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“If cooperation means anything, its values must be measured in terms of the progress of people. What has been accomplished in this neighborhood is that cooperation has given people the opportunity to accept responsibilities and obligations inherent in homeownership as well as to have confidence in one another…”

- Abraham E. Kazan, 1927 (The first year of the Amalgamated Cooperatives).
An Introduction:
I grew up in a community. My building was “our building,” which was “Building #2” in Park Reservoir Housing—an extension of Amalgamated housing—which is shared among neighbors. Not just next-door neighbors, but upstairs, downstairs, laundry room, adjacent building, cooperator-event neighbors. And though my family had their own apartment, given how thin the walls are, even that was shared to an extent. As cooperators, we congregate for clothing and food drives, for musical performances and holiday festivals, for presidential inaugurations. We vote and voice concerns for our buildings and community issues; for, any building issue is a community issue. But why is this so?  What caused all these factors? And more remarkably, what has sustained them to make Amalgamated Park Reservoir the longest standing limited equity housing co-op in the United States?  It’s that last component that carries the most weight: any building issue is a community issue. This may be a common notion among the residents of AmPark, but it is also very apparent in the foundations—and laws—that initially made the cooperatives possible. I will be exploring these questions and others to discern factors that correlate to success in affordable housing. Yet I will begin with some analysis of the current status of affordable housing in New York, historical context, background to the co-op success story that I am most familiar with—one I believe should serve as a model for affordable housing projects to follow. 

II. Setting the Stage

First I must set the scope of this paper. While it analyzes an issue that plagues the nation and offers insight into factors that affect housing nationally, it is primarily limited to the study of housing in New York City. It is also limited in that, while I will make some comparisons to public (NYCHA) housing, the development, constraints, and conditions of the projects can become another thesis entirely. This is not a comprehensive assessment of any one factor that has led to success or failure in individual affordable housing, or of greater expansion efforts and policy. Instead, I aim to illustrate a general picture of the pertinent factors that play various roles in creating and sustaining affordable housing. And through a specific example of a success story, Amalgamated/Park Reservoir co-op (my main case study for solutions), and interviews with housing advocates, I hope to offer suggestions as to why housing stays affordable, why it doesn’t, and what can be done to create more quality, transparent, affordable housing. 
The Bigger Picture: the Bronx and the Ongoing New York City Housing Crisis
New York City has a housing crisis. It may not be apparent to some, to those who already have found adequate housing, or even to those who only look at the term “housing crisis” with regards to the homeless—because that too doesn’t provide a complete picture. Indeed, there are approximately 40,000 people in our shelter system, not including the thousands more who are street dwelling
, but what is equally troubling is that since 1997, 100,000 apartments, at least one-tenth of the city’s regulated stock, has been deregulated
. Housing is becoming increasingly less accessible to those who need it most. In the span of six years (from 2005 to 2011) the city’s median rent for private housing has increased from $900 per month to $1,176
 with 29% of non-Section 8 tenants and nearly half of low-income renters (those who make below $34,000 for a family of three) spending more than half of their income on rent.
 Additionally, as of 2008, the vacancy rate for apartments is under a mere 3%.
 It is clear that New York has a housing availability and affordability problem. The only way to make progress in this fundamental cause is through housing expansion that is sustainable on both physical (structural) and purpose (retaining a transparent standard of affordability) fronts. And the only way for such expansion to occur is for affordable housing, as determined by a standard that reflects those who need it most, to assume a strong position on the broader legal and public policy agendas. 
As of 1991, 40% of all renters lived in shelter poverty
 according to Michael Stone’s standard—a more transparent standard of judging affordability that considers other factors such as non-shelter costs and household size in determining whether an inhabitant’s quality of life is suffering in their efforts to pay rent. This is a departure from conventional standards of determining whether someone is in shelter poverty, which are mainly focused on a fixed percentage of income that goes towards shelter. Or more simplistically, to determine a reasonable rent for low-income families, the Bureau of Labor Services would subtract the appropriate figure for minimum level non-shelter expenditures from their disposable income, with the difference being the maximum amount that the household can afford for rent without falling into shelter poverty. However, not only can the terms “appropriate figure” and “minimum level” be ambiguous as they vary for each household, but most of the data used in this standard comes from the US Census Bureau, which uses gross income—tenants’ money before taxes.
 Thus, the current scale is misleading, as it results in rents looking like a smaller portion of a tenant’s income than it actually is. Yet, of all of New York’s boroughs, poverty, and urban despair is no more prevalent than it is in the Bronx. 

The Bronx
About his beloved Bronx, Marshall Berman once wrote:

Then in the early 1970s the disintegration began to spread at a spectacular pace, devouring house after house and block after block, displacing thousands of people like some inexorable plague. Those were the years when the Bronx finally made it into the media, as a symbol of every disaster that could happen to a city. 'The Bronx Is Burning!' resonated all over the world.
 
Much of what Berman is referring to are latter effects of the developments of Robert Moses and falls into the current dilapidated perceptions of the Bronx that many hold. Through the Cross Bronx Expressway, Moses displaced thousands of Bronxites along East Tremont. And many of the buildings that he developed were of low quality—some being six stories and without elevators, even with those that contained high senior populations.
 The Bronx has suffered much turmoil since, as I will illustrate later. Yet, the Bronx that Abraham Kazan saw was different.
Kazan chose the Bronx, the Van Cortlandt Village area of Kingsbridge Heights, as his muse for the “the largest of labor housing initiatives.”
 He loved the scenery, the natural aspect of the location and its proximity to Van Cortlandt Park. In fact, he found nature to be so important that he made a point to retain 50% of the land for non-residential purposed during the Amalgamated’s development, so residents would have nice views from their homes. These small, but important, considerations affect the quality of life of residents and contribute to their staying power in the co-op. I will go more in depth in these factors in a later section. But it is worthy to note that where the co-op is situated is not representative of your average Bronx neighborhood, visually or economically. 
Although the Bronx is the poorest county in New York State
, and home to the poorest district (the South Bronx or 18th district) with 38% of its residents living in poverty
, it is also home to one of the most affluent neighborhoods in the state—Riverdale, which boasts a median household income of over $90,000. 
 In fact, a look at the Furman Center’s database only reaffirms this stark divide in affluence in the Bronx, especially in this northwest section. Between the boundary of Kingsbridge/Riverdale and Kingsbridge/Mosholou, the former lies within the database’s lowest poverty bracket of 2.23%-8.87% (though a good portion of that measurement is inflated by Riverdale’s incomes) and the latter has the highest poverty bracket of 34.65% - 41.29%
. Van Cortlandt Village is situated in working/lower-class Kingsbridge Heights between affluent Riverdale, and other lower-class neighborhoods Marble Hill and Norwood with projects nearby in Marble Hill and other parts of Kingsbridge. Van Cortlandt Village has a median household income of roughly $43,000
, which is higher than its neighboring areas, but is still about $7,000 below the start of the statewide middle-class income range.
 The uniqueness of the neighborhood that Abraham Kazan fell in love with is important. Van Cortlandt Village, like Riverdale, which is very close in proximity, is green and suburban; however, it is not an upper-class neighborhood. The nearby Mosholous, Norwoods, Fordhams, Marble Hills, and, notably, other sections of Kingsbridge Heights, with their projects and substantially lower household income, higher poverty rate, and significantly less scenic appearance to them are also close by. The end result is co-op in which residents of the Amalgamated
 enjoy a below average Kingsbridge Heights rent
 with Riverdale quality and a suburban view. It becomes a neighborhood that stands out, but is not insulated, from the poorest urban county in the nation.
 

These factors are significant. The Amalgamated, according to Kazan’s vision of quality housing, needed to be built in an area where affordable housing would be in demand, yet it also needed to be an area in which people would want to live, raise their children, and spend time outside with their cooperators –thus developing a sense of community. The area couldn’t be too urban or too wealthy. Eighty-five years ago, Van Cortlandt Village was a leafy, lower-middle class suburb and it remains that way today. Meanwhile, the neighboring areas have virtually remained the same or have only gotten poorer. The co-op is frequently described as a “gem” by its residents, and it’s clear why: we’re lucky. We live in the poorest county and pay as much as many of its poorest residents to live on one of its highest-quality residencies. 
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�  According to the Amalgamated Applicant Handbook (using 2006 figures), all types of apartments, except for the largest three bedrooms (in AmPark the sizes of the apartments can vary independently of the number of rooms) are under the median rent of $1,013. The largest bedroom apartment at that time did not exceed $963 and three bedroom units started at $735. The rents have since increased, but not to the same extent among all unit types. 


� According to richblockspoorblocks.com, the median rent for the census track within Kingsbridge Heights where AmPark is located is $1,013. Only recently (approximately within the past year) has the average rent for a two-bedroom approached $1,000. 
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