Interview About Affordable Housing (Questions: Evan - Answers: Jay)
  Q1: What sparked your involvement in affordable housing (and the Amalgamated)?


A: I grew up in a housing project in the Northeast Bronx built for low and moderate income people. It was a decent place to live. I left NYC in 1963 to attend graduate school. In 1994 I returned to NYC after over 30 years living in Boston and Detroit. The apartment we found in Manhattan was rent stabilized but still the rent was high for me.

I wanted to live in Manhattan but knew my rent was too high to stay there for very long. I immediately started to apply for apartments in Mitchell Lama developments because they were decent apartments at affordable rents. I am still on some of those waiting lists now almost 20 years later. Many of the Mitchell Lama projects are no longer affordable by me. They have been privatized and require higher buy-in payments than I can afford. In addition to the Mitchell Lama waiting lists, in 2001 I put myself on the Amalgamated Housing Co-op (AHC) waiting list.

In 12 years the rent of my Manhattan apartment rose over 50% to $2100/month. The result was by 2005 I was paying more than 1/2 my income as rent. But I could not find an affordable apartment in Manhattan. That was when my name came to the top of the AHC waiting list. In Feb 2006 I was able to move in.

Amalgamated attracted me because it had a long history of being a democratic co-op but also because it was founded on progressive principles of cooperatism. It had been helped by New York State Housing laws form its very beginning to maintain a relatively affordable rent. The State law enabled New York City to give tax abatements to Amalgamated.

I have always had at most a moderate income. For much of my adult life that meant that I could only afford small or old apartments except for one stretch when I was able to rent a house. While not large, my Amalgamated apartment is adequate and the rent is still manageable. Unfortunately since I have moved in the rent has been increased from $569 in 2006 to the current $730/month. If that rate of increase continues, my sense is that AHC will be less and less affordable by me and the other low and moderate income people who now live here.

Since moving in, I have been part of some fights to try to keep Amalgamated affordable. What is at stake is whether low and moderate income people can live in NYC. If NYC loses its affordable housing, it loses its status as a great city and shows the decline of US society.
  Q2: How do you believe that affordable housing can stay affordable? What
  efforts and precautionary measures in the establishment of a project
  (through legislation, agreements with developers, etc.) are necessary to
  fight off privatization? Is privatization necessarily a threat to affordable
  housing?


A: It is not economically profitable (anywhere in the world) to build decent housing with rents that are affordable by low and moderate income people. Such people include low paid workers, disabled people, retirees and families with children even when both parents work. For people like that, only if government plays a role will they have decent and affordable housing.

Amalgamated was able to begin because the 1926 NY State housing law made possible a way to fund a project once the sponsor put up 1/3 of the total cost. The original 303 cooperators were the sponsors of the AHC project. They put up $600,000 which allowed them to get a $1.2 million mortgage at a lower rate than the market rate. In exchange AHC was required to keep the rent at $11/room/month. at the beginning Amalgamated leadership was happy to meet that requirement and operated for 20 years without a rent increase.

Amalgamated (unlike Park Reservoir) is private. There was no public money when it started. But under the law Amalgamated gets its tax break because it is organized as a limited dividend housing project. The money paid in by each cooperator is not an investment. The dividend is limited in the sense that the cooperator must sell the apartment back to the project without making a profit.

In Amalgamated's case, what can keep it affordable is democratic oversight by the cooperators of its Board and Manager and rigorous oversight by the NYS Homes and Community Renewal but also continuation of favorable taxation by NYC.

Privatization is not currently an issue at Amalgamated. But the rapidly rising rent is, to me, the same evil as privatization. At some point with both, the apartments become unaffordable by low and moderate income people.

Mutual Housing across the street from Park Reservoir is still affordable to the people living there. It has always been private but was operated voluntarily as a limited dividend project. In the 1990s Mutual went market value. What makes Mutual unaffordable is not its rent but the buy-in cost which is now out of the means of low and moderate income people. So new comers will not have low and moderate incomes.

From my point of view, affordability can be maintained only by well educated and active tenant bodies overseeing their own managements but also overseeing the city and state governments. That requires an active local press that carries housing stories and letters and opinion pieces from tenants and other defenders of decent housing affordable by low and moderate income people. That probably also requires project wide, city wide and state wide tenants organizations.

   Q3: While many (especially in NY) consider affordable housing to be housing
   that has a monthly payment of no greater than one-third of the resident's
   income, affordability is largely relative and frequently not enforced.  For
   example, while my housing cooperative of Amalgamated/Park Reservoir is
   comparatively affordable, the rent has been going up at a rapid rate over
   the past several years and there is no limit to how high it can be raised.
   The only limit that is enforced is that one's personal (taxable) income
   cannot exceed approximately $80,000 upon joining the co-op. Do you think
   definitions of affordability should be more concrete and legally binding?


A: The maximum income allowed by New York State for limited dividend and limited equity housing is not fixed. What is fixed is that the income cannot be more than 6 times or 7 times the rent. As the rent increases so does the upper and maybe lower income limits.

The definition of affordability needs to be more concrete and widely accepted. But I am only interested in affordability for low and moderate income people. If rich people pay 90% of their income for housing that is their own business. But if a low or moderate income family cannot find decent housing that cost less than 30% of their family income, then our society is failing. Also, affordability for low and moderate income people is not sufficient. The housing must also be decent and permanent and well managed.

   Q4: Relating back to the topic of income, there is an argument that income
   disparities are beneficial to affordable housing because higher incomes are
   necessary for generating sufficient revenue. Some even assert that a more
   diverse economic community inspires those of lower incomes to move up on the
   socio-economic ladder. Another argument holds that large income disparities
   defeat the purpose of affordable housing and take apartments away from those
   who are more financially deserving. Many in this camp not only disagree with
   the notion that having higher earners live around lower earners has any
   tangible affect, and find it insulting to the work ethic of the
   working-class, but they also feel that motivation for increasing one's
   salary should not be a factor in creating affordable housing. How can
   disparities in income help make a co-op or affordable housing complex
   successful? What are your thoughts on these varying points of view? (The
   points of view that I've listed have been summarized from class discussions
   on the topic).


A: A decent housing situation can only be maintained when people share a common interest. One problem that has occurred in privatized projects is that the more wealthy people who move in are not concerned with keeping the rent low. Instead they want more features and upgrades without regard what the cost in higher rent is. Government aided housing should be reserved for those who could not afford comparable housing at market rentals.

There is one dilemma. Low and moderate income people at Amalgamated form a community. What should happen when a member of the community begins to have an income higher than the limit for new comers? A pure affordable housing argument would be that the higher income people should be required to move out. The compromise found is to add a surcharge to the rent such people pay but allow the newly better off cooperator to stay in the community.

At first NY Sate confiscated the surcharge money but the co-ops won the right to use the money to offset some portion of needed rent hikes. I think the compromise does allow some more wealthy people to live at Amalgamated and make a larger contribution to the income of AHC. But I wonder if these people also weaken the fight against unnecessary rent increases.
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