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THE TALE OF TWO
HOUSING MARKETS

How de Blasio’s Housing Plan Fuels Homelessness
By Giselle Routhier, Policy Director
“When I said we would take dead aim at the Tale of Two Cities, I meant it. And we will
do it. I will honor the faith and trust you have placed in me. And we will give life to the
hope of so many in our city. We will succeed as One City. We know this won’t be easy –
it will require all that we can muster.”
Mayor Bill de Blasio, January 1, 2014

The Mayor’s signature housing plan
exacerbates the city’s bifurcated
housing market by creating a glut of
high-rent units instead of investing
precious resources in the production
of desperately needed
extremely low-rent apartments.
As record homelessness persists on New York City’s streets and in its shelter system, it is
critical to ask: Why does the homelessness crisis remain unabated after Mayor de Blasio
has had nearly six years to implement his much-touted “progressive” policy blueprint? The
answer is unfortunately simple: The Mayor’s signature housing plan exacerbates the city’s
bifurcated housing market by creating a glut of high-rent units instead of investing precious
resources in the production of desperately needed extremely low-rent apartments. Equally
lamentable is the plan’s inadequate investment in new apartments to be built specifically
for the nearly 61,000 New Yorkers who sleep in shelters every night: Only 6,000 are planned
through 2026.
This stark disconnect between Mayor de Blasio’s ineffectual affordable housing plan and
the reality of record homelessness explains why, well into his second term, his approach is
failing to reduce mass homelessness in New York City. The plan, which is cavalierly defended
by the Mayor whenever it is questioned, is the object of widespread criticism for offering too
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A STARK DISCONNECT
NEW YORK CITY’S HOUSING MARKET IS NOT MEETING THE
NEEDS OF THE LOWEST-INCOME NEW YORKERS.
Homeless and extremely low-income households increasingly find New York City’s
housing market out of reach. Between 1999 and 2017, the city lost over one million
apartments renting for less than $800 per month. During this time, the difference
between the number of households needing these low-rent apartments and the number
of them available for rent expanded greatly. In 2017, there were approximately 560,000
more households in need of low-rent apartments than there were apartments affordable
to them on the private market – evidence of the disparity between rising rents and
stagnant incomes over the past several decades.
Chart 1

While New York City’s housing market hemorrhaged low-rent apartments, the number
of high-rent units costing more than $2,000 per month surged, resulting in vastly
different market conditions for low- and high-income renters. In 2017, apartments
with rents below $800 per month had a vacancy rate of just 1.15 percent – far below
the housing emergency threshold of 5 percent set by the State in 1974 and below the
overall rental vacancy rate of 3.63 percent. Meanwhile, apartments available for more
than $2,000 per month had a vacancy rate of 7.42 percent, far above the emergency
threshold, indicating excess supply for those able to pay a premium for a place to live in
New York City.
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Chart 2

Even when homeless households receive a City-funded rent supplement (known as
CityFHEPS), it remains extremely difficult for them to find apartments they can afford:
Vacancy rates at CityFHEPS rent levels range from a mere 1.82 percent for studios to
2.96 percent for three-bedroom apartments. Disturbingly, there are now more homeless
single adults living in shelters (17,887 people) than there are vacant apartments for rent
at the CityFHEPS subsidy level for studios (16,480 apartments), signaling an extreme
crisis for the fastest-growing segment of the homeless population. 1 The unmistakable
bottom line is this: Unless the City builds enough housing for homeless New Yorkers,
homelessness will continue to grow.

1

New York City Department of Homeless Services, shelter census data, via Coalition for the Homeless: https://www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/
the-catastrophe-of-homelessness/facts-about-homelessness/ and New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey 2017.
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MAYOR DE BLASIO’S POLICIES HAVE EXACERBATED THE
IMBALANCE IN THE HOUSING MARKET AND IGNORED THE
NEEDS OF HOMELESS NEW YORKERS.
Instead of investing resources where they are most needed by creating housing at the
lowest rent levels and building apartments specifically for homeless New Yorkers,
Mayor de Blasio has fueled the crisis by squandering limited resources to subsidize the
production of expensive apartments. His 300,000-unit Housing New York 2.0 plan aims
to create or preserve 60,000 apartments (20 percent) with rents above $1,700 per month,
while setting aside just 15,000 apartments for homeless households (a mere 5 percent of
the plan). Even more troubling, the majority of homeless set-aside apartments
(roughly 9,000) are preservation units, not new housing. While the affordability of these
already-occupied apartments will be sustained, only a handful turn over each year.
Preserving affordability costs less than building new apartments, but does nothing to
expand the housing stock or provide homes for the thousands of homeless families and
individuals currently relegated to shelters. 2
The small number of homeless families and individuals moving out of shelters and into
City-financed apartments underscores the all-too-predictable outcome of Mayor de
Blasio’s woefully inadequate attention to building housing for the neediest New Yorkers.
From January 2014 through December 2018, the Department of Housing Preservation and
Development (HPD) assisted 2,391 homeless households to move out of shelters and into
Housing New York 2.0 set-aside units. These placements average just 478 per year over the
five-year period, even as the number of households sleeping in shelters each night
exceeded 32,000. 3
2

Housing New York 2.0: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/hpd/about/housing-new-york-2-0.page

3 “The Council of the City of New York, Report of the Finance Division on the Fiscal 2020 Preliminary Plan, Department of Housing Preservation
and Development, March 22, 2019”
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The remaining subsidized shelter exits during this period were facilitated through
the Department of Social Services (DSS) and the New York City Housing Authority
(NYCHA) through the use of rent supplements and vouchers, supportive housing, and
priority access to public housing. On average, including HPD placements, just over
8,700 households moved out of shelters and into permanent housing each year between
July 2013 and December 2018. By contrast, the last time there was any meaningful
decline in the shelter census (during the peak of Mayor Bloomberg’s use of Federal
housing assistance for homeless families between 2002 and 2005), more than 6,100
households on average exited shelters each year. Although shelter exits have increased
by 42 percent since that time, the number of households in shelters is now 75 percent
higher. Mayor de Blasio’s efforts to reduce homelessness in New York City are clearly
inadequate, given the scale of the need.
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Chart 5

THE LEGACY OF HOUSING NEW YORK 2.0 WILL BE BILLIONS OF
DOLLARS SQUANDERED TO FURTHER BIFURCATE THE
HOUSING MARKET AND PERPETUATE MASS HOMELESSNESS.
Given the current state of record homelessness, the Housing New York 2.0 plan could be
used as a once-in-a-generation opportunity to meaningfully expand the housing
supply where it is needed most – for extremely low-income New Yorkers currently
without apartments and living in shelters or on the streets. However, Mayor de
Blasio has instead chosen to invest billions of City tax dollars in a plan that will do little
to address the housing crisis for the people who are experiencing these pressures most
acutely. 4 He obstinately refuses to seize the opportunity to show true leadership by
using the resources at his disposal to “take dead aim at the Tale of Two Cities” and
create some semblance of equal opportunity in the housing market.
For the past year and a half, the city’s leading advocates and elected officials have
implored Mayor de Blasio to build 24,000 new apartments specifically for homeless
New Yorkers through the Housing New York 2.0 plan, and to preserve the affordability of
at least 6,000 more already-occupied apartments, for a total of 30,000 units out of his
300,000-unit plan. 5 With this bold (and sensible) investment, thousands more families

4

New York City Independent Budget Office (2018): Increased Funding to Expand Housing Plan and Deepen Affordability. https://ibo.nyc.ny.us/
iboreports/increased-funding-to-expand-housing-plan-and-deepen-affordability-march-2018.pdf
Zevallos, P. (2019): “A Statement About Who Deserves to Live Here”: The Fair Housing Act Implications of Housing New York. http://jlsp.law.
columbia.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/2019/07/Vol52-Zevallos.pdf

5

House Our Future NY advocacy campaign: https://www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/event/house-our-future-ny/
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and individuals could leave shelters each year, move into permanent housing, and put
the City on a trajectory to actually reduce homelessness for the first time in 15 years.
By refusing to make this critical investment, Mayor de Blasio is squandering resources,
breaking his One City promise, and steering our city in the wrong direction. On Mayor
de Blasio’s watch, New York is on track to see homelessness rise by another 5,000
individuals in the next five years. 6
Chart 6

CONCLUSION
We cannot accept rising homelessness in perpetuity as the tragic, predictable, yet
eminently curable consequence of New York City’s imbalanced housing market when the
Mayor has the tools and resources to re-align the development of affordable housing
with the actual needs of homeless and extremely low-income New Yorkers. If Mayor de
Blasio really wants to make good on his One City promise before the end of his time in
office, he must take bold action now to give our homeless neighbors access to the homes
they need by immediately implementing the House Our Future NY plan.

6

State of the Homeless 2019: https://www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/the-catastrophe-of-homelessness/state-of-the-homeless/

Methodology for the projection graph is as follows: The Mayor’s plan, Turning the Tide on Homelessness in NYC, projects that the total
shelter census will decrease by 2,500 people between 2017 and 2022. This reduction is a combination of a decrease in the family shelter census that
counteracts a predicted increase in the number of homeless single adults. The Mayor’s plan assumes that “the single adult census will increase
at about the annual rate it has increased over the past decade” – about 10 percent per year. Coalition for the Homeless projections are based on
assumptions about the number of families and single adults entering and leaving shelters each year between now and 2022. For families, new
entrants will decrease incrementally each year due to increased prevention efforts; returning entrants will decrease as a percentage of all entrants
each year due to increased long-term housing placements; and exits will increase immediately by 2,500 due to our recommended increases in
Section 8 and NYCHA placements and then gradually increase in subsequent years as more HPD units are made available. For single adults, new
entrants will remain at similar levels to 2018, but returning entrants will decrease incrementally each year as stable housing placements rise. For
families and individuals, unsubsidized exits will decrease as more permanent subsidized housing placements are made. This analysis assumes an
average family size of three, consistent with City assumptions.
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COALITION FOR THE HOMELESS
129 FULTON ST
NEW YORK, NY 10038
TELEPHONE: (212) 776-2000
FACSIMILE: (212) 964-1303
EMAIL: INFO@CFTHOMELESS.ORG

Coalition for the Homeless: Delivering on One City 2019

7

