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Excerpt 6
What the Founders Would Think of the Amalgamated and Why it Matters
“It was offered to us to demonstrate that, through cooperative efforts, we can better the lot of our co-workers. We have [been] given the privilege to show that where all personal gain and benefit is eliminated, greater good can be accomplished for the benefit of all. It remains for the members of our Cooperative Community to exert their efforts to run this cooperative and make it more useful, and more interesting, for all who live in these apartments. Our members have to remember that unless we create a community embracing the cooperative movement, this enterprise of ours, successful as it may be, will eventually lose its value.”
 – Abraham Kazan
The founders of the Amalgamated had one, vital goal: to provide affordable, quality housing for low-income families. Co-op advocate Abraham Kazan steadfastly believed that the working class was just as entitled to courtyards, greenery, and quality, as those of higher incomes and they should not have to pay substantial portions of their already moderate income to receive these benefits. Amalgamated’s commitment to quality is tied to its commitment to community. A strong sense of community among the tenants is important for the Amalgamated and other co-ops, not only because it creates a positive, family oriented atmosphere geared towards making residents a permanent fixture in the community, it is necessary in promoting an organized interest—one that supports the initial purpose of the co-op. A strong community continues the unionized spirit—among the leadership and the tenants—that brought the co-op to fruition and has sustained it for over half a century after its inception. However, as the Amalgamated remains a staple among housing co-ops in New York, it has also moved in directions that threaten the very roots upon which the co-op was founded. 
Has Amalgamated sustained its purpose as laid out by its founders, or is it just a comparatively affordable housing complex resting on a prestige that it may no longer fully embody? Is the latter acceptable? A success story is never done. And there are different levels of success in housing, which depend on if its creators and active residents wish to merely fulfill rubrics for success or surpass them. Addressing these questions of identity and purpose are crucial to longstanding affordable housing units’ ability to continue to effectively provide housing for the lower-middle-income residents that they purport to serve. So why does the evaluation of Amalgamated’s commitment to purpose over the years matter? Because if a success story of affordable housing can encounter management and affordability issues, so can housing initiative that has yet to come to fruition. 
...
"Shut up and take your affordable housing!" E--- exclaims from his seat during a community meeting. Now, he does not truly feel this way; he is referring to an attitude that is growing among older cooperatives: that those on Amalgamated’s board seem to have lost touch with the co-op's fundamental aims. They feel that the board members want residents to stop complaining and let them run the co-op how they please as long as the rents are kept comparatively affordable—after all (in the board’s mind) that should be enough to keep cooperators satisfied, right? As a former member of the Amalgamated brass himself, E--- has become disheartened with the entire political process at the co-op. He feels that there has been an increasing divide over the years between the cooperators and the leadership, which is eating away at the communal fabric that made the co-op such a unique model for affordable housing. And E--- is not alone in this sentiment; he is part of a greater trend among the members of one of New York’s oldest, most successful co-ops, who, in the face of dissatisfaction with the direction of the Amalgamated, find themselves at a crossroads between accepting acceptability and advocating for exceptionality— between becoming complacent in their prized status as a resident of an affordable home in a city where there is such a great shortage and fighting for the principles, beyond any measure of relatively affordable monthly rent, that they remember the co-op originally stood for. Those who choose the latter are integral to the process of keeping housing affordable to the residents it is designed to serve. 
A Co-op Advocate’s Take on How the New Amalgamated Stacks Up to Its Previous Generations 
Amalgamated and co-op historian, Jay Hauben is a member of this latter group. He identifies three current developments in the Amalgamated that counter the wishes of the founders: (1) the rapid rent increase, (2) a reduction in the democratic structure of the co-op, (3) lack of expansion.
 Factors one and two may be correlated, as strong community involvement was historically what kept Amalgamated true to the reasonably priced, quality housing model it represented. The third factor could also be possibly connected to the other two, but it addresses my broader interests regarding the difficulty of expanding affordable housing—in this case even from a platform of already established affordable housing.
Hauben stressed the tenacity of the early tenants to keep Amalgamated as affordable as possible. It took 20 years after its inception in 1927 for the price per room to finally increase from $11 to $12 in 1947.
 Over the past six years the rent has gone up nearly $200 for most Amalgamated residents, for many in Park Reservoir it has risen closer to $300. The period of no rent increase during that 20-year span came during a time of high cooperative involvement. During that time there was a co-op store, with co-op employees, a co-op bus, and a co-op library. Presently, the cooperative does not have these solutions to everyday needs.
 Additionally, there was a stronger democratic process during this era in the co-op’s history.
The Amalgamated has historically prided itself in being a truly democratic cooperative that stays true to the notion of “one cooperator, one vote,” yet during the 1960s, when the Amalgamated started to see a lower turnout at community meetings and elections, it changed its policy to allow for mail-in ballots or “proxy”
—as if the ballots were being counted somewhere else than across the street. Many, including Hauben, criticize this decision because it allowed for people to not only have the opportunity to manipulate the vote (for, who knows who is actually filling the ballot within a resident’s apartment), but now they have less of a reason to be personally invested in the political process of the community.
 And as community resources have dwindled over the years, the remaining community forums are vital towards the community retaining the political clout that it previously possessed. 
Even when residents do participate in the political process of the co-op, their choices—and voices—are limited. Regarding representation, it has been the trend over the past couple of years for there to be three openings in the board and three candidates, many of whom previous committee or board members, to fill them. The lack of competition and new voices among people who represent a diverse community such as the Amalgamated dissuades many from participating in the organizational component all together. Another part of the democratic process is the Amalgamated’s newsletter. Its publication frequency and title have changed on several occasions over the years, but one constant used to be, if a cooperator submitted a letter, it got published. Recently, that practice has changed; only selected letters, many from older, frequent contributors will make publication. And occasionally pieces of one submission will even be truncated or censored. 
In isolation, any of these occurrences may not seem threatening to a co-op. And it should not be overlooked that there still is much onus on the cooperators to participate in the political process—both for succeeding in whatever personal cause they promote and in bolstering community’s power. But it is apparent that the aggregate effect of the decrease in essential services provided by the co-op, the lack of choice within representation, the accruing distance between the representation and cooperators, and restrictions on the free exchange of opinions within the co-op’s forums has dampened the community’s voice and hurt its relationship with the rest of the co-op structure as a whole. 
How the Co-op’s Past Leaders Dealt With Community and Democracy
Dissatisfaction with this political influence is evident in those active residents such as E--- and other members who attend co-op policy events and feel that the attention to quality of life services, and concerns that were addressed thoroughly through various programs and committees in years prior, are now left into the hands of a few board members. But how have leaders within the co-op previously responded to such issues concerning community and the democratic process of the co-op? There are two components inherent to these issues: the involvement of the community and the extent to which the will of the community is respected. Yet, the first must be present for the other to occur; the community’s voice cannot be heard if they are not present. Kazan and Amalgamated’s Educational Director during the 1960s, Herman Leibman addressed these issues.
After experiencing the horrific conditions of the tenements first hand, Kazan was dedicated to improving landlord-tenant relations. He maintained, “crowded, and congested areas have been gradually formed” under the premise that the health of the resident was secondary to profit.
 Kazan believed that the cooperator had a vital role in affordable housing. But he believed the onus falls on the creators of the housing to provide a role for the tenants in its framework. This is evidenced in his pointed criticism of many other affordable housing attempts following the Limited Dividend Act. He argues that limited dividend companies have largely failed in displaying to their tenants their broader policy efforts in improving housing standards and in promoting a closer relationship between occupants of the development.
 While the “speculative landlord” has been replaced in such developments, Kazan claims that most limited dividend housing companies have “failed to teach their tenants the idea of self-help and the possibility of mutually building a better and finer community to the advantage of those who live there.”
 These are the standards the current community activists wish the Amalgamated to return to once again. 
Liebman, like Kazan, believed that the community plays a vital role in the success of affordable housing but, potentially because he was closer to the Amalgamated community on a daily basis, was much more critical of any lack of effort on the part of cooperators to be a part of greater Amalgamated community. He believed that the tenants are accountable for finding and utilizing their role in the political process within their housing development. As Educational Director of the Amalgamated, Liebman had a stake in community participation in the organizational process, especially among younger members who have the opportunity to pass strong cooperative support to their future families, should they decide to stay in the co-op. 
The lack of co-op participation escalated during an election for various board members in late 1960, the “massive stay at home”
 as he refers to it, which elected members without a quorum. This election poses challenges to the co-op’s democratic process on two fronts: board members were elected without a representative community presence, making it appear as an undemocratic election, which means that the new members may not feel an impetus to represent the majority interests of the community. However, the community chose not to participate, so they are the main reason that the electoral process, effectiveness of the representatives aside, was undemocratic to begin with. Leibman concedes some community distaste may be the result of certain fallacies by the leadership, who can be concerned more with economic factors than social ones.
However, he chooses to focus his efforts on community involvement around reshaping the community’s behavior—not the framework in which the community resides. 
While Liebman makes some meaningful suggestions such as giving women a stronger voice in the co-ops political forums, and changing the month of the meetings to May or June instead of the end of the year
, he mainly chooses the route of penalizing cooperators, with the hope of displaying how severe an issue lack of community participation is towards maintaining political strength within Amalgamated’s organizational structure. He criticizes the youth for their overall lack of dedication and capacity to be compassionate about working for a better world through co-op advocacy. He even entertains imposing a $5.00 fine on absentee cooperators
. While incorporating some previously underrepresented community members in the political process and making efforts to accommodate the cooperator’s schedules are admirable, bashing other groups of community members and tying cost to participation, in any manner, is counterproductive to both the aims of reinvigorating sense of community and sustaining affordable housing. 
While the Amalgamated is still comparatively affordable, rents have been increasing over the past several years at a rapid rate. Since 2006 monthly rent for the average two-bedroom apartment has nearly increased by $300.
 Many tenants have been complaining about how funds are allocated to maintenance fees and repairs. Kazan was described as “a tight-fisted as an administrator, insistent on signing every check that left the office himself and bent on cutting costs in his housing projects.”
 There is no longer a strong, involved charismatic leader like Abraham Kazan overseeing Amalgamated’s operations. After all, much like the political sphere, there are factions within the co-op, different boards with different interests, and no one with the time, or involvement, to single handedly cut waste in spending like Kazan did. Management is crucial to affordability—it was his relentlessly frugal natures that kept the Amalgamated from raising its rent in its first 20 years of business
. If there was something that Kazan would have been most upset about the current state of the Amalgamated, it is that it did not expand—and these conflicts between community participation, representation, and the management may be a reason why. While it can still be considered a model, and is comparatively affordable, Amalgamated still suffers from management, tenant involvement and leadership issues. These developments in my co-op only reaffirm that it is, and always has been, the onus of the cooperators and advocates to carry on the purpose of the cooperative so it can continue to be a gem among affordable housing. 
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