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A Note on the Data in This Report

Housing data: Except where otherwise noted,
New York City housing data used in this report is
from the Housing and Vacancy Survey (HVS), a
triennial survey of housing units in New York City
conducted by the United States Bureau of the
Census.  For the most recent HVS, conducted in
1999, only preliminary data were available as this
report went to press.  Therefore, the most recent
detailed analysis of HVS data is from 1996.  In
addition, the Bureau of the Census has imputed
some data for the years 1993, 1996, and 1999 to
correct for the large number of non-respondents
for those years.  Except where otherwise noted,
this report uses the imputed data.

Income categories:  This report uses the following
United States Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) measures for household
income categories.  
� Area median income:  The median household

income for a region or city, such as New York
City, is determined annually by HUD for the

administration of Federal housing programs.
In 1999, the area median family income for
New York City was $53,400.

� Very-low-income:  Households earning less
than 50 percent of area median family income.
In 1999, very-low-income households in New
York City earned less than $26,700.

� Extremely-low-income:  Households earning
less than 30 percent of area median family
income.  In 1999, extremely-low-income
households in New York City earned less than
$16,020.

Rent data:  With a handful of exceptions, the rent
data used in this report refers to gross rents – i.e.,
contract rent and utilities.  The HVS collects data
on both gross rents and contract rents (i.e., rent not
including utilities).  

Inflation adjustments:  Except where otherwise
noted, inflation adjustments were calculated by
Coalition for the Homeless.  The adjustments
(except where otherwise noted) were made using
annual Consumer Price Index data (for the New
York-Northern New Jersey-Long Island region)
from the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics.  

Shelter population data:  Two methods are used
for reporting shelter population data.  “Average
daily census” refers to the average number of peo-
ple per day in shelters over a certain period (e.g.,
one year, one month, etc.).  “Unduplicated counts”
refer to the number of different people who uti-
lized shelters over a certain period (e.g., nine
years, five years, etc.).

Fiscal year data:  Note that some data is present-
ed for the fiscal years of different levels of gov-
ernment:  City fiscal year (CFY), from July 1st to
June 30th; State fiscal year (SFY), from April 1st
to March 31st; and Federal fiscal year (FFY), from
October 1st to September 30th.  Unless otherwise
noted, all other data is for calendar years.
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Preface

This report takes on a tough challenge:  to ignite
fresh moral outrage over a stale, all-too-familiar
plaint – the shortage of what we’ve come to call
“affordable housing.”  It’s an odd phrase, Michael
Stone points out, because it suggests that afford-
ability is somehow a property of the building,
when in fact it’s a product of the relationship
between household size/income and rent.  It’s also
a tired phrase.  Haven’t we heard all this before?
(Well, for the most part, yes; from many voices
over the past twenty years in particular.)  And, in
the meantime, haven’t mountains of evidence
accumulated that debunk the underlying premise
of the pitch – that the roots of homelessness are to
be found in the supply side of the equation (rather
than in the multifarious impairments that charac-
terize homeless demand on the other side)?
Well…no.

In fact, the yield of recent research (some of it
recounted here) is notable on two fronts.  On the
first, using reviews of administrative records of
shelter use and telephone interviews, researchers
have shown that resort to emergency shelter or the
kindness of strangers was a disturbingly common
experience for Americans in the late eighties and
early nineties (the most recent years for which data
are available).  It was especially common, not sur-
prisingly, among the poor.  On the second front,
researchers have re-addressed the question of
causality, using more refined methods of epidemi-
ology and analyses of how shelter systems work.
Their findings confirmed that a variety of “risk
factors” – the ones found consistently are poverty,
major mental illness, substance abuse, disruptive
childhood experiences and (sometimes) minority
status – increase the likelihood of someone
becoming homeless. 

But note how familiar this litany is.  These factors
frequently translate into homelessness today
because the margins – both those supplied by kin-
ship and those formerly found in disreputable sec-
tions of inner-city neighborhoods – have been
exhausted.  (Fearful of deportation, immigrant
groups may be the huge and redemptive exception,
accounting for thousands of illegal occupancies in
the shadow housing market and thus under-repre-

sented among shelter users.)  In New York, for
example, the depletion of SRO housing in the
1970s meant the loss of accommodations and liv-
ing areas that had traditionally supplied forgiving
environs for people who found it difficult to fit in
elsewhere.  That their erstwhile clientele would
eventually wind up camped out in city shelters
should have surprised no one:  displaced people
have to go somewhere.   

To hammer on the question of housing is to refuse
to dodge that question of somewhere.

So if what is contained in these pages is familiar
news – if newly updated and compellingly pre-
sented – its relevance has been freshly under-
scored by the failure of alternative accountings of
homelessness to displace the brutal fact at the heart
of this weary argument:  that when too many peo-
ple compete for too few units, it’s the poor and the
disagreeable and the difficult to accommodate who
get left out.  The argument shouldn’t be over-
drawn.  Outreach may be needed to engage those
who have long since given up on the trustworthi-
ness of local environs.  Services can do a great
deal to stabilize a stake in housing.  But even there
(as a landmark longitudinal study of homeless
families by New York University researchers
Marybeth Shinn and Beth Weitzman has shown)
it’s the affordability of the place, more so than the
intensity of the support, that seems to make the
difference.  Even where severe disabilities are at
issue – say, when long-standing psychiatric disor-
der is coupled with current substance abuse – the
decisive difference that ongoing clinical attention
makes would be worthless without the assured sta-
bility of the place occupied.  (A money-managed
rent payment has still got to go for an affordable
unit.) 

The scandal of the story told here is that what
should have been a scandal faded instead, and let a
weary resignation – mutating eventually into an
acquired blindness – seep in.  A quarter of a centu-
ry ago, Anthony Jackson charged the housing
industry with moral extortion – that industry, he
argued, “trades on the knowledge that no Western
country can politically afford to permit its citizens
to sleep in the streets” (A Place Called Home,
1976: 305).  He underestimated the discriminating
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power of the American voter:  it all depends, one
might say, on which citizens are doing the sleep-
ing….

Certain things, Michael Ignatieff has argued (The
Needs of Strangers, 1984) are difficult to define as
“rights” – he has in mind belonging, solidarity,
dignity, respect – and we are forced to specify
them instead as “needs” that all of us have a pre-
sumptive interest in meeting.  The difficulty, of
course, comes in devising institutional mecha-
nisms for doing so when informal provision falls
short.  Worse still, their proper fulfillment may
entail a flexibility, specificity and reciprocity
borne of close relationship, something blunt insti-
tutional tools are unlikely to replicate.  Elemental
shelter runs no such risk of subtlety and ought not
be subject to such insecurity.  Needs so basic that
their fulfillment is essential to the exercise of citi-
zenship should not be subject to the vagaries of the
market.  That’s why some advocates properly
speak of a right to housing.

These are familiar deliberations.  But if Americans
have, for two centuries plus, given lip service to
the “pursuit of happiness” as an inalienable right,
we have yet to confront the rude prerequisite that
such pursuit demands: someplace to call one’s
own. 

Home is what secures us a place in an uncertain
world.  Housing makes homes possible.  It should-
n’t take two decades of sustained homelessness to
restore that lesson to prominence.  Margins are
always dangerous places and the truths that reside
there can cut too close to home.     

Kim Hopper
Co-Founder, Coalition for the Homeless
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Introduction to the Second Edition

When Housing a Growing City: New York's Bust
in Boom Times was first published in July 2000,
few New Yorkers would have imagined that the
city's homeless population would reach all-time
record levels.  At that time the number of homeless
New Yorkers sleeping each night in the municipal
shelter system was still significantly below the
peak shelter population of the 1980s.  In July 2000
there were an average of 23,695 men, women, and
children residing each night in New York City
shelters, compared to the average of 28,737 people
who slept in municipal shelters in March 1987, the
late-1980s peak in the city's homeless shelter pop-
ulation.  Modern homelessness was approaching
record levels, but had not yet surpassed what most
New Yorkers recall as the worst days of the home-
lessness crisis of the 1980s.

While Coalition for the Homeless and other
observers predicted that the precipitous rise in
New York City homelessness that began in early
1998 would continue as a result of the failed hous-
ing policies and the affordability crunch outlined
at length in this report, no one could have predict-
ed how rapid that rise would be.  As this introduc-
tion is being written, City data show that in June
2002 there were 33,839 homeless men, women,
and children residing each night in municipal shel-
ters, a record number.
This figure includes an
all-time record 14,574
homeless children,
representing 43 per-
cent of the shelter pop-
ulation.  

Indeed, from early
1998, when the nightly
shelter population
stood at around 21,000
people, New York
City's homeless shelter
population to date has
increased by more than
60 percent, or nearly
13,000 people per
night.  The number of
homeless families

(7,916 families in June 2002) was at the highest
levels since the City began keeping records in the
1970s.  Even the number of homeless single
adults, which declined so dramatically in the first
half of the 1990s as a result of supportive-housing
initiatives described in Part III of this report, has
reached levels not seen since 1990.  And reports
from community groups and outreach teams indi-
cate that street homelessness, which also declined
so visibly in the early 1990s, is again on the rise,
particularly among mentally-ill New Yorkers.

How has New York City homelessness come to
reach such crisis levels?  Why, more than two
decades after modern homelessness first emerged,
are there a record number of homeless New
Yorkers?  It seems clear that the economic reces-
sion that began in the spring of 2001 played a role,
particularly with the increasing numbers of home-
less families seeking shelter.  (The recession of the
early 1990s also witnessed rising numbers of
homeless families with children entering the
municipal shelter system.)  Likewise, the econom-
ic impact of the September 11th attacks on the
World Trade Center also played a role - most ana-
lysts agreed that the attacks and subsequent job
losses pushed a weakening New York City econo-
my over the edge.  Indeed, a February 2002 analy-
sis of City data by Coalition for the Homeless
reported that 2001 witnessed the largest one-year
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Average Daily Census of All Homeless People in 
the New York City Shelter System, 1983-2002
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increase in New York City homelessness since the
Great Depression.

However, the seeds of the current homelessness
crisis primarily lay in the confluence of forces
behind New York City's growing shortage of
affordable housing, the subject of this report.
Even during the economic boom of the 1990s, well
before the 2001-2002 recession, homelessness was
on the rise.  However, looking back from a post-
September 11th world,
it is clear that New
York City lost a his-
toric opportunity to
invest in its housing
infrastructure and
address the homeless-
ness crisis.  Instead,
the city's leaders
squandered the bene-
fits of the boom times,
and cutbacks in hous-
ing investments and
housing assistance
continued to drive the
structural dilemma
outlined in this report -
a shrinking supply of
housing, rising hous-
ing costs, stagnant

renter incomes, and a
widening affordability
gap.

Thus, failed policies
and short-sightedness
have deepened New
York City's long-term
housing crisis.  If any-
thing, recent events
and recent research
have confirmed the
Coalition's prognosis
that, without a dramat-
ic shift in government
housing policies and
without substantial
new investments in
affordable housing
development and

preservation, mass homelessness and severe hous-
ing problems in New York City will persist and
worsen.  

Fortunately, there is an emerging consensus
among housing groups, homeless service
providers, financial organizations, civic groups,
and policymakers about long-term solutions to the
problem of homelessness and the shortage of
affordable housing.  In 2001 the Housing First!
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Average Daily Census of Homeless People in the 
New York City Shelter System, June 2002
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campaign launched, bringing together more than
200 New York City organizations calling on the
City to commit to a new ten-year investment plan
to build and preserve 185,000 affordable housing
units.  In 2002 the Campaign for a New York/New
York III Agreement urged Governor Pataki and
Mayor Bloomberg to negotiate a third State-City
agreement to provide 9,000 units of supportive
housing for homeless individuals living with men-
tal illness and homeless families with special
needs.  And, bolstered by groundbreaking academ-
ic research documenting the success of housing-
based approaches to homelessness, a national con-
sensus has begun to emerge about the need for
increased investments in affordable and supportive
housing and housing assistance.

The missing ingredient, of course, is leadership at
every level of government.  Evidence of critical
housing needs and rising homelessness, in New
York City and throughout the United States, has
never been so ample.  Translating need to action is
the more formidable task.  Hopefully New York
City will not repeat the mistakes of the 1990s - the
lost opportunity of the boom times - and instead
invest in the future.

Patrick Markee
Senior Policy Analyst, 
Coalition for the Homeless
July 2002
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Executive 
Summary

Changing Course:  
Housing New York City’s Populace in the
Next Two Decades

Rising population.  Falling housing production.  A
widening affordable housing gap.  Reduced gov-
ernment housing assistance.  Persistent, and
increasing, mass homelessness.  

These features define the landscape of housing in
New York City in the year 2000.  The severe hous-
ing problems confronting New Yorkers today –
dismal housing conditions for poor households
and, most important, the widening affordable
housing gap – did not emerge overnight.  They
have accumulated steadily over the past three
decades, a period marked by dramatic cutbacks in
government housing assistance, rising income
inequality, and an unremitting deterioration of
New York City’s stock of affordable housing.  In
short, the city’s housing problems have grown out
of definite, and longstanding, changes in housing
policy and out of equally profound structural
changes in the housing market, housing costs, and
New Yorkers’ incomes.  Most important, they have
resulted from an absence of vision for how to
house New York City’s populace.

The time to change
course is now.  A new
and comprehensive
housing plan is needed
to house the hundreds
of thousands of new-
comers to New York
City, the next genera-
tion of New Yorkers.
A failure to do so will
result in rising num-
bers of housing emer-
gencies and deteriorat-
ing housing condi-
tions.  Failure to
address the housing
problem will also harm
New York City’s econ-
omy, as rising housing

costs drive businesses to locate elsewhere.   

Over the next two decades, more people will live
in New York City than ever before.  Hundreds of
thousands of new immigrants will settle in the city,
decisively shaping the city’s need for affordable
housing.  And if recent cutbacks in government
housing investments and assistance are left
unchecked, the affordable housing gap – which
first emerged in the 1970s along with mass home-
lessness – will continue to widen.  Now more than
ever, New York City needs a comprehensive plan
to house the next generation of New Yorkers.

Changing course requires a new vision for how to
house New York City’s growing population over
the next two decades.  It demands:

� New investments to finance the development
of housing for middle-income and low-income
families and individuals.  

� Expanded housing assistance to bridge the gap
between the rising number of poor households
and the shrinking number of low-cost apart-
ments.  

� Expanded housing initiatives, including sup-
portive housing investments, to address mod-
ern mass homelessness, the most visible
symptom of New York City’s deepening hous-
ing problems.
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New York City's Widening Affordable 
Housing Gap, 1970-1995

Number of Extremely-Low-Income Renter Households Minus 
Number of Low-Cost Rental Housing Units

272,582

(163,550) (143,554)
(228,278) (225,129)

(405,925)
(500,000)

(400,000)

(300,000)

(200,000)

(100,000)

0

100,000

200,000

300,000

1970 1976 1980 1983 1991 1995

N
um

be
r o

f E
xt

re
m

el
y-

Lo
w

-In
co

m
e 

H
ou

se
ho

ld
s 

(E
ar

ni
ng

 L
es

s 
th

an
 3

0 
Pe

rc
en

t o
f A

re
a 

M
ed

ia
n 

In
co

m
e)

 M
in

us
 N

um
be

r o
f L

ow
-C

os
t A

pa
rtm

en
ts

 
(G

ro
ss

 R
en

ts
 U

nd
er

 $
35

0 
Pe

r M
on

th
 in

 1
99

5 
D

ol
la

rs
)

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, American Housing Survey (1970-1995); 
calculations by Coalition for the Homeless (1999)



This report describes
the scope of New York
City’s housing prob-
lems as they’ve devel-
oped through the past
three decades, and
details the looming
threats to the city’s
dwindling stock of
affordable apartments.
The first section of this
executive summary
lays out the analytical
argument of the report.
The second section
then highlights the key
findings among five
major issues:  increas-
ing population, declin-
ing housing produc-
tion, the widening affordable housing gap, reduced
government housing investments and assistance,
and the problem of mass homelessness in New
York City.

Off Course:
The Widening Affordable Housing Gap
and Mass Homelessness in New York City
in the Past Three Decades

A Structural
Change:  Rising
Housing Costs,
Stagnant Incomes
New York City’s hous-
ing problems result
from profound struc-
tural changes which
emerged in the 1970s
and have continued to
the present.  Simply
put, median rents have
skyrocketed – increas-
ing at nearly twice the
rate of inflation
between 1981 and
1999 – while median
renter household
incomes have failed to
increase in real terms.

More troubling, the poorest fifth of New Yorkers
have suffered substantial income losses over the
same period.  As a result, by 1999 more than one
of every four New York City renters paid more
than half of their incomes in rent.  In the 1990s, the
city lost over 500,000 apartments with monthly
rents under $500, representing the loss of more
than half of all low-rent units.

A major cause of this structural change in rents and
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Trends in Real Median Gross Rents and 
Real Median Renter Incomes in 

New York City, 1975-1999
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Loss of Affordable Apartments in 
New York City, 1991-1999
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incomes was an equally profound structural shift
in the housing market, driven primarily by rising
income inequality.  Rising income inequality in the
1970s caused important distortions in New York
City’s housing market.  Most important, fewer
housing units were produced for a rapidly shrink-
ing middle class, which resulted, over time, in
fewer housing units being available for low-
income renters.  Two consequences emerged:
First, housing costs at the bottom end of the mar-
ket were driven up by
rising demand for
fewer units among a
growing number of
poor households; and
second, the poorest
households were
pushed out of the hous-
ing market entirely,
and became homeless.

Income inequality sky-
rocketed in New York
City over the past three
decades, from 24 per-
cent above the national
rate in the late 1970s to
nearly twice the
national rate in the late
1990s.  At the same

time, housing produc-
tion substantially
declined, with the
annual number of new
housing units produced
in the 1990s being less
than half the level of
the 1970s.  Most trou-
bling, in a period of
renewed population
growth triggered by
rising immigration, the
production of rental
housing lagged far
behind the number of
new New Yorkers.

An Abandoned
Role:  Government
Cutbacks in

Housing Investment and Assistance
Enormous cutbacks in housing programs by every
level of government also played a major role in
forging New York City’s housing problems.  This
happened in three ways.  First, with respect to
housing supply, government largely abandoned its
traditional role in financing the development of
new housing for middle-income and low- income
households.  Second, tenant-based housing assis-
tance – which helps poor households bridge the
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Real Value of Median Gross Rents and Welfare 
Housing Allowances in New York City, 1975-1999
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Real Capital Funding for Housing in New York City 
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gap between falling incomes and rising rents – was
reduced sharply, from rent-subsidy vouchers to
welfare housing allowances.  Finally, rent regula-
tion, which had historically moderated rent
increases in New York City’s tight housing market,
was reformed to permit unprecedented rent
increases.

Ominously, a series of recent changes in housing
policies and legislation threaten to make New York
City’s housing problems even worse.  Accelerated
rent increases for New York City’s one million
rent-stabilized apart-
ments, which comprise
half of the rental hous-
ing stock, caused the
loss of nearly 30 per-
cent of stabilized
apartments renting
under $500 per month
between 1996 and
1999.  In addition, dra-
matic cutbacks in City
capital funding for
housing in the late
1990s further eroded
the New York City’s
stock of affordable
apartments.  Welfare
housing allowances
lost more than half of
their real value since
the mid-1970s, while
housing costs increased by one third over the same
period.  Finally, every level of government has
contributed to cutbacks in supportive housing and
housing assistance for homeless New Yorkers,
resulting in longer shelter stays and rising shelter
censuses in the late 1990s.

Mass Homelessness:  Persistent and
Increasing
Mass homelessness, which emerged in the late
1970s for the first time since the Great Depression,
remains the most visible symptom of New York
City’s dire housing problems.  Homelessness is, in
a sense, the tip of the iceberg of wide-spread, and
growing, housing problems afflicting poor New
Yorkers.  Recent research has high-lighted the
strong links between severe housing problems,

such as overcrowding and high rent burdens, and
mass homelessness.  

In addition, research has documented the enor-
mously high incidence of homelessness among
poor New Yorkers, in particular black and Latino
families and individuals.  Indeed, over a recent
five-year period (1988-1992) nearly one of every
ten black children and one of every twenty Latino
children in New York City resided in the munici-
pal shelter system, compared to one of every 200
white children.    Homelessness, far from being a

rare or merely catastrophic personal event, became
a commonplace experience for hundreds of thou-
sands of New Yorkers.  And despite the economic
boom, the number of homeless New Yorkers has
risen significantly in recent years, an increase trig-
gered largely by cutbacks in housing assistance
and reduced investments in supportive housing.

The Challenge for the Next Two Decades:
Rising Population and Rising Housing
Needs
In the wake of renewed population growth in the
1980s and 1990s, New York City’s population is
projected to increase by half a million people by
the year 2020.  As in recent decades, population
growth will be driven by immigration – indeed, at
current rates, New York City can expect to receive
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Permanent Housing Placements for Homeless 
Families in New York City, CFY 1988-CFY 1999
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some 2 million new immigrants in the next twenty
years, offsetting continued outmigration to sur-
rounding suburbs.  Therefore, the housing needs of
the next generation will be decisively shaped by
population growth and immigration.

Without a change in course, New York City faces
even more calamitous housing problems.  The
structural problems that have shaped the current
situation – skyrocketing rents, falling real incomes
for poor households,
and declining housing
production – show no
signs of abating.  More
alarming, the distor-
tions in New York
City’s housing markets
created by rising
income inequality have
never been adequately
addressed.  The conse-
quences of those dis-
tortions – declining
production, the shrink-
ing low-cost housing
stock, and, most tragi-
cally, mass homeless-
ness – will persist and
even worsen without a
new direction, a new

vision for housing in
New York City.

Government has an
essential role to play in
addressing those con-
sequences.  Substantial
government invest-
ments to finance new
housing development
in cooperation with
private developers and
financial institutions –
investments which, for
instance, were so suc-
cessful in the 1960s
through the Mitchell-
Lama program and in
the late 1980s with the
Housing New York ini-

tiative – must be made to address the decline in
new rental housing production.  Government hous-
ing assistance, including tenant-based assistance
such as Section 8 vouchers, is required to bridge
the gap between poor households’ declining
incomes and soaring rents.  Finally, government
must participate in forging a long-term vision for
how to house New York City’s populace in the
coming decades.
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New Immigrants Legally Admitted Who Settled in 
New York City, 1940s-1990s

Average Annual Number of Immigrants Admitted
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New York City Projected Population, 2005-2020
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Report Highlights

Rising Population
Following renewed
population growth in
the 1980s and 1990s,
New York City’s popu-
lation is projected to
increase to its highest
point ever by 2020.
Much of that growth
will be driven by
immigration, which
will alter the city’s
demographic land-
scape and decisively
shape New York City’s
housing needs over the
next two decades.
� P o p u l a t i o n

Growth.  New York City’s population is pro-
jected to increase by half a million people by
2020, to reach its highest point in history.

� Rising Immigration.  Immigration is the
driving force behind population growth in
New York City.  From 1980 to 1996, nearly
1.7 million immigrants settled in New York
City.  At current rates of immigration, by 2020
some 2 million new immigrants will settle in
New York City, off-setting population outmi-
gration to surrounding suburbs.

� Changing Demographics.  Immigration
will shape New York City’s population in the
next two decades.  By 2020, a projected 55
percent of the city’s population will be for-
eign-born or have at least one foreign-born
parent.

� New Housing Needs.  Immigrant New
Yorkers are more likely to be renters than non-
immigrants, and their median income in 1996
was 22 percent lower than that for native-born
households.  Immigrants also experienced
severe housing problems (especially over-
crowding and severe rent burdens) at a much
higher rate than native-born renters.

Declining Housing Production
Housing production – in particular, new rental
housing – has slowed dramatically over the last
two decades.  From 1981 to 1999, New York City

added fewer than 42,000 new rental apartments,
while the city’s population increased by more than
350,000 people.
� Falling Housing  Production.  In the

1990s New York City produced less than one
half the number of new housing units each
year than it did in the 1970s – fewer than 8,000
new units per year in the 1990s compared with
more than 17,000 per year in the 1970s.

� Slow Rental Housing Creation.  Due to
demolitions and conversions as well as declin-
ing production, growth in the rental housing
stock has lagged behind population growth.
From 1993 to 1999, a period when New York
City’s population increased by more than
100,000 people, the city actually lost more
than 30,000 rental apartments.

New York City’s Widening Affordable
Housing Gap
Three decades ago the number of low-cost apart-
ments in New York City actually exceeded the
number of extremely-low-income renter house-
holds.  However, in the 1970s the affordable hous-
ing gap emerged and has widened dramatically
ever since.  By the late 1990s, New York City
lacked more than half a million available, low-cost
apartments for the poorest households.  Moreover,
housing conditions for poor renters have wors-
ened, particularly for black and Latino households.
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New Housing Units Completed in New York City, 
1960s-1990s
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� Soaring Rents
and Stagnant
Incomes.  Since
1981 median rents
in New York City
have increased at
nearly twice the
rate of inflation.
Over the same
period, real medi-
an incomes
(adjusted for infla-
tion) have been
stagnant, and the
average income of
the poorest fifth of
New York City
households fell by
33 percent from
the late 1970s to
the late 1990s.

� Loss of Low-Cost Apartments.  From
1991 to 1999, New York City lost over
500,000 apartments with monthly gross rents
under $500, representing the loss of more than
half of all low-cost units. 

� Severe Rent Burdens.  Rent burdens – i.e.,
the portion of household income devoted to
housing expenses – have worsened dramati-
cally in the past three decades.  In 1999 more
than 500,000 renter households paid more
than half of their income for housing, repre-
senting 27 percent of all New York City
renters.

� Overcrowding.  From 1978 to 1999 the
number of crowded apartments increased by
71.4 percent and the number of seriously
crowded apartments rose by 161.5 percent.
Throughout the 1990s, there were more than
200,000 doubled-up households at any given
time in New York City.

� Substandard Conditions.  From 1987 to
1996, the number of apartments with mainte-
nance-related severe housing quality problems
nearly tripled.

� Severe Housing Problems among
Black and Latino Renters.  Throughout
the 1980s and 1990s, the median renter
incomes of black and Latino renters were
more than one-third lower than those of white

renters, and black and Latino renters were
much more likely to suffer from severe hous-
ing problems.

� The Widening Affordable Housing Gap.
In 1970 the number of low-cost apartments in
New York City actually exceeded the number
of extremely-low-income renter households
(i.e., those earning below 30 percent of area
median income) by more than 270,000 units.
By the late 1990s, according to a recent analy-
sis, there was a net shortfall of more than half
a million available low-cost apartments for
very-low-income house-holds (i.e., those earn-
ing less than 50 percent of are median
income).

Reduced Government Housing
Investment and Assistance
Severe cutbacks in government housing invest-
ments and assistance have played a major role in
shaping New York City’s worsening housing prob-
lems.  Government at every level has substantially
abandoned its traditional role in financing the
development of new housing and providing vital
housing assistance for the poorest households.  In
addition, changes in housing policies and legisla-
tion threaten to diminish further New York City’s
stock of affordable rental housing.
� Higher Statutory Rent Increases.  New

York State’s 1997 rent regulation reform
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Change in Renter-Occupied Apartments in 
New York City by Gross Rent, 1996-1999
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statute, which cre-
ated new vacancy
rent increases and
provisions for
d e r e g u l a t i o n ,
threatens to shrink
the stock of low-
cost apartments.
From 1996 to
1999, New York
City lost nearly
85,000 rent-stabi-
lized apartments
with contract rents
under $500 per
month, represent-
ing two-thirds of
the total loss of
such units.
Therefore, a dis-
proportionate share of the loss in low-cost
apartments came from the rent-stabilized
stock, the result of higher rent increases
included in the 1997 statute.

� Reduced City Capital Investments.
Under the Giuliani Administration, the City
has reduced real capital investments (adjusted
for inflation) in housing by 44 percent per year
compared to the previous mayoral administra-
tion.  Compared to the $458 million in City
capital funds for housing spent annually (on
average) by the previous administration, the
Giuliani Administration has invested an aver-
age of only $223 million in housing per year.

� Threats to Publicly-Assisted Housing.
Expirations of subsidies and recent legislation
threaten the stock of public housing and
Federally-subsidized apartments.  New York
City risks losing 30,000 Federally-subsidized
apartments due to expirations, and extremely-
low-income households may lose access to as
many as 10,000 public housing apartments
due to restrictive new admissions rules.

� Fewer Housing Vouchers.  Cutbacks in
Federal housing assistance since the 1970s
have resulted in 40 percent fewer new Section
8 vouchers being provided each year to needy
households in New York City.  At current
turnover rates, it would take 50 years to empty
the Section 8 waiting list in New York City

even if no new applications are accepted.
� Declining Value of Welfare Housing

Allowances.  Welfare housing allowances –
which provide vital housing assistance to
250,000 poor households – have lost 52 per-
cent of their real value since 1975, at the same
time that median gross rents increased by 33
percent in real terms.  

Modern Mass Homelessness in New York
City
Mass homelessness, which emerged in the late
1970s for the first time since the Great Depression,
is the most visible consequence of the widening
affordable housing gap.  Homelessness has
become a remarkably commonplace occurrence
for poor families and individuals in New York
City.  In recent years, homeless shelter censuses
have increased and the duration of shelter stays has
risen dramatically.  
� Homelessness Commonplace for Poor

New Yorkers.  Over a recent nine-year peri-
od (1987-1995), more than 333,000 different
men, women, and children  utilized the New
York City shelter system, representing nearly
one of every twenty New Yorkers.

� Impact of Homelessness on Black and
Latino New Yorkers.  The incidence of
homelessness among black and Latino New
Yorkers is remarkably high.  Over a recent
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New Federal Housing Assistance in the 
United States, 1970s-1990s
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five-year period
(1988-1992) near-
ly one out of every
ten black children
and one of every
twenty Latino chil-
dren in New York
City utilized the
municipal shelter
system, compared
to one of every 200
white children.

� Success of
Supportive and
S u b s i d i z e d
Housing.  Recent
research has docu-
mented the success
of supportive and
subsidized housing
in addressing homelessness.  According to a
landmark study, 80 percent of homeless fami-
lies placed into subsidized apartments
remained stably housed. 

� Recent Cutbacks in Permanent
Housing Placements.  In the late 1990s
shelter stays have grown longer as a result of
cutbacks by the Giuliani Administration in
supportive housing programs and permanent
housing placements for homeless families.
Over the course of the 1990s, the number of
homeless families placed into permanent
housing declined by nearly 42 percent, from
more than 7,000 families per year to less than
4,200 families per year.

Changing Course:  
A Need to Plan for the Future

The time to change course is now.  More than any-
thing, the past thirty years of rising housing prob-
lems and mass homelessness resulted from an
absence of vision and planning for how to house
New York City’s residents.  

Planning is essential in the modern metropolis.
Indeed, New Yorkers expect elected officials and
civic leaders to plan roads, bridges, schools, and
hospitals to meet the demands of a growing popu-
lation and an ever-changing city.  Housing

demands no less.  However, currently there is no
genuine comprehensive planning process to
address the major features of New York City’s
housing challenges in the next two decades:
Rising population, stagnant housing production,
and the widening affordable housing gap.

Government must re-assume its essential role by:
� Developing a comprehensive planning process

to address New York City’s housing problems; 
� Investing in new housing development in

cooperation with the private sector; and 
� Providing vital housing assistance for the

poorest New York City households.  
Indeed, the success of government’s role in
addressing housing problems, when it has suffi-
cient resources, is undeniable.  

The State’s Mitchell-Lama Program and the City’s
Housing New York initiative created tens of thou-
sands of new homes for middle-income and low-
income New Yorkers.  Likewise, the Federal
Section 8 program has provided vital tenant-based
assistance for poor households.  Finally, before
funding cutbacks in the mid-1990s, supportive
housing substantially reduced adult homelessness
for the first time since it emerged in the late 1970s.
Summarized on the following page are a number
of short-term and long-term commitments that
government can make to reverse three decades’
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Average Daily Census of All Homeless People in 
the New York City Shelter System, 1998-1999
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worth of neglect of housing, to re-house homeless
New Yorkers, and to provide decent, affordable
housing for hundreds of thousands of newcomers
to New York City.  A more detailed description of
the recommendations is included in the conclusion
of this report.

Short-Term Commitments 

1. Tenant-Based Section 8 Rental
Assistance

� The Federal government should provide
250,000 new Section 8 vouchers nationwide
per year, which will provide approximately
3,500 new vouchers annually to New York
City households.

2. Welfare Housing Allowances that
Reflect the Real Cost of Housing

� New York State must increase welfare housing
allowances to reflect the real cost of housing.

3. Supportive Housing for Homeless
Mentally Ill Individuals

� New York State and New York City must com-
mit to providing the remaining 8,500 units of
supportive housing needed for homeless men-
tally ill individuals in New York City.

4. Rental Assistance for Working
Homeless Households

� New York City should expand its pilot Rental
Assistance program to provide temporary rent
subsidies and support services for 2,000
homeless families and 1,500 homeless indi-
viduals.

5. Reduce Vacancy Allowances for Rent-
Regulated Housing

� The New York State Legislature and the
Governor must repeal the excessive vacancy
allowances for rent-regulated housing includ-
ed in the 1997 Rent Regulation and Reform
Act, in particular the special vacancy bonus
for apartments with monthly rents under $500.

6. Expanded Rent-Increase Exemptions
to Include Poor Disabled Renters

� New York State and City should expand the
Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption

(SCRIE) program to include indigent disabled
renter households.  

Long-Term Commitments

1. Housing Allowances for Extremely-
Low-Income Households

� The Federal Government should establish
minimum housing allowances for all house-
holds with incomes below 30 percent of area
median income.  Modeled on the tenant-based
Section 8 assistance program, these
allowances would assure that no eligible
household pays more than 30 percent of their
income for rent.

2. Right to Housing for Mentally Ill
People

� The Federal government should provide capi-
tal funding and project-based rent subsidies to
support the development (over five years) of
250,000 new supportive housing units for
mentally ill Americans who are homeless.  

3. Long-Term Federal Investments in
Affordable Housing Development

� The Federal government must develop and
fund a comprehensive plan for expanding
investments in new affordable housing in
cooperation with the private sector.  The
Federal government must develop new afford-
able housing for at least 100,000 new low-
income households nationwide per year.

4. State Development of Middle-Income
and Affordable Housing

� New York State must renew its efforts to
finance the development of new middle-
income and affordable housing through a new
initiative modeled on the Mitchell-Lama
Program which would create 50,000 new
housing units over ten years.  

5. City Capital Investments in Affordable
Housing

� New York City must allocate at least $750 mil-
lion annually in capital funding to finance the
development of affordable housing and mid-
dle-income housing in cooperation with pri-
vate developers and financial institutions.  
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Part I

Population Growth and the 
Widening Affordable Housing Gap in 
New York City

New York City enters the new century as a grow-
ing city.  In the wake of revived population growth
in the 1980s and 1990s – driven in large part by
immigration – New York City’s population is
expected to grow by more than half a million peo-
ple by the year 2020.  Indeed, two decades from
now there will be more people in New York City
than ever before in the city’s history.  Moreover,
past and future immigration will alter the demo-
graphic characteristics of New York City’s popula-
tion in important ways over the next two decades.  

Unfortunately, New York City also enters the new
century without a plan to house the next generation
of New Yorkers.  Over the past two decades, the
number of new households grew nearly three
times as fast as the number of new rental housing
units.  This mismatch between housing supply and
population growth has contributed, among other
things, to extremely low rental housing vacancy
rates in New York City.  

New York City also enters the new century facing
a widening affordable housing gap.  In the early
1970s, New York City actually had more low-cost,
affordable apartments than extremely-low-income
renters.  At the close of the 1990s, the number of
extremely-low-income renter households in New
York City exceeded the number of available low-
cost apartments by more than half a million house-
holds.  Moreover, black and Latino renters have
suffered disproportionately from severe housing
problems, including overcrowding, substandard
conditions, and high rent burdens.

Part I of this report outlines the dimensions of the
housing problem confronting New York City.

Chapter One
Chapter One describes the history of recent popu-
lation growth in New York City, the role of immi-
gration, and forecasts for future population
growth.  
� Population Growth.  After declining rapid-

ly in the 1970s, New York City’s population
rose through the 1980s and 1990s, and is
expected to increase by more than half a mil-
lion people by 2020.

� Rising Immigration.  At current rates of
immigration, New York City can expect to
receive more than 2 million new immigrants
by 2020.

Chapter Two
Chapter Two traces recent trends in housing sup-
ply in New York City.  As New York City’s popu-
lation has risen, housing supply has not kept pace.  
� Declining Production.  Whereas New York

City produced on average more than 17,000
new housing units per year in the 1970s and
more than 10,000 per year in the 1980s, in the
1990s fewer than 8,000 new housing units
have been completed each year.

� Slow Rental Housing Growth.  Over the
past two decades, the net increase in house-
holds in New York City was twice the net
increase in rental housing units.

Chapter Three
Chapter Three outlines in detail the dimensions of
the affordable housing shortage in New York City,
highlighting worsening housing conditions for
poor renters.  
� Soaring Rents and Stagnant Incomes.

From 1975 to 1999 median rents in New York
City grew by nearly one third in real terms
while median renter household incomes grew
by less than 3 percent.

� Worsening Housing Conditions.
Housing problems for poor renters (including
overcrowding, substandard housing condi-
tions, and high rent burdens) have worsened
steadily in the past three decades.

� Severe Housing Problems for Black
and Latino Renters.  Black and Latino
renters suffer disproportionately from severe
housing problems, and have median incomes
more than one third lower than white renters.
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Chapter Four
Chapter Four describes the widening affordable
housing gap over the past thirty years.  
� Widening Affordable Housing Gap.  In

1970, the number of low-cost, affordable
housing units in New York City actually
exceeded the number of extremely-low-
income renter households.

� Growing Shortage of Low-Cost
Apartments.  By 1996 New York City
lacked more than half a million available
affordable rental housing units for very-low-
income renter households.

Chapter Five
Chapter Five examines in detail the housing con-
ditions of immigrants, who will comprise a larger
share of New York City’s population during the
next two decades, and whose housing needs will
play a larger role in shaping the entire city’s hous-
ing needs.  
� Severe Housing Problems Among

Immigrant Renters.  Compared to native-
born households, immigrants are much more
likely to be renters and to suffer from over-
crowding, housing quality problems, and high
rent burdens.
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Chapter One

Population Growth in New York City

Introduction

New York City’s population grew significantly in
the 1980s and 1990s, largely due to immigration.
Recent population forecasts predict continued
population growth over the next two decades.
Indeed, New York City’s population is projected to
increase by more than half a million people by the
year 2020, representing more than 173,000 new
households.  In 2020, therefore, there will be more
people in New York City than ever before in the
city’s history.

Much of the recent growth in New York City’s
population has been driven by immigration.  The
number of immigrants admitted annually to the
United States who settled in New York City near-
ly doubled from the 1960s to the 1990s, to more
than 113,000 people per year.  At current rates of
immigration, more than 2 million new legally-
admitted immigrants will settle in New York City
by 2020.  Immigration, therefore, has not only
spurred population growth in New York City but
will create important demographic changes which
will shape the city’s housing needs over the next
two decades.

This chapter outlines
recent population
trends in New York
City.
� The first section

briefly describes
population change
in New York City
in the postwar
period, in particu-
lar the renewed
population growth
of the 1990s.  After
losing population
in the 1970s, New
York City’s popu-
lation increased by
more than 350,000
people between

1980 and 1999.
� The second section analyzes the historical

impact of immigration on population change
in New York City, and the implications of
immigration for demographic changes.
Between 1980 and 1996, some 1.7 million
legally admitted immigrants settled in New
York City.

� The third section describes the demographic
changes resulting from rising immigration.
Whereas 18.2 percent of New Yorkers were
foreign-born in 1970, in 2000 an estimated
one third of all New Yorkers are foreign-born.

� The fourth section presents forecasts for con-
tinued population growth over the next two
decades, during which New York City’s popu-
lation will grow by more than half a million
people.

Recent Population Trends in 
New York City

Like many large American cities, New York City
experienced significant population decline in the
1970s.  However, unlike many other cities, New
York City’s population rebounded in the 1980s and
1990s, in large part due to immigration.

As Figure 1 shows, New York City’s population
remained relatively stable from 1950 through
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1970.  However, the 1970s witnessed dramatic
population decline in the city.  According to the
United States Bureau of the Census, the number of
New York City residents fell by a remarkable 10.4
percent, from 7.9 million to 7.1 million people.1
As in other American cities, the population decline
of the 1970s was driven by outmigration to sur-
rounding suburban areas in New York State, New
Jersey, and Connecticut.  However, New York
City’s population loss in the 1970s, as a share of
total population, was not nearly as severe as in
most other large American cities.

Population rebounded in the 1980s, increasing by
3.5 percent to 7.3 million people counted in the
1990 decennial census.2 Moreover, the actual pop-
ulation growth of the 1980s was undoubtedly even
greater than the decennial census figures indicate.
Post-censal surveys and other studies indicate that
there was a large undercount of population in New
York City during the 1980 and 1990 decennial
censuses, particularly among poor people, immi-
grants, black and Latino residents, and homeless
people.  The United States Bureau of the Census
estimates that the 1990 decennial census failed to
enumerate 244,588 people in New York City.3
After declining slightly in the early 1990s, largely
due to the effects of the recession, New York
City’s population rose again through most of the
decade, due to the economic expansion of the

1990s..  According to the Bureau of the Census’s
Current Population Surveys, the city’s population
rose by 1.7 percent from 1991 to 1999, to an esti-
mated 7,428,162 people in the latter year, as illus-
trated in Figure 2.4

Population Growth and the Role of
Immigration

For decades immigration has been the driving
force behind population growth in New York City.
Population change is dependent upon two major
factors:  Natural increase (i.e., the net gain or loss
due to births and deaths), and migration (i.e., the
net gain or loss due to people moving into or out
of a region).  In New York City, immigration
affects both factors, the former due to the relative
youth and higher fertility rates of immigrant
households, and the latter as a counter-weight to
domestic migration.  Domestic in-migration was a
significant factor in New York City’s population
change from the 1940s through the 1960s, particu-
larly involving migrants from southern states and
Puerto Rico drawn to manufacturing jobs in the
northeast.  Since 1950, however, New York City
has been strongly influenced by domestic outmi-
gration, in particular the rise in the number people
moving to surrounding suburbs.5

During the past two decades, immigration was the
engine driving most of
the population growth
in New York City.  The
rise in immigration to
New York City, and to
the United States, in
the postwar period
dates to the passage of
the 1965 Immigration
and Nationality Act.
The 1965 legislation
eliminated national-
origin quotas for immi-
grants and made fami-
ly reunification the
focus of United States
immigration policy.6

The immigration of
relatives of New York
City residents, along
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with the arrival of asylum seekers, led to enormous
increases in immigrant arrivals to New York City.
As Figure 3 shows, the average number of immi-
grants admitted to New York City rose from an
average of 57,557 per year in the 1960s to 113,480
in the period 1990-1996.7 Thus, the rate of immi-
gration to New York City in the 1990s was the
highest since the 1890s, a century earlier.

New York City was the destination for nearly one
of every six immi-
grants admitted to the
United States in the
1980s and first half of
the 1990s.  From 1980
to 1996, 1,650,381
immigrants were
admitted to New York
City, representing 16.2
percent of all immi-
grants admitted to the
United States.8 During
this same period, an
estimated 5 million
immigrants entered the
United States without
proper legal documen-
tation, and a signifi-
cant portion of this
population also settled

in New York City.9

Using data from the
United States
Immigration and
Naturalization Service,
the New York City
Department of City
Planning estimated
that there were more
than 400,000 undocu-
mented immigrants in
New York City in
1992.10 Therefore,
although New York
City comprises
approximately 3 per-
cent of the United
States population, it
received about 16 per-
cent of all new United

States immigrants admitted during the last two
decades.

Without immigration, New York City would have
suffered dramatic losses in population over the
past three decades.  In the 1970s when, as noted
above, New York City lost 10.4 percent of its pop-
ulation (largely due to outmigration to suburbs),
the population decrease was mitigated by the
arrival of 783,248 legally-admitted immigrants.11
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New Immigrants Legally Admitted Who Settled in 
New York City, 1940s-1990s
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From 1980 to 1989, 856,020 legally-admitted
immigrants settled in New York City.  Without

immigration, New York City’s population would
have declined during this period by approximately
605,000 people.12

In the 1990s, immigration once again played the
decisive role in preventing population loss.  From
1990 to 1996, New York City received 794,361
legally-admitted im-migrants.13 However, some
930,000 people left the city through domestic out-

migration during this period.  Thus, immigration
along with natural increase in the population (i.e.,

births) of some
356,000 people com-
bined to create the
population growth of
the 1990s.14 All in all,
from 1980 to 1996
some 1.7 million legal-
ly-admitted im-
migrants settled in
New York City. 

Immigration and
Demographic
Change in New
York City

Immigration has dra-
matically altered the
demographic make-up
of New York City’s
pop-ulation.  At the
turn of the last century,
during the height of the
wave of immigration
from Europe, more
than four of every ten
New Yorkers was for-
eign-born.  As shown
in Figure 4, this pro-
portion declined in
subsequent decades,
from 41.0 percent of
the city’s population
having been foreign-
born in 1910 to a post-
war low of 18.2 per-
cent in 1970.
However, rising immi-
gration and domestic

outmigration have reversed this trend.  In 1990
28.1 percent of New York City’s population was
foreign-born.15 One recent study estimates that in
the year 2000 one-third of New York City’s popu-
lation is foreign-born.16

Another important change since the turn of the
century has been the shift from immigration pri-
marily from Europe to immigration from the
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New York City Immigrants by Geographic Area of 
Origin, 1990-1994

Share of New Legally-Admitted Immigrants by Area of 
Origin

Caribbean
33.2%

South America
12.3%

Europe
21.7%

Asia
26.1%

Africa
2.2%

Oceania
0.1%

Central America
3.3%

Other North 
America

1.0%

Source:  New York City Department of City Planning (1996) Figure 5

Total Number of 
Immigrants 

Admitted 1990-
1994:

562,988

New York City Immigrants by Geographic Area of 
Origin, 1982-1989

Share of New Legally-Admitted Immigrants by Area of 
Origin

Caribbean
40.1%

South America
16.5%

Europe
9.3%

Asia
25.9%

Africa
2.0%

Oceania
0.1%

Central America
5.0%

Other North 
America

1.1%

Total Number of 
Immigrants 

Admitted 1982-
1989:

684,819



Caribbean, Asia, and South America.  As Figure 5
shows, 40.1 percent of immigrants admitted to
New York City in the 1980s were from the
Caribbean, with the Dominican Republic being the
country that produced the most immigrants.  Asia
produced 25.9 percent of all New York City immi-
grants, with nearly half from China.  Another 16.5
percent of immigrants were from South America,
and 9.3 percent were from Europe.17

However, changes in immigration policy substan-
tially altered the demographic make-up of new
immigrants.  The 1990 Immigration Act allowed
the admission of larger numbers of immigrants
without close relatives in the United States.18 As
Figure 5 also shows, in
the early-1990s the
proportion of immi-
grants admitted to New
York City from Europe
rose dramatically to
21.7 percent, largely
due to rising immigra-
tion from Russia,
Poland, and the former
Soviet republics.  The
Caribbean remained
the area of the world
producing the most
immigrants to New
York City, accounting
for 33.2 percent of all
immigrants, and the
Dominican Republic
remained the first-
ranked country of ori-
gin, producing nearly one of every five immigrants
admitted to New York City.19 Thus, as the share of
New York City’s population that is foreign-born
has risen, the national origin of new immigrants
has shifted during the past twenty years.

The Next Generation:  
Forecasted Population Growth Over the
Next Two Decades

Population growth in the coming decades will be
influenced both by new immigration flows and by
the impact of the accelerated immigration of the
1990s.  The number of second-generation immi-

grants in New York City rose dramatically over the
past decade as a result of the youth and relatively
high fertility rates of immigrant households.  From
1990 to 1996, 45 percent of all births in New York
City were to foreign-born women, and this propor-
tion is projected to grow in subsequent decades.20

According to one estimate, in the year 2020 more
than 55 percent of all residents of New York City
will be either foreign-born or have at least one for-
eign-born parent.21

Population forecasts indicate that New York City’s
population growth will continue during the first
two decades of the twenty-first century, and that
immigration will continue to be the driving force

behind the city’s growth.  A population forecast
prepared in 1996 by the New York Metropolitan
Transportation Council projected a population
increase of 7.0 percent by the year 2020.  As
shown in Figure 6, New York City’s population
will grow by approximately 520,000 people in the
next two decades.22

The New York Metropolitan Transportation
Council forecast also provides a broad demo-
graphic portrait of changes in New York City’s
population over the next twenty years.  According
to the 1990 decennial census, 43.3 percent of New
York City’s population was white, 25.4 percent
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was black, 24.4 percent was Latino, and 7.0 per-
cent was Asian or other race, as Figure 7 illus-
trates.23 However, by the year 2020 the largest
racial/ethnic group in New York City will be
Latinos, who will comprise a projected 35.5 per-
cent of the city’s total population (see again Figure
7).  

This demographic change clearly represents the
strong influence of continuing migration from
Puerto Rico and immigration from the Dominican
Republic and other Latin American countries, as

well as the relatively
high natality rates for
young immigrant and
non-immigrant Latino
households.  Black
New Yorkers are pro-
jected to comprise 27.6
percent of the total
population, an increase
due in part to immigra-
tion from the
Caribbean and Africa.
White New Yorkers
will see their share of
the population decline
to 22.3 percent, a
reflection of relatively
low natality rates and
projected outmigration
of white households.
Finally, the share of the
total population com-
prised of Asians and
other racial or ethnic
groups is projected to
more than double to
14.6 percent.24

Clearly immigration
will continue to drive
population growth in
New York City in the
first two decades of the
twenty-first century.
In addition, immi-
grants and their off-
spring will comprise a
larger and larger share
of New York City’s

population during the next two decades.

Conclusion

After declining in the 1970s, New York City’s pop-
ulation has been growing steadily in the 1980s and
1990s and is predicted to continue growing.
According to recent population forecasts, New
York City’s population will rise by more than 7
percent by the year 2020, an increase of more than
half a million people.  Over the next two decades,
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therefore, New York City’s population will reach
its highest point ever.

Immigration is the driving force behind New York
City’s recent and future growth.  From 1980 to
1996, nearly 1.7 million legally-admitted immi-
grants settled in New York City.  In the year 2020,
more than 55 percent of all New Yorkers will be
foreign-born or have at least one parent who is for-
eign-born.  If immigration continues at the rate of
the last two decades, by 2020 more than 2 million
new immigrants will settle in New York City.

Clearly immigration patterns and demographics
will play a decisive role in shaping New York City
and its housing needs in the next two decades.
Chapter Five will examine in detail the housing
conditions of immigrants to assess the housing
needs of the rising number of immigrant house-
holds.  However, population growth alone will cre-
ate the need for more housing in New York City.
Therefore, the next three chapters will first exam-
ine New York City’s recent record of producing
new housing, and the emergence, and widening, of
the affordable housing gap from the 1970s through
the 1990s.
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Chapter Two

Changes in New York City’s Housing
Supply

Introduction

How New York City will meet its housing needs
for the next generation will depend in large part on
its strategies for developing and preserving hous-
ing, and for building housing to replace that which
has been lost to demolition or conversion.  Based
on the record of the last two decades, the outlook
for expanding New York City’s rental housing
supply is gloomy.  From 1980 to 1999, the net
increase in households in New York City was near-
ly three times the net increase in rental housing
units.

Housing production in New York City, which was
robust in the 1960s and strong in the 1970s (a
decade of population loss, as noted in Chapter
One), slowed considerably in the 1980s and was at
historic lows throughout the 1990s.  Residential
building demolitions also rose in the late-1990s to
the highest levels in two decades.  As a result, in
the 1990s New York City actually lost more rental
housing units than it produced.

This chapter will discuss recent changes in New
York City’s housing supply.
� The first section will look at housing construc-

tion, which declined dramatically in the 1990s.
In the 1990s, New York City produced fewer
than half the new housing units annually than
it did in the 1970s.

� The second section will examine housing
demolitions, which soared in the late 1990s to
the highest levels since the wave of building
abandonment in the 1970s.  In the late 1990s,
the number of residential building demolitions
was at its highest point since the early 1980s.

� The third section will briefly examine one of
the causes of low levels of housing production
in recent years:  the high costs of construction
in New York City.  Construction costs in New
York City are the highest of any city in the
United States.

� The fourth section discusses illegal housing
units in New York City, which flourished in

the 1980s and 1990s.  Although there is no
comprehensive data on this phenomenon, one
study estimated that there were already more
than 150,000 illegal single-room housing units
in New York City in 1984.

� Finally, the fifth section will compare recent
trends in population growth with the stagna-
tion of housing supply.  From 1980 to 1999,
the net increase in households in New York
City was nearly three times the net increase in
rental housing units.

Changes in Housing Production

The number of new housing units (renter and
owner) completed annually in New York City has
declined dramatically from the 1960s through the
1990s, as shown in Figure 8.  In the 1970s, an era
of widespread building abandonment when New
York City also lost more than 10 percent of its pop-
ulation, an average of 17,006 housing units were
constructed each year.  That average annual figure
fell to 10,437 units during the 1980s, despite
increased housing production in the second half of
the decade (see Appendix Figure 1).  For the first
half of the 1990s, however, average annual hous-
ing production fell by 24.7 percent to just 7,861
units per year.25

Data on housing permits provides some indication
that housing production rose slightly in the late-
1990s.  As Appendix Figure 2 shows, the number
of permits issued for the construction of new hous-
ing units increased from 1996 to 1998, and
reached 10,387 permits in the latter year, the high-
est level since 1989.26 However, as Figure 9 illus-
trates, even these increases are well below the
average production levels of the 1980s.  Moreover,
these low rates of housing production occurred
even as New York City’s population was again ris-
ing steadily. 

Much of the decline in housing production since
the 1960s was driven by cutbacks in government
housing programs (many of which are detailed in
Part II of this report).  One program in particular,
the Mitchell-Lama Program – a State initiative
begun in 1955 aimed at producing middle-income
rental and mutual housing – was responsible for
generating substantial housing production in the
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1960s and 1970s.  Since it inception, the Mitchell-
Lama Program has created more than 125,000
housing units in New York City, most of them for
middle-income tenants.  In addition, the Housing
New York initiative, launched by the Koch
Administration in 1986 (also discussed in Part II),
was responsible for creating some 50,000 new
rental housing units in the late 1980s and early
1990s, temporarily abating a citywide decline in
the rental housing stock.  However, as Part II
describes in more
detail, the end of these
initiatives and other
cutbacks in govern-
ment housing invest-
ments played a signifi-
cant role in slowing the
expansion of New
York City’s rental
housing supply.

Housing
Demolitions and
Conversions

While new housing
production declined in
the 1990s, the number
of residential buildings
demolished increased

dramatically towards
the end of the decade.
As Figure 10 illus-
trates, residential
building demolitions,
which occurred at
around 600 buildings
per year in the late-
1980s, fell off to under
200 buildings per year
in the first half of the
1990s.  However, dem-
olitions increased sig-
nificantly from 1996
through 1998, reaching
839 buildings in the
latter year, the most
residential building
demolitions since the
wave of building aban-

donment in the 1970s and early-1980s.27

Clearly the rise in building demolitions, along with
historically low levels of housing construction,
have contributed to an absolute loss of rental hous-
ing in New York City in the 1990s.  The total num-
ber of rental housing units (occupied and vacant)
in New York City fell from 2,028,303 units in
1991 to 2,017,701 units in 1999, a loss of more
than 10,000 rental housing units.28 During this
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Permits Issued for New Housing Units in 
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same period, the city’s population grew by nearly
125,000 persons (see Figure 2), or more than
40,000 households.29

However, another factor behind the loss of rental
housing in the 1980s and 1990s was conversion of
rental housing units to cooperatives and condo-
miniums.  Conversions increased substantially in
the 1980s, particularly in neighborhoods that were
gentrifying, and contributed significantly to the
loss of rental housing.  In the 1980s, an average of
more than 33,000 apartments each year were con-
verted to condominiums or cooperative apart-
ments.  The number of conversions diminished
greatly in the 1990s, during which fewer than
1,000 conversions occurred each year.30

The Impact of Construction Costs

One reason for the decline in new housing produc-
tion in New York City has been the relatively high
cost of housing construction.  A recent report by
the Center for Real Estate and Urban Policy at the
New York University School of Law found that
construction costs and land acquisition prices in
New York City are substantially higher than in
every other large city in the United States.  The
study found that, by one measure, hard construc-
tion costs in New York City are between 21 and 56
percent higher than in Los Angeles, Chicago, and

Dallas.31 By another
measure, construction
costs per square foot in
New York City are 4 to
9 percent higher than
in Los Angeles, 10 to
11 percent higher than
in Chicago, and 22 to
29 percent higher than
in Dallas.32

The Center for Real
Estate and Urban
Policy study offered
several recommenda-
tions for reducing con-
struction costs –
including improved
management of vacant
land, reforms of zon-

ing and building codes, and changes in the proper-
ty tax system33 – but most are unlikely to be imple-
mented in the near term.  Furthermore, many of the
factors influencing high construction costs cited
by the report (for example, higher relative labor
costs) have existed for decades in New York City,
and thus are not the most important cause of the
decline in housing production in the 1990s.  

The report also rejects the argument put forward
by the real estate industry and some commentators
that rent regulation has played a significant role in
declining new housing construction.  Under rent
regulation laws all buildings built after 1974 with-
out certain tax abatements and subsidies are not
subject to rent regulation.  As the Center for Real
Estate and Urban Policy concludes, “Contrary to
the allegations of some members of the real estate
industry, rent regulation is unlikely to impede new
construction because developers are concerned
that the law will be amended to include buildings
after 1974.”34 Moreover, the report continues,
“given the tightness of New York’s housing mar-
ket…it is unlikely that insufficient demand caused
by rent regulation is the major impediment to new
housing construction.”35
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Residential Building Demolitions in 
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Illegal Conversions and Illegal Single-
Room Housing

Although official data record a net loss of rental
housing units in the 1990s, there is anecdotal evi-
dence that the number of illegal housing units
increased to meet some of the unmet need for
affordable rental housing.  There are, unfortunate-
ly, no comprehensive statistics available regarding
this phenomenon.  However, news reports, welfare
data, fire reports, and other sources indicate that
illegal housing units of various kinds flourished
throughout New York City in the 1980s and 1990s.

To date there has been only one comprehensive
attempt to analyze the issue of illegal housing units
in New York City, an unpublished report by
researchers Jill Hamberg and Carol Smolenski.36

According to that report, the most common form
of illegal housing consists of illegal single-room
occupancy (SRO) units.  Among illegal SROs, the
report describes three major types:37

� Rooms:  This category includes illegal room-
ing houses, the vast majority of which are
located outside of Manhattan.  Typically, ille-
gal rooms have been located in one- or two-
family homes.  Illegal rooms also include
rooms in apartments which are rented sepa-
rately, and rooms in basements and cellars of
apartment buildings or private houses.

� Cubicles:  These units are differentiated from
rooms by the absence of windows, and are typ-
ically found in basements and cellars which
are subdivided into small dwelling units.

� Bedspaces:  The most common form of bed-
space is dormitories, which have predominat-
ed in Chinatown and some parts of Brooklyn.

Hamberg and Smolenski’s report acknowledges
the dearth of reliable data on the number of illegal
SROs, but estimates that, in the mid-1980s, there
were more than four times as many illegal SRO
units as there were legally-recognized occupied
SRO units.  In 1986 a City report documented
some 52,000 legal SRO units citywide, of which
37,800 were occupied.  Through an analysis of
1984 welfare data, the report estimates that 22,000
welfare recipients were residing in illegal SROs –
that is, “furnished rooms” which were not located
in legally-recognized SROs.  Extrapolating from

this data, the authors estimate that in 1984 there
were 157,000 illegal SRO units citywide.38

Despite the absence of comprehensive data, it is
clear that illegal housing units flourished in the
1980s and 1990s.  Indeed, in the late 1990s, as in
the 1980s, several news reports pointed to the
expanding number of illegal occupancies, and
described electrical fires in many one- and two-
family homes illegally converted into multiple
dwellings in southeastern Queens and other
regions of the city.  News and fire reports have, in
an anecdotal fashion, portrayed illegal housing
units as extremely overcrowded and hazardous.

The Hamberg and Smolenski report estimates that
half of all residents of illegal SROs were immi-
grants, and that they were on average younger and
more likely to be employed than residents of legal
SROs.39 It seems clear, then, that illegal SROs and
other illegal housing have become a dangerous but
necessary “escape valve” for poor households
unable to access apartments in an increasingly
tight housing market.  

Population Growth and the Stagnation of
Housing Production

During the past two decades, the combination of
rising population and stagnant housing production
has contributed to declining rental housing vacan-
cy rates and rising household size in apartments.
As shown in Figure 11, the number of rental hous-
ing units in New York City declined steadily in the
1980s, largely as a result of rising demolitions and
conversions as well as stagnant production, at the
same time that population increased.  However,
the number of rental units increased significantly
from 1987 to 1993, partly as a result of City capi-
tal commitments to the 1986 Housing New York
initiative (described in Chapter Seven).
Nevertheless, in the remainder of the 1990s the
number of rental housing units again began to
decline, with a loss of nearly 30,000 apartments
between 1993 and 1999.40

From 1980 to 1999, according to the United States
Bureau of the Census, the population of New York
City increased by some 356,000 persons (repre-
senting approximately 118,000 households).41
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However, over this period the number of total
rental housing units (occupied and vacant)
increased by fewer than 42,000 units.42 The slow-
down in housing production combined with the
rise in demolitions in the 1990s contributed signif-
icantly to this mismatch between rising population
and stagnant housing production.

Conclusion

Over the past two decades, changes in New York
City’s rental housing supply have not matched
changes in population.  From 1980 to 1999, the net
increase in households in New York City was near-
ly three times the net increase in rental housing
units.  Indeed, between 1993 and 1999 the number
of rental apartments in New York City actually
declined by nearly 30,000 units.  

The decline in the number of apartments in the
1990s reflects a long-term trend towards reduced
housing production in New York City.  Whereas
New York City produced an average of nearly
37,000 new housing units each year in the 1960s
and more than 17,000 per year in the 1970s, in the
1990s fewer than 8,000 units were produced each
year.  One major cause of this drop-off in produc-
tion has been the dramatically reduced role played
by government in developing new housing.  As
discussed in detail in Chapter Seven, major gov-

ernment initiatives in
the 1960s and 1970s –
such as the Mitchell-
Lama Program, which
produced more than
125,000 new housing
units in New York City
– spurred an expansion
of the city’s housing
supply.  Likewise, in
the late 1980s and
early 1990s the
Housing New York ini-
tiative temporarily
reversed declines in
the size of the city’s
rental housing stock.
Unfortunately, through
most of the 1980s and
1990s government at

every level cut back dramatically in such invest-
ments in new housing development.

Against the backdrop of stagnant housing supply,
another alarming housing trend emerged in New
York City:  A severe and growing shortage of
affordable rental housing.  As the next chapter will
describe, New York City not only has failed to
produce enough rental housing for its rising popu-
lation, but it has also suffered dramatic losses of
affordable apartments over the past twenty-five
years.
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Chapter Three

Affordable Housing in New York City

Introduction

Discussions about a “crisis” or “shortage” of
affordable housing in New York City are hardly
novel.  However, affordability was not always the
major housing problem confronting New York
City.  Indeed, the most severe housing problem
confronting poor New Yorkers in the two decades
after World War II was substandard, often haz-
ardous physical conditions, and these improved
considerably by the 1970s.  

From the 1970s through the 1990s, the major
housing problem confronting New York City
became affordability.  Viewed from a historical
perspective, therefore, the past three decades have
witnessed extraordinary changes in the city’s
housing stock.  In essence, from 1970 to the pres-
ent New York City transformed from a city with a
surplus of affordable rental housing for its poorest
residents to a city with a deficit of more than half
a million available, low-cost apartments.  At the
same time, poor renters – in particular, black and
Latino renter households – resided in ever larger
numbers in overcrowded, substandard housing,
and were forced to pay increasing shares of their
incomes for deficient apartments.

This chapter briefly traces those historical changes
and draws a portrait of the current affordable hous-
ing shortage in New York.  
� The first section describes the affordable hous-

ing stock in New York City, focusing on the
different subtenures of rental housing.  From
1991 to 1999, New York City lost more than
500,000 apartments with gross rents under
$500 per month.

� The second section looks at five measures of
affordable housing conditions, and how each
has worsened over the last two decades:  
1. Overcrowding:  From 1978 to 1999 the

number of crowded apartments increased
by 71.4 percent and the number of seri-
ously crowded apartments rose by 161.5
percent.

2. Housing quality:  From 1987 to 1996, the

number of apartments with maintenance-
related housing problems rose by 170 per-
cent.

3. Trends in rents:  From 1981 to 1999,
median gross rents in New York City rose
by nearly twice the rate of inflation.

4. Trends in renter incomes:  While median
rents rose rapidly, renter incomes stagnat-
ed over the past two decades, and the
poorest fifth of renters suffered income
losses.  From 1993 to 1999, the median
income of the poorest fifth of renter
households declined by 1.2 percent in real
terms.

5. Rent burdens:  More than one of every
four renter households in New York City
paid more than half of their income for
housing throughout the 1990s.

� Finally, the third section looks at the changing
housing conditions of black and Latino
renters, who disproportionately suffer from
severe housing quality problems, overcrowd-
ing, and high rent burdens.  Throughout the
1980s and 1990s, the median renter incomes
of black and Latino renters were more than
one-third lower than those of white renters.

New York City’s Affordable Housing Stock

Any discussion of housing in New York City must
begin by acknowledging how unique New York
City’s housing stock is compared with that of other
large American cities.  New York City is, over-
whelmingly, a city of renters.  Whereas nearly
two-thirds of American households own their own
homes, and nearly half of all residents of central
cities nationwide are owners, in New York City
68.1 percent of households were renters in 1999.43

1.  Regulatory Status of Rental Housing

New York is also exceptional in the exceedingly
complex array of subtenures within its rental hous-
ing stock.  Whereas housing in most American
cities can be described using only a handful of cat-
egories (owner-occupied, renter-occupied, pub-
lic/subsidized rental housing), in New York City
sixty years of rent regulation laws and a wide array
of government housing programs have created a
diverse landscape of rental housing types.  It is,
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however, possible to
describe New York’s
rental housing stock
using seven major cate-
gories, or “subtenures,”
which are defined in
Figure 12.44

� R e n t - s t a b i l i z e d
a p a r t m e n t s :
Slightly more than
half of all occupied
rental housing in
New York City –
1,020,588 units, or
52.2 percent of all
rental units in 1999,
as illustrated in
Figure 13 – was
rent-stabilized, the
largest single cate-
gory of housing in
the city.    

� Public housing:
Public housing com-
prised 8.7 percent of
the renter-occupied
housing stock, or
169,339 apartments
in 1999.  

� M i t c h e l l - L a m a
housing:  An addi-
tional 67,146 apart-
ments (3.4 percent
of all renter-occu-
pied units in 1999)
were developed
under New York
State’s Mitchell-Lama Program.  

� Rent-controlled apartments:  In addition,
52,562 apartments, or 2.7 percent of the occu-
pied rental housing stock in 1999, were sub-
ject to rent control laws.  

� Non-regulated apartments:  Among the
remaining renter-occupied units, the largest
category comprised apartments which were
not subject to any rent regulation.  In 1996, 28
percent of all occupied rental housing units
were non-regulated.45

� Other rent-regulated housing:  Another impor-

tant category of rental housing comprised
apartments subject to other forms of rent regu-
lation, including oversight by the New York
City Loft Board and Federally-subsidized
housing owned and managed by private land-
lords.  In 1996, 7 percent of all renter-occupied
units were in this category.46

� In rem housing:  One additional category of
rental housing is crucial to understanding New
York City’s rental housing stock:  Apartments
commonly referred to as in rem units, which
are owned and managed by the City and which
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Types of Rental Housing in New York City  
 
Rent-stabilized housing :  Rent-stabilized apartments are subject to rent 
regulation laws that limi t rent increases and vacancy allowances as long as the  
rental housing vacancy rate in New York City is below 5 percent.  The majority of  
rent-stabilized apartments were constructed before 1974.  Some rent-stabilized  
apartments were constructed after 1974 with tax abatements requiring that the  
units fall under rent regulation.   
 
Rent-controlled housing :  Rent-controlled apartments are subject to the 
provisions of the Rent Control Law.  The majority of rent-controlled apartments  
were constructed before 1947 and house tenants who have occupied the  
apartments since before 1971.  Most rent -controlled apartments vacated after  
1971 revert to rent stabilization.  
 
Public housing :  These are apartments developed through Federal and State 
public housing programs.  The buildings are owned and managed by the New  
York City Housing Authority.  Rents in most public housing units are limited to 30 
percent of tenant household income.  
 
Mitchell -Lama housing :  Apartments constructed under the State’s 1955 
Limited Profit Housing  Companies Law are commonly referred to as Mitchell -
Lama apartments.  Most Mitchell -Lama apartments were constructed for middle -
income households, and were assisted through mortgage subsidies, tax 
exemptions, and limited returns on equity.  Rents are regulated by the New  York  
State Division of Housing and Community Renewal.  
 
In rem  housing:  These are apartments owned by the municipal government 
New York City as a result of an in rem proceeding resulting from an owner’s 
failure to pay property taxes.   
 
Other regulated housing :  Other types of regulated housing include:  (1) units 
located in buildings formerly used as commercial loft space, and which have 
rents regulated by the New York City Loft Board; and (2) units in privately-owned  
Federally -subsidized buildings which were constructed under the project-based  
Section 8 program or other Federal housing programs, and where rents are 
generally limited to no more than 30 percent of household income.  
 
Non-regulated housing :  Most non -regulated apartments were constructed after 
1974 without tax abatements.  Other non-regulated apartments include formerly 
rent-stabilized units which were deregulated under luxury decontrol provisions of 
rent regulation laws, and cooperative and condominium units which were 
occupied  by renters after conversion.  
 

Figure 12     



are predominantly
ren t - s tab i l ized .
(See Chapter
Seven for a discus-
sion of the City’s
policies regarding
in rem housing.)
In 1996, in rem
units represented 1
percent of all
renter-occupied
apartments.47

2.  Regulatory
Status of Low-Cost
Rental Housing

New York City’s stock
of low-cost renter-
occupied housing dif-
fers from the total rental housing stock in signifi-
cant ways.  Figure 14 illustrates the stock of occu-
pied apartments whose gross rent (i.e., rent and
utilities) was under $400 per month (in 1999 dol-
lars), the amount affordable to extremely-low-
income households in New York City.48 In 1999,
there were 268,229 apartments with gross rents
under $400 per month, representing 13.7 percent
of all renter-occupied units in New York City.49

� Public housing:
Public housing
was the largest
subtenure of low-
cost occupied
rental units, com-
prising 45.7 per-
cent of the total in
1999, or more than
five times its share
of all renter-occu-
pied units.  Public
housing, which is
directly subsidized
and publicly-
owned, represents
a vital portion of
the affordable
housing stock.

� Rent - s tab i l i zed

apartments:  Rent-stabilized housing was the
second largest category, representing 25.1 per-
cent of low-cost units.  However, this is a less
than half the share of all renter-occupied units
(52.2 percent) in 1999.  It also reflects a
decline in the number of low-cost stabilized
units in the late 1990s, which is discussed
below and in Chapter Six.

� Other rental housing:  Apartments which were
non-regulated or which were subject to other
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New York City's Renter-Occupied Housing 
by Subtenure, 1999

Stabilized
52.2%

Controlled
2.7%

Public Housing
8.7%

All Other Rental 
Housing
33.0%

Mitchell-Lama
3.4%

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, Housing and Vacancy Survey (1999) Figure 13

Number of 
Renter-Occupied 
Housing Units:  

1,953,290

New York City's Stock of Low-Cost Renter-
Occupied Housing by Subtenure, 1999 

Apartments with Gross Rent of $400 Per Month or Less

Stabilized
25.1%

Public Housing
45.7%

Mitchell-Lama
3.1%

Controlled
6.0%

All Other Rental 
Units
20.2%

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, Housing and Vacancy Survey (1999) Figure 14

Number of 
Apartments with 

Gross Rents of $400 
Per Month or Less:  

268,229



regulations (including, as noted above,
Federally-subsidized housing) made up 20.2
percent of the low-cost housing stock in 1999,
around two-thirds of their share for the entire
occupied rental stock.  

� Rent-controlled apartments:  Rent-controlled
units comprised 6.0 percent of low-cost apart-
ments in 1999, more than twice their share of
all occupied rental housing.  

� Mitchell-Lama apartments:  Finally, Mitchell-
Lama units comprised 3.1 percent of low-cost
occupied apartments in 1999, nearly the same
as their share of the total.  

Perhaps the most striking feature of the low-cost
housing stock in recent years has been its rapidly

shrinking size.  As Table 1 shows, between 1996
and 1999 New York City lost more than 40,000
apartments whose gross rent was under $400 (in
current dollars).  Over the same period, New York
City also lost more than 99,000 apartments renting
for under $500 per month (in current dollars) and
155,000 units renting for under $600 per month (in
current dollars).50 Thus, over a three-year period
New York City lost nearly one of every five apart-
ments with gross rents under $600 per month.

A large share of the loss of low-cost rental units
from 1996 to 1999 came from the stock of rent-
regulated apartments.  As Table 1 also shows,
between 1996 and 1999 New York City lost near-
ly half of all rent-stabilized apartments with gross

rents under $400 per
month (in current dol-
lars) and nearly 46 per-
cent of rent-controlled
apartments in the same
gross rent range.51 All
in all, gross rents on
apartments in the rent-
regulated stock shifted
upwards markedly
from 1996 to 1999, as
illustrated in Appendix
Figure 3.  The major
cause of the loss of
low-cost rent-regulat-
ed apartments during
this period was the rent
regulation reform
statute enacted in 1997
which permitted larger
rent increases for rent-
stabilized apartments
(see discussion in
Chapter Six).  

3.  Vacancy Rates

Another singular char-
acteristic of rental
housing in New York
City is the extraordi-
narily small number of
vacant apartments.  In
1999, the vacancy rate
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Changes in the Low-Cost Rental Housing Stock in
New York City, 1996-1999

All occupied units 1996 1999 Change 1996-1999

Gross rents in current 
dollars

Number 
of units

Share of 
total

Number 
of units

Share of 
total

Number of 
units

Percent 
change

Gross rent below $600 
per month 805,712 41.4% 650,639 33.3% (155,073) -19.2%

Gross rent below $500 
per month 515,074 26.5% 416,044 21.3% (99,030) -19.2%

Gross rent below $400 
per month 308,344 15.8% 268,229 13.7% (40,115) -13.0%

Rent-stabilized units 1996 1999 Change 1996-1999

Gross rent below $600 
per month 494,122 48.7% 294,571 48.7% (199,551) -40.4%

Gross rent below $500 
per month 286,885 28.3% 140,012 28.3% (146,873) -51.2%

Gross rent below $400 
per month 131,185 12.9% 67,211 12.9% (63,974) -48.8%

Rent-controlled units 1996 1999 Change 1996-1999

Gross rent below $600 
per month 50,417 64.4% 30,900 58.8% (19,517) -38.7%

Gross rent below $500 
per month 39,137 50.0% 23,736 45.2% (15,401) -39.4%

Gross rent below $400 
per month 29,854 38.1% 16,150 30.7% (13,704) -45.9%

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, 
Housing and Vacancy Survey (1996-1999) Table 1



for all rental housing in New York was 3.2 percent
(81,409 units).52 This represented a decrease from
the 4.0 percent rate in 1996, but was typical of
rental housing vacancy rates in New York City
since the mid-1970s which have hovered around 3
percent.53 In comparison, the national rental
vacancy rate was 7.2 percent in 1996.54 Of the
major subtenures, in 1999 the vacancy rate in rent-
stabilized housing was 2.5 percent, while the rate
in public housing was 2.0 percent.  In other rental
housing the vacancy rate was higher (5.0 percent),
but still well below the national average.55

In comparison with the entire rental housing stock,
vacancy rates for low-cost rental units tended to be
extremely low.  In 1996, as shown in Figure 15, the
vacancy rate for the bottom fifth of apartments (by
rent quintiles) was only 3.1 percent, while the
vacancy rate for the second fifth of apartments was
only 3.6 percent.  In comparison, vacancy rates for
the top three-fifths of apartments were over 4 per-
cent.56

Five Measures of Affordable Housing in
New York City

As affordable housing in New York City has
become scarcer over the past two-and-a-half
decades, housing conditions for poor renters have
also worsened.  The following section looks at

changes in housing
conditions for low-
income New Yorkers
using five measures:
overcrowding, housing
quality, trends in rents,
trends in renter
incomes, and rent bur-
dens.

1.  Overcrowding

One of the major
changes in New York
City’s rental housing
over the past two
decades has been a
dramatic rise in the
number of overcrowd-
ed apartments.  The

Federal government uses two standards for over-
crowding:  Housing is considered “crowded” if
there is more than one person per room, and “seri-
ously crowded” if there are more than 1.5 persons
per room.  For these two measures, both the num-
ber and the percentage of overcrowded rental
housing units have increased markedly in New
York City since the late-1970s.

As shown in Figure 16, in 1978 6.5 percent
(125,450) of all rental units were crowded, and 1.5
percent (28,950) were seriously crowded.  By
1999, 215,056 rental housing units, representing
11.0 percent of all renter-occupied units, were
crowded.  In the same year, 75,715 units were
seriously crowded, representing 3.9 percent of all
units.  As the chart shows, through the 1990s the
incidence of overcrowding was consistently
greater than 10 percent, and represented an enor-
mous increase over the pattern in the previous two
decades.  Thus, from 1978 to 1999 the number of
crowded apartments increased by 89,606 units (a
71.4 percent increase), while the number of seri-
ously crowded apartments rose by 46,765 units (an
astounding 161.5 percent increase).57

Overcrowding in rental housing is more common
in New York City than in the rest of the nation.
Compared to the more than 10 percent rate of
crowded apartments in New York City, 5 percent
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New York City Rental Housing Vacancy Rates 
By Rent Quintile, 1996
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of renter-occupied
housing units in the
United States in 1995
were crowded, a per-
centage that has
remained largely
unchanged since the
1980s.58

One factor underlying
the overcrowding
problem in New York
City is the large num-
ber of doubled-up
h o u s e h o l d s .
Throughout the 1990s,
there were more than
200,000 doubled-up
households (renter and
owner), representing
more than 7 percent of all households.59 Among
renter households, in 1996 there were 151,810
doubled-up households, as shown in Table 2, rep-
resenting 7.8 percent of all renter households.60

Doubled-up households were overwhelmingly
poor.  In 1995, the median income of “subfami-
lies” (i.e., a second family with children or couple
residing with a primary household) residing in
doubled-up rental housing was $8,500 (in 1995
dollars).61 Among “secondary individuals” (i.e.,
unrelated individuals residing with a primary

household), the median income was $15,000 (in
1995 dollars).62 In contrast, the 1995 median
income for all renter households was $23,892 (in
1995 dollars).63 It is clear, therefore, that doubled-
up housing predominated among the poorest
households in New York City.

2.  Housing Quality Problems

Housing quality problems in New York City’s
rental housing stock have also become more wide-
spread in the last twenty years.  There are two stan-
dard measures of “severe” housing quality prob-

lems:  Housing that is dilapidated (i.e., fails
to provide safe and adequate shelter to its
occupants); and housing that has five or more
major maintenance deficiencies (including
heating problems, rodent infestation, water
leaks, and cracks in walls and ceilings).64

In 1996, as shown in Figure 17, 6.1 percent
of all occupied rental housing units in New
York City had five or more maintenance defi-
ciencies, compared with 2.0 percent in
1987.65 More than 100,000 renter house-
holds in 1996 reported five or more major
maintenance deficiencies in their
dwellings.66 In contrast, in 1987 approxi-
mately 37,000 households reported five or
more maintenance problems.  In less than ten
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Overcrowding in New York City Rental Housing, 
1975-1999
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Doubled-Up Renter Households in
New York City, 1991-1996

1991 1993 1996

Total renter-occupied 
households 1,951,576 1,970,355 1,946,165

Total doubled-up renter 
households 166,545 155,575 151,810
Households with at least one 
subfamily 60,336 66,549 63,191
Households with secondary 
individual 106,209 89,026 88,619

Share of all renter 
households doubled-up 8.5% 7.9% 7.8%

Source:  Lee, Moon Wha (2000), based on 1996 
Housing and Vacancy Survey data Table 2



years, therefore, the number of apartments with
maintenance-related severe housing quality prob-
lems nearly tripled.

In 1996 there were 25,928 dilapidated renter-occu-
pied housing units in New York City, representing
1.3 percent of all renter-occupied housing units.
Thus, in 1996 there were a total of 146,599 rental
units with severe housing quality problems, repre-
senting 7.5 percent of all renter-occupied units.67

Severe housing quality problems are concentrated
primarily in the city’s poorest neighborhoods.  In
1996 the neighborhoods with the largest absolute
numbers of housing units with severe quality prob-
lems were Central Harlem, East Harlem,
Washington Heights, Manhattan’s Lower East
Side, Crown Heights, and Kingsbridge Heights,
while parts of the South Bronx and North Crown
Heights had high proportions of quality prob-
lems.68 In addition, the subtenure of housing with
the highest incidence of severe quality problems
was City-owned in rem housing.  In 1996, 16.5
percent of all in rem units were dilapidated, while
26.3 percent had five or more maintenance defi-
ciencies.  

The majority of housing units with severe quality
problems are occupied by the city’s poorest house-
holds.  In 1996, a striking 61.6 percent of occu-

pants of apartments
with five or more
maintenance problems
had very low incomes
(i.e., earned less than
50 percent of the area
median income).  In
addition, 46.1 percent
of tenants in apart-
ments with mainte-
nance-related prob-
lems received public
assistance.  Similarly,
52.4 percent of the
occupants of dilapidat-
ed housing were very-
low-income, and 32.7
percent were receiving
public assistance.69

The incidence of severe housing quality problems
is much higher in New York City than in the rest of
the country.  Whereas, in 1995, 2 percent of United
States renter households and 4 percent of very-
low-income renters in the Northeast had severe
housing quality problems, in 1996 (as noted
above) 7.5 percent of all New York City renter
households experienced those problems.70

3.  Trends in Rents

By any measure, rents for New York City apart-
ments have increased at an astounding rate over
the past two decades.  Indeed, from 1981 to 1999
median rents rose at nearly twice the rate of infla-
tion.  At the same time, rent increases for the low-
est-cost rental housing units have led to an erosion
in the stock of affordable apartments.

Between 1981 and 1999, as illustrated in Figure
18, the real median gross rent (i.e., the cost of rent
and utilities adjusted for inflation) for an apart-
ment in New York City rose by a remarkable 35.4
percent, from $517 per month to $700 per month
(in 1999 dollars).71 During this same period, rent
increases far outstripped increases in the general
inflation rate, as illustrated in Figure 19.  While
consumer prices (in current dollars) increased by
96.4 percent between 1981 and 1999, median
gross rents increased by 166.2 percent, nearly
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New York City Apartments in Buildings with Five 
or More Maintenance Deficiencies, 1987-1996

Share of All Renter-Occupied Apartments
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twice the consumer
price inflation rate.72

While there were large
increases in median
gross rents during the
1980s, a notable jump
occurred in the 1990s,
again as shown in
Figures 18 and 19.
From 1991 to 1999, the
real median gross rent
(adjusted for inflation)
for an apartment rose
77.8 percent, from
$622 to $700 (in 1999
dollars).73 The rise in
median gross rents
during this period was
almost twice the infla-
tion rate (a 37.5 percent rise in median gross rents
compared with a 22.2 percent increase in con-
sumer prices).74

Median rent increases in recent years were partic-
ularly significant for the poorest tenants.  Between
1993 and 1996, all tenants earning below $17,500
(in 1995 dollars) experienced substantial real
increases in median gross rents, as shown in
Figure 20 and Appendix Table 2.   Increases were
especially notable for
extremely-low-income
and very-low-income
tenants in the follow-
ing income brackets
(all income figures in
1995 dollars):  

� Households earn-
ing between
$2,500 and $4,999
in annual income
experienced a 20.9
percent increase in
real median rents.

� Households earn-
ing between
$5,000 and $7,499
experienced a 26.3
percent increase.

� Households earning between $7,500 and
$9,999 experienced a 9.7 percent increase.  

� Households earning between $15,000 and
$17,499 experienced a 4.2 percent increase.  

In comparison, low-, moderate-, and middle-
income house-holds (that is, tenants earning
between $20,000 and $50,000 in 1995 dollars)
typically experienced real median rent increases of
around 1 or 2 percent.75
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New York City Real Median Gross Rents, 1970-1999
Median Gross Rents (Rent and Utilities) in 1999 Dollars 
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Trends in Median Gross Rents and Inflation in 
New York City, 1970-1999 
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Between 1996 and 1999, rent increases substan-
tially diminished the number of apartments with
gross rents under $700 per month and increased
the number of apartments with gross rents higher
than that level.  As illustrated in Figure 21, the
number of apartments with gross rents between
$400 and $600 in particular decreased significant-
ly during this three year period.

This rapid rise in rents
had a particularly pro-
found impact on the
New York City’s stock
of affordable, low-rent
apartments.  Looked at
in aggregate terms, the
1990s witnessed an
enormous absolute loss
of low-cost rental
housing units, as illus-
trated in Table 3.
Between 1991 and
1999, the number of
renter-occupied units
with gross rents below
$500 per month (in
current dollars) fell by
more than 512,000,
and the number renting

for below $400 per
month fell by more
than 313,000.  As a
share of all renter-
occupied units, low-
cost apartments also
declined dramatically.
Renter-occupied units
with gross rents below
$500 per month repre-
sented 47.6 percent of
all rental units in 1991,
but only 21.3 percent
in 1999, while the
share renting below
$400 per month shrank
from 29.8 percent in
1991 to 13.7 percent in
1999.76 In other
words, the number of

low-cost apartments in New York City declined by
half in less than a decade.

4.  Trends in Renter Incomes

While median gross rents in New York City have
been rising at nearly twice the rate of inflation,
median household incomes for renters have essen-
tially stagnated for the past twenty-five years, as
shown in Figure 22.  After sharply declining from
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Real Median Gross Rents in New York City by 
Household Income, 1993-1996
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Change in Renter-Occupied Apartments in 
New York City by Gross Rent, 1996-1999
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1969 to 1983 – when
real median renter
household incomes
(adjusted for inflation)
fell a staggering 44.4
percent – median renter
incomes rose again
until 1990.  After
falling again in the
early 1990s, largely as
a result of the reces-
sion, median renter
household income
again rose in the late
1990s due to the eco-
nomic expansion of the
1990s.77 Nevertheless,
in real terms median renter household income is
essentially at the same level it was in the mid-
1970s, and is substantially lower than in the late
1960s.  

During this same period a larger portion of New
York City’s renter households found themselves
with poverty-level incomes.  (As Chapter Ten
details, this is a significant part of a more than
twenty-year trend of rising income inequality in
New York.)  Using the HUD measure for extreme-
ly- low-income households (i.e., households earn-
ing less than 30 percent of the area median

income, or $16,020 in 1998, which was slightly
higher than the national poverty rate for a family
of three), inflation-adjusted data show that the
share of renter households with extremely low
incomes was over one-third during the 1980s and
1990s.  As Figure 23 illustrates, while 30.6 percent
of renters had extremely low incomes in 1978, in
1999 33.7 percent of renter households earned
below $16,000.78 In short, while real median
incomes for all renters have stagnated, a rising
share of New York City renters have poverty-level
incomes.

In addition, there is
evidence that in the
1990s the poorest
households in New
York City lost income
in real terms.  As Table
4 illustrates, the real
median household
income (adjusted for
inflation) for the poor-
est fifth of households
declined by 1.2 percent
from 1992 to 1995.79

Thus, despite the eco-
nomic expansion of the
1990s the poorest
households in New
York City have suf-
fered a real loss in
incomes.  The experi-
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Changes in the Low-Cost Rental Housing Stock in
New York City, 1991-1999

1991 1999 Change 1991-1999

Gross rents in current 
dollars

Number of 
units

Share of 
total

Number 
of units

Share of 
total

Number of 
units

Percent 
change

Gross rent below $600 
per month 1,241,202 63.6% 650,639 33.3% (590,563) -47.6%

Gross rent below $500 
per month 928,950 47.6% 416,044 21.3% (512,906) -55.2%

Gross rent below $400 
per month 581,570 29.8% 268,229 13.7% (313,341) -53.9%

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, 
Housing and Vacancy Survey (1991, 1999) Table 3

New York City Real Median Renter 
Household Incomes, 1969-1998

Median Household Income for All Renters in 1998 Dollars
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ence of the 1990s was in fact the continuation of
long-term trends.  As detailed in Chapter Ten (and
as shown in Table 10), from the late 1970s to the
late 1990s the average income of poorest fifth of
households in New York City declined by 33 per-
cent.80 Thus, while the overall trend in median
incomes since the 1990s was stagnation, the poor-
est fifth of New Yorkers actually suffered signifi-
cant income loss over the past three decades.

5.  Rent Burdens

As rents have risen and renter incomes have stag-
nated over the past fifteen years, renter households
have had to pay a larger portion of their incomes
for rent.  In 1999, nearly half of all New York City
renter households
experienced affordabil-
ity problems according
to the HUD standard
(i.e., paid more than 30
percent of their income
for rent and utilities).
Even more alarming,
more than 500,000
renters paid more than
half of their incomes
for housing, represent-
ing more than one of
every four renter

households.  

As Figure 24 shows,
the median rent burden
– defined as the share
of household income
devoted to rent and
utilities (i.e., gross
rent) – rose significant-
ly between 1981 and
1999, from 27.0 per-
cent to 29.2 percent.81

The change since the
1970s was even more
dramatic.  Whereas the
median rent burden
was around 20 percent
in the 1960s and
1970s, after 1975 the
median rent burden

increased to over 25 percent and for most of the
1990s it has been around 30 percent.  As noted in
the introduction to this chapter, rising rent burdens
were one symptom of the emergence in the 1970s
of affordability as the major problem confronting
housing in New York City.

Also striking is the increase in the number of
renter households paying more than half of their
incomes towards housing costs.  As Figure 25
shows, while 21.7 percent of renter households
(419,678 households) paid more than 50 percent of
their incomes for rent in 1981, by the 1990s more
than one of every four renter households in New
York City paid more than half of their income for
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Share of New York City Renter Households with 
Extremely Low Incomes, 1975-1999
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Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, Housing and Vacancy Survey (1975-1999); 
calculations by Coalition for the Homeless (2000)

Change in Real Median Household Incomes in
New York City by Quintile, 1992-1995

Real median household income by 
quintiles (in 1995 dollars, owner 
and renter households) 1992 1995

Percent 
Change 

1992-1995

Highest 20 percent $83,425 $88,000 5.5%
Second highest 20 percent $45,416 $48,000 5.7%
Middle 20 percent $27,704 $29,150 5.2%
Second lowest 20 percent $14,490 $15,000 3.5%
Lowest 20 percent $6,073 $6,000 -1.2%

Source:  Lee, Moon Wha (2000), based on 1993 and 1996 
Housing and Vacancy Survey data Table 4



housing.82 Thus, the number of households with
severe rent burdens grew by more than 82,000
households from 1981 to 1999, an increase of 19.6
percent.83 In 1999, 501,850 renter households
paid more than 50 percent of their income for rent
and utilities, representing 27.0 percent of all renter
households in New York City.84

Moreover, as Table 5 shows, hundreds of thou-
sands of renters in the 1990s suffered from
extremely severe rent
burdens.  In 1999,
more than a quarter-
million renter house-
holds paid more than
80 percent of their
income for rent and
utilities.  In addition,
the share of all renters
with these extremely
high rent burdens rose
during the 1990s, from
8.1 percent in 1991 to
14.8 percent in 1999.85

Renter households
paying more than half
of their income in rent
were overwhelmingly
poor.  Of the more than

half a million renters
with excessively high
rent burdens in 1996,
94.5 percent were
very-low-income (i.e.,
earned less than 50
percent of area median
i n c o m e ) . 8 6

Unsurprisingly, rent
burdens for the city’s
poorest renters were
enormously high.
Compared with the
median rent burden of
approximately 28 per-
cent for all renter
households in 1996,
median rent burdens
for renters earning
below $12,500 per

year were well over 50 percent, as shown in Figure
26.87 Moreover, as the chart shows, the rent bur-
den on the poorest households increased between
1993 and 1996.

Compared to the rest of the nation, rent burdens
are extraordinarily high in New York City.
Nationwide 15 percent of renter households paid
more than half of their income in rent in 1995,
compared with 27 percent in New York City in
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New York City Median Rent Burdens, 1960-1999
Gross Rent as Share of Household Income
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New York City Renter Households with 
Severe Rent Burdens, 1981-1999

Share Paying More than Half of Income in Gross Rent
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1999.88 Rising rent burdens, therefore, reflected
the impact of skyrocketing rents on New York
City’s renter households.

The Legacy of Racism:  Housing
Conditions for Black and Latino Renters

The legacy of racism,
particularly in housing
markets, clearly has
left its mark on New
York City’s housing
and tenants.  By every
measure, black and
Latino renters are
worse off than white
renter households.
Black and Latino
renters had substantial-
ly lower incomes than
white New Yorkers
over the past three
decades.  In addition,
black and Latino
renters suffered dispro-
portionately from

severe housing problems –
including overcrowding, sub-
standard physical conditions,
and high rent burdens – and the
incidence of these problems
has grown worse in the last
twenty years.  As Figure 27
illustrates, in 1996 black and
Latino renters experienced
severe housing quality prob-
lems at a much higher rate than
white renters.89

1.  Housing Conditions
for Black and Latino
Renter Households

Overcrowding has been much
more prevalent in black and
Latino renter households than
in white households.  In 1996,
4.8 percent of white renters
resided in crowded housing
(i.e., more than one person per

room), compared with 10.6 percent of blacks, 10.1
percent of Puerto Ricans, and 20.1 percent of non-
Puerto Rican Latinos.  (Among all groups, Asian
renters had the highest rate of crowding, with 21.7
percent of Asian households residing in crowded
apartments.)90
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Rent Burdens for All Renter Households in
New York City, 1991-1999

1991 1993 1996 1999
Total renter households 
(income reported) 2,028,303 1,963,281 1,946,165 1,857,577

Number of renter households
Share of income paid for gross 
rent (rent and utilities)
30 percent or more 949,246 1,022,869 978,921 903,552
40 percent or more 667,312 724,451 702,566 657,826
50 percent or more 498,963 563,462 542,980 501,850
60 percent or more 381,321 443,702 445,672 405,593
70 percent or more 300,189 351,427 373,664 329,550
80 percent or more 164,293 182,585 315,279 274,983

Share of renter households (reported)
Share of income paid for gross 
rent (rent and utilities)
30 percent or more 46.8% 52.1% 50.3% 48.6%
40 percent or more 32.9% 36.9% 36.1% 35.4%
50 percent or more 24.6% 28.7% 27.9% 27.0%
60 percent or more 18.8% 22.6% 22.9% 21.8%
70 percent or more 14.8% 17.9% 19.2% 17.7%
80 percent or more 8.1% 9.3% 16.2% 14.8%

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, 
Housing and Vacancy Survey (1991-1999) Table 5

Median Rent Burdens in New York City by 
Household Income, 1993-1996
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Similarly, as Figure 28 shows, black and Latino
households were much more likely than white
renters to occupy dilapidated or poorly-maintained
apartments.  Black and Latino renters were dispro-
portionately represented in substandard housing,
with black renters occupying 37.3 percent of all
“physically poor” rental units (compared to 25.7
percent of all rental units), and Latinos occupying
36.3 percent of all physically poor units, compared
to 26.6 percent of all
rental units.91 In 1996,
therefore, non-white
renters occupied more
than 79 percent of all
“physically poor”
apartments in New
York City.

One reason for the
high incidence of
severe housing quality
problems among black
and Puerto Rican
renters is the dispro-
portionate number of
black and Latino ten-
ants residing in in rem
housing.  While black
renters made up 25.7

percent of all renter
households in 1996,
they comprised 56.8
percent of tenants of
City-owned in rem
apartments.  That same
year Puerto Rican
renters were 13.0 per-
cent of all renter
households, but repre-
sented 23.2 percent of
in rem households.92

And, as noted above, a
remarkable 42.8 per-
cent of all in rem units
had severe housing
quality problems in
1996.

2.  Rent Burdens
for Black and Latino Renters

Median rent burdens for blacks and Latinos were
much higher than for white renters.  As Figure 29
illustrates, the median rent burden for whites in
1996 was 27.9 percent, compared to 30.6 percent
for blacks, 32.1 percent for non-Puerto Rican
Latinos, and 34.6 percent for Puerto Ricans.
Moreover, for every group (except Puerto Ricans)
median rent burdens rose substantially from 1981
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Severe Housing Problems Among New York City 
Renter Households by Race/Ethnicity, 1996
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Share of New York City Renters in "Physically 
Poor" Housing Units by Race/Ethnicity, 1996
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to 1996.93 Rent burdens were higher for blacks
and Latinos despite the fact that those groups by
and large resided in apartments with lower rents.
In 1996, the median rent (in 1996 dollars) for
white renter households was $713, whereas it was
$580 for black renters, $545 for Puerto Ricans, and
$626 for non-Puerto Rican Latinos.94

The major explanation for higher rent burdens
among blacks and Latinos was the enormous dis-
parity in incomes, as
illustrated in Figure
30.  In 1995 the medi-
an household income
(in 1995 dollars) for
white renters was
$30,000, compared to
$20,000 for black
renters, $14,616 for
Puerto Ricans, and
$21,480 for non-
Puerto Rican Latinos.95

Therefore, median
household incomes for
black and Latino
renters were one-third
lower than for white
renters.

Moreover, as Figure 30

also shows, over the
period 1977 to 1996,
white renters were the
only group to experi-
ence a significant real
increase in median
incomes (from
$25,265 to $30,000, an
18.7 percent
increase).96 Real
median household
incomes for Puerto
Rican and other Latino
renters were at essen-
tially the same level,
while median house-
hold income for black
renters increased by
just over $2,000 but
remained one third

lower than the median income for white renter
households.  

3.  Residential Segregation

The legacy of racism in New York City is perhaps
most evident in the persistence of residential seg-
regation.  A common measure of housing segrega-
tion is the index of dissimilarity, which measures
the share of a city’s population that would have to
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Median Rent Burdens in New York City by 
Race/Ethnicity, 1981-1996
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Real Median Household Incomes for New York 
City Renters by Race/Ethnicity, 1977-1995

Renter Household Incomes in 1995 Dollars
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relocate to achieve an even distribution of racial
and ethnic groups.  In 1990 New York City’s index
of dissimilarity for blacks (based on decennial
census data) was 78, which is very high but also
similar to the index value for other large American
cities.  The 1990 index value for Latinos in New
York City was 54, slightly higher than the average
for other American cities with large Latino popu-
lations (48.9).97

Therefore, New York City continues to experience
significant residential segregation, which mani-
fests itself in the high concentration of blacks and
Latinos in the city’s poorest neighborhoods.  In
1996, in a handful of New York City neighbor-
hoods – Central Harlem, Bedford-Stuyvesant,
Crown Heights, East New York, and southeastern
Queens – more than 75 percent of households were
black.  In comparison, in the vast majority of New
York City neighborhoods in 1996 less than 25 per-
cent of households were black, although blacks
made up more than 24 percent of all households.98

Severe residential segregation also existed for
Latinos.  In a small number of neighborhoods –
Washington Heights, the South Bronx and other
Bronx neighborhoods, Bushwick, Sunset Park,
Corona, and Elmhurst – between 60 and 80 per-
cent of households were Latino, while in the
majority of neighbor-hoods less than 20 percent

were Latino, although more than 21 percent of
New York City households were Latino in 1996.99

Therefore, as Chapter Ten will discuss in more
detail, the neighborhoods with the highest concen-
tration of severe housing problems were also the
neighborhoods with the largest percent-ages of
black and Latino households.

Conclusion

Housing conditions in New York City are signifi-
cantly worse than in the rest of the United States.
As Figure 31 shows, the rate of rental housing
crowding in New York City is twice the rate
nationwide, the rate of housing distress is nearly
three times the national rate, and the share of New
York City renters paying more than half of their
income for housing – one out of four – is 80 per-
cent higher than the national share.  

By every significant measure, conditions for poor
renter households in New York City have wors-
ened dramatically over the past twenty years.
Overcrowding has increased; housing quality has
deteriorated; rents have risen at nearly two times
the rate of inflation; renter household incomes
have stagnated; and renter households, in particu-
lar the poorest tenants, have had to pay larger and
larger portions of their incomes for housing.  In
addition, black and Latino renters suffered much

higher rates of over-
crowding, sub-stan-
dard housing condi-
tions, and high rent
burdens.

What is remarkable is
that the problems
besetting New York
City’s affordable hous-
ing have evolved over
a relatively brief peri-
od of time.  As the next
chapter will describe,
three decades ago New
York City actually had
a surplus of affordable
rental housing for its
poorest households.
Tragically, as New
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Incidence of Severe Housing Problems in the 
United States and New York City, 1995 and 1996
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York City confronts the prospect of rising popula-
tion and rising numbers of immigrant renter
households in the next generation, is also con-
fronts a widening affordable housing gap.
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Chapter Four

New York City’s Widening Affordable
Housing Gap

Introduction

In 1970, less than a decade before modern mass
homelessness emerged, New York City actually
had more affordable rental housing units than it
did extremely-low-income renter households.
Three decades later, the story is very different.  As
New York City enters the new century, it faces a
growing shortage of more than half a million avail-
able, low-cost apartments for its poorest house-
holds.

Against the backdrop of rising population, stag-
nant housing supply, and worsening conditions for
the poorest renters, one remarkable fact over-
whelmingly characterizes housing in New York
City:  A severe and growing shortage of affordable
rental housing.  

This chapter describes the emergence and widen-
ing of New York City’s affordable housing gap –
that is, the gap between the number of extremely-
low-income renter households and the number of
affordable low-cost apartments. 
� From 1975 to 1999 median rents grew by

nearly one third in
real terms while
real median renter
h o u s e h o l d
incomes grew by
less than 3 percent. 

� In 1970, New York
City had a gross
surplus of more
than 270,000
affordable apart-
ments for the poor-
est renter house-
holds.  In 1999,
according an
analysis of prelim-
inary data, there
was a gross short-
fall of nearly
400,000 low-cost

apartments for extremely-low-income renter
households.

� According to a detailed analysis of 1996
United States Census Bureau microdata, New
York City lacked more than half a million
available, low-cost apartments for very-low-
income renters in 1996.

The Affordable Housing Gap

Affordability is unquestionably the most severe
and common housing problem confronting poor
households in New York City.  Indeed, of the more
than 800,000 renter households experiencing
severe housing problems in 1999 (i.e., severe rent
burdens, overcrowding, and/or severe housing
quality problems), 62.6 percent were facing
affordability problems (that is, paying more than
half of their incomes for housing).100

The affordable housing gap in New York City
results primarily from a structural change in hous-
ing costs, which have soared over the past three
decades, and renter incomes, which have stagnat-
ed in real terms.  This structural change is illus-
trated in Figure 32, which shows the growing dif-
ference between changes in median rents and
median household incomes in real terms.  From
1975 to 1999 median rents grew by nearly one
third in real terms while real median renter house-
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Trends in Real Median Gross Rents and 
Real Median Renter Incomes in 

New York City, 1975-1999
Index (1975 = 100.0) of Real Values in 1999 Dollars
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hold incomes grew by less than 3 percent after
declining for most of the 1980s and 1990s.101 As
noted in Chapter Three, the 1990s in particular
witnessed a marked acceleration in rent increases
while median renter incomes declined in real
terms for most of the decade.  

1.  A Widening Gap:  The Last Quarter-
Century

The rise in affordability problems among renter
households underlines the growing shortage of
low-cost rental hous-
ing in New York City.
How great is the cur-
rent shortage com-
pared with the past
three decades?  The
Coalition for the
Homeless analyzed
data for the period
1970-1995 to trace the
shortage (or surplus) of
affordable rental hous-
ing for the poorest
New York City renters.
The analysis replicates
the model used by the
Center for Budget and
Policy Priorities for a
recent national study
of affordable hous-
ing.102 However,
whereas the Center for Budget and Policy
Priorities study utilized the Federal poverty line to
calculate the number of poor renters nationwide,
the Coalition’s analysis of New York City data uti-
lizes the Federal standard for extremely-low-
income households (i.e., those households earning
less than 30 percent of the area median income), a
measure more appropriate for the New York region
due to its relatively higher cost of living.103

The national study found that in 1995 there was a
shortage of more than 4 million affordable, low-
cost rental units in the United States – that is, there
were 10.5 million households with incomes under
the Federal poverty line, and only 6.1 million
apartments affordable to poor households.  In con-
trast, in 1970 there were actually more affordable,

low-cost units than poor households (6.5 million
low-cost rental units and 6.2 million renter house-
holds with incomes under the poverty line).104

In New York City the same pattern was evident,
although the affordable housing shortfall became
more severe.  The Coalition analysis found that the
affordable housing gap in New York City – that is,
the gap between the number of extremely-low-
income renters and the number of apartments
affordable to them – emerged in the 1970s and
widened dramatically over the subsequent

decades.  As Figure 33 shows, in 1970 there was
actually a surplus of rental units affordable to
extremely-low-income renters, with the number of
low-cost apartments exceeding the number of
extremely-low-income renters by 272,582 units.  

The affordable housing gap emerged in the 1970s,
when the number of extremely-low-income renters
began to exceed the number of affordable apart-
ments.  By the early 1980s the former surplus had
converted to a shortage of more than 225,000
units.  By 1995, the gross shortfall of rental hous-
ing affordable to the poorest New York City
renters (i.e., extremely-low-income renter house-
holds) was a remarkable 405,925 apartments.105

Analysis of preliminary data from the 1999
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New York City's Widening Affordable 
Housing Gap, 1970-1995

Number of Extremely-Low-Income Renter Households Minus 
Number of Low-Cost Rental Housing Units
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Housing and Vacancy Survey, the most recent
New York City housing data available, produces
much the same results.  As Figure 34 illustrates, in
1999 there were more than 657,628 households
earning less than 30 percent of area median
income ($16,100 in 1998 dollars).  At the same
time there were only 268,229 apartments afford-
able to those households (i.e., gross rents below
$400 per month, or 30 percent of household
income).  Thus, in 1999 the gross shortfall of
affordable rental units
for the poorest New
York City households
was 389,399 apart-
ments.106

2.  Measuring the
Shortfall of
Available Low-Cost
Apartments

The Coalition analysis
of the widening afford-
able housing gap is
supported by a more
detailed analysis of
1996 Housing and
Vacancy Survey
microdata.107 In this
analysis, by Michael

Schill and Benjamin
Scafidi, all renter
households were divid-
ed into income deciles
and measured against
the number of apart-
ments affordable to
each decile, as shown
in Table 6.
Unsurprisingly, the
lowest income deciles
(that is, the very poor-
est renters in New York
City) experienced the
greatest shortage of
affordable units.  In
fact, the cumulative
shortage of affordable
units for extremely-
low-income renters

that results from this analysis – 380,784 units – is
close to that produced by the Coalition’s analysis.  

However, as Schill and Scafidi note, the cumula-
tive affordable housing shortage for very-low-
income renters (283,836 units) produced by this
analysis dramatically understates the actual, net
shortfall of affordable apartments, because house-
holds earning incomes higher than the very-low-
income standard already occupy many affordable
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Shortfall in Available Affordable Apartments in New York City by
Household Income Deciles, 1996

Renter 
households by 
income decile

Number of 
households

Total affordable 
rental units

Surplus/ 
(shortage)

Cumulative 
surplus/ 

(shortage)

0-10 percent 178,872 47,996 (130,876) (130,876)
11-20 percent 259,329 137,094 (122,235) (253,111)
21-30 percent 245,224 117,551 (127,673) (380,784)
31-40 percent 188,113 154,143 (33,970) (414,754)
41-50 percent 168,911 299,829 130,918 (283,836)
51-60 percent 174,089 368,255 194,166 (89,670)
61-70 percent 156,099 319,737 163,638 73,968
71-80 percent 150,049 217,470 67,421 141,389
81-90 percent 137,986 104,380 (33,606) 107,783
91-100 percent 113,786 70,597 (43,189) 64,594

Note:  Number of affordable units calculated using the Federal affordability standard.
Cumulative figures account for units occupied by higher-income households.
Source:  Schill and Scafidi (1999), based on 1996 Housing and
Vacancy Survey data Table 6



units.  By accounting for these occupied rental
units, they conclude that in 1996 the actual short-
age of available affordable rental housing units for
very-low-income New York City renters was
551,043 units.108 Therefore, by 1996 more than
half a million very-low-income households in
New York City could not obtain affordable apart-
ments.

However, these analyses fail to include the number
of homeless and doubled-up households.  As noted
in Chapter Nine, in 1999 there was an average
daily census of nearly 5,000 homeless families and
6,800 homeless single adults in the municipal shel-
ter system.  In addition, more than 1,500 homeless
individuals reside each night in church and syna-
gogue shelters, drop-in centers, and other private-
ly-operated shelters.109 As noted above, through-
out the 1990s in New York City more than 200,000
households at any time were doubled-up, while
tens of thousands more lived in illegal and often
hazardous rooms and cubicles.  Finally, thousands
more homeless people slept on city streets, subway
trains, and other public spaces, as well as in hospi-
tals, jails, and other temporary institutional set-
tings.  Therefore, a rigorous analysis of the afford-
able housing gap must also be supplemented with
data about the thousands of New York City house-
holds who are currently homeless or doubled-up.

Conclusion

There is little debate that a severe shortage of
affordable rental housing exists in New York City.
As the preceding section concludes, in 1999,
according to preliminary data, there was a gross
shortfall of nearly 400,000 low-cost apartments for
the poorest renter households.  As of 1996 the city
lacked well over half a million available low-cost
apartments for its very-low-income households.  

What is most alarming about New York City’s
affordable housing shortage is how steadily it also
has worsened over more than three decades – that
is, that the city’s stock of decent, low-cost housing
has continually eroded for more than a generation.
Indeed, as noted in Chapter Three from 1991 to
1999 New York City lost more than half of its
stock of apartments with gross rents under $500
per month.

One immediate consequence of this historical
change has been steadily worsening conditions for
the poorest tenants.  Low-income New York City
renters are much more likely to live in overcrowd-
ed, substandard, even dilapidated housing than
they were in the 1970s.  To make matters worse,
they are also likely to be paying a much larger
share of their incomes for worse housing.  

New York City enters the new century not only
confronting a widening affordable housing gap,
but also lacks a comprehensive plan to house a
growing population of new New Yorkers.
Population growth, as noted in Chapter One, driv-
en in large part by immigration will shape New
York City’s housing needs in the decades to come.
Chapter Five describes the characteristics of immi-
grant households, who will comprise a major part
of the next generation of New Yorkers.
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Chapter Five

The Housing Conditions of Immigrants in
New York City

Introduction

Continued population growth and increases in
immigration have profound implications for hous-
ing in New York City.  According to population
projections, New York City will have more than
173,000 additional households with more than half
a million people by the year 2020, and 55 percent
of New Yorkers will be either foreign-born or have
at least one parent who is foreign-born.  

As noted in Chapter One, nearly 1.7 million legal-
ly-admitted immigrants settled in New York City
from 1980 to 1996.110 If the same immigration
trends hold for the next two decades, New York
City will have more than 2 million new immi-
grants by 2020, offsetting continued outmigration
from the city.  Thus, the demographic characteris-
tics, incomes, and housing conditions of immi-
grant New Yorkers will play a decisive role in
shaping the need for new housing over the next
two decades.

This chapter describes the housing conditions of
immigrant New Yorkers and their implications for
the city’s housing needs in the next generation:
� The first section describes the types of housing

occupied by immigrant households.
Immigrant households are much more likely to
be renters than native-born New Yorkers, and
are disproportionately represented in rent-sta-
bilized housing.

� The second section examines immigrant renter
incomes and their rates of participation in pub-
lic assistance, comparing them with native-
born renter households.  In 1996 median
household income for immigrants was 21.9
percent lower than for native-born households.

� The third section describes the housing condi-
tions of immigrant renters.  Immigrant house-
holds are much more likely than native-born
renters to experience overcrowding and sub-
standard housing conditions.

Immigrant Renter Households

From 1987 to 1996, the share of New York City
renter households who were immigrants rose sig-
nificantly, from 39.3 percent of all renters to 48.6
percent.111 During that same period, the number of
immigrant renter households rose from approxi-
mately 740,000 to 945,000, an increase of more
than 200,000 households, or 27.7 percent.
Therefore, in the 1990s immigrant households
have grown to comprise around half of all renters
in New York City.

Immigrant households are much more likely than
native-born households to be renters, to be poor,
and to experience severe housing problems.  A
detailed analysis of 1996 Housing and Vacancy
Survey data by Michael H. Schill, Samantha
Friedman, and Emily Rosenbaum discovered
major discrepancies in housing conditions for
immigrants (defined as foreign-born heads of
household whose parents are also foreign-born)
compared to native-born households.112 (For the
purposes of their study, the authors counted people
born in Puerto Rico to Puerto Rican-born parents
as immigrants.)

In 1996 three-quarters (76.0 percent) of all immi-
grant households were renters, compared with
two-thirds (66.2 percent) of native-born house-
holds.  As Figure 35 shows, immigrants were less
likely to reside in rent-controlled apartments, pub-
lic housing, other regulated rental units, and in rem
apartments than were native-born renters.  This
finding is not surprising, given that long-term ten-
ancy in rent-controlled apartments and waiting
lists for public housing would make it difficult for
relative newcomers to access these types of hous-
ing.  In contrast, immigrant renters were dispro-
portionately represented in rent-stabilized hous-
ing.  In 1996, 55.9 percent of immigrant house-
holds resided in rent-stabilized apartments, com-
pared to 45.3 percent of native-born renters.113

Therefore, as discussed in Chapter Six, changes in
rent-stabilized housing have a significant impact
on immigrant renter households.

Immigrant Renter Incomes

In general, immigrant renter households in New
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York City were sub-
stantially poorer than
native-born renters.
As Figure 36 shows, in
1995 the median
household income for
immigrants was
$25,000 (in 1995 dol-
lars) compared to
$32,000 for native-
born renters.
However, there was
wide variation among
various immigrant
groups.  The three
poorest immigrant
groups were house-
holds from Puerto Rico
(median income of
$13,800), the
Dominican Republic ($14,844), and Russia and
the former Soviet republics ($16,185).114

There was also wide variation among immigrant
groups in terms of rates of participation in public
assistance.115 In general, a larger share of immi-
grant renter households received public assistance
in 1996 than native-born renters – 22.9 percent
compared to 15.67 percent.116 However, rates of
public assistance participation were significantly

higher for foreign-born households from the
Dominican Republic (48.1 percent), Puerto Rico
(45.4 percent), and Russia and the former Soviet
republics (41.6 percent).117 The study also found
that immigrant renters are more likely to have chil-
dren and are much less likely to have a high school
or college degree.118

As Figure 37 shows, immigrant households also
experienced severe housing problems at a much

higher rate than native-
born households.  In
1996, 29.8 percent of
all immigrant renters
paid more than half of
their income for rent,
compared with 24.2
percent of native-born
households.  Once
again, certain immi-
grant groups were
much more likely to
experience severe rent
burdens, as shown in
Appendix Table 3.  In
1996, 47.2 percent of
renter households from
Russia and the former
Soviet republics paid
more than half of their
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Median Household Incomes for Immigrants in New 
York City, 1996
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incomes for rent, as did 40.3 percent of renters
from the Dominican Republic and 34.1 percent of
renters from Puerto Rico.119

Immigrant Housing Conditions

As Figure 37 also shows, immigrant renters also
experience slightly higher rates of severe housing
quality problems (i.e., five or more maintenance
deficiencies or dilapidated housing).  Certain
immigrant groups experienced much higher rates
of housing quality problems, as shown in
Appendix Table 3, including renters from the
Dominican Republic (10.9 percent had five or
more maintenance deficiencies and 2.5 percent
lived in dilapidated buildings), Puerto Rico (7.1
percent had five or more maintenance deficiencies
and 1.5 percent lived in dilapidated buildings), and
other Latin American countries (6.0 percent had
five or more maintenance deficiencies and 1.5 per-
cent lived in dilapidated buildings).120

The largest discrepancy in housing conditions
between immigrant and native-born renters was in
the incidence of overcrowding.  As Figure 37
shows, 14.7 percent of immigrant renter house-
holds in 1996 lived in crowded conditions (more
than one person per room), compared to 4.5 per-
cent of native-born households.  In addition, 4.7
percent of immigrant renter households lived in

seriously crowded conditions (more than 1.5 per-
sons per room), compared to 1.4 percent of native-
born renters.121 As illustrated in Appendix Table 3,
the immigrant groups with the highest incidence of
overcrowding were the following:  renters from
India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh (28.0 percent
crowded, 7.9 percent seriously crowded); Latin
America (22.4 percent crowded, 7.9 percent seri-
ously crowded); the Dominican Republic (19.8
percent crowded, 7.1 percent seriously crowded);
China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan (17.7 percent
crowded, 5.6 percent seriously crowded); and
Russia and the former Soviet republics (15.0 per-
cent crowded, 4.8 percent seriously crowded).122

There is also evidence that, over the past two
decades in particular, many immigrant households
turned to illegal housing units, including apart-
ments and single-room units, in an attempt to
obtain affordable rental housing.  As noted in
Chapter Two, the past two decades saw the num-
ber of illegal housing units flourish, and it was
estimated that half or more of those units were
occupied by immigrant households seeking afford-
able rental housing.  News reports in the 1990s
also provided anecdotal evidence of dangerous
conditions in illegal housing in many New York
City neighborhoods with large immigrant popula-
tions, including Washington Heights, Chinatown,
the Richmond Hill section of Queens, and Far

Rockaway.  Although
there is no comprehen-
sive data on illegal
housing units (as noted
in Chapter Two), it is
clear that housing con-
ditions for immigrant
households were even
worse than the data
from official surveys
indicated.

Conclusion

As noted in Chapter
One, an estimated one-
third of all New
Yorkers in 2000 is for-
eign-born, and by 2020
an estimated 55 per-
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cent of all New Yorkers will be either foreign-born
or have at least one foreign-born parent.  If immi-
gration continues according to recent trends, more
than 2 million new immigrants will settle in New
York City over the next two decades.  Thus the
housing needs of immigrants and their offspring
will play a decisive role in shaping New York City
in the next generation.

It is clear that those housing needs are not being
met.  Immigrant New Yorkers are overwhelmingly
renters and much more likely to be poor than
native-born New Yorkers.  Immigrant renters suf-
fer disproportionately from overcrowding, sub-
standard housing, and high rent burdens.
Moreover, those housing problems predominate
among immigrants from the countries and regions
producing the most immigration to New York
City:  the Dominican Republic and the Caribbean,
Russia and the former Soviet republics, and Latin
America.  As New York City’s population grows
over the next two decades, the housing needs of
immigrant households will play an ever larger role
in shaping the housing needs for all of New York
City.

However, as Part II of this report outlines, a host of
changes in housing policies, legislation, and gov-
ernment housing programs threaten to reduce even
further the availability of affordable housing in
New York City.  Moreover, as Part III of this report
shows, the widening affordable housing gap and
worsening conditions for poor renters of the past
two decades coincided with the emergence of a
phenomenon unseen in New York City since the
Great Depression – hundreds of thousands of New
Yorkers who literally had no home.  
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Part II

Threats to Affordable Housing in New
York City

As described in Part I, New York City enters the
new century confronting rising population and
immigration, stagnant housing supply, and a
widening affordable housing gap.  Changing
course requires a vision for housing the next gen-
eration of New Yorkers, and for addressing in a
comprehensive way the growing shortage of
affordable housing as well as the related problem
of modern mass homelessness.

The widening affordable housing gap results from
a structural change in New York City:  Rising
housing costs (increasing at nearly two times the
rate of inflation) combined with stagnant incomes
for all renters, with the poorest renters suffering
real income losses.  Government housing pro-
grams and policies have affected this structural
problem in three ways:  First, by influencing the
number of affordable housing units that are creat-
ed and assisted by various programs; second, by
augmenting poor households’ incomes through the
provision of tenant-based subsidies and income
support programs; and third, by regulating rents
(and rent increases) for more than half of all apart-
ments in New York City.

Moreover, government housing policies play an
essential role in influencing changes in housing
supply, through preservation and anti-abandon-
ment efforts and through investments to spur
development of new housing (such as the State’s
Mitchell-Lama Program and the City’s Housing
New York initiative).  Without a change in course,
the affordable housing gap in New York City
threatens to widen even further as the result of a
series of changes in legislation, housing policy,
and government housing assistance programs.  

Part II of this report outlines those changes, and
describes their implications for New York City’s
housing in the future.

Chapter Six
Chapter Six describes changes in rent regulation
laws and their implication for New York City’s
stock of rent regulated housing.  
� Higher Rent Increases.  Changes in the

State rent regulation law have increased rents
at an accelerated rate, have deregulated a larg-
er number of apartments, and will diminish the
stock of affordable rental housing units.  

� Rising Loss of Affordable Apartments.
According to Census Bureau data, from 1996
to 1999 the number of rent-stabilized apart-
ments with contract rents under $500 per
month diminished by nearly 85,000 units.

Chapter Seven
Chapter Seven examines changes in publicly-
assisted housing, in particular growing restrictions
on admission to public housing for the poorest
New Yorkers, the expiration of many Federal
housing subsidy agreements, and threats to
Mitchell-Lama housing.  It also examines changes
in the City’s capital housing program, and the
sharp reductions in capital funding in the latter part
of the 1990s.  
� Threats to Federally-Assisted Housing.

Recent Federal legislation and subsidy expira-
tions threaten to reduce the number of public
housing units available to the poorest renter
households by more than 10,000 apartments,
and to reduce the number of Federally-subsi-
dized units by up to 30,000 apartments.  

� Threats to Mitchell-Lama Housing.  In
addition, Mitchell-Lama housing, which con-
tributed enormously to expansion of New
York City’s housing supply in the 1960s and
1970s, is threatened by owner buy-outs and
conversion to market-level rents.

� Cutbacks in City Capital Investments.
Following the expiration of the ten-year
Housing New York initiative begun in 1986,
City capital funding under the Giuliani
Administration has been reduced by nearly 44
percent in real terms compared to the previous
mayoral administration.

Chapter Eight
Chapter Eight looks at changes in other govern-
ment housing assistance programs, in particular
the dramatic cutbacks in Federal tenant-based
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housing assistance in the 1990s.  It also examines
threats to public assistance and other welfare hous-
ing allowances, which provide housing assistance
to more poor New Yorkers than any other govern-
ment program.  
� Fewer Housing Vouchers.  Due to dra-

matic cutbacks by the Federal government, the
number of new tenant-based Section 8 vouch-
ers in New York City fell from 4,360 new
vouchers per year in the late 1970s to 2,536
new vouchers per year in the 1990s.  

� Declining Value of Welfare Housing
Allowances.  From 1975 to 1999 welfare
housing allowances lost 52 percent of their
real value while median rents had increased 33
percent in real terms.
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Chapter Six

Changes in Rent Regulation and Their
Impact on New York City’s Affordable
Housing Stock

Introduction

Rent-stabilized apartments represent slightly more
than half of all rental housing units in New York
City.  Changes in rent regulation laws, therefore,
have an enormous impact on all rental housing in
the city, and affect over one million of New York
City’s 2.8 million renter and owner households.123

In particular, they will have an enormous impact
on the high proportion of immigrant renter house-
holds and black and Latino renters who reside in
rent-regulated housing.

In addition, changes in rent regulation have a par-
ticularly strong impact on the availability of
affordable housing.  As noted in Chapter Two, in
1999 rent-stabilized units comprised 25.1 percent
of all apartments with gross rents under $400 per
month (in 1999 dollars), representing the second-
largest subtenure of low-cost apartments.124 Thus,
changes in the laws governing rent stabilization
and in provisions related to rent increases and
deregulation have enormous implications for the
size and composition of New York City’s stock of
affordable housing.

This chapter analyzes the changes in rent regula-
tion and their implications for New York City’s
affordable housing.
� The first section describes the changes made

in 1997 to the New York State’s rent regulation
laws, highlighting the provisions for rent
increases and deregulation.  The 1997 reforms
included increased vacancy allowances for all
apartments as well as special vacancy
allowances for apartments with contract rents
under $500 per month.

� The second section outlines the results of the
first comprehensive study examining the
impact of the 1997 rent regulation changes,
highlighting larger rent increases, rising
deregulation, and an increasing loss of afford-
able apartments.  In the first year after the
1997 reforms, the median rent increase for

vacated rent-stabilized apartments was 12 per-
cent citywide, compared to 8 percent in the
year before the reforms.

� The final section analyzes the implications of
changes in rent regulation for the future, high-
lighting the impact of new “vacancy bonuses”
for low-cost apartments.  From 1996 to 1999,
New York City lost nearly 85,000 rent-stabi-
lized apartments with contract rents under
$500 per month.

Changes in Rent Regulation Laws

New York State’s rent regulation laws have been
the target of repeated attacks by the real estate
industry and others since their inception in the
1940s.  The most recent attempt to eliminate rent
regulation occurred in 1997 when rent stabiliza-
tion was due to expire as a result of “sunset” pro-
visions in State law.  After a protracted battle
between the real estate industry and tenant organi-
zations that resulted, in part, in the latest budget in
New York State history, the State Legislature
enacted and Governor Pataki signed the Rent
Regulation Reform Act of 1997.  While the law
was initially proclaimed a victory by tenant
activists because it preserved the rent regulation
system, it was in many respects a hollow victory.
Many of the “reforms” amounted to unprecedent-
ed concessions to the real estate industry and oth-
ers that had lobbied for decades in favor of dereg-
ulation.  All in all, every “reform” contained in the
act threatens to shrink the affordable housing stock
and to endanger the tenancy of poor renter house-
holds.

The 1997 reform act made five important changes
in the rent regulation laws, which are described
below:  

A.  New vacancy allowance.  The reform act
created a vacancy bonus for all rent-stabilized
apartments which amounts to a rent increase of
between 18 and 20 percent for all stabilized units
upon each vacancy.125

B.  New vacancy allowance for low-rent
apartments.  In lieu of the vacancy allowance
described above, the reform act instituted a special
vacancy allowance for low-rent apartments.  All
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units renting for under $500 per month receive a
minimum $100 per month rent increase upon
vacancy, and units renting for under $300 per
month receive the $100 rent increase in addition to
the other vacancy allowances.

C.  New vacancy allowance for apartments
with long-term tenancies.  In addition to the
vacancy allowances described above, a special
increase was created for units that have not had a
vacancy for eight years or more.  The new law cre-
ated an additional vacancy allowance of 0.6 per-
cent for each year that such an apartment had been
occupied prior to vacancy (e.g., an additional 6
percent rent increase for an apartment which had
been occupied by the previous tenant for ten
years).126

D.  Changes in Housing Court procedures
for tenants threatened with eviction for
non-payment.  Perhaps the most crucial proce-
dural modification in the reform act – and a signif-
icant victory for the real estate industry – was a
series of changes in Housing Court procedures for
tenants who have been threatened with eviction for
alleged non-payment of rent.  The new law creat-
ed two major changes in Housing Court proce-
dures:  (1) it mandated rent deposits by tenants
involved in landlord-tenant actions after 30 days
or a second adjournment request; and (2) it sharply
restricted Housing Court judges’ authority to grant
adjournments and post-judgment stays of eviction
warrants in non-payment court proceedings.
Chapter Eight will discuss the threats to poor ten-
ants posed by these provisions of the reform legis-
lation, and describe pending legal challenges to the
changes.

E.  Partial vacancy decontrol and expand-
ed “luxury decontrol.”  The new law intro-
duced a new mechanism for partial vacancy
decontrol.  Under the new law, all apartments
whose monthly rent rises over $2,000 following a
vacancy are deregulated.  Also under the new law,
so-called “luxury decontrol” (i.e., the elimination
of rent regulation for high-income current tenants)
was expanded to cover households with annual
incomes over $175,000 for two consecutive years
(previously $250,000) who occupy apartments
with rents of more than $2,000 per month.127

The Impact of Changes in Rent
Regulation

Although the full impact of the Rent Regulation
Reform Act of 1997 will inevitably occur over
many years as the various vacancy allowances and
decontrol mechanisms take effect, the only com-
prehensive study to date documented substantial
rent increases in the first year following the law’s
passage.128 The study was conducted by the New
York City Rent Guidelines Board and compared
rent increases for apartments vacated between
April 1996 and April 1997 (before the reform law)
and those vacated between June 15, 1997, and
March 1998 (immediately the passage of the new
law).  

1.  Rent Increases Since Changes in the
Rent Regulation Law

As Figure 38 shows, median rent increases in
every region of New York City except Upper
Manhattan and the Bronx were higher after the
new rent law.  Citywide, the median rent increase
after the rent regulation reform law was 12 per-
cent, compared to 8 percent before the law.
However, the citywide figure masks considerable
variation in rent increases on the borough and sub-
borough level.  While there was no change in rent
increases in the Bronx and Upper Manhattan, there
were significant differences in median rent
increases in Queens (8 percent after the law, 5 per-
cent before) and Brooklyn (8 percent after the law,
7 percent before).  However, the largest difference
was in Manhattan, where the median rent increase
after the law was 19 percent, compared to 11 per-
cent before the law.129

Within Manhattan, the study found that the very
highest rent increases occurred in so-called “Core
Manhattan” (i.e., Manhattan below 110th Street
west of Central Park and below 96th Street on the
East Side), where the median rent rose 21 percent
after the reform act.  The median rent for newly-
rented apartments in this area was also more than
twice the median rent in the rest of the city ($1,500
per month compared to $682).130 In Core
Manhattan 60 percent of the newly-rented units
experienced rent increases that exceeded the mini-
mum vacancy allowance created by the law (i.e.,
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more than 18 percent).  

The substantial rent increases in Core Manhattan
were unsurprising, given the extraordinary rise in
the residential real estate market in Manhattan in
the second half of the 1990s.  However, a signifi-
cant proportion of newly-rented apartments
throughout the rest of the city – 28 percent – also
experienced increases higher than the minimum
vacancy allowance.131

2.  Loss of Affordable Housing Units

The second worrisome trend involves the erosion
of the low-cost housing stock in New York City.
The Rent Guidelines Board study compared the
number of newly-vacated apartments that were

affordable for house-
holds earning the
median income during
the periods before and
after the reform act –
i.e., apartments renting
for under $666 per
month in 1997 and
those renting for under
$674 per month in
1998.  In 1997, before
the reform act’s pas-
sage, 50.4 percent of
newly-vacated apart-
ments were affordable
to median-income
households.  However,
in 1998, after the
reform act, 39.1 per-
cent were affordable.

As the Rent Guidelines Board study concludes,
“Thus, for recent movers, we estimate a decrease
of more than 10 percentage points between 1997
and 1998 in the proportion of affordable stabilized
apartments.”132

Preliminary data from the 1999 Housing and
Vacancy Survey confirms the impact of the rent
regulation reform statute on the size of the rent-
stabilized low-cost housing stock.  As shown in
Table 7, the number of all apartments whose con-
tract rent (i.e., not including utilities costs) was
less than $500 per month (in current dollars)
declined by nearly 120,000 units from 1996 to
1999, with nearly two thirds of this decline (near-
ly 85,000 units) coming from the rent-stabilized
stock.  From 1996 to 1999, as Table 7 illustrates,
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Median Rent Increases for Stabilized Units in New 
York City Before and After 1997 Reforms
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Loss of Low-Cost Apartments in New York City, 1996-1999

All Rental Units Rent-Stabilized Units All Rental Units Rent-Stabilized Units
Contract rents (not 
including utilities 
costs) 1996 1999 1996 1999

Change 
1996-1999

Percent 
Change 

1996-1999
Change 

1996-1999

Percent 
Change 

1996-1999

Contract rent less 
than $500 625,997 506,039 291,234 206,472 (119,958) -19.2% (84,762) -29.1%
Share less than $500 32.7% 25.9% 28.7% 20.2%

Contract rent less 
than $300 233,778 202,380 56,826 42,871 (31,398) -13.4% (13,955) -24.6%
Share less than $300 12.2% 10.4% 5.6% 4.2%

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, Housing and Vacancy Survey (1996-1999) Table 7



New York City lost nearly 30 percent of its rent-
stabilized apartments renting for under $500 per
month.133 As noted in Chapter Three, the loss of
low-cost rent-stabilized apartments was the most
significant part of the deterioration of New York
City’s affordable housing stock from 1996 to 1999
(see also Appendix Figure 3).

3.  Deregulation Since Changes in the
Rent Regulation Law

Finally, the new decontrol provisions in the reform
act resulted in approximately 3 to 4 percent of all
newly-occupied stabilized units (the majority in
Manhattan) becoming deregulated.134 Therefore,
in the eight months after the passage of the Rent
Regulation Reform Act of 1997, between 3,500
and 5,000 apartments left the rent-stabilized hous-
ing stock in New York City, representing approxi-
mately 1 to 2 percent of all
rent-stabilized apartments
(occupied and vacant) in Core
Manhattan.135

The Rent Guidelines Board
study documented two particu-
larly worrisome trends for New
York City’s stock of affordable,
regulated rental housing.  First,
deregulation occurred at a
much higher rate after the
reform act than before.
According to the New York
State Division of Housing and
Community Renewal, from
1993 to 1997 approximately
1,000 rent-stabilized units per
year were deregulated under
the former “luxury decontrol”
provision (described above).
However, the Rent Guidelines
Board study estimates that the
rate of deregulation increased
to 3,500 to 5,000 units per year
after the reform act.136 At this
rate, over twenty years New
York City risks the loss of tens
of thousands of apartments
from rent-regulated housing
stock.  The impact of the Rent

Regulation Reform Act on the number of the rent-
stabilized apartments is therefore enormous.  

The Long-Term Impact of Changes in
Rent Regulation

What is notable about the results of the Rent
Guidelines Board study is that, only eight months
after the passage of the reform act, even the short-
term impact of the new law on the size of the low-
cost rent-stabilized housing stock, the number of
rent-stabilized units, and the size of rent increases
was so decisive.  One provision of the law that
may have greater impact in the future – and greater
impact on the erosion of the low-cost housing
stock – is the special vacancy allowance for low-
cost apartments.  Tenants of those apartments tend
not to move for relatively longer periods of time.
Hence the effect of that vacancy “bonus” will be
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Sample Rent Increases in New York City Based on 
Provisions in the 1997 Rent Regulation Reform Act

First new tenant (two-year lease)
Example 

One
Example 

Two
Example 

Three

Previous regulated monthly rent $250 $350 $400

Vacancy allowance -- 20 percent for two-year lease $50 n/a $80
Vacancy allowance for long-term tenancy (ten years) $15 n/a $24
Vacancy bonus for low-rent apartments $100 $100 n/a

New regulated monthly rent $415 $450 $504

Net rent increase $165 $100 $104
Percent rent increase 66.0% 28.6% 26.0%

Second new tenant (two-year lease)

Previous regulated monthly rent $415 $450 $504

Vacancy allowance -- 20 percent for two-year lease n/a n/a $101
Vacancy bonus for low-rent apartments $100 $100 n/a

New regulated monthly rent $515 $550 $605

Net rent increase $100 $100 $101
Percent rent increase 24.1% 22.2% 20.0%

Total net rent increase after two vacancies $265 $200 $205
Percent rent increase after two vacancies 106.0% 57.1% 51.2%

Note:  Vacancy allowance for long-term tenancy is 0.6 percent per year if apartment
was occupied eight years or more.  Vacany bonus for low-cost apartments is $100 for
all units with rents under $300 per month, and at least $100 (including other vacancy
allowances) for units with rents between $300 and $500 per month.
Source:  Rent Regulation Reform Act of 1997; calculations by
Coalition for the Homeless (2000) Table 8



somewhat delayed compared to that of the other
vacancy allowances.  

However, the scale of the low-rent apartment
vacancy bonus will serve to remove tens of thou-
sands of apartments from New York City’s afford-
able housing stock.  Table 8 illustrates the impact
of the 1997 law on three low-cost apartments
whose previous contract rents were $250, $350,
and $400 per month and which had been occupied
for 10 years by the previous tenants.  With all of
the vacancy allowances permitted for such apart-
ments, the new rents for two-year leases on these
apartments after the first vacancy would be $415,
$450, and $504 per month, respectively, represent-
ing increases of between 26 and 66 percent.  Using
Federal affordability standards, none of these
apartments would be affordable for extremely-
low-income households.  Upon second vacancy,
the total rent increases would be between 51 and
106 percent.137 (Note that the calculations in Table
8 do not include annual rent increases for rent-sta-
bilized apartments which are authorized by the
New York City Rent Guidelines Board.)

The long-term implications of the changes in rent
regulations for affordable housing in New York
City are immense:  Fewer rent-stabilized apart-
ments, fewer low-cost units, and fewer protections
for poor tenants in Housing Court.  Approximately
20 percent of all New York City renters move each
year, representing around 217,000 households.138

Indeed, between 1993 and 1996 alone 34.6 percent
of all rent-stabilized apartments turned over at
least once.139 With such a turnover rate, most New
York City apartments and most renter households
will feel the impact of unprecedented rent increas-
es and deregulation provisions within the next sev-
eral years. 

Conclusion

In only a short period after the enactment of the
Rent Regulation Reform Act of 1997, its impact
has already been enormous.  Rents have increased
at a much higher rate, larger numbers of apart-
ments have been deregulated, and the number of
affordable apartments has diminished at an accel-
erated rate.  Between 1996 and 1999, the number
of rent-stabilized apartments with contract rents

under $500 per month declined by nearly 85,000
units, a decrease of nearly 30 percent.

It is clear that changes in rent regulation will have
a disproportionate impact on selected groups of
New Yorkers.  In particular, immigrant house-
holds, who reside in rent-stabilized apartments at a
much higher rate than native-born New Yorkers –
55.9 percent compared to 45.3 percent, as noted in
Chapter Five – will be significantly affected by the
changes.  In addition, black and Latino renters are
more likely than white tenants to reside in rent-sta-
bilized housing.  

Ultimately, however, all New York City renters
will be affected by the 1997 law.  Rent-stabilized
housing is the single largest subtenure of housing
in New York City, representing 1 million of the
city’s 2.8 million owner and renter housing units.
In addition, approximately 20 percent of renter
households in New York City move each year.
Therefore the vacancy allowances and decontrol
provisions will have a progressive, cumulative,
and profound impact on all rent-stabilized housing
in New York City.

The consequences of changes in rent regulation
are most severe for the availability of low-cost
apartments.  As noted in Chapter Three, more than
a quarter of New York City’s lowest-rent apart-
ments are rent-stabilized.  Therefore, the mecha-
nisms to increase rents created by the 1997 law –
in particular, the vacancy bonuses for the lowest-
rent apartments – threaten to diminish dramatical-
ly the total stock of affordable rental housing city-
wide.  
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Chapter Seven

Publicly-Assisted Affordable Housing

Introduction

At every level of government, housing investment
and assistance have been cut back dramatically
since the 1970s.  Nationwide, as in New York City,
the impact of this enormous political and social
shift has manifested itself in rising numbers of
poor households with critical housing needs, a
shrinking stock of affordable housing, and persist-
ent mass homelessness.  

Cutbacks in housing programs by the Federal gov-
ernment have had the largest overall impact.  In the
late 1970s, the Federal government provided hous-
ing assistance – through development of subsi-
dized rental housing or through tenant-based assis-
tance – to more than 360,000 new low-income
households each year, whereas in the 1990s fewer
than 70,000 new households each year received
assistance.  In addition, cutbacks on the local level
have been dramatic as well.  The City, which has
traditionally played a substantial role in financing
the development of new housing and preserving
the affordable housing stock, slashed capital
spending on housing in the second half of the
1990s.

This chapter examines the development and
preservation of publicly-assisted housing, the
“bricks-and-mortar” form of government housing
assistance.  
� The first section describes recent changes in

Federal public housing legislation, in particu-
lar their implication for reduced admissions
for the poorest New York City households.
New Federal legislation will result in 10,000
fewer extremely-low-income households
being admitted to public housing in New York
City. 

� The second section looks at the growing threat
to other Federally-subsidized housing in New
York City.  Subsidy expirations and private
owners opting out of contracts will result in
the loss of as many as 30,000 low-cost apart-
ments.

� The third section describes the Mitchell-Lama

Program, a State (and City) initiative which
created over 125,000 apartments for middle-
and low-income households primarily in the
1960s and 1970s.  Mitchell-Lama housing
played a significant role in expanding the sup-
ply of affordable housing, but it has been
threatened in recent years by owner buy-outs
of low-interest mortgages.

� Finally, the fourth section analyzes changes in
the City’s capital housing program, highlight-
ing changes in City housing policy on in rem
apartments and substantial reductions in capi-
tal funding for affordable housing under the
Giuliani Administration.  Compared to the
previous mayoral administration, the Giuliani
Administration reduced annual City capital
funding for housing by 51 percent in real
terms.

Public Housing:  Fewer Apartments for
the Poorest Households

Public housing comprises New York City’s largest
stock of publicly-assisted housing.  In 1999 the
New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA)
managed 181,000 apartments in 342 developments
housing around 600,000 people.140 As noted in
Chapter Three, in 1999 public housing represented
the largest subtenure of low-cost housing, com-
prising 45.7 percent of rental units with gross rents
under $400 per month (in 1999 dollars).141

NYCHA, which operates the largest public hous-
ing program in the United States, also has a nation-
al reputation as a “high-performing” authority
with a much more diverse income mix among its
tenants than elsewhere.142

In 1998 Congress passed the Quality Housing and
Work Responsibility Act, the most dramatic
reform of public housing legislation since its
inception.  Early versions of the legislation con-
tained even more sweeping reforms, and even
more dangerous provisions, than the final legisla-
tion, including elimination of the Brooke
Amendment (which caps rents in public housing
and other Federally-assisted housing at 30 percent
of household incomes) and time limits on public
housing residency.  Nevertheless, even the moder-
ated final legislation contains provisions that
threaten to reduce the nation’s stock of public
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housing and to restrict access to public housing for
the poorest households.143

In New York City, the major threat of the 1998 leg-
islation is reduced admissions for the neediest
households.  In effect, the law eliminated Federal
preferences for the households with the greatest
housing needs (primarily extremely-low-income
households, those with incomes below 30 percent
of the area median income).  Within certain restric-
tions, therefore, housing authorities nationwide,
including NYCHA, could “skip over” extremely-
low-income households on waiting lists to admit
those with higher incomes.  

According to a recent analysis by Victor Bach,
Director of Housing Policy and Research at the
Community Service Society of New York, as a
result of NYCHA’s implementation of the new
Federal rules, over ten years approximately 10,000
public housing apartments will be lost to the poor-
est households.144 While this reduction in public
housing admissions may be moderated by other
factors (including the Davis consent decree, which
governs several NYCHA developments with a his-
tory of racially discriminatory admissions poli-
cies), it represents a substantial loss of housing
resources for New Yorkers with critical housing
needs.  Indeed, as described in Chapter Eleven,
NYCHA housing is the second largest re-housing
resource for homeless families in the municipal
shelter system, providing around 1,200 apartments
per year.  Thus, any restriction on admissions for
extremely-low-income households will have a
decisive impact on homeless and other poor
households.

In the long run, another dangerous consequence of
the 1998 Federal legislation is that it prohibits all
public housing authorities from expanding their
stock of housing.  Indeed, the legislation creates
incentives for housing authorities to enter into
public-private partnerships similar to the private-
ly-owned subsidized housing described in the next
section, with the same risks:  Private owners may
choose to opt out of subsidy agreements in the
future.145 Thus, the nation’s publicly-owned stock
of “bricks-and-mortar” housing, which has been a
vital resource for the poorest households, will
inevitably shrink as a result of the 1998 reforms.

Federally-Subsidized Housing:  Expiring
Subsidy Agreements

The second largest stock of assisted housing in
New York City is comprised of housing subsidized
by the Federal government that is owned and oper-
ated by private landlords.  This housing was devel-
oped under several different United States
Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) programs, including Section 221 and
Section 236 (which are mortgage interest subsidy
programs), and the Section 8 New Construction or
Substantial Rehabilitation Program (which is a
project-based rent subsidy program).  Many were
also developed jointly under the Mitchell-Lama
Program, a State initiative begun in 1955 to devel-
op middle-income housing (discussed in the next
section).146 As of 1995 there were approximately
91,900 such Federally-subsidized units in New
York City, located in 501 buildings citywide, with
63 percent of the apartments located in buildings
with 100 or more units.  Of these, 33,600 units
were located in project-based Section 8 build-
ings.147

The Federally-subsidized housing stock in New
York City has been threatened by a trend which
has attained national significance in recent years:
The rising number of buildings whose Federal
subsidies have expired or whose owners have cho-
sen to “opt out” of Federal assistance programs.
Because most of the HUD-subsidized housing
stock nationwide was developed in the 1970s with
twenty-year or twenty-five-year subsidy contracts,
the majority of the subsidized housing stock devel-
oped under the programs will experience contract
expirations by 2005.  In addition, project-based
Section 8 contracts had provisions allowing own-
ers to opt out of contracts every five years.  And
although the mortgage-subsidy programs (Section
221 and Section 236) had thirty-year subsidies,
for-profit owners could elect to pre-pay their mort-
gages after twenty years.  

Because much of the housing was developed in
neighborhoods that have since gentrified, many
owners began choosing to pre-pay mortgages or
“opt out” of the contracts in order to convert their
properties to market-level rents.  In 1998 more
than 17,000 units nationwide located in over 300
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project-based Section 8 buildings left the program,
converting to market rents.  From 1999 to 2004,
two-thirds of the nearly 14,000 project-based
Section 8 buildings in the United States (which
have approximately one million apartments) will
see their contracts expire.148

In New York City the wave of contract expirations
for project-based Section 8 buildings began in
1996 and is due to rise to approximately 5,000
units per year by 2002.  According to one recent
estimate based on HUD projections for the nation-
wide impact of project-based Section 8 expira-
tions, approximately 20 percent of New York
City’s project-based Section 8 housing, or nearly
7,000 apartments, could be lost to opt-outs by
2002.149 When other subsidy expirations and pre-
payments for the remaining HUD-assisted housing
stock are taken into account, New York City stands
to lose as many as 30,000 apartments from the
HUD-subsidized inventory, or approximately 30
percent of its Federally-subsidized housing
stock.150

The Federal response to this wave of subsidy expi-
rations has largely involved schemes in which in-
place tenants of Federally-subsidized buildings
would be provided with rental vouchers (a process
called “voucherization”).  However, these propos-
als threaten to diminish in absolute terms the stock
of rental housing affordable to poor tenants.
Voucherization in buildings with expiring subsi-
dies reduces the number of “bricks-and-mortar”
affordable housing units – when in-place tenants
with vouchers move or die, their units revert to
market rents.  Other proposals, such as portfolio
restructuring, involve raising income eligibility
thresholds in order to reduce Federal subsidies,
thus reducing the number of units affordable to the
poorest tenants.151 Ultimately, the wave of Federal
subsidy expirations and “opt-outs” threatens to
diminish the stock of Federally-assisted affordable
housing in New York City.

The Mitchell-Lama Program:  Housing for
Middle-Income New Yorkers

One of the largest, and most successful, housing
development programs of the post-war era was
New York State’s Mitchell-Lama Program.  The

program was begun in 1955 with the passage of
the Limited Profit Housing Companies Law,
which was embodied in the State’s Private
Housing Finance Law, and which created limited-
profit companies that would build and manage
rental and cooperative housing primarily for mid-
dle-income households.  The housing develop-
ments were provided with low-interest mortgage
loans and property tax exemptions in exchange for
limitation on profits (and, for cooperative apart-
ments, limitations on equity).  State-developed
Mitchell-Lama apartments are regulated by the
New York State Division of Housing and
Community Renewal.  In addition, the City also
sponsored some Mitchell-Lama developments,
often in cooperation with Federal housing devel-
opment programs (see previous section).  All in all,
the Mitchell-Lama Program created more than
125,000 housing units in New York City.

Mitchell-Lama housing played an enormous role
in expanding housing supply in New York City in
the 1960s and 1970s.  Indeed, New York State
developed 269 projects with more than 105,000
apartments statewide under the program.152

However, the development of Mitchell-Lama
housing had halted by the 1980s, and there has
been no addition to this housing stock since.  By
the late 1990s in New York City there were 141
City-sponsored Mitchell-Lama housing develop-
ments with around 60,000 apartments.  In addition,
there were 100 Mitchell-Lama developments
under State supervision with approximately
65,000 units.153

At the same time that there has been no addition to
the Mitchell-Lama housing stock, the existing
stock has begun to shrink since the 1980s.  The
major reason is that, under the legislation creating
the Mitchell-Lama Program, building owners were
given the option of pre-paying mortgages after
twenty years, which, in the case of buildings con-
structed after 1974, converts the building’s units to
market rents.  The number of Mitchell-Lama “buy-
outs” slackened during the early 1990s recession,
but with the economic expansion of the rest of the
decade the number has increased.  As of 1998,
more than 3,000 of the New York City’s 125,000
Mitchell-Lama apartments were targeted for buy-
outs, and most were threatened with conversion to
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unregulated, market-level rents.154 Thus, Mitchell-
Lama housing, which played an important role in
expanding New York City’s housing supply in the
1960s and 1970s and providing affordable rental
housing for middle-income households, faces
threats similar to those confronting Federally-sub-
sidized housing.

City Housing Policy

Due to its size and resources, New York City has,
unlike most other American cities, historically
invested on a large scale in affordable housing.
The municipal government’s role as housing
developer and even “landlord” expanded substan-
tially in the 1970s in response to the wave of hous-
ing disinvestments and abandonment that led to
enormous housing loss in the 1960s and 1970s.
Therefore, City housing policy over the last twen-
ty-five years has focused to a large degree on post-
abandonment and anti-abandonment strategies,
which led to the City assuming ownership and
management of thousands of tax-delinquent prop-
erties.  The City’s capital investments in affordable
housing have also played a significant role in shap-
ing New York City’s stock of affordable housing
and influencing changes in housing supply.

1.  The City’s Shifting In Rem Housing
Policy

The wave of housing
abandonment of the
1960s and 1970s,
which struck many
large American cities,
was particularly viru-
lent in New York City
due to a number of fac-
tors, including the out-
migration of middle-
class house-holds
described in Chapter
One.  Disinvestment
by local banks and
“redlining” (i.e., the
systematic refusal by
banks to make housing
loans in neighborhoods
with large numbers of

black and Latino residents) were also major caus-
es of housing abandonment.  Another factor
unique to New York City was the high percentage
of rental properties, leaving many owners with
more immediate financial incentives to disinvest.
Between 1965 and 1968 alone New York City lost
approximately 100,000 housing units, and from
1970 to 1978 annual losses averaged nearly 40,000
units.155

In the late 1970s, in an effort to prevent the further
abandonment and the loss of thousands more
buildings, New York City began an initiative to
assume ownership and management of tax-delin-
quent properties through in rem proceedings.
Although the City initially anticipated that its
ownership of tax-delinquent properties would be
temporary and that suitable owners would be
found quickly, there was little interest in the prop-
erties, and the City’s portfolio rapidly expanded.
During the late 1970s, the City’s inventory of in
rem buildings skyrocketed.  From September 1976
to September 1978, the number of buildings under
City ownership rose from 2,500 to 9,500.156 By
CFY 1986, as shown in Figure 39, there were more
than 95,000 units in the City’s in rem portfolio,
nearly 56,000 of them vacant and 39,000 of them
occupied.  The number of occupied in rem apart-
ments peaked in CFY 1988 at 51,849 units.157
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New York City's Portfolio of In Rem  Apartments, 
CFY 1982-CFY 1999
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Management of the in rem stock quickly emerged
as a controversial political and fiscal issue.
Strategies were developed to address rent collec-
tions, which were extraordinarily low, and sub-
standard physical conditions, which continued to
be much worse than most of the city’s housing
stock.  Since the mid-1980s the City has ultimate-
ly devoted nearly all of its Community
Development Block Grant funds, a Federal block
grant intended for economic and neighborhood
development, to the management and operations
costs of the in rem stock.158 However, conditions
in in rem buildings continued to be abysmal
throughout the 1980s and 1990s.  As noted in
Chapter Three, 16.5 percent of all in rem units in
1996 were in dilapidated buildings and 26.3 per-
cent had five or more maintenance deficiencies.159

Disposition of the in rem portfolio became an even
more contentious political issue.  Beginning with
the Koch Administration and extending through
the Dinkins Administration, the City essentially
relied on three mechanisms for disposition of the
occupied in rem stock:  transfer to tenant owner-
ship, largely through conversion to tenant-owned
cooperatives; transfer to not-for-profit managers
and owners; and transfer to for-profit owner-
ship.160 The first two mechanisms were particular-
ly successful in rehabilitating and preserving the
affordable stock.  Indeed, as noted in Chapter
Eleven, much of the housing transferred to not-for-
profit organizations served as a resource for re-
housing homeless families and individuals from
the municipal shelter system.

However, through the early 1990s nearly half of all
dispositions of occupied buildings were made to
for-profit owners, and the outcomes of these trans-
fers were often poor.  A 1991 report by the New
York City Comptroller’s Office documented rela-
tively high rates of evictions and numerous hous-
ing code deficiencies.161 With respect to vacant
buildings, the vast majority of dispositions were
made to for-profit developers.  

A major shift in the City’s in rem housing policy
was initiated by the Giuliani Administration.  First,
in 1995 the Administration formally announced an
end to the practice of taking tax delinquent proper-
ties into City ownership, something which the

Dinkins Administration had informally initiated in
1993.  Subsequently, the Giuliani Administration
introduced new property tax enforcement proce-
dures through which troubled residential proper-
ties would be immediately deeded to third-party
commercial and not-for-profit owners.162

Residential and commercial properties considered
more financially viable were to be immediately
disposed of through tax lien sales.163 In response
to the Giuliani Administration’s formal shift in
policy, the City Council, at the urging of housing
advocates, passed a local law requiring the City to
adopt an “early-warning system” to identify hous-
ing at risk of abandonment, remove it from the tax
lien sale pool, and promote transfer to responsible
third-party owners.

The Administration also moved aggressively to
dispose of the existing portfolio of in rem proper-
ties.  As Figure 39 again shows, the number of in
rem units under City ownership declined from
47,015 in CFY 1995 to 28,637 in CFY 1999.  Of
the units remaining under City ownership in CFY
1999, 21,973 were occupied and 6,664 were
vacant.164 In contrast to the previous two adminis-
trations, the Giuliani Administration aggressively
focused on commercial, for-profit property owners
in its disposition efforts.

The City’s shifting policy on in rem housing has
had a profound impact on housing supply and the
stock of low-cost apartments in New York City.
Through in rem proceedings the City had created,
in effect, the second-largest stock of public hous-
ing in the United States (exceeded in size only by
the New York City Housing Authority) by the mid-
1980s.  The opportunity to preserve and, through
the rehabilitation of dilapidated vacant buildings,
even expand the stock of affordable rental housing
was invaluable.  For many years – in particular,
under the Housing New York initiative (described
in the next section) – the City took advantage of
this opportunity, although problems with poor
maintenance and management of in rem housing
remained widespread.  Nevertheless, the Giuliani
Administration’s aggressive move to divest the
City entirely of the in rem stock has largely sacri-
ficed this singular opportunity to preserve and
develop affordable rental housing.
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2.  City Capital Investments in Affordable
Housing

As noted above, New York City’s municipal gov-
ernment has historically played a significant role
in investing in affordable housing development.
In the late 1980s, in part as a response to rising

homelessness and the growing affordable housing
shortage, the City dramatically expanded its capi-
tal commitments to housing.  However, in the sec-
ond half of the 1990s, in the wake of fiscal pres-
sures and cutbacks by the Giuliani Administration,
the City sharply reduced its role in housing invest-
ment.

In 1986, the Koch Administration, in cooperation
with the Cuomo Administration, announced the
Housing New York initiative, an ambitions ten-
year housing investment plan aimed at spending
$4.2 billion in capital funding on housing.  As part
of the initiative, the City and State also agreed to
commit $1 billion from the Battery Park City
Authority, which was generating excess revenues
through the development of commercial properties
and luxury housing.

The Housing New York initiative, the largest by
any American city in history, ultimately led to the
development of more than 50,000 new housing

units, with most of them targeted to low-income,
middle-income, and homeless households.  From
1987 to 1991 alone, the City constructed or reha-
bilitated 20,360 apartments, and added 8,251 new
apartments in vacant or previously uninhabitable
in rem buildings through moderate rehabilita-
tion.165 Preservation of existing rental housing

was also a goal of the
Housing New York
plan.  From 1987 to
1991, the City com-
pleted the moderate
rehabilitation of an
additional 51,873
apartments.166

During New York
City’s fiscal crisis of
the early 1990s, the
D i n k i n s
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n
reduced capital com-
mitments to housing.
In 1990 the Dinkins
Administration also
diverted $150 million
in revenues from
Battery Park City to

fill the budget gap, and in the end the earlier $1 bil-
lion commitment of Battery Park City Authority
revenues for housing was never completely ful-
filled.  Nevertheless, capital funding for housing
rose again in CFY 1993 and CFY 1994.  And,
overall, total capital funding for housing – includ-
ing City commitments as well as State and Federal
funds – under the Dinkins Administration aver-
aged $565.0 million per year (in 1999 dollars).167

However, as Figure 40 shows, under the Giuliani
Administration average real annual capital funding
(adjusted for inflation) for housing was cut back
dramatically, falling by 43.9 percent compared to
funding under the Dinkins Administration.168

Moreover, as a share of total capital funding, hous-
ing received on average only 5.4 percent under the
Giuliani Administration, compared to 10.7 percent
of all capital funds under the Dinkins
Administration and 12.4 percent during the last
term of the Koch Administration.169

Coalition for the Homeless

Page 78

Real Capital Funding for Housing in New York City 
During Three Mayoral Administrations, 

CFY 1987-CFY 2000
Average Annual Capital Funds for Housing (in 1999 Dollars)

$788.9

$458.2
$222.7

$320.0

$142.3

$94.1

$0

$200

$400

$600

$800

$1,000

$1,200

Koch (3rd term) Dinkins Giuliani (1st & 2nd terms)

Av
er

ag
e 

R
ea

l A
nn

ua
l C

ap
ita

l F
un

di
ng

 fo
r 

H
ou

si
ng

 
(in

 M
ill

io
ns

 o
f 1

99
9 

D
ol

la
rs

) City Funds Federal and State Funds

$1,028.9 

$565.0 

$316.9

Source:  City of New York, Adopted Capital Budget FY 1987-FY 2000; 
inflation adjustment by Coalition for the Homeless (2000) Figure 40



The largest cutbacks in capital funding for housing
under the Giuliani Administration came from City
commitments, although State and Federal capital
funds for housing also declined by more than a
third in real terms.  As shown in Figures 40 and 41,
real capital funding (adjusted for inflation) allocat-
ed by the City fell by 51.4 percent under the
Giuliani Administration, from an annual average
of $458.2 million (in 1999 dollars) under the
Dinkins Administration to $222.7 million under
Giuliani.  Moreover, City capital funding under
Giuliani was 71.8 percent lower in real terms than
during the last term of the Koch Administration.
Thus, City investments in housing were sharply
reduced in the second half of the 1990s, contribut-
ing in part to the loss of rental housing during that
decade.

The impact of City cutbacks in housing invest-
ments has been enormous, particularly with
respect to housing supply.  From 1987 to 1991, as
noted in Chapter Two, in the wake of the Housing
New York initiative, the city’s supply of rental
housing, expanded by more than 96,000 apart-
ments, after shrinking throughout most of the
1980s.170 However, the number of rental apart-
ments in New York City has actually fallen since
1991.  Thus, cutbacks in housing investments by
the Giuliani Administration represent a decisive
shift away from development of new housing and

expansion of the sup-
ply of affordable apart-
ments.  Moreover,
these cutbacks coincid-
ed with the major shift
in the City’s in rem
housing policy
(described in the previ-
ous section), which
resulted in an abandon-
ment of the City’s role
in preserving and reha-
bilitating low-cost
rental housing.

Conclusion

Publicly- assisted
housing, the “bricks-
and-mortar” part of

New York City’s housing stock that has historical-
ly provided affordable housing to the poorest New
Yorkers, is under threat.  As this chapter has noted,
restricted admissions to public housing for the
poorest households, subsidy expirations and “opt-
outs” for other Federally-subsidized housing,
owner buy-outs of Mitchell-Lama housing, and
cutbacks in City capital funding are reducing the
size of New York City’s publicly-assisted housing
stock.  Indeed, over the next decade: 
� New York City’s poorest households might be

denied access 10,000 public housing apart-
ments;

� 30,000 Federally-subsidized units may be lost
through contract expirations and “opt-outs;”
and 

� More than 3,000 Mitchell-Lama apartments
might be converted to market-level rents.

City housing policy, which sought to address hous-
ing abandonment and the affordable housing short-
age in an expansive way in the 1980s, also suffered
restrictions in the second half of the 1990s.  After
a major capital commitment by the Koch
Administration to invest in housing, the Giuliani
Administration substantially reduced capital
investments in housing, both in absolute terms and
as a share of all City capital funding.  In addition,
the City’s policies on in rem housing – which in
the 1980s and early 1990s sought in part to main-
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tain a substantial portion of the in rem stock as
affordable rental housing – were largely aban-
doned.  

Altogether, public housing, other Federally-subsi-
dized housing, Mitchell-Lama housing, and in rem
housing represent more than 360,000 housing
units, or around 18 percent of all rental housing in
New York City.  Therefore, the combination of
recent cutbacks and the future impact of recent
policy changes endangers a vital component of
New York City’s affordable housing resources.
Moreover, as the next chapter describes, other
government housing assistance has also suffered
substantial cutbacks in recent decades, further
diminishing housing options for the poorest New
Yorkers.
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Chapter Eight

Changes in Government Housing
Assistance

Introduction

Government investments in housing development
have played a vital role in shaping the supply of
rental housing in New York City.  Government can
also address the problem of housing affordability
by providing housing assistance and income sup-
ports to needy households.

At the same time that New York City’s publicly-
assisted housing stock is under threat, other gov-
ernment housing assistance programs are also at
risk.  Moreover, tenant-based housing assistance –
from Federal rent subsidies to welfare housing
allowances – has experienced enormous cutbacks
and reductions for two decades.  The cumulative
effect has been to make housing assistance a
scarcer resource for rising numbers of needy
households.  

This chapter describes recent changes and cut-
backs in a range of government housing assistance
programs.
� The first section traces changes in Federal ten-

ant-based rent subsidies, outlining the dramat-
ic cutbacks in the Section 8 voucher program
during the past two decades and their impact
on New York City.  As a result of Federal cut-
backs, from the late 1970s to the 1990s the
number of new Section 8 vouchers in New
York City fell by 42 percent.

� The second section examines threats to public
assistance and other welfare housing
allowances, which collectively represent the
largest government housing assistance pro-
grams.  From 1975 to 1999 welfare housing
allowances lost 52 percent of their real value
while median rents had increased 33 percent in
real terms.

� The third section describes changes in evic-
tion-prevention assistance, in particular threat-
ened cutbacks in homelessness prevention
legal services and the risks to poor tenants
posed by the 1997 rent-regulation reform law.
The late 1990s witnessed an increase in the

number of non-payment proceedings brought
against tenants in Housing Court.

Tenant-Based Housing Assistance

1.  Tenant-Based Section 8 Housing
Assistance in New York City

The largest tenant-based housing assistance pro-
gram in New York City, as in the rest of the United
States, is the Section 8 Existing Housing Program.
Tenant-based Section 8 assistance, a HUD pro-
gram administered in New York City primarily by
the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA),
provides certificates and vouchers to assist
income-eligible households with rent subsidies.
Tenant-based Section 8 participants rent apart-
ments on the private market pursuant to guidelines
established by HUD and NYCHA.  Under the pro-
gram, eligible households typically pay no more
than 30 percent of their incomes toward rent, with
the balance of the rent paid by voucher.  In CFY
1999 there were 76,323 households receiving ten-
ant-based Section 8 assistance through
NYCHA.171

The New York City Department of Housing
Preservation and Development (HPD) also admin-
isters some tenant-based Section 8 vouchers and
certificates; from CFY 1975 to CFY 1997, HPD
received 12,580 vouchers and certificates.172

HPD’s utilization of tenant-based Section 8 assis-
tance has been very different than NYCHA’s and
has been combined with various HPD housing
rehabilitation and preservation programs.  For
example, between 1984 and 1986 HPD received
nearly 5,000 Section 8 vouchers through the
Rental Rehabilitation Program, a Federal initiative
to combine rehabilitation grants with tenant-based
rent-subsidies.173 Two other HPD programs also
benefited from the addition of tenant-based
Section 8 assistance.  The Participation Loan
Program, which was established in 1976 to pro-
vide low-interest loans for the rehabilitation of at-
risk, occupied housing, has utilized approximately
2,000 Section 8 vouchers and certificates.  In addi-
tion, the SRO Loan Program, under which much of
the City’s supportive housing for formerly-home-
less single adults has been created, has utilized
Section 8 rent subsidies for supportive housing
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projects.174 Altogether, through HPD and
NYCHA, by 1999 there were approximately
89,000 households in New York City receiving
tenant-based Section 8 assistance.

At its inception in the mid-1970s, the tenant-based
Section 8 program was intended to provide rental
assistance to poor households experiencing severe
housing problems, in particular high rent burdens.
Indeed, in the early 1980s nearly two-thirds of
NYCHA Section 8 participants utilized their cer-
tificates or vouchers in their existing apart-
ments.175 However, as modern mass homelessness
worsened throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the ten-
ant-based Section 8 program in New York City
was transformed essentially into a homeless re-
housing program.  In 1988 the City created the
Emergency Assistance Re-Housing Program
(EARP), which allocated Section 8 vouchers
(along with an incentive bonus for landlords) to
homeless families in the municipal shelter system.
EARP rapidly became the City’s largest program
for re-housing homeless families.  Indeed, in CFY
1999 EARP was responsible for 52.2 percent of all
permanent housing placements for homeless fami-
lies from the municipal shelter system (see Table
11 and the discussion in Chapter Eleven).176

By 1993, approximately 80 percent of the Section
8 rent subsidies issued by NYCHA went to home-
less families.177 In
1996 NYCHA stopped
accepting applications
for tenant-based
Section 8 assistance
from all households
except those in the fol-
lowing three “emer-
gency categories”:
homeless households,
victims of domestic
violence, and/or intim-
idated witnesses to
crimes.  In addition to
the 2,700 Section 8
vouchers allocated
annually for EARP, the
only other Section 8
rent subsidies set aside
by NYCHA in recent

years were for tenants of Federally-subsidized
housing developments whose owners had opted
out of Federal contracts (see discussion in Chapter
Seven).  According to City officials, in 2000
NYCHA will provide approximately 4,600 Section
8 certificates and vouchers, of which 2,700 will be
allocated to EARP, 150 will be provided to intimi-
dated witnesses referred by district attorneys,
1,000 will be allocated for tenants in “opt-out”
HUD-subsidized buildings, and only between 500
and 1,000 will remain for “emergency category”
households on the NYCHA Section 8 waiting
list.178

2.  Tenant-Based Section 8 Assistance in
New York City on the Decline

As Figure 42 shows, the number of new Section 8
rent subsidies received by New York City fell dra-
matically from the 1970s to the 1980s, from an
average of 4,360 new subsidies per year to 2,851
per year.179 The decline in the 1980s reflected the
dramatic cutbacks to HUD funding by the Reagan
Administration.  Federal funding for all new hous-
ing assistance (including Section 8) nationwide
fell by 63.1 percent from the late-1970s to the
1980s, from an average of $57.7 billion per year to
an average of $21.3 billion per year.180

The number of new Section 8 rent subsidies in
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New York City continued to fall in the 1990s, to an
average of 2,536 new subsidies per year, as shown
in Figure 42, a 41.8 percent decline form the late
1970s.181 As described in the next section, the
decline in the 1990s was again a reflection of
changing Federal policy, under which new Section
8 funding was eliminated for four consecutive
years.

There is no question that dwindling tenant-based
Section 8 resources serve only a small fraction of
tenants in need of housing assistance.  At the end
of March 1999 there were 212,848 households on
the NYCHA waiting list for Section 8 rent subsi-
dies.  According to NYCHA, at that time, 10,403
applicants were homeless or victims of domestic
violence.  In addition, 195,218 households on the
waiting list were living in “substandard, over-
crowded, or doubled-up conditions.”182 In CFY
1999, NYCHA received 17,000 applications for
the tenant-based Section 8 program, virtually all of
them in the “emergency categories” described
above.183

At the current turnover rate of 4,200 vouchers per
year, even with the addition of some 700 new
Section 8 vouchers, New York City will not even
be able to provide tenant-based Section 8 assis-
tance to one of every three new “emergency cate-
gory” applicants per year.184 Indeed, even if no
new applications are accepted, at the current
turnover rate it would take just over 50 years to
empty the Section 8 waiting list in New York City.

3.  The Impact of Section 8 Reductions on
Housing Development

Cutbacks in tenant-based Section 8 funding also
impact the development of affordable housing.  As
noted above, the nearly 13,000 Section 8 vouchers
and certificates administered by HPD have been
utilized in several programs, often in partnership
with not-for-profit organizations, to provide rental
assistance and operating funding for new or reha-
bilitated low-income housing.  For example, under
the Local Initiatives Support Corporation
(LISC)/Enterprise Foundation Tax Credit
Program, tenant-based Section 8 assistance has
been provided to 30 percent of a development’s
initial tenants.185 In addition, Section 8 vouchers

and certificates have often been provided by HPD
to in-place tenants for the renovation of in rem
buildings.

The shrinking number of Section 8 vouchers and
certificates will force sponsors of newly developed
low-income rental housing to target higher-income
households or to expand greatly operating
reserves.  According to one recent analysis, by
requiring project sponsors to rely more heavily
upon operating reserves to cover operating
expenses, in the 1990s the City assisted fewer
very-low-income and homeless households.186

Thus, as in the case of public housing, reduced
Federal funding for housing assistance threatens to
reduce the amount of that assistance available to
the poorest renter households.

4.  Tenant-Based Section 8 Assistance
Declining Nationally

Cutbacks in tenant-based Section 8 assistance in
New York City are the result of a dramatic shift in
Federal housing policy since the 1970s.  As shown
in Figure 43, in the late 1970s the Federal govern-
ment provided more than 300,000 new (or “incre-
mental”) units of rental assistance each year, of
which more than 200,000 represented Section 8
vouchers or certificates.  However, by the 1990s,
incremental tenant-based rental assistance had
fallen on average to less than 40,000 new house-
holds assisted per year.  Thus, in the context of the
dramatic and widespread cutbacks in Federal
housing assistance since the 1970s (detailed in the
conclusion to this chapter), reductions in tenant-
based Section 8 assistance represented the single
largest program cutback by the Federal govern-
ment.

From FFY 1995 through FFY 1998 Congress actu-
ally eliminated all funding for new (i.e., incremen-
tal) tenant-based Section 8 assistance.  In addition,
a provision included in the HUD budgets for those
years required a three-month delay in the re-
issuance of Section 8 vouchers when households
left the program.  This mandatory delay resulted in
nearly 40,000 fewer households nationally receiv-
ing tenant-based Section 8 assistance each year.187

In the Federal budget for FFY 1999, the three-
month delay was eliminated.  In addition,
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Congress agreed to fund 50,000 new Section 8
vouchers which were targeted to households mak-
ing the transition from welfare to employment.
New York City’s share of these new rent subsidies
(approximately 700 vouchers) will be issued in
2000.188 In October 1999, Congress passed a
HUD budget which included funding for 60,000
new Section 8 vouchers nationwide, of which New
York City is expected to receive approximately
700 additional vouchers.  Nevertheless, in histori-
cal terms the recent funding increases remain at
only a quarter of the levels of incremental Section
8 funding two decades ago.

Public Assistance and Other Welfare
Housing Allowances

1.  Public Assistance

Welfare remains the largest housing assistance
program in New York City.  In 1999 there were an
average of some 668,000 people (304,000 house-
holds) receiving public assistance in New York
City each month.  This figure includes roughly
556,000 Family Assistance Program recipients
(i.e., recipients of Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families, or TANF), and 112,000 Safety Net
Assistance (formerly Home Relief) recipients.189

In 1999 public assistance recipients represented
about 8.7 percent of the population of New York

City.190

According to data from
the New York City
Human Resources
Administration, in
1997 approximately 85
percent of all public
assistance households
in New York City uti-
lized the welfare hous-
ing allowance.  Of all
households utilizing
the housing allowance,
some 16 percent
resided in public hous-
ing and 84 percent
resided in private
housing.  In addition,
about 75 percent of all

welfare households in private housing had rents
exceeding the maximum housing allowances per-
mitted.191

In New York State, the public assistance grant is
divided into two major parts:  (1) the basic grant,
which provides non-housing cash assistance, and
(2) the shelter allowance, which is used to pay for
housing costs.  The actual value of the shelter
allowance is not codified in New York State’s
Social Services Law, but must, according to the
statute, “…be adequate to enable the father, moth-
er or other relative to bring up the child properly,
having regard for the physical, mental and moral
well-being of such child….”192 Thus, the value of
the shelter allowance is established by regulations
issued by the New York State Department of
Family Assistance (formerly the Department of
Social Services).193 Apart from some special
exceptions described below, the State has not
changed the value of the shelter allowance since
1988.  The maximum shelter allowance for a fam-
ily of three living in private housing (with heat
included) in New York City is $286 per month, and
for a single individual is $215 per month.  

The declining real value of the welfare shelter
allowance has had an overwhelming impact on the
ability of public assistance recipients to pay for
housing, as illustrated in Figure 44.  Adjusting for
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consumer price inflation, the shelter allowance for
a family of three ($286 in current dollars) has lost
52.0 percent of its value from 1975 to 1999.  From

1988, the last year the shelter allowance was
increased, to 1999 its real value declined by 30.1
percent.194

During the same period, as noted in Chapter Three,
rental housing costs rose at nearly twice the rate of
inflation.  Therefore, as Figure 44 also illustrates,
the gap between the real value of welfare housing

allowances and apartment rents has widened con-
siderably since the 1970s.  Indeed, in 1975 the
shelter allowance for a family of three persons

($194 per month) actu-
ally exceeded the
median gross rent for
all renter-occupied
apartments in New
York City.  From 1975
to 1999, real median
rents in New York City
increased by 33.2 per-
cent, at the same time
that (as noted above)
welfare housing
allowances lost 52.0
percent of their real
value.  The gap
between median gross
rents and welfare hous-
ing allowances was
wide in the 1980s but
was particularly dra-
matic in the 1990s.
Indeed, the gap
between the real value
of median rents and
shelter allowances,
which was $227 (in
1999 dollars) in 1987
had widened to $414 in
1999.195

One reason under-
lying the inadequacy
of welfare housing
allowances is the for-
mula used by the State
to calculate shelter
allowances.  As
revealed in court
papers from the

Jiggetts litigation (discussed below), in the 1970s
the shelter allowance was set at the 95th percentile
of the actual rents paid by public assistance recip-
ients receiving housing allowances.  However, the
1988 increase was calculated using the 65th per-
centile of actual welfare recipients’ rents in May
1986, two years before.196 Therefore, the
allowance was clearly inadequate even in the year
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it was formulated, and the failure of the State to
increase it since 1988 has only diminished its real
value even further. 

The inadequacy of the shelter allowance is one of
the major causes of housing emergencies and
homelessness among welfare recipients in New
York State.  An analysis of statewide public shelter
data by the Coalition for the Homeless determined
that, during the 1990s, one of every four public
assistance households in New York State had
required publicly-funded shelter.197 Moreover, this
figure does not include the thousands of New York
public assistance recipients who experienced
homelessness but did not utilize publicly-funded
shelters (e.g., streetbound homeless individuals or
temporarily doubled-up households).

2.  Jiggetts Relief

One exception to unrealistically low shelter
allowances involves landmark litigation challeng-
ing the inadequacy of the welfare housing
allowances in New York City.  In 1987, the Legal
Aid Society filed Jiggetts v. Grinker (currently
called Jiggetts v. Dowling), a lawsuit based on
New York State’s Social Services Law which
requires that the State set shelter allowances high
enough to enable children to be brought up prop-
erly and to enable families to maintain homes.  In
1991 the trial judge ordered the State to authorize
payment of rent arrears to families with minor
children receiving public assistance who faced
eviction and homelessness due to non-payment of
rent as well as ongoing rental payments above the
shelter allowance.  These enhanced shelter
allowances, known as “preliminary relief” or
“Jiggetts relief,” were ordered on a temporary
basis so that families would not become homeless
before a final decision in the case could be
made.198

Since 1991 tens of thousands of New York City
public assistance families have received Jiggetts
relief.  In addition, thousands of families in
Westchester, Nassau, and Suffolk Counties have
benefited from similar lawsuits brought by legal
services organizations in those counties.  In
December 1999, nearly 25,000 families in New
York City alone were receiving increased shelter

allowances.  Therefore, Jiggetts relief provides
ongoing rental assistance to more than one-third as
many households in New York City as the number
receiving tenant-based Section 8 assistance.  A
final resolution to this case may be reached within
the next year or two.

3.  Housing Allowances for People with
AIDS

Another exception to the standard shelter
allowance established in State regulation is the
enhanced package of housing and other assistance
provided to welfare recipients living with AIDS.
As in the case of Jiggetts relief, enhanced
allowances for people with AIDS were instituted
as a result of litigation.  In 1988, the Coalition for
the Homeless filed Mixon v. Grinker, a class-
action lawsuit arguing for medically appropriate
housing for HIV-ill homeless people.  

In response, the City created the Division of AIDS
Services (later the Division of AIDS Services and
Income Support, or DASIS) as a separate division
within the Human Resources Administration for
HIV-positive welfare recipients and applicants.
DASIS began to administer several State-subsi-
dized housing assistance programs for public
assistance recipients living with HIV/AIDS,
including enhanced housing allowances higher
than the shelter allowance level; placements to
commercial hotels for homeless people with
HIV/AIDS; and supportive housing programs,
including scattered-site housing.  

The number of HIV-positive welfare recipients
receiving housing assistance skyrocketed during
the 1990s.  In August 1989 there were 2,256 wel-
fare households with AIDS receiving supplemen-
tal housing assistance, while in August 1999 there
were 21,198 households receiving the added hous-
ing assistance, an increase of well over 800 per-
cent.199 As noted in Chapter Nine, the expansion
of housing assistance to homeless people living
with HIV/AIDS was one of the major factors
underlying the reduction of the single adult home-
less population in the early 1990s.
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4.  Threats to Public Assistance and Other
Welfare Housing Allowances

As noted above, nearly 9 percent of all New
Yorkers receive housing assistance through public
assistance and other welfare housing allowances,
including Jiggetts relief and enhanced housing
allowances for people with AIDS.  Thus, changes
in public assistance and special allowances have
an enormous impact on the poorest renter house-
holds’ housing conditions.  

In 2000 or 2001 there is likely to be State action
with regard to welfare housing allowances, in part
due to court rulings in the Jiggetts litigation.  In
1999 the Appellate Division (First Department) of
the New York State Supreme Court unanimously
upheld a 1998 trial court ruling in Jiggetts that the
existing shelter allowance schedule promulgated
by the State was inadequate, and ordered the State
to increase shelter allowances.  In October 1999
the Court of Appeals, New York State’s highest
court, declined to review the State’s appeal of the
Appellate Division decision.  

The Pataki Administration has clearly articulated
its opposition to a substantial increase in welfare
shelter allowances, and to provisions in the Social
Services Law related to the adequacy of housing
allowances.  As he had in previous years, in
January 1999 Governor Pataki issued an Executive
Budget proposal for SFY 1999-2000 that could
have made moot the Jiggetts litigation by altering
statutory language to eliminate references to the
adequacy of housing allowances.  Although the
Governor’s Executive Budget proposal for SFY
2000-2001 did not include such provisions, there
remains a strong likelihood that the issue will
emerge in budget negotiations in the next year or
two.

With respect to AIDS housing allowances, in
October 1999 the Giuliani Administration
announced two changes to the Division of AIDS
Services and Income Support that threaten to
reduce dramatically housing assistance to people
with HIV/AIDS.  First, the City announced
changes to scattered-site housing programs that
most housing providers predicted will result in
increasing numbers of evictions for households

living with AIDS.  Under the plan, which is sched-
uled for implementation from 2000 to 2002, hous-
ing providers must transfer leases for scattered-site
apartments to their clients.  According to the New
York City AIDS Housing Network, a coalition of
supportive housing providers, tenants will there-
fore be at much greater risk of eviction if they fall
into rent arrears.  AIDS housing providers have
historically provided up to $70,000 per year in rent
arrears assistance, and the coalition projects that as
many as 1,600 households living with AIDS might
be evicted under the new lease-transfer plan.200

Second, in November 1999 the Giuliani
Administration announced plans to require HIV-
positive welfare recipients to perform workfare,
with the exception of clients with AIDS and HIV-
illness.  The new plan reverses a policy of provid-
ing exemptions from workfare for all HIV-positive
welfare recipients, and threatens to result in
increased case terminations, sanctions, and lost
housing assistance for HIV-positive public assis-
tance households.

Homelessness Prevention

A patchwork system of government agencies and
private organizations has been developed to pro-
vide homelessness prevention assistance to poor
tenants at risk of eviction, much of it reliant on
Federal (including Federal Emergency
Management Agency, or FEMA), State, and City
funding.  For people facing eviction, accessing
those limited funds and negotiating the public and
private bureaucracies has increasingly depended
on legal assistance provided by legal services and
community-based organizations.  In addition, for
elderly New Yorkers a vital source of housing
assistance has been a City-sponsored tax-abate-
ment program.

1.  Eviction Prevention Legal Services

In 1998, 278,156 non-payment actions were filed
in the Housing Part of the Civil Court of the City
of New York, which was established by the New
York State Legislature in 1972 and is commonly
referred to as the New York City Housing Court.201

Non-payment actions represented approximately
90 percent of the cases filed with the court clerk,
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although another 7 percent of cases involved a
holdover action, in which a landlord attempted to
evict a tenant for reasons other than non-payment
of rent (e.g., creating a nuisance, subletting an
apartment without the landlord’s permission, or
violating the lease).202

Due to the vast number of cases and extraordinary
limitations in staff, resources, and the number of
judges – each judge in the Housing Court handles
an average of 7,000 cases per year – proceedings
are chaotic and haphazard.203 The majority of
cases are settled by stipulations between landlord
attorneys and tenants who have no legal represen-
tation.  A 1993 study found that 97.5 percent of all
landlords appearing in Housing Court actions are
represented by legal counsel, while only 11.9 per-
cent of tenants have legal representation.204

Therefore, these pro se (i.e., unrepresented) tenant
litigants are exceedingly susceptible to pressure
from landlord attorneys and Housing Court offi-
cials to enter hastily into stipulations, very often to
their detriment.

Even given the extreme shortage of legal resources
for poor tenants in Housing Court, funding for
landlord-tenant legal services has faced consistent
threats on the City and State level in the late 1990s.
For several years, both the Pataki and Giuliani
Administrations presented budget proposals that
would have reduced
funding for legal serv-
ices groups and com-
munity- based organi-
zations that provide
legal representation
and advice to poor ten-
ants facing eviction.  In
the late 1990s, for
example, the Giuliani
Administration pro-
posed the elimination
of $2.9 million in fund-
ing for contracted evic-
tion-prevention legal
services that were pro-
vided to approximately
10,000 households
each year.  In most
cases, funding was

restored, by the State Legislature and the City
Council respectively, but the repeatedly threatened
cutbacks resulted in fiscal problems for communi-
ty-based organizations and prevented any substan-
tive discussion of expanding legal assistance for
poor tenants.

2.  Impact of Changes in the State Rent
Regulation Law

As shown in Figure 45, in 1998 there were 23,454
evictions resulting from Housing Court actions,
and an unknown number of tenants left their apart-
ments before a warrant of eviction was issued or
executed.205 In 1998, as Figure 45 also shows,
127,851 non-payment actions were noticed for
trial, representing an increase of 15.2 percent
above the previous year.206

There is reason to believe that the number of non-
payment actions rose because of 1997 changes in
New York State’s rent regulation laws (see also the
discussion in Chapter Six), despite legal chal-
lenges to some of the changes.  One provision with
particular significance for poor tenants is a new
requirement that tenants make rent deposits during
Housing Court proceedings.  

As described in Chapter Six, in 1997 the State
Legislature enacted and Governor Pataki signed
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the Rent Regulation Reform Act.  The statute
strips Civil and Housing Court judges of certain
powers inherent to functioning as a judge.  Among
the judicial powers that the Legislature has
usurped from the Judiciary are the power to stay
execution of an eviction warrant for good cause
shown and the power to adjourn a trial because of
court congestion, the needs of the litigants, or
other good cause.207

In 1998 the Metropolitan Council on Housing, the
Coalition for the Homeless, other tenant advo-
cates, and individual tenants filed a lawsuit, Lang
v. Pataki, to enjoin implementation of the portions
of the statute affecting Housing Court proceed-
ings.  Ruling on a motion for preliminary injunc-
tion, the State Supreme Court ruled that although
the challenged statutes appeared to be facially con-
stitutional, the statutes could be applied unconsti-
tutionally.  On a subsequent motion for summary
judgment, the court construed the statute’s rent
deposit requirement as allowing adjournments
without rent deposits where a tenant’s due process
rights are implicated.  The court also construed the
law’s prohibition on post-judgment stays as allow-
ing stays of evictions for good cause.  Considering
the statute “amended” in this way, the trial court
found the challenged provisions otherwise consti-
tutional.  In 1999, the plaintiffs appealed the trial
court decision to the Appellate Division, from
which a decision is
awaited.  However,
tenant and legal servic-
es organizations
agreed that implemen-
tation of the provision
would result in rising
numbers of evictions
for poor households.

Housing
Assistance for
Elderly New
Yorkers

The largest program
providing housing
assistance to elderly
New Yorkers living in
private housing is the

City’s Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption
(SCRIE) program.  SCRIE eliminates rent increas-
es for elderly tenants of rent-stabilized, rent-con-
trolled, or Mitchell-Lama housing with annual
incomes below $20,000 by providing a property
tax abatement to landlords.  In CFY 1999, there
were more than 95,000 households in New York
City participating in the SCRIE program,208 which
has prevented homelessness and housing emergen-
cies among poor elderly New Yorkers.  In addition,
the number of new participants in the program
increased in the second half of the 1990s.  In CFY
1999 there were 5,596 approved applications for
the program, a 50.6 percent increase from the
3,715 applications approved in CFY 1996.209

Conclusion

From Section 8 vouchers to welfare shelter
allowances, tenant-based assistance is the largest
form of government housing assistance in New
York City.  In 1999 some 255,000 households in
New York City received housing assistance
through welfare, more than 89,000 received ten-
ant-based assistance through the Section 8 pro-
gram, and more than 95,000 elderly renters
received housing assistance under the City’s rent-
increase exemption program.  In its various forms,
tenant-based assistance is a vital part of maintain-
ing housing stability for hundreds of thousands of
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poor New Yorkers.

Government housing assistance programs have
faced dramatic cutbacks over the past twenty-five
years, and this has contributed substantially to the
widening affordable housing gap described in Part
I of this report.  Far and away the largest cutbacks
have been made in Federal housing programs.  As
Figure 46 illustrates, in the late 1970s the Federal
government provided new housing assistance
(including tenant-based and project-based subsi-
dies) to more than 360,000 poor households each
year.  However, in the 1990s fewer than 70,000
households each year received new housing assis-
tance.  The single largest reduction in Federal pro-
grams was for the tenant-based Section 8 program.
In the late 1970s, the Federal government provid-
ed more than 200,000 new Section 8 vouchers
each year, whereas new tenant-based Section 8
assistance was actually reduced to zero in the mid-
1990s.  

However, the declining value of the welfare hous-
ing allowance has had at least as great an impact
on poor households in New York City.  As
described in this chapter, the welfare housing
allowance lost 52 percent of its real value from
1975 to 1999, at the same time that median rents
increased by 33 percent in real terms.  Moreover,
welfare housing allowances and other housing
assistance for public assistance households face a
series of threats in the near future.  In addition,
homelessness prevention assistance, in particular
legal services for eviction prevention, has been
woefully inadequate to meet the need and has
faced continual threats of funding cuts.

Government housing assistance plays a crucial
role in addressing the affordable housing gap for
poor households, both through investment in new
housing development and through rental assis-
tance to help needy households afford housing.
Therefore, the dramatic cutbacks in housing
investment and assistance by every level of gov-
ernment over the past twenty-five years have
played a role not only in widening the affordable
housing gap, but also in the rise and persistence of
mass homelessness in New York City.  Part III of
this report looks in detail at that phenomenon and
its links to the affordable housing shortage.

Coalition for the Homeless

Page 90



Part III

Modern Mass Homelessness and the
Affordable Housing Gap in New York City

The most visible consequence of the widening
affordable housing gap in New York City is mod-
ern mass homelessness, which emerged in the late
1970s.  Over more than two decades hundreds of
thousands of New Yorkers have experienced
homelessness.  Indeed, during a recent nine-year
period (from 1987 through 1995), according to
City data, 333,482 different men, women, and
children utilized the municipal shelter system in
New York City.  The majority (57 percent) were
members of families with children and more than
one-third (35 percent) were under 18 years of
age.210 Thousands more who did not use publicly-
funded facilities slept in private shelters, in aban-
doned buildings, outdoors, or in other public
spaces.  According to a recent analysis of City
data, 4.6 percent of New York City’s 1990 popula-
tion – nearly one of every twenty New Yorkers –
resided in municipal homeless shelters at some
time during that nine-year period.211

The primary cause of modern mass homelessness
was a dramatic structural change in housing costs
and poor New Yorkers’ incomes.  Over more than
two decades housing costs rose steadily in real
terms while poor households’ incomes declined in
real terms, with the consequence that hundreds of
thousands of New Yorkers were pushed out of the
housing market entirely.  As described in Part I of
this report, the affordable housing gap – the differ-
ence between the number of poor renters and the
number of available, affordable apartments
–emerged in the 1970s and widened through the
late 1990s.  In addition, as Part II noted, at the
same time that these comprehensive structural
changes were affecting housing markets and poor
households’ incomes, government on every level
was dramatically reducing housing assistance to
the neediest households.

Thus, while there is no question that the failures of
other government policies, including mental health
and income support policies, have played a role in
the emergence and persistence of mass homeless-
ness, major structural changes in housing markets

and housing policies have clearly been the driving
force behind mass homelessness in New York City
during the past two decades.  

Part III of this report describes the housing dimen-
sion of modern mass homelessness in New York
City.

Chapter Nine
Chapter Nine provides detailed demographic
descriptions of homeless single adults and home-
less families with children in New York City.  
� Patterns of Shelter Utilization.  For

homeless single adults, the chapter empha-
sizes different patterns of shelter utilization
and their implications for long-term solutions.
Recent research discovered that, among all
homeless single adults utilizing the municipal
shelter system, 81 percent had relatively brief,
one-time stays, while the 10 percent of
“chronic” shelter users consumed the most
resources.  

� Severe Housing Problems and Family
Homelessness.  The section on homeless
families highlights research on the prior hous-
ing arrangements and neighborhoods of home-
less families residing in the municipal shelter
system.  According to an analysis of City data,
61 percent of all homeless families previously
resided in four neighborhoods with high con-
centrations of poverty and severe housing
problems.

Chapter Ten
Chapter Ten describes the links between modern
homelessness and changes in the affordable hous-
ing stock and housing market in New York City.
In particular it examines the impact of rising
income inequality on New York City’s housing
market, and the dramatic loss of single-room hous-
ing in the 1970s and 1980s.  
� Homelessness Among Black and

Latino New Yorkers.  The enormously high
incidence of homelessness among poor New
Yorkers and among black and Latino house-
holds underlines the link between severe hous-
ing problems – such as high rent burdens and
overcrowding – and mass homelessness.

� Rising Income Inequality and Its Impact
on the Housing Market.  In the late 1970s
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the income inequality ratio for New York City
was 24 percent higher than that for the United
States, whereas by the late 1990s the New
York City ratio had grown to nearly twice the
national ratio.

Chapter Eleven
Chapter Eleven describes New York City’s shifting
policies on re-housing homeless families and indi-
viduals, including recent cutbacks by the Giuliani
Administration and declining permanent housing
placements from the municipal shelter system.  
� Rising Homelessness in the Late

1990s.  From January 1998 to December
1999, the average daily census of homeless
adults and children in the municipal shelter
system rose from some 21,000 to 23,000 peo-
ple, and average lengths-of-stay for homeless
families and individuals rose in the late 1990s.  

� City Cutbacks in Permanent Housing
Placements.  These increases were largely
caused by significant reductions in housing
placements for both groups.  The Giuliani
Administration reduced permanent housing
placements for homeless families by 40 per-
cent from CFY 1994 to CFY 1999.
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Chapter Nine

Modern Mass Homelessness in 
New York City

Introduction

As New York City proceeds through its third
decade of modern mass homelessness, there still
exists remarkable public ignorance about home-
less New Yorkers.  Stereotypical images of home-
less people – overwhelmingly characterized as
adult street people with addictions or psychiatric
problems, the panhandlers on sidewalks or subway
trains – persist despite overwhelming evidence
that nearly two-thirds of homeless New Yorkers
are mothers with children.  Moreover, these per-
sistent and erroneous stereotypes – which many
opportunistic pundits have exploited to convince
the public that homelessness is “caused” by indi-
vidual pathologies – ignore basic demographic
facts about the incomes and housing histories of
homeless New Yorkers.  

Fortunately, two decades of research have con-
tributed invaluable data about homeless families
and individuals in New York City.  This chapter
describes the development of modern mass home-
lessness in New York City, highlighting the demo-
graphic characteristics of homeless families and
individuals.
� The first section describes homeless single

adults, tracing changes in population since the
late 1970s and emphasizing patterns of shelter
utilization.  According to a landmark study,
81.0 percent of single adults utilizing the shel-
ter system over a three-year period did so for
brief, one-time stays, whereas the 9.8 percent
of “chronic” shelter stayers utilized 46.9 per-
cent of shelter resources.

� The second section describes the rise in home-
lessness among families with children.  It also
describes in detail the results of surveys of
newly-homeless families, highlighting the
housing conditions that preceded the families’
homelessness.  More than 60 percent of home-
less families had previously resided in four
New York City neighborhoods with high con-
centrations of poverty and severe housing
problems.

Homeless Single Adults

1.  The Late 1970s and 1980s:  The
Emergence and Rise of Mass
Homelessness

The first sign of modern mass homelessness in
New York City in the late 1970s was the appear-
ance of thousands of single homeless men sleeping
in parks, on sidewalks, in transportation terminals,
and in other public spaces.  Before the landmark
Callahan v. Carey lawsuit (which established a
legal right to shelter for homeless men) was filed
in 1979, the City had developed only a rudimenta-
ry response to the emerging crisis.  As it had for
decades, the City provided non-cash vouchers for
many poor men, who were commonly called “tick-
etmen,” to purchase rooms at lodginghouses, most
of them located on the Bowery.  As far back as the
1960s, the City provided an average of 1,000 such
vouchers per day, with the numbers exceeding
1,500 per day in the winter months.  However, in
the years before the system was phased out in
1977, lengths-of-stay grew longer and vacant
rooms became much more difficult to find, in large
part due to the conversion and demolition of many
lodginghouses.212

A handful of shelter facilities – including the for-
mer Municipal Shelter on East Third Street, and
Camp LaGuardia, a converted prison in Orange
County which had been opened as a shelter during
the Great Depression – already provided emer-
gency shelter to several hundred homeless men
who could not get “tickets.”  In CFY 1980 year,
Camp LaGuardia’s average daily census was 697
men, and between 50 and 250 men reportedly slept
each night in squalid conditions on the floor of the
infamous “Big Room” at the Municipal Shelter.213

In 1979, the year that Callahan was filed, the daily
shelter census was approximately 2,000 per-
sons.214 In 1981, the Callahan litigation was set-
tled as a consent decree, with the City and State
signing an agreement guaranteeing emergency
shelter to homeless men.  Subsequent litigation,
Eldredge v. Koch and McCain v. Koch, extended
that guarantee to homeless women and homeless
families with children, respectively.  
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Throughout the 1980s the shelter census for home-
less single adults skyrocketed.  As Figure 47
shows, by 1982, the year after the Callahan con-
sent decree was signed, the single adult shelter
population had risen to an average of 3,786 per-
sons per night.215 Throughout the early 1980s the
shelter census continued to rise rapidly, reaching
7,217 persons per night in 1985.  By the end of the
decade, more than 9,600 single adults per night (on
average) slept in municipal shelters, and on some
winter nights more than 11,000 people sought
emergency help in the adult shelter system.216

2.  The 1990s:  Fluctuating Shelter
Population

During the early 1990s the single adult shelter cen-
sus fell dramatically, from an average of 9,342
people per night in 1989 to 6,106 per night in
1994, a low not seen since 1983.217 One major
cause of this remarkable decline was the construc-
tion of several thousand units of supportive hous-
ing as part of the New York/New York Agreement,
a joint State-City initiative begun in 1990 to create
housing with on-site support services for mentally
ill homeless individuals (discussed in more detail
in Chapter Eleven).  In addition, in the late 1980s
the Koch Administration had embarked on a plan
to renovate and construct other supportive SROs
for homeless individuals.  Another major factor

was the provision of
supplemental housing
assistance to individu-
als living with
HIV/AIDS.  As noted
in Chapter Eight, in the
early 1990s the City
began providing rental
assistance and support-
ive housing to an
increasing number of
individuals and fami-
lies with AIDS.  

However, cutbacks in
supportive housing in
the late 1990s resulted
in increases in shelter
censuses in the second
half of the decade.

After 1994 – at the same time that nearly all of the
supportive housing units created under the New
York/New York Agreement had been completed
and vacancy rates for supportive housing began to
plummet (see also the discussion in Chapter
Eleven)218 – the single adult census rose again, and
averaged 6,778 people per night by 1999.219 This
represented an 11 percent increase from the aver-
age daily census in 1994.  In addition to the single
adult municipal shelter population, in 1999 an
additional 700 homeless single adults each night
utilized a network of church and synagogue shel-
ters, some 400 homeless single adults each night
turned to drop-in centers, and more than 400 addi-
tional individuals utilized other private shelter
resources.220 Moreover, while the streetbound
homeless population has never been measured
with any accuracy, many homeless outreach teams
reported that the population of streetbound home-
less people began to rise at the end of the 1990s
after declining for most of the decade.

Another structural factor driving increases in the
single adult homeless population in the late 1990s
was the rising number of homeless former inmates
exiting New York prisons and jails.  A recent
Federal study found that, in 1998, 10.8 percent of
inmates of state prisons nationwide – approxi-
mately 190,000 people – had been homeless in the
year prior to their arrest.221 In New York State, the
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inmate population nearly doubled from the 1980s
to the 1990s.  In November 1985 there were
55,321 people in State prisons, New York City cor-
rectional facilities, and county jails and peniten-
tiaries, while in November 1996 there were
103,846 inmates in such facilities.222 As inmate
populations skyrocketed, discharges from prisons
and jails also rose dramatically.  Between State
Fiscal Years 1987-1988 and 1996-1997, the num-

ber of releases from State correctional facilities
alone rose by 65.4 percent, from 18,859 to 31,193
people per year.223

While no comprehensive figures exist for New
York City, most homeless service providers agree
that the number of homeless single adults who are
ex-inmates has risen throughout the 1990s.  In a
statewide 1998 Coalition for the Homeless survey
of homeless service providers in New York State,
68 percent reported an increase in the number of
formerly incarcerated homeless people seeking
help since 1995, while 67 percent of New York
City providers reported such an increase.224

3.  Characteristics of Homeless Single
Adults

The large majority of homeless single adults are
men, although the single homeless women’s popu-

lation has increased at a much greater rate since
the early 1980s than the men’s population.  In
1999 women comprised 21.9 percent of the single
adult shelter census, compared with 10.6 percent
in 1982.225 Blacks and Latinos are disproportion-
ately represented among homeless single adults.
As Figure 48 shows, an analysis of all homeless
adults (including parents and adults in families)
who utilized the municipal shelter system from

1988 through 1992
found that 62.0 percent
were black and 23.5
percent were Latino,
while only 8.3 percent
were white.226 Another
study, which focused
exclusively on home-
less single adults who
utilized the shelter sys-
tem over a three-year
period (1992-1995),
found that just 11.1
percent were white.227

Homeless single adults
have higher rates of
serious medical prob-
lems, chronic mental
illness, and addiction
problems than adults in

the family shelter system.  Estimates of the inci-
dence of chronic mental illness among the single
adult shelter population range from 35 to 50 per-
cent on an average day, although, as the section
below notes, the incidence for all shelter users
over several years is much lower.228 Similarly,
estimates of the incidence of addiction problems
among homeless individuals in the municipal shel-
ter system range from one third to one half on an
average day.

Streetbound homeless adults have even higher
rates of chronic mental illness, addiction prob-
lems, and co-existing psychiatric and substance
abuse disorders.  A 1996 Corporation for
Supportive Housing survey of homeless individu-
als participating in interim housing programs oper-
ated by drop-in centers – a client population which
is more representative of the streetbound homeless
population than shelter residents – found that 46.9
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percent had a history of chronic and persistent
mental illness (i.e., an Axis I psychiatric disorder),
while an additional 22.1 percent had less severe
(i.e., Axis II) mental illnesses.229 According to the
same survey, 77.9 percent of the clients surveyed
had a history of substance abuse, while 47.8 per-
cent had both a history of substance abuse and a
mental illness.230 It should be noted, however, that
the Corporation for Supportive Housing study was
a “point-in-time” survey, and in addition only
included individuals participating in the drop-in
center programs.  In the second half of the 1990s
the proportion of mentally ill individuals among
the homeless single adult population, both in shel-
ters and on the streets, rose significantly.231

4.  Patterns of Shelter Utilization for
Homeless Single Adults

Research on the different patterns of shelter uti-
lization has provided important insights into the
varying characteristics of sub-populations of
homeless single adults.  In addition, it has pointed
towards effective long-term solutions for those
various sub-populations.  The landmark research,
by Randall Kuhn and Dennis P. Culhane, was
based on City shelter database information and
analyzed patterns of shelter utilization for 73,263
single adults who resided in the municipal shelter
system during the period 1992-1995.232 Among
the major findings of the report, illustrated in
Figure 49, were that the vast majority of single
adults utilizing the shelter system did so for rela-
tively brief, one-time stays, while a smaller cohort
of homeless adults, characterized by long-term
stays, utilized the most shelter resources.

The Kuhn and Culhane study identified three
major categories of shelter users and compared the
patterns of utilization with information about med-
ical problems, substance abuse history, and mental
illness.  Because the data analyzed involved self-
reporting about mental health, addiction, and med-
ical problems, Kuhn and Culhane considered it
likely that it under-represented the actual inci-
dence of those problems.

A.  Transitional shelter users.  “Transitional”
shelter users were by far the largest category, rep-
resenting 81.0 percent of all clients.  This catego-

ry was characterized by short (average length of
57.8 days) and infrequent, usually one-time, stays.
Transitional users also had the lowest incidence of
medical, mental health, and addiction problems.233

B.  Episodic shelter users.  “Episodic” shelter
users, who represented 9.1 percent of all clients,
nevertheless had frequent (average of 4.9 stays),
although brief, shelter stays.  While the average
length-of-stay per episode of homelessness was
relatively brief (54.4 days), over the three-year
period episodic users utilized shelters for an aver-
age of 263.8 days.  Episodic users reported a high-
er incidence of health and mental health problems,
and 40.0 percent reported a history of substance
abuse problems.  

C.  Chronic shelter users.  Finally, “chronic”
shelter users represented 9.8 percent of all clients,
but consumed by far the most shelter resources –
chronic users consumed 46.9 percent of all “shel-
ter days,” as shown in Figure 49.  Chronic shelter
users were characterized by very long (average
stays of 637.8 days over the three-year period) and
relatively infrequent shelter stays (i.e., one or two
long shelter stays over the three-year period).
Unsurprisingly, this group was also characterized
by the highest rates disability – 15.1 percent of
chronic users reported that they had a mental ill-
ness, while 24 percent reported serious medical
problems.234 (Again, however, it must be noted
that the self-reported data understates the inci-
dence of these problems.)

The Kuhn and Culhane study confirmed what had
been known anecdotally for years – that there is a
group of long-term shelter residents who have
high rates of disability and who are in need of
more intensive services, but who represent a small
share of the total population using shelters over
time.  For most chronic shelter users, permanent
housing with on-site services is the most appropri-
ate and effective long-term solution.  The “episod-
ic” shelter users, on the other hand, may utilize
shelters between stays in rooming houses, in hos-
pitals, in jails, or on the streets, and may also
require supportive housing as well as additional
services.  For many episodic shelter users, what is
required are discharge linkages with other institu-
tions (e.g., correctional facilities or hospitals) and
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access to stable affordable housing and housing
assistance to prevent episodes of homelessness.

Finally, eight out of ten shelter users who access
shelters over time reside in the shelter system for
relatively brief, one-time stays.  For this sub-pop-
ulation, homelessness results primarily from exter-
nal economic factors – evictions, unemployment,
and a shortage of affordable rental housing for
people earning the minimum wage or receiving the
welfare housing allowance.  Thus, for the vast
majority of individuals utilizing the shelter system,

housing assistance is
the most appropriate
and effective means of
addressing homeless-
ness.

Homeless Families
with Children

1.  Population
Trends for
Homeless Families

In contrast to the expe-
rience of single adults
in New York City, ris-
ing homelessness
among families with
children did not appear
in large numbers until
the early 1980s.  The
majority of episodes of
family homelessness in
the 1970s were rela-
tively brief, although
even in the early part
of that decade the City
had begun placing
homeless families with
children in decrepit
welfare hotels.  In
1983 there was an
average of 2,137
homeless families per
night in municipal
shelters, which then
consisted almost
exclusively of infa-
mous welfare hotels

like the Prince George and the Martinique as well
as some barracks-style facilities.  However, as
Figure 50 shows, the number of homeless families
rose rapidly by the mid-1980s.  By 1988 there
were 5,091 families per night sleeping in shelters,
representing 17,429 adults and children.235

The average daily census of homeless families in
the shelter system declined dramatically from
1988 through 1990, falling to 3,591 families per
night.  As discussed in Chapter Eleven, this decline

Coalition for the Homeless

Page 97

Homeless Singles Adults Utilizing the New York 
City Shelter System by Pattern of Shelter 

Utilization, 1992-1995

Transitional
81.0%Episodic

9.1%

Chronic
9.8%

Number of Clients

Transitional:  59,367
Episodic:  6,700
Chronic:  7,196
Total:  73,263

Utilization of Shelter Resources by Pattern of 
Shelter Utilization, 1992-1995

Transitional
35.1%

Episodic
18.1%

Chronic
46.9% Number of "Client Days"

Transitional:  3,432,785
Episodic:  1,767,292
Chronic:  4,589,946
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was largely the result
of increased housing
placements and new
housing production
resulting from the
Koch Administration’s
Housing New York ini-
tiative.  However, as
housing placements
began to decline the
shelter population
increased again.  From
1990 to 1996 the aver-
age census rose 58.5
percent, from 3,591 to
5,692 families per
night.  In 1997 and
1998 the census
dropped sharply due to
restrictive shelter
admissions policies implemented by the Giuliani
Administration in 1996 aimed at denying shelter to
doubled-up families.  Indeed, the number of fami-
ly applications for shelter denied by the City sky-
rocketed from 365 in CFY 1995 to more than
10,000 per year in CFY 1998 and CFY 1999, as
shown in Figure 51.236

Over the last two years of the 1990s, in spite of the
Giuliani Administration’s restrictive admissions
policies, family home-
lessness again rose sig-
nificantly.  As Figure
50 shows, by 1999 the
average daily census of
homeless families had
risen to 4,988 families,
including 15,807
adults and children.
Indeed, as Figure 52
illustrates, from
January 1998 to
December 1999 the
average daily census of
homeless children and
adults in families rose
from 13,900 to 16,050,
an increase of 15.5 per-
cent.237

2.  Characteristics of Homeless Families
with Children

More than 95 percent of homeless families are sin-
gle-parent, female-headed households, with an
average family size of three persons.238 Over a
five-year period (1988-1992) approximately 63
percent of homeless families were black, 32 per-
cent were Latino, 3 percent were Asian or other
race, and 2 percent were white.239 In the 1990s

Coalition for the Homeless

Page 98

Average Daily Census of Homeless Families in the 
New York City Shelter System, 1983-1999

2,
13

7 3,
01

0 3,
70

8 4,
28

6 4,
94

9

5,
09

1

4,
10

5

3,
59

1

4,
55

8 5,
27

0

5,
61

8

5,
63

3

5,
64

7

5,
69

2

4,
74

7

4,
56

7

4,
98

8

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

19
83

19
84

19
85

19
86

19
87

19
88

19
89

19
90

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

Av
er

ag
e 

D
ai

ly
 C

en
su

s 
of

 H
om

el
es

s 
Fa

m
ili

es
 R

es
id

in
g 

in
 th

e 
M

un
ic

ip
al

 S
he

lte
r 

Sy
st

em

Source:  New York City Department of Homeless Services 
and Human Resources Administration (1983-1999) Figure 50

Number of Application Denials for Families 
Seeking Emergency Shelter in New York City, 

CFY 1995-CFY 1999

365 894

7,747

14,041

11,463

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

14,000

16,000

CFY 1995 CFY 1996 CFY 1997 CFY 1998 CFY 1999

N
um

be
r 

of
 A

pp
lic

at
io

ns
 fo

r 
Em

er
ge

nc
y 

Sh
el

te
r 

by
 F

am
ili

es
 

D
en

ie
d 

by
 C

ity
 O

ffi
ci

al
s 

Pe
r 

Fi
sc

al
 Y

ea
r

Source:  City of New York, Mayor's Management Report (CFY 1995-CFY 1999) Figure 51



homeless parents were becoming younger than in
the 1980s.  According to one survey, the average
age of homeless heads of households in New York
City fell from 35 years in 1987 to 22 years in
1992.240 According to the same survey, 43 percent
of homeless parents in New York City had a histo-
ry of domestic violence, and 20 percent had been
in foster care when they were children.  

As noted in the previous section, homeless New
Yorkers have been dis-
proportionately black
or Latino.  As Figure
53 shows, 60.9 percent
of homeless children
who resided in the
shelter system over a
five-year period were
black and 31.4 percent
were Latino, while
only 2.7 percent were
white.  According to an
analysis of the City’s
shelter client database
and New York City
population data, over
that same five-year
period (1988-1992)
nearly one out of every
ten black children and

one of every twenty
Latino children in New
York City utilized the
municipal shelter sys-
tem, compared to one
of every 200 white
children.241 (See also
Table 9 and the discus-
sion of incidence of
homelessness in
Chapter Ten.)

3.  Incomes and
Previous Housing
Conditions of
Homeless Families

A 1997 survey of
homeless families
found that 92 percent

of adults were unemployed, and that the median
household income was $10,400 (in 1997 dollars),
or approximately 22 percent of the area median
income for the New York region.242 Another sur-
vey of newly-homeless families, conducted in
1997 by researcher Anna Lou Dehavenon at the
Emergency Assistance Unit (EAU) intake center in
the Bronx, found that only 6 percent of newly-
homeless parents were employed.  The remaining
94 percent were receiving public assistance (some-
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times in combination with child support or anoth-
er public benefit), were in the application waiting
period for public assistance, or were receiving
Supplemental Security Income (SSI).243

The same survey of newly-homeless families
found that, prior to seeking shelter at the EAU,
45.5 percent had left a doubled-up living arrange-
ment due to overcrowding.  Another 16.6 percent
of families had been evicted from their own apart-
ments, the vast majority in non-payment proceed-
ings.  Domestic violence or other life-threatening
violence was cited by 8.3 percent of families as
their immediate reason for seeking shelter.
Finally, 4.8 percent of families were forced to seek
shelter due to unlivable physical conditions in
their own housing.244

The vast majority of previously doubled-up fami-
lies seeking shelter at the EAU came from severe-
ly overcrowded housing.  In the 1997 EAU survey,
60.9 percent of newly-homeless families reported
that they had slept in a living room, dining room,
or hallway in their doubled-up apartment, and 57.6
percent reported sleeping on the floor or a sofa.245

In a similar 1995 survey of newly-homeless fami-
lies, the mean crowding index for doubled-up fam-
ilies was 2.9 persons per room, almost identical to
the index for the survey years 1992 through 1994.
The 1995 survey also found that 95 percent of the
previously doubled-up families had lived in
crowded housing (more than one person per
room), while 84 percent had lived in seriously
crowded housing (more than 1.5 persons per
room).246 In contrast, as noted in Chapter Three
(see Figure 16), 10.2 percent of all renter-occupied
units in New York City in 1996 were crowded and
3.4 percent were seriously crowded.

4.  Prior Residences of Homeless
Families

A landmark study by Dennis P. Culhane, Chang-
Moo Lee, and Susan Wachter of the previous
addresses of homeless families revealed that the
vast majority hailed from the New York City
neighborhoods with the highest concentrations of
poverty and severe housing problems.  The study,
which analyzed previous addresses for all home-
less families from 1987 through 1994, found that

61 percent had previously resided in four neigh-
borhoods:  Harlem (15 percent of the total), the
South Bronx (25 percent), and the Bedford-
Stuyvesant and East New York neighborhoods (21
percent combined).247

The analysis – which looked at census tract data on
household, economic, and housing characteristics
– found high statistical correlations between the
number of homeless families and the following
variables:248

� The poverty rate.
� The rate of labor force nonparticipation. 
� The ratio of female-headed households with

children. 
� The rent burden ratio (i.e., the portion of

household income devoted to rent).
� The ratio of boarded-up buildings. 
� The housing vacancy rate.
� Overcrowding.  

As highlighted in Chapter Ten, many of the census
tracts where homeless families had previously
resided are in the same neighborhoods with large
numbers (or a disproportionate share) of distressed
housing, including Central and East Harlem and
the South Bronx (see also the discussion of hous-
ing quality problems in Chapter Three).

Conclusion

In the late 1970s, for the first time since the Great
Depression, thousands of New Yorkers had no
place to call home, and were forced to sleep in the
streets, in transportation terminals, on subway
trains, in parks, and in the rudimentary shelter sys-
tem of that era.  Since mass homelessness emerged
more than two decades ago, hundreds of thousands
of men, women, and children have experienced
homelessness, representing nearly one of every
twenty New Yorkers during a recent nine-year
period.  Homelessness, in short, became a com-
monplace feature of the lives of poor households
in New York City.  Moreover, from the 1980s
through the 1990s, the largest group of homeless
New Yorkers was families with children.
Nevertheless, media and public stereotypes about
homeless New Yorkers continue to be shaped by
the most visible group of homeless people, who
were, and continue to be, streetbound adults.
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Fortunately, over a decade of research about
homelessness has provided vital information about
the characteristics of homeless individuals and
families.  The research has provided empirical data
that point towards long-term solutions and service
needs for homeless people.
� For homeless single adults, research on pat-

terns of shelter utilization indicated the need
for supportive housing for “chronic,” long-
term shelter residents, and highlighted the vast
number of shelter clients who use the shelter
system for relatively brief, one-time stays.
Research also revealed the high rates of men-
tal illness and substance abuse disorders
among the adult homeless population.

� For homeless families, surveys at the City’s
intake center revealed that severe housing
problems (i.e., extremely low incomes, over-
crowding, double-ups, and substandard physi-
cal conditions), as well as the high incidence
of domestic violence, drove most families into
homelessness.

What emerges from more than a decade of
research on homelessness is the overwhelming
impact of housing-related problems and extreme
poverty on homeless families and individuals.  The
next chapter traces the links, both historical and
structural, between mass homelessness and the
affordable housing shortage in New York City.
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Chapter Ten

Homelessness and the Widening
Affordable Housing Gap

Introduction

Mass homelessness is the most visible result of the
enormous structural changes in New York City
housing described in Part I of this report:  The
steady increase in housing costs and the decline in
incomes for the city’s poorest households.  The
widening breach between housing costs and
incomes, combined with cutbacks in housing
assistance by every level of government, effective-
ly pushed hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers
out of the housing market and into homelessness.  

The emergence of modern mass homelessness in
New York City coincided with the widening of the
affordable housing gap, which, as outlined in
Chapter Four, has worsened steadily since the
1970s.  Nevertheless, discrete changes in New
York City’s affordable housing stock and housing
market have influenced the two patterns described
above.  This chapter analyzes mass homelessness
in the context of the dramatic structural changes in
New York City housing over the past quarter-cen-
tury.  It also highlights two of those structural
changes and their specific impact on homeless-
ness.
� The first section analyzes the links between

modern mass homelessness and the widening
affordable housing gap, in particular the role
played by worsening housing conditions for
the poorest renters and for black and Latino
households.  The incidence of homelessness
among black and Latino New Yorkers was
remarkably high; over a five-year period
(1988-1992) nearly one out of every ten black
children and one of every twenty Latino chil-
dren in New York City utilized the municipal
shelter system, compared to one of every 200
white children.

� The second section outlines the impact of
income inequality on New York City’s hous-
ing market, and analyzes the economic link-
ages between rising income inequality in the
1970s and 1980s and the emergence of mass
homelessness among families and individuals.

In the late 1970s the income inequality ratio
for New York City was 24 percent higher than
that for the United States, whereas by the late
1990s the New York City ratio had grown to
nearly twice the national ratio.

� The third section traces the enormous loss of
single-room housing in New York City, which
declined by more than 100,000 units in the
1970s and 1980s, and its impact on homeless-
ness among single adults.  

Homelessness and the Affordable
Housing Gap

Every major study of housing in New York City
agrees that, between the 1960s and the 1970s, the
most severe problem characterizing housing
changed from substandard physical conditions to
affordability.  At the same time, as housing afford-
ability became an increasingly severe and wide-
spread problem beginning in the 1970s, New York
City witnessed a phenomenon unseen since the
Great Depression:  Hundreds of thousands of fam-
ilies and individuals who had no homes.  In short,
from the 1930s to the 1970s New York City’s
poorest renter households were badly housed, but
they were housed.  At the close of the century, the
poorest New Yorkers were forced to turn to shel-
ters or the streets, and housing conditions for the
poorest renters had again begun to deteriorate.  

1.  Housing Problems in New York City:
From Substandard Conditions to the
Affordable Housing Gap

Until the 1970s, a substantial proportion of New
York City’s housing stock was dilapidated or suf-
fered from severe maintenance deficiencies.
However, there were widespread improvements in
housing conditions through the 1970s, in part due
to an enormous expansion in housing construction
and the replacement of tens of thousands of dis-
tressed housing units lost to the wave of housing
abandonment which occurred in the 1960s and
1970s.  Dilapidated and substandard housing did
not vanish – indeed, many poor renters still resided
in deficient apartments – but it was much less
commonplace.
Therefore, as Part I has detailed, the major prob-
lem confronting New York City housing in the
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1970s and subsequent decades became affordabil-
ity.  As the 1970s began, the number of poor renter
households in New York City actually exceeded
the number of low-cost rental units affordable to
those renters.  By the end of the decade, the situa-
tion was reversed.  Over the course of the last two
decades of the century, the affordable housing gap
in New York City widened even further, such that
by the late 1990s New York City lacked more than
half a million affordable apartments for the poor-
est renter households.  

The affordability problem results from structural
changes in New York City’s housing markets and
economy.  Simply put, rents increased at a much
faster rate than other consumer prices, while the
incomes of the poorest New York City households
actually declined in real terms.  As the gap
between rents and incomes widened, many fami-
lies and individuals were pushed out of the hous-
ing market or were unable to enter it.  In addition,
dwindling government housing assistance made it
harder for the poorest households to obtain tenant-
based subsidies or to access subsidized housing
units.

As the affordable housing gap widened further,
mass homelessness became entrenched, and the
experience of homelessness became much more
commonplace for poor New Yorkers.  Since the
late 1970s, hundreds of thousands of men, women,
and children have been homeless for some period
of time. According to City data, nearly one of
every twenty New Yorkers utilized the municipal
shelter system during a recent nine-year period
(1987-1995), and over a recent five-year period
(1988-1992) nearly one of every five New Yorkers
with incomes below the Federal poverty line uti-
lized the municipal shelter system.  

2.  Housing Quality Problems:  On the
Rise Again for the Poorest Renters

Although, as noted above, housing quality in New
York City improved substantially from the end
World War II through the 1970s – due in part to
major government urban renewal initiatives aimed
at so-called “slum clearance” – housing quality
problems became more commonplace again after
the 1970s, particularly for poor households.  As

noted in Chapter Three, in 1996 there were nearly
150,000 apartments with severe housing quality
problems, representing 7.5 percent of all rental
units, and the number of apartments with severe
maintenance deficiencies rose by 170 percent from
1987 to 1996.249

The majority of renters with severe housing quali-
ty problems are poor.  More than 60 percent of all
apartments with five or more maintenance defi-
ciencies in 1996 were occupied by households
with very-low-incomes, and nearly half were
occupied by households receiving public assis-
tance.  In addition, more than half of renters living
in dilapidated apartments in 1996 were very-low-
income, and nearly one-third were receiving wel-
fare.250 Finally, as discussed below, the majority
of apartments with severe housing quality prob-
lems were concentrated in several of the city’s
poorest neighborhoods, including Harlem, the
South Bronx, and Washington Heights.

As noted in Chapter Nine, housing quality prob-
lems are a significant immediate factor causing
many homeless families to seek shelter.
According to a 1997 survey of newly-homeless
families, nearly one of every twenty (4.8 percent)
reported that they had left their previous residence
due to unlivable physical conditions.251 Therefore,
deteriorating physical housing conditions is one
factor driving homelessness among poor renter
households.

3.  Overcrowding, Double-Ups, and
Homelessness

Housing overcrowding has also grown much
worse in New York City since the late 1970s.  As
described in Chapter Three (see again Figure 16),
by 1999 more than one of every ten renter house-
holds was living in crowded conditions (i.e., more
than one person per room), and nearly 4 percent
lived in severely-crowded conditions (i.e., more
than 1.5 persons per room).  From 1978 to 1999,
the number of crowded apartments rose by 71.4
percent while the number of seriously crowded
apartments rose by 161.5 percent.252 In 1999 there
were more than 215,000 crowded apartments and
nearly 76,000 seriously crowded apartments in
New York City.253
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More than 200,000 households in New York City
were doubled-up each year in the 1990s, including
more than 150,000 renter households (see again
Table 3).  As noted in Chapter Three, doubled-up
households were predominantly poor, with sub-
families having a median income of $8,500 in
1996.  It is clear that the enormous number of dou-
bled-up households resulted from the shortage of
affordable rental housing, and the inability of poor
households to enter the housing market.
Moreover, doubled-up households represented a
significant portion (approximately 8 percent) of all
renter households in New York City throughout
the 1990s.254

Overcrowding and double-ups have been a major
immediate factor causing families to seek emer-
gency shelter.  In the 1997 survey of newly-home-
less families cited above, more than 45 percent of
families reported that they had left doubled-up
housing, and those families reported an average
crowding rate of 2.9 persons per room.  Nearly all
of the doubled-up families seeking shelter had
resided in crowded housing, and 85 percent had
left severely-crowded housing.255 Thus, the rise in
overcrowded housing, particularly among the
poorest households, has had a significant impact
on homelessness in New York City.

4.  High Rent Burdens and Homelessness

Rent burdens in New York City – which are much
greater than they are nationwide – became consid-
erably higher from the 1970s to the 1990s, and
overwhelmingly impacted poor renters.  As noted
in Chapter Three, the median rent burden rose to
29.2 percent in 1999 from 20.0 percent in 1970
(see again Figure 24), meaning that nearly half of
all New York City renters paid more for housing
than the Federal affordability standard.256 Even
more alarming, the share of all renters paying
more than half of their incomes for rent rose from
21.7 percent in 1981 to 27.0 percent in 1999 (see
Figure 25).257 In 1996, nearly 95 percent of all
renter households paying more than half of their
income for housing were very-low-income.258

The poorest New York City renters had enormous-
ly high rent burdens, with many households pay-
ing over 80 percent of their income for housing
(see Figure 26).  In recent years, the poorest

renters also experienced high percentage increases
in rents, contributing to worsening rent burdens.  

Severe rent burdens contribute to homelessness in
many ways.  For many homeless families, eviction
based on non-payment proceedings is an immedi-
ate cause of homelessness.  According to the 1997
survey of newly-homeless families, nearly one of
every six families (16.6 percent) seeking shelter
had been evicted from their previous apartment,
the vast majority following non-payment court
proceedings.

However, as noted above, higher rent burdens are
part of the structural change in New York City
housing from the 1970s through the 1990s, in
which poor households’ incomes declined in real
terms while housing costs rose.  For public assis-
tance households, who make up more than 90 per-
cent of newly-homeless families, the major cause
of this income loss was the declining real value of
welfare benefits, in particular welfare housing
allowances.  As noted in Chapter Eight, the wel-
fare housing allowance has lost 52.0 percent of its
real value from 1975 to 1999.  Over the same peri-
od, the real value of median rents (adjusted for
inflation) in New York City increased by 33.2 per-
cent (see again Figure 44).259

The declining real value of welfare housing
allowances impacts homelessness in several ways.
First, despite the impact of Jiggetts relief – which
has prevented homelessness for tens of thousands
of public assistance households by providing
court-ordered rent supplements – many welfare
households still suffer evictions.  Second, single
adults and childless couples are not included in the
Jiggetts litigation and hence are unable to receive
the court-ordered interim relief.  Finally, inade-
quate housing allowances make it nearly impossi-
ble for welfare households even to enter the hous-
ing market – Jiggetts relief is available only to
families who currently occupy apartments and are
at risk of eviction.  This factor explains why, on
average, homeless heads of household in the 1990s
were younger than in the 1980s and less likely to
have ever resided in their own apartments.260 High
rent burdens and declining incomes, therefore,
played a powerful role in driving the cycle of
homelessness in the 1980s and 1990s, and were
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caused in large part by the declining real value of
welfare benefits.  

5.  The Legacy of Racism and Mass
Homelessness

The legacy of racism – manifested in residential
segregation and the dramatically worsening hous-
ing conditions and lower incomes of black and
Latino New Yorkers – is an important factor
underlying mass homelessness in New York City.
Black and Latino New Yorkers are not only much
more likely to suffer from high rent burdens,
severe housing quality problems, and overcrowd-
ing than whites, but they are also disproportionate-
ly represented among homeless New Yorkers by
an enormous margin.  

As Chapter Three noted, black and Puerto Rican
renter households face rates of crowding that are
more than twice the rate for white New Yorkers,
while non-Puerto Rican Latino renters face crowd-
ing rates more than four times those of white
renters.  Black and Latino renters are also dispro-
portionately represented in apartments with severe
housing quality problems.  Finally, median rent
burdens for blacks and Latinos are substantially
higher than for white renters (see Figure 29).

The major factor underlying these problems, how-

ever, is the much lower incomes of black and
Latino New Yorkers (see again Figure 30).  In
1995, the median household income for black
renters ($20,000) was one third lower than that for
white renters ($30,000), and the median income
for Puerto Rican renter households ($14,616) was
less than half that of whites.  As noted in Chapter
Nine, the median income for homeless families
(around $10,400 in 1997) was even lower than the
median income for many black and Latino renter
households.  

As Figure 54 shows, more than 88 percent of all
homeless shelter residents over a five-year period
(1988-1992) were black or Latino.  In contrast, the
1990 decennial census found that 49.8 percent of
all New York City residents were black or Latino
(see Figure 7).  Indeed, the disproportionate share
of the New York City homeless population that is
black and Latino is even more starkly evident in
the enormously high rates of homelessness among
all black and Latino New Yorkers, as illustrated in
Table 9.    Over the same five-year period
described above, 3.3 percent of the entire New
York City population (as measured in the 1990
decennial census) experienced homelessness.
However, the rate of homelessness among whites
was only 0.5 percent.  In comparison, 3.6 percent
of all Latinos experienced homelessness, while 8.0
percent of all black New Yorkers – one of every

twelve – experienced
homelessness during
that period.261

The incidence of
homeless among black
and Latino children
was also dispropor-
tionately high com-
pared to white chil-
dren.  As noted in
Chapter Nine, over the
same five-year period
(1988-1992) nearly
one out of every ten
black children and one
of every twenty Latino
children in New York
City utilized the
municipal shelter sys-
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Homeless Adults and Children in the New York 
City Shelter System by Race/Ethnicity, 

1988-1992

Black
61.6%

White
6.1%

Latino
26.6%

Other
5.7%

Figure 54Source:  Culhane, Dennis P., et al (1998), based on New York City shelter database



tem, compared to one of every 200 white chil-
dren.262

6.  The Geographic Concentration of
Housing Problems

As described in Chapter Three, many of the city’s
most severe housing problems are concentrated in
a handful of New York City neighborhoods.  In
addition, the legacy of residential segregation has
also concentrated black and Latino New Yorkers in
a small number of neighborhoods with a high inci-
dence of housing problems.  

As noted in Chapter Three, severe housing quality
problems were especially prevalent in a handful of
New York City neighborhoods, including the
South Bronx, Central Harlem, East Harlem,
Washington Heights, and Crown Heights, where
more than 6 percent of all housing units in 1996
suffered from five or more maintenance deficien-
cies.263

Severe housing affordability problems (i.e., renters
paying more than half of their income for housing)
– while widespread throughout much of
Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx – were espe-
cially concentrated in a handful of poor neighbor-
hoods.  In the South Bronx and East New York

more than 35 percent of renter households in
1996 suffered from severe affordability prob-
lems, while more than 25 percent of all renters
in the Bronx paid more than half of their house-
hold income for rent.  In addition, in
Washington Heights, Central Harlem, Bedford-
Stuyvesant, Flatbush, and some other Brooklyn
and Queens neighborhoods more than 25 per-
cent of renter households suffered severe
affordability problems.264

As Chapter Three also noted, residential segre-
gation of black and Latino households contin-
ues to be severe in New York City.  In 1996, a
handful of neighborhoods had predominantly
black households (i.e., more than 75 percent of
households were black) while in the vast major-
ity of the city’s neighborhoods less than a quar-
ter of households were black.  Latino house-
holds were also concentrated in a small number
of neighborhoods citywide.

There is remarkable correlation between all of
these factors – high incidence in certain neighbor-
hoods of housing quality problems, high rent bur-
dens, and residential segregation of black and
Latino New Yorkers – and the neighborhoods
identified as those where most homeless families
previously resided.  As noted in Chapter Nine, a
study of New York City shelter client database
over a seven-year period (1987-1994) found that
61 percent of all homeless families had previously
resided in four areas – Harlem (15 percent of all
homeless families), the South Bronx (25 percent),
and the Bedford-Stuyvesant and East New York
neighborhoods (21 percent combined).265 These
neighborhoods also had high concentrations of
poverty, unemployment, and the housing problems
described above.  

It is clear that the impact of the widening afford-
able housing gap and worsening housing condi-
tions – overcrowding, housing quality problems,
and high rent burdens – was felt most deeply by
black and Latino residents of a relatively small
number of New York City’s poorest neighbor-
hoods.  Ultimately, beginning in the late 1970s
homelessness emerged as the most extreme conse-
quence of increasingly severe housing problems,
and through the 1980s and 1990s became a
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Incidence of Homeless in New York City
1988-1992

Total persons in 
shelter system, 

1988-1992

Incidence (as 
share of 1990 

population)

Total persons 239,425 3.27%
Black 147,469 7.98%
White 14,663 0.46%
Latino 63,589 3.57%
Other 13,702 2.59%

Total children 93,232 5.53%
Black 56,759 9.37%
White 2,500 0.51%
Latino 29,245 5.37%
Other 4,728 10.36%

Incomes under the Federal poverty line
Persons 239,425 17.29%
Families 44,194 15.48%
Children 93,232 19.01%

Source:  Culhane, Dennis P., et al (1998), based on
New York City shelter database Table 9



remarkably commonplace occurrence for the poor-
est black and Latino households.

The Impact of Rising Income Inequality
Upon New York City’s Housing Market

Over the course of the past three decades, major
structural changes have impacted housing in New
York City, and they reflect to a large degree
changes in the city’s housing market.  The most
comprehensive economic analysis to date of the
relationship between housing markets and mass
homelessness was developed by Columbia
University economist Brendan O’Flaherty, who
analyzed homelessness and housing in six large
cities in industrialized countries (New York City,
Newark, Chicago, Toronto, London, and
Hamburg).266

O’Flaherty argues that a shrinking middle class
leads to less housing construction, less low-cost
housing, and more homelessness.267 As income
distribution becomes more unequal and the size of
the middle class shrinks, there are significant
changes in housing markets.  This occurs for sev-
eral reasons, but perhaps the most important is
this:  The housing occupied by middle-class
households becomes, over time, the housing occu-
pied by poor households.  Thus, as the middle-
class shrinks, fewer housing units are constructed
for the middle class and, over time, fewer housing
units become available to poor renters.  As this
occurs, demand, and hence prices, for low-rent
housing increases, further shrinking the number of
low-cost housing units.  

O’Flaherty summarizes his argument in this way:
“”[I]ncome inequality is behind the increased
homelessness in North America.  Income inequal-
ity went up the most in those cities with the most
severe homelessness.  In cities where poor people
get most of their housing from richer people, a
smaller middle class means a smaller supply of
housing for the poor, and this in turn makes bad
housing more expensive so that fewer poor people
buy into it.”268

One major result is that homelessness rises.  As
O’Flaherty observes, “[I]f population at the top of
the deterioration slide [i.e., the stock of housing as

it deteriorates over time] gets reduced, population
everywhere along the slide has to be reduced as
well…and the way this reduction gets accom-
plished at the bottom is by pushing some people
off the slide into homelessness.”269

O’Flaherty found confirmation for this theory in
the six cities he studied.  In Newark, where income
distribution became very unequal in the 1970s and
continued to be unequal in the 1980s, there were
enormous increases in homelessness, particularly
among families, and nearly half of the low-rent
housing stock disappeared between 1970 and
1990.270 In Chicago, where unequal income distri-
bution was significant but less serious than in New
York City and Newark, family homelessness rose
at a lower rate although approximately 20 percent
of the low-rent housing stock was lost from 1970
to 1990.271 In Toronto, London, and Hamburg,
income distribution was substantially less unequal
and rates of homelessness were dramatically lower
than in the American cities.

In New York, the city with the most homelessness,
the trend towards more unequal income distribu-
tion between 1970 and 1980 was the greatest
among the six cities in the study, and that growing
income inequality in New York City continued
through 1990.272 In addition, the share of New
York City families and individuals living in
extreme poverty (i.e., earning below 75 percent of
the Federal poverty line) rose substantially in the
1970s.273

Recent reports based on United States Census
Bureau data reinforce O’Flaherty’s findings, and
demonstrate how income inequality in New York
City and State grew even more extreme through
the 1990s.  In New York City, income inequality –
measured as the ratio of the average household
incomes of the top fifth of earners versus the bot-
tom fifth – rose dramatically from the late 1970s to
the late 1990s.274 As Figure 55 shows, the income
inequality ratio in New York City was 24 percent
higher than the United States ratio in the 1970s,
and by the late 1990s it was nearly twice that of the
United States.  According to a recent report by the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and the
Economic Policy Institute, in the late 1990s New
York State ranked first in the nation as the state
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with the most extreme income inequality.275

Another measure of the shrinking middle class is
its declining share of total income.  According to a
recent Fiscal Policy Institute study, the middle 60
percent of households in New York City (ranked
by income) earned only 41.6 percent of all income
in the late 1990s (1995-1997), compared to 50.5
percent in the late 1970s (1977-1979).276

The same study also documented how poor house-
holds’ incomes had declined dramatically in real
terms since the late 1970s.  As Table 10 shows,
from the late 1970s to
the late 1990s the aver-
age income of the
poorest fifth of house-
holds in New York
City declined by 33
percent.277 Again, this
decline was much larg-
er than for poor house-
holds nationwide,
which experienced a
significant real income
loss of 20 percent over
the same period.
Moreover, as the report
documents, much of
the real income loss

experienced by poor
households occurred in
the 1980s, when the
average income of the
poorest fifth of house-
holds in New York
City fell by 19 percent.
Nationally the loss for
this group was just 2
percent from the late
1980s to the late
1990s.

Income inequality,
according to
O’Flaherty, had an
enormous impact on
the housing market in
New York City, partic-
ularly on housing sup-

ply.  Housing construction in New York City fell
significantly in the 1970s and 1980s.  As noted in
Chapter Two, the average number of housing units
completed annually in the 1970s fell by a remark-
able 53.9 percent from the 1960s, from 36,896 per
year to 17,006 per year, and declined further in the
1980s, to an average of 10,437 units per year (see
Figure 8).278

Finally, O’Flaherty notes that between 1970 and
1990 New York City lost almost half of its low-
rent housing stock.279 This finding is confirmed by
data presented in Chapter Three.  From 1970 to
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Change in Income Inequality in the United States 
and New York City and State, 1970s-1990s
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Change in Income by Quintiles in New York City and United States, 1970s-1990s

New York City (households 
by income quintile)

Average family 
income 1995/97 Change 1970s to 1990s Change 1980s to 1990s

Highest 20 percent $115,395 $16,830 21% $19,804 21%
Second highest 20 percent $45,493 $7,410 17% ($5,522) -11%
Middle 20 percent $26,187 $3,964 14% ($6,103) -19%
Second lowest 20 percent $13,469 ($219) -1% ($3,037) -18%
Lowest 20 percent $4,643 ($2,767) -33% ($1,098) -19%

United States (households by 
income quintile)

Average family 
income 1995/97 Change 1970s to 1990s Change 1980s to 1990s

Highest 20 percent $126,227 $12,114 13% $23,278 23%
Second highest 20 percent $61,443 $3,688 7% $1,832 3%
Middle 20 percent $41,709 $318 1% ($109) 0%
Second lowest 20 percent $25,416 ($2,020) -7% ($673) -3%
Lowest 20 percent $9,543 ($2,454) -20% ($178) -2%

Source:  Fiscal Policy Institute (1999) Table 10



1995, the number of apartments in New York City
affordable to extremely-low-income renters fell
from approximately 797,100 to 290,900 units.280

O’Flaherty’s theory – that a shrinking middle class
profoundly changed the city’s housing market in a
way that caused mass homelessness – is therefore
strongly supported by changes in the production of
and prices for rental housing in New York City.

The Decline of Single-Room Housing

The most significant single change in New York
City’s housing stock during the emergence of mass
homelessness was an extraordinary reduction in
the number of single-room housing units.  Since
the early part of the century, single-room housing
– defined here as single-room occupancy (SRO)
units and residential hotels, typically with shared
kitchen and bathroom facilities – has played an
essential role in providing low-cost housing for
poor single adults, childless couples, and even
families (until regulatory enforcement in the early
1960s prohibited occupancy by families).281 In the
decades following World War II single-room hous-
ing continued to be a vital and relatively plentiful
source of cheap housing in New York City.  In
1960, by one measure, there were approximately
129,000 single-room housing units citywide.282

By the 1970s, according to researcher Anthony
Blackburn, single-room housing had become the
“housing of last resort” for poor single adults,
many of whom were disabled, elderly, addicts, or
ex-inmates.283

Single-room housing was also a vital resource for
discharged patients of State psychiatric centers and
hospitals.  Beginning in the 1950s, the deinstitu-
tionalization of patients in State psychiatric centers
led to the discharge of tens of thousands of men-
tally ill individuals to New York City communi-
ties.  Between 1965 and 1979 alone, the number of
resident patients in State psychiatric centers fell by
68.4 percent, from 84,859 to 26,808 patients.284

Due to the failure of the State and local govern-
ments to invest the savings from hospital closings
in community-based housing for people dis-
charged from hospitals, many deinstitutionalized
mentally ill individuals had no alternative but to
move into single-room housing.

The single-room housing stock became increas-
ingly regulated, and in 1955 changes in the
Housing Maintenance Code essentially prohibited
the conversion or construction of new for-profit
single-room housing; in addition, provisions of the
zoning code made conversion practically impossi-
ble.285 Therefore, after 1955 the number of single-
room units had essentially reached a maximum
limit, and erosion of this housing stock was
inevitable.  

However, the decline of the single-room housing
stock accelerated at a tremendous rate in the 1970s
due to conversion and demolition.  By one meas-
ure, the number of single-room units fell from
approximately 129,000 in 1960 to just 25,000 in
1978.286 This erosion was especially rapid in the
late 1970s.  A 1979 study of “lower-priced hotels”
(which included SRO units, residential hotels, and
other facilities such as YMCAs) by the City found
that, of 298 lower-priced hotels in 1975, 67 build-
ings had closed and 46 had raised their prices sub-
stantially by 1979.  For all such buildings, the
number of permanent residents had fallen from
35,180 to 23,134 from 1975 to 1979.287

Changes in property tax policy played a decisive
role in the loss of the single-room housing stock in
the late 1970s.  In 1975 the City amended the J-51
Property Tax Exemption and Abatement Program
to include SROs.  The J-51 program had been cre-
ated in 1956 to encourage developers to renovate
and upgrade deteriorating buildings, such as ware-
houses, into residential buildings.288 Because most
SRO buildings were located in areas that were
gentrifying in the late-1970s, in particular the
Upper West Side, owners took advantage of the tax
amendment to convert single-room housing to
higher-cost rental housing, cooperatives, or condo-
miniums.289 By the early 1980s, the City was
forced to reduce the tax abatement available for
SRO conversions.  Finally, in 1985, in response to
the enormous loss of the SRO stock and the grow-
ing homeless population, the City established a
temporary mortatorium on all SRO conversions
(eventually overturned by State courts) and later
issued more restrictive procedures for the conver-
sion of SRO housing.290 Nevertheless, most of
New York City’s single-room housing stock had
already been lost, and it continued to dwindle
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throughout the 1980s and 1990s.  

There is evidence that the decline of single-room
housing continued through the 1990s.  A study by
Blackburn, which utilized a very broad definition
of single-room units – including, Class A SROs,
rooming houses, so-called transient hotels, and, in
some instances, supportive SRO housing – docu-
mented this decline.  From 1991 to 1993 alone
there was an 18.2 percent decrease in the number
of single-room housing units in New York City, a
drop from 57,128 units to 46,744 units.291 The
largest reductions, as in earlier decades, were for
units in commercial hotels and rooming houses,
continuing the loss of this low-cost rental housing
resource.

Conclusion

When mass homelessness emerged in New York
City in the late 1970s for the first time since the
Great Depression, it followed in the wake of three
major structural changes in New York City’s hous-
ing market and housing stock.  
� The affordable housing gap widened from the

early 1970s, when there was actually a surplus
of low-cost apartments for poor renters,
through the rest of the decade and into the
1990s.  At the same time, severe housing prob-
lems – overcrowding, substandard conditions,
and high rent burdens – combined with the
legacy of racism to dramatically worsen hous-
ing conditions for the poorest renters, in par-
ticular black and Latino renters.

� Rising income inequality in New York City
significantly altered its housing market, lead-
ing to less housing produced for middle-class
households, higher rents even for low-cost
housing, and ultimately homelessness for peo-
ple pushed out of the housing market.

� The enormous loss of single-room housing in
the 1970s and 1980s was one of the most sig-
nificant changes in New York City’s housing
stock, and contributed enormously to home-
lessness among single adults.

Among poor New Yorkers and particularly for
blacks and Latinos homelessness has, since the
late 1970s, become a commonplace fact of life.
Indeed, 17.3 percent of all poor New Yorkers – one

of every six – experienced homelessness during a
five-year period (1988-1992), including 19.0 per-
cent of all poor children.292 And, as Table 9 illus-
trates, the incidence of homelessness among black
and Latino New Yorkers is vastly higher than
among whites.  

On a structural level, mass homelessness is the
result of changes in New York City’s housing mar-
kets triggered by rising income inequality.
According to economist Brendan O’Flaherty’s
comparative analysis of six large cities, homeless-
ness increased more in New York City than else-
where because its rate of income inequality was
higher than those in the other cities.  As a result,
the number of housing units produced for the
shrinking middle class – which, over time,
becomes housing for poor households – declined,
driving up prices at the bottom end of the housing
market.  The consequence, O’Flaherty notes, is
that thousands of households were literally pushed
out of the housing market and became homeless.

Mass homelessness is, simply put, the most visible
consequence of the widening affordable housing
gap of the past two decades.  It also reflects the
structural nature of the widening gap – the declin-
ing incomes of the poorest New York City house-
holds, the rapid rise in housing costs, and the
reduced availability of affordable apartments.  As
described above and in Chapter Nine, the majority
of homeless families and individuals are drawn
from the poorest neighborhoods with the highest
incidence of severe housing problems.  

The size of the homeless population as well as the
duration of shelter use have both been substantial-
ly affected by New York City’s shifting policies on
re-housing homeless families and individuals.  The
next chapter outlines recent population trends
among homeless New Yorkers and describes the
City’s re-housing policies. 
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Chapter Eleven

Recent Trends in Homelessness in 
New York City  

Introduction

As described in Chapter Nine, the rise in modern
mass homelessness in New York City followed
two related but distinct patterns.  Homelessness
among single adults emerged on a large scale in
the late 1970s and increased rapidly through the
late 1980s.  Following substantial investments in
supportive housing in the early 1990s, the popula-
tion of homeless single adults declined until the
mid-1990s.  Through the late 1990s the population
of homeless single adults began to rise again,
largely as a result of reduced supportive housing
investments.  

Mass homelessness among families with children
began to rise substantially in the early 1980s, but
soared through the late 1980s.  Substantial City
investments in affordable housing initiated in the
late 1980s contributed to declines in the family
homeless population through the early 1990s.
However, the family shelter census rose in the
mid-1990s and reductions in housing investments
and permanent housing placements in the second
half of the decade contributed once again to rising
family homelessness at
the close of the 1990s.

In recent years the
average daily censuses
in both single adult and
family shelters have
increased significant-
ly.  From January 1998
to December 1999, as
shown in Figure 56,
the average daily cen-
sus of all homeless
people in the munici-
pal shelter system
(including homeless
single adults as well as
adults and children in
families) rose from
21,172 to 22,806, an

increase of 7.7 percent.293 The rise in homeless
shelter censuses in the late 1990s resulted in large
part from the cutbacks in housing programs
described in Part II of this report, in particular dis-
investments in supportive housing and tenant-
based housing assistance.  In addition, the increase
in average daily censuses for both homeless single
adults and homeless families coincides with anoth-
er major trend:  The rise in average shelter lengths-
of-stay.

This chapter analyzes homeless population trends
in some detail, highlighting the increase in
lengths-of-stay in the municipal shelter system.  It
also describes the recent history of City policy on
re-housing homeless New Yorkers.
� The first section describes recent trends in

homeless shelter populations for single adults,
in particular the impact of cutbacks in New
York/New York supportive housing.  Despite
an acknowledged need for 10,000 units of sup-
portive housing for homeless mentally ill indi-
viduals in New York City, Governor Pataki
and Mayor Giuliani signed a City-State agree-
ment in 1999 that provides only 1,500 new
supportive housing units.

� The second section outlines recent trends in
the homeless family shelter population.  It also
describes the City’s shifting policies on re-
housing homeless families, which have led to
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recent increases in shelter lengths-of-stay.  The
Giuliani Administration reduced permanent
housing placements for homeless families by
40.3 percent from CFY 1994 to CFY 1999,
from nearly 7,000 placements to fewer than
4,200 placements.

Homeless Single Adults:  Declining
Placements to Supportive Housing

1.  Rising Length-of-Stay for Homeless
Single Adults

Throughout the 1990s, there is evidence that aver-
age shelter stays for homeless single adults have
grown longer.  While length-of-stay is relatively
easy to measure in number of days for homeless
families, it is harder to measure accurately for
homeless single adults.  Therefore a more useful
measure is the “turnover rate” – that is, the number
of different individuals utilizing the average shel-
ter bed during a year.

While the daily census in the single adult shelter
system fell in the early 1990s and then rose again
between 1994 and 1999, there is evidence that the
number of individuals utilizing the system over the
course of a year declined through the 1990s.  As
Figure 57 shows, the number of different individ-
uals utilizing the adult shelter system fell from
34,822 people in 1990
to 24,153 in 1995,294

and remained at
approximately 24,000
in CFY 1999.295

The implication of this
discrepancy between
rising daily census and
declining annual uti-
lization is that the
turnover rate declined
in the 1990s – one
recent analysis calcu-
lates a fall in the
turnover rate from 5.74
clients per bed in 1988
to 3.82 in 1995.296 As
noted above, calculat-
ing the average length-

of-stay in days is more difficult for the single adult
population than for homeless families, but the City
estimated it to be 108 days in CFY 1999.297

Ultimately, it is clear that lengths-of-stay increased
for homeless single adults throughout the 1990s.

2.  Cutbacks to Supportive Housing

As noted above and in Chapter Nine, the major
cause of the decline in turnover and the rise in the
daily census is the virtual halt to supportive hous-
ing production in the second half of the 1990s.  In
contrast, the enormous 34.6 percent decline in the
average daily census from 1989 to 1994 (see
Figure 47) was due in large part to a major expan-
sion in supportive housing.  

The first major investments in supportive housing
began under the Koch Administration, which
began an initiative to convert single-room occu-
pancy (SRO) hotels into permanent housing with
on-site services for homeless individuals.  The first
City-sponsored supportive SRO housing project
was begun in 1985 and early projects combined
Federal and City funding to rehabilitate existing
SRO hotels.298

In 1990, Mayor David Dinkins and Governor
Mario Cuomo signed a City-State agreement to
provide supportive housing for homeless people
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living with mental illness.  The New York/New
York Agreement committed the City and State to
5,725 housing placements over five years and led
to the creation of approximately 3,300 new sup-
portive housing units for homeless individuals liv-
ing with chronic mental illnesses.  New York/New
York housing represented nearly a quarter of all
supportive housing units created in New York City
since the mid-1980s.  The agreement was enor-
mously successful, and from 1990 through 1999
has provided permanent housing and support serv-
ices for 10,416 formerly-homeless mentally ill
people.299 According to City reports, 48 percent of
New York/New York tenants were diagnosed with
schizophrenia and 39 percent with mood disorders,
while 48 percent of all tenants had a co-occurring
substance abuse disorder.300

City data shows that 27 percent of New York/New
York tenants had been long-term residents of the
municipal shelter system, and hence represented
the “chronic” shelter users described in the Kuhn
and Culhane shelter utilization study described in
Chapter Nine.301 Therefore, the New York/New
York Agreement resulted in the re-housing of
those shelter residents who had utilized the most
shelter resources.  Moreover, New York/New York
housing placements resulted in dramatically lower
return rates (i.e., fewer subsequent episodes of
homeless-ness) than housing placements without

support services.
Retention rates in New
York/New York hous-
ing were nearly 80 per-
cent, according to City
figures, even for
clients with intensive
service needs.302

However, the last New
York/New York units
were initiated in 1997
and by the mid-1990s
vacancy rates for sup-
portive housing units
fell below 5 percent.
In February 2000, the
vacancy rate for New
York/New York hous-
ing was 3.4 percent,

with only 188 vacant units citywide.303 In the
same month, the vacancy rate for an additional
5,444 supportive housing units (not included in the
New York/New York Agreement) was 3.0 percent,
with only 164 units available citywide.304

Despite these emergency-level vacancy rates, the
number of supportive housing applications
approved by the City continued to be large.  In
1999, the City approved 1,487 applications for
supportive housing (including New York/New
York housing), an average of 124 applications per
month.305 In contrast, the number of placements to
supportive housing from the adult shelter system
fell sharply from 1995 to 1998.  As Figure 58
shows, the number of homeless adults placed into
either supportive SROs or housing licensed by the
New York State Office of Mental Health (OMH)
fell from 626 in the July-December 1995 reporting
period to 176 in July-December 1998.306 Another
City report also documented declines in housing
placements from adult shelters, stating that
between CFY 1996 and CFY 1999 the number of
placements to publicly-supported permanent hous-
ing declined by 27.9 percent, from 1,503 to
1,083.307

In 1999 there were approximately 16,000 support-
ive housing units for formerly-homeless individu-
als in New York City.  In the late 1990s, however,
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there has been very lit-
tle expansion of the
supportive housing
stock.  In 1998, a New
York City Department
of Mental Health five-
year plan cited the
need for 10,000 new
units of supportive
housing over five years
for homeless mentally
ill individuals in New
York City, echoing ear-
lier needs estimates by
the New York State
Office of Mental
Health.308

Nevertheless, in
October 1999 Mayor
Giuliani and Governor Pataki signed a New
York/New York II Agreement that commits the
City and State to only 2,320 additional housing
placements over five years and provides only
1,500 new units of supportive housing.  As Figure
59 illustrates, the New York/New York II
Agreement will provide nearly 60 percent fewer
housing placements over five years than the first
New York/New York Agreement.  Indeed, given
that 1,487 applications for supportive housing

were approved in 1999 (noted above), the five-
year commitment made by the New York/New
York II Agreement would satisfy only one-and-
one-half year’s need.

Homeless Families:  Declining Subsidized
Housing Placements

1.  Length-of-Stay in Shelters on the Rise

During the 1990s
lengths-of-stay for
homeless families in
the municipal shelter
system rose substan-
tially.  As shown in
Figure 60, the average
length-of-stay rose
31.4 percent between
1994 and 1999, from
211 to 268 days (i.e.,
from seven to nine
months).309 As of
January 2000, the
average length-of-stay
had risen to 287
days.310 As noted
above for the adult
shelter system, rising
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shelter lengths-of-stay were also reflected in the
turnover rate, which fell from 3.71 families per
unit in 1990 to 2.34 in 1995.311 As the next section
describes in detail, rising lengths-of-stay for
homeless families primarily resulted from cut-
backs in permanent housing placements.

As noted in Chapter Nine, in 1996 the family shel-
ter population was sharply reduced by restrictive
new admissions policies introduced by the
Giuliani Administration.  Nevertheless, after drop-
ping abruptly in 1997 and 1998 as a result of those
policies, the number of new families entering the
shelter system rose from CFY 1998 to CFY 1999
by 37.2 percent, from 4,622 to 6,342 new fami-
lies.312 Thus, the increasing duration of shelter
stays and the rising number of new homeless fam-
ilies entering the shelter system have combined to
drive up the shelter census for homeless families.

2.  City Policy on Re-Housing Homeless
Families

New York City’s policy on re-housing homeless
families has had three distinct phases.  In the late
1980s, faced with a rapidly rising daily census in
the family shelter system, the Koch Administration
expanded housing for homeless families in three
ways:  (1) it expanded the number of New York
City Housing Authority (NYCHA) public housing
apartments available
for homeless families
through a special
agreement with
NYCHA; (2) it
increased the number
of in rem apartments
renovated by the
Department of
Housing Preservation
and Development
(HPD) specifically for
homeless families; and
(3) it created the
Emergency Assistance
Re-Housing Program
(EARP), which com-
bines tenant-based
Section 8 vouchers
with a bonus payment

for landlords that provides an incentive for them to
rent to homeless families.313 These policies were
continued and expanded during the first half of the
Dinkins Administration.  As shown in Figure 61
and Table 9, the number of housing placements
from the family shelter system rose dramatically
from CFY 1989 to CFY 1990, from 5,366 to 7,165,
with the largest increases being to HPD and
NYCHA placements.314 As noted in Chapter Nine,
due to rising permanent housing placements the
average daily census of homeless families
declined by 29.4 percent from 1988 to 1990.315

The second phase began as the Dinkins
Administration faced pressure to reduce housing
allocated specifically for homeless families.  In
1992, NYCHA reduced the number of apartments
set aside for homeless families, arguing that the
large number of extremely-low-income house-
holds with high social service needs was straining
public housing developments.316 At the same time,
the City began reducing the number of in rem
apartments renovated for homeless families.317

From CFY 1990 to CFY 1993, the number of
placements of homeless families to NYCHA apart-
ments was cut in half from 2,418 to 1,200, as
shown in Table 11, and the number of HPD place-
ments fell from 4,012 to 3,225 and continued to
fall in subsequent years.318 The sole increase in
housing resources for homeless families during the
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Dinkins Administration was a large expansion of
EARP, from 735 placements in CFY 1990 to 3,406
in CFY 1994.319 As noted in Chapter Eight, the
tenant-based Section 8 program in New York City
was therefore essentially transformed into a re-
housing program for homeless families and indi-
viduals.

The third phase of City homeless re-housing poli-
cy, inaugurated by the Giuliani Administration,
was marked by absolute reductions in housing
resources for homeless families.  As Table 11
shows, from CFY 1994 to CFY 1999, the number
of EARP placements fell from 3,406 to 2,182 per
year, a reduction of 35.9 percent.  The sharpest
reduction came in HPD housing, which declined
from 2,563 placements to 523 in the same period,
a reduction of 79.6 percent.320 The number of
NYCHA placements rose only slightly to around
1,500 families per year, primarily due to the large
number of homeless households who received
apartments from NYCHA’s regular waiting list.
However, the number of families placed due to
direct referrals from the shelter system to NYCHA
remained stagnant at around 1,200 placements.321

All in all, housing resources for homeless families
in the second half of the 1990s suffered dramatic
cutbacks, as illustrated in Figure 61.  Under Mayor
Giuliani, the number of total housing placements
from the family shelter system was reduced by
40.3 percent, from 6,995 in CFY 1994 to 4,179 in
CFY 1999.  In addition, the Giuliani

Administration has proposed addition-
al cutbacks and resisted attempts to
expand housing assistance.  In 1999
Mayor Giuliani’s Executive Budget
proposed the elimination of the bonus
payment portion of EARP; the City
Council eventually restored the fund-
ing.  Moreover, for several years the
Giuliani Administration opposed a new
City-funded rent subsidy program for
homeless families and individuals.
After vetoing the City Council’s allo-
cation of $11.5 million in City funding
for such a program in the CFY 1999
budget, Mayor Giuliani ultimately
agreed, in the face of strong City
Council support for the new initiative,

to a smaller pilot program ($2 million) in the CFY
2000 adopted City budget.

4.  The Efficacy of Subsidized Housing
Placements for Homeless Families

While housing placements for homeless families
have been reduced, recent academic studies have
concluded that subsidized housing is the most suc-
cessful type of permanent housing placement for
homeless families, and that it dramatically reduces
subsequent episodes of homelessness.  A five-year
study of homeless families placed into housing,
published by several New York University
researchers in 1998, found that 80 percent of
homeless families placed into subsidized housing
remained stably housed (i.e., were still in their ini-
tial apartments one year later), and 92 percent
were in their own apartments.322 In contrast,
among families who left shelters but did not
receive subsidized housing placements, only 18
percent were stably housed, and only 38 percent
were in their own apartments.323

A similar study, utilizing data from the City’s
homeless client database, was conducted by Yin L.
I. Wong, Dennis Culhane, and Randall Kuhn.324

The study found that families who left the shelter
system “on their own” or to unknown housing
arrangements were the most likely to have subse-
quent episodes of homelessness.  In contrast, fam-
ilies that received EARP and NYCHA placements
had return rates that were, respectively, only 31
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HPD 
Apartments

NYCHA 
Apartments

EARP Section 
8 Vouchers Total

CFY 1989 3,201 1,807 358 5,366
CFY 1990 4,012 2,418 735 7,165
CFY 1991 4,173 1,779 863 6,815
CFY 1992 3,643 1,666 1,422 6,731
CFY 1993 3,225 1,200 2,227 6,652
CFY 1994 2,563 1,026 3,406 6,995
CFY 1995 1,997 1,133 2,187 5,317
CFY 1996 1,219 1,219 2,708 5,146
CFY 1997 764 1,586 2,728 5,078
CFY 1998 264 1,513 2,706 4,483
CFY 1999 523 1,474 2,182 4,179

Source:  City of New York, Mayor's Management Report 
(CFY 1989-CFY 1999) Table 11



percent and 18 percent the rate for families who
found their own housing.  Families placed into
HPD (i.e., renovated in rem) apartments had return
rates that were half of those of families who found
their own housing.325 Subsidized housing place-
ments therefore substantially reduced subsequent
episodes of homelessness among formerly-home-
less families.  

Conclusion

Homelessness in New York City increased in the
late 1990s, with the rising daily census in the
municipal shelter system driven in part by
increased lengths-of-stay for homeless families
and individuals.  As noted above, the rise in shel-
ter censuses both for homeless single adults and
for homeless families can be traced to changes in
re-housing policies.  For the former group, the
expiration of the New York/New York Agreement
and the virtual halt to supportive housing produc-
tion led to increases in the homeless single adult
shelter population.  For homeless families, dra-
matic cutbacks in permanent housing placements
in the second half of the decade led to longer shel-
ter stays, from an average of seven months in 1994
to nine months in 1999.

There is no question that New York City’s housing
policies have had a decisive impact on mass home-
lessness.  Indeed, empirical research over the past
decade has documented the success of housing-
based solutions to the problem of homelessness
and, perhaps more important, has identified the
housing needs of subpopulations of homeless New
Yorkers.  
� For homeless single adults, research on pat-

terns of shelter utilization indicated the array
of housing and service needs, from supportive
housing with on-site services for long-term,
“chronic” shelter stayers to rental assistance
for short-term, one-time “transitional” shelter
stayers.

� Surveys of homeless families demonstrated
the housing conditions of families prior to
seeking shelter, and revealed the enormous
success of subsidized housing placements in
re-housing homeless families in stable housing
arrangements.

Unfortunately, just as New York City’s affordable

housing shortage is threatened even further by cut-
backs in housing assistance and policy shifts (as
documented in Part II), housing for homeless New
Yorkers is at risk.  The New York/New York II
Agreement signed by Mayor Giuliani and
Governor Pataki in 1999 provides less than 15 per-
cent of the supportive housing units needed for
homeless individuals living with mental illness.  In
addition, the City dramatically reduced the number
of permanent housing placements for homeless
families.  

Clearly New York City’s homeless re-housing
policies have moved in the same direction as wider
housing policies.  Addressing the housing needs of
homeless New Yorkers requires the same change
in orientation required of New York City’s housing
policies:  A comprehensive vision for housing the
next generation of New Yorkers, and addressing
the problems of the widening affordable housing
gap as well as the related problem of persistent
mass homelessness.  The conclusion of this report
presents several policy recommendations, both
short-term and long-term, for achieving this vision
for housing in New York City.
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Conclusion and 
Recommendations

An Absent Vision for Housing 
New York City

As noted at the outset of this report, New York
City enters the new century as a growing city – but
also without a comprehensive plan to house the
next generation of New Yorkers.  This report has
documented the five major features of the housing
problem confronting New York City.

� Rising population.  New York City’s popu-
lation has increased steadily in the 1980s and
1990s – driven primarily by immigration – and
by the year 2020 the city will have an addi-
tional half a million people.  If immigration
continues at the pace of the 1980s and 1990s,
nearly 2 million new immigrants will settle in
New York City over the next two decades, off-
setting population outmigration.

� Declining housing production.  In the
1990s New York City produced fewer than
8,000 new housing units each year, compared
to more than 17,000 per year in the 1970s.
Since the early 1980s, the number of new
households grew more than twice as quickly
as the number of new rental apartments.

� Widening affordable housing gap.  In
the late 1990s, New York City had a net short-
age of some half a million available, low-cost
apartments for the poorest households, com-
pared with a surplus of more than 270,000
such apartments in 1970.  Since the early
1980s, rental housing costs have risen at near-
ly twice the rate of inflation, while renter
incomes have stagnated.  In addition, the aver-
age income of the poorest fifth of households
has declined by 33 percent since the late
1970s.

� Reduced government housing assis-
tance.  Government at every level has
reduced housing assistance for the poorest
households in New York City, and changes in
housing policies and legislation threaten fur-
ther to erode the affordable housing stock.
New York City has reduced capital funding for
housing by 40 percent in real terms since the
early 1990s.  Federal cutbacks from the 1970s

to the 1990s have resulted in 42 percent fewer
new housing vouchers each year for poor
households.

� Persistent mass homelessness.  Mass
homelessness emerged as the affordable hous-
ing gap widened in the 1970s, and has affect-
ed hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers.
Over a recent nine-year period (1988-1995),
more than 333,000 different men, women, and
children resided in the New York City shelter
system, representing nearly one of every twen-
ty New Yorkers.  In the late 1990s, in the midst
of the economic expansion, the number of
homeless families and individuals in New
York City increased.

Despite the growing problems confronting hous-
ing in New York City, there is a striking absence of
public debate on the issue.  More important, there
is no comprehensive planning process designed to
address the future housing needs of the city’s pop-
ulace.  In short, there is an absence of vision for
how to house New Yorkers over the next two
decades.  

What is even more alarming about this lack of
vision among the city’s leaders is that, in many
ways, neglect of the housing issue created the
housing problems confronting New York City.
Government on every level cut back dramatically
on developing new housing and providing vital
housing assistance for poor households.  This
abandonment of the traditional role of government
(much of which is documented in Part II of this
report) contributed significantly to declining hous-
ing production and the widening affordable hous-
ing gap.  

Moreover, public debate concerning the housing
issue has tended, particularly in the last decades, to
ignore the central role of government and housing
policy in shaping the increasingly dismal land-
scape of housing in New York City.  In part, this is
due to the changing tenor of the national debate on
government programs of all kinds.  But the chang-
ing public discourse on housing in New York City
also reflects, in many respects, the shifting debate
on homelessness and its links to the affordable
housing shortage.
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Homelessness and the Affordable
Housing Gap:  The “Backlash Era” and
the Emerging Debate
In the 1980s, much of the debate concerning the
causes of and solutions for mass homelessness
involved housing issues.  The early 1980s – when
the largest economic downturn in the nation’s his-
tory since the Great Depression occurred and
when enormous cutbacks in housing programs
were made under the Reagan Administration –
focused unprecedented attention on the housing-
related causes of homelessness.  In New York City,
the homelessness crisis became a major factor
underlying City housing policy, and was an impe-
tus for the 1986 Housing New York initiative, the
Koch Administration’s ambitious ten-year housing
commitment.  Although advocates and homeless
service providers had argued from the beginning
for enhanced services for many homeless people –
including mental health services, addiction treat-
ment, and supportive housing with on-site servic-
es – a major part of the advocacy agenda and the
public debate was shaped by the need for more
affordable housing and housing assistance.  

By the early 1990s, the public debate started to
shift and the “backlash era,” as many have called
it, began.  In many respects, the change in the dis-
course on homelessness mirrored the emerging
national debate on welfare reform.  That debate
was largely driven by conservative organizations
and “think tanks,” which moved the focus away
from poverty to the so-called “pathologies” of the
urban poor.  At the same time, tabloid television
“investigations” of fraud in government assistance
programs contributed to public distrust of govern-
ment efforts to assist poor households.  In much
the same way that the welfare reform debate shift-
ed from a discussion of education, declining
wages, and racism to one of dependency, family
dysfunction, and hypotheses about a so-called
“urban underclass,” the homelessness debate
changed as well.  Conservative pundits shifted the
focus of the debate away from the affordable hous-
ing shortage and government cutbacks in housing
programs to issues of substance abuse, deinstitu-
tionalization, and the alleged absence of a “work
ethic” among homeless people.  

As in the welfare reform debate, conservative

organizations and spokespersons such as the
Manhattan Institute did much to create the back-
lash and to shape the public debate.  They also art-
fully re-wrote history and caricatured the positions
of advocates and providers as exclusively focused
on housing at the expense of other services.326

Most important, however, for policymakers and
the public the backlash era had the effect of shift-
ing the homelessness debate away from discussion
of the growing affordable housing shortage and the
rising need for housing assistance.  

The backlash era reached its apotheosis with two
controversial publications in 1994 that seemed to
lend the “pathologies” side of the debate some
public credibility.  First, the report by the New
York City Commission on the Homeless – which
called for an expansion of permanent housing
options and stated that “[h]omeless persons need
both housing and services” – was nevertheless
interpreted by many (including the Giuliani
Administration) as prioritizing services over hous-
ing.327 The second publication, The Homeless by
sociologist Christopher Jencks, lent an academic
imprimatur to the backlash era.  Jencks claimed
that the major causes of homelessness were dein-
stitutionalization, crack cocaine, restrictions on the
creation of flophouses, single motherhood, and
reduced welfare benefits, and stated, “I doubt that
changes in the housing market played a major role
in the spread of homelessness.”328 Jencks’ book
has been widely criticized since its publication,
largely for its idiosyncratic interpretation of hous-
ing data.329 Indeed, his book presented ample sta-
tistical evidence that the nation’s low-cost housing
stock shrank dramatically from the 1970s to the
1990s, but Jencks preferred to emphasize factors
such as single parenthood, social skills, and fami-
ly ties.

If anything, the economic expansion of the 1990s
has placed the errors of the backlash era in sharp
relief.  Every major study of housing in New York
City has documented a growing affordable hous-
ing shortage.  The economic boom has caused
rents and housing costs to rise rapidly, but has not
improved incomes for New York City’s poor
households, who in real terms have lost ground
since the 1970s.  The gap between the number of
extremely-low-income renters and the number of
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affordable apartments rose steadily from the 1970s
through the 1990s.  And, in the midst of economic
growth, homelessness has persisted and, in the late
1990s especially, risen significantly.

Moreover, landmark research on homelessness
over the past decade provided a more accurate pic-
ture of the housing-related causes of homeless-
ness, and challenged the stereotypes of homeless
people that informed much of the backlash era.  In
addition, several academic studies documented the
successes of supportive and subsidized housing in
providing stable, permanent housing for formerly-
homeless individuals and families.  The real les-
sons of the 1990s are clear:  Mass homelessness
was, in effect, merely the most extreme in a series
of severe housing problems confronting poor New
Yorkers, and effective housing programs proved
successful (while sufficient funding was provided)
in actually reducing the size of the homeless pop-
ulation.

A Time to Change Course:  
The Crucial Role of Government
Government undeniably has a vital role to play in
developing new housing and providing housing
assistance to New York City’s poorest households.
The virtual abandonment of that role since the
1970s has been a major cause of the steadily wors-
ening structural problems confronting New York
City housing in the next two decades.

This report has argued that the major housing
problems described above are the result of two
important structural changes in New York City:  
� The slower growth in housing supply, driven

by rising income inequality and reduced gov-
ernment investment; and

� The widening affordable housing gap, driven
by rising housing costs and declining incomes
for poor renters.  

Clearly these are factors that require equally sub-
stantial changes – for instance, in the case of
declining real incomes, a widespread effort to
address falling real wages for low-income and
middle-class workers.

However, it is equally clear that government must
resume its previously significant and effective role
in the housing arena.  Indeed, as this report has

shown, government has in the past successfully
addressed New York City’s housing problems.
Four examples demonstrate the crucial role gov-
ernment can play.

� Mitchell-Lama housing.  The State (and
City) Mitchell-Lama Program, begun in 1955,
produced more than 125,000 new affordable
and middle-income housing units in New York
City in the 1960s and 1970s, at a time when
the city’s population was growing rapidly.

� Tenant-based Section 8 assistance.
Federally-funded Section 8 vouchers, which
bridge the gap between housing costs and poor
tenants’ incomes, are undeniably one of the
most successful forms of housing assistance
for poor renter households.

� The Housing New York initiative.  This
City-sponsored ten-year housing commitment
led to the creation of more than 50,000 new
housing units for poor and middle-income
households, and played a decisive role in
neighborhood revitalization in the South
Bronx and elsewhere.

� Supportive housing.  Supportive housing
in all of its forms – including the New
York/New York Agreement for mentally ill
homeless individuals, and enhanced housing
assistance for poor people living with AIDS –
actually reduced homelessness among single
adults by nearly 40 percent in the first half of
the 1990s.

Despite this clear record of success, government’s
role in addressing New York City’s housing prob-
lems has been altered dramatically.  In the 1980s,
in the wake of the Reagan-era cutbacks in housing
assistance, the Federal government shifted its role
in housing development to tax-based incentives
(such as the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit,
which grew to become the largest source of afford-
able housing financing) and away from direct
investments.  More devastating, perhaps, has been
the Federal retreat from tenant-based assistance,
signaled in the mid-1990s by the four-year elimi-
nation of funding for new (i.e., incremental)
Section 8 vouchers.  On the State and City level,
there have been parallel retrenchments in housing
investment, particularly the abandonment of the
Mitchell-Lama Program and the Giuliani
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Administration’s sharp reductions in City capital
investments in housing and cutbacks in supportive
housing programs.

The need to change course is undeniable.
Addressing New York City’s affordable housing
gap and its future housing needs will require gov-
ernment at every level to play a more assertive role
in housing development and housing assistance.
Broadly understood, this includes:
� Expanded investments in developing new

housing, including middle-income and afford-
able housing, as well as supportive housing for
those that need on-site support services.

� Tenant-based assistance to help poor house-
holds (including homeless households) con-
fronting the shortage of affordable apartments
and soaring rents.

Recommendations

Comprehensive Planning for Housing in
New York City
New York City must develop a comprehensive
planning process to address the affordable housing
shortage and the need for new housing in the next
two decades.  The planning process should involve
elected officials from every level of government,
housing developers, community-based organiza-
tions, immigrant organizations, tenant organiza-
tions, the real estate industry, the banking commu-
nity, advocacy organizations, and homeless peo-
ple.  The planning process should focus on the fol-
lowing objectives:

� Expand Federal commitments to housing
development and housing assistance:  The
Federal government must renew its role, virtu-
ally abandoned over the past twenty years, in
investing in new housing and providing ten-
ant-based assistance to the poorest house-
holds.

� Expand City capital investments in housing:
New York City must devote a larger share of
its capital budget to housing, and must explore
other revenue sources, such as pension funds,
to finance housing development.

� Provide the poorest households and their
landlords with the means to maintain housing:
Welfare housing allowances must reflect the

real cost of housing, and dramatically expand-
ed tenant-based assistance should be available
to poor households.

� Expand housing supply, particularly rental
housing, to meet increases in population:
Housing supply must also expand to address
the critical housing needs of doubled-up and
overcrowded households as well as families
and individuals forced to live in dangerous
illegal housing units.

� Address the cycle of homelessness among poor
households, through prevention and re-hous-
ing policies:  Housing assistance should be
targeted to at-risk households in the poorest
neighborhoods, and investments in supportive
housing and affordable housing for homeless
families and individuals must be expanded.

Short-Term Commitments 

The following short-term recommendations are
designed to increase permanent housing opportu-
nities for poor and homeless New Yorkers by
assisting over 8,300 new households each year
with rental assistance and supportive housing.  In
addition, these commitments would prevent home-
lessness and housing emergencies among tens of
thousands of poor and disabled New Yorkers, pub-
lic assistance recipients, and immigrant house-
holds by curbing vacancy rent increases and
expanding both housing allowances and rent
increase exemptions.

1. Tenant-Based Section 8 Rental
Assistance

� The Federal government should provide
250,000 new Section 8 vouchers nationwide
per year, and target 100,000 of the new vouch-
ers to households that are homeless or at risk
of homelessness.  The new Federal commit-
ment would result in approximately 3,500 new
Section 8 vouchers per year for New York City
households, five times the current commit-
ment.

2. Welfare Housing Allowances that
Reflect the Real Cost of Housing

� The New York State Commissioner of the
Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance
(formerly the Department of Social Services)
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must increase welfare housing allowances (the
“shelter allowance”) to reflect the real cost of
housing, and should index housing allowances
to meet future increases in housing costs.

3. Supportive Housing for Homeless
Mentally Ill People

� New York State and New York City must com-
mit to providing the remaining 8,500 units of
supportive housing needed for homeless men-
tally ill people in New York City.

4. Rental Assistance for Working
Homeless Households

� New York City should expand its pilot Rental
Assistance program to provide temporary rent
subsidies and support services to re-house
2,000 homeless families and 1,500 homeless
individuals who are working or work-ready.

5. Reduce Vacancy Allowances for Rent-
Regulated Housing

� The New York State Legislature and the
Governor must repeal the excessive vacancy
allowances for rent-regulated housing includ-
ed in the 1997 Rent Regulation and Reform
Act, in particular the special vacancy bonus
for apartments renting for under $500 per
month.

6. Expanded Rent-Increase Exemptions
to Include Poor Disabled Renters

� New York State and City should expand the
Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption
(SCRIE) program to include indigent disabled
renter households.  In addition, the income
threshold used to determine eligibility for rent
increase exemptions should be indexed to
reflect increases in the cost of living.

Long-Term Commitments

The following long-term recommendations are
designed to address both the growing need for
more affordable housing and New York City’s
exorbitant housing costs.  They would result in the
development and preservation of roughly 17,000
additional housing units per year in New York City
and the provision of housing assistance to the
poorest New York renters, more than 400,000

households.

1. Housing Allowances for Extremely-
Low-Income Households

� The Federal Government should establish
minimum housing allowances for all house-
holds with incomes below 30 percent of area
median income.  Modeled on the tenant-based
Section 8 assistance program, these
allowances would assure that no eligible
household pays more than 30 percent of their
income for rent. The program would help
more than 400,000 of the poorest households
in New York City.

2. Right to Housing for Mentally Ill
People

� The Federal government should provide capi-
tal funding and project-based rent subsidies to
support the development (over five years) of
250,000 new supportive housing units for
mentally ill Americans who are homeless.
States would be required to supply on-site
mental health services through Medicaid and
other programs. This Federal-State commit-
ment would bring more than 3,000 units of
supportive housing each year to New York
City.

3. Long-Term Federal Investments in
Affordable Housing Development

� The Federal government must develop and
fund a comprehensive plan for expanding
investments in new affordable housing.  This
plan should include initiatives to finance the
development of affordable housing in cooper-
ation with private developers and financial
institutions and new public housing developed
and operated by housing authorities with a
proven record of success.  The Federal gov-
ernment must develop new affordable housing
for at least 100,000 new low-income house-
holds per year.  New York would gain approx-
imately 1,000 new affordable housing units
per year through this initiative.

4. State Development of Middle-Income
and Affordable Housing

� New York State must renew its efforts to
develop new middle-income and affordable
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housing through a new initiative modeled on
the Mitchell-Lama Program which would cre-
ate 50,000 new housing units over ten years.
The State should also explore the use of pen-
sion fund investments as a source of financing
for such an initiative.  This State commitment
would add roughly 3,000 units per year to
New York’s stock of affordable and middle-
income housing.

5. City Capital Investments in Affordable
Housing

� New York City must allocate at least $750 mil-
lion annually in capital funding to finance the
development of affordable housing and mid-
dle-income housing in cooperation with pri-
vate developers and financial institutions.  In
addition, New York City must negotiate an
agreement with New York State to dedicate
surplus revenues from the Battery Park City
Authority to finance the development of new
housing.  This expansion would enable the
City to increase its affordable housing devel-
opment and preservation efforts by over
10,000 units per year.
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Vacancy Rates for Renter-Occupied Units in
New York City by Contract Rent, 1996

Number of units by 
contract rent 

Renter-
occupied 

units
Vacant 

units
Total rental 

units
Vacancy 

rate

Non-public 
housing 

vacancy rate

Total 1,946,166 81,256 2,027,422 4.0% 3.7%

Less than $300 233,777 6,297 240,074 2.6% 1.6%
$300 to $399 138,994 5,455 144,449 3.8% 2.9%
$400 to $499 253,225 8,901 262,126 3.4% 3.2%
$500 to $599 328,601 13,071 341,672 3.8% 3.7%
$600 to $699 313,183 16,442 329,625 5.0% 4.7%
$700 to $799 210,948 12,356 223,304 5.5% 5.5%
$800 to $899 144,853 8,687 153,540 5.7% 5.4%
$900 to $999 82,346 2,764 85,110 3.2% 3.2%
$1,000 to $1,249 96,780 4,585 101,365 4.5% 4.5%
$1,250 or more 110,138 2,698 112,836 2.4% 2.4%
No cash rent 33,321 0 33,321

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, 
Housing and Vacancy Survey (1996) Appendix Table 1

Changes in Real Median Rents by Household Income in
New York City, 1993-1996

Current Dollars Constant (1996) Dollars
Household income, 
all renter 
households 1993 1996

1993 
($1996)

1996 
($1996)

Percent Change 
1993-1996 

($1996)

Less than $2,500 $484 $553 $523 $553 5.8%
$2,500-$4,999 $355 $464 $383 $464 21.0%
$5,000-$7,499 $326 $445 $352 $445 26.4%
$7,500-$9,999 $426 $505 $460 $505 9.7%
$10,000-$12,499 $456 $495 $493 $495 0.5%
$12,500-$14,999 $475 $535 $513 $535 4.3%
$15,000-$17,499 $500 $575 $540 $575 6.5%
$17,500-$19,999 $541 $570 $584 $570 -2.5%
$20,000-$24,999 $550 $605 $594 $605 1.8%
$25,000-$29,999 $590 $650 $637 $650 2.0%
$30,000-$34,999 $620 $685 $670 $685 2.3%
$35,000-$39,999 $614 $645 $663 $645 -2.8%
$40,000-$44,999 $640 $684 $691 $684 -1.1%
$45,000-$49,999 $650 $753 $702 $753 7.2%
$50,000-$54,999 $692 $753 $748 $753 0.7%
$55,000-$59,999 $710 $770 $767 $770 0.4%
$60,000-$69,999 $750 $797 $810 $797 -1.6%
$70,000-$79,999 $798 $876 $862 $876 1.6%
$80,000-$89,999 $818 $960 $884 $960 8.6%
$90,000-$99,999 $810 $1,010 $875 $1,010 15.4%
$100,000-$149,999 $1,050 $1,150 $1,134 $1,150 1.4%
$150,000-$199,999 $1,100 $1,710 $1,188 $1,710 43.9%
$200,000 or more $1,560 $1,470 $1,685 $1,470 -12.8%

Source:  United States Bureau of the Census, Housing and Vacancy Survey (1993-1996); 
inflation adjustment by New York City Rent Guidelines Board (1999) Appendix Table 2
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Housing Conditions in New York City for Native-Born Renters and 
Various Immigrant Groups, 1996

More than half 
of income for 

rent Crowded
Seriously 
crowded

Five or more 
maintenance 
deficiencies

Dilapidated 
housing

Native-born renter households 24.2% 4.5% 1.4% 4.2% 1.0%
Foreign-born renter households 29.8% 14.7% 4.7% 4.9% 1.3%

Puerto Rico 34.1% 9.8% 3.3% 7.1% 1.5%
Dominican Republic 40.3% 19.8% 7.1% 10.9% 2.5%
Caribbean and Africa 24.2% 14.8% 3.0% 5.5% 1.5%
Latin America 21.8% 22.4% 8.0% 6.0% 1.5%
Europe 26.2% 5.2% 1.9% 1.1% 0.6%
Former Soviet Union 47.2% 15.0% 4.8% 1.1% 0.6%
China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan 21.8% 17.7% 5.6% 3.7% 1.2%
India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh 16.0% 28.0% 7.9% 2.2% 1.4%
Southeast Asia 22.5% 17.3% 7.5% 2.1% 0.3%
All other countries 36.0% 11.4% 3.9% 3.8% 0.5%

Note:  Foreign-born includes people born in Puerto Rico
Source:  Schill, Friedman, and Rosenbaum (1998), based on 1996 Housing and
Vacancy Survey data Appendix Table 3

New Housing Units Completed in New York City, 
1960-1995
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Permits Issued for New Housing Units in 
New York City, 1960-1998
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Change in Rent-Stabilized Apartments in New York 
City by Gross Rent, 1996-1999
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