globe correspondents Jasper Craven, Emily Overholt, Melissa Hanson, Matt Rocheleau, and Jaclyn 

Reiss contributed to this report.
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A winter memorial for Boston University senior Binland Lee, who died when 
she was trapped in her attic bedroom by a fire that raced through 87 Linden St. 
in Allston a year ago.
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the universities to build more
dorms, the BRA often brokers
agreements requiring the col
leges to build more units to get
their students out of the neigh
borhoods by specific dates.

But the agency has allowed
some deadlines to pass without
the benchmarks being met, and
neighbors who were asked to be
reasonable and compromise are
asked to compromise yet again,
with assurances that their con
cerns will be addressed the next
time around.

In early 2010, for instance,
Mission Hill residents accused
Northeastern University of re
neging on a commitment to
limit its undergraduate enroll
ment to 15,000.

The college’s undergraduate
enrollment in the fall of 2009
stood at 15,585, with half of
those students living in offcam
pus housing. “They’re taking an
already difficult rental market
and making it worse,’’ said Ross,
then the president of the Boston
City Council.

Northeastern, at the time,
defended its creeping under
graduate enrollment as being
within an acceptable range.

Other agreements brokered
over the years remain unful
filled, including promises to ter
minate leases for hundreds of
beds Northeastern rents in pri
vate buildings, more than half
of which are now controlled by
one of the city’s most notorious
landlords.

When Northeastern un
veiled its most recent 10year
master plan in June 2012, it in
cluded no dorm construction at
all. At the time, Linda Kowal
cky, then a BRA deputy director,
lamented that a presentation by
Northeastern made scant men
tion of either the neighborhood
problems or the need for more
oncampus housing.

“Do they l isten to us at
all???” Kowalcky wrote to a col
league, BRA planner Gerald
Autler, in a 2012 email ob
tained through a public records
request. After months of de

uSPOTLIGHT
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bate, Northeastern eventually
agreed to build 600 more dorm
beds within five years, but that’s
still 400 shy of what some
neighbors had demanded in
that timeframe.

To many Mission Hill resi
dents, the shortage of campus
housing, and the rowdy stu
dents it brings to their neigh
borhood, remains a constant ir
ritant.

“Even though it started out
as parties, what it has turned
out to be is a loss of our neigh
borhood,’’ said Susan St. Clair,
who moved to Mission Hill in
1970. “And we love our neigh
borhood. We’ve lost families
with little kids and teenagers.
We’ve lost older people. It’s tip
ping the balance.’’

While Northeastern’s overall
enrollment jumped 32 percent
between the spring of 2006 and
spring 2013, the number of the
college’s students living off
campus in Boston soared 67
percent to 8,322 during the
same period.

Why hasn’t NU built more
dorms?

The home of the Huskies in
sists it is trying. As part of a deal
to rent more classroom and of
fice space near the campus in
late 2010, Northeastern agreed
to partner with a student hous
ing developer to lease about 720
dorm beds behind the YMCA on
Huntington Avenue. The proj
ect, delayed by lawsuits, is ex
pected to be completed next
year.

It would be unfair to simply
blame the deadlock over stu
dent housing on the universi
ties’ intransigence. Suffolk Uni
versity, which housed only 21
percent of its undergraduates in
spring 2013, scrapped plans to
construct a dorm in Beacon Hill
several years ago in the face of
neighborhood opposition.

And in Brighton, a counter
intuitive battle is unfolding over
Boston College’s plan to build
enough housing to keep all of
its students on campus. That
would be welcome news in
most college neighborhoods.

But the fight at the Heights

is about expanding campus
boundaries.

Although BC’s enrollment
has held steady at roughly
9,000 undergraduates, the
school and a group of nearby
neighbors are locked in a fiery
dispute over BC’s shifting prom
ise that it would not build
dorms on property it acquired
from the Archdiocese of Boston
across Commonwealth Avenue
even closer to the neighbors in
Brighton.

In 2008, thenMayor Thom
as M. Menino stepped in to say
BC should build dorms first on
its traditional campus. The pro
posal is now on hold.

BC says it can’t win. Its clos
est neighbors want students out
of the crammed multifamily
units around the college but ob

ject to the proposed new dorms
on its expanded campus.

Neighbors charge that BC is
presenting a false choice. They
argue it should drop aesthetic
objections to building more —
or bigger — dorms on its main
campus.

Maria Rodrigues, an associ
ate professor at the College of
the Holy Cross who lives near
by, argued that building dorms
in the middle of her neighbor
hood is not the solution — a
sentiment that seemed to reso
nate with the project manager
the BRA had assigned to the BC
expansion plan.

“They are invading a com
munity, and living up on Mis
sion Hill with NU students, I
sympathize,’’ John Fitzgerald
wrote in an internal BRA email
obtained by the Globe. “It really
brings down the potential of

making Allston/Brighton and
Mission Hill great places to 
live.’’

Making a nearfatal choice
A ragtag convoy of UHaul

rentals and battered pickup
trucks descended on Boston’s
college neighborhoods under a
gentle morning rain on movein
weekend last September.

It was the familiar, chaotic
scene signaling that one of
America’s biggest college towns
was back in business.

There to greet the returning
students was a phalanx of 60 of
ficials from inspectional servic
es and other city departments,
including the agency’s chief,
Glascock.

The inspectors marched
through an Allston neighbor

hood, writing 800 citations, in
cluding one house where rats
had eaten through woodwork
and burrowed into the soil.

By now, longtime — and
longsuffering — residents
know the ritual show of force is
fleeting and ineffectual.

Even as they were spotting
ratholes, broken banisters, or
worthless smoke detectors, the
city inspectors were missing the
flood of students who were car
rying mattress after mattress in
to illegally overcrowded units.

Indeed, as Glascock and his
inspectors fanned out on Pratt
Street, 10 minutes away in
Brighton, 13 BC women quietly
unpacked themselves into a
house at 24 Gerald Road, five
downstairs and eight upstairs.
At the house next door, 12 BC
men hauled belongings into
their units. Seven on the second

floor. Five on the first.
It was a profitable day for

the man who owned those
homes, Anthony DiMeo, a Stow
businessman, who first struck
gold in the shadow of Boston
College’s manicured Chestnut
Hill campus, in the spring of
2005.

DiMeo bought a light gray
twofamily home on the hilly
street off Commonwealth Ave
nue and the monthly rents he
collected from college students
proved so profitable that he
doubled down three years later.

He bought the house next
door in early 2008, bringing his
total investment in the neigh
borhood to $1.8 million.

When the city threw sand in
to the gears of DiMeo’s purring
real estate machine by enacting
the nomorethan four regula
tion eight weeks later, DiMeo
and three other landlords
rushed into court.

They said their apartment
houses “do not constitute ‘over
crowded’ student housing in
any way.’’ They assailed the rule
as unconstitutional, a challenge
a state judge dismissed in 2010.

At first blush, it looked like
DiMeo could no longer fill his
houses with BC students and fill
his pockets with the monthly
income they — or their parents
— mailed to him each month.

The gold rush on Gerald
Road, it seemed, was over.

Except it wasn’t.
DiMeo, who has since sold

one of his properties, simply ig
nored the new zoning restric
tion, according to his tenants.

Asked how many student
tenants he has and how much
rent they pay him, DiMeo de
clined to answer.

“The colleges don’t have the
capacity to house the number of
students they accept,’’ he said in
a brief telephone interview.

The flouting of the over
crowding rule and the potential
consequences that accompany
it are something that Anna
Braet and Josh Goldenberg
know painfully well.

Braet, a BU student who was
staying with a friend the night

of the fire at 84 Linden St.,
jumped from a window one sto
ry down from Goldenberg’s
third floor unit and fractured
her spine during the escape in
January 2012.

The cause of the fire was
never determined.

Both of them sued the for
mer property owners for violat
ing the nomorethan four regu
lation, among other problems,
and recently settled the case. An
attorney for the former owners
said they purchased the build
ing months before the fire and
had no idea it housed more stu
dents than the ordinance al
lows.

Josh’s father, David, recalled
the problems he noticed when
he helped his son move into his
first offcampus apartment:
dirty, obstructed stairs, a bro
ken banister, peeling paint, and
only one way out of the attic.

“We looked the other way
and Josh seemed to be happy
and it was a nearfatal mistake,”
his father said.

Braet, 23, still struggles with
anxiety and dayin dayout pain
in her back. Goldenberg, who
was in a coma for nearly two
weeks and spent three months
at the Spaulding Rehabilitation
Hospital, missed more than a
semester and suffers from dou
ble vision, balance problems,
and other issues related to his
brain injury.

And when the deadly fire
ripped through 87 Linden St.
last year, Braet and Goldenberg
and their families were left in
stunned disbelief that it had
happened again so soon in a
house right across the street.

“The landlords push the
laws any way they want,’’ David
Goldenberg said. “The city
looks away. The universities
look away. It’s a dirty little se
cret of college life.’’

Tomorrow: A student apart
ment rental business giant.

Globe correspondents Jasper
Craven, Emily Overholt,
Melissa Hanson, Matt
Rocheleau, and Jaclyn Reiss
contributed to this report.
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A winter memorial for Boston University senior Binland Lee, who died when she was trapped in her attic bedroom by a fire that raced through 87 Linden St. in Allston a year ago.

facilities to accompany five ten
ants, then it shouldn’t be a
problem. And that’s how I see
it.”

A state court rejected a chal
lenge to the law filed by other
landlords in 2010, but enforce
ment has remained problemat
ic. City housing inspectors say it
is difficult to get search war
rants required to aggressively
pursue overcrowding, and the
Spotlight Team found that
property owners commonly ig
nore the rule — and profit from
doing so.

Meanwhile, the pricing pres
sures the law sought to limit
have significantly worsened,
transforming the composition
of entire neighborhoods.

Continued from preceding page In recent years, ownership in
Mission Hill has tipped in favor
of speculators, with 58 percent
of the properties in its main ZIP
code now investorowned, up
from 48 percent in 2003, ac
cording to a Globe analysis of
city property records.

Steven Lee and his wife, Pau
line Chin, have watched the
change unfold over 40 years of
living in their home on Radnor
Road. Each year, they see the
same real estate tour take place
at the big house across the
street where a quiet family once
lived.

“We see groups of seven or
eight students waiting around
for the realtor to show them the
place,’’ Chin said.

“They’ll just bring in a truck

load of students and walk them
through,’’ Lee said during an in
terview in his boyhood home.

The competition for these
multifamily properties is so
fierce that owners often find
their mailboxes stuffed with un
solicited offers from real estate
agents.

“In all of Allston and Brigh
ton, there are four multifamilies
on the market,’’ James Brasco, a
broker with Century 21 Shaw
mut Properties, said last year.
“If you’re a seller, you couldn’t
ask for anything better. You can
name your price.’’

People who have lived for
years in these neighborhoods
say that, even as the value of
their properties soar, their qual
ity of life is being destroyed.

Robert Dunne said his All
ston neighborhood no longer
resembles the place where he
grew up.

A burly man with a genial
disposition, Dunne has lived on
Pratt Street all his life and spent
his childhood among solid
workingclass neighbors — TV
repairmen, teachers, union
tradesmen, gasoline station
managers.

But as Boston University be
gan its inexorable march down
Commonwealth Avenue, its stu
dents — and those from other
schools — began to displace
longtime residents.

As he sat on the frontporch
bench of his wellkept home,
Dunne gestured to the nearby
homes — a tableau of peeling

paint, sagging porches, and rat
gnawed lattice work.

He tapped the air with a fin
ger, conducting an informal
neighborhood real estate sur
vey.

“Rental, rental, rental, rent
al, owner,’’ he said. “Rental,
rental, rental, rental, rental. On
this side of the street you’ve got
a rental, rental, rental. Then
three [families]. Then you got a
rental, rental, and a rental.’’

On a walking tour of All
ston’s socalled GAP area —
named for three parallel streets,
Gardner, Ashford, and Pratt —
Dunne’s wife, Rochelle, pointed
out shrubbery strewn with red
plastic beer cups, overflowing
trash cans, and ratholes in
gonetoseed front lawns

“When the parents come in
September — this is what hurts
me — the parents will come and
they’ ll bring their kids and
they’ll look around at our neigh
borhood disgusted,’’ she said.
“But it’s their children, their stu
dents, that are doing it.’’

Boston Police Sergeant Mi
chael C. O’Hara, who supervises
police efforts to patrol the party
neighborhoods of Allston and
Brighton, cautioned students
during a meeting about off
campus housing that they need
to be respectful of their neigh
bors.

He also told them they
should be wary of absentee 
property owners.

“They just want your mon
ey,’’ he said.

Online
For interactive graphics, documents, and videos go
to bostonglobe.com/spotlight.

Contact us
The Spotlight Team would like to hear from readers with tips about
this series. The telephone number is 6179293208; confidential
messages can also be left at 6179297483. Email the team at
spotlight@globe.com. Follow us on Twitter @GlobeSpotlight.


