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HOW WE STARTED

 
Last August when I was elected President of the New York State AFL-CIO for my first full term, I announced that organized labor in New York would make 
affordable housing for working families a key priority of our movement. 

Having spent many months traveling the state seeking the political support of union members and union officials, I learned from them all too well that, for many working New Yorkers, at the turn of the Millennium, decent housing is an unattainable dream. In my conversations with workers around the state, the one issue that kept cropping up was the need for affordable housing.


Workers complained of the difficulties of getting affordable mortgages or loans to repair homes.  Many spoke angrily about the hardships that workers have at the low end of the wage scale in renting an apartment. 


The crisis has been getting worse and worse. In the last decade, during the long boom now coming to an end, many working families have had to live in substandard dwellings because of the affordability crisis.  New home prices have increased at a rate that far exceeds the rate of inflation and increases in workers’ wages. Young working families struggling to buy a first house are special victims.  Rents have soared.  Co-op conversions have benefitted landlords and developers, while affordable housing has been removed from the market.

 Our 2000 State AFL-CIO Convention called for a massive expansion of union-built, decent housing at reasonable cost for the poor and for working families. This was no “press release” commitment. We wanted to resist quick-fix solutions. We wanted to get it right, to devise a strategy that would ensure a far-reaching, permanent solution to the lack of affordable, housing for union families and working families generally.

In eleven months since that pledge, we have done a lot and learned a lot.

WHAT WE HAVE DONE

The State AFL-CIO has brought pressure on every level of government to prioritize housing for working families and to prioritize the housing subsidies that are essential if such housing is to be built. The housing crisis in the New York City metropolitan area and in many parts of upstate New York is possibly the worst in the country. 

In Onondaga County, for example, a person earning the minimum wage would need to work 86 hours a week to afford a two-bedroom apartment at the area’s fair-market rent. In New York City, and Long Island, things are worse; it’s 175 hours a week.

The State AFL-CIO has urged New York State to increase funding for housing programs that do not make a practice of undermining wage rates in the construction and building trades.

We are taking advantage of the current New York City mayoral race.  It is no accident that union political directors and rank-and-file union members at dozens of political forums and candidate’s nights are posing tough questions about housing policy to the candidates. The crisis in the City is the most acute in the state, and labor in the five boroughs will only back a candidate serious about doing something on housing. 

We are going to have a similar opportunity next year as the gubernatorial race heats up.

We have begun to mobilize labor’s own internal resources. To pursue more assertive capital stewardship, a year ago, the State AFL-CIO established a Labor Trustee Forum, composed of labor pension trustees and administrators, including Taft-Hartley private sector funds and public sector funds.  One of its goals has been to make investment in affordable housing a priority focus of those funds. Already we can point to results.
 It is no accident that, this past month, City public employee pension funds have started to make affordable housing a priority consideration for investment. They are investing in the AFL-CIO Housing Investment Trust, a joint labor-management fund which invests in affordable housing built with union labor around the country.

WHAT WE LEARNED


My staff and I have spent many hundreds of hours talking to housing policy experts, to developers, representatives of all the unions including building trades unions, financial and government experts, affordable housing advocates, tenant leaders, real estate industry executives, and pension fund trustees. 

· We learned we must forge a public-private partnership to build affordable housing. The private sector is part of the solution, but government, especially New York State government, must take the leading role. 

· Government is key. The last successful large-scale housing program was the Mitchell-Lama program. From 1955 to 1979, Mitchell-Lama built some 165,000 units around the state.  We need not replicate it in every detail, but we ought to recognize the major lesson, that to get housing built on the scale needed, a change in direction and serious state government commitment are indispensable.

· We learned mobilizing the union movement’s internal capital resources is simply not enough. Access to capital is not the big problem. It is obvious that a union-sponsored program of pension investment in affordable housing, though welcome and valuable,  cannot alone meet the need for providing affordable housing in this state.

· We learned that increasing affordable housing supply is not a technical problem. There are enough people around who are experts at designing subsidy programs. It is a problem of political will. It is a problem of building a consensus. And it is a problem of making elected officials understand that this issue has a constituency.  Organized labor is one of the key constituencies.

· We learned the place to start is to worry about middle- and moderate-income working families. We want state government to review its housing laws with an eye toward increasing the maximum income standards for subsidies to families between $25,000 and $75,000. Former Mayor Koch said to me that, in New York City, a two-earner family making up to $100,000 a year can suffer housing deprivation. He’s right.  It is not only moderate-income workers such as hospital workers, garment workers, most grades of city employees, and transit workers who suffer from the housing shortage. Even better-paid categories such as teachers, police, and construction workers are facing problems.

Let me give you an example. As we speak, not far from here, a number of unions in the entertainment industry, allied with the local community, are battling to alter a West Side development proposal. The developer is approaching the City for large subsidies. In return, he proposes to rehab a dilapidated old Broadway theater and to put up, above the theater a 60-story residential building that will be a so-called “80/20,” 80 percent market rate, that is to say, luxury units and 20 percent units for low-income people.

That’s not good enough. The stagehands, actors, musicians, and others, most of whom make modest incomes, who will eventually work in that rehabbed theater are going to see their taxes go to pay a fat public subsidy to the developer to put up units for which they are doubly ineligible: they can’t afford the luxury market-rate units and they are not poor enough get into the affordable, low-income set-asides. It is not fair and, as public policy, it makes no sense.

THE ELEMENTS OF A SOLUTION


We intend to keep the political pressure on in 2001, in 2002 and beyond. The housing gap is huge, requiring an expedited program that works in partnership with state, federal and local government. 


We need a statewide solution. Albany is crucial. Affordable housing is an acute problem throughout the state. Absent a big change in Federal policy, only state government has the resources to change the situation.

We envision a planning study, beginning soon, to work out the details necessary to accomplish our goal. One of the reasons for failure to have a sane affordable housing policy in New York State is failure to involve all the stakeholders. New York State must devise a long-term strategy to address the issue of housing for working families.  I welcome this Millennial Housing Commission hearing because it seems to me to be a similar effort to involve all the stakeholders.

THE FUTURE

May I recommend to participants in this hearing a book that inspired me and stimulated my thinking? It is entitled Working-Class New York, by labor historian Joshua Freeman who teaches at Queens College. In the chapter on housing, called “A Decent Home," Professor Freeman says the following:

In the three decades after World War II, the labor movement played a huge role in housing New Yorkers, massively intervening in a social sphere previously deemed the domain of the market.  Labor’s housing program transformed the physical face and social geography of New York, contributing to its distinctive character.  It constituted one of the greatest and least-known achievements of working-class New York.

Speaking for the more than two million members of the New York State AFL-CIO, I can tell you that organized labor is determined to ensure that adequate affordable housing for working families is not only a past achievement, but at the very top of our movement’s agenda for the future. 

Thank you.

