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V. Reasons behind the Sustainability and Fallibility of Affordable Housing and Methods for Expansion & an Overview of the Barriers to Housing in NYC
Why Affordability Matters
Affordable housing is vital to American society—specifically quality affordable housing. Social issues have roots in one’s home. Crime, education, poverty, self and societal perceptions all can be adversely or positively affected by housing.  Indeed, as Rene Jahiel asserts:

“The spread of homelessness and growing awareness of the plight of the homeless have led to a deeper understanding of the threshold of importance that housing affordability can have…The homeless [not merely the houseless] are especially subject to victimization and crime; they are all, but adolescents especially, “at a high risk for sexual abuse, gang violence, rape, early pregnancy, venereal disease, and recruitment into prostitution, criminal activities, or a drug and alcohol culture.”
 
It is evident to many, including myself that “decent housing is an indispensable building block of quality neighborhoods, and thus are indispensable to the quality of community life.” 
 And the security patrolling the neighborhood, the aesthetically pleasing gardens and lobbies, and the diverse cultures and professions that serve as neighbors and teachers to me, support this notion. It is unfortunate that such a universal issue, one that people of all backgrounds and ideologies can benefit from, has become a political issue in our society. But I will address the impact of politics on affordable housing in a later section; first, I want to outline the questions that will determine scope of my study. 

 My study aims to address several policy questions in affordable housing: What were the conditions under which affordable housing flourished and how can those conditions be recreated? What were the conditions under which affordable housing struggled? What was the impact of the legislation that has been passed regarding housing reform and how should the current legislation be modified? How do the complexes that privatized compare to the affordable housing that hasn’t? Why are some affordable housing arrangements set up with a buyout clause? Is that effective or detrimental to the purpose of affordable housing? The goal of my thesis is to contribute thoughtful analysis to the answers of these questions, not offer absolute solutions. I want my research to provide useful guidelines to those who are already in the field of affordable housing and those who have the funds to expand the cause even further.  

These questions and their answers apply to urban planners and activists (i.e. University Neighborhood Housing Program, UNHP) who are intent on changing the quality and landscape of affordable housing. One of the objectives of my thesis is to provide new ideas for pragmatic development based on the co-op structure to which I have been most exposed. Also, this research would apply to unions, since unions were the driving force in the creation of Amalgamated Park Reservoir—even unions that had initially nothing to do with housing, such as the Amalgamated Clothing Workers Unions and the Amalgamated Credit Union. More funds should be allocated towards public housing through federal subsidies. Additionally, there should be more laws like the Limited-Dividend Act and Mitchell-Lama bill that would give incentives to developers to create affordable housing through tax abatements. However, many of these current laws, like the ones affecting my co-op, have expiration dates of typically twenty-year agreements. Once the original agreement expires the co-ops always run the risk of losing their unique and important status of affordable housing to privatization. These agreements should be made longer, or have incentives to prolong them upon the signing of the initial contract. Another option is to have no expiration date all together and have a binding contract between private developers and the government that can only be repealed by another law or by writing a new contract. 
Affordable housing is a multifaceted issue. Its progress relies on an array of cooperative efforts between federal, state, and local legislation, the grassroots organizers, and the community of tenants. Low-income housing has also has reached an undeniably high level of necessity, as former Comptroller, and current mayoral candidate, Bill Thompson’s report “Affordable No More” illustrates. Thompson’s report claims that 50% of New York families (NY families had a mean income of $31,000 in 2004) pay more than 27% of their income on housing.
 Even more shocking is the disparity in vacancy rates between high end and low-end rentals. Rentals priced at $500 to $699 per month, and $700 to $799 per month had vacancy rates of 1.6% and 2.6% respectively. In comparison, units renting for over $1,750 had vacancy rates of nearly 10%.
 It is clear, in New York City, the lack affordable housing disproportionally affects those who are looking for an apartment and are financially constrained to lower-income housing. So, if New York has such a severe affordable housing shortage, what exactly is standing in the way of meaningful expansion? According to Tom Waters, a housing advocate, housing policy analyst at the Community Service Society of New York, and professor of Political Science at CCNY, the term “affordability” is actually part of the problem.

Defining Affordability
According to many standards, affordable housing is expanding just fine. Especially when city officials throw around the term “affordable” so liberally. Affordability is frequently defined in the city under a variety of criteria. A few of the most popular barometers are: below market rate, 33% of annual income, or below the area median income (AMI). All of these standards need to be revised to bring transparency to the term “affordability.” “Below market rate” is not a transparent measure of affordability when the market rate in parts of Manhattan can cost residents thousands of dollars a month, while lower-income tenants fight increases on their $700 rental. Regarding area median income, Professor Waters suggests the practice be revised to be implemented in areas where median incomes are low to moderate in order to better serve the working public. After all, in its current form, AMI can represent residents with median incomes that are upper-middle class, but are still below the median income of their neighborhood. He also argues that replacing the standard of one-third of a tenant’s annual salary going towards rent with one-fourth of monthly income will serve as a better test for affordability.
 
Since Thompson’s study, things have only gotten worse. Vacancy rates remain practically stagnant at a mere 3%, with the city's rent regulated stock continuing to go on the decline. 
According to Waters’ latest publication with the Community Service Society, 61% percent of the city’s low-income renter households paid at least half of their income in rent in 2011, compared to 46 percent in 1999. 
 During the same time span, the amount of owner controlled housing sock went up by nearly 5,000 units amassing 1,500,000 in total, while the city's rent stabilized (approximately 1,000,000 units) and rent controlled (less than 100,000, having lost nearly 1,500,000 units since 1960) units continued on the decline. Ideally, this trend would be counterbalanced by a large amount of public and subsidized housing, but that too has not increased significantly since 1999—less so than owner controlled housing which it trails in overall units by nearly 1,000,000.
 The data on this graph is disconcerting when compared to the data on the graph to its left, which displays evolution of the city’s population since 1970—every income demographic has increased.
 There are more poor, more near-poor, more middle-income, and more high-income than there was four decades ago. More people are becoming too poor for housing as more people as becoming rich enough for luxury housing and what is deemed to working class, affordable housing. What are some methods to fix such a disparity between housing need and housing supply? Some advocate for developing with this population demographic phenomenon in mind when developing new housing—through cross-subsidies. 

Kenneth G. Wray, Executive Director of CATCH (Community Assisted Tenant Controlled Housing), a non-profit organization that works to transform distressed buildings across New York City into decent, affordable, resident-controlled housing by putting them under the control of neighborhood based “mutual housing association” (MHA) and mayor of Sleepy Hollow, NY has argued that privatization is not always a bad thing and government subsidies, while wholly helpful, are not always necessary. Wray asserts that co-ops like the Amalgamated are proof that private housing can continue to be affordable –as long as they have some sort of strong legislative framework (such as the Mitchell-Lama law and Limited Dividend Act). These constraints are important, however, because co-ops such as Amalgamated Dwellings, another Kazan enterprise that not have such affordability based tax abatements, used their private status to charge at market rate. Wray also argues that cross-subsidies among diverse incomes such as those in a co-op that he has facilitated at 1028 Bushwick have helped to fund quality housing when such necessary legislative frameworks are not in place.
 In this residence higher earners pay approximately $1000 per month, with the lower earners, mostly elderly, paying around $200 per month. Wray adamantly asserts that the building would not be financially solvent were it not for the revenue obtained through the mixed income arrangement of the building.  
Another viable solution to affordable housing that Wray promotes is in the form of Community Land Trusts (CLTs). 
CLTs create a framework for sustained affordability by dividing the ownership of the land and the housing. The land is acquired by non-profit corporation with the intent of keeping the land for the long term. The land is then leased out for private use in which the leaseholder may own the building with resale restrictions —thus creating an arrangement in which the housing can be permanently affordable.
 It is clear why advocates like Wray are such big fans of CLTs. For, ultimately, control of the CLT is then divided among the tenant/leaseholder representatives, neighborhood representatives, and experts and community leaders, thus creating a system of checks and balances that takes into account the interests of all parties involved and make it difficult for resident to flip or sell their homes.
  
The current standards for affordability all have the inherent capability to be manipulated by politicians and housing officials in a fashion that does not represent those who are most in need of affordable housing. If affordability is defined as rentals that serve upper-middle class residents, it will not be viewed as the severe problem that it truly has become. And if the definition continues to be used in such an ambiguous manner towards the public, New York City residents will be getting a false impression of the efforts and intentions of their representatives. Until the standards of affordability are narrowly tailored to fit the financial constraints of low-income residents, affordable housing initiatives will not make a meaningful difference in New York’s affordable housing crisis. 
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