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Introduction and Methods 

The Town of Narragansett contracted with HousingWorks RI at Roger Williams University 

(HWRI) to support efforts by the Town to promote public education around the topic of 

affordable housing and help alleviate fear and confusion that may be present in public 

discussions of affordable housing. HousingWorks RI committed to a series of public engagement 

efforts, including focus groups, stakeholder engagement, a public survey, facilitating discussions 

between and among residents, and public workshops to support the town in achieving its goals of 

educating the public on the topic of affordable housing development. 

As a first step in this work, HousingWorks RI conducted a series of four focus groups with 

elected and appointed town officials. Invitations were sent to all members of the Town Council, 

Planning Board, Zoning Board, and Affordable Housing Trust Collaborative, which constituted 

22 invitations. Of those, 17 were able to participate (two outside the group setting). While 

Director of Community Development Michael DeLuca was present at each focus group, he 

served in his municipal capacity as staff—offering historical and technical reference only. (He 

also serves as a non-voting member of the Affordable Housing Trust Collaborative.) 

The focus groups and individual interviews were conducted by Annette Bourne (Research and 

Policy Director), with notetaking and assistance by Toby Arment (Research Analyst). Each focus 

group lasted approximately 90 minutes and was recorded for transcription purposes only. The 

summary that follows was devised using both written notes and verbatim transcriptions, 

especially when citing direct quotes. Any factual misstatements regarding local ordinances, 

regulations, or organizations are reflective of local knowledge and understanding. The questions 

used to structure these focus groups sought to gain insight into the perceptions of affordable 

housing, the need for affordable housing, and the challenges that come with meeting those needs.  

List of Participants and Dates of Focus Groups 

November 30, 2023, Session 1 

• Terrence Fleming, Planning Board Chair 

• Deborah Kopech, Town Council Member 

• Joseph O’Neill, Planning Board Vice Chair 

• Thomas Callahan, Zoning Board of Review Member 

• Jim Manning, Zoning Board of Review Chair 

November 30, 2023, Session 2 

• Christine Brochu, Zoning Board of Review Alternate 2 

• Keith Kyle, Zoning Board of Review Member 

• Rupert Friday, Planning Board Member 

• Ellen Corneau, Zoning Board of Review Alternate 1 

December 6, 2023 

• Kathy Baptista, Affordable Housing Trust Collaborative Member 

• Susan Cicilline-Buonanno, Town Council Member & Affordable Housing Trust 

Collaborative Member 
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• Tony Brunetti, Zoning Board of Review Vice Chair 

• Michael McLoughlin, Affordable Housing Trust Collaborative Member & Narragansett 

Housing Authority Executive Director 

December 7, 2023 

• Nicholas Edwards, Chair, Affordable Housing Trust Collaborative 

• Cliff Tyler, Affordable Housing Trust Collaborative Member 

December 15, 2023 

• Jerome Brunetto, Planning Board Member 

January 2, 2024 

• Ewa Dzwierzynski, Town Council President  
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Common Themes 

It is widely acknowledged that Narragansett has become one of the most desirable and expensive 

places to purchase a home in Rhode Island. The composition of the residents is influenced by 

long-standing family ties, a large student population attending the nearby University of Rhode 

Island, and a substantial seasonal population from Memorial Day through Labor Day. 

Historically, the town has always seen a demand for both nine-month school-year and summer-

time rentals created by the proximity of the University of Rhode Island and beaches. However, a 

number of factors, including the state’s overall shortage of affordable homes and the advent of 

the “short-term rental” industry, has had a profound effect on the town’s real estate market, with 

a growing and profitable market for homes that can easily accommodate rental demands. In 

particular, the diversity of the short-term rental industry and its ability to accommodate 

everything from seasonal to special event or overnight stays has upended the town’s historical 

role—even earning it a mention in a recent report addressing the state’s housing crisis.1 The 

growing demand for rentals and consequent rise in home prices has drastically increased home 

values and rent prices, resulting in a steadily shrinking permanent population. The effects of this 

shrinkage are particularly pronounced for young, low- and moderate-income wage earners, and 

some older residents. Due to the loss of population in these categories, the town has experienced 

a sharp decline in the school-aged population and the number of entry-level workers in a wide 

range of business types. This decline in workers was also noted to be impacting the nearby South 

County Hospital, which has increasingly turned to visiting medical professionals as local 

professionals are unable to find housing in proximity to the hospital. 

In addition to challenges with increasing housing costs, participants expressed challenges with 

creating affordable housing. A prevailing sentiment is that a large share of the community does 

not know what affordable housing looks like and does not know who needs it. Community 

members are generally apprehensive about the idea of affordable housing given their fears about 

the types of populations it may enable to live in the town. Another related challenge with 

creating affordable housing is the concern that new construction will change the physical 

character of the neighborhoods in which it is built.  

The final challenges impeding the creation of affordable housing are logistical. First, given the 

high percentage of the town that is not suitable for construction due to environmental conditions 

such as wetlands, high water tables, and flood hazard areas, there is a relatively small amount of 

land available to support the development of denser housing. Second, the town does not have the 

infrastructure necessary to support higher-density developments or an increase in population, 

including the significant number of additional individuals who reside in the town during the 

summer.  

 
1 Rhode Island Foundation. “Housing Supply and Homelessness in Rhode Island,” April 2023, p. 54. Accessible at: 

https://assets.rifoundation.org/documents/RI-Foundation-Coalition-x-BCG-Final-Report-June-2023-vF-1.pdf. 
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Question 1: What is your favorite place or community event in Narragansett? 

While participants had a wide range of responses to this question, the most common favorite 

place was the beach and the most common favorite events were those that take place on or near 

the beach, with The Blessing of the Fleet being the top event. Other events put on by the local 

Lions Club also received high praise from other members, indicating the organization's central 

importance in the community's social fabric. 

Some other often mentioned places were Black Point and local restaurant establishments, 

including PJ’s and Coast Guard House. A number of members also cited their own backyards as 

their favorite place in town. The Bay Campus of the University of Rhode Island and Little Beach 

also received mentions. Other favorite events included the tree lighting, the philharmonic on the 

beach, and concerts in the gazebo.  

Notably, two respondents explained their interest in an event because they do not have to deal 

with traffic or that traffic lowers the quality of an event. This sentiment may indicate the need for 

the community to invest in more public transit or dense housing within walking distance to 

popular event locations, such as the beach. 
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Question 2: What do you and residents hope to learn/outcome from this entire process?  

There was widespread agreement among focus group participants that many residents do not 

want some vague “other,” sometimes referenced as “those people,” in their neighborhood. In 

contrast to this sentiment that only unknown and undesirable populations would benefit from 

affordable housing, many participants mentioned a lack of affordable housing options for the 

community workers upon whom the town relies, such as police, firefighters, and teachers. 

In response to this characterization of who affordable housing is for, participants agreed that they 

want this public engagement process to result in better education of the community about who 

needs affordable housing and what it looks like in a modern context, free of negative stigma 

derived from government housing policy of the mid-20th century. Four respondents specifically 

mentioned in their answers the “stigma” that comes from the association of affordable housing 

with historic, urban developments constructed in the 1960s and 1970s under such programs as 

the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s “Section 8” program. (Most people 

do not know or understand that the program ceased to be allowed to build new developments in 

1983 and is now exclusively a tenant-based Housing Choice Voucher Program.2) Two members 

also expressed a desire to fight back against fear, which was stated to be a result of lack of 

knowledge about the reality of modern affordable housing. One respondent was particularly 

optimistic as they had seen a community member fight against an affordable housing 

development and then seek to buy a unit after its completion. This story highlights that the reality 

of affordable housing is often more digestible—or even desirable—than the initial beliefs about 

what affordable housing will look like. 

A few members hope that this process will be able to reign in developers and create affordable 

housing that is accessible to a larger share of the population, with two respondents raising the 

concern that affordable housing will help individuals making around 120% AMI rather than 

those making significantly less and another wanted to learn more about how affordable housing 

works in order to be able to better personally respond to developers when they claim they are 

unable to offer affordable units. One of these participants was concerned about the potential for 

developers to take advantage of the deed restrictions associated with affordable housing 

development. These concerns may demonstrate the need for both more education about the 

affordable housing process and more transparency from developers. 

 
2The Section 8 Program was authorized by Congress in 1974 and developed by HUD to provide rental subsidies for 

eligible tenant families. Today, the program is known as the Housing Choice Voucher program and is available to 

families whose incomes do not exceed 50% of the median income of the metropolitan area where they live. 
An Overview of the Section 8 Housing Programs: Housing Choice Vouchers and Project-Based Rental Assistance 

(congress.gov) 

The Housing and Urban Rural Recovery Housing Act of 1983 repealed the statutory authority for the New 

Construction and Substantial Rehabilitation Programs. 

Multifamily Housing - Section 8 Background Information - HUD | HUD.gov / U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD) 

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL32284/19
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL32284/19
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/housing/mfh/rfp/s8bkinfo
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/housing/mfh/rfp/s8bkinfo
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The vast majority of participants also expressed that they would like to see more affordable 

housing created as a variety of groups struggle to afford housing in the area, including young and 

older community members and local employees like police, firefighters, and nurses at South 

County Hospital. Another participant added that very few remaining high school classmates can 

live in the town now, raising the need to create more affordable housing to avoid brain drain and 

loss of young people who staff local jobs and raise families in the town. 

While many were focused on tangible outcomes, others expressed bigger desires from the 

process including “a miracle” and “a solution.” These responses included a desire to understand 

the complex situation, including the lack of buildable land. One participant suggested that a 

critical piece of creating more affordable housing is the actualization of an organized group of 

invested community members could hold the town council to account for policies that support 

affordable housing.  
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Question 3: What is the value of offering a range of opportunities for different kinds of 

homes here in Narragansett? 

In their responses to this question, focus group participants demonstrated a wide range of 

personal lived experiences with housing, and noted the relationship to a range of housing 

opportunities within Narragansett.  

From rental units both in apartment buildings and single-family homes to owning small carriage 

houses and renovated summer cottages, respondents experienced a wide range of housing types. 

One participant noted that they have had to house family members in their home, including one 

who could only leave after years spent on a housing authority waiting list. Given this experience, 

this participant said that the community desperately needs more housing options for older adults, 

too. In particular, many older single women, they added, do not want to maintain their house by 

themselves, but a lack of housing means the alternative may be leaving the community. 

One-third of participants mentioned that they previously rented before being able to purchase a 

home. Echoing the experiences of these individuals, others recognized the value of being able to 

rent as they sought a more stable situation. A couple of participants shared the idea that people in 

Narragansett need to be able to start in a starter home or a rental before working their way up 

into different types of housing. They also expressed that more housing types would allow 

families to set down roots, for families to rent year-round, and for older residents to age in place. 

One added that cost burdens force residents to make tough decisions about where to allocate 

their money and that more affordable homes will help the community to afford better food, 

healthcare, and childcare. 

Those who have been able to buy a home in Narragansett noted that prices were dramatically 

lower at the time of their purchase than they are today, and that if they were seeking to buy a 

home in the community today, they would be unable to due to the high costs. Many showed an 

understanding of the inaccessibility of those diverse opportunities today with one resident 

saying, “I could never live where I live now.” 

One group discussion also included a recognition that the University of Rhode Island has an 

immense impact on the housing market in Narragansett. It was mentioned that as many as 7,000 

residents in Narragansett are students attending URI. A couple of members expressed concern 

that students and renters do not stay in the town and do not seek to build community. The 

combination of school-year rentals and short-term summer rentals creates a highly lucrative 

rental market that incentivizes owner of older homes to either become landlords and convert 

units to rentals for temporary residents, or to sell to investors who do the same.  

One participant expressed frustration that the community sees policemen, firefighters, and 

teachers as the backbone of the community, but then fights against affordable housing that those 

individuals need to be able to live in Narragansett. A second participant pointed out the troubling 

reality that community members are forced to make impossible decisions about where to spend 

their money when they are cost-burdened by their housing, emphasizing the need to create a 

range of affordable options for everyone. 
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The range of housing options required was focused onto older adults by one member who stated 

that some want to live in privately-operated clubs, some prefer rentals, and others would be best 

suited by living in an in-law apartment. On the other end of the spectrum, a participant expressed 

frustration that young “working-class” individuals will never be able to afford to live in 

Narragansett and the town needs more options for them. This sentiment was echoed by another 

who said that rental properties are much too expensive for “working people” to be able to live in 

the community and that educating the community about affordable housing is key to lowering 

rental prices. 

In addition to concerns about prices, one participant expressed that the community needs to 

invest in more mixed-use housing. They noted that creating a mix of uses allows for a 

community to be walkable and the ability to move around without the use of a car and frees up 

space for housing that is often devoted to large parking lots in the American context. They 

furthered this by noting that there are opportunities for this kind of development in Narragansett, 

particularly in Galilee. 

  



10 

 

Question 4: In the current role you serve, what do you hear from others in the community 

about (a) the need for more opportunities for housing, and (b) their concerns/fears about 

more housing, particularly that is affordable? 

Half of the participants expressed that they have heard from many community members, 

including police, nurses, and older residents, that they are unable to afford housing. Several 

members attributed this directly to the lack of year-round rentals given how lucrative dual-

seasonal rentals are. One of these members expanded that the seasonal nature of many 

Narragansett residents has resulted in many problems, including overwhelming the sewer and 

water systems, excessive noise, a lack of parking, and streets filled with ride share vehicles 

carrying loud and disorderly visitors.  

A number of participants expressed support for more bottom-up organizing to build a strong 

constituency in favor of affordable housing. One member said that a community engagement 

campaign was successful in getting residents to change their electricity usage habits and that 

such a program may be able to be replicated around affordable housing. Another member noted 

that bottom-up organizing is difficult due to the differences between summer and winter 

populations and the lack of a constituency that has historically supported the creation of 

affordable housing. 

A couple of respondents expressed concerns directly related to the deterioration of community in 

the town. One of these noted that the deteriorating sense of community combined with the high 

cost of land means new development is infeasible and is pushing residents to sell their houses to 

investors who turn them into seasonal rental properties. Another is generally concerned that 

increasing the number of rental properties will bring in residents who are not invested in the 

community they are a part of.  

Half of the participants also heard concerns from the community about the construction of 

affordable housing. One of them has been told that “affordable housing in Narragansett is an 

oxymoron” and as such should not try to advocate for more options. Two others shared that 

community members express that they do not want “those people” in their backyard. These 

concerns included a fear that more density will change the character of the town, that large 

houses will take away views of the water, that small homes will be occupied by renters rather 

than owners, that residents of affordable housing units will not have jobs, and that variances 

given for affordable housing projects will result in developers making unfairly high profit. 

However, on the positive side, one participant had heard that community members do not want 

the town to become so unaffordable that it becomes the next Cape Cod. Two more respondents 

said that they see a huge demand for more housing, both expressing that a particular problem is 

the inability of young people to find housing close to their parents. In saying that most residents 

do not know where existing affordable housing is, one participant had hope that residents could 

happily coexist with new affordable developments if they better understood the modern reality of 

such buildings. 

Two others have heard from students in the community that they will be unable to live in 

Narragansett after graduation due to the high costs of housing. Several other participants 
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mentioned that many community members are unable to live near their parents, limiting the 

number of options some older residents have for receiving assistance.  
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Question 5: What do you see as the role of any municipality in relationship to its region or 

the state?  

This question generated a wide variety of responses and sparked conversations about various 

themes related to affordable housing and its challenges within Narragansett. One participant 

succinctly responded, “we’re the beach.” Similarly, another respondent expressed that 

Narragansett currently has a perception as an incredibly wealthy beachside community and that it 

could ultimately serve as a model to show other similar towns—such as those on Cape Cod or in 

the Hamptons—how to effectively create affordable housing in such a community. In stating that 

Narragansett’s role is to serve as a place for second homes, another participant acknowledged the 

challenges of creating affordable housing in a market where individuals seek glamorous homes 

to use for part of the year and allow to sit empty during the off-season. 

Two members mentioned that the housing crisis is a statewide problem and that every 

symunicipality needs to contribute to solving it, so Narragansett must do its part. They furthered 

this by saying that they want Narragansett to be able to welcome newcomers from the region, but 

that creating affordable housing is a necessary step in achieving this. 

In line with this understanding of the housing crisis and the crunch it is causing, two other 

participants mentioned that the local education system is suffering from dropping enrollment and 

this is due largely to the lack of affordable housing. 

On the topic of education, two participants also noted that Narragansett is a prime town for 

students from the University of Rhode Island and has a large student resident population. This 

generated a discussion about the role of Narragansett in providing student housing, with some 

opining that Narragansett needs to reduce student rentals or find ways for the University of 

Rhode Island to construct more housing. The student rental conversation naturally segued into 

the problems brought by this abundance of school year rentals, including creating a 

complementary summer market prime for short-term rentals that can charge even higher rents. 

Participants agreed that school-year rents reach $1,000 per bedroom per month, while summer 

rentals can fetch up to $1,000 per bedroom per week. 

Apart from the themes of beach and education, one participant expressed that Narragansett 

serves as a town to house workers at South County Hospital, though these workers are 

increasingly unable to find housing within Narragansett as prices have continued to rise. 

Participants cited the increased use of visiting medical professionals to staff the hospital as 

evidence of a housing crisis preventing hospital employees from living in the area. 
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Question 6: How do you envision Narragansett in 20 years or more? 

This question raised a wide range of responses that can be consolidated into a few themes. 

Two responses included a desire to go back in time, stating “I would like to turn back the clock” 

and “I would like to put the genie back in the bottle” to be able return to the town they fell in 

love with decades ago. 

Other respondents, though, agreed that Narragansett must keep moving forward and cannot be 

going backward. One member explicitly stated that we cannot go back to Narragansett from 50 

years ago. Rather, they said they want to see neighborhoods rebuilt, beaches and open spaces 

maintained, and a more welcoming environment for newcomers and tourists. Another member 

agreed with this sentiment of welcoming newcomers and added that they want to see beaches 

and open spaces better maintained. Two respondents expressed that we should celebrate the 

diversity and humanity of tourists and find a balance between residents and visitors. 

Several participants were worried about the long-term stability of Narragansett heading into the 

future. One is worried that the town will continue to lose young people, which will harm its 

ability to maintain a vibrant community. Building on that, another member expressed that the 

town is heading in the direction of replacing students and tourists with expensive restaurants and 

private beaches. Two others were nervous that in 20 years Narragansett will continue to become 

increasingly unaffordable and that it will look more like Cape Cod or the Hamptons where 

McMansions abound, and the population is entirely seasonal. 

Others were cautious of welcoming new residents. In contrast to some previous answers, one 

respondent stated that they want the town to stay the same, stating that they desire more 

permanent residents, more families, and less activity in the summer months. Another furthered 

this sentiment, stating that they want to see fewer short-term rentals, more year-round families, 

and more students in the school system. 

Some respondents focused on vibrancy and better infrastructure. Two participants specifically 

noted the need for more public gathering spaces and more people living in the community to 

make it more vibrant and help with staffing at local businesses. Another respondent noted that 

the town needs more sidewalks and bike lanes.  

Another theme that arose was a specific desire for more affordable housing in the future. How 

this affordable housing should be achieved varied among participants, though. One expressed the 

need for more affordable housing, especially along the waterfront, and acknowledged that the 

key to accomplishing this is fighting stigma. One caveated that they want affordable housing for 

people who have “Rhode Island jobs” and want units to be built on properties that can handle 

them. Another still added that the University of Rhode Island will need to build more housing in 

the next 20 years to help alleviate the current strain on housing. 
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While many were hopeful about the prospects of more affordable housing, one lamented that 

Narragansett will no longer have ranch homes and all development will be two-to-three stories.  

A final thought was from a participant who immediately responded that in 20 years, Narragansett 

will be “underwater.” They want Narragansett to balance all development around the 

environment as they see that as the largest issue. That same respondent hopes for more state- and 

federally-owned property to be returned to municipal control.  


