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Good afternoon, Chairman Williams and members of the City Council
Committee on Housing & Buildings. My name is Timothy Sheares, and I am the
Assistant Commissioner for Property at the New York City Department of
Finance. Thank you for the opportunity to testify before you today about the City’s
tax treatment of vacant land.

The Department of Finance is tasked with valuing more than 1 million property
parcels every year. On January 15", we released the Tentative Assessment Roll for
the 2014/15 Fiscal Year. Almost 27,000 of the parcels on the Tentative Roll are
vacant land parcels, and more than 14,700 are larger than 2,500 square feet. I have
included a map in my presentation of the locations of these vacant lots for your
reference.

N.Y. State law requires that vacant land in Manhattan is classified as Tax Class
4, or commercial, parcels. State law requirements are different for the other
boroughs; vacant land there is classified as Tax Class 1 if it is in a residentially
zoned area. Ifitis in a non-residential-zoned area, it is also classified as Class 1 if
it meets the following three criteria:

1) It is adjacent to a property improved with a residential structure; — -
2) It has had the same owner as the adjacent residential property since 1989;
3) Its total area is 10,000 square feet or less.

Nearly 21,000 of all vacant land parcels on the roll are Tax Class 1 parcels, with a
Market Value of $5.8 billion. The remaining 5,800 vacant land parcels are Tax
Class 4 and have a total Market Value of $4.1 billion.

The Department of Finance values vacant land, whether in Tax Class 1 or 4,
using a similar methodology, which groups vacant land into categories based on
location, zone, and area ratings. We also use sales price data to determine Market
Value.



However, the tax class of the vacant land has a major impact on the
Assessed Value. The Assessed Value of a property is the value, along with
exemptions, abatements, and the tax rate, that is used to determine property taxes.
In Tax Class 1, the Assessed Value is up to 6% of the Market Value. In addition,
there is a limit on how much the Assessed Value can increase from one year to the
next. It cannot increase more than 6% a year or 20% over five years. In Tax Class
4, Assessed Value can be up to 45% of market value. Market value changes due
to market forces are phased in over a 5-year period. Thus, in general, Class 4
parcels with the same Market Value as Class 1 parcels are subject to much higher .
property taxes.

From a public policy perspective, the current disparate treatment of vacant
land in different tax classes raises obvious issues. With the exception of smaller-
sized lots — less than 2,500 square feet — which are typically not suited for
development or are frequently owned by homeowners, it is possible that the Tax
Class 1 tax treatment may incentivize the warehousing or non-productive use of
the property. Mayor de Blasio has highlighted this issue, and the Administration is
actively studying a proposal on this subject, which would involve moving vacant
lots from Tax Class 1 to Tax Class 4. The proposal under consideration would
require N.Y. State legislation, and would exclude smaller lots that are less than
2,500 square feet in size. In addition, flood zone parcels would be excluded.

We estimate that this proposal would affect 6,893 vacant lots: 983 in
Brooklyn, 1,957 in Queens, 1,365 in the Bronx and 2,588 in Staten Island. In
aggregate, tax revenues from the lots switched from Tax Class 1 to Tax Class 4
would rise from $15 million to $143 million after a five year phase in, assuming no
change in the usage of the lots, though the intention of this proposal would be to
encourage development of these parcels.

At this time, I would be happy to take any questions you may have.



All Vacant Parcels
Land Area >= 2,500sf

Category

“acant Parcel
Tax Class 4

Zone A
TC4 Zone A

Total: 14,741 Parcels




SAIL Away - Potential Sites

DCAS Asset Management - February 2014

Name District Neighborhood ULURP Approved | Not ULURP Approved Total Lots
Rabert Cornegy 36  |Bedford Stuyvesant, Northem Crown Heights 28 13 4
Rafael Espinal 37 |East New York, Bushwick, Cypress Hills 5 6 11
Karen Koslowitz 29  |Forest Hills, Rego Park, Kew Gardens and parts of i1 1 12
Maspeth, Richmond Hill, EImhurst
Mark Levine 7 (Momingside Heights, Manhattanville, Washington Heights, 0 3 3
Hamilton Heights ‘
Rosie Mendez 2 |lower East Side, East Village, Gramercy Park, Rosehill, 0 1 1
Kips Bay, Southem part of Murry Hill
Antonio Reynoso 34 |Bushwick, Williamsburg in Brooklyn, Ridgewood in Queens 9 0 9
Ydanis Rodriguez 10 |Washington Heights, Inwood and Marble Hill 2 0 2
Helen Rosenthal 6  |Upper West Side, Lincoln Square ] 0 0
Ritchie Tomes 15  |Central Bronx 20 2 y.r]
Eric Ulrich 32  |Belle Harbor, Breezy Point, Broad Channel, Hamilton 23 9 32
Beach, Rockaway Park, Howard Beach, Kindenwood,
Neponsit, Ozene Park, Rockaway Beach, Rockaway Park,
Sourth Ozone Park, South Richmond Hill, Woodhaven
Jumaane Williams 45  [Flatbush, East Flatbush, Flatlands, parts of Midwood and 2 2 2
Canarsie
Totals 119 37 156
Manhattan 8 <] 17
Bronx 121 10 131
Brooklyn 232 45 277
Queens 375 56 431
Staten Island 62 39 101
Totals 798 159 957
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Good afternoon Chair Williams and Members of the Committee on Housing and Buildings. My name
is Stacey Cumberbatch and | am the Commissioner of the Department of Citywide Administrative
Services {DCAS). Thank you for inviting me to appear before the Committee today to discuss DCAS’

role in managing vacant City property. | look forward to working with all of you in the days ahead.

As you know, the City Charter directs DCAS to provide City agencies with the critical resources needed
to provide services to the public. One of the critical supports we provide involves the disposal of the
City’s surplus real property. Surplus properties are those that are no longer needed for City

operations and that agencies have transferred title to DCAS for disposal.

Currently, the City of New York has over 13,000 lots and DCAS holds title to approximately 2,000 of
them. These lots can be disposed of by DCAS through two means: 1) public auction or 2) through the
SAIL Away program, which stands for Slivers, Accessways and Interior Lots, and allows direct sales to

adjacent property owners.

As background, the DCAS portfolio of surplus property has declined over the years largely due to the
end of in rem tax foreclosures of private properties with delinquent taxes. Since the City stopped
foreclosing on properties in 1996, the surplus property portfolio has been significantly reduced and
now stands at approximately 2,000 lots. While lots may be transferred between agencies as

operational needs change, most properties are disposed of through the public auction program.

Public Auction
Over the years, DCAS has held multiple public auctions, the most recent in 2013 where 8 lots were
sold for $17 million in revenue. Since the number of surplus properties has dwindled, most of the

developable lots have been sold. The larger properties that remain in the portfolio are either on hold



for future projects of sister agencies, or leased out for private use, leaving about 1,000 tiny or narrow
sliver lots. These lots are sometimes the remnants of past utilities, land locked interior lots with no
street frontage or legal means of access, and accessways that are either fragments of old streets, or

parts of private driveways or properties.

SAIL Away Program

In response to the changing surplus portfolio, in 2010, DCAS initiated the SAIL Away program, which
authorized the sale of small undevelopable properties directly to adjacent property owners. This
process, approved in the City Charter with legislation that will sunset on December 31, 2015, provides
DCAS with an important mechanism to sell non-developable properties to adjacent owners.

However, all property, regardless of size, must receive Uniform Land Use Review Procedure (ULURP}

approval in order for DCAS to sell them at auction or through SAIL Away.

To date, we have sold 28 lots representing 33,657 square feet through the SAIL Away Program,
compared to 24 lots representing 23,000 square feet that were offered during the same period to
adjacent owners, but not sold due to lack of interest. This program has generated $313,869 in
revenue, in addition to the tax revenue received by returning these lots to private hands and cost
savings as the City no longer needs to maintain these lots anymore. Maintenance for vacant lots
includes periodic inspections by a DCAS property inspection staff of eight employees and various”
contracts for rodent abatement, tree maintenance, and sidewalk and structure repairs. In fiscal year

2013, DCAS spent roughly $280,000 on maintenance associated with this portfolio.

DCAS estimates that there are over 800 lots that could be potentially eligible for disposition through
the SAIL Away Program. Each lot, however, needs to be approved for sale through ULURP,
individually assessed for eligibility, appraised to determine market value, and there needs to be a
willing and able adjacent party to pufchase the properties. Qutreach for this program is conducted to
possible purchasers through a solicitation process. Solicitation letters are mailed to adjacentr owners,
including a map identifying the City property and the private adjacent properties, along with
instructions to proceed with the sale. DCAS is also able to sell a lot to an entity comprised of multiple

adjacent owners.



These limited market lots are distributed throughout the City, mostly located in the outer boroughs,
with Queens and Brooklyn having the highest concentrations. Some of the neighborhoods with the
highest concentrations of these lots include Council District 36, Bedford Stuyvesant and Crown
Heights, with 41 lots, 28 of which are already approved for disposition through ULURP, and District
32, which encompasses various neighborhoods in Southern Queens with 32 lots, 23 of which are
approved through ULURP. In fact, the districts represented by the members of this committee

include over 150 potentially eligible properties, three quarters of which are already ULURP approved.

In sum, the DCAS portfolio of vacant surplus properties is mainly [imited to small, irregularly shaped
and isolated properties that are not suitable for City use or public auction. Many of these properties
were offered for sale through past public auctions, prior to the existence of the SAIL Away Program,

but did not receive bids.
DCAS continues to evaluate our portfolio and come up with new ways to repurpose these
unmarketable lots. In addition, we are constantly in touch with our sister agencies to look for

- properties to support their needs.

Thank you very much for your time and | am happy to answer any questions.
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Thank you Cha1rperson Williams. and members of the Commxttee on Housmg and
Bu11d1ngs for the Opportumty to prov1de testlmony today e
The Legal Ald Soclety

The Legal Aid Society is the oldest and largest legal services provider for low
income families and individuals in the United States: Annually, the Somety hand]es more
than 300,000 cases and-legal matters: for low income New Yorkers with civil,.criminal and
juvenile rights problems, including some 48,000 individual civil matters benefiting nearly
120,000 New Yorkers as well as law reform cases which benefit all two million low-
income families and individuals in, New York City.

Through a network of ten neighborhood and courthouse-based offices in all five
boroughs.and 23 city-wide and special projects, the Society’s Civil Practice provides direct
legal assistance to low-income individuals. In addition to individual assistance, The Legal
Aid Society represents clients in law reform ]itigation 'ad'vdcacy and néighborhood
organizations.

Chairperson Williams, recently I received an email in which you said that you

“strongly believe that to address the crisis of affordability in housing, the.city cannot build
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its way out of the problem; instead, the city must develop creative and practlcal solutrons to* 5
helping low- and middle-income families afford a basic human right: ksafe aﬁ'erdable
shelter.” We agree. We are optimistic that working together with this Admmrstratron and

the.(founcrl, we will find solutions which enable New York City to provide safe, affordable

housing for low income New Yorkers.

Declining -Affordability of Housing

New York City is facing an acute shortage of affordable housing. In the last twenty

years, the State has enacted laws which have contributed to the loss of affordable housing.

+ Since the passage of vacaney decontrbl automatlc vacancy 1ncreases and the preferentra]

b pmstivpn s

rent amendments Iandlords have been glven an 1ncent1ve to harass tenants St commit

massive fraud to create vacant apartments that can be deregulated with higher rents. In the

face of fewer rental opportumtxes and hrgher prlces New York City renters are suffering

from a growmg drsparrty between what they can afford and thelr actuaI rent From 2002 to

HR “; H

income of 200% of the federal poverty hne Tenants in New h}ork City face an

increasingly dire situation..
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« o+ . Theraterof housing-re]atedahardship52 armong lew-income renters has'been

increasing in recent years.’.‘Per capita residual incomé—the household income that remains

per member ence'rent is.paid - dropped by about 10%.over the last'six‘yearsi®-In 2011,

61% of New York’s low-income rent -households paid atiléast haif of their income in'rent as

- compared to 46% in-1999.° Among:the lowest income New. Yorkers the rise was

substantial, with 80% paying at least half their income.in'rent as compared to 66% in

" Thomas J. Waters, Victor Bach, Community Service Somety, What New Yorkers Want From the New

Mayor: An A]j’ordab!e Place 1o Live. January2014.

. 2 These hardships include the “lesser” hardships of rent/mortgage arrears and:utility, cut-offs and the;“severe”

hardshrps of doubling up and using shelters.

? Victor Bach & Tom Waters, Community Service Saciety, Making the Rent: Before and Ajfter the Recession,
September 2013. .

* Victor Bach & Tom Waters, Community Service Society, Making the Rent: Before and Aftei the Recession,
September 2013.

* Thomas J. Waters, Victor Bach, Community Service Society, Good Place 1o Work/Hard Place to Live, April
2013



1999.% New Yorkers are increasingly relying on unconventional living:arrangements;

. nearly 15,000 residents live in households of 3 e;' more roommates u_n;e]ate;i to the head of

householgl._‘? 'High housing eost!burdens and concentrated poverty are also, associated with a

range of more serious social harms, including higher arrest rates, poorer nutrition and

health, higher financial burdens for local goyernments, greater educational failure, higher
teenage pr}e_gnéncy rates, more costly basic consumer goods, and greater difficulty

maintaining steady jobs.® In addition, those suffering ﬁem( high‘h_‘o_usi,r’lgj cost burdens are

. more likely to be evicted and more likely to experience .hqm.eles‘sqes)s.? |

Eﬁ‘ect of ‘Stagnant Low-inceme Wages and Increaeiﬁ'g Pfi'eeg})bl-i'l'{e'sideﬁts‘ S

E AN O R T A AL T

- Wages have not kept up with hvmg costs, creat;ng enormoue pressure on .
househo]ds to somehow meet the cost of necessities other than rent. Per caplta re51dua1
mcome the household income that remains per member once rent is, paid — has dropped
about 10% over the last six years.' Inﬂatlon -adjusted wages decreased 4.5% from 2011-
2012." Eamnings for low-end earners have declined; among low-income residents, the
median wage and- salary incomeé dropped from $15,000:in 2008 to $14,000 in 2009.”* New

York City residents must pay increased rates ferA Con Edison and ingreased transportation
cosis for fare ‘Ai‘lll_creases impilerr.]enteq by the Metropolitan Transportation Authority
(MT/{&).;'3 ‘These price hikes in the midst of a recession signal continued economic
difﬁculty_for the residents of New York City, especially low-income New Y. erke;js v'yho are

already struggling to survive.

1d.

7 Cara Buckley, “In New York, Breaking the Law on Roommates,” The New York Times, March 10, 2010.

8 Margery Austin Turner, Current Rental Housing Market Challenges and the Need for a New Federal Policy
Response: Statement before the Committee on Appropriations, Subcommitiee on Transportation; HUD, and
Related Agencies, US House of Representatives, 5; Pouglas Rice and Barbara Sard; Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities, The Effects of the FFederal Budget Squeeze on Low-Income Housing Assistance, 2.

® Douglas Rice and Barbara Sard, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, February 1, 2007, The Eﬁ'ects of the
Federal Budget Squeeze on Low-Income Housing Assistance, 2.

“1d at4.

"' NYC Rent Guidelines Board 2073 Income and Affordability Study, 3

12 Victor Bach & Tom Waters, Community Service Society, Making the Rent, 2008 to 2010, New York City
Rent Guidelines Board Hearing, April 30, 2010, at'5.

3 Patrick McGeehan, “Average Con Edison Bill to Rise by $10 Over 3 Years,”New York Times, March 25,
2010. Michael A. Grynbaum, “Despite Bad News, Subway Chief Hopes to Hold Line on Fare,” New York
Times, Feb. 24, 2010.



Growing Problem of Homeless Families S

7 The sc“arcity of affordable housing, rising rents, and the i mcreasmg Cost of hvmg
have contrrbuted to record use of the City’s shelters In Wovember 2013 there were 53 270
children anl adults sleeping in ity shélters. Since 2'0'02,‘th‘é ovérall hidimitiess shislter

i"'1‘)"o=pulataion Iias riseii ‘an astonishing 71 if’e}fceﬁt;” “In thid Tast Clty ﬁsc‘ai'yééfﬁ{rr 2;0’13:’),
moré than 111,000 differerit homeless men; women and ¢hildren Slépt'in tHe New' York City
“ rilunicipal Shelter system, this includes more thari 40,000 différent homeless Néw York City
children'® Even mbre distiéssing, after a largé drop in hofieléss families and indi¥iduals
being placed in permanent housmg in 201 1 there was an addrtronal 7 5 pe;cent decrease in

h,a:. ,‘_

permanent housmg placements for home]ess famrhes as of the Rent Guldehnes Board’s

’hoijs‘ing'placements'fm homeless adult fannhes" the fate for adult' families dro'p'ped by 26.8
ﬁérééﬁt THerate of permanent housing placeménts for homeless smgle adults dropped by

cosh s T SUaL el i nan T
Yo, 9percent -
eppie e DR Do RS tyees e Ii“!}i‘f?ﬁ‘,';‘ e

« ./ Increased Displacement Pressure from:-Landlords Despit'e:Broﬁtsns: R R

1
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““Tihe New York City Rent Guidelines Board over the Jast coupIe of years has over
compensated Iaﬁdlords “The Board has consrstently overss 1mated pro_]ected owner -
operating’ costs compared to actua) increases latér reported by owniers? In 2007, the
Board prOJected a7l percent increase in owner Gosts, agarnst an dctual inctease of 52
percent; and in 2010, the projected increase was 5.5. perc':%ht’aﬁéiiﬁstfaﬁi Actual fcréhse of
0.9 percent”. Meanwhile, according to the Board, from 2010 to 2011 net operating income

grew by 5.6 percent.” This is the seventh consecutive year that net operating increase has

i Coahtron for the HomeIess New York City Homelessness The Basw Facts.
http fhwww.coalitionforthehomeless.org/pages/basic-facts- about home]essness new-vork city Accessed on
February 12 2014. S R S . o
15 L . |
Id PR . . . T HES I .
1614 ' o ‘
'"NYC Rent Guidelines Board, 20] 3 Income and Aﬁ'ordabr!ny Study, 14, S
18 .
1d. o
19 ]d N
2 victor Bach & Tom Waters, Community Service Society, Making the Rem' Before and Afzer the -Recession,
September 2013. . v .
2 1d.
2 NYC Rent Guidelines Board 2043 Income and Expense Study, 3

-4 -



increased.” Landlords of rent-stabilized buildings retain a monthly average of $396 per
rent-stabilized unit as pre-tax profit or for use in financing the building and improvements,
equivalent to an estimated annual mean-of $218,000 per building.** Even after adjusting for
inflation, landlords’ net operating income has increased 21.6% percent from 1990 to
20115

. Despite landlords’ solid profit margin, landlords continue to apply pressure in an
effort to displace tenants. Fear of displacement runs high; a third of Black and Hispanic
renters, 22 percent of White, and 25 percent of Asian renters express-concern that they will

. be forced out of their neighborhoods over the nexttwo years.?- -

- . Declining Availability of Housing
- Unfortunately for New York renters, dec':liningraiffbrdability is coupled with -
declining availability. The net vacancy rate of units available for rent was 3.12 percent in

2011, significantly below the 5.0 percent threshold that legaily defines:a housing

-::remergency.® - The number of vacant units-affordable to low-income New: Yorkers is even

+'more:meager. In 2011, the vacancy rate for all units with rents-less than $800 was only 1.1
percent, and for apartments with rents betiveen $800 and $999 only 2.58 percent were

-vacant. The vacancy rate for rent-stabilized units was even more troubling, measuring just
:2.63!percent.”®  The loss of rent-stabilized units is primary due to vacancy deregulation.?’

- Units that remain available are increasingly out of the range of low-income New Yorkers.

. From 2005 to 2008; the number of apartments renting for less than $1,000.per-month fell by
. over 80,000, and the number renting for less than-$800 per month fell by nearly 55,000.%°
Overall, from 2002 to 2008, there has been a 16.4 percent loss in rental apartiments that

low-income households can afford.>"

2 1d.
# NYC Rent Guidelines Board, 2073 Income and Expense Study, 8.
» NYC Rent Guidelines Board, 20/ 3 Income and Expense Study, 10.
% Victor Bach & Tom Waters, Community Service Society, Making the Rent Summary, May 2008, iii.
%" Selected Initial Findings of the 2011 New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey, prepared by Dr. Moon
Wha Lee, February 9, 2012, available at hitp://www.nvc. gow’htm]mpd!downloads/pdﬁ’HPD-QO11 -HVS-
ZSBeIected -Findings-Tables. pdf Accessed February 28 2012.

Id g
PNYC Rent Guidelines Board, Changes to the Rent Stabilized Housing Stock in New York City in 2012,9. -
¥ Coalition for the Homeless, State of the Homeless 2010): How Governor Paterson’s Budget Will Make New York's
Historic Homelessness Crisis Even Worse, 14.

3 Id




The scarcity of available rent-stabilized housing is a:part.of an.overall decline in the
availability of affordable housing. Furthermore, the steady decrease in Mitchell-Lama units

has accelerated, with at least 43,000 lost to buyouts since 19853 . -

+ +Applicants for public or federally subsidized housing:face similar-shortages..
Indeed, 167,353 applicants are on the waiting list for public housing in New York Gity.>?
- The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) accepted only:emérgency. applicants into
‘the Section 8-program from May 15, 2007 to Deecember 10, 2009. There-are 123;533
. families on the waiting list for Section 8 vouchers:> : . . v
This combination.of market.forcesiand. governmental decisions-has worked together
to have a devastating effect on low- and moderate-income New Yorkers. The declining
number of vacant units available for rent and the fact tﬁ'é't:"ﬁgiisi'ﬁg exf:fa’r?sroﬁhﬁ? Hat kept
pace:with population growth® have all contributed-to the-scarcity;of available affordable
howsing; . .- + - i, T T e il
Recommendations ;. S S TR R TR
- The depth-ofithe crisis is clear.- This hearing today. isia-good. first step-instudying
. whetheri City-owned andrabandoned properties: may;be resources for building.affordable

housing.-We:urge this Committeeto consider other solutions as well. :New:s¥ ork City

- -should:createiits: own rent subsidy program:modeled: on:Section: 8 voucher. program which

- .~weuld allow:low-income New Y orkers to afford their-homes. Further, the-City shiould

. consider raising property taxes on abandoned property and usingthose additional:funds to

* . ipreserve the affordable: housing that remains. The Bloomberg administration: learned: early

.-on that bujlding heusing did not solve the problem -when affordable housing developments

' were-exiting, the affordable housing programs. Wemust-consider metliods.of ensuring that
our public housing, federally subsidized and state subsidized.housing remain-safe-and
affordable.

2 NYC Rent Guidelines Board, 20/ 3 Housmg Supply Report, 8. . . g
¥ New YorkCity Housing Authority “Fact Sheet”, gvailable at ‘
hitp:/fwww.nyc. gov/htm]/nycha/hnn]/aboutffactsheet shtiml. Data accessed February ]2 2014
*New York City Housing Authority “Fact Sheet”, available at
http:/fwww.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/about/factsheet.shtml. Data accessed February ]2 20]4 Therc are
23 319 applicants that are on both waiting lists.

* Margery Austin Turner, Current Rental Housing Market Challenges and the Need for a New Federal Policy
Response: Statement before the Committee on Appropriations, Subcommitiee on Transportation, HUD, and
Related Agencies, US House of Representatives, 2.



We are extremely optimistic that working together with this Committee, this
Council and this Administration, we will begin to solve the housing affordability crisis.
Thank you Chairperson Williams for inviting us to testify today. We look forward to

working on these issues with you and your committee.

Respectfully Submitted:

Ellen Davidson

The Legal Aid Society
Law Reform Unit

199 Water Street, 3" Fioor
New York, NY 10038
212-577 3339
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Stabilizing NYC Coalition

Testimony before the Housing and Buildings Committee

Good afternoon. My name is Harvey Epstein; I am the Associate Director at the Urban Justice Center and
Director of the Community Development Project at UJC. The Urban Justice Center is a project-based
umbrella legal services and advocacy organization serving New York City residents, The Urban Justice
Center serves New York City’s most vulnerable residents through a combination of direct legal service,
systemic advocacy, community education and political organizing. The Community Development Project
(CDP) of the Urban Justice Center formed to provide legal, technical, research and policy assistance to
grassroots community groups engaged in a wide range of community development efforts through New
York City. Our work is informed by the belief that real and lasting change in low-income, urban
neighborhoods is often rooted in the empowerment of grassroots, community institutions.

CDP is one of the founding members of Stabilizing NYC, on whose behalf [ am testifying today.
Stabilizing NYC is made up of twelve community organizations and one civil legal services provider—
CDP, CAAAV: Organizing Asian Communities, Chhaya CDC, Community Action for Safe Apartments
at New Settlement Apartments, Fifth Avenue Committee/Neighbors Helping Neighbors, GOLES, Mirabal
Sisters Cultural and Community Center, Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition, Pratt Area
Community Council, Mothers on the Move, Flatbush Tenant Coalition, Asian Americans for Equality and
Woodside on the Move. We are a diverse, neighborhood-based, multi-lingual and multi-borough coalition
who are working together to preserve thousands of units of affordable housing and protect low-income
tenants in dozens of predatory equity buildings throughout Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn and the Bronx.

New York City has a housing shortage. The affordable housing shortage is extremely acute for low and
moderate income New Yorkers. Meanwhile, the issue of Vacant Apartments/Buildings has been vexing
advocates for years. The vacant or underutilized housing come in a variety of forms. We have vacant
units in the City-owned housing stock waiting to get rehabilitated through an In Rem housing program.
In addition, we have buildings that were foreclosed on the by the City through the Third Party Transfer
Program, however, those programs have insufficient capital as well as Section 8 certificates to fund the
necessary rehabilitation. We have railed against NYCHA for leaving apartments vacant as well.
However, the largest problem is private landlords who purchase abandoned buildings and leave them
vacant speculating that the real estate market will change in a few years to allow them to increase their

profits.



Meanwhile, New York City policy has not evolved to address this increasing trend. One example of this
short sighted view is that a vacant property is taxed at a much lower rate than an occupied building. In
New York City, there are 4 tax classes, one through four. Class 1 building, including vacant property
taxes 6% of the value of the property at 19.191%. However, a Class 2 building taxes 45 % of the value at
13.145%. Class 2 building get taxed a much higher rate. Just changing the tax policy on vacant
property would do two things. First, it would limit the incentive for property owner to keep building
vacanl since they would be taxed at the higher rate whether occupied or abandoned. In addition, this
additional tax revenue could be set aside for affordable housing preservation and development. While a
lower tax rate for vacant buildings might have made sense historically, now we are encouraging owners to
keep vacant property vacant since it is taxed at a low rate.

In addition, the city could affirmatively look for clusters of vacant property and use one of many tools to
either acquire the site through eminent domain or through an urban renewal plan. These tools could be
costly, but tax increases made available through changing the tax policies related to vacant buildings
should adequately cover the cost. .

In addition, a property owner could be subject to an additional tax for an apartment that he leaves vacant
for more than 6 months. Many fail to rehabilitate apartments as they become vacant in the hopes that the
deteriorating and bleak conditions will compel the remaining tenants to leave. A February 24" article in
the New York Times, “Tenants Living Amid Rubble in Rent-Regulated Apartment War,” describes how
one Bushwick landlord gutted two of his apartments while tenants were still living there, forcing tenants
to live in apartments that look like construction sites for the past eight months. We have also repeatedly
seen instances where the Department of Buildings issues a vacate order, the rent-regulated tenants are
forced to vacate and the owner drags his feet to rehabilitate the building. When the tenants give up on
waiting and move on, the owner guts the apartments, installs high-end fixtures and rents out the units to
market rate tenants. It has been termed demolition by neglect by housing advocates. Another article from
February 24th in the Gothamist, “Gentrification Sparks Surge in Landlord Sabotage,” depicts landlord’s
efforts to deliberately damage their buildings in the hopes of forcing out rent-stabilized tenants. We need
to create a disincentive for landlords to keep apartments vacant, especially in gentrifying communities. In
addition, we see this happening almost exclusively in rent regulated buildings. These are not just tactics
to maximize profits in the short term; they are tactics that will obliterate our stock of affordable housing
in NYC in the long term. Affordable housing is what makes our City thrive. The Mayor has talked a lot
about the tale of two cities in New York, but there is a very real threatenmg possibility that it will soon be
the tale of one city—the gentry’s city.

NYCHA has continuously had a slow turnover process for their vacant units as well. Time and time
again advocates have asked NYCHA to create a comprehensive plan to get vacant units back into the
market. However, with limited oversight, NYCHA has not felt the pressure to reoccupy apartments. The
council should require that NYCHA keep track of the vacant units and how long it took NYCHA to get
those apartments reoccupied so we can determine how NYCHA can improve on increasing the stock of
affordable housing by bring apartments back into the housing market quicker.

In addition, Housing Preservation and Development has dozens of buildings that were taken as In Rem
Housing or through the Third Party Transfer Program. HPD represents that they no longer have the funds
available to rehabilitate those buildings in addition to having Section 8 vouchers for the residents who
reside in those building. However, with sufficient funds, the City could add thousands of apartments back
into the housing stock.

Stabilizing NYC supports trying to reduce vacant apartment and vacant buildings and increase the
availability of housing, especially affordable housing. It is a marked improvement and vital step in
improving the housing stock by reducing the number of distressed buildings in New York City.

il
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Good afternoon. My name is Christie Peale, and I am the Executive Director of the Center for
NYC Neighborhoods. I would like to thank Chair Jumaane Williams and the members of the
Housing and Buildings Committee for holding today’s hearing on the issue of vacant properties
in New York City.

About the Center for NYC Neighborhoods

At the Center for NYC Neighborhoods, our mission is to promote and protect affordable and
sustainable homeownership in New York City, focusing on those neighborhoods hardest hit by
foreclosure. As the central hub of a diverse network of 37 partners who provide housing
counseling and legal services throughout the five boroughs, the Center leverages public and
private resources to ensure that homeowners have access to high quality foreclosure prevention
services. The Center’s unifying role allows us to provide streamlined funding, services and
communications between homeowners, lenders and funders; design and implement new
initiatives and programs; highlight neighborhood and citywide trends, and promote systemic
reforms to encourage household stability.

The Foreclosure Crisis as a Driver of Vacant and Abandoned Properties

Despite the intense demand for housing in New York City, vacant and abandoned properties
continue to destabilize and blight many of our communities. In addition to reducing the supply of
much-needed housing, vacant and abandoned properties diminish quality of life and economic
opportunities in affected neighborhoods. They present health and public safety hazards for
community members and lower property values for nearby homeowners.

Foreclosure is a major contributor to New York City’s vacant and abandoned residential
buildings: nationally, about 20% of properties in the foreclosure process have been vacated by
their owners, and there are an estimated 10,000 vacated homes in foreclosure in the New York
City metro area alone.! Though our national economy has slowly reemerged from the depths of
the 2008 recession, the foreclosure crisis that precipitated the recession continues to be a daily
source of stress, confusion, and anger for many New Yorkers. Today the crisis has resulted in
thousands of foreclosures in New York City and even more homeowners struggling to make
monthly mortgage payments. While foreclosures have declined in many parts of the country, in
New York foreclosure starts (“lis pendens™) are on the rise again, with filings increasing 30% in
2013.2 Worse, there remains a tremendous backlog of owners stuck in the foreclosure process
and thousands more families continue to fall behind on their mortgage payments each month.

A successful approach to vacant and abandoned properties in New York City must take the
foreclosure crisis and its effects into account. We call on the Mayor, the Department of Housing
Preservation and Development, and City Council to take action to address this issue and

! RealtyTrac, Owner-Vacated Properties Represent 20 Percent of All Foreclosures Nationwide, June 18, 2013,
hitp:/fwww.realtyfrac.com/content/foreclosure-market-report/owner-vacated-foreclosure-update-7771

? Prashant Gopal, Foreclosure Surging in New York-New Jersey Market, Bloomberg Feb. 26, 2013.
hitp://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-02-26/foreclosures-climaxing-in-new-york-new-jersey-market-
mortgages.html



respectfully submit the following recommendations:

1. Continue to support foreclosure prevention services

The best strategy for combating foreclosure-related abandonment is to prevent foreclosures in the
first place. New York City foreclosure prevention counseling and legal services provide essential
assistance to homeowners struggling to keep their homes. Our Network of housing advisors and
attorneys obtains results: an analysis conducted using the Center’s data found that homeowners
who received foreclosure prevention counseling from the Center’s Network are 30% more likely
to receive a modification than homeowners who do not receive counseling’ Since the City
Council helped found the Center in 2008, our Network has served nearly 30,000 homeowners
and helped homeowners prevent nearly 5,000 foreclosures, with thousands more at-risk
homeowners continuing to work with Network counselors and attorneys to resolve their housmg
crises.* Finally, resources invested in foreclosure prevention target low and moderate income
homeowners and increase their housing affordability: the average homeowner assisted through
our network earns $47,000 annually, and the average modification received by homeowners
reduced payments by almost $1000 a month.

At the Center, we are extremely grateful for the Council’s strong partnership in the fight against
foreclosure. The Council’s funding support for our network of housing counseling and legal
services organizations has been invaluable in providing much-needed assistance to New York
City families at risk of losing their homes. Additionally, Council members provide crucial
assistance through their visibility on the foreclosure issue and by continuing to spread the
message that high-quality, free assistance for homeowners is available and can be obtained by
calling 311. We look forward to continuing to work with you to combat this crisis.

2. Monitor Properties that are vacant or at-risk

As documented in a recent report by Picture the Homeless,” the City would greatly benefit from
a unified approach to identifying and monitoring vacant buildings, whether owned privately or
by the City. The Center supports efforts to implement an annual citywide count of vacant and
abandoned properties. Additionally, the City could utilize existing data to identify foreclosed
properties that are abandoned or at risk. Local Law 4 of 2012 requires mortgage servicers to
inform the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) within fifteen days
when they commence, discontinue, or receive a judgment in a mortgage foreclosure action on a
residential property. It also requires servicers to inform HPD when a receiver is appointed, when
a receiver hires a managing agent, or when a property maintenance company is hired.

We believe that Local Law 4 data could be used to effectively identify buildings at risk of
abandonment and ensure bank responsibility for real estate owned (REQO) properties.
Additionally, by combining data from the vacancy count with data obtained through Local Law
4, the City could effectively target enforcement activities towards vacant REQ properties.

* Been, Vicki, et. al. “Determinants of the Incidence of Loan Modifications” New York University: Furman Center
for Real Estate & Urban Policy, 2011. Available at: http://papers.sstn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1941915

* Center for New York City Neighborhoods data analysis, 2014.

* Picture the Homeless, Banking on Vacancy, 2012, available at:
http://www.picturethehomeless.org/Documents/Reports/PHO1 report final web.pdf



Finally, Local Law 4 data could be used to help guide acquisition of properties to ensure that
they remain in the hands of homeowners, not speculators.

3. Provide affordable homeownership opportunities

When foreclosure cannot be prevented, it is essential that the City work to acquire foreclosed
properties, both to prevent their abandonment and disrepair, as well as to ensure that they do not
fall in the hands of speculators. We at the Center are troubled by a recent New York Times article
detailing the emerging securitization market backing the acquisition of foreclosed homes and
their conversion into rental properties.® In addition to risking the creation of another destabilizing
housing bubble, we are concerned that this trend may push families looking to purchase homes in
New York City out of the housing market. Unable to compete with investors, they may instead
add to the intense demand for affordable rental units. We know from our work at the Center that
homeownership is an essential component of neighborhoods stabilization. By pushing out
homeowners, we are inhibiting the recovery of neighborhoods still reeling from the 2008
financial crisis.

In response to this challenge, we recommend an approach to foreclosed homes that creates new
affordable homeownership opportunities for low and middle income New Yorkers. One strategy
to achieve this is to acquire foreclosed homes through a pass-through entity such as a land bank
or other form of public-private partnership. This entity would then hold and sell foreclosed
homes to low to middle income households, allowing them time to obtain downpayment
assistance and rehabilitation financing if needed, as well as apply for a mortgage. Additionally,
when the acquired home contains rental units, the City could obtain additional affordable
housing units through the use of incentives such as downpayment assistance programs, savings
match programs, and tax credits for homeowners who agree to keep rents at affordable levels.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. We look forward to working with you on this very
important issue.

6 Michael Corkery, Dealbook: Wall Street’s New Housing Bonanza, New York Times, Jan. 29, 2014. Available at:
http://dealbook.nytimes.com/2014/01/29/wall-streets-new-housing-bonanza/
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Lis Pendens by Borough in New York City

More than 29,500 new Lis Pendens filings in New York City between January 2012 and January 2014

BOROUGH TOTAL PERCENT
New York City 29,534 100.0%
H Bronx 3,614 12.2%
Broaklyn 48392 31.8%
Manhattan 208 0.7%
| |Queens 12,747 43.2%
Staten Island 3570 12.1%
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Good afternoon. My name is Claudia Wilner and | am Senior Staff Attorney at New Economy
Project. | am here today to testify on behalf of the New York City Community Land [nitiative, an alliance
of social justice and afferdable housing organizations, academics and urban planners commitied to
securing housing for all New Yorkers. We believe that land is a common good and housing is a human
right. Housmg should be for people, not for profit. Decisions about land and housing policies should
include all community members and should prioritize people with extremely low incomes who are -
homeless or otherwise in dire need of housing and are not served by the private market.

We have a housing crisis in New York City. Homelessness has reached Depression-era levels. So-
called “affordable” housing is not, in fact affordable to huge numbers of New Yorkers, including people
who are homeless low-wage workers, or living on fixed incomes such as Social Security. Explrlng
subsidies are threatening the homes of many currently-housed low-income New Yorkers. Low-wage
workers simply cannot afford to live in New York City, even if the minimum wage is raised, without
snng cant steps by the Council and Mayor to create permanently affordable housing that is affordable
even for people with extremely low incomes. : : )

Vacant properties are a key part of the solution to the affordable housing crisis. A 2012 report
by Picture the Homeless, Banking on Vacancy: Homelessness and Real Estate Speculat:on, found that
there are enough vacant properties in just 20 communlty d[StrICtS 1o house every homeless person in
New York Cityif such properties can be identified and converted to affordable housmg Convertmg
vacant properties into truly affordabte housing will also reduce neighborhood blight that is associated
with vacant and dilapidated properties. One way to transform vacant properties into affordable housmg
is to combine them with other properties in community land trusts. .

We see community land trusts as a promising tool in the fight to create and preserve truly
affordable housing while addressing key root causes of homelessness and displacement. Community



land trusts, or CLTs, separate ownership of land from ownership of what is built on top of the land. A
non-profit entity—the land trust—owns the land and leases it to organizations, businesses and individuals.
A land trust is typically governed by a board that is one-third residents of the CLT, one-third other
community residents, and one-third other stakeholders, usually including government representatives
and advocates. This board determines how the land should best be used, subject to zoning
requirements. Land trusts can support permanently affordable housing by leasing space to mutual \
housing associations and other non-speculative forms of housing. Land trusts are flexible and also can
be used to create green spaces, to support community institutions, and to create jobs by leasing space
to small businesses and non-profits at affordable rates. Though CLTs require government subsidies at
the outset to acquiire land, the subsidy does not expire but stays with the land in perpetuity. CLTs thus_
contrast starkly with housing created by private, for-profit developers, who reap huge public subsidies
to create housing that is affordable only for a limited time, and often’is not truly affordable even then,
and then enjoy windfall profits by taking that housing to speculative market rates when subsidies expire.
Moreover, because CLTs can take full advantage of cross-subsidies, in which commercial and market-
rate rentals in some buildings and units subsidize below-market rents in others, CLTs may help provide
sustainable, affordable housing for people whose income is as low as Sl0,000/year. As an example,
consider the Cooper Square Land Trust and Cooper Square MHA, which has for decades provided quality
housing on the Lower East Side at extremely low cost. Most Cooper Square households make 40% of the

" Area Median Income.

NYC(fLI recommends that New Yerk City do everything in its bewer to: (1} identify vaca nt
properties; (2) publish a' list of vacant properties so that community members are aware of vacant
properties in their neughborhoods and can help plan what to do with them; and {3} convert vacant
properties to affordable housing and other |mp0ttant community uses, :dealiy by creating mechanisms
to consolidate and transfer vacant properties to community land trusts and other forms of non- '

- speculative, democratically-controifed and community-led ownership. Speciﬁcally,'the City Council

should:
1. Reviseand Pass Intro 48, the Vacant Property Count

The first step to being able to use vacant properties for the public good is identifying those
properiies. Currently, the city does not consistently track vacarit properties, and thus it is uhabie to
make a plan to put them to better use. Intro 48 would requwe the city to conduct an annual census of
vacant buildings and lots and to publish the results. Aside from the obvious benefit of ldentlfylng vacant
properties that could be converted to permanently and truly affordable housing, the publtcatlon of a list

" of vacant properties would enable local communlty members, who are directly affected by vacant

properties in their nelghborhoods, to weigh in on what should happen with those properties. Note,
however, that the current version of the hill should be revised to include in the count vacant rental units

.that lie atop occupied ground-floor commercial spaces or in partially-occupied buildings. NYCCL

members Picture the Homeless and Dr. Tom Angotti, Director of the Hunter College Center for
Community Planning and Development, have experience designing an affordable vacant property count
and would be happy to work with the City on this initiative if that would be helpful.



2. Reform the Third Party Transfer program

City-owned property represents a precious opportunity to create affordable housing that we
should not waste. To the extent that vacant properties are owned or controlled by the City, they should
be transferred to community land trusts and/or non-profit, community-based developers that have the
ability to create housing that is affordable even for people with very low incomes. The Third Party
" Transfer program, which is one of the main ways that the City conveys city:-controlled property to
housing developers, is up for renewal this year. The City Council should eliminate the role of private
developers in this program. All properties in the Third Party Transfer program should go to non-profit
developers, with a priority for community fand trusts, that will create permanently affordable housing
for extremely low-income people.

3. Create a New York City land bank

The City should establish a land bank that would take title to and hold vacant properties before
transfering them to, for example, a community land trust, which would be able to hold and manage the
land in perpetuity for the benefit of the community. Land banks are an extremely flexible tool that, in
addition to dealing with vacant properties, could also be used to address other serious problems
affecting New York City neighborhoods, such as Sandy-affected housing, over-leveraged multi-family
buildings,_ and single and multi-family housing in foreclosure. Any land bank proposal must:

‘s Prioritize non-profit, community-led institutions, including community land trusts, that will
-create permanently affordable housing, including for extremely low-income peopie; and,

e Include community-stakeholders—both-individuals and members of non-profit, community-
based organizations, government officials, and advocacy groups—in the land bank’s governance
to ensure that the land bank is accountable to the general public. ' ‘

There is existing land bank legislation in the NYC council, but this legislation is deeply flawed because it
lacks an accountable governance structure, could have the unintended consequence of promoting both
segregation and gentrification, and would not create housing that is affordable for low-wage workers
and others living on extremely low incomes. While NYCCLI does not support the existing land bank
legislation, we are happy 'tkoork with the City Council to create a land bank prop'ds_al that would
facilitate the creation of truly affordable housing in New York City.

NYCCL! members have a great deal of expertise to share, ranging from personal experience of
extreme poverty and homelessness to policy expertise around CLTs nationally, to the practical ins and
outs of creating and running programs that are very effectively and sustainably providing housing to
very low-income people at very low cost. We welcome the opportunity to participate in this
conversation, and we hope the City Council and this Committee will view NYCCLI as a valuable resource.

Thank you.for the opportunity to testify today. .
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What is NYCCLI?

NYC Community Land Initiative (NYCCLI) is a group of social justice organizations and interested
individuals fighting to preserve the right of low-income people to live in the city by supporting
Community Land Trusts and other community-led housing and neighborhood development. We believe
that land is a common good and that housing is a human right. NYCCLI provides technical support and
engages in research, popuiar education, grassroots organizing, and advocacy.

Buildings are
owned and
used by
organizations, | -
businesses, and}|
individuals. |

What kinds of benefits can Community Land Trusts bring to my conununity?

» Housing: CLTs can support permanently affordable housing. They bring organizational support to
groups of organized tenants. CLTs can also help secure more financial resources by pooling resources
to effectively provide an extra layer of protection against rising rents and insufficient support from
the city.

e Community Spaces: CLTs can acquire and develop non-housing spaces like parks, gardens, and
public centers for recreation, health and social services, and job training.
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» Jobs: CLTs can provide jobs by making space available and affordable to small businesses and non-

profits, and by requiring businesses and development projects to practice local hiring.

o A Right to the City for All: CLTs give the people a say in how public resources are used and how their

neighborhoods are developed. Using a democratic process, community members and the governance
board make decisions based on what is best for their own comimunity.

o Environmental Quality and Justice: CLTs can clean up toxic sites and rehabilitate properties that

are in disrepair. They can also require the use of environmenta

in development projects.

How does a Community Land Trust Work?
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For more information, please visit www.nyccli.org or contact Sam or Ryan at

(646) 314-6423.
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Good morning. My name is Alexandra Hanson and I am here representing the New York State
Association for Affordable Housing (NYSAFAH), the trade association for New York’s
affordable housing industry statewide. I would like to thank Chair Williams and the members of
the Committee on Housing and Buildings for the opportunity to testify today on the issue of

_ vacant properties.

NYSAFAH is the trade association for New York’s affordable housing industry statewide. OQur
300 members include for-profit and nonprofit developers, lenders, investors, attorneys, architects
and others active in the financing, construction, and operation of affordable housing. Together,
NYSAFAH’s members are responsible for most of the housing built in New York State with

federal, state or local subsidies.

NYSAFAH commends Chair Williams and the Committee for calling this hearing to examine
the issue of vacant properties. Vacant properties — whether buildings or lots — are a blight on
communities. Vacant properties offer increased opportunities for erime, are magnets for illegal
dumping and subsequent rodent infestations, create a drag on surrounding property values, and
inhibit private investment in the block and surrounding areas. As a result, concentrations of
vacant properties adversely impact the quality of life for neighborhood residents. In addition to
the harm they do to residents, vacant properties also strain municipal resources. More police are
needed to address increased crime levels, additional sanitation is required to address trash pile-
up, and communities see reduced investment, with tax revenues from these vacant properties

insufficient to cover their real cost to the city.

Investing in Economically Distressed Communities

High levels of vacancy are generally seen in neighborhoods that are economically distressed and
often struggle to attract private investment. Prioritizing city affordable housing investment for
mixed-income, mixed use development in economically distressed communities will help
catalyze development of vacant lots, and preservation of properties that are in distress. In
addition to decreasing the number of vacant properties and their adverse impacts and providing
affordable housing, these areas will also experience the greatest benefit from an infusion of
affordable housing dollars, creating one-time construction-related jobs and spurring ongoing
commercial and other economic activity to support new and existing residents.

City-Owned Vacant Properties
New York City has existing tools to incentivize affordable housing on vacant land. One is the

current process of prioritizing city-owned vacant land for affordable housing and awarding it
through a competitive RFP process. The awarding of vacant land at well below market value is a



powerful tool at the city’s disposal to not only subsidize affordable housing development, but
also to transform plots that are often a blight on communities to resources that address the city’s
critical shortage of affordable housing. The city should do an assessment of all vacant land — not
just land held by HPD - to identify and prioritize suitable sites for affordable housing. These
sites should be awarded through the competitive RFP process to projects that best meet the city’s
affordable housing and community development goals.

Zoning

While the negative impacts of vacant properties are felt in communities throughout New York
City, the reality is that land is becoming a scarce resource when faced with the critical need to
develop more affordable housing within the five boroughs. Zoning is another important tool that
the city possesses to maximize the value of this land and extract as many affordable units as
possible out of it. Exploring opportunities for additional upzonings in areas with high
concentrations of vacant properties will help facilitate much-needed affordable housing
development. While not directly targeted at vacant land, looking at innovative ways of
approaching zoning to facilitate more affordable housing development will better position the
city and its affordable housing development community to unlock the potential of its vacant land
to best serve the needs of its residents.

Building Communities

Ultimately, whatever strategy the city employs to deal with vacant land, at its core should be the
commitment to supporting communities. A commitment to mixed-income affordable housing
will help diversify the economic base of communities while still providing affordable homes for
low-income families. Supporting mixed use development is also critical to ensuring that
residents have access to the retail and community facilities necessary to building strong, thriving

communities.

NYSAFAH looks forward to working with the Council to achieve its goals of tackling the
challenge of vacant properties to benefit New York City’s communities. I would like to thank
Chair Williams the Committee on Housing and Buildings again for the opportunity to testify
today and for your consideration of NYSAFAH’s comments.

February 28, 2014
Contact: Alexandra Hanson, New York City Policy Director, NYSAFAH (646) 473-1209
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Thank you for the opportunity to testify. My name is Margaret Becker. I am director of the Disaster
Recovery Unit of Staten Island Legal Services. I am here with my colleague, Meghan Faux, Acting
Director of Brooklyn Legal Services. Staten Island Legal Services and Brooklyn Legal Services are
offices of Legal Services NYC. I am testifying on behalf of Legal Services NYC.

Legal Services NYC fights poverty and seeks justice for low-income New Yorkers. For more than 40
years, we have challenged systemic injustice and helped clients meet basic needs for housing, access to
high-quality education, health care, family stability, and income and economic security. LSNYC is the
largest civil legal services provider in the country, with deep roots in all of the communities we serve.
Our neighborhood-based offices and outreach sites across all five boroughs help more than 60,000 New
Yorkers annually.

The foreclosure crisis left many abandoned or forgotten properties in New York. Some were abandoned
by homeowners who, after receiving an initial foreclosure notice, saw no hope of saving the home.
Others are post-foreclosure bank-owned ("REO”) property. Others fall somewhere in the middle: banks

often do not complete the foreclosure process after they initiate it, even when the homeowner has left the
property; through neglect or by intention, banks leave these abandoned properties empty and
deteriorating for years. In other cases, the bank completes the foreclosure but still leaves the property
dormant in its inventory for years.

Hurricane Sandy added to the City’s vacant land problem. The storm pushed many homeowners from

their homes, which now sit abandoned because the homeowner lacked funds to make repairs. Sandy-
affected homeowners who were displaced and unable to keep up their mortgage payments while they
also paid rent are now receiving foreclosure notices, which will lead to more vacant property.

Compounding the problem further is another, coming wave of property abandonment in New York’s

coastal communities: the skyrocketing cost of flood insurance will force many homeowners in Sandy-
affected areas into foreclosure. Because of the loss of preferred insurance rates based on claims history

and FEMA'’s elimination of subsidized premiums under the Biggert-Waters Act of 2012, New York's
* coastal homeowners will see their annual flood insurance premiums jump from a few hundred dollars to
$10,000 or higher. Because New York's flood hazard zone—zone A—will double in size in 2015 when
the new preliminary FEMA Flood Insurance Rate Maps are adopted, unaffordable flood insurance

Legal Services NYC
40 Worth Street, Suite 608, New York, NY 10013
Phone: 646-442-3600 Fax: 646-442-3601 www.LegalServicesNYC.org

FLLSC



burdens will hit thousands more properties. These homes will become not only unaffordable but also
unmarketable, leading many homeowners with no option than to lose them to foreclosure, or, if another
storm strikes, to simply abandon them. Moreover, banks that acquire these properties through
foreclosure will likewise be unable to sell them. We can predict that these properties will sit vacant for
years, if not decades.

As the Council contemplates how to address this current and coming stock of vacant and abandoned
property, it should also bear in mind the inventory of vacant properties that it will be acquiring through

the Build It Back Acquisition for Redevelopment program. Under Build It Back’s current policies, the

city will offer to purchase homes that were substantially damaged. Because Build It Back prioritizes
households with incomes less than 165 percent of area median income in its first disbursement of Build
It Back funds, the bulk of the properties will be acquired from lower-income neighborhoods. The
structures on these acquired lots will be severely damaged, and in most cases will require demolition.
How these properties will be redeveloped has not been determined. We urge the Council to include
these acquired Sandy-damaged properties in its plans for redevelopment or repurposing of vacant land.

At the same time that New York City contains hundreds of acres of vacant and abandoned properties,
and will be acquiring potentially hundreds of Sandy-damaged properties, rising housing costs are driving
decent housing out of the reach of low- and middle-income New Yorkers. We have an opportunity now
to address both these problems through a coherent plan for vacant and abandoned property that includes
the following critical components:

* local community input and control over the ultimate use of these properties

» anon-profit land bank to hold properties (and mortgage notes, as discussed below)

» preference for community land trusts as a means of achieving lasting home affordability
« avacant property survey in Sandy-damaged communities

» prevention of future property vacancy and abandonment

A Non-Profit Land Bank that Can Acquire Property and Distressed Homeowner Debt:

A critical tool to addressing vacant and abandoned properties is establishing a non-profit Land Bank. A
land bank can purchase and hold properties while long-term preservation plans can be pursued. Land
banks allow flexibility to address diverse housing issues and community needs in New York City. In
additional to vacant propertics, a land bank can be used to address other serious housing problems such
as over-leveraged single and multi-family housing. Any land bank legislation must prioritize disposition
to non-profit, community-led institutions that create permanently affordable housing for low-income
people. Additionally, its governance structure must include community stakeholders —both individuals
and non-profit community-based partners —to ensure accountability to the general public.

Priority for Community Land Trusts:

We urge City Council to give priority in the disposition of any vacant, abandoned, or acquired land to
community land trusts. Community land trusts offer a model of homeownership that creates lasting
affordability. Under the community land trust structure, the ownership of the land is separated from the
ownership of the structure on the land (a home or a commercial structure). The community, in the form
of the land trust board, retains ownership of the property. The increase in the value of the land accrues
to the community. The homeowner owns the home, can bequeath it to heirs, and can sell it. While the
homeowner normally receives some appreciation in value at the time of sale, it is not the full
appreciation of the land. Because of this divided ownership structure, the housing remains affordable



potentially in perpetuity. The homeowner largely gives up the ability to use homeownership as a vehicle
to build equity and wealth, but in return gains lasting affordability, and a variety of other supports that
the community land trust offers, including foreclosure prevention. Foreclosure rates on community land
trust homes is extremely low. This model stems the price inflation that is driving homeownership farther
out of reach for low- and middle-income New Yorkers. :

This model of homeownership has proven viable and effective in scores of communities throughout the

United States, including in New York City in Manhattan’s Cooper Square Community Land Trust. The

model works for large multi-family buildings as well as for scattered, individual homes. Examples of
the latter include Dudley Neighbors, Incorporated in Massachusetts and the Burlington Community
Land Trust in Vermont. These community land trusts have existed and thrived for decades.

Redevelop Acquired Storm-Damaged Property as Housing Affordable to Those Who Live There
Now:

The city will be acquiring possibly hundreds of storm-damaged homes in the coming months. The

communities where these properties are located have a stake in how they are developed. The City’s

decisions on the disposition of these properties will determine whether the redevelopment further
disrupts these communities or strengthens them. We urge the city foremost to allow local communities
to have decision-making power in how and which properties are redeveloped. For those properties that
are appropriate for redevelopment as housing, the City should ensure that the new housing is affordable
to those who currently live there, based on the median income of that local community, rather than the

broader metropolitan area. The City should consider creating a “right of return” for those that Storm

Sandy has displaced, by giving displaced residents first option on the new homes. A program of this
type would make it possible for people to come home to the neighborhoods where their roots are, the
neighborhoods they know and love.

In addition, the Build It Back program should not limit its acquisition program just to current Build It
Back applicants. There are many abandoned properties in these neighborhoods, and we can assume that
many of the owners of these properties did not apply for Build It Back. We urge the city to conduct a
vacant property survey in Sandy-affected neighborhoods to indentify abandoned properties (bearing in
mind that some of these properties may be vacant but not abandoned, as many Sandy victims are still in
temporary housing). Once the abandoned properties have been identified, the current owners should be
contacted and allowed to apply for acquisition. Bank-owned (REQ) properties could be acquired at
post-storm value.

Prevent Future Vacant Property in Flood Hazard Zones:

The dramatic increase in flood insurance premiums for un-elevated homes within New York City’s

current and soon-to-expand high flood hazard zones will certainly lead to widespread vacancy and
abandonment without strategic, thoughtful government intervention to prevent it. Homeowners and
small landlords need help to elevate their homes. The Build It Back program must attempt to address
this problem more comprehensively than its current design envisions. Otherwise unaffordable flood
insurance premiums likely will displace far more coastal residents than Sandy itself.

Under the current Build It Back program, only homes with substantial damage will be eligible for
elevation help. Most estimates that we have been given put the number of such homes at one tenth or



less of the roughly 20,000 current Build It Back registrants. Offering homeowners repair funds without
elevation gives then no more than a short-term solution. To date, not surprisingly, the vast majority of
homeowners to whom repair without elevation has been offered have not accepted those offers. In no

small part this is due to homeowners’ recognition that this limited help gives them only a short-lived

recovery, homeowners tell us. Many homeowners are waiting for and hoping for acquisition, not
because they want to leave their communities but because they see it as their only real option.

In contrast, the State’s New York Rising program, which is not available to New York City residents,
offers elevation assistance to all registrants, subject to a total benefit cap of $300,000. While the City’s

CDBG-Disaster Recovery funds per capita are more limited than the State’s, the City can explore ways

to offer elevation assistance more broadly. For example, the city could support non-profit elevation
companies to bring costs down, use economies of scale to further reduce elevation costs, offer
subsidized elevation help on a sliding fee scale, and use modern modular home designs to lower the total
cost of building and elevation. These options could be coupled with interest-free elevation loans for
homeowners with greater means. These ideas come from local community groups that we work with in
Staten Island, such as the Siller Tunnel-to-Towers Foundation and the Staten Island Alliance. Surely the
City and the local communities in collaboration could develop even more ideas. What we must not do is
ignore the problem. If we do, the consequence will be widespread displacement of people from their
homes, and coastal neighborhoods riddled with vacant properties.
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Good afternoon Chairperson Williams and members of the Housing and Buildings Committee. Thank you
for the opportunity to provide testimony today. My name is Susannah and I am Policy Coordinator of the
Alliance for a Just Rebuilding (AJR}. The Alliance for a Just Rebuilding is a citywide coalition of over 40
labor unions, worker centers, and community, faith-based, environmental and policy organizations
advocating for a just and equitable short-term recovery and long-term rebuilding in the wake of
Superstorm Sandy. Our member organizations collectively represent some of most vulnerable New
Yorkers in the areas most affected by Superstorm Sandy and across the five boroughs: low-income
homeowners and renters, public housing residents, day laborers, and undocumented immigrants.

Superstorm Sandy impacted nearly 76,000 buildings — an estimated 300,000 housing units throughout
the five boroughs. Sandy survivors continue to struggle to meet their basic needs and the slow rate of
recovery is placing more people in danger as they wait for aid. We are starting to see a wave of
foreclosure and bankruptcies across Sandy affected neighborhoods, which is unfortunately common
pattern after disasters. These foreclosures coupled with people walking away from severely underwater
mortgages will leave the City with significantly more vacant land.

Superstorm Sandy has exacerbated an already tight affordable housing market; in fact many of the
neighborhoods impacted were some of the last affordable areas in the City. A clear plan must be created
to deal with this newly vacant land. We strongly advocate for the City to building deeply affordable
housing on this land and when possible creating local ownership models and structures. By leveraging the
federal relief and rebuilding funds, we believe there is a once in a generation opportunity to rebuild the
City to be more equitable and affordable for all New Yorkers.

Thank you for your time.

Susannah Dyen

Policy Coordinator

Aliiance for a Just Rebuilding
c/o ALIGN

50 Broadway, 29t Floor
New York, NY 10004

Phone: (212) 701-9472

www.rebuildajustny.org

Alliance for a Just Rebuilding members include: 32Bf SEIU, 350.org, ALIGN, Arts & Democracy, CAAAV: Organizing Asian
Communities, Center for Popular Democracy, Center for Social Inclusion, Coalition for the Homeless, Community Development Project
at the Urban Justice Center, Community Environmental Center, Community Voices Heard, Consortium for Worker Education, El
Centro del Inmigrante, Faith in New York, Families United for Racial and Economic Equality (FUREE), Good Jobs New York, Greater
New York Labor-Religion Coalition, Hunger Action Network of NY State, Legal Aid Society, LIUNA Local 10, LiUNA Local 78 Asbestos



Lead & Hazardous Waste Workers, Long Island Civic Engagement Table, Long Island Jobs with Justice, Make the Road NY, Mutual
Housing Association of NY, National Day Laborer Organizing Network (NDLON), National Domestic Workers Alliance, New Economy
Project, New Immigrant Community Empowerment (NICE}, New York Committee for Occupational Safety and Health (NYCOSH), New
York Communities for Change, New Yorkers for Fiscal Fairness, New York State Nurses Association (NYSNA), Occupy Sandy,
Participatory Budgeting Project, Physicians for a National Health Program-NY Metro, Pratt Center for Community Development,
Queens Legal Services, Red Hook Initiative, Respond & Rebuild, Retail Wholesale and Department Stores Union (RWDSU), Solidarity
NYC TWU Local 100, VOCAL-NY
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Helio Chair Williams and members of the Committee. My name is Paula Segal and | am the Director
of 596 Acres, New York City's community land access advocacy organization. Thank you for
opening up the conversation about vacant properties in New York City and giving me an opportunity
to speak. | am going to focus my remarks on vacant land in New York City. | am glad to see that
other advocates are here to address the opportunities presented by other types of vacant property.

| will divide my comments into and make recommendations for three distinct types of vacant land, as
found in our neighborhoods: (1) vacant lots in the City portfolio, (2) privately-owned vacant lots, and
(3) lots that will soon be acquired by the City in neighborhoods impacted by Superstorm Sandy.

City-Owned Vacant Lots

Across the five boroughs, there are approximately 540 acres of city owned vacant land. This land is
divided among different agencies, with the buik of it in the inventory of DCAS, HPD and SBS. MTA
has an at least additional 99 acres of vacant land in New York City; while not a city agency per se,
their vacant land impacts New Yorkers in much the same way.

The primary area of work of 596 Acres is identifying opportunities for New Yorkers to shape their
own neighborhoods; facilitating the transformation of city-owned vacant land into community spaces
is a big part of this. In the last two years, twenty groups we have worked with in Brooklyn, Manhattan
and Queens have gotten permission to change 5 acres of weeds behind fences into flower gardens,
play spaces, vegetable bounties and other community resources. Some of these groups have direct
agreements with city agencies that allow them to use the land and others are licensed through the
GreenThumb program, either as temporary interim-use spaces that remain in the jurisdiction of other
agencies or as groups managing lots that have been transferred to the Parks Department. We are
working with approximately 120 other groups who are exploring the potential for transformation
latent in 52 acres of vacant lots in their neighborhoods.

We have been able to find lots that are good candidates for such transformations because
they are too small to build on without a variance under the modern building code -- 100
Quincy Community Garden in Bed Stuy, formed last year, is one such lot which was formerly in
Housing Preservation and Development's inventory; St Nicholas Miracle Garden in Harlem, which
was a school garden in the 1930s and then a sliver of the Department of Citywide Administrative
Services portfolio for half a century before becoming a garden again last year, is another. These
transformations are a testament to the fact that not all land in the city's portfolio presents a future
opportunity for housing development.

| urge this committee to require the agencies to examine their inventory and transfer lots that are not
well-positioned for development o other agencies — such as the Parks Department — that can turn
them into public benefits. Our analysis of the city's property portfolio is based on datasets available -



596 ames

through the open data portal and direct input from New Yorkers. | hope that our map, which you can
see at 5g6acres.org, will be useful to this committee as it looks closely at the City’s vacant land
portfolio.

One strategy that we use is actually labeling public lots so that neighbors are the first to know that
these spaces present an organizing opportunity for open space or other community-enriching
development. We urge the City to adopt this successful tactic to make information about public
land transparent and available through signage that announces that the land is publicly owned
and suggests ways that neighbors can get access to it. These signs can announce programs like
GreenThumb and the DOT Plaza program directly on the locations that could participate in these
programs and directly to the people who already walk by those places.

On the other hand, some land in the city portfolio is extremely right for development. We urge the
Committee to explore strategies for making sure that development on these sites is as strongly
influenced by people who live and work near them as possible. One suggestion for how to enable
greater public participation: require developers to put up signs on sites where development is
proposed or where land use review is imminent in advance of public comments being
accepted on the proposals. Signs should clearly indicate that input from local communities is
invited and how it will be accepted.

Another suggestion is having the Council review all imminent development proposals for
Community Benefit Agreement opportunities and make sure that, where such opportunities
exist, already-organized groups like tenants’ associations, churches and block associations,
are the first to know and get training about the legal mechanisms involved.

Privately-Owned Vacant Lots

There are over 2,400 acres of vacant privately-owned land in New York City.2 These are sites that
present opportunities for collaboration between the owners and neighbors. We support neighbors
who reach out to us when they try to negotiate for access to these lots in their neighborhoods as
well, with some success. | would ask you to help incentivize this collaboration and am pleased that
the Council considered a resolution last year in support of state legislation that will permit the
Department of Finance to create a new tax abatement program - modeled on the not-for-profit
property tax abatement - for owners who let their lots’ neighbors use them to create temporary
parks, farms and open spaces. This program will reward owners who work with their lots’ community
and neighbors to convert an underutilized fenced off lot into a resource. % With such a reward, it will
be easier for more private owners of the holes in our city to opt into cooperation with their neighbors.

! See hitp://596acres.org/en/about/our-data/ for a step-by-step description of how we have transformed the lines of
spreadsheet data into information neighbors can use.
2 These numbers are from Columbia Urban Design Lab’s report “The Potential for Urban Agriculture in New York
City: Growing Capacity, Food Security, & Green Infrastructure,” available at
http:/fwww.urbandesignlab.columbia.edu/sitefiles/file/urban_agriculture_nyc.pdf (2012). There's a caveat here: the
Lab's numbers turned out to be about twice the amount of public vacant land in reality when we subjected the city's
data to a more refined process (see http:/f/596acres.org/en/about/our-data/); we’d love to do the same for private
lots but need some fiscal support to be able to do it. But even if we half the numbers above, that is an awful lot of
acres. |f we had support to refine the city's data regarding private vacant lots, the process would look like this: (1)
We would start with MapPLUTO, which is the most complete and up-to-date land use database for the city. (2) We
would filter the data to find just the parceis with private owners that have no buildings on them. (3) Someone would
then look at each parcel individually using satelhte imagery and Google Streetview fo ensure that the parcel is
actuaEIy not in use.

3 See The Sustainable Economies Law Center, Policies for a Shareable City #11: Urban Agriculture, available at
hitp://www.shareable.net/blog/policies-for-a-shareable-city-11-urban-agriculture (2011). Here’s California’s version
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It's important to note that this tax inventive goes hand in hand with the Mayor’s proposed plan to tax
vacant land to encourage development. Together, they shift the incentives away from private
owners’ warehousing unused land in areas zoned for residential construction with no benefit to the
public.

Acquisition for Redevelopment in the Wake of Superstorm Sandy

Land that will be acquired by the City of New York will become public land and presents
opportunities for neighbors to control development in communities where Sandy made a lack of
control the norm. | hope this committee will explore legisiative options for creating conditions for
equitable use of this public resource.

Following Sandy, the federal government set aside funds for the State and City of New York to
acquire destroyed or damaged properties. Some funds will be used to buy homes for the creation of
open space that will serve as a buffer against future storms. Other funds will be used for an
acquisition program that earmarks lots for city redevelopment. This redevelopment program is
still unwritten and | urge the members of this Committee to focus attention on it as a
neighborhood redevelopment program early this year. New development in Sandy-affected
areas should be mixed-income and reflect pre-Sandy income levels — not so-called “middle-income”
levels that are well out of the means of neighborhood residents and actual middle-income New
Yorkers. Preference should be given to displaced residents. Long-term affordability mechanisms
should be put in place.

We have a unique opportunity to redevelop these areas in ways difficult to implement in other New
York City neighborhoods. Block grant funding can be used to support new community land trusts
and non-profit, neighborhood-based development corporations. These trusts and developers must
be under a mandate to create and permanently maintain housing that is affordable to neighborhood
residents who have been displaced by the disaster or by the unworkable economics of the storm
recovery process.

With the opportunity to redevelop large swaths of land, the incoming administration has an incredible
opportunity to stabilize New York City’s low- and moderate-income coastal neighborhoods. Site
design and community engagement in the design process will shape New York City’s future social
and ecological resiliency. It will determine whether the storm leaves in its wake safer communities
for those who experienced it first hand or an opportunity for speculation and developer-driven
change along our coastlines.

Thank you very much for accepting my testimony today.

In solidafity,

Paula Z. Segal, E3q.
/

of a tax incentive bill, passed in 2013:
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.govifaces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201320140AB551 (cities like Los Angeles and San
Francisco are implementing this enabling legislation through ordinance now).
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Good afternoon. My name is Robert Altman and | am a consultant to the Queens & Bronx
Building Association and the Building Industry Association of New York City, both of which are
chapters of the New York State Builders Association.

The topic today on vacant land does not lend itself to testimony pro or con. Our members have
read in the papers about the proposal to tax vacant land at higher rates. We realize that this
policy was used with some success in Pittsburgh. But when started in Pittsburgh, it was done at
a very different time and under very different circumstances than New York City in the present
day (Pittsburgh was at the time in serious decline with a very weak real estate market and thus
many sites, and New York today has a relatively robust real estate market).

The Building Industry Association has read that many of the vacant lots in the City are on Staten
Island. Rapid development in Staten Island has led to significant infrastructure issues and
accelerating that development even further would require significant capital investment,
preferably before such a plan. However, while we welcome the effort to assist in making
available new sites for development on the Island, we are also political realists. Rapid
expansion is not a winning issue on Staten Island, and this led to more down-zonings than just
about every other borough. And expanding before infrastructure improvements would probably
be considered by many a provocative act. It should be noted that many of the lots that are
available on Staten island suffer from many of the general issues that are discussed below.

And the first of these is not all vacant land is the same, so a one-size fits all approach is
dangerous. For example, vacant sites might include community gardens, environmentally
challenged land, environmentally sensitive land (such as waterfront or wetlands), land in under-
developed areas, land in areas already developed but inappropriate for further development or
unable to be further developed or land being developed in stages. In industrial or commercial
areas, there are many reasons why an area might remain vacant.

For example, some areas of the Bronx were built long agokon land where there is solid rock
beneath it. These properties might be incapable of development now because the proper
subsurface storm water or sewage connections are impossible. A drywell is not even feasible.

Properties such as these might not be economically feasible for development even if the land
was procured at nominal cost. If a building cannot comply with code for such basic items,
should it be built. :

Properties might be part of a staged development for various reasons (community relations,
financing, market conditions). It would seem bizarre for punishing a developer for doing the
right thing and not immediately overwhelming a neighborhood.

Moreover, we do not know how many development sites actually would be freed by this. We
would want to see the data. Our builders literally drive around neighborhoods looking for
appropriate sites. When found, we might approach the owner even if the property is not for
sale. We want to build, especially at the right site. Just because a property is vacant does not
mean it can or should be built on.
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We are not negative on the general ideas presented. But we would counsel that the idea will
not be a cure ali and should not be implemented with a one-size fits all character. In the end,
you will probably find the fix to be of nominal value.



Brooklyn Allied Composters and Carters
a subcommittee of the Brooklyn SWAB
c/o Greg Todd
866 Park Place
Brooklyn, NY
(718) 496 5139

The City Council's Housing and Buildings Committee Hearing
“Wacant Properties in NYC™
Friday, February 28, 2104 @ 1 PM

Councilmember Williams and Committee Members, thank you for the opportunity to
testify on this important topic.

It seems that the drou%ht in California is really kicking in. According to the New York
Times on February 137, 2014, experts estimate that over 500,000 acres will not be
planted in the Central Valley this year. As you may know, the Central Valley is the
single largest source for fresh fruits and vegetables in the United States. The four most
productive agricultural counties in the US are in the Central Valley. The total
agricultural production of the Valley amounted to $17 billion in 2002. It is the leading
source in the US for tomatoes, almonds, grapes, cotton, apricots, and asparagus.

No water has flowed in irrigation canals for three years now at some farms and driliing
wells, if one can find a well-driller who isn't booked years in advance, is very expensive.
Without regular rain to replenish the aquifer, it's only a matter of time until the water in
the welis dries up as well.

In a February 13th article in the National Geographie, Celeste Cantu, manager of the
Santa Ana Watershed Project Authority, states that "the cost of fruits and vegetables
could soar" because of the drought. In the same article, B. Lynn Ingram, a
paleoclimatologist at the University of California at Berkeley who has studied 1,000's of
years of drought history, states that "California needs to brace itself for a
megadrought—one that could last for 200 years or more."

Because we receive most of our fresh fruits and vegetables from areas such as
California, the implications for NYC are clear. We need to obtain a lot more food
independence. One of the ways we can do this, in addition to relying on iocal farmers,
is to begin growing food on vacant lots. ‘
With some 596 acres of city land sitting vacant, growing in community gardens is a real
possibility. And because we need to eat year around, we need to grow food year
around as well. Growing fruits and vegetables inexpensively in the winter in the
Northeast requires a special kind of greenhouse, one that maximizes the sun as a heat

source,



Several gardens have been developing this capability for years. One example is at

the Central Rocky Mountain Permaculture Institute at Basalt Colorado. Jerome
Osentowski, their executive director, has been growing semi-tropical plants year around
using what he calls a "climate battery” to capture the warmth of the sun. More well
known in the Northeast of course is Eliot Coleman, whose Four Season Farm in Maine
is an example of what can be grown year round in a cold climate.

The Imani Garden, at Schenectady and Dean in Crown Heights Brooklyn, is about to
build & greenhouse that uses a climate battery and a below grade design that should
achieve semi-tropical temperatures throughout the winter with few external inputs.
Working with the architectural firm of SRY Rainbow, Imani and its sponsor Green .
Phoenix Permaculture with the assistance of Citizens Committee NYC, Project Green
Thumb and New York Restoration Project, hopes to begin construction this spring. By
(using earthbag construction that incorporates earth from the excavation to build walls
on three sides of the greenhouse, construction costs will be kept to a minimum.

If you would like to attend a pre-construction fund raiser to help us raise funds for the
construction and view the design for this new greenhouse, please contact me
at gn.todd@verizon.net.

Thanks for your time and attention,
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Good morning. Thank you to Chairperson Williams and to the committee members for the
opportunity to testify today.

My name is Katie Goldstein and I am the Director of Organizing for New York State Tenants &
Neighbors Information Service and New York State Tenants & Neighbors Coalition, two affiliate
organizations that share a common mission: to build a powerful and unified statewide
organization that empowers and educates tenants; preserves affordable housing, livable
neighborhoods, and diverse communities; and strengthens tenant protections. The Information
Service organizes tenants in at-risk rent regulated and subsidized buildings, helping them
preserve their homes as affordable housing, and organizes administrative reform campaigns. The
Coalition is a 501c4 membership organization that does legislative organizing to address the
underlying causes of loss of affordability. Our membership organization has over 3,000 dues-
paying members.

Tenants & Neighbors organizes in rent-regulated, Mitchell-Lama, and project-based Section 8
developments citywide. In the buildings where we organize, the story is the same. Low and
moderate income tenants in New York City are regularly experiencing the pressures of
displacement; their frustration mounts as their rents go up, as they find they don’t earn enough
to qualify for newly developed affordable housing, and as we continue to lose existing
subsidized affordable units.

Rent regulation is the largest source of affordable housing for low-income tenants. Tenants are
facing dire economic conditions, with unemployment rising again, wages declining, and nearly a
third of rent stabilized tenants city-wide putting half their income towards rent. The Income and
Expense study prepared by the staff of the Rent Guidelines Board reported that landlord’s net
operating incomes have risen for the 7% consecutive year. Landlords reported that 9,499
apartments left rent stabilization last year, and the true number of deregulated apartments is
surely much higher than that. This must be the year that the Rent Guidelines Board freezes rents
to give rent-stabilized tenants much needed relief.

New York City still has a speculative housing market where there is great incentive for owners to
buy buildings for more than the rent rolls can support and this pressure to deregulate units has
led to the de-stabilization of strong neighborhoods. Tenants & Neighbors is organizing, along
with allied housing organizations, in a portfolio of 42 buildings, encompassing over 1,500 units in
Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx, that are in foreclosure due to speculation. Additionally,
Tenants & Neighbors is organizing in two former Mitchell-Lama developments in East and
Central Harlem, Metro North and the Schomburg, that are up for sale for $500 million for 1,400
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units. These are just two examples of the ways in which the trend of speculative investment is
playing out to the detriment of working families in New York City. We need to rescue multi-
family buildings that have been overleveraged by predatory equity and are now at risk of
deteriorating conditions, loss of affordability, and foreclosure. There is a great need for
strengthening tenant protections, and to adopt pro-preservation policies at the city, state, and
federal level.

The same climate of speculation in the housing market helps explain why so many apartments
and buildable lots are sitting vacant as landlords wait for an opportunity to sell them at the
highest price. The dream that every block in the city could be devoted to the luxury market
tomorrow is blocking investment in housing that meets the city’s real needs today. Tenants &
Neighbors supports efforts to change the incentives to get these potential housing resources out
of the warehouse and into use.

Thank you for the Council Leadership on opening this conversation on vacant properties. We
look forward to working with the Council on envisioning a pro-affordable housing preservation
strategy and developing tools for vacant properties to become a much-needed affordable housing
resource.
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Organizing For Justice and Respect:
Don't Talk About Us: Talk With Us!

PICTURE THE HOMELESS

My name is Sam J. Miller, and I’'m the Policy & Communications Organizer for Picture
the Homeless. We’re grateful for the opportunity to address this committee on the subject
of vacant property, something we’ve wanted to do for some time. We also wanted to take
a moment and thank the chair of this committee for his help in getting the MTA & NYPD
to cancel this Monday’s planned “purge” of homeless people from the subways. No one
wants homeless folks sleeping on trains—least of all homeless people—and we believe
strongly that today’s hearing is a starting place for a conversation about real solutions.

Vacant property has always been a burning issue for the members of Picture the
Homeless. The idea of homes without people while people are without homes offends
common sense. For our membership, vacant buildings and lots are the answer to the
conventional wisdom that there’s no housing available in NYC, that there are no
vacancies—while the city spends thousands per month on shelter, per household, so that
landlords can make money from real estate speculation.

You can't fix a problem until you understand it. That's why we've been advocating for an
annual citywide count of vacant buildings and lots. That will let us see just how much
housing stock is being wasted by greedy landlords and city agencies. Right now the city
doesn’t keep track of vacant property. Counting these properties is an important first step
to transforming them into housing for homeless people. A similar census was instituted
by Boston in 1997, and they saw their overall volume of vacant property decline by 67%
in the first seven years. With the city's sheltered homeless population climbing towards
53,000 people, low-income New Yorkers can’t wait any longer for the city to take real
steps to end the warehousing that has kept so much usable living space off the market.

Partnering with the Hunter College Center for Community Planning and Development,
Picture the Homeless launched our own survey in the summer of 2011 to reveal the
extent of vacant property in New York City. We walked every single block of 20 out of
the city’s 59 community boards, identifying 3,551 vacant buildings and 2,489 vacant
lots—enough potential space to house 199,981 people, in 1/3 of the city! Contrary to
claims from the prior administration that this initiative would be too complex or costly,
we developed an efficient and duplicable methodology that’s spelled out in greater detail
in our report, Banking on Vacancy: Homelessness & Real Estate Speculation, included in
your handouts.

Every year, an incalculable amount of money is spent as a result of property
abandonment. Blocks with boarded-up buildings get 2-3 times as many police calls for
violent offenses as blocks in the same neighborhood without vacant property. Homes

2427 Morris Ave,
Bronx NY 10468
Phone 646-314-6423 Fax 646-314-6429
info@picturethehomeless.org




near abandoned buildings lose more than $7,000 in value. And last year the city spent a
billion taxpayer dollars providing shelter to homeless people who could be living in these
apartments.

But counting vacant property isn’t enough. We have identified the following additional
policy changes to return them to productive use. We were heartened to hear Attorney
General Schneiderman’s determination to use land banks to open up vacant properties,
and we’re asking that an NYC Land Bank prioritize disposition to mission-driven
developers such as community development corporations and entities that seek to create
or preserve long-term affordable housing for very low-, low-, and moderate-income
houscholds such as community land trusts.

The use of Community Land Trusts would allow for long term affordable housing that
would be regulated by the tenants that live in them. Implementing more Community Land
Trust would allow for a shift from a profit based housing system into a permanently
resident focused model of housing. Since Community Land trust are non-profits, this
model would also allow city owned and privately owned buildings to be gifted to
community members that want to stay in their communities at an affordabie rate reducing
the high rate of homelessness and displacement.

Soon, this Council will be voting on a reauthorization of the legislation that governs the
Third Party Transfer program. We believe this is a crucial opportunity to ensure that
property that passes through the program goes to non-profit neighborhood-based housing
development, particularly community land trusts, to make sure housing that’s
permanently affordable to homeless folks is developed out of vacant and partially-
occupied buildings.

2427 Morris Ave,
Bronx NY 10468
Phone 646-314-6423 Fax 646-314-6429
info@picturethehomeless.org
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Good Afternoon. My name is Kendall Jackman. | am a member and a Housing Campaign
Leader at Picture The Homeless.

53,270 homeless people in shelter. 3,551vacant buildings. 2,489 vacant lots. 199,981 people. In
1/3 of the city. 1 billion taxpayer dollars. My colleague Sam J. Miller gave you these figures. |
would like to discuss them with you in a different way.

One billion taxpayer dollars used as a budget for the Department of Homeless Services.

I entered the DHS system on September 21. 2009. | moved into a “Supportive Housing Single
Room Qccupancy (SRO)” unit on March 13, 2013. For the three and a half (3)4) years I was
warehoused in shelter, you could have paid my $950 rent for a one (1) bedroom, garden
apartment in Bedford-Stuyvesant for twelve (12) vears. Hmmm? Three and a half years
making a *non-profit provider™ richer and dehumanizing people or paying rent for twelve (12)
years, in the community, with a support system that could help you get back on your feet? To my
thinking, spending the money to house someone for twelve (12) years in a stable apartment makes
more sense than making someone rich who needs the money less than | need a home.
Additionally, my current housing is owned by DHS and managed by a “non-profit provider™. |
am now in the underground shelter system.

147,270 homeless people that we know of in the city. Let me break this down for you.

53,270 homeless people is incorrect. DHS™ daily totals do not include Domestic Violence
shelters. So how many people are in shelter? Currently there are at least 47,000 children living
doubled and tripled up with family and friends. Each child has at least one parent, which brings
this number to 94,000 people doubled and tripled up. These figures total 147,000 people, but even
this is incorrect. As I said, Domestic Violence shelter numbers are missing. Children lucky
enough to have two parents | onfy counted one. The street population, sleeping wherever they
can. The untold numbers sleeping in churches. mosque, and synagogues. .One population we do
not talk about at all, those warehoused in nursing homes.

I want to take a moment to speak for the ones who have the smallest voice, our children. A child
in shelter has to be shuttled back and forth to school, IN THEIR HOME DISTRICT. A six (6)
year old has now become a pre-rush hour commuter just to get to school on time. The
psychotogical impact on the child cannot be measured until the dysfunction appears. We have a
member, raising two toddlers in shelter. Her son at the age of six (6) is seeing a therapist. Really?
Shouldn’t he be seeing a football, basketball, or baseball coach instead?

In our abbreviated census of vacant property, we found enough space to potentially house all of
the people [ mentioned above and then some. Two-thirds (2/3) of the city has not been counted.
If all the vacant property in the city was counted. the real estate industry’s scam of “not enough
supply for the demand”™ would go out the window. The price of housing, purchasing or renting
would go down. More importantly the 67.000 children who are living a nomadic life can have a
home. Currently there is a commercial playing on the radio, where the children are singing, “I
can go where my secrets are, where my things are. in my rcom.” QOur Community Land Trust
Initiative would guaranteed permanent. attordable housing for the very teast amongst us.

We have identified the problem-—we at Picture The Homeless live it. We have come up with the
solutions. We have taken steps one and two. Siep three is to make it a reality.

2 &



Vacant Property FOIL Campaign
Picture the Homeless

Many people are concerned that the cost of conducting a citywide vacant building and lot count would be
prohibitive. Interagency cooperation will be an important factor in reducing the cost of the bill, which is why
the text of proposed legislation contains a provision requiring it. It is our belief that many city agencies
contain nformaton that will be crtical to understanding the extent and nature of New York's vacancy
problem. To test this, Picture the Homeless recently inidated a campaign of dozens of coordinated Freedom
of Information Law requests to different city and state agencies. Most of these have not yet received
responses, but we've already gotten a wealth of really useful data. The Division of Real Estate Services, for
example, at the Department of Citywide Administrative Services, sent us a spreadsheer containing the
addresses of 1,889 vacant lots owned by the city! And the Department of Buildings sent us a lisung of more
than 1,400 residential buildings with a current pardal or full vacate order.

Our primary dara requests are as follows, grouped by response type:

DID NOT RESPOND
Fire Department

*  Addresses of all buildings which the Fire Department has determined to be structurally unsound, or
to be lacking a roof or stable floors.

*  Addresses of all buildings for which the Fire Depariment issued a vacate order that has not been
subsequently rescinded.

¢ Addresses of all buildings sealed by the Fire Department for strucrural instability following a fire or
other incident.

Department of Finance:
¢ Addresses of all properties for which a “Request to Update Vacant Land Data” has been submitred to
vour Department's Division of Property Services in the past five years.

New York State Public Service Commission

*  Addresses of all residenual buildings in the five boroughs of New York City that are currenty “off-
line,” and which have no active power through Consolidated Edison or any other clectricity provider
certified through the Public Service Commuttee.

RESPONDED BUT FAILED TO PROVIDE INFORMATION

Department of Buildings:
*  Addresses of residenual buildings for which the certificate of occupancy has been revoked or has
expired.
¢ Addresses of residental buildings having a current vacate order.

Department of Health and Mental Hygiene
e All buildings sealed by the Department due to health hazards.

Department of Sanitation
e Addresses of buildings with exorbirant and overdue violations for garbage.
¢ Addresses or locations of vacant lots 1dentfied through “Lot Cleaning Requests” submitted by the
genceral public.



e Addresses of all residential buildings with lapsed sanitation registration.

Landmarks Commission:
e Addresses of vacant or structurally unsound buildings registered as landmarks with your Commuission.

® Addresses of vacant or structurally unsound buildings that have been submitted to the LPC for

consideration as landmarks but have not yet received a final decision, or have been rejected by the
Commission.

RESPONDED AND PROVIDED DATA

Department of Citywide Administrative Services

¢ Addresses or locations of of all city-owned vacant lots managed by the Division of Real Estate
Services

Housing Preservation and Development
* Addresses of all buildings currently under development through HPD's “New Partners” Program.

o Addresses of all buildings with outstanding violations under Section 27-2089 of the Admmistratve
Code.

e Addresses of all buildings identified as cntirely empty in HPD's most recent Housing and Vacancy
Survey.

Department of Environmental Protection

¢ Addresses of residenual buildings within the five boroughs of New York City that do not currently
have active water service.



TEN KEY FEATURES OF THE CLASSIC COMMUNITY LAND TRUST

1. Nonprofit, tax-exempt corporation. A community land trust is an independent, nonprofit corporation that is
chartered in the state where it is located. Most CL.Ts are started from scratch, but some are grafted onto existing
nonprofit corporations. Most CLTs target their activities and resources toward charitable goals like providing
housing for low-income people & redeveloping blighted neighborhoods, and are eligible for 501(c)(3) designation.

2. Dual ownership. The CLT acquires multiple parcels of land throughout a targeted geographic area with the
intention of retaining ownership permanently. The parcels do not need to be contiguous. Any buildings already
located or later constructed on the land are sold to individual homeowners, condo owners, cooperative housing
corporations, nonprofit developers of rental housing, or other nonprofit, governmental, or for-profit entities.

3. Leased land. CLTs provide for the exclusive use of their land by the owners of any buildings located thereon.
Parcels of land are conveyed to individual homeowners (or the owners of other types of residential or commercial
structures) through long-term ground leases.

4. Perpetual affordability. By design and by intent, the CLT is committed to preserving the affordability of
housing and other structures on its land. The CLT retains an option to repurchase any structures located upon its
land if their owners choose to sell. The resale price is set by a formula in the ground lease providing current owners
a fair return on their investments and future buyers fair access to housing at an affordable price.

5. Perpetual responsibility. As the owner of the underlying land and of an option to repurchase any buildings
located on that land, the CLT has an abiding interest in what happens to these structures and to the people who
occupy them. The ground lease requires owneroccupancy and responsible use of the premises. If buildings become
hazardous, the CLT has the right to force repairs. If property owners default on their mortgages, the CLT has the
right to cure the default, forestalling foreclosure.

6. Open, place-based membership. The CLT operates within the boundaries of a targeted area. It is guided by, and
accountable to, the people who call this locale their home. Any adult who resides on the CLT’s land or within the
area the CLT deems as its “community” can become a voting member. The community may comprise a single
neighborhood, multiple neighborhoods, or even an entire town, ¢ity, or county.

7. Community control. Voting members who either live on the CLT’s land or reside in the CLT’s targeted area
nominate and elect two-thirds of a CLT’s board of directors.

8. Tripartite governance. The board of directors of the classic CLT has three parts, each with an equal number of
seats. One-third represents the interests of people who lease land from the CLT; one-third represents the interests of
residents of the surrounding community who do not lease CLT land; and one-third is made up of other stakeholders
like local funders, nonprofit providers of housing or social services, and other individuals presumed to speak for the
public interest.

9. Expansionist program. CLTs are committed to active acquisition and development programs aimed at
expanding their holdings of land and increasing the supply of affordable housing and other structures under their
stewardship.

10. Flexible development. While land is always the key ingredient, the types of projects that CLTs pursue and the
roles they play in developing the projects vary widely. Many CLTs do development with their own staff, while
others delegate this responsibility to partners. Some focus on a single type and tenure of housing, while others
develop housing of many types and tenures. Other CLTs focus more broadly on comprehensive community
development.

Source: The Civ-CLT Partnership, John Emmeus Davis & Rick Jacobus. Lincoln Institute of Land Policv. 2007,
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The following report exposes the extent t which vacant buildings
aned lots per
nities hardes

meate cur landscape, concentrated in the very commu-
t hit by gentrification and homelessness. We believe

vacani property can create housing, parks, urban farms, commer

i this report will prove just

cial and cuttural space, and jobg--a

what o transformative bapact this properey could bave,

"Hhe majority of vacant build-

trigs aned lots in NYC are privately owned, and the trend toward
srivatization continues, While we envision different strafegies for
the transformation of publicly owned vacant buildings and lots

both types beg the same

¥
7
i@

visavism cant property,

ivately-owned v

guestion: who benefits from vacaney, and does that benelit out-

weiph the social and economic costs of the housing emergenay?

nearly 12,000 addresses of vacant
& from Freedom e";ﬂ;‘}i'm" wation
th Munter

[T iLésg Ly creste o sound me S‘E}mu;inws g(}miﬁszauw scientific and

exs pathered

ésﬁ‘ﬁ 33 d bots in fall of 208

Eiiu; wesls to T8 city agencies. We then partnered w

community organizing practice. 1 the City of Mew York can

conduct a scientifically questionable count of homeless ncegﬂe o
night o vear {The Hope Cotnt, costing tens of thousands of dol-

farsl, then surely they can count v

4

€ sacant properties by apgrading
and consolidating data they alreasdy have, and muobilizing 4 feld
Pieture the Homeless did i

Hicials clai

D RE BT 3} for o fraction of what
%

my wondd cost millions of dollars,

some elecied

Community

Boards with some of the lowest incomes in the City have thousands

cant aparements, tens of thousands of sguare feet of vacan
commercial sprce. and hundreds of vacant i(}i‘:s We ook forward
to the day whes marginalized communitios throughout NYC de-

riate plans for the use of vacant spaces across NYC, and

cthelr bmplomentation, for the benefit of all community

fm’fnbc?s including homeless folks,

HOUSING A TOTAL OF

e e e

SBL&?!GF&S

S jobs creation pro-
gram i?h‘ii partners with consiruction trade unions to provide
apprentiveships to unemployed people would help convert vacant
properties in the commiunities hit hardest by the regession and

housing emergency, Every dollar of investimient in housing devel-
apment generates an additional two dollars in economic activity.
[ni the 15705 the CETA program funded job training for public

assistance reciplents Ehmugh emiploynient in the rehabilitation of
vacant buildings.”
receive (raining to renovate and purchase properties through their

These “sweal equity” models allowed people to

Tabor during the 19805, but were phased out o the 19905, We need
to bring buck past modeds with proven track records,

. i inding vacency decontrol for
revt stabilizad apartments, renovating them and renting them

at the previcus rents will create thousands of low rent apart-
mients without rental subsidies. 'l
novation i order to avold Major Capital

The City would

he City can launch a program

to cover the cost of 1

Improvement (MCI) increases passed onto tenanis, |
be better served funding housing development and job tralning
for homeless folks than spending thousands per month on shelter
costs, per family,

¢ HExposing
the extent of vacancy in NYC ineludes demystifying the owner-
ship of properties and tracking the lesgth of thime they have been
diate st

and de-mystify its property records, including the passage of

vacant. The city can take imme = o cenlralize, improve,

vacant property count legislation by the New York City Council. If
Con Edison were required Lo report electric and gas usage per unit,
we would know cxactly how many apartments are vacant in NYC
and for how long, NYC has been in a housing emergency since
1947, 1t is tinte to evaluaie and place limits on the housing market
and to demand that government stop incentivizing real estate

specularion at the expense of the public good.

PICTURETHEHOMELESS.0REG
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VACANT PROPERTY AND THE HOUSING CRISIS

HMow vacant property is developed, and for whose benelit, s one
of the critical issues facing us as we seek to identify solutions to
the housing crisis in New York City. Currently, housing is like
any other commodity, Investors {real estate speculators), buy
and sell property the swme as they would shares in a corporation,
Speculating on neighborhoods gentrif

ving is how many folle get
rich in this city, [t is all perfectly legal, and even incentivized by
government policies,

Picture the Homeless believes that housing is o human right.
From this perspective, the guestion of vacant properties visa vis
homelessness is simple. At what point does the promotion of the
public interest in addressing basic human needs take precedence
over the gross awumuhtwn of private wealth? What happens
when human rights are in confiict with property rights? Thig
sarrie question was at the heart of the nineteenth-century fight
aver slavery,

sew York City government actively supports the warchous-
ing of vacant buildings and land. In 2003, in the early days of
dur Housing Not Warchousing campaign, we asked {then) NYC
Iﬁz;usiﬁg Preservation & Development Commissioner Sean
E'}{muvam to address the problem of vacancy. He responded that

“development in our city requires that some property be iunpumz»
iy reld of the market W assemble development opporiunities”.,
even thouph "temporarily” can be thirty years or more. Although
New York City has beenin
City plages no restrictions on how long restdential buildings or
bane can be kept vacant!

“housing ermergency” since 1947, the

One example: in Harlem, the buildings on the west side of
Malcolm X Blvd. between 125
decades while the landlord purchased cach one as it came on the
market, Jelf Sutton, head of Wharton Realty, kept the spariments

i and 124th strects staved empty for

in these huildings vacant while making profit on the ground-iloor
cormmercial space. There was no shortage 0(’ people in Harlem
looking for apariments: Flarlem has one of the highest rates of
homelessness 1 the City, Nor is it that Sutton couldn't afiord to
rehals the building. [¢ just wase't vipe for makmg a killing, as they
say. Pleture the i'itmm]cw held two “sleep outs” on the street in
front of the buildings t educate the public about the connections
between vacancy, gentrification and homelessness, We wrote (o
Jefi Sutton and asked for a meeting. In response, he demolished
thie buildings to construct a luxury hotel The fot remains vicant
as of this writing. (See photo on page 7} Under current law, he can
do whatever he wents with his property, regardless of community
needs or impact on the city as a whole,

¥ Regardless
of market conditions, two constants remain: o steady increase
in homelessness and the privatization of vacant property, be-

cause housing s o commadity. During an economic upswing,

43

senirification produces higher rents. When the economy declines,
rents in tow income ;‘:cighbor‘iu}nds don't go down. Unemploviment
is oy oney 1o create housing,
Through it all, New York City has set record levels of homelessness

goes up, and the city savs there

during the pasi 10 years. The number of homeless families ente

shelter each year s doubled since Michael Bloomberg ok o
in 2002, and has reachied 40,000 people s of oday's writing.* This
doesn’t count street homeless, or folks doubled up in oversrowded
housing, families in the domuestic violence shelter systeny, or the
hundreds of shelter beds provided by faith communities through-
cul the city,

ROOTS OF THE HOUSING (NOT HOMELESS) CRISIS
Policies at all levels of government have created the housing crisis,
S we
evelopment for the very poor, withdrawal of funds for rental
&Li‘b‘uliﬁi

and dctimiﬁg wages for low wage workers, and publ

the Reagan Administration, n’ii%iiéve%fmcm in housing

such ag the Section § voucher program, stagnating

i

e assistance
budgets that relegate Tolks to extreyme poverty, have contributed
ro more households experiencing bomelessness i New York Cly
and throughout the United States. How much rent can you atford
if you male $10.00 per hour at a full dme jobs. for a pre-tax income
of $1,733 o month? According fo federa] guidelines, fnmilies paying
more than 30% of their income an rent are considered cost-
Burdened... so the most you could spend on rent 13 $519 a mionth.
Imagine if vou have children. What happens when you lose

that job# Over 50% of households in the ciy pay more than 30%
their income for housing!

Warchousing isn't just a New York City problem. With
unemployment and foreclosires on the rise and banks sitting on
countless properties acquired fraudulently or immorally, the 2010

censits extimated that there are 18.6 million vacant homes®and an

estimated 3.5 mitlion homeless people nationwide® .. which equals
five vacant homes in this country for every homeless person!

Picture the Homeless Jearned that other cities,
vacant properties, and we learned from those models, We are also

anchor members of the Campalpn to Restore National Housing

ltke Boston, survey

fiphis, leading & workoroun on addressing warehousing nation-
2 g 4 8 #

wide, learning from and providing support to allies nationally.
g g 54y ¥

Picture the Homeless members decry the amount of
morey spent on shelter, espeeially as compared to the absence of
money spent on housing development or rental assistance for the
very poor. We know that the claim by City officials that “there’s
ae reney” (0 urn vacant properties into housing is a lie, because
shelier residents get a monthly update of the exorbitant amounts
the City spends on shelter. In 2010, the ¢ity’s budget for Housing
Freservation and Development ($48% mitlion) was only 63% of

.

what the city spent providing shelter 1o homeless people (8775

-

lom Department of Homebess Services budgen)®,

&% PICTURETHEHGMELESS.ORG
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¢
pm;u., tycountin BB

{omel ‘wi‘)m;;;; 2F ihm\im_{,a mpaign in 2004, with a vacant

arrin/li.
i g‘éz‘;}pgz‘hw were ;‘é;'walsziy awred, and the property

daviem. The count {&itg}ﬁﬂ us Eh;‘zi
MOst v

taxes j;’s’s.iiﬁ. This was g very different scenario than the sbandon-

ment of previous decades, Ploture the Homeless members were

acutely aware of vacaney: the neighborhonds with the most vacant

pr

families

SHIFTING THE CONVERSATION AND TAKING ACTION

Pioture the Fomeless members weare convinesd that the develop-

eriy are the same neighborhoods that send the most homeless

into the shelter systerm,

ment of vacant propertes was key (o solving the housing crisis,

and the renovation of vacant propertics a source of g,()i}a 1 jobs,
nd fobs through the relabilit

snrst buildings m’i a pew idea. It has worked in the past

Chir viston to create housing 2 ation

Pl vacsant property is s bot commodity pow, snd much of it is in
the }.}z‘i vate market, Government officials told us that vacancy is
ing of the past, that the city doesn't keep records of vacaney,

; problem. Most housing
inything sbowt
weren't convineed, We veals

just no way o prove it really a
advoracy orpanizations alse tokd us we couldn't do

LS

;?Hx;hm cwned vacarnt Property. We

xicit

fred that we had to shift the conversation by exposing the ¢
i wi‘;id imna ings and lots were being ;\cpi vacant. We conducted
Yt homeless prople,

s and direc

im;?mﬁ?‘; o the entire ¢ % biril d (15311

relationships with dozens of grassroots groups and fuith leaders

whe Felt that property warchousing needed o stop,

P We knew that we had to prove that ware-
fousing was pervasive and harmbul to community and the City

a5 3 whole, We designed and conducted a block by t

i

slock count
of vacant properties in Manhattan in conjunction with the

esident in 2006, Our report, Homele
Peopls Count, proved that the total volume of empty housing

Manhattan Borough Py

units in abandoned buildings in Manhattun excecded the number

of homeless people in shelter and on the street vitywide. 24,000

potential apartments could have been developed out of all those

properties going to wastel” And the housing orisis and economic

recession have inereased both homelessness and vacancy since

then, The financial collapse of 2008 has also left countless conda

developments stalled for lack of financing

Fearly 2006, i1 coujunction with launching the vacant property

coust, we began o series of “sleeprouts”, wheve we Terally slept on
the sidewalk in front of vacant buildings, engaging the community
in conversations around vacancy and hamelessness und gentri-

ig

fivation. We also garnered extunsive press coverage. | shibors

brought us coffee and warnt soup, These public sleep-outs helped
build solidaricy within eur orgenization, and public support for
our worle ft was during the process of building support for our
first sleep out that members of PTH miet with folks from the office
of Manhattan Borough President Scott Siringcr HMis office part-

nered with ws on the Bock-by-block count of vacant buildings and
iots in Manhatien referenced above.

One policy
introduced
chambery of li

cim;wg resulting from our Manhattan count was  bill
by State Senator jose Serrano and passed througls both
legistature, which eradicated a rx ncentive that
had essentially rewarded landlords for keeping property vacant
above 110t Strect in communities with high rates of homelessness
arsd rumpant gentrification,
Picture the Momeless members reached out to every member

of the New York Ciry Ceuncil in 2008, seeking to craft

a sponsor for legislation o mandate a vacant property count

ftand find

and create incentives to develop housing for poor people. South
Brooldyn Legal Services assisted us in the research and writing
of the Bill, which was spensored by Councilman Tony Avella. By
late 2009, it was clear thal the Couneil legal departiment would
not atlow a bill 1o be introduced with provisions that included
elements sucl as “dury to vent”, We were in fact rold that bills
were not introduced at all if they weren't likely to be passed! Many
Bave had the

opportunity to gather testimony, debate and votz on this bill,

of sur members felt that council members should

and preveniing its introduction was a “subversion of democracy.”

Indeed, we learned a Jot
in

Mark-¥i

1al count of vacant buildings snd ot throughout the Hve

about the legislative process along the way,
ehruary of 2010, & new bill was introduced by Meligsa
verita, intro 48 would empower the city to conduct an
B35
ohs, We believed that this was a strategic and pragmatic

boraus

compromise. We continue o be convineed that once vacant prop-
erties are counted and the resulis publicized, it will ignite outrage

PICTURETHEHOMELESS.ORE



organizing o
|

pportunities. While Tatro
48 garnered the majority of City Couneil

members as o

a month, as of the end of 2017 it sl
has not boen calendered by the Chair

1ed eut o the Council’s

of the Housing Commitier of the £y
Courncil, We rens

policy division 1o see what was happen-
tl

ing--and learned that they were “getts

¥
push-back” fron the Administr
wha were concerned about the “rost of

Fi

the Bill” even afier extremelv-modest

cost estimates were provided.

riers 1o passing p

through the City Courgil, we

B

s34

had 1o rajse the stakes in order o

ehousing or vacant property legislation passed.
dnereasing, we devided 1o
ehousing! {HNW! Coslition, Qur intemt

o formalive relationships with alfies, build ¢ structure o

incorporate them into the work, incrense our effectiveness 1o win

s
i
i
Pl
o}
s
ol
4]
]
o
5
L¢3

a city-wide vacant property count, ot

housing for exiremely low ing s Fhe HNWI Coulition in-

cludes members fron sectors of the commu ity and social justice
.
}

mavement that we believe are oritical in changing housing policy

in MNew York ity including grassroots and community based or

gantations, cultural workers, foith communities, labor, academics,

and housing developers,

I 2009 we took over a vacand building tn Bl Barrio, on the

dhison, that had been vacant for de-

corner of 116t and ¢

i

cades, With critical support provided by members of the HNW!

Coalition, we turned out bundreds of supporters in the rain,
i1,

That night we slept on the sidewalk in front of the building and
deepened our resobved 1o liberate vacant property. Tn 4 vacaninyeorowdimapeom, which allowed folls 1o rext the address

of 2009, we keover of a vacantdot in Bl Barrio 1o our Vacant NYC map, and created the See Something, Say
ownzd by ¢ = 3 of us were srrested, Something initiative in the nevier of 2000, We recuested
and hundreg upport, These actions pul even more Fists ol vacancies from o range of city agencies, and uploaded those

of & public spotlizht on proper Bty Yacant NYC, for o total of nearly 12,000 vacant propertics
support internally for members | cember of 2010 This resulied in several thingy, includ
coltective resistance. 18 was within this coptext, and that of gove the partnership with Hunter College whose Gndings this report

eramental inaction, that we embarked vpon o mapping project o

engaze New Yorkers to partner with us {o ident
3
!

thes city-swide and to show the ¢ity that the count could he done.

VACANT NYC: SEE SOMETHING, SAY SOMETHING

i the summer of 200, we attended @ worlshop on open-sounce
¥

heat onthe £

sod with alll

mediz opportuni-

00 A

H

action: inchuded a

crowd miapping a8 4 neans o nwap ser or bome

i our gxperience, | 5% folks knoww whe

[ PPy
SRR SeS ERTUEIER:

jolned us

reubation
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HOUSING A TOTAL OF

PEOPRLE

OF VACANT PROPERTY
IS OWNED BY THE
GOVERNMENT

: > resulis show the cutstanding
amount of under utilized housing stock that f5 available in just a

third of New York City! Every homeless person in New York City

conld have o home with the smount of vacant space that currently
exists, Ty pushing for rehabilitation of the existing vacant build-
inps the city could create Jobs and hovse people bimediately,

Whike the city chooses to
waste money on the shelier-industrial complex, we have found that
the mumber of shelter beds in each district is significantly lower
than the number of potential housing units in each community
district, There is space fo house five times as many people in vacant
property 25 are currently in shelter citywide. The city spends

&

$3,500 a month to bouse someone in a shelier

~ackding up o 5856
million o year, vet there is no plan in place to create real housing

for the poor.

!
Lawcement. According to the Vera Institute of Jusiice’s report

diap

¢ Momed

“Understanding Famil axsness In Mew York City” almost

amilies came from 10 of the 39 communi-
ty districts in New York Clty

half of eligible homeless |

S of these ten communtiy districts

%

are the same ones where v

s found the highest rate of vacancy. this
correlution demonstrates that homelessness and warehousing go

hand in hand,

: qn I advance of the count, we
compiled as much city data as we could, to identily the commu-
ity districts with the highest rate of vacaneics using Fresdem of

Information Law reguests to many city agencies. We were unable

te obtain 1 clear picture of vacaney in New York City, Onee we

took on the chatlenge of watking block by block, counting the
numiber of vacant buildings and lots, we obtained thousands of
survevs reporting vacant properties, Comparing whal community

semibers identified as vacant properties to the information that

e
SaR

OF THESE PROPERTIES HAD
BEEN IDENTIFIED AS VACANT
IN THE CITY DATA WE RECEIVED

T S Y

we obtained from the city exposed an incomprehensible inconsis-
tency belween what the ity records and what the community has
sy Hve with, Our daia demonstrates that oity records-keeping is

useless for understanding housing conditions, and 15 in need of s

dramatic overhaul,

i : Walking through
blighted neighborhoods such as Harler and Bed-Stuy one notices
many storefronts that ave active. What peaple generalfly do not

dentiel units that are available

aotice s the amount of empty res
an top of these commercial spaces. Landiords warehouse their
residential units because they can make encugh money from
extravagant commercial renls without any of the hassles of resi-
dential tenants,

Sl the thowsands of vacant

buildings that this report has identified, we found 4,544 anits

that are zoned for commercial or manufacturing use. The Cooper
Square Mutual Housing Association focuses on providing af-
fordable housing apartments on the Lower East Side through the
Commnity Land Trust/MHA model, They are able to keepr rents
as fow as $380 2 month, in part by subsidizing thelr rents using
some of the prafits made fron their rented out commercial space.
According to Valerio Orselli Dxecntive Director of the Cooper
Squure Commitiee, they are able to raise 27% of their total opurat
ing cust by using the income gained from their comimercial spaces
to i ntaia affordable units,

s The LS.

Departiment of Mousing and Urban Development(HUD) uses

“Apen Median Income”™ (ARMD) to identify the range for "affords
able housing” guidelines. AMI in New York City is distoried by
affhuent neighborhoods in the grester New York Metropolitin Area
including northern New Jersey and Long Istand, pushing the AMI
f0 550,200 In ovder to provide real sifordable housing, the city
needs 1o mandate that the AMI be more Jocally determined. Ha

PICTURETHEHOMELESS.ORE



1l 15 heing subsidized

building is being developed in the Bronx a

i
ny public funds, the AMY should be appropriate 1o the median

i

income of the nelghborhood! Corrent practices encourage genirific

ik
3

cation and displacement while using public funds to do i,

our surveyors ideniified o
vidden lots that the ciiv
serled-off fots where the community could create 3 plan for proper

usage of the space. New Yorkers should not be Hiving nest to gar-

A RON

bage and rat-infested lots that o

faim 1o be recreational s

o 5 t

These spaces pose potential health hazards and devalue the quality

of e for community members,

-
£

he city stated that a count of vacam
properties in Mew York could not be done because 8 would cost
too much money, We have proven that through the use of volun-

teers and partnering with 2 University a va

;,
be done. Using our Analytical and Oreanizing

iethodolog

process could be replicated nf g much lower cost than what ity

; When organizing this projec
we reached nut to as many community members as possible. We

spoke at neighborbood events, rallies, protests, churches, highs

hools and colleges, community organizations,
counci forums, and any other place where we could find an open
enr. While engaging the community showt ihe lssue of vacant

properiies, we received unanimous concerns about vaganoy heing

a problem. The staggering volume of s ond lots that

)

we identified causes malor ¢ dife, People
¢
i

who are in need of housing w 5 1o be pul

Uike there are nol enough

inuse. Community members who £

parks and recreation spaces in their neighborboods want the

vacant lots (o be turned into something useful. Homeowners living

&

5

stod dots want the city (o clean up the brown.
present across blighted nel g

ighborhoods in

Yaowe collected

and analvzed the thousands of

P

i1 1
i Liabitity Corparations alow landlords

0 mask trug ownership of warchoused and aband

mied proper-

g
ases where the properties are banl-owned or

lecironic Reg

isfration

B
15} ke B even more problematic o identify
ownership and transaction hlstory by community members, In

the end, a community member would nead a faw depree and o sub-

stantial amount of free time 1o decipher the o

buildings and fots in their neighborhood and uncover slumlords,

warehousers, and p

regird prape

arud have that informniion be By allown

the ¢ty s sup

" £
E e
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pumber of existing shelter units; 100
£, 58§ neny nﬁm;alfzzz:m Hanoturing units found within 263
1% of vacant property is owned by the
verpment onby 8% of the vac:‘.s‘«i progsriies we found

i
378 commercial/manufaciuring & fpund within i72
yacant giildings. €§ of vacan: groperivig gwsé{fé by the
governmant; oy 8% of the vacani progerties we found

by
had e Wentified &5 vacant in theo oiry dats we received.

aumiber of existing shelter units: 7368

89 commearcial/manuiacturing units found within 84
sand progerty is owned by the

¥ 7% of the vacant srogertias we found

identified as vacant in the eity dats we receivad,.

vatant huildings, 8% ofva

rzg sbaher anits: 28

o

gtmd wé%héﬁ 2‘%8
5% af vacant property is ow
znf proparties we fmm

fawvacant m the o Ty data wWe rscsly

SO e

Rt AR

ﬁumbar of axisting shelter units: 260

431 commercial/manufaciuring unils found within 172
vacan: bulldings, 3% of vacant praperty i owned by e
9{3*%;*:“&@&%' e:mw 829 of the vagant proparties we §

pasd

imd as vacant Ea“s the alfy date we recaivard,

nityg: 342
virkng units found within
vatand % mézﬁ i cant proparty is owned | ::-;
bmwmmgsh nly B% of the vacant propertios we fou
wadd besn identifiod as vacant it the oty data we ree

sumbaor of exlating shelter ynitar | 223
241 commarcial/ing ﬁzsﬂm;z-m,g wrsits found within 2856

vatant by % of vac ; e by the
rraneni: only 18% of the vacany %’mmaﬁ
!mé bean identifiad as vacant in the
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COMBMUNITY DISTRICT FINDINGS

numher of existing shelter units: 768 number of existing shelter units: 48

1,545 commercial/manufasturing units found within 263 431 cammeorcial/manufasturing uniis found within I72
vasant buildings, 1% of vacant property is owned by the vasant buildings, 3% of vacani property is owned by the
government; anly 3% of the vacant nropuriies we found gevernment; only 8% of the vacani properties we found
had been identifind as vacant In the oity dats we veseived. had heon identified as vacant in the ity data we received,

number of existing shelter unlis: 778

370 commaroial/manufanturing units found within 172
vaoant huildings, 10% of vacant properiy is owned by the
govarnmant; only 8% of the vacan? proporiies we found

had bean idantifiod a5 vacant in the aity data we recaived,

PICTURETHEHDOMELESS.0RG
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sting shelter anits: §88

s/ manufaciuring unite found within 188

e NS e

puphor of oxisting shelter unifs: 852

123 commarcialfmenifacturing unizs found within 418
Hdinpe, 3% of vacant propsriy s owned by the
2% of the vatant properiies ws found

varnnt b

o

bragd baern idant

s vacant o the oty datg we received.

sumber of axisting shelter units: 970
38 sommercial/manufactoring unitg found within 284
vacant buildings, 8% of vacant sropsrty s owned by the

sovarnment, only 2% of the vacant properiies we found
2 7 L

pad been Hentified a5 vacant in the city data we recaived.

nmhar of axisting shelter units: 832

8 commeraial/manufacturing units found within {17

7 A% of vacant property is owned by the

v, only 18% of the vacant properties we found
N tim the ity ¢

awe ranalyed,

-

e :
number of axisting shelter units: 1,094

204 commaroial fmanufaciuring units found within 185
ynoant buildings, 4% of vacani property is owned by the
govarnment, only % of the vacant propertios we foung
nad Baen idantifiod as vacant in the ity dats wo received,

number of existing sheltor units: 5I8

85 cammercial/manuiacturing units found within 202
vacant bulldings. 8% of vacant property is owned by the
governent, only 18% of the vacant propertios we found
had besn identtied ag vacant in the city dala we ypoeived.

pnumber of smuisting sheltor units: 285

Y7 commercizl/manufaciuring units found within {34

vapant buildings, 3% of vacant property s ownoed by the
sy 14% of the vaoant propertiss we found

had been dentifiod az vacant in the oify data we receivad.

govaerpment, ¢

number of existing shelter units: 1,402
83 commercialmanufacturing units found within (54
vacant butldings, 3% of vacant propert
11, anly 268% of the vacant properties we found

san identified as vasant in the oity daia we rzceived

vis owned by the
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QSSESSE&EG CITY DATA

e began by assessing what data the ity alreac

y had, In the
arch we had learned that differont oty agencics

cotfect different information about vacant properties—the NYPD

course of our re

keeps track of vacant property tn which ihegal activiey has been
reported, the Fire Depariment monitors properties that they had

rfire damage, and so on. In November of 2010 we

sealed up afle

an an exhaustive campaign of Freedom of Information Law

Requests to every city agency that could conceivably have kept vel-
evant records. Dy the end we sent nineteen FOIL requests to eleven
ditferent agencies. Many city agencies gnored ar outright refused
to comply with our requests. Some provided dats that was dearly
oul of date, or formatied in such a way as to make it impossible

3]

cotlate or compare with other clty agency dane And then some

respondead right away, with very helpful and thorough data,
cant
lots and buildings from various governmental agencies via the
FOIL) as well as information

ed through other governmental and non-governmental sourees, we

Ultimately, by obtaining information regarding va
Frecdom of Tnformmtion Law ( 1 repurt-

stacked up a Heting of over 40,000 properties. Our comprehensive

dara set came from the sources seen in “Tnitial Pindings”

We shared this dataset with our parters at Hunter College,
who carctully reviewed 18 They removed duplicate and er-
roneous latings, Al vacant buildings and lots were mapped

3

using Geographic Information Systems (GI8) software and the

Department of City Planning's P ATO database, 1t quickly
U ihe vast mujority of the vacancies were

became apparent tha
concentrated ina small number of communitics. We concluded

that i would be most efficient and effective to concentrate time

and resources on these ne

sborhoods, A complete block-by-block
survey of the entive oity would certainly bave been ;mss;f;i,mz but we
could not justity the additional time and resources it would require
w survey and map the relatively small number of vacancies in
many parts of the city,

e ovder to narvow down the areas 10 be surveved, we had 1o
The
Right to the City Condo Count listings were taken out because
they wore dated and in only one borough, The 4,000 pariial

use only the data that was up-to-date and available citywide,

vicate arders were removed, because the data was useless for our

purposes. The city fatls to document the exiont of the vacuncy ina

parliallv-vacant property, meaning that every one of these proper-

f

Hes was somewhere between 19 and 99% vacant. I would have

been impossible to count or verity partial vacancies in our field

o the buildings.

survey without having ace

IDENTIFYING CONCENTRATIONS OF VACANT PROPERTY

We considered mapping the concentrations of vacant property by
census tract, zip code, Council District or informal neighborhoaod
boundaries, We concluded that the best choice would be the city'’s
39 community districts. Mapping these addresses in GIS, Hunter
wits able to identily the number of vacant properties per com-
munity board. We used this inalized list to identily target areas,
Hunter collected information regarding the size of each commu-
ity district from the Depurtment of City Planning, and used this
to control for density and determine the number of vacancies per
sqienre mile {mi®).
Communily districts were

rapked from largest to smallest in

three scenarios: wial number of vacancies per mi®, toral number
of viacant lots mi®, and total number of vacant buiidings mi®, We
then analyzed and compared the top len community districts in
each Hst, Because many community boards appeared in more than
ane “top ten,” removing the repeats leit us with a hist of 18 com-
munity districes. This lst included all of the major areas of x*ezczmcy
concentrations, and fiv our own collective knowledge of the city’s
neighborhoods. Because it was strategically important t cover all
five boroughs, thus truly creating a replicable model for a citvwide
vacant property count, we expanded our Hst to 20 by adding CID 1
in Staten Island and CIF 14 in Queens, the areas with the highest
nuriber of vacancies per mi® within thelr respecti

AFTEH THE FIELD SURVEY
Orce the
collected and grouped by borough. Bach physical survey

ve buroughs.

e field survey was done, the surveys were

vas then
entered into a spreadsheet with coluwmuns for all of the information
an the survey, We used Tnternet tools such as The Open Accessible
Space Information System (OASIS~ousisnyc.net) designed by the
CUNY M
when a survevor could not find an address for a particular proper

apping Service to identily the addresses on each survey

ty. OASES uses Clty Planning inlormation to create an ondine map

PICTURETHEHGMELESS.ORG
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of New York City that provides city data oo cach property in all
five boroughs, We then transferred the addresses of ench property
into its Borough, Block, and Lot location in order to extract the
property information from the city data on PLUTO and map it via
G185, The bull of the data entry snd transter was done by full-time
and part-time nlerns ot PTH and Hunter College.

1 While we provided mumerous trainings for
vohiunteers, and partnered less-experienced counters with veteran
volunicers, working with non-professionals will inevitably produce
a diversity of survey guality, Less than 8 pereent of our surveys
were invalidated as incomplete, wrong, or ideniifyving addresses

el

thiat upon follow-up research were not vacant. In some cases, we

i

sent experienced organizers cul Lo re-count enlire transecis to
verify surveyor findings, This is a conservative count. Suspicious
properties without clear evidence of vacancy {boarded-up win-
dows, padlocked doors, overgrown lots) were omitted, and in the
cage of vacant condos we belteve the quantity is significant. Any
erroneats entries serve (o underscore the need for the ¢ty to con-
ductan official citywide vacant property count as a matter of
good public policy,

B After compiling all of the surveys ona
spreadsheet and oblaining the city’s PLUTO data for cach address,
we then did follow up research w further verify the data. We used
Google Maps and GASIS which provides links to the Department

of Buildings and ACRIS information on each property. The major-

ity of the vacant buildings that were identified by survevors had a
clear record of vacancy complaints or vacate orders according to
the Department of Buildings website, while other buildings were
visibly vacant, The final sel of data and maps combines the resulis
ot sur fleld study with the valid data we received from the city. In
many cases the field survey confirmed vacancies reported in city
data, However, our survey foursd significantly more vacant build-
ings. In part this is because our survey lound many completad
restdential buildings with active ground-floor retail and residential
units intentionally held off the market fand thus not listed in the
city data), In part it may have i do with a continuing growih in
vacancies since earlier this vear. We belleve it also reflects the great

value of having on-the-ground community surveys conducted by

volunteers from vur neighborhoods,

One of the shorteomings of the field survey, however, was the
abitity to accurately identify
vacant lols, Since vacant lots
do not have observable street

addres

8, surveyors usually
had to provide a reference from
a nearby bullding. We had o
check Jocal and on-line sources
to come up with block and lot
numbers that best identified
the vacant lots, Sometimes
sttrveyors incorrectly identi-
fred a eliy park or side yvard as a
vacant lof and we were able to
correct these mistakes. In the
end, we found that exisiing city
data shows many more vacant
lots than found in the survey,
large number of vacant lots that

vertheless, we still found a

were not previously recorded.

fe The city-wide
vacanl property count was
achieved through a partnership between Picture the Homeless
and the Munter College Center for Conunumnity Manning and
Development, Volunteers, including the volunieer labor of home-
fess leaders of Ploture the Flomeless, helped to keep costs low. The
primary costs were stafl time {or organizing and coordinating the
count, assistunce with data collection and management, analysis
of findings, preparation of maps, as well as other resources ke
printing, food for volunteers, and trensportation. While objections
1o a city wide count include the claims that it would cost “mil-
lons of dollers”12, we did it for approximately $150,000, less than
§1 per persor who could be huused i the property we counted,
Considering the potential savings 1o the city and neighborhoods,
and families impacted by homelessness and the housing eriste, this
is quite a bargain,
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Stenply put, there are people who benefit nancially from other

people being priced out of housing, Homuelessness is an essential
part of the housing market as it corrently functions, and the only
wity that is going to change I {or people who are homeless to
wrganize and fighs back and win, As an under-resourced grassrools
organizalion, organizing and asserting the rights of an extremely
stiginatized constituency, the only way we can inpact large
systems such as the housing market is to creatively combine base
huitding, leadership development, participatory research, direct
action, civil disobedience, Jegislation, Htigation, media and coall-

}

Uon work, We knew that our docamentation had to be alrtight for

this count. Thanks to our partnership with Hunter College, we
fearned o ot towards how to accomplish that,
This report expuses that there is envugh vacant housing and

fand to house every homeless New Yorker, and then some, In
the five vears slnce our Manhattan Count, Pictare the Homeless
members and staff have developed our viston for the use of vacant
buildings and lots. AL the same thme as we've learned a signifi-
cunt amournt about urban planning, housing finance. cooperative
housing development, community land trusts and mutual housing
associntions, as well ag other strategies such as squatting or home-
steucing. Gur organizing methodology stands on the shoulders of
past and present housing struggles. Communities bave organized,
conducted participatory research, demonstrated, created alierna-
tive urban renewal plans, gotten arrested, squatted, renovated
buildings, made gardens out of garbage strewn Lot and pressured
elected officials and policy makers to resouree affordable housing
developrment af all levels of government. These and other tactics
informed our Orgenizing Methodology,

Mobilizing volunteers was the most crucial plece of the

puzzle. 20 communily boards i a thivd of the city—a lot of blocks

o watl op and down! We reached out (o volunteers through our

normal outressh channels, mecting people al soup kitchens and

shellers throughout the five boroughs o let them know about this
projectand our work and asking them t participate. We also waent
to colleges and high schools in search of volunteers and inlerns.,
The fact that this project revolved around housing, a central issue
o all New Yorkers, allowed us to attract a lot of support. In the
erucd, we mobilized 295 volunteers, for a rotal of 1475 hours spent
counting vacant property!

As part of the mobilization effort, members and staff of PTH
devetoped the curriculum for a formal 2 hour workshop, focus-
ing on how vacant property impacts not only homelessness, but
dozens of other issues as well, We offered teach-Ins 1o any groun,
class, or organization that would be willing to give us a space
discusy these issues, and paid members w conduct the workshops.
We were successiul in scheduling frequent teach-ing helping us
educate the public while recruiting volunteers. At the same time,
we conducted internal workshops to build our mersbers capacity
to be effective umbassadors of the vacant property counit-—as well
as build broader skills that would help the count in a number of
such as: public speaking, participatory research, internet

searching, organizational messaging, and more,

ways,

To collect viable data, volunteers peeded raining in how to
identily vavant property. [n the month leading up to the count,
Picture the Homeless organized trainings in every borough so that
volunteers learned how to distinguish vacant buildings and lots,
sspecially i cuses that were less clear-cut than buildings with cin-
derblocks in all the windows, Volunteers learned how 1o identify
vacancy, how to il oul o survey, and how to read a map for the
area that they were (o cover, Volunteers got an additional orienta-
vion and training on the day of the count,

Tnorder o ellectively cover all five bovoughs,we broke the
vacant property count down by barough from june through

August, Locations were spread out through each of the community

districes that we counfed.

PIDTURETHEHOMELESS ORG



Lois of organizations are figh i or justice in New York Clty,
andd we're fTortunale 1o have allies in ots of overlapping sectors

of the struggle—from other groups that do community organiz

ngto fé'éih communities with a commitment io social fustice,

ve inbor union hits Broups, i{?éll%ﬂiiiﬂf,‘}’

snnigrant v

nonprofit housing developer

{3
<]

it corpuration

1 pot thelr members o serve as volunteers, Some electe

wssigned staffors to work wi ti 15, Dozens of our allies in

our target communities opened up H roffices to serve ag “Hobs,”

s that volunteers could meet up on the tw of our mass mobiliza

-
]

18, receive tratning from PTH mcérrzbm'f»z and atafl, get donuts
anxd coffer and o clipboard and survey forms, and head oul into

We broke up each ¢ ?zmmmii}f o
simaller areas of N f 1o 20 square Bocks.

FEse 1O Gy

volunizers, First-lime \'{?gilEI{%JCE‘S weni onl 1n eams, ili%{i e
Iy

experienced vacant property counters on their own, Teams had
five hours to count thelr transects, and they highlizhted sach block

on thelr transect map as they covered 18 so that we'd kaow it had

3

ter, interns and siafl took these maps to go pack
i ]

beey countad,

Cench transect that the volupte

and count the po

not been able Lo getto, Atthe um% i.)ﬁéas;h count day, volunteors

returned to thelr hubs to hand i1 N‘Ezcﬁi;agz_zu,
Becnuse we wanted tospr z:;id the word about our count far

and wide, we put a lot of energy into gettiy g ecin coverage,

ieach B

orough, announcin ,; fé?z: kie

1
é;z!%. Hunter College, and ailé e oy tions,

i

.
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dty neads o
priovitize housing by investing in real

long term solutions to the housing ¢
Vacani-cily owned properties identified in
this report should be immediately turned

into housing for low tncome New Yorkers,
While many

Butldings ure emply cond

st the thousands of vacant

w where people
coutd move right in, rehabilitation of
distressod vacant buildings would provide
jobs for countless skilled homeless people
who have been laid off due o budaet cuis
andd the veonomic recession, Low-licome
people who ave willing to put their own
work into fizing o vacant property should
be granted ownership through the value

of their sweat equity, A massive shiff in

how the elty deals with housing seeds o
take place, The current record numbers of
homeless people expose the dire need for

i

L

housine and this report shows that there

e i

s mare than encugh housing svatlable as

fonig us the <ity s made to do something

ahoat i

¢ The
Vacant Property Count exposes the need

ant buildings

anet lots to be coordinated by the oy, We
have exposed potential bousing tor 199.98]

for an annual census of s

individuals that is not being used while
there are people suffering brutal winfers
o the streel. Counting these propertics

i an imporiant frst step 1o transforming
them folo housing for homeless people and
fighting back against displacement. An
annual count would allow people to obiain
a clearer picture of the available housing
anct lots that could be developed with com-
ity input

¢ Many of the vacant buildings

that survevors identified have been vacant
for numerous vears by speculators waiting
Lo burn g profit, To make sure that housing
is madde available, the ity needs (o impase
ad vear limi that a residential unit could

E

remiain without tenants, There is not a

PICTURETHEHOMELESS ORG

homeless problem in MNew York city, there

wgre d

vesidential spaces the ity would ¢
Bigher rate of houging on the market and
decrease the amount of vacancy, Those

vesrs should be taken over by the <iny

terned into bousing lor low fncome

Mew Yorkers,

0 The use of

Comununity Land Trusts and Mutoal
Fousing Associations would allow for long
rerms affordable housing that would be
regulated by the tensnts that Hve in them,
housing svstem o one based on

peaple’s

peeds, Since Communily Land Trists are
non-profits, this model would also allow
city- and privately-owned buildings o ba
gifted o people that want to stay tn their
communities at an affordable rate, reduce
ing the high rate of homelessness and
displacement. For more information on
Community Land Trusts, check out our

website ab: pleturethehomeless.org/edthimd

Many goveris
mental agoencies simply refuse to comply
with the Freedom of Information Law.

We learned firsthand just how difficult it

fs to access the information thi we need,
This inconsistency is a major problem for
New Yorkers trving o get information

about thelr cotmmiunities, or the actions

of their elected and appointed offic
also harms intergovernmental operations
overall, amd should be addressed through
an executive order mandating uniformity,

prompiness and transparency in each

agency's responses W FOIL requests.

isa housing problem. By mandating use of



shsidized
iy public funds should have real affordable

my new developrent that

howsing units. Rigiai now the f“i}‘ HEeE 8

£
percentage of Area Mediun
iz considerably ii;’g?’wz' i
income of ¢

“ep g;amma;f’asi o
im:immi s, the ety must mandate that any

aim”ciﬁgz’a‘sg‘ni include sffordable housing
units using a percentage that correspon

tor the median househaold Income

the communiiy,

needs to create a boter system for record-

ing s reporting ownership. The u

<3

: ami “»iLE Sallows building owners

igm fact w!*‘ own and makes it difheult o

fmu them, People should be able (o know
who owns what in their neighborho

srder 10 know whao Lo hold
causing blight in thelr communities

While this report

residential vacant buildings,

identifies fully

et

it does not szamm;rm&g artial vagancies.

Survevors were trained to only record
& proporty %‘hfz.i was clearly unoccupied.

Many landlords 6

building in the process of om yi}“iszg it out,

s this report we could not

identify %'zm_x- many vacant ;lgszz{f;mwl%s; wers

ith partis] vacanoy, Further
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Picture the Homeless is @ muoltiracial s:.%igwwidﬂg SrASSIO0IE

argaiization founded in 1999, Our nembership is comprised of

homeless and formerly homeless New Yorkers, Members of Picture
the Homeless are Hving in shelters, doubled-up with friends and
farsily, sleeping on subways, parks and fransit facilities, Some
have been unemploved or undercmployed for the long {erm, some
are upgling mualtiple low-wage or underground-cconomy fobs,
athers are union members who have recently lost work, others are
} Muost
are concerned with ending homelessness ot only for themse

disubled or senior citizens. Al of them are extremely poor,

but i working to male New York City a better place, Picture the
Huneless works to build individual capacity and collective power
for homeless New Yorkers ag community stakeholders through

grassroots organizing

We are o resource for homeless folks to identify the root

carses of homelessness ard to develop solution-based organizing

campaigns The fundamental causes of homelessness are con-

nected (o intersecting tstes rooted in our cconomy: particularly
the commodification of housing and resultant housing exclusion,
pxtreme poverty, sacism, gonder and seoual ideniity diserimina-
tian, inmigration, and other forms of economic marginalization.
Issues that frame our work include the impact of homelesaness on
individuals and communities, the Gnandial and human cost of the
shelrer industrinl complex, the intersection between government
agencies such as the police department and homeless folks, and
the {mis) representation of homelessiess and homeless people in
the media,

Picture the Momeless has worked since our founding to place

enching homelessness on the agenda of the broader social fustice
movement, by peinting to the bsersecting issues of racial, gender
and economic justice. We sit on the coordinating committee of
the Right to the Cit
Campign o Restore

Aflfance-NY, the steering commitiee of the

attonal Housing Rights, the steering com-
mifttes for the Campaign for Fair and Just Policing, Organizing
for Oecupation, and are involved In numerous other alliances. We
are recipients of the Union Square Award, the Samued Peabody
Awnrd of the Citlzens Committee for Children, the Building the

Hessed City Award from Interfaith Assembly on Mousing and

J
Momelessiess, the Marey Chapin Self-Reliance Award, and the

Rabbi Marshall Mever Risk-Taker Awurd by Jews lor Racial and

Geonamic Justice. Gurs was saimed one of the top 50 public polic
{

Blogs by the Policy Police.

i
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Picture the Homeless conducted this groundbreaking, oity wide

survey of vacant buildings and lots with the vision, partizipstion
friends and allies.

and assistance of many We are grateful to each

and every one of them,
This report was writlen by Adrian Antonio Paling, am
The Vacamt Property Count ii ab it

f—

filler and Lynn Lewi:

chronicles was cxecuted under the meticulous direction of Adrian

Antonio Paling, Housing Not Warchousing organizer at Plcture
the Homeless, This first citv-wide survey of vacant properties

Bt

is the culmination of geven voars of efforts by our Housing MNot

Warehousing campalign, originally staffed by Sam L Miller, who

<

s been the consistent stafier of this work, since the campaign
began.‘Ihis participatory action research project is one of several
strategies developad by pur Housing Mot Warchousiag campaign

New Yorkers, by

1o ingreass the a‘;ug}p’s“ of housing for the poores

identifying and exposing the extent to which land and housing s

£F
Hahle i sy speculators, I represents the culmination of

}' ears of creative organizing and relationship building with allies,

Antka Pary, Chrls Blow, Eric Brelsford and Mara Gittleman all

Lo inie i%s&(}ﬁiﬁﬁ"ﬂh;i’{?i &

helped produce i:h “Yacant N

caney that was the immediate Torevunner of this project. ‘:supp{m

fromn Picture the Eiv meless Exegutive Director Lynn Lewis, Ofhce

v
’\Lzm‘y’z Anika Parig, interns Soléne junger and Ta
i

A
andd bosrd member Ryan Gibbs were critical in different wavs o
the suecess of the count,

exiremely grateful 1o Ur Tom Angotti, Director

sy E;f;’{? L”i“zf{,i for Communiy ?é;m;*zf*ff and

ithusingm for this profect, and

i, Toun commitied the

FESOUTCES O ey { ..eulE e 40 §“a<; In

Tovar of Munter w’?gé»gii‘ spent hundreds of hours on data entry

and mapping and participated in the feld research portion, The
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maka Nyemba,

i

most important aspect of thedy contribution however, was the
ability of Tom and Angela to work with us as [ull pariners i this
4

projest. They gave direction where we needed capacity and they

ook divection when we were clear about our goals for the proje
Peter Marcuse was slso instrumental in s enthusiastic suppornt

for this project,

The ciiv-wide report was conce ;laamszﬂé during the winter
of 20040 and throughout the spring of 2011,

and Hunter Col 5{,%_&. Eaud several planning

Heigre i?w Em‘e

Aptonio f-ﬁﬁing,, ( ammad, Kendall Jackman,
4

Lynn Lewis, bar eottl, William Burneti, A

weeltly ?i«;mz‘-c the ;iw e is,%%




M ey e contributed in many other ways, including phone banking, meet-
W%WW@WW%@WW% Cir e many ofher ways, inch g phone banking, mea
- ]

.

ing with ally organizations to cliclt support, and tratning volunteer
survevars, foerry Singleton and Ryan Gibbs, for example, made
Bundreds of calls to mobilize volumeers. Maring Ortiz provided
erucial support updating our webslie and social media werk 1o
help raise swareness and turn oul volunteers for the count. Finally,

- the brilliant graphic design of this reportis the work of Design

- Q =
. . corpE, a project of the Pratt Institute. Laurel Ames, Orissy Feiche

g

?éé&

S
Wt o

and Lizzi Reid produced the winning design as decided by a vote of
~ = B a - ‘
S mgwwww&w :

-

P members and stafll
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Hundreds of volunteers spent thousands of hours walking
Hundreds of volunte pent th sricls of howrs walking

Sl

o

\\X\m&
-
1

-

e =
s B

up and down the sireets of every borough in the city sl summer

i

fong. They gathered the data that this report presents, helped

sl
i
o

with coordinating the count dates, prepared materials, lacilitated

) s

frainings, and conducted volunteer outreach. We are grateful to
the generous alites and community based nstitutions who opencd
their offives fo us o uge as "hubs,” where count voluntesrs met for
trafning and to pick up thelr survey packets, who mebilized their
members and helped tw spread the word, CAAAY, Coalition o
Save Harlem, Community Voices Heard, Grace Chureh, Interfaith
Assemnbly on Homelessness and Housing, John Wesley United

* Merhodist Chureh, Neighbors Together, Not an Alternative, Pratt

Arey Community

ouncil, Project Hospitality, Project Renewal,
S Queers for Eeonomiv Justice, Union Theologieal Seminary, nunwr

ous branches of the New York Public Library, and the offices of

Council Members Margaret Chin, Letitia James, Jessica Lappin,

Melisgn Marle-Viverito, Diana Reyna and Manhattan Borough
President Scoft Stringer.

Finally, without the financial support provided by the Ozk
Foundation, New York Foundation and the Human Rights Fund,

this city-wide vacant property count would ot have been pos-
sible. B

sential campaign support was also provided by the Mertz k
Gilmore Foundation, the Daphne Foundation, and the Ben &

Terrys Foundation.
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Cathy Dang
Executive Director
CAAAV Organizing Asian Communities (Member of Stabilizing NYC)

Peace. My name is Cathy Dang and I am the Executive Director of CAAAV Organizing Asian
Communities. First, | want to thank Council Member Williams for pulling together this
critical hearing - especially in a time where we have the opportunity to curb the Tale of
Two Cities.

CAAAV is grassroots pan-Asian organization that organizes low-income Asian immigrants
and refugees for racial, gender, and economic justice. We organize on two issue areas:
housing and police accountability. Our youth helped with the passage of the Community
Safety Act and continue in the struggle for greater police accountability. Our tenant base is
largely in Chinatown/Lower East Side and we are growing into organizing Asian tenants in
NYCHA to join the larger multi-racial public housing movement. | am here to provide a
testimony on the impact of predatory equity and gentrification of Chinatown as it relates to
the countless empty apartments units and buildings in our community.

Former Mayor Bloomberg's private development policies has led to accelerated rates of
new building permits from 40 per year in 1990 to 970 in 2006 in Chinatown. As a result,
there has been constant construction and demolition rather than repair of older buildings and
rapid displacement of low-income immigrant families. Landlords continue to force tenants out of
their homes using illegal tactics, including turning off the heat during the winter, refusing to
make repairs even in potentially dang@r@tfs/situations, and even launching frivolous eviction
proceedings. For over a decade, Mayor Bloomberg reshaped New York City by enacting over
100 rezoning plans, affecting more than 40% of the City’s land. The Census 2010 clearly shows
the impact of gentrification with Chinatown losing more than 17 percent or 6,000 of its Chinese
residents over the past decade.

With the rapid development of Chinatown that currently outpaces our ability to organize, scores
of low-income Asians are unable to access affordable housing. Here are a few examples of how
gentrification and predatory equity has resulted in the pervasive problem of empty apartment
units and buildings in Chinatown impacting our members:

* In 197 Madison, the developer has spent years using illegal tactics to evict tenants
including refusing repairs, bringing tenants to court for non-payment, and even
shutting heat and hot water for weeks in the winter. Of the 20 units, there are only
11 occupied as the landlord tries to buy-out and drive out the remaining tenants so
that he can flip their units.

* In72 Forsyth, there are 16 units in which only 4 units are occupied by long-term
tenants. The landlord drove out the previous low-income Asian tenants who were
living in rent-stabilized units. These new units have been destabilized or are close
to, at, or above market rate for wealthier individuals. The remaining unoccupied
units are sitting there as the landlord tries to push out the remaining low-income
Asian tenants so that it has a building of entirely new residents at market rate.



« In 81 Bowery, the landlord was trying to turn the SRO building into a hotel. He left
the building unkept and in poor living conditions until the City evicted all the
tenants. The tenants were forced out of their homes for months leaving an entirely
empty SRO building that the landlord should have immediately made repairs to.
Because of his continued inattention to the building, the tenants were evicted for the
second time and constantly in fear of being thrown out from their homes again.

« [n 11 Allen, the landlord was renting out the units as residential units though the
street was zoned for commercial use. The tenants were evicted because of this and
though we tried, we weren't able to rezone that specific building for residential use.
The building has remained empty for the last year.

These are just a few of endless stories of apartment units and buildings that remain empty
as developers: 1) evict low-income tenants from their rent-stabilized units, 2) destabilize
units to put them at market-rate, and 3) leave units empty for months to even years while
they push out the remaining tenants.

Some solutions we propose are:

+ Rezoning vacant buildings for residential use to provide more affordable housing.

« Take on predatory equity and hold developers accountable for illegally evicting
tenants, many who rightfully hold rent-stabilized leases, and leaving units vacant
for months to years as they flip the units and the building. The City can restrict
building permits or issue stop permits on current developments or invest resources
into investigating predatory equity.

+ CAAAV is part of a coalition of neighborhood-based organizations throughout NYC
called Stabilizing NYC, where we are asking the City to support our organizations in
organizing tenants, developing their leadership, and strategically holding
companies accountable for predatory equity - eradiating affordable housing, leaving
empty apartments units while our members become homeless or have to relocate,
and giving those flipped units to wealthier individuals.

Community development is inevitable, but we wanta fair process for Chinatown
community development and one that is fair for the families who have lived in the
community for decades and made Chinatown a welcoming neighborhood for people to
want to move into. There are countless vacant units that we could use for housing and we
hope to work with the City to make sure that there are homes for all.

Thank you for accepting my testimony as I submit this on behalf of CAAAV’s 200 members.
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February 13, 2014

Mr. Guillermo X. Patino
Legislative Policy Analyst
Infrastructure Division
New York City Council
250 Broadway, 14th Floor -
New York, NY 10007

Re: 2/13/14 - Oversight Hearing - Vacant Properties in Brooklyn CB 8
Dear Mr. Patino,

There are more than 25 vacant / abandoned buildings in the Crown Heights North Historic
District in Brooklyn CB 8. Of those, eight buildings had permit applications submitted during
2013 for substantial repairs. There are even more vacant/abandoned buildings as you move East
out of the landmarked area through the Community District. All of these buildings are potential
homes and apartments for struggling New Yorkers. The presence of vacant/abandoned buildings
causes insurers to raise their rates burdening an already economically distressed community.

We are being careful to differentiate between vacant buildings where the owner is apparently
caring for the property, and decrepit or abandoned buildings where no maintenance is being
done. The decrepit/abandoned building has a negligent owner who allows:
* snow, ice, and debris to accumulate on the sidewalk endangering the safe passage of
neighbors and other passersby;
* the roof to deteriorate allowing water to permeate the interior of the building leading to
interior collapse and providing harborage for vermin to plague the neighbors;
¢ the downspout to separate from the building wall spilling rain water and snow melt into
the backyard and the neighbors' properties;
* the vegetation to become overgrown providing harborage for mosquitoes and more
vermin; and
* squatters to occupy the building and cast human waste in the backyard because there is
no water to flush the toilet, to burn whatever they can to stay warm and start fires that
spread, and run drug dens and set traps for our NYPD.,

While we recognize the property rights of individuals, we also decry the negative effect that
abandonment has on neighborhoods. Some negligent owners will pay their property and water
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taxes while allowing water damage to the building through leaking roofs and broken windows.
Derelict/abandoned building owners need financial prodding by way of hefty fines for failure to
maintain their buildings. This should include the deed holder as well as the lender, where there is
one. Abandoned buildings should be seized by the City more quickly than the current two plus
years and moved to a rapid rehabilitation program under the title and control of expert
Community Housing Development Organizations to make the residential units available for
affordable occupancy. This effort should exclude the current Third Party Transfer Program
participants who have permitted partially tenanted buildings to languish for more than seven
years without being rehabilitated.

We need many more high school and college programs for the skilled building trades where our
young people learn the math, science, and technical skills needed to become master electricians,
plumbers, carpenters, roofers, welders, HVAC technicians employing sustainable energy
sources, etc. with the appropriate amendments to the DOB licensing requirements for these
trades so that in-school training counts toward the apprenticeship period. Having more skilled
building trades people available will permit building owners to offer 'affordable' housing while
establishing a reserve for repairs and making a profit at the same time. Please note that for
Brooklyn CB 8, whether a housing unit is affordable should be based on 25% of the Community
District’s median household income of $39,000. This economic profile makes it very difficult
for owners to build and maintain affordable housing units given the going cost of skilled labor
and materials. An enhanced skilled building trades education and training effort is critical for
putting a real dent in the problem of building abandonment. The cost of skilled labor makes
properly executed rehabilitation projects on any building (landmarked or not) inordinately
expensive.

More outreach should be done to these owners and lenders to make them aware of the many and
varied tax credit programs available to assist them in rehabilitating their properties, rather than
walking away and leaving the buildings to collapse.

Brooklyn CB 8 is fortunate to have progressive thinking Councilmembers, an active Borough
President, a passionate and sharp-witted City Comptroller, as well as State and Federal clected
representatives working on this problem using various new market, preservation and other tax
credits, and we have CB members willing to put in the efforts needed to formulate and effectuate
an action plan to address this pernicious problem.

We have attached a draft list with a preliminary count and location of some of the buildings in
CB 8 that need attention.

Yours truly,
. )

Ethel Tyus, Co-Chair
Housing/ULURP Committee
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