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Planning News of the Martha’s Vineyard Commission

Housing Needs Assessment 
Updated for 2024

   The Martha’s Vineyard Hous-
ing Needs Assessment has been 
thoroughly updated for 2024, 
providing a detailed analysis of 
the Island’s housing needs, along 
with recommendations for the 
years ahead. The draft report 
is available here, with a final 
report expected in September. 
   Since 2020, when the HNA was 
last updated, significant shifts 
in demographic, economic, and 
housing trends have highlight-
ed the need to revisit regional 
housing agendas. Among other 
things, the Island’s year-round 
housing inventory remains sub-

stantially smaller than the seasonal inventory and has not kept pace 
with population growth, and the affordability gap (the difference be-
tween the median home price and what a median-income household 
can afford) has more than quadrupled since 2012, to about $928,500. 
   Of particular note is an apparent flipping of the Island’s income 
distribution over the last 10 years, with many more households now 
earning more than $100,000 per year and many fewer earning less 
than $50,000, according to the American Community Survey. Afford-
ability gaps and housing cost burdens were also exacerbated by the 
Covid-19 pandemic, forcing many Island workers to move off-Island 
and further underscoring the need for workforce housing. 
   Looking ahead, the report discusses the following strategies and 
recommendations: 

•	 Identify development opportunities that provide greater 
scale and density in appropriate locations. 

•	 Adopt zoning and regulatory changes that will better utilize 
existing developable property using Smart Growth principles. 

•	 Access new and expanded housing resources to preserve and 
produce housing. 

•	 Explore new and innovative approaches to protecting water 
quality. 

•	 Increase town resources to the Dukes County Regional Hous-
ing Authority. 

•	 Pursue more collaborative planning among town boards and 
Island towns, and across the Cape and Islands region. 

•	 Pursue educational opportunities through the Island Housing 
Trust. 

•	 Promote compliance with Fair Housing Laws. 
   The MVC is also in the process of completing a zoning analysis 
(expected in late September) to comprehensively analyze all zoning 
bylaws relating to the creation and preservation of affordable and 
community housing across the Island. 
   For more info, contact Laura Silber at silber@mvcommission.org. 
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   Along with about $5.16 billion in spending over the next five 
years, the Affordable Homes Act that Gov. Maura Healey signed 
into law in August creates dozens of new policy initiatives to ad-
dress the rising cost of housing in Massachusetts. These include 
the following: 

•	 Allowance of one accessory dwelling up to 900 square 
feet on single-family properties, by right.

•	 Expanded programs that support homeownership, 
including first-time homebuyers.

•	 Incentives to develop new low- and moderate-income 
housing, and to convert vacant commercial space to 
housing.

•	 Establishment of an Office of Fair Housing, and a Fair 
Housing Trust Fund. 

•	 A measure allowing tenants to seal eviction records from 
public view, and a foreclosure mediation pilot program. 

•	 A new seasonal communities designation to address the 
unique housing challenges in communities such as the 
Cape and Islands that have largely seasonal economies 
and housing markets. This allows for the following in 
support of year-round housing: 

◊	 Creation of a Year-Round Housing Trust Fund 
(individually or with other seasonal communities) 
without a home-rule petition.

◊	 Occupancy restrictions to support the middle-in-
come housing market.

◊	 Increasing the residential property tax exemption 
(for primary, year-round homes) up to 50% of the 
average assessed value of all Class One, residential 
parcels in the municipality.  

◊	 Expenditures for affordable or attainable housing 
for people involved in literature and the arts. 

   Seasonal communities are also required to adopt bylaws or 
zoning ordinances to allow undersized lots to be used for attain-
able housing, and to allow tiny houses (up to 400 square feet of 
floor area) to be used as year-round dwellings. 
   A proposed housing transfer fee on high-end real estate trans-
actions that communities could opt into and that would have 
enabled the creation of a Martha’s Vineyard Housing Bank was 
omitted from the final version of the bill. Housing advocates on 
the Vineyard and Nantucket have indicated that they will contin-
ue pressing for a transfer fee in the future.
   The full text of the act is available here. 

   Press coverage: 
   Vineyard Gazette
   MV Times

Affordable Homes Act 
Signed into Law

https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/MV%20Housing%20Needs%20Assessment%20Update%202024-07-10.pdf
mailto:silber%40mvcommission.org?subject=
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/SessionLaws/Acts/2024/Chapter150
https://vineyardgazette.com/news/2024/08/08/vineyard-granted-more-housing-options-new-state-law
https://www.mvtimes.com/2024/08/07/islands-receive-special-designation-new-housing-law/
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New Methods Developed 
for Seasonal Population 
Estimate 
   The MVC’s 2024 seasonal population estimate indicates a likely 
peak of about 94,650 people in August, or 4.6 times the year-round 
population of 20,530. 
   Seasonal population estimates for the Vineyard have varied widely 
over the years, with MVC figures since 2000 ranging from around 
75,000-89,000. Other Island groups have offered unofficial figures 
of up to 200,000. This year, the MVC developed a new methodology 
with guidance from the UMass Donahue Institute. The estimate 
generally follows a structure-based framework, where housing units 
and other structures according to FY24 assessor data are used as a 
basis for estimating population by type.
   A full accounting of methods is available in the 2024 Seasonal 
Population Estimate Report.
   Relying mostly on assessor data allowed for an estimated break-
down of seasonal property owners by their state of residence, and 
of the Island’s peak population by town. Most seasonal property 
owners were from elsewhere in Massachusetts, (36%), followed by 
New York (15%), Connecticut (9%), and New Jersey (6%). Every state 
except Nebraska and North Dakota were represented, along with 11 
other countries or territories.
   Not surprisingly, Edgartown (with its large seasonal inventory) is 
estimated to have the largest peak population, followed by Oak 
Bluffs, Tisbury, and West Tisbury. At the same time, Aquinnah and 
Chilmark experience the most growth relative to the off-season. The 
differences from town to town speak mostly to the availability of 
bedrooms for people other than permanent residents, including in 
seasonal dwellings. 
   For more info, contact Alex Elvin at elvin@mvcommission.org. 

   To help shed light on recent economic and municipal finance 
trends on the Island, the MVC has developed a series of reports 
collecting data from local, state, and federal sources. 
   The reports draw largely from the 2023 Martha’s Vineyard Statistical 
Profile, with updated and additional data, including a local business 
inventory for each town. As with the Statistical Profile, the reports 
are meant to be used by town officials, businesses, non-profits, and 
members of the public for general planning purposes. 
   The data sets mostly cover 10 years, including the effects of 
Covid-19 on wages, employment, and local property taxes. Other 
key topics include seasonality (in terms of employment by industry), 
appraised value by property type, and various other economic and 
municipal finance trends. The reports were presented to Island 
select boards this summer, and final versions will posted at 
mvcommission.org. 
   For more info, contact Alex Elvin at elvin@mvcommission.org. 

Town Data Reports Issued

The MVC’s 50th anniversary celebration continued in July with a panel discussion exploring local agriculture and sustainability. About 65 
people attended the event, titled “A Sustainable Harvest: Past, Present, and Future,” at the Agricultural Hall in West Tisbury. Wampano-
ag Tribal elder, councilwoman, and foraging expert Kristina Hook provided opening remarks, stressing the importance of environmental 
stewardship, followed by a brief history of modern agriculture on the Island by Commissioner Fred Hancock. Culinary historian, author, and 
seasonal resident Jessica Harris led the discussion, which featured Morning Glory Farm CEO Simon Athearn, MV Charter School Chef Betsy 
Carnie, MV Fishermen’s Preservation Trust Director Shelly Edmundson, and Cottage City Oysters Co-Owner Dan Martino, who shared their 
personal experiences with agriculture, biodiversity, and sustainability. Discussion continued afterwards as guests sampled from a wide range 
of local foods catered by Betsy Carnie, Marjorie Fairchild, Nora Laudani, and Jenik Munafo. Photos by Sam Kaplan. 

A Sustainable Harvest
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https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/MVC%20Seasonal%20Population%20Estimate%208-27-24.pdf
https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/MVC%20Seasonal%20Population%20Estimate%208-27-24.pdf
mailto:elvin%40mvcommission.org?subject=
https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/MVSP%202023%20SECOND%20ED.%207-8-24%20reduced.pdf
https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/MVSP%202023%20SECOND%20ED.%207-8-24%20reduced.pdf
https://mvcommission.org/
mailto:elvin%40mvcommission.org?subject=
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Potential Aquaculture Sites Identified

   With funding through the state’s Municipal Vulnerabilities Pre-
paredness (MVP) program, the MVC along with Island towns and 
nonprofits has delineated potential aquaculture areas in Lagoon, 
Tashmoo, and Sengekontacket Ponds. The project was part of the 
MVC’s Fostering Resilient Ecosystems grant program, which started 
last fall and concluded in June. 
   MVC Cartographer and GIS Coordinator Chris Seidel, and Climate 
Change Coordinator Liz Durkee, teamed up with the Martha’s Vine-
yard Shellfish Group, Great Pond Foundation, and down-Island shell-
fish constables to evaluate the three ponds, two of which (Lagoon 
and Sengekontacket) span more than one town. This work helps to 
advance three key goals of the 2022 Vineyard Climate Action Plan: 
1) promote local jobs, 2) grow more local food, and 3) improve 
water quality.  
   The potential aquaculture sites were initially identified by excluding 
areas already off-limits to aquaculture. This includes anchorage and 
mooring areas, navigation channels, area surrounding docks and pond 
access locations, existing private and municipal aquaculture areas, 
wetlands, eelgrass restoration areas, and existing eelgrass beds. The 
town shellfish constables also identified potential user conflict areas 
where future agriculture is generally discouraged but not prohibited.
   Because aquaculture cannot be permitted where eelgrass is pres-
ent, the Shellfish Group and Great Pond Foundation evaluated each 
pond to verify the presence or absence of eelgrass outside the ex-
clusion areas. Draft maps were then presented to the town shellfish 
and harbormaster offices, along with Island pond organizations, for 
feedback. The final maps and Eelgrass Report are available below.
 
Lagoon Pond
Sengekontacket Pond
Tashmoo Pond
Eelgrass Report

   The MVP-funded Fostering Resilient Ecosystems grant project also 
included the following, successfully implementing several actions 
identified in the Climate Action Plan:

•	 Updated Vineyard and Nantucket vegetation and wildlife 
corridor maps: Working with Island nonprofits, Chris Seidel 
utilized state-of-the-art technology to precisely update each 
of the islands’ vegetation maps, to be used for land-use 
planning, biodiversity protection, and climate change resil-
ience efforts.

•	 Educational materials advocating the use of native plants 
and lawn size reduction to support climate resilience and 
biodiversity: Native plants are more resilient to the Island’s 
soils and weather than non-native plants and large lawns, 
and play a critical role in providing food and habitat for wild-
life. BiodiversityWorks, Polly Hill Arboretum, the Vineyard 
Conservation Society, and the MVC collaborated on a series 
of educational materials, including Plant Local Martha’s 
Vineyard: A Nature-Based Landscaping Guide, with a goal 
of inspiring landowners, landscapers, and nurseries to plant 
local. The materials were developed with insight gleaned 
from six focus groups organized by Sakiko Isomichi, a Mar-
tha’s Vineyard Vision Fellow with BiodiversityWorks, which 
led the project. Plant Local Martha’s Vineyard is available as 
a digital download here, and copies will be available at local 
nurseries. Also keep a lookout for pop-ups at the Vineyard 
Gardens Fall Festival Oct. 12, the Morning Glory Pumpkin 
Festival Oct. 19, and the Ag Society’s Fall Harvest Oct. 20. 

•	 Martha’s Vineyard Conservation Summit: Twenty-one 
local conservation practitioners gathered at the MVC 
building in May to identify the Island’s most vulnerable 
lands and improve collaboration for future land-use plan-
ning. A full report on the summit, including next steps, is 
available here. 

MVC traffic counters are deployed at key locations around the Island, 
including six permanent counters installed in 2019. Data from the 
counters is entered into a database for use in carrying out studies re-
lated to Developments of Regional Impact and tracking changes over 
time, including post-Covid-19. Above: The MVC’s permanent counter 
on the Edgartown – Oak Bluffs town line on Beach Road. Photo by 
Mike Mauro. 

https://www.mvcommission.org/node/63850/attachment
https://www.mvcommission.org/node/63851/attachment
https://www.mvcommission.org/node/63850/attachment
https://www.mvcommission.org/node/63852/attachment
mailto:https://www.thevineyardway.org/category/plant-local-mv?subject=
https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/2024%20MV%20Conservation%20Summit%20Report.pdf
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   The MVC has organized a task force made up of forest experts, 
public safety officials, Commissioners, and MVC staff to enhance 
stewardship of the 5,343-acre Manuel Correllus State Forest, 
which is considered one of the Island’s premier environmental 
features.
   Globally rare habitat and endangered species flourish 
throughout the State Forest woodlands and frost bottoms, and 
along the cleared fire lanes that support low grasses, herbs, 
and shrubs. 
   Seizing on the Healey administration’s commitment to climate 
change mitigation and biodiversity, and working closely with the 
MA Dept. of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) which manages 
the forest, the task force aims to reverse well-intentioned but 
ecologically adverse management of the forest over the past 
century. This includes efforts funded by the Works Progress 
Administration in the 1930s to establish a timber industry on 
the Island, rather than supporting the existing woodlands, which 
resulted in non-native evergreens taking hold in areas far better 
suited to native vegetation. 
   The main goals of the task force are as follows: 

•	 Support DCR in protecting and restoring native biodiversi-
ty, prioritizing the removal of non-native conifer planta-
tions. 

•	 Augment existing wildfire mitigation efforts.
•	 Complete the second half (8 miles) of a project begun in 

2019 to repave the existing SUP network. 
•	 Ensure a more consistent and vigilant management pres-

ence by DCR, including use of existing structures in the 
forest for staff housing. 

   With a meaningful commitment from the state, including finan-
cial resources and personnel, we have an opportunity to restore 
this valuable native ecosystem. 
   Click here for more info. 

   Water Resilience after Hurricanes: A team from Sandia National 
Laboratories toured the down-Island water departments in early June 
as part of the MVC’s Energy Transition Initiative Partnership Project 
(ETIPP; see September 2023 newsletter). The following day, they met 
with water superintendents from each of the three towns, as well as 
representatives from the town energy committees and fire depart-
ments, to discuss additional resilience strategies in the event of ex-
treme weather followed by prolonged power failure, including how to 
supplement generator power to ensure that we have potable water. 
   Having potable water after Hurricane Maria in 2017 was a signifi-
cant challenge for Puerto Rico, and having fuel for generators was a 
challenge in Connecticut after Hurricane Sandy in 2012. It is anticipat-
ed that hurricanes will increase in strength and frequency as climate 
change progresses.
   Solid Waste: The MVC has completed a Martha’s Vineyard Solid 
Waste Report to present to each Island town to raise awareness 
about our current operations and the challenges that lie ahead as 
New England runs out of space for processing waste. In 2023, an 
estimated 2,110 trucks went off-Island with waste and recyclables, or 
the equivalent of about 260 freight boats. The report, supplemented 
by information from a report recently issued to the Cape Cod Com-
mission, poses questions about how best to move forward. It also 
emphasizes the need to find a new site to process our compost (in 
accordance with MA Dept. of Environmental Protection regulations) 
and a way to better process our construction and demolition (C&D) 
waste – both of which are significant portions of our waste stream.
   Eversource: The MA Department of Public Utilities has approved 
Eversource’s long-awaited capital investment project (CIP), which 
was needed for the Island to interconnect more large solar arrays to 
the utility grid. Among other things, the CIP includes work to the Fal-
mouth bulk substation that provides our power via undersea cables. 
Approval was granted in late April, and projects up to 500 KW can 
now be installed. Larger projects, including Edgartown’s proposed 2.5 
MW array at the former town landfill, still require a longer approval 
process. Eversource is currently producing a “cheat sheet” to inform 
applicants of the necessary steps for interconnection in the “simpli-
fied, expedited, and standard” categories.  
   See the MVC’s Getting to 100% Renewable for more info.

Energy and Sustainability 
Updates

New Task Force Aims to 
Improve Management of 
State Forest

Many Thanks to Our Summer Interns!

The MVC’s summer interns play a key role in monitoring the health of Island ponds, conducting seasonal traffic counts, and supporting other 
planning activities at the busiest time of year. Left to right: Vivian Peak, Maria Sanchez Roa, Nora Dolan, Alex Turner, Ellie Hanjian. Photos by 
Sheri Caseau. 

https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/State%20Forest%20Task%20Force%20Summary%20-%20August%202024_2.pdf
https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/MVC%20Quarterly%20-%20September%202023%20UPDATED%202.pdf
https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/MV%20Solid%20Waste%20Report%202024%20FINAL%208-20-24_0.pdf
https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/MV%20Solid%20Waste%20Report%202024%20FINAL%208-20-24_0.pdf
https://www.mvcommission.org/sites/default/files/docs/100%25%20Renewable%20plan%20Online%202024-07-22.pdf

