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Abstract

Neighborhood meetings may democratize planning decisions and provide voice to under-
represented interests. Or, in keeping with American land use planning’s long history
of racial exclusion, these institutions may actually amplify the views of wealthy, white
landowners. To better understand the dynamics of these meetings, we explore the racial
backgrounds of participants in public meetings using novel data from planning and
zoning board meeting minutes, a voter file, and sophisticated name matching techniques.
We show that homeowners and whites are strikingly overrepresented in these venues, and
Latinos are especially underrepresented. Strong majorities of all racial/ethnic groups
oppose the construction of new housing, though support is significantly higher among
black meeting participants. Even in highly diverse communities, development meetings
are dominated by whites who oppose new housing, potentially distorting the housing
supply to their benefit.
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In the 1950s and 1960s, the U.S. federal government financed urban renewal programs

ostensibly targeting neighborhood decay. In practice, these policy initiatives facilitated

the destruction of working-class neighborhoods, replacing these so-called distressed areas

with highways and high-rises (Rae 2004; Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom 2013). These

programs had a particularly deleterious impact on communities of color (Avila and Rose

2009). In Charlotte, for example, the city pushed for the “renewal” of the city’s largest black

neighborhood—the Second Ward (also known as Brooklyn)—tearing down 1,480 buildings,

including multiple black churches (Kelley 2016).

In the wake of these government- and developer-driven excesses, reformers pushed for

more neighborhood input in redevelopment decisions (Logan and Rabrenovic 1990; Gerber

and Phillips 2003; Glaeser and Ward 2009; Schleicher 2013). While the process varies from

locality to locality, in general, new developments, especially for multifamily buildings, require

special permits or other approvals from planning or zoning boards, which hold public hearings

to receive feedback from the community. At each of these hearings, the public has the

opportunity to offer input, and local governments officially solicit these views through abutter

or neighbor notifications about proposed developments.

Democratic theorists have argued that neighborhood-based participation can help provide

voice to underrepresented groups, enhance citizen efficacy, and are integral to a thriving

democracy (Berry, Portney, and Thomson 1993; Fung 2006; Michels and Graaf 2010). These

institutions may offer opportunities for deliberative democracy in which interlocutors formally

discuss a political or policy decision to achieve consensus (Gutmann and Thompson 2012).

Because such discussions tend to work better in smaller groups, the local level may offer

the greatest potential to benefit from such institutions. (Oliver 2001; Lassen and Serritzlew

2011; Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012). Local officials may learn valuable information from these

gatherings; almost half of mayors selected neighborhood meetings as one of the top two ways

they learn about their constituents’ views (Einstein, Glick, and LeBlanc 2017).

In a novel analysis of citizen participants in planning and zoning board meetings, Einstein,
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Palmer, and Glick (2018) find evidence that these meetings may not be functioning as promised.

Rather than empowering underrepresented interests, these meetings amplify the voices of older,

home-owning, and male residents who have lived in their communities for longer periods of

time. What’s more, these individuals are overwhelmingly—and disproportionately—opposed

to the construction of new housing. These voices have real policy import; citizens who attend

these meetings have a variety of avenues to stymy developments, ranging from persuasion of

local planning officials to filing lawsuits on the development in question (Einstein, Palmer,

and Glick 2018). NIMBY (Not In My Backyard) sentiments predominate in these venues

(Fischel 2001; Marble and Nall 2017; Hankinson 2018).

This analysis, however, does not explore the race of citizen participants. Historical evidence

reveals that local governments in many places explicitly designed land use regulations to

exclude people of color from their boundaries (Rothstein 2017). Consequently, such codes are

strongly linked with contemporary patterns of racial segregation and lower quality public

goods in communities of color (Trounstine Forthcoming). Land use regulations, in short,

have long been used by wealthy, white homeowners as tools to preserve property values and

exclusive access to public goods (Trounstine Forthcoming).

This paper seeks to better understand the dynamics of these meetings. Are neighborhood

meetings surrounding housing development an example of neighborhood empowerment—

particularly for people of color? Or, are they another manifestation of land use institutions’

long history of racial exclusion? These questions have broader implications for the functioning

of one set of democratizing institutions. Do they promote the interests of underrepresented

groups and improve democratic governance (Berry, Portney, and Thomson 1993; Fung 2006;

Michels and Graaf 2010; Gutmann and Thompson 2012)? Or, are they captured by an

unrepresentative, advantaged group with strong views that uses available institutions to

preserve its own advantage (Berinsky 2005; Trounstine 2008; Kain 2012)?

To answer these questions, we used public meeting minutes to collect data on all cit-

izen participants in planning and zoning board meetings for 97 Massachusetts cities and
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towns. Combining these data with a voter file and sophisticated race matching techniques,

we measure the racial demographics of actual participants in public meetings. We find

that citizen participants are overwhelmingly white—far more so than the demographics of

their communities would indicate. Controlling for a variety of important demographic and

contextual characteristics, race powerfully predicts public participation in the planning and

zoning process. These racial disparities are far worse than they are in other forms of political

participation. Moreover, race also predicts attitudes; black participants are markedly more

supportive of new housing relative to participants of other racial and ethnic groups, and these

differences cannot be explained by variations in homeownership rates. Importantly, however,

majorities of meeting participants of all racial and ethnic groups oppose the construction of

new housing, underscoring overall high levels of opposition to housing projects.

1 Race and Political Participation

Canonical research on political participation suggests that we should see lower levels of

political participation among less advantaged groups. An individual is more apt to participate

in politics if s/he has the time and financial resources. Moreover, individuals who are

interested and engaged in politics are more inclined to act on their political preferences.

Finally, individuals who are recruited—whether by friends, neighbors, or organized political

groups—are more likely to participate. All of these factors are tightly correlated with an

individual’s socioeconomic status. One is more likely to have the resources, be interested in

politics, and be asked to participate in politics if one is wealthier, all else equal. Consequently,

socioeconomically advantaged individuals are more likely to vote, make political donations, and

contact government officials, among other forms of political participation (Verba, Schlozman,

and Brady 1995; Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 2012; Gilens 2014; Hajnal and Trounstine

2016).

These forces should operate in even greater force when applied to participation in public
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meetings on housing. These forums require significant outlays of time, interest, and expertise.

All of these factors will serve to further bias these forums in favor of advantaged voices.

Lower levels of wealth and income in communities of color mean that these forces will also

likely diminish political participation among people of color, especially Latinos. Moreover, a

number of additional factors may further depress Latino participation, including language

and citizenship barriers, a lack of racial group consciousness (Masuoka 2008; Barreto 2010),

and a failure of party and political organizations to adequately recruit Latino voters (Barreto

and Collingwood 2015). Indeed, in the most recent presidential election, Latino voter turnout

was over twenty percentage points lower than that of whites and blacks (Krogstad and Lopez

2016). We anticipate that all of these factors will diminish Latino political participation in

planning and zoning board meetings to an even greater extent than in voting—again, because

of the resources, interest, and expertise required to speak in these forums.

The picture is less clear for blacks. Better community organization and recruitment

(Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 2012) and strong group

identity (Dawson 1995) have created generally high political participation levels among black

people. We might therefore expect their presence at planning and zoning board meetings to

exceed that of Latinos. Still we anticipate that, all else equal, lower income and wealth in

the black community will make costly participation in land use institutions relatively less

appealing compared to whites.

What’s more, the racially biased history of zoning and land use in the United States may

further depress minority participation in these forums. Historical accounts (Rothstein 2017)

and quantitative analyses of zoning ordinances, local government spending, and residential

segregation (Trounstine Forthcoming) show that land use regulations had explicitly racist

origins and racially disproportionate consequences. Zoning originated, in part, out of an

intentional desire to segregate people of color from whites and it succeeded in that aim. People

of color may consequently feel less trust in an institution that has policed their presence and

excluded them from accessing high-quality public goods. This lack of trust and efficacy may
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further diminish minorities’ propensity to attend planning and zoning board meetings.

This prediction has analogues in research on the American carceral state. Weaver and

Lerman (2010) show that individual- and community-level interactions with the carceral state

decrease political participation. One key mechanism undergirding this result is decreased

trust in government—and consequently, skepticism that one’s participation in the political

system will actually effect positive change. While there are obviously significant operational

differences between America’s land use institutions and carceral state, the racist origins and

racially disparate impacts of both may yield similar participatory outcomes.

One countervailing pressure may lead to greater participation among people of color: a

need for more affordable housing. Given the strong connection between greater housing

supply and affordability (Glaeser and Ward 2009; Gyourko and Molloy 2014), we might

expect groups facing pressure from rising housing costs to show up in greater force.

2 Data

In order to analyze the race of those participating in planning and zoning board meetings,

we need a dataset that includes information about meeting participants’ 1) traits (including

race) and 2)their views as expressed in their comments. With these criteria in mind, we

assembled a novel data set of all citizen participants in planning and zoning board between

between 2015-2017 in metropolitan Boston (n = 2, 580). We downloaded all available public

hearing minutes for local and planning boards over this two year time-span and included

participants in all meetings concerning the development of more than one housing unit.1

The Boston area has a number of helpful attributes for studying political participation in

land use policy. Perhaps most importantly, because of the Commonwealth’s open meeting

laws, Massachusetts provides extraordinarily detailed meeting minutes featuring the names,

addresses, and positions of all members of the public who spoke at a meeting. This information
1These proposals include both market rate and subsidized housing. Research on public opinion concerning

affordable housing suggests that opposition is even higher for subsidized housing proposals (Tighe 2010).
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Table 1: Traits of cities and towns for which we have participation data

mean min max
Population 25772 4427 183382
Population Density 1976 237 16880
Population Growth 2010-2015 5 -0 11
Median Age 42 24 53
Percent Over 65 15 9 28
Percent White 86 17 98
Percent Black 2 0 15
Percent Hispanic 5 0 76
Median Household Income 97650 34852 199519
Median House Price 431844 205200 1170400
Distance from Boston (miles) 24 4 43
Observations 97

allow us to merge these individuals with other data sets in order to learn more about their

demographic traits.

Moreover, metropolitan Boston is highly fragmented, featuring a number of individual local

governments, each with their own politics, local regulations, and demographics—all within 50

miles of Boston. Table 1 shows the summary statistics about several key demographic traits

for the 97 cities and towns for which we have coded meeting minutes. While our sample is

relatively white and affluent, these measures exhibit considerable variation in terms of racial

demographics, residential density, housing prices, population growth, and age.2

Each observation is at the comment level. These observations include whether an individual

opposes, is neutral, or supports a given project. When possible, we also code why an individual

expressed his/her support or opposition.3 Individuals cited everything from septic systems

to neighborhood character when outlining their reasons for opposing or supporting a given
2Notably, our sample does not include the city of Boston itself. There is consequently not one large

city—which often have very distinct political structures and climates (Judd and Swanstrom 2014)—driving
our results. Importantly, we do have a sizable number of mid-sized and diverse cities in our sample, including
Cambridge, Worcester, Lawerence, and Lowell, among others.

3Intercoder reliability checks showed that coders agreed 100% of the time about whether a comment
should be labeled support/oppose neutral and selected the same set of 19 total topic categories 85% of the
time.
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project.

Because we have the names and addresses of these individuals, we can merge them with

two data sets to learn more about their demographic traits: the Massachusetts voter file and

CoreLogic property tax records. We used a fuzzy matching algorithm to link commenters

with registered MA voters4 and property data.5 These data sources allow us to learn valuable

demographic information about meeting participants, including age, partisanship, frequency

of voting, length of registration at a given address (which we use as a proxy for length of

residency), homeownership status, and value of property owned (if any).

3 Estimating Race

The Massachusetts voter file does not record the race of each registered voter. Consequently,

we must estimate the race for each. A variety of methods exist to estimate race based on an

individual’s name. Here, we use the Bayesian prediction algorithm developed by Imai and

Khanna (2016) to estimate race using the individual’s last name, age, gender, and geolocation.

The Imai and Khanna (2016) algorithm estimates an individuals’ race by combining three

pieces of information: 1) national census race data about his/her last name, 2) information

about the racial makeup of his/her local geographic area, and 3) other information about the

individual from the voter file. For each voter, the algorithm estimates that probability that

the voter is in one of five groups: White, Black, Hispanic, Asian, or Other.
4We matched on name and address, the only data on participants available. Due to a large number of

typos and misspellings, we used a fuzzy string matching algorithm and manual review of the matches. A
majority of the people who we were unable to match are likely in the voter file, but could not be matched
due to name duplication and missing addresses. We were able to match 2,784 of the 3,327 people in the set of
participants (83.7%). As many people commented more than once, we were able to match the speakers of
85.4% of the comments to the voter file.

5For properties owned by multiple individuals, we matched each owner separately. We restricted the
tax properties to single family and multifamily homes (including condominium buildings of any size), and
excluded apartment buildings and anything owned by a corporation. In order to simplify matching and since
we are interested in homeowners representing their own neighborhoods, we required that the voter’s town
and the property’s town be the same. In some cases voters matched to more than one property. In this
case we first sought to use the property whose actual address matched the registered voting address of the
voter (rather than where the mailing address of the property matched the voter’s address). When this did
not uniquely identify a property, we use the property with the highest assessed value of those that matched.
Overall, we matched 46% of voters and 73% of commenters to a home in the tax property database.
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Table 2: Summary of Race Matching Variables

Block + Tract + Tract + County County +
Age + Sex Age + Sex Sex Age Sex Total

Voters 57,844 13,634 3,722 4,900 350 80,450
72% 17% 5% 6% 0%

Commenters 1,892 486 14 188 0 2,580
73% 19% 1% 7% 0%

As the algorithm requires the geographic location of each voter, the first step is to geocode

the address of each individual in the voter file to identify their census block.6 This step is

slow, such that matching the addresses for all 1,620,955 voters is not feasible. Consequently,

we match the addresses first for all 2,580 commenters in the data set, and second for a 5%

random sample of the voter file. Since many addresses are shared across voters (the average

address is home to 2.55 voters; a large apartment building may have 100s of voters), we first

identified the 635,150 unique street addresses in the voter file, and selected a random 5%

sample (31,757) to geocode. These addresses corresponded to 80,582 unique voters (4.97% of

the voter file), who make up the comparison group.7

Due to disparities between addresses as recorded in the voter file and addresses recorded

by the census bureau, we were not able to match every address. 6% of voters and 7% of

commenters were not geocoded, and roughly 20% were only geocoded at the census tract

(rather than block) level. For the voters that we could not geocode, we used county-level

census data instead of block-level data for the race estimates. Furthermore, in some cases

voter gender and age were missing, such that, for some race estimates, we could only use some

of the variables. Table 2 summarizes the different types of race estimates and the number of

commenters and voters for each.

The Imai and Khanna (2016) algorithm produces probabilities that each voter belongs
6We geocoded each address to its 2010 census block using the censusr R package.
7This reference group includes 132 voter who were also matched as commenters, therefore we exclude

them from the group in the analysis.
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to each of the five groups. Thus, we can measure race three different ways: using the raw

probabilities, assigning each voter to the group with the highest probability, and assigning

voters to just two categories, White and Not White, based on if the probability of being white

is 50% or higher. Table 3 summarizes the race estimates for voters and commenters using all

three measures, and Figure 1 plots the race estimates using the second measure for all five

groups. For all three measures of race, commenters are more likely to be white than voters;

there are statistically significant differences between the proportions of commenters that are

whit (or probabilities that a voter is white) compared to voters, relative to the other groups.

Table 3: Race Estimates by Group

Voters Commenters

Mean Probability White 0.840 0.922
Black 0.036 0.028
Hispanic 0.063 0.018
Asian 0.050 0.026
Other 0.012 0.007

Maximum Probability White 0.875 0.953
Hispanic 0.054 0.009
Asian 0.041 0.017
Black 0.025 0.019
Other 0.005 0.002

Pr(White) ≥ .5 White 0.867 0.949
Not White 0.133 0.051

3.1 Race Estimate Validation

Because the MA voter file does not include race and there are no other precise aggregate

racial statistics on voters, the true distribution of voters across racial groups in the towns in

our sample is unknown. In order to validate our race estimates, we use the best comparison

group possible, the distribution of citizen voting age population (CVAP) by town from the

2016 American Community Survey (ACS). Figure 2 plots the white CVAP percentage and the
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Figure 1: Commenters and Voters by Estimated Race

estimated proportion of white voters by town, ordered from the lowest percentage of white

CVAP to highest. The percentage of voters estimated to most likely be white corresponds very

closely to the single-race white CVAP population in each town. On average, the percentage of

white voters is only 2.7 percentage points higher than the white CVAP. This difference may

be attributable to several factors, including that whites may be more likely to be registered

to vote than members of other groups, that mixed-race people may have names that the

race estimating algorithm determined are white, and that the algorithm is systematically

underestimating the minority population by a few percentage points. However, given our

interest in comparing voters to commenters, this small difference between actual white CVAP

and estimated white voters will not affect our results. We should expect any differences

between actual and estimated race to be the same among both voters and commenters, such

that differences between the two groups are unbiased.
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4 Results

Table 4 ranks each racial/ethnic group by the number of comments provided. As predicted,

whites overwhelmingly dominate zoning and planning board meetings. While they comprise

80% of the adult population of our sample cities, they are a striking 95% of meeting

participants. Latinos—8% of the sample adult population—are a mere 1% of commenters.

Black representation is only marginally better; while our sample cities’ adult population is 4%

black, only 2% of meeting commenters are black. While black participation is slightly higher

than that of Latinos—as we anticipated—the main story is that whites are dramatically

overrepresented in land use politics.

Table 5 more rigorously assesses the role of race in predicting meeting participation;

it presents results from logistic regressions predicting who comments using a variety of

demographic factors. The dependent variable in this model is a dichotomous measure of

who speaks during local planning and zoning board meetings. We find that, all else equal,

whites are significantly more likely to participate in local planning and zoning board meetings.

This remains the case when we control for a variety of demographic factors, including, most

importantly, homeownership. These race results are not simply driven by racial disparities in

homeownership rates.

Table 6 illustrates that the positive relationship between homeownership and political

participation is equivalent across different racial/ethnic groups. It presents cross-tabuations

Table 4: Number of Commenters and Comments by Race

race.max Commenters Comments

1 White 2460 3487
2 Black 49 59
3 Hispanic 23 30
4 Asian 43 61
5 Other 5 7
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Table 5: Logit Models Predicting Who Comments

Commenter

(1) (2)

Age 0.004∗ 0.004∗∗
(0.002) (0.002)

Registration Length 0.01∗∗ 0.01∗∗
(0.002) (0.002)

Female −0.35∗∗ −0.35∗∗
(0.04) (0.04)

Democrat 0.11 0.12
(0.07) (0.07)

Independent 0.12 0.12
(0.07) (0.07)

Pct Elections Voted 1.97∗∗ 1.97∗∗
(0.08) (0.08)

Homeowner 0.72∗∗ 0.72∗∗
(0.05) (0.05)

Prob. White 0.43∗∗
(0.10)

Prob. Max. White 0.47∗∗
(0.09)

Constant −5.27∗∗ −5.33∗∗
(0.13) (0.13)

Observations 78,944 78,944

Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01
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of homeownership by race and participation in zoning/planning meetings. The second

column shows the proportion of all voters who own homes, and the third column shows

the proportion of meeting commenters who do so; both categories are also disaggregated by

race and ethnicity. While the overall rates of homeownership vary substantially by race—in

line with national racial disparities in homeownership—across all five groups the share of

homeownership among commenters is significantly higher than among all registered voters,

by a margin of 20-30 percentage points. Regardless of racial/ethnic background, meeting

commenters are significantly more likely to be homeowners—consistent with higher political

participation among homeowners (Hall and Yoder 2018) and accounts of land use politics

as dominated by homevoters bent on protecting their investment (Fischel 2001; Trounstine

Forthcoming).

Table 6: Proportion of Homeowners by Race

All Voters Meeting Commenters

White 0.49 0.74
Black 0.20 0.59
Hispanic 0.12 0.52
Asian 0.35 0.74
Other 0.19 0.80

4.1 Predicting Commenter Positions Using Race

White voters are more likely to comment at development meetings than non-whites. They are

also markedly more likely to speak in opposition to developments. Interestingly, this result is

primarily driven by greater support for housing developments among black voters relative to

any other group. Black voters provided 2% of the neutral or opposing comments, but 6%

of the supporting comments, while white voters provided 93% of the neutral or opposing

comments and 90% of the supporting comments. Both of these differences are statistically

significant; for all other groups, the difference in proportions of supporting and neutral or
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opposing comments are smaller and not statistically significant.

Figure 3 compares the proportion of comments that support development by estimated

race. 44% of comments by black voters supported development. In contrast, commenters of

all of the other groups had proportions of supportive comments of 14% (whites and other)

or less (8% of Asians, 7% of Hispanics). Notably, even among black commenters, who voice

support for development at more than triple the rate of the other groups, a majority of

their comments are in opposition to developments. As we noted in prior analyses of meeting

participants (Einstein, Palmer, and Glick 2018), this opposition is in stark constrast to mass

public support for the construction of more housing in these communities.
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Figure 3: Comments Supporting Development by Estimated Race of Commenter

Figure 4 investigates whether differing levels of support for new housing between racial

groups are driven by racial disparities in homeownership rates. While white and Asian non-

homeowners are slightly more supportive of new housing than their home-owning counterparts,

support among whites, Hispanics, and Asians pales in comparison to black homeowners and

renters. Among black commenters, homeowners exhibited slightly higher levels of support for

new housing, but the cell sizes here are too small to be confident that these differences are

16



0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

White Black Hispanic Asian Other

%
 o

f C
om

m
en

ts
 S

up
po

rt
in

g Homeowner

Non−Homeowner

Figure 4: Comments Supporting Development by Estimated Race of Commenter

meaningful. Black homeowners and non-homeowners alike are more supportive of development

than members of any other group.

Table 7 predicts the likelihood of a commenter making a supportive comment using logit

models with full complements of controls. The dependent variable in these models is a

dichotomous measure of whether a commenter supports a proposed housing development.

As with Figure 3, we find that white commenters are significantly less likely to support new

housing—a result driven by relatively high levels of support for housing among black meeting

participants.

For about half of the commenters in the sample, we had sufficiently detailed meeting

minutes to code the reason that an individual supported/opposed a proposed development.

Table 8 displays these results. The top panel illustrates the top five reasons offered among

supporters of new housing by racial/ethnic group, while the bottom panel provides the same

statistics for opponents of new projects. While small cell sizes lead us to interpret these

results cautiously, there are few notable differences. Blacks who support housing development

were markedly more likely to cite affordability concerns relative to other racial/ethnic
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Table 7: Logit Models Predicting Supporting Comments

Commenter

(1) (2)

Age 0.01 0.01
(0.005) (0.005)

Registration Length 0.004 0.004
(0.01) (0.01)

Female −0.31∗∗ −0.31∗∗
(0.10) (0.10)

Democrat 0.44∗∗ 0.44∗∗
(0.16) (0.16)

Independent −0.04 −0.05
(0.16) (0.16)

Pct Elections Voted 0.65∗∗ 0.65∗∗
(0.16) (0.16)

# of Comments −0.04 −0.04
(0.03) (0.03)

Homeowner −0.43∗∗ −0.43∗∗
(0.10) (0.10)

Prob. White −0.64∗∗
(0.22)

Prob. Max. White −0.46∗
(0.20)

Constant −1.64∗∗ −1.74∗∗
(0.33) (0.34)

Observations 3,629 3,629

Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01
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groups; this provides some suggestive evidence that rising housing costs and preferences

for affordable housing might serve as motivators for minority participation in these forums.

The overarching takeaway, however, is the remarkable similarity in the reasons cited across

different racial/ethnic groups. Whites, blacks, and Latinos opposed to housing development

cited septic, traffic, and environmental concerns at roughly similar rates.

Table 8: Reasons Given by Commenters in Support of and Opposition to Development

Top 5 Reasons Given to Support Development

White Black Hispanic Asian

1 Aesthetics (13%) Affordability (23%) Neighborhood Character (50%) Affordability (29%)
2 Environment (11%) Aesthetics (11%) Parking (50%) Density (29%)
3 Density (11%) Environment (11%) Diversity (14%)
4 Affordability (10%) Home Values (11%) Environment (14%)
5 Neighborhood Character (9%) Pedestrian Impact (11%) Parking (14%)

Top 5 Reasons Given to Oppose Development

White Black Hispanic Asian

1 Traffic (14%) Density (14%) Environment (15%) Aesthetics (17%)
2 Environment (13%) Parking (14%) Flooding (13%) Environment (15%)
3 Flooding (9%) Traffic (14%) Aesthetics (11%) Parking (11%)
4 Safety (9%) Environment (12%) Septic/Water (9%) Traffic (9%)
5 Septic/Water (8%) Safety (10%) Density (7%) Density (8%)

4.2 Robustness Check: Manual Coding of Latino Surnames

To bolster these results and mitigate concerns about potential bias in the race estimation

algorithm, we also manually evaluate commenter surnames to confirm whether Latinos are

over- or under-represented in planning and zoning board meetings. Surnname alone is highly

predictive of Hispanic ethnicity (Word et al. 2000), and is commonly used in social science

research to identify individual ethnicity (Barreto, Segura, and Woods 2004; Wei et al. 2006;

Henderson, Sekhon, and Titiunik 2015). We manually record whether or not a commmenter

has a Latino surname in all towns in our sample with a Latino population greater than 10%.

We focus on this subset of towns to ensure there is a sufficiently large number of Latino

residents to draw reliable conclusions about the representativeness of meeting attendees.
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Commenters once again appear to be overwhelmingly white. Of the 318 commenters who

spoke at planning and zoning board meetings in towns that were at least 10 percent Latino,

only 3 had identifiably Latino surnames. In Lawrence—which is 75 percent Latino—only

one of 42 commenters had a Latino surname. Less than one percent of commenters in these

high-diversity communities had Latino surnames—a result that comports quite closely with

our findings using statistical name matching techniques.

The underrepresentation of Latinos in Lawrence Planning Board meetings also prelimi-

narily suggests that descriptive representation—which has been helpful in mitigating other

racially disparate local policy outcomes (Sances and You 2017)—may not help redress these

racial participation gaps. The Lawrence, MA planning board is 40% Latino (Town of Lawrence

2018). Despite this descriptive representation in land use institutions, Latino participation in

planning and zoning meetings in the city remains shockingly low.

5 Race and Representation in Local Government

This paper reveals a distressing underrepresention of people of color in important land use

proceedings. These disparities are far more stark than in other political arenas, particularly

for Latinos. 9.2 percent of voters in 2016 were Latino (Krogstad and Lopez 2016). This

means that the 12 percent of eligible voters and 17 percent of the general population who

are Latino are certainly underrepresented among actual voters (Krogstad 2016); but, the

political inequalities among voters pale in contrast with those among meeting participants.

Indeed, even representation among political elites is better than among meeting participants.

Ten percent of the 115th Congress is Latino (Bernal 2017). Underrepresentation of Latinos is

greater in public meeting participation than it is in Congress.

These results offer an important extension on histories of land use regulations, which

show that white, landowning elites create these regulations to entrench their property values

and control over local public goods. We reveal that the individuals who are using these
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regulations today are largely from the same populations; white homeowners comprise a large

majority of meeting attendees. What’s more, they overwhelmingly oppose the construction

of new housing. As we have shown in other work, their voices may persuade local government

officials at these hearings and signal a willingness to pursue more aggressive political and

legal action to stop or delay developments (Einstein, Palmer, and Glick 2018).

Moreover, these results suggest that mobilizing people of color will not necessarily redress

this oppositional bias among meeting attendees. Even among black people—the group most

inclined to support new development—support for housing proposals was less than 50%.

While blacks are more supportive of housing developments, we do not find racially polarized

preferences among participants; majorities of all groups spoke in opposition to developments.

This comports with research from Hankinson (2018) indicating that opposition to housing is

not limited to homevoters: renters in high cost cities also oppose the construction of new

housing in their neighborhoods, fearing it will raise their rents. While we do not know the

housing views of those who do not attend these meetings, these results seemingly indicate

that, even among those groups inclined to support development, it will be difficult to attract

strong majorities in support of new housing to planning and zoning board meetings.
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