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Introducton
Participants in the “Somerville by Design: Davis Square” process have expressed interest in seeing data and information on a variety of topics. This report will provide summary information on
many of these issues, including changes in property values over time, parking, the demographics of
Davis Square, and a brief look at home-based businesses. Raw data files will also be made available
separately in some cases for anyone who wishes to conduct his or her own analysis.

Demographics
One of the most fundamental types of data when considering any neighborhood is demographics. For this analysis, the City used 2010 US Census data and considered census blocks within ¼
mile of the center of Davis Square.
Approximately 88% of the Davis Square population is white, compared to 74% of the city overall. The neighborhood is wealthier than the city average as well. According to the 2011 American
Community Survey 5-year estimates, the average median household income for the census tracts
around Davis Square was $80,255, while the average for all census tracts in the city was $66,019.
About 9% of people in Davis were living below the federal poverty line, compared to 14% in the
city overall. About 2% of Davis Square households received food stamps, compared to nearly 7%
in the city overall.
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Davis Square is also more educated than the rest of Somerville. In the average census tract
around Davis, 98% of residents have a high school diploma, and 72% have a bachelor’s degree. In
Somerville overall, 90% of resident have a high school diploma and 53% have a bachelor’s degree.
Davis Square has approximately the same balance of owners and renters as the rest of the city,
with about a third of households living in owner-occupied housing and about two-thirds of households renting.
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Household Size in Somerville and Davis Square
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Looking at the age and size of households in Somerville and Davis Square, it is not surprising to
see that younger households are more likely to be renters while older households are more likely
to be homeowners. There is a significant concentration of younger households in Davis compared
to Somerville as a whole, most of whom rent, and somewhat fewer renters in older age categories. Overall, about 38% of the population of Davis Square is renters between the ages of 25 and
34. Almost 20% of homeowners and 10% of renters are between 55 and 64, often considered the
“empty nester” years.
Davis Square also has more 1- and 2-person households than the city has a whole, and fewer
large households. These larger households include groups of young people renting as roommates
as well as families with children.

Growth in Property Values
Community members have asked about the amount of “new growth” in the Davis Square area
that allows for property tax increases beyond the limits imposed by Proposition 2½. This information is not readily available localized to Davis Square, but related information on property values
and building permits is available.
The City of Somerville Assessor’s Office has subdivided the city into “map” areas, each of which
is further divided into several “blocks” containing several lots. A map of the assessor map areas
is available on the city’s website or at the end of this document. For the purposes of this analysis,
Maps 16, 17, 20, 21, 22, 24, 25, and 26 are considered to be in Davis Square.
The City compiled assessor data on property values for the years 2003 to 2013 across the city and
considered the growth in the average parcel value (lot and buildings), solely the average value of the
buildings on the lots (which might better reflect “new growth” due to new construction), and the
average parcel value per square foot, to control for differences in lot size. Davis Square was compared to the median across the entire city. The graphs below show the trend line of property value
growth across the last 10 years for each map area and the cumulative growth from 2003 to 2013 for
each map area.
Note: the results reflect only those parcels where complete data was available for all 11 years.
When a single property was broken up into multiple properties during the study period (such as
with condos), it was omitted from the analysis.
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Average Building Value in Davis Square
by Assessor Map
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Parcel Value per Square Foot in Davis Square
by Assessor Map
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Not surprisingly, property values in the map areas of Davis Square have tended to be higher than
those for the city overall over the entire study period. Growth trends in Davis Square have generally
followed the pattern seen in the city as a whole over the last decade, with growth from 2003-2006,
a large increase in 2007, and then level or even modestly decreasing values in subsequent years. The
total growth over the period for the assessor maps in Davis is in line with total growth in other
parts of the city and with the city overall, as seen on the map below.

In order to capture new growth, the City also examined the total construction cost of all building
permits issued in Davis Square and across the city from 2004 to 2010, both in aggregate and normalized by the area of the map. The same map areas were used as with the property value analysis,
and they were again compared to the city as a whole.
The large peak in 2007 in Map 22 is due to a single large commercial construction project at 1
Davis Square.
Building permits are less consistent than property values, but it appears that some map areas of
Davis Square have seen moderately more construction than the city as a whole, particularly in 2006
and 2010. Most of this growth occurred on the east and south sides of the Square. In other years,
construction in Davis has been in line with the rest of the city.
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Construction Cost Totals for Building Permits Issued
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Home-Based Businesses
There is very little data available on home-based businesses and telecommuting activity, which
many people believe to be common in Davis Square. The City has purchased business listing data
from InfoGroup, a private vendor, which enables an initial estimate of home-based businesses.
These listings include information on approximately 2,150 businesses throughout the city, ranging
from locksmiths to restaurants to attorney’s offices to manufacturers. Of this total, 434 businesses
are located within half a mile of the center of Davis Square, or about 20%.
About 610 of the total businesses in the city are located on property that is zoned for residential
use. Of these 610, 63 are within half a mile of the center of Davis Square, or about 10%. The 63
residentially-located businesses in Davis include a variety of professional services such as attorneys
and psychotherapists, a few building contractors such as plumbers and painters, a handful of real
estate offices, and miscellaneous other businesses.
These numbers indicate that about 14.5% of the businesses in Davis Square are on residential
property, compared to 28% in the city as a whole. The city as a whole has about 0.23 residential
businesses per acre, while the half-mile radius around Davis Square has about 0.14. It appears that
residential business activity is actually less common in Davis than in other parts of the city, contrary
to many people’s perceptions.
Of course, this data only captures formally registered and legally incorporated businesses. Many
more people may operate side or hobby businesses. For example, as of June 12, 2013 there were
3,309 items available on Etsy.com from sellers in Somerville, a site that allows craftspeople to sell
their products. There is no way of knowing how many of these sellers are in Davis Square or how
many residents are engaged in other business activities of a similar nature. There is also no way of
knowing how many people in Davis Square telecommute, either permanently or one or more days a
week. In order to develop a clear picture of home-based business activities in Davis Square, a study
or survey specifically geared to that topic would need to be conducted.

Parking
Many residents and business owners are concerned about the availability of parking in Davis
Square. The city performed a survey of currently available parking spaces within ¼ mile of Davis
Square by identifying the square footage of residential driveways and parking areas in aerial photographs and measuring the length of residential streets with street parking. An approximate value for
the number of parking spaces in each assessor block was found using an average square footage for
driveway parking spaces and the typical proportion of a street that is devoted to parking (excluding driveways, fire hydrants, etc.). A map of the number of residential parking spaces available per
residential housing unit (house or apartment) is below.
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In much of the square, there are over 1.25 parking spaces per residential unit, generally a comfortable number in a transit-rich neighborhood close to a T stop. In the center of the Square and
along the Cambridge border southwest of the Square, however, there are many fewer parking spaces per household.
Public and commercial parking lots, garages, and underground parking were not included in this
parking survey.

Davis Square Businesses
Two data sources were available to shed light on the number and types of businesses in Davis
Square. The first is the InfoGroup business listings described in the “Home-Based Businesses”
section above. The second is market analysis from a study commissioned by the City in 2009 from
Cushman & Wakefield. This study provides the amount of money that residents living within 1/4
mile of Davis Square spent annually on different types of goods such as groceries and housewares.
It also collects the sales volume for these goods within that same 1/4 mile radius. The difference
between spending and sales is either an indication of the degree of undersupply in the market,
12

where residents must buy their goods outside the area, or of economic activity being drawn to the
area.
Each InfoGroup business listing has a NAICS code (North American Industry Classification
System), a standardized way of designating types of businesses. There are over 550 codes assigned
to businesses in Somerville, which City staff grouped into categories for easier analysis. The categories of goods from the market study are difficult to match exactly to businesses, but some general
groupings allow for an analysis.
First, consider food-related businesses. The InforGroup data was grouped into “Groceries” for
full-service grocery stores, “Restaurants” for restaurants, bars, and fast-food establishments, and
“Food - Other,” which includes specialty markets and other such businesses.
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While there are a few specialty markets and such, Davis Square does not have a lot of grocery
options and residents spend the majority of their grocery dollars elsewhere. Restaurants, on the
other hand, are plentiful. Meals, snacks, and alcohol bring economic activity to Davis Square.
The next category is “Daily Needs,” which includes retail businesses that provide day-to-day
goods. These are the types of businesses that might be located in neighborhoods, including drug
stores, convenience stores and markets, florists, and liquor stores. Overall, these businesses are fairly well balanced against the demand.
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Most of the categories of retail sales in the Cushman & Wakefield report are best categorized as
“Shopping,” meaning stores that are generally visited weekly or less, such as clothing, household
goods, electronics, and sporting goods stores.
About two-thirds of the dollars that residents spend in these categories leave the Davis Square
area, including significant amount in the clothing and jewelry, hardware and building materials,
and “other merchandise” categories, but nearly $10 million in sales does occur locally. The Sqare
retains a larger share of spending in computer sales and supplies, photographic equipment, audio
equipment and musical instruments, toys and games, and furniture. This may be in keeping with
the Square’s reputation for smaller, quirky, independent stores that may be more successful in these
niches than selling mainstream goods like clothing.
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The final category of goods in the Cushman & Wakefield report is “Automotive”. Not surprisingly, there are few automotive businesses in Davis Square, and the vast majority of spending in
this category leaves the area.
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These retail categories only cover about half of the businesses in Davis Square. The remaining
businesses in the InfoGroup listings mostly do not deal in retail goods, but are nonetheless important to the economic health and livability of the Davis Square area.
One important category of businesses not covered in the available market analysis is service businesses. Service businesses were grouped into three categories: construction trades such as general
contractors, plumbers, and cabinetmakers; household and personal services such as hair salons, dry
cleaners, travel agents, appliance repair, pet grooming, and yoga studios; and professional services
that may cater to either residents or to other businesses such as lawyers, architects, accountants,
landcape designers, real estate agents, and graphic designers.
While data on the revenues or sales of these types of businesses is not currently available, there
are significant numbers of all three types in the Davis Square area. With current data it is impossible to know how well this supply meets local demand.
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Another category of non-retail businesses might simply be called “commercial.” These are the
businesse that likely do not have customers in the immediate geographic area, but instead choose to
locate in Davis Square for other reasons, such as proximity to a labor market or to necessary goods
and services used as inputs. These businesses include software companies, advertising agencies,
pension and trust firms, real estate developers, and laboratories and research centers. Such commercial enterprises have a noticable but not dominant presence in Davis Square, though it is impossible
to know how much they contribute to the local economy.
The final map below shows the remaining businesses in Davis Square, which include arts and
social service organizations, medical practitioners and facilities, civic and institutional facilities like
schools and churches, transportation services, and a small number of industrial uses such as wholesalers and manufacturers. The presence of a large number of these other types of businesses is
likely good for the social health and livability of the neighborhood, but such businesses do not have
much of an immediate economic impact in most cases.
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