HOUSING IN THE BIG APPLE

Ever thought of moving to New York?

If so, make sure you have a good monthly salary, or a substantial bank account on Cayman Islands! In the U.S., the size of an apartment is related to the number of bedrooms. In Manhattan, near Central Park, you may end up paying 20 000 $US a month for a nice one-bedroom flat, a two room flat!  If you want to live less sophisticatedly but yet trendy in Greenwich Village, you can get by with perhaps 8 000 $US a month! And if you are prepared to cross East River to Brooklyn perhaps you could get by with 3 000 $US. Talk about market prices! If you must live in Manhattan, perhaps Harlem is an alternative. There you can rent a one-room apartment - a studio, on 125th street for 1700 $US. No wonder families move out of town!

If you are lucky and get hold of an apartment belonging to some old aunt in Brooklyn, you could get by with just 1200 $US. But only assuming that your aunt signed the contract in the seventies and lives in a flat with a regulated rent. The studio in Harlem in this category would cost about 450 $US.  But these old contracts cease to exist soon as the old tenants move. New contracts of this type are not available.

Clinton up-grades Harlem

Walking in Manhattan, and perhaps north of Central Park where Harlem begins, one cannot help noticing how new or totally renovated houses stand next to demolition sites and ramshackle houses - though often with scaffolding. As prices reach monstrous heights in the central parts of Manhattan, New Yorkers have started to look at areas which before were seen as impossible. Today, a clear transformation of the area north of Central Park, Harlem and Spanish Harlem, is taking place. The attractive four-storeyed houses with decorative facades from the turn of the century, brown-stones, can still be found here. The last President Bill Clinton´s plan to have an office on 125th Street, is also escalating the conversion. 

Restoring, for whom?

The City of New York regularly purchases derelict houses and buy houses and building sites where the owners cannot afford to pay the debts. On inquiring about the overgrown sites, information is given that they are awaiting exploitation - as soon as the owner gets a good offer. But this can take time as these sites are often seen as long-term investments. After purchase, the City can soon get started, using municipal or federal recourses and often with a surprisingly careful renovation. Doors, windows, stucco and other attractive details are saved if possible. A representative from a building firm, claims that keeping the old building materials, like inside and outer walls and window frames, is a long-term economic strategy - new material , quite simply, does not last as long as old.

After renovating, some apartments are sold as co-operative apartments at market prices, and in this way, new, rich people are introduced to an otherwise shabby, but central part of town. This is a deliberate policy to slowly lift a decrepit and unattractive living area. But many houses are also earmarked for buyers with low or medium sized incomes, with a maximum amount. These may buy their apartments at subsidized prices or with an advantageous loan. The policy of the town is to first support the inhabitants who "have a future" and a possibility of managing a reasonable cost of housing. According to the town, segregation and slums are neutralized most effectively by a general cleaning up of attractive houses and shops and with other methods to make previously shabby areas attractive for those with a greater purchasing power.

But left unanswered is the question of what will happen to the many others with social allowances and with low or no income. All the others who have to move from their part of town when the rents and prices rise, what happens to them?

But perhaps the Republican governed town is tired of the one sided and expensive fight against drugs, crime and juvenile gangs. It would perhaps be cheaper and more effective if capital and market forces took care of the problems?

Decentralized housing policy

There is no national housing policy in U.S.A. Politically, the housing issues goes mainly through the local authorities. - in New York through The New York city Housing Authority. But there is also a national, a federal, authority in Washington D.C.; HUD, Department of Housing And Urban Planning. HUD was established under Lyndon B. Johnson's program “War on Poverty”. HUD gives, among other things, economical grants for subsidized housing for low income earners, the elderly and the disabled and for renovation projects for residential blocks. HUD also gives housing allowances in the form of vouchers for low income earners, and grants to landlords who let to the same groups. No direct  housing allowance is given to tenants in the U.S.A..

Large variation of subsidized housing 

Probably, New York has had the greatest experience of subsidies and rent control of any city in U.S.A.  Already in the 1920´s  tenants rights increased through rules with more detailed written leases and which at the same time gave the tenants a limited protection from eviction. The rent was “controlled” with increases of not more than 25% a year! During the depression of the 1930´s, there was a surplus of housing and also the first tenants´ organization was founded in 1936, Citywide Tenants Council. A large amount of America's male population was called up during the Second World War and left many families without a breadwinner which resulted in a general rent raise stop, introduced by Roosevelt in 1943. When the young soldiers returned, many of them had dreamt of building a family and there was soon a housing shortage all over the country. In 1946, President Truman drove through a limited federal rent control. This was the last time that rent was controlled federally in U.S.A. In 1950, New York was the only state with any kind of rent control. This due to the fact that the amount of vacant apartments were as low as 1%, (today 4%).

Two out of three live in rented apartments

Rental housing in New York City, NYC, is of importance. About 70 % of all accommodation is in the form of rental housing. On the whole, only about 30% in U.S.A. live in rental housing. Housing consists of a variety of different accommodations under different regulations and different property and administrative conditions. In principle, there is a free market and a regulated market. Of totally three million accommodations in NYC, two million are rented apartments, of which one million have some kind of rent control. However, many of these so called “regulated apartments” have yet such high rents that many, above all families with children, have to move.

New York Housing

Housing with regulated rents


1. Rent Controlled housing

Applied to rented apartments built before 1947 and with tenants who must have inhabited the apartment since 1971. The tenants have no contract, but may remain for “life”. The rent is set every other year and consideration is taken for inflation and costs for maintenance, and cannot increase more than 7,5% a year till a Maximum Base Rent has been reached. The landlord may also add extra energy costs each year. Totally this can result in higher rents for older tenants compared to the “Rent Stabilized” category. Once the tenants have moved, the apartment belongs to category 2. No new accommodation is built in this category, and those that remain are deregulated and transferred to “Rent Stabilized housing”. In 1970, there were 1,2 million rent controlled apartments in New York. In 1993, 100 000 remained and in 1997 only 70 000 units remained.

2. Rent Stabilized Housing

This system was introduced in 1969 and these accommodations are found in buildings with more than 5 apartments and were built between 1947 and 1974. Tenants in houses built before February 1974 and who moved in after July 1971 are also protected by rent stabilizing.

At the same time the Rent Guidelines Board, RGB, and a Conciliation and Appeals Board, CAB were introduced.

2a Public Housing

These buildings have been built by New York City and are mostly subsidized with federal funds from Washington D.C. and HUD, The Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development. In New York, these 180 000 apartments are managed by the New York City Housing Authority, NYCHA.

In the whole of U.S.A. there are 1.2 million federally subsidized apartments, which are mostly intended for families with children, the elderly and the disabled. Afro Americans and Hispanic inhabit 60% of these apartments. In order to have access to one of these apartments, a family's   income must be lower than a certain amount. The rent is decided in relation to income and the size of the family. 

More information on Public Housing:  www.hud.gov/pih/pihpg1.html

2b Mitchell-Lama* Housing

This program was established in New York State in 1955 in order to offer accommodation with reasonable rents for apartments and co-operative housing. This was mainly targeted at people from the middle class. The State and the New York City keep the rent at a reasonable level by offering tenants loans with low rents and relief from taxes on real estate. Building firms are also offered cheap municipal land. However, the owner must consent to a profit of 6% at the most. As in the Section 8 program, the owner signs a 20-year contract. The M-L program continued into the middle of the seventies, when high inflation killed further development of this program.

* Manhattan State Senator respective Brooklyn Assemblyman who sponsored this legislation.

2c Section 8 Housing

Private housing enterprises or non-for-profit institutions receive earmarked grants for the purpose of letting to low income earners. The rent must not exceed more than 30% of the family's income before tax. This program was introduced in 1974 to make it possible for low income earners to obtain better accommodations than they would normally afford. The Section 8 program today assists 3 million families in the U.S.A. The program includes two kinds of grants; “tenant based” and “project based”. The first program provides tenants with a voucher, which the tenant can bring to a landlord who has signed on to this program. The latter program gives grants bound to the actual property. New York State has, after California, the most Section 8 apartments in the country, about 130 000.

It was mostly during the 1970´s and early 1980´s, that landlords joined up with this program. The landlords signed contracts for 20 years. The majority of these 20-year contracts will expire within a three year period and  many landowners will choose to opt-out of the program and transform the apartments into co-operative apartments or to apartments with market rents.

Unregulated housing

· Apartments with market rents,  owned by private landlords

· Co-operatives, "co-ops"

· Condominiums, "condos"
Rents set every year

May to June is possibly the busiest time for tenant organizers in New York. The Rent Guidelines Board, RGB, meet in June to decide the rents for almost one million rent controlled apartments. RGB consists of nine people, of which two represent the tenants and two the landlords. The remaining five should be “neutral”, but are appointed directly by the Mayor, at present Rudolph Giuliani. These five are closely scrutinized by the tenant organizations who, not surprisingly, consider the five “neutrals” to be greatly politically burdened.

The RGB met on June 20 to settle rents for the period October 2001 -October 2002. The spokesman for the tenants had insisted on an unchanged increase in rents, and the large profits of the housing company were referred to. Under booing from the audience, the RGB voted, with a majority of 7-2, for a rent increase: 4% increase for apartments with a one year contract and 6% increase for those with a two year contract. Of course, even the representatives for the landlords were discontent. They wanted an increase of 8 respective 10%!

Tenants & Neighbors Coalition

In a four-story building, just two blocks from the World Trade Center and owned by a Buddhist Church, you find Michael McKee and his 11 permanent colleagues from Tenants & Neighbors Coalition. The location is surprising as the rental costs in this area must be amongst the highest in New York. But the Buddhists clearly have a non-commercial and loyal philosophy and lease to Tenants & Neighbors at a more reasonable cost.

Tenants & Neighbors Coalition is not the only organization in New York which represents tenants. But judging by newspaper cuttings, this organization is one of the more active and influential. 

Tenants & Neighbors have about 17 000 individual tenants and 200 tenant groups as  members. Their aim is to see that affordable rental housing in New York remains. Moreover, they make sure that housing laws and regulations are followed and that sentences are executed . Another aim is to get a more balanced representation in the Rent Guidelines Board.

More information: NY State Tenants & Neighbors Coalition, 105 Washington Street, 2 Floor New York, N.Y. 10006. Tel ++1 212 608 4320, fax 212 619 7476. Michele Bonan, e-post: MBonan@aol.com

For further information examples of the housing situation in New York: http://tenant.net
Text: Magnus Hammar, IUT Secretariat
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

NAHT, a National US Tenant Organization

The IUT Secretariat has just received an application for membership from the NAHT, the National Alliance of HUD Tenants. 

NAHT was founded in 1991 and connects resident groups living in HUD*-assisted multi family housing all over the USA. NAHT´s goals are to preserve and improve the stock of affordable housing in the USA, build tenant organizations and to power, promote and improve the stock of affordable housing. NAHT invites its members to annual conferences and produces a newsletter, The National Tenants´ Voice. 

More information: NAHT,  353 Columbus Avenue. Boston, MA 02116. USA. Tel ++1 617 267-9564, 

fax 617 267-4769. E-mail: naht@erols.com

* The Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development, in Washington, DC. 

About 2.1 million US families today live in HUD assisted housing.
