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As a housing advocate, I welcomed the establishment of the Millennial Commission primarily because it indicated that the critical issues of affordable housing had resonated in the Congress and, hopefully, would result in raising the visibility of the housing crisis faced by millions of Americans- from the very poor to the middle class.

I must admit that I have doubts about commissions.  Like many in this room, I have seen too many commissions, present comprehensive recommendations, which were debated, endorsed and then shelved.  I hope- and trust- this scenario will not be the fate of this Commission’s report but, in any case, it should stimulate the Congress to elevate housing on the legislative agenda.

As we meet here today, New York is in the midst of a serious housing crisis on all levels- demand is high, supply is limited or non-existent (for some income groups).  According to New York State’s Five Year Consolidated Plan (2001-2005) nearly 90% of our housing stock was built before lead-based paint was banned and requires substantial rehabilitation or replacement.  Furthermore, the Plan states that “at least 44% of the renters in every area cannot afford the local Fair Market Rents.”  There are more depressing statistics concerning the homeless, and persons with various disabilities and special needs.

The New York affordable housing community has been coping actively and creatively with these problems- which are systemic and cannot be solved by short range, incremental solutions.  We have made some progress through a fairly sophisticated delivery system, that includes the state and local finance agencies, the corporate banking community, a strong secondary market and in recent years, the booming Wall Street economy.  We have also developed a comprehensive network of skilled not-for-profit and for profit sponsors, developers and operators of publicly-assisted housing.  Nevertheless, the inflationary pressures created by high demand, high construction and operating costs have overwhelmed the market and resulted in a minimal supply.  The Consolidated Plan reports that the State increased its housing supply by 3.2% between 1990-1998 particularly for low, moderate, and middle income households (0.4% a year).

I am saddened to note that, finally, New York is no longer alone in facing cost and production problems.  Recent studies by the National Housing Conference (Housing America’s Working Families and Paycheck to Paycheck: Working Families and the Cost of Housing in America) document that moderate and middle income homeowners and renters in localities around the country pay excessive amounts of their incomes for housing.  These reports do not surprise us- we have been struggling to gain public recognition of and attention to the seriousness of the affordable housing crisis- both in availability and affordability- and the need for more production (particularly in downstate New York) and for preservation of our irreplaceable existing stock all across the State.

Over the past 18 months, we have succeeded in attracting some media attention and serious commitments from New York’s mayoral candidates as well as additional capital funding from the city.  We credit these gains to increased political pressure from all sectors of the New York affordable housing community, but the Congressional response has been limited and often reactive: public funding of vouchers for project-based Section 8 contracts and increasing Section 8 tenant vouchers for “opt outs” of public housing demolition.  Public housing reforms were initiated but the HUD budget grew only incrementally while housing costs soared and housing production lagged far behind demand.

 
Furthermore, federal policies which helped to create some of the problems we face have resulted in a loss, nationally (it is difficult to get accurate figures for New York) of 75,000 units of public housing and 120,000 units of project-based Section 8, 236, and 221(d)(3) assisted-housing.  The National Housing Trust estimates a loss of 3,000 additional units monthly as 1.4 million units face expiring Section 8 contracts.  Furthermore, more than 35,000 units of public housing are slated for demolition.

The latest Census figures indicate that almost 300,000 persons are still homeless, a figure that many consider inaccurate since New York alone has that many mentally ill and AIDS- HIV persons.  We also have a large prison population and when ex-offenders are released, they often have no place to live (this is still a completely neglected housing need).  I could go on, but obviously, we are far from facing, much less resolving the nation’s housing needs despite a prevailing attitude among many housing practitioners, developers, and housing officials that we have the essential elements for a successful housing delivery system in place.  What is needed, they say, are more resources, particularly for home ownership, an exit tax strategy for project-based Section 8, and some statutory and regulatory changes that will reinforce the building blocks of HOME, CDBG, the Low Income Tax Credits, and several other off-budget tax incentives.  The “status-quo plus” advocates recommend that the housing community “stay the course,” amend but defend current federal policy directions including perpetuation of the homeless housing assistance delivery system with no strategy for ending homelessness in the foreseeable future.  

This approach leads, and has led, to increased privatization of the public and publicly-assisted stock through two major federal policies- Homeownership for every American and Low Income Tax Credits (with significant benefits for corporate investors), designed to replace the project-based Section 8 and other long-term rental assistance programs, including public housing.  In essence, HUD has achieved the goals set forth in its famous 1994 Reinvention Blueprint (reinvented several times) of reshaping the historical federal role in housing and redirecting it towards privatization, portable voucherization, and the devolution of public housing, which has been under attack for decades.

Congress played its role by eliminating the one for one replacement requirement for public housing; mandating impossible siting criteria which blocked any new construction, and establishing very low income limits for admission and occupancy.  These acts not only reinforced but expanded the “warehousing of the poor” through stigmatization and isolation of “project families” for which public housing had been blamed over the years.  As a result, public housing became the housing of last resort for those who were unacceptable even to some not-for-profit sponsors of locally-based housing.  In fact, public housing residents who have broken out of the poverty cycle are actively recruited for homeownership and some publicly-assisted mixed income developments.

HUD also decided, at a critical point in the housing market, to lower its calculation of FMR’s from the 50th to be 40th percentile which led to the withdrawal of many private owners from the program just as the real estate market took off.  This reduction in Section 8 tenant vouchers led to reduced services and deferred maintenance.  Recently, after 30,000 vouchers could not be used because the FMR’s were too low, HUD raised the FMR’s to the 50th percentile, but much of the damage had already been done.  Unfortunately, the inability to use the vouchers in some current markets has led to proposals to use them for homeownership- not only for down payments but also for mortgage payments, thus diminishing the number of vouchers available for rental housing.  

Recently Congress, under growing pressures to support mixed income development in public housing for social and economic reasons, approved raising the income limits to 80% for 25% of the units, targeting 75% of the units to those earning 30% or less of AMI.  Reconciling these targeting goals with deconcentration efforts will require much planning and public education but above all, it requires more housing.  It is also necessary to undo years of flawed social policies that pitted one income group against another, inflamed social, ethnic and community tensions and helped create the NIMBY backlash.  

All of the foregoing policies converted the federal housing goal, as articulated in the landmark 1949 Housing Act, which called for “a decent home and a suitable living environment for every American” into a narrowly targeted, income-limited program, mainly for those at or below the poverty level.

I realize that I have now touched a very sensitive nerve in my associates and in myself.  In my real life housing role, I founded and directed one of the city’s major not-for-profit development and service organizations.  I have been and remain a strong advocate for housing very low and low income families and individuals.  Undoubtedly, these persons have the greatest needs and fewest resources.  Yet, I am here today to make the case for meeting the needs of moderate and middle income households as well, not because, to use the cliché- “they play by the rules” and deserve a fair share of the pie, but mainly because our society needs them- to contribute their skills, to integrate and stabilize neighborhoods and communities and to pay taxes that support our schools, hospitals, transportation, and support services.

But- my friends and associates say, “with limited resources, how can we not choose to house first the homeless, the sick, the displaced, and, above all, the suffering children?”  My reply is simple- we must insist on enough resources- and I am not afraid to say that means hard dollars as well as more exotic off-budget tax expenditures, so that there is enough for all.  It is important to note that moderate and middle income residents will need less subsidy and hopefully, when the inflated real estate market cools down (why doesn’t Congress investigate housing costs?) and the economy improves, they may become fully independent.

I firmly believe that affordable housing can only become a legislative priority when its benefits reach all income levels.  We have only to examine the public’s priorities: Education, Medicare, Social Security, the Environment and Energy.  Why are the current priorities so popular?  The answer is obvious- these are programs that affect all sectors of the population- children, the elderly, the baby boomers, the health care recipients.  Housing will continue to plod along, with small incremental gains and with no major changes in policy until and unless large segments of the population make it their issue.  

Such broad support can only be achieved if the housing community, supported by its legislative representatives, takes this moment of crisis to advocate for a comprehensive housing policy that will finally fulfill the commitment to a decent, affordable home for every American- which can only be achieved through expanded production and preservation of every reclaimable affordable unit- public, publicly-assisted, and private.  The policy should include a flexible targeted rental assistance program, adjusted for realistic costs and income limits in regional urban, suburban, and rural areas.  Homeownership, particularly for first time buyers, is a desirable goal but it is not a panacea and it must be planned carefully so that it does not gobble up inner city sites for low density development, particularly when sites are scarce and the housing supply continues to decline.  Congressional support for clean-up of brownfields and other sites that could be used for housing development is essential.  The housing and environmental constituencies must work cooperatively on site planning issues that are often in conflict.


The Congress has the bully pulpit, but unfortunately there is no major spokesperson for housing as there is for campaign finance reform, education, and health care.  It is essential, therefore, for the Affordable Housing Community to speak out loudly and unitedly, emphasizing the linkages between living in decent affordable housing and educational motivation and accomplishment, between sanitary housing and good health practices, between improved housing and environmental benefits, between secure housing and crime.  Housing is a basic human need.  Without it, individuals cannot achieve their potential.

It is ironic that just as considerable national and local attention of the affordable housing crisis has finally emerged, we face a downturn in the economy and diminishing budget surplus revenues federally and locally.  These economic setbacks must not let us lose momentum- there is an affordable housing crisis, which makes it imperative for housing to find a significant place on the legislative agenda.  I hope that the work and report of the Millennial Commission will further that goal.

I was going to end my remarks at this point, but I could not resist citing dramatic proof of New York’s housing problems.  On July 13th, two articles appeared in the Metro section of the New York Times.  One reported that the Stuyvesant Town and Cooper Village complexes, built as middle income housing in the 1940’s and owned and operated by the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, was deregulating its units as they become vacant, which means that rents will rise from the current average of $1000 monthly to $2100-4000.  25,000 persons live in the two complexes and thousands more are on their long waiting lists.  In total, 11,250 units will eventually be lost for middle income New Yorkers.  Met Life can do this “as of right” and 400 units are already vacant.

The other story in The Times entitled “A Building for Families With Low Income: It Took Perseverance,” describes the elation felt by the families chosen for occupancy in a six-story 30-unit building on the Lower East Side, which took almost a decade to complete, hence its name Perseverance.  

Stuyvesant Town, Peter Cooper Village versus Perseverance- draw your own conclusions.
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