AFFORDABLE HOUSING PLATFORM, 2005

Housing affordability in New York, long having passed the crisis point, now touches every aspect of the city’s future. Low and moderate-income New Yorkers face an intense, unsustainable struggle to pay rent.  Approximately ¼ of all renters pay more than half their income toward rent. Among very low-income renters, more than 70% of households carry this heavy burden.  While housing costs force working people to take on two or three jobs, for those unable to find work, displacement and homelessness are at record levels. Almost 100,000 men, women, and children passed through the City’s municipal shelter system last year.

At the same time that average home prices in Manhattan exceeded $1 million in 2004, over 375,000 housing units throughout the City have multiple maintenance problems, and nearly 1/5 of all units are overcrowded. These stark contrasts lead us to ask – now more than ever – what New Yorkers should be able to expect from their homes and their neighborhoods. Elections provide a moment to ask these questions, challenge current directions, and find policy solutions to sustain New York as a diverse and vibrant place – as a home to immigrants, and working people of all races. 

Fortunately, New York has a strong tradition of City involvement in housing, enabled by cooperation with community-based, not-for-profit organizations. These groups help direct an important response to the housing crisis. Community-based, not-for-profit groups: 

· Build units that are more deeply affordable to low and very-low income people, than those built by other providers.

· Build housing that is permanently affordable.  

· Work with tenants, property owners, community members, and the City to ensure that basic repairs are made to distressed buildings.

· Allow neighborhoods to drive and shape their own development. 

Unfortunately, at this moment, community-based housing organizations are challenged to carry out their work. Deep cuts in Federal housing programs make it more difficult to find funding to build housing and help tenants. “Hot” housing markets force many non-profits to compete for properties with for-profit, market-rate developers. And while the Mayor’s New Housing Marketplace policies maintain the City’s commitment to housing production, many of its new programs predominately target middle and upper-income people. In a context of federal cutbacks and market challenges, New York must draw upon every available resource at its disposal to meet its critical housing needs.
The following six strategies utilize New York’s resources, and build on the strengths of New York’s not-for-profit housing movement to produce and preserve affordable housing. They focus on the needs of very-low and low-income people who are currently underserved through the City’s own allocation of resources; represent a commitment to help neighborhoods determine their own development; allow for permanent affordability; call attention to the preservation of privately-owned, distressed, and expiring-use multi-family housing; and build on the strengths of community groups to work with tenants to preserve and improve the housing stock. 

Each major plank of ANHD’s platform represents workable approaches to the housing crisis, and attempts to sustain New York as a diverse, vibrant city – a New York that provides homes for its citizens, that fosters community, and that strives for justice.

Major planks of platform

1. A $10 billion capital investment plan over ten years, with special emphasis on
serving low-income people through community-based not-for-profits. 

Despite the Mayor’s new commitments to housing, capital funding for housing has substantially declined since 2001. Four-year capital commitments for HPD have been cut nearly $650 million since November 2001. The share of the City’s total four-year capital commitments allocated to housing has fallen from over 8% in June 2002 to less than 5% in June 2004. Projected long-term capital commitments for affordable housing have also declined significantly. One impact of reduced capital outlays is that it makes housing production for lower-income people much more difficult to achieve. In contrast, an expanded program would build 100,000 units and preserve 85,000 more, with a majority allocated for low and moderate-income people. Because of their role in maintaining permanent affordability and building community, the City should rely heavily on community-based not-for-profits to produce and preserve housing.

2. Use of the Battery Park City surplus revenues to build and preserve low and
moderate income housing.

Governor Nelson Rockefeller and Mayor John Lindsay conceived of Battery Park City as an opportunity to use money generated by this government-backed redevelopment project to provide housing opportunities for the city’s low- and middle-income households. Since that time less than 1,600 affordable units have been created with resources from Battery Park City. Of over $1 billion committed to housing in two separate agreements, only $143 million has actually been spent for it. To rebuild trust in public development projects, to right this historic wrong, and to seize upon every City resource to provide additional resources so as to increase housing affordability for low-income households, Battery Park City surplus revenues (projected at $75 million per year for the next several years) should be directed toward affordable housing development and preservation that serves primarily low-income households.
3. Development of a multi-pronged, comprehensive plan to preserve Section 8 properties.

At a time when affordable housing is increasingly difficult to find, New York City is losing a critical part of its affordable housing stock in the form of expiring Section 8 properties.  Between now and 2009, more than 50,000 units of Section 8 rental housing are at risk of loss due to two main factors:  conversion to market-rate housing and physical distress and foreclosure.  In 2005 alone, slightly more than 11,000 of these units are set to expire. For expiring properties at risk of converting to market-rate use (approximately 33,000 units or 2/3 of the current portfolio), the City should promote community organizing to achieve local solutions ono individual buildings.  It should also incentivize owners to maintain their properties as affordable or transfer them to owners who will.  For distressed properties (comprising approximately 17,000 units or 1/3 or the expiring Section 8 stock), ANHD calls on HPD to establish a nonprofit production program through which many could be fully rehabbed and put back into productive use with nonprofit ownership.  Once redeveloped, these properties would serve as community-based assets throughout the City and provide permanent affordable housing to low- and very low-income New Yorkers. Both strategies involve obtaining much-needed resource commitments from the City to address this multi-faceted problem.  

 

4.  A commitment from the City to defend and expand rent and tenure protections, community-based preservation efforts and other code enforcement tools.

Most low and moderate-income households in New York live in privately owned rental housing.  To address skyrocketing rents and displacement in this stock, the City should both increase funding for homelessness and eviction prevention services, and also expand eligibility to rental subsidies that work in the private market, including the Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE) Program. It should take an active role in preserving rent regulations that limit annual rent increases and protect tenancies, by advocating at the State level to restore home rule to the City, and by appointing public members of the Rent Guidelines Board that accurately reflect the interest of the city’s renters. Around issues of housing quality – where current enforcement procedures have not adequately vulnerable neighborhoods’ problems with heat, plumbing, rodents, and other safety issues– the City should expand the Neighborhood Preservation Consultants program, which funds many nonprofits’ work with landlords and tenants. But to make this program more effective, it should be significantly revised so as to allow groups greater flexibility to challenge the city’s worst landlords.

5. "No rezoning without affordability:" Inclusionary Zoning to ensure that a significant percentage of new units created through every upzoning are permanently affordable to low and moderate income people.
 

The City is currently undergoing a wave of rezonings. Upzonings in areas with strong market demand will likely result in 40,000 units of housing built in the next ten years, and could lead to as many as 100,000 total. Without requirements that developers include affordable housing as part of units created through upzoning, it has been estimated that fewer than 8% of new housing units will be affordable. Although arrangements have been made to direct housing resources to achieve greater affordability among residential units in Hell’s Kitchen, many more areas of the city have yet to finalize their rezoning or are into this process, including Greenpoint-Williamsburg, West Chelsea, Sherman’s Creek in upper Manhattan, and Port Morris in the Bronx.  So as to avoid draining City resources for overall housing production, the City should adopt mandatory (and cost-efficient) inclusionary zoning policies that require developers to include 15 - 20% affordable units without tapping City subsidies.  The City should combine these zoning requirements with appropriate density bonuses and targeted financial incentives to play a definitive role in ensuring a target of 30 - 40% affordable housing in each rezoning. 
6.  Aggressive advocacy from the City around Federal and State housing programs and policies.

The Federal government plays a critical role in shaping the city’s housing landscape. Many housing program areas are substantially funded through Federal grants; this is especially true for code enforcement and neighborhood-based preservation programs, which are almost entirely funded by the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG). Starting in the mid-90s, Section 8 cuts have substantially transformed the landscape for housing assistance, and under the Bush Administration, annual program changes and formula shifts threaten New York’s allocation of that resource. This year, the Administration proposed moving the CDBG program from HUD to Commerce, and is proposing cutting funding for that program by 1/3. The Mayor needs to work aggressively to protect and lay the groundwork for expansions of Section 8, CDBG, HOME, and CSBG funds, as critical resources for the work of the City and of community organizations, and to work with HUD to protect the opting-out and distressed project-based stock as affordable. On the state level, the Mayor should work tirelessly with the Legislature to restore Home Rule over rent regulations, through repeal of the Urstadt Law.  

