
Landlord rejects negligence claims
Anwar Faisal tells of new effort to meet maintenance needs

By Jonathan Saltzman
GLOBE STAFF 

Landlord Anwar N. Faisal told the Boston City Council Wednesday that he was “extremely 
disappointed’’ to be accused of being one of the city’s worst slumlords, but insisted that he is 
improving how he maintains his apartments and handles tenants’ complaints.

Faisal, making his first public remarks since a Globe Spotlight series in May identified 
him as one of the city’s most complained-about landlords who cater to college students, said 
he recently hired a half-dozen new maintenance employees, obtained a handful of additional 
vehicles for his maintenance staff, and doubled the number of dumpsters outside the build-
ings.

As a result, he said, his company Alpha Management Corp. can fix most tenants’ mainte-
nance problems within an hour.

But in a much-anticipated appearance before the council, Faisal rejected numerous ac-
counts by tenants and some real estate agents in interviews and court records that Alpha 
routinely ignores complaints about unsafe conditions and sanitary code violations.

“It is extremely disappointing to me . . . after all these years to be accused by some poli-
ticians and a newspaper of hurting the people and the city I love,’’ said Faisal, who had been 
summoned before the council after missing two prior hearings.

Faisal said Alpha has inspected about two-thirds of the 1,000 apartments he says he owns 
in Boston and plans to examine the remaining third before tens of thousands of college stu-
dents return to the city on Labor Day weekend. He also recently hired a new tenant relations 
employee, he said.

Faisal rejected accusations that Alpha refused to rent an apartment last summer to a 
Northeastern University graduate student because she was from India. The Boston Fair Hous-
ing Commission found probable cause in the case in June, and Attorney General Martha Coak-
ley is investigating the student’s discrimination allegation as a result.

The Housing Commission 
corroborated the student’s allega-
tion by sending three young people 
to pose as customers interested in 
leasing apartments managed by 
Alpha, according to city officials.

Two white people were offered 
apartments by a real estate agent 
who was showing apartments 
owned by Faisal but working for 
an unrelated company. But a third 
person, of Indian descent, was told 
that no unit was available.

“I came to this country and to 
this city as a refugee with very little 
to my name,’’ said Faisal, who emi-
grated as a Palestinian refugee from 
the Gaza Strip. “I worked my way 
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Governor Deval Patrick said
Wednesday the state has put on hold a
company’s bid to open medical mari
juana dispensaries in Brookline and
Northampton following revelations
that the director falsely claimed to be a
college graduate.

“I’ve said before: If you lie on the
application, that is, from my perspec
tive, a nonstarter,” Patrick said after
signing an environmental bond bill on
Beacon Hill.

Wednesday’s development proved
to be the latest detour for the state’s
fraught effort to license medical mari
juana shops.

The Globe reported Tuesday that
the executive director of New England
Treatment Access Inc., Kevin Fisher,
claimed in the application he earned a
bachelor’s degree in psychology from
Youngstown State University, but the
school said it has no record he re
ceived a degree. A screening company
hired by the state detected the missing
degree in April, but the state let the
company go forward with plans to
open dispensaries anyway.

Fisher also claimed he previously
attended another school, Miami Uni
versity in Ohio, for two years, when
school records show he dropped out
after his freshman year.

“We’re trying to understand wheth
er, in fact, it was a lie,” Patrick said.
“That’s not clear yet. There’s certainly
an inaccuracy, and we’re going to get
to the bottom of that.”

New England Treatment Access is
the only company to receive more
than one of 11 provisional dispensary
licenses awarded by the state in June,
and new documents obtained by the
Globe raise additional questions about
whether the firm received preferential
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Massachusetts acutecare hospitals
reported 753 serious medical errors
and other patient injuries last year, a
70 percent annual jump that health of
ficials attributed mostly to expanded
definitions of what constitutes medi
cal harm.

Socalled serious reportable events
in other types of hospitals, including
those that provide psychiatric or reha
bilitative care, rose 60 percent from
2012, to 206.

Instances where patients under
went a procedure on the wrong body
part, were burned by an operating
room fire or a toohot heating pack, or
were subject to contaminated drugs or
improperly sterilized equipment saw
some of the largest increases in report
ing since 2012.

Hospitals also reported more pa
tient falls, serious bed sores, assaults,
and suicides and suicide attempts.

Dr. Madeleine Biondolillo, associ
ate commissioner of the Department
of Public Health, which collects the in
formation, said it’s unclear whether
incident rates are going up because
the state broadened the type of inci
dents hospitals are required to report.
The department also adopted a com
puterized system to replace faxes,
making notifying health officials easi
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First of all, there is the
roast chicken. Hamersley’s
Bistro has been known for it

since the
restaurant
opened 27
years ago,

across the street from its
current site, in a consider
ably grittier South End. The
chicken is simple yet per
fect, prepared with garlic
and lemon. Julia Child
loved the dish. All of Boston
loves the dish. It could nev
er come off the menu. You

might make it yourself —
the recipe is all over the In
ternet — but it wouldn’t
taste the same at all.

Then there is proprietor
Gordon Hamersley, who
runs the place with his wife,
wine guru Fiona Hamersley.
He is so lowkey it seems
strange to call him a celebri
ty chef, but he has won so
many plaudits over the
years, it is impossible not to.
Unlike most celebrity chefs,
he never branched out to
other projects. And he never
stopped cooking. Why
would he? It was what he

loved doing, where he loved
doing it. Visit Hamersley’s
and you would see him
standing behind the line,
wearing his Red Sox cap,
eternally in the kitchen.

But nothing lasts forever,
in the restaurant business
least of all. On Wednesday,
Hamersley announced that
his restaurant will close at
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‘I feel proud of our city. Look who we are attracting.’
GORDON HAMERSLEY, on the plans of famed chefs to open restaurants in Boston

Hamersley’s lovingly
serves a farewell

CRITIC’S
NOTEBOOK

By Katie Johnston
GLOBE STAFF

Every summer, coworkers around
the country ask each other the same ex
hilarating question: “Where are you go
ing on vacation?”

But many of them aren’t going any
where — not because they don’t want to,
but because they can’t.

Nearly a quarter of the American pri
vatesector workforce, some 26 million
workers, doesn’t get paid time off, ac
cording to the Bureau of Labor Statistics
— compared with less than onefifth in
the 1990s.The United States is the only
advanced economy that doesn’t guaran
tee paid vacation and one of only 13

countries in the world not to do so, ac
cording to the World Policy Analysis
Center at the University of California
Los Angeles.

In this regard, the United States falls
in line with India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sier
ra Leone, and a handful of island na

tions that don’t require employers to of
fer workers paid time off. France, on the
other hand, mandates 30 paid vacation
days a year for all workers; Scandina
vian countries offer 25. US citizens in
Puerto Rico get three weeks off a year.
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city’s worst slumlords, but insisted that he is im
proving how he maintains his apartments and
handles tenants’ complaints.

Faisal, making his first public remarks since a
Globe Spotlight series in May identified him as
one of the city’s most complainedabout land
lords who cater to college students, said he re
cently hired a halfdozen new maintenance
employees, obtained a handful of additional ve
hicles for his maintenance staff, and doubled the
number of dumpsters outside the buildings.

As a result, he said, his company Alpha
Management Corp. can fix most tenants’ mainte
nance problems within an hour.

But in a muchanticipated appearance before
the council, Faisal rejected numerous accounts
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Landlord rejects negligence claims
Faisal tells of new effort
to meet maintenance needs

Vacation not included
Lacking legal guarantee, millions in US go without paid time off
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Gordon Hamersley in his usual place at the bistro.

ZACK WITTMAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Enid Lugo, 52, on the bus this week to her fastfood job in Holyoke, says she gets no paid vacation time.
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Anwar N. Faisal appeared before the City Council on Wednesday.
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cording to the World Policy Analysis
Center at the University of California
Los Angeles.

In this regard, the United States falls
in line with India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sier
ra Leone, and a handful of island na

tions that don’t require employers to of
fer workers paid time off. France, on the
other hand, mandates 30 paid vacation
days a year for all workers; Scandina
vian countries offer 25. US citizens in
Puerto Rico get three weeks off a year.

VACATION, Page A24

By Jonathan Saltzman
GLOBE STAFF

Landlord Anwar N. Faisal told the Boston City
Council Wednesday that he was “extremely dis
appointed’’ to be accused of being one of the
city’s worst slumlords, but insisted that he is im
proving how he maintains his apartments and
handles tenants’ complaints.

Faisal, making his first public remarks since a
Globe Spotlight series in May identified him as
one of the city’s most complainedabout land
lords who cater to college students, said he re
cently hired a halfdozen new maintenance
employees, obtained a handful of additional ve
hicles for his maintenance staff, and doubled the
number of dumpsters outside the buildings.

As a result, he said, his company Alpha
Management Corp. can fix most tenants’ mainte
nance problems within an hour.

But in a muchanticipated appearance before
the council, Faisal rejected numerous accounts
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Landlord rejects negligence claims
Faisal tells of new effort
to meet maintenance needs

Vacation not included
Lacking legal guarantee, millions in US go without paid time off

JESSICA RINALDI/GLOBE STAFF

Gordon Hamersley in his usual place at the bistro.

ZACK WITTMAN FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Enid Lugo, 52, on the bus this week to her fastfood job in Holyoke, says she gets no paid vacation time.

38
Guaranteed paid vacation 
days and holidays a year 
workers get in Austria

0
Guaranteed paid days 
off workers get in the 
United States, the 
same as India, Nepal, 
and Pakistan

115m 
US private 

sector 
workers 

26m
US private 

sector 
workers who 
don’t get paid 

vacations

SOURCE: Center for Economic and Policy Research GLOBE STAFF

JONATHAN WIGGS/GLOBE STAFF

Anwar N. Faisal appeared before the City Council on Wednesday.



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
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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 tenants and some real estate
agents in interviews and court
records that Alpha routinely
ignores complaints about un
safe conditions and sanitary
code violations.

“It is extremely disappoint
ing to me . . . after all these
years to be accused by some
politicians and a newspaper of
hurting the people and the city
I love,’’ said Faisal, who had
been summoned before the
council after missing two prior
hearings.

Fa i s a l s a i d A l p h a h a s
inspected about twothirds of
the 1,000 apartments he says
he owns in Boston and plans to
examine the remaining third
before tens of thousands of col
lege students return to the city
on Labor Day weekend. He also
recently hired a new tenant re
lations employee, he said.

Faisal rejected accusations
that Alpha refused to rent an
apartment last summer to a
Northeastern University gradu
ate student because she was
from India. The Boston Fair
Housing Commission found
probable cause in the case in
June, and Attorney General
Martha Coakley is investigating
the student’s discrimination al
legation as a result.

The Housing Commission
corroborated the student’s alle
gation by sending three young
people to pose as customers in
terested in leasing apartments
managed by Alpha, according
to city officials.

Two white people were
offered apartments by a real
estate agent who was showing
apartments owned by Faisal
but working for an unrelated
company. But a third person, of
Indian descent, was told that
no unit was available.

“I came to this country and
to this city as a refugee with
very little to my name,’’ said
Faisal, who emigrated as a Pal
estinian refugee from the Gaza
Strip. “I worked my way up
from the bottom, believed in
the American dream.’’

About 10 current and for
mer Alpha tenants, some of
whom appeared to be of Asian
descent, defended Faisal to the
council. They said that they
had never detected any preju
dice when dealing with Alpha
and that Faisal handled main
tenance problems promptly
and even gave them leeway if
they were late with rent.

Nonetheless, Councilor Josh
Zakim questioned Faisal’s com
mitment to nondiscrimination.
Faisal’s lawyer, Joshua Krefetz
of Boston, flanking his client at
a table, said he gave the Fair
Housing Commission the
names of Indian and Pakistani
tenants who live in Faisal’s
buildings, prompting Zakim to
say : “So some of my bes t
friends are Indian? That’s not
really a defense.’’

“Well, it’s a defense against
saying you have a policy of not
renting’’ to Indians, Krefetz
retorted.

At several points during the
hearing, Krefetz and Zakim
shouted over each another.
When Zakim asked Faisal how
many apartments he owned in
Boston, Krefetz told his client
not to answer and chided

uLANDLORD
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Zakim for turning the hearing
into “an inquisition.’’ Faisal ul
timately said he had more than
1,000 units in Boston.

In contrast to Krefetz, who
was combative, Faisal was
p o l i t e a n d s o f t  s p o ke n ,
prompting several councilors
to say he should have appeared
before the council sooner and
without his attorney. After the
Globe reported the discrimina
tion allegation, the council vot
ed 13 to 0 on July 30 to issue a
rare summons to Faisal or face
possible sanctions.

“Mr. Faisal, speak for your
self, and you will be much,
much better served than folks
who want to ratchet up this
conversation,’’ said Councilor
Tito Jackson.

The Spotlight Team series
relied on dozens of interviews
with current and former ten
ants, repeated visits to Faisal’s
buildings, a survey of students
living in 40 apartments in six of
his buildings, and an examina
tion of hundreds of court and
city records. The investigation
found that many of his build
ings look attractive from the
outside, but that apartments
are often poorly maintained
and some are overrun with all
manner of vermin. Faisal de
clined to be interviewed for the
series.

Over the past decade, Faisal
and Alpha have been defen
dants in at least 22 lawsuits
and 11 criminal complaints in
Boston Housing Court, accord
ing to the court and city re
cords. In the same period, he
has received 469 code enforce
ment tickets totaling $51,720
for violations outside his build
ings, including overloaded
dumpsters, but paid only
$3,010 in fines. Faisal attribut
ed some of the problems to the
rapid growth of his multimil
liondollar real estate empire in
Greater Boston.

“There may have been times
several years ago where our
staff level did not keep pace,’’
he said.

Now, he said, he can address
45 out of 50 tenant complaints
within an hour. The other five
might take a couple hours if he
has to contact a third party to
fix something more complicat
ed, like a lack of hot water.

Faisal said 90 percent of his
tenants in Boston are students.
Northeastern, one of his big
gest customers, has paid Faisal
millions over the past decade to
house undergraduate students
in the Fenway that it cannot ac
commodate in campus dormi
tories. Faisal said Northeastern
currently leases 137 units from
him that house 360 students.

Following the Spotlight
Team report, Northeastern has
said it is reviewing how Faisal
manages his buildings. The
school says that the review will
be completed in the fall and
that its business relationship
with Faisal may be terminated
if school officials are unsatis
fied with the quality of his
apartments.

Among those who came to
Alpha’s defense at the hearing
was Mari lyn Gonza lez of
Brookline, whose son, Max, a
Northeastern student, lives in
Faisal’s building at 49 Sympho
ny Road. She said that the
building is well maintained

and that Faisal’s staff is respect
ful. Gonazalez said she could
not stand to see Faisal “vilified
like this in the newspaper.’’

Also speaking in Faisal’s
defense was Andrew Lafuente,
24, who described himself as a
Bentley University graduate
hired by Faisal six weeks ago as
director of tenant relations.
Lafuente said that Alpha has
bought new computer software
to hasten responses to mainte
nance problems.

“The volume is so great in
terms of maintenance requests
that it just wasn’t organized
properly,’’ he said.

Jonathan Saltzman can be
reached at jonathan.saltzman
@globe.com.

Landlorddeniesnegligence
inunits rented to students

JONATHAN WIGGS/GLOBE STAFF

Landlord Anwar Faisal was polite and softspoken during the City Council hearing. He
said he was disappointed to have been accused “of hurting the people and the city I love.”

‘It is extremely disappointing to me.’
ANWAR N. FAISAL, describing his reaction to complaints of neglect of his rental housing
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up from the bottom, believed in the American dream.’’
About 10 current and former Alpha tenants, some of whom appeared to be of Asian 

descent, defended Faisal to the council. They said that they had never detected any prejudice 
when dealing with Alpha and that Faisal handled maintenance problems promptly and even 
gave them leeway if they were late with rent.

Nonetheless, Councilor Josh Zakim questioned Faisal’s commitment to nondiscrimi-
nation. Faisal’s lawyer, Joshua Krefetz of Boston, flanking his client at a table, said he gave 
the Fair Housing Commission the names of Indian and Pakistani tenants who live in Faisal’s 
buildings, prompting Zakim to say: “So some of my best friends are Indian? That’s not really a 
defense.’’

“Well, it’s a defense against saying you have a policy of not renting’’ to Indians, Krefetz 
retorted.

At several points during the hearing, Krefetz and Zakim shouted over each another. When 
Zakim asked Faisal how many apartments he owned in Boston, Krefetz told his client not to 
answer and chided Zakim for turning the hearing into “an inquisition.’’ Faisal ultimately said 
he had more than 1,000 units in Boston.

In contrast to Krefetz, who was combative, Faisal was polite and soft-spoken, prompting 
several councilors to say he should have appeared before the council sooner and without his 
attorney. After the Globe reported the discrimination allegation, the council voted 13 to 0 on 
July 30 to issue a rare summons to Faisal or face possible sanctions.

“Mr. Faisal, speak for yourself, and you will be much, much better served than folks who 
want to ratchet up this conversation,’’ said Councilor Tito Jackson.

The Spotlight Team series relied on dozens of interviews with current and former tenants, 
repeated visits to Faisal’s buildings, a survey of students living in 40 apartments in six of his 
buildings, and an examination of hundreds of court and city records. The investigation found 
that many of his buildings look attractive from the outside, but that apartments are often 
poorly maintained and some are overrun with all manner of vermin. Faisal declined to be 
interviewed for the series.

Over the past decade, Faisal and Alpha have been defendants in at least 22 lawsuits and 
11 criminal complaints in Boston Housing Court, according to the court and city records. In 
the same period, he has received 469 code enforcement tickets totaling $51,720 for violations 
outside his buildings, including overloaded dumpsters, but paid only $3,010 in fines. Faisal 
attributed some of the problems to the rapid growth of his multimillion-dollar real estate em-
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by tenants and some real estate
agents in interviews and court
records that Alpha routinely
ignores complaints about un
safe conditions and sanitary
code violations.

“It is extremely disappoint
ing to me . . . after all these
years to be accused by some
politicians and a newspaper of
hurting the people and the city
I love,’’ said Faisal, who had
been summoned before the
council after missing two prior
hearings.

Fa i s a l s a i d A l p h a h a s
inspected about twothirds of
the 1,000 apartments he says
he owns in Boston and plans to
examine the remaining third
before tens of thousands of col
lege students return to the city
on Labor Day weekend. He also
recently hired a new tenant re
lations employee, he said.

Faisal rejected accusations
that Alpha refused to rent an
apartment last summer to a
Northeastern University gradu
ate student because she was
from India. The Boston Fair
Housing Commission found
probable cause in the case in
June, and Attorney General
Martha Coakley is investigating
the student’s discrimination al
legation as a result.

The Housing Commission
corroborated the student’s alle
gation by sending three young
people to pose as customers in
terested in leasing apartments
managed by Alpha, according
to city officials.

Two white people were
offered apartments by a real
estate agent who was showing
apartments owned by Faisal
but working for an unrelated
company. But a third person, of
Indian descent, was told that
no unit was available.

“I came to this country and
to this city as a refugee with
very little to my name,’’ said
Faisal, who emigrated as a Pal
estinian refugee from the Gaza
Strip. “I worked my way up
from the bottom, believed in
the American dream.’’

About 10 current and for
mer Alpha tenants, some of
whom appeared to be of Asian
descent, defended Faisal to the
council. They said that they
had never detected any preju
dice when dealing with Alpha
and that Faisal handled main
tenance problems promptly
and even gave them leeway if
they were late with rent.

Nonetheless, Councilor Josh
Zakim questioned Faisal’s com
mitment to nondiscrimination.
Faisal’s lawyer, Joshua Krefetz
of Boston, flanking his client at
a table, said he gave the Fair
Housing Commission the
names of Indian and Pakistani
tenants who live in Faisal’s
buildings, prompting Zakim to
say : “So some of my bes t
friends are Indian? That’s not
really a defense.’’

“Well, it’s a defense against
saying you have a policy of not
renting’’ to Indians, Krefetz
retorted.

At several points during the
hearing, Krefetz and Zakim
shouted over each another.
When Zakim asked Faisal how
many apartments he owned in
Boston, Krefetz told his client
not to answer and chided
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Zakim for turning the hearing
into “an inquisition.’’ Faisal ul
timately said he had more than
1,000 units in Boston.

In contrast to Krefetz, who
was combative, Faisal was
p o l i t e a n d s o f t  s p o ke n ,
prompting several councilors
to say he should have appeared
before the council sooner and
without his attorney. After the
Globe reported the discrimina
tion allegation, the council vot
ed 13 to 0 on July 30 to issue a
rare summons to Faisal or face
possible sanctions.

“Mr. Faisal, speak for your
self, and you will be much,
much better served than folks
who want to ratchet up this
conversation,’’ said Councilor
Tito Jackson.

The Spotlight Team series
relied on dozens of interviews
with current and former ten
ants, repeated visits to Faisal’s
buildings, a survey of students
living in 40 apartments in six of
his buildings, and an examina
tion of hundreds of court and
city records. The investigation
found that many of his build
ings look attractive from the
outside, but that apartments
are often poorly maintained
and some are overrun with all
manner of vermin. Faisal de
clined to be interviewed for the
series.

Over the past decade, Faisal
and Alpha have been defen
dants in at least 22 lawsuits
and 11 criminal complaints in
Boston Housing Court, accord
ing to the court and city re
cords. In the same period, he
has received 469 code enforce
ment tickets totaling $51,720
for violations outside his build
ings, including overloaded
dumpsters, but paid only
$3,010 in fines. Faisal attribut
ed some of the problems to the
rapid growth of his multimil
liondollar real estate empire in
Greater Boston.

“There may have been times
several years ago where our
staff level did not keep pace,’’
he said.

Now, he said, he can address
45 out of 50 tenant complaints
within an hour. The other five
might take a couple hours if he
has to contact a third party to
fix something more complicat
ed, like a lack of hot water.

Faisal said 90 percent of his
tenants in Boston are students.
Northeastern, one of his big
gest customers, has paid Faisal
millions over the past decade to
house undergraduate students
in the Fenway that it cannot ac
commodate in campus dormi
tories. Faisal said Northeastern
currently leases 137 units from
him that house 360 students.

Following the Spotlight
Team report, Northeastern has
said it is reviewing how Faisal
manages his buildings. The
school says that the review will
be completed in the fall and
that its business relationship
with Faisal may be terminated
if school officials are unsatis
fied with the quality of his
apartments.

Among those who came to
Alpha’s defense at the hearing
was Mari lyn Gonza lez of
Brookline, whose son, Max, a
Northeastern student, lives in
Faisal’s building at 49 Sympho
ny Road. She said that the
building is well maintained

and that Faisal’s staff is respect
ful. Gonazalez said she could
not stand to see Faisal “vilified
like this in the newspaper.’’

Also speaking in Faisal’s
defense was Andrew Lafuente,
24, who described himself as a
Bentley University graduate
hired by Faisal six weeks ago as
director of tenant relations.
Lafuente said that Alpha has
bought new computer software
to hasten responses to mainte
nance problems.

“The volume is so great in
terms of maintenance requests
that it just wasn’t organized
properly,’’ he said.

Jonathan Saltzman can be
reached at jonathan.saltzman
@globe.com.

Landlorddeniesnegligence
inunits rented to students
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Landlord Anwar Faisal was polite and softspoken during the City Council hearing. He
said he was disappointed to have been accused “of hurting the people and the city I love.”

‘It is extremely disappointing to me.’
ANWAR N. FAISAL, describing his reaction to complaints of neglect of his rental housing
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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 tenants and some real estate
agents in interviews and court
records that Alpha routinely
ignores complaints about un
safe conditions and sanitary
code violations.

“It is extremely disappoint
ing to me . . . after all these
years to be accused by some
politicians and a newspaper of
hurting the people and the city
I love,’’ said Faisal, who had
been summoned before the
council after missing two prior
hearings.

Fa i s a l s a i d A l p h a h a s
inspected about twothirds of
the 1,000 apartments he says
he owns in Boston and plans to
examine the remaining third
before tens of thousands of col
lege students return to the city
on Labor Day weekend. He also
recently hired a new tenant re
lations employee, he said.

Faisal rejected accusations
that Alpha refused to rent an
apartment last summer to a
Northeastern University gradu
ate student because she was
from India. The Boston Fair
Housing Commission found
probable cause in the case in
June, and Attorney General
Martha Coakley is investigating
the student’s discrimination al
legation as a result.

The Housing Commission
corroborated the student’s alle
gation by sending three young
people to pose as customers in
terested in leasing apartments
managed by Alpha, according
to city officials.

Two white people were
offered apartments by a real
estate agent who was showing
apartments owned by Faisal
but working for an unrelated
company. But a third person, of
Indian descent, was told that
no unit was available.

“I came to this country and
to this city as a refugee with
very little to my name,’’ said
Faisal, who emigrated as a Pal
estinian refugee from the Gaza
Strip. “I worked my way up
from the bottom, believed in
the American dream.’’

About 10 current and for
mer Alpha tenants, some of
whom appeared to be of Asian
descent, defended Faisal to the
council. They said that they
had never detected any preju
dice when dealing with Alpha
and that Faisal handled main
tenance problems promptly
and even gave them leeway if
they were late with rent.

Nonetheless, Councilor Josh
Zakim questioned Faisal’s com
mitment to nondiscrimination.
Faisal’s lawyer, Joshua Krefetz
of Boston, flanking his client at
a table, said he gave the Fair
Housing Commission the
names of Indian and Pakistani
tenants who live in Faisal’s
buildings, prompting Zakim to
say : “So some of my bes t
friends are Indian? That’s not
really a defense.’’

“Well, it’s a defense against
saying you have a policy of not
renting’’ to Indians, Krefetz
retorted.

At several points during the
hearing, Krefetz and Zakim
shouted over each another.
When Zakim asked Faisal how
many apartments he owned in
Boston, Krefetz told his client
not to answer and chided

uLANDLORD
Continued from Page A1

Zakim for turning the hearing
into “an inquisition.’’ Faisal ul
timately said he had more than
1,000 units in Boston.

In contrast to Krefetz, who
was combative, Faisal was
p o l i t e a n d s o f t  s p o ke n ,
prompting several councilors
to say he should have appeared
before the council sooner and
without his attorney. After the
Globe reported the discrimina
tion allegation, the council vot
ed 13 to 0 on July 30 to issue a
rare summons to Faisal or face
possible sanctions.

“Mr. Faisal, speak for your
self, and you will be much,
much better served than folks
who want to ratchet up this
conversation,’’ said Councilor
Tito Jackson.

The Spotlight Team series
relied on dozens of interviews
with current and former ten
ants, repeated visits to Faisal’s
buildings, a survey of students
living in 40 apartments in six of
his buildings, and an examina
tion of hundreds of court and
city records. The investigation
found that many of his build
ings look attractive from the
outside, but that apartments
are often poorly maintained
and some are overrun with all
manner of vermin. Faisal de
clined to be interviewed for the
series.

Over the past decade, Faisal
and Alpha have been defen
dants in at least 22 lawsuits
and 11 criminal complaints in
Boston Housing Court, accord
ing to the court and city re
cords. In the same period, he
has received 469 code enforce
ment tickets totaling $51,720
for violations outside his build
ings, including overloaded
dumpsters, but paid only
$3,010 in fines. Faisal attribut
ed some of the problems to the
rapid growth of his multimil
liondollar real estate empire in
Greater Boston.

“There may have been times
several years ago where our
staff level did not keep pace,’’
he said.

Now, he said, he can address
45 out of 50 tenant complaints
within an hour. The other five
might take a couple hours if he
has to contact a third party to
fix something more complicat
ed, like a lack of hot water.

Faisal said 90 percent of his
tenants in Boston are students.
Northeastern, one of his big
gest customers, has paid Faisal
millions over the past decade to
house undergraduate students
in the Fenway that it cannot ac
commodate in campus dormi
tories. Faisal said Northeastern
currently leases 137 units from
him that house 360 students.

Following the Spotlight
Team report, Northeastern has
said it is reviewing how Faisal
manages his buildings. The
school says that the review will
be completed in the fall and
that its business relationship
with Faisal may be terminated
if school officials are unsatis
fied with the quality of his
apartments.

Among those who came to
Alpha’s defense at the hearing
was Mari lyn Gonza lez of
Brookline, whose son, Max, a
Northeastern student, lives in
Faisal’s building at 49 Sympho
ny Road. She said that the
building is well maintained

and that Faisal’s staff is respect
ful. Gonazalez said she could
not stand to see Faisal “vilified
like this in the newspaper.’’

Also speaking in Faisal’s
defense was Andrew Lafuente,
24, who described himself as a
Bentley University graduate
hired by Faisal six weeks ago as
director of tenant relations.
Lafuente said that Alpha has
bought new computer software
to hasten responses to mainte
nance problems.

“The volume is so great in
terms of maintenance requests
that it just wasn’t organized
properly,’’ he said.

Jonathan Saltzman can be
reached at jonathan.saltzman
@globe.com.

Landlorddeniesnegligence
inunits rented to students

JONATHAN WIGGS/GLOBE STAFF

Landlord Anwar Faisal was polite and softspoken during the City Council hearing. He
said he was disappointed to have been accused “of hurting the people and the city I love.”

‘It is extremely disappointing to me.’
ANWAR N. FAISAL, describing his reaction to complaints of neglect of his rental housing
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pire in Greater Boston.
“There may have been times several years ago where our staff level did not keep pace,’’ he 

said.
Now, he said, he can address 45 out of 50 tenant complaints within an hour. The other 

five might take a couple hours if he has to contact a third party to fix something more compli-
cated, like a lack of hot water.

Faisal said 90 percent of his tenants in Boston are students. Northeastern, one of his big-
gest customers, has paid Faisal millions over the past decade to house undergraduate students 
in the Fenway that it cannot accommodate in campus dormitories. Faisal said Northeastern 
currently leases 137 units from him that house 360 students.

Following the Spotlight Team report, Northeastern has said it is reviewing how Faisal 
manages his buildings. The school says that the review will be completed in the fall and that 
its business relationship with Faisal may be terminated if school officials are unsatisfied with 
the quality of his apartments.

Among those who came to Alpha’s defense at the hearing was Marilyn Gonzalez of Brook-
line, whose son, Max, a Northeastern student, lives in Faisal’s building at 49 Symphony Road. 
She said that the building is well maintained and that Faisal’s staff is respectful. Gonazalez 
said she could not stand to see Faisal “vilified like this in the newspaper.’’

Also speaking in Faisal’s defense was Andrew Lafuente, 24, who described himself as a 
Bentley University graduate hired by Faisal six weeks ago as director of tenant relations. La-
fuente said that Alpha has bought new computer software to hasten responses to maintenance 
problems.

“The volume is so great in terms of maintenance requests that it just wasn’t organized 
properly,’’ he said.


