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Res. No. 143:
By Council Members Nelson, Weprin, Addabbo, Comrie, Gennaro, Koppell, Reed and Rodriguez 

Subject:
Calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass Assembly Bill 4227 and its companion Senate Bill 2334 to amend the Real Property Tax Law, in relation to increasing the allowable maximum income of persons occupying rental units otherwise eligible for tax abatement in certain cases.

On April 26, 2002, the Committee on Aging, chaired by the Hon. Rev. Ruben Diaz, will conduct a hearing on four resolutions, three of which relate to Senior Citizens Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE).  One of the SCRIE resolutions is Res. No. 143, which to raise the income eligibility ceiling for that program.

Among those invited to testify on this resolution are: Department for the Aging (“DFTA”) Commissioner Edwin Mendez-Santiago; Assemblyman Alexander B. Pete Grannis; Manhattan Borough President C. Virginia Fields; Preston Niblack, Deputy Director, New York City Independent Budget Office (“IBO”); and advocates Suleika Cabrera-Drinane, Executive Director of the Institute for Puerto Rican and Hispanic Elderly; Beryl Richardson Allen, Executive Director of the Harlem Interagency Council for the Aging, Inc.; Bobbie Sackman, Director of Public Policy, Council of Senior Centers and Services of New York City, Inc. (“CSCS”); Lani Sanjek, Associate Director, New York Statewide Senior Action Council, Inc.; and Amy West, Director, Joint Public Affairs Committee for Older Adults (“J-PAC”).

Background


The Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE) program protects senior citizen tenants with annual incomes below a certain threshold from rent increases.  To qualify, an applicant must be sixty-two years of age or older, have an annual household income of not more than $20,000, and be paying one-third or more of his or her income in rent.  Eligible tenants are exempted from paying that portion of rent increase which could bring rental payments to a level exceeding one-third of annual income.  Only those tenants living in rent-stabilized and rent-controlled apartments, Mitchell-Lama housing, Division of Alternative Management Program (DAMP) housing and cooperative apartment units in housing which was or continues to be subject to a mortgage insured by the federal government under Section 213 of the National Housing Act are eligible for SCRIE. Res. No. 143 pertains only to rent-controlled and rent-stabilized apartments.


In return for the increase exemptions, property owners are provided property tax abatements equal to the foregone rent.  Because the State Legislature must approve all property tax abatements, changes in SCRIE income eligibility must be enacted at the State level. Consequently, the resolution in question, Res. No. 143, urges the State Legislature to pass the Assembly and State Senate versions of bills raising the SCRIE income eligibility from $20,000 to $25,000.


The last eligibility level increase in the enabling legislation was in 1995, raising the threshold from $16,500 to $20,000.  The subsequent change in City local law was in 1996, with the enactment of Local Law 1.  Prior to that, there was an increase in 1992, raising the ceiling to $16,500 from $15,000.  The same year, the City Council enacted the corresponding City legislation, Local Law 96.


While Res. No. 143 supports Assembly Bill A.4227 and its companion Senate bill S.2334, it is important to note that there are different bills currently pending in Albany, including two to increase the threshold to $30,000 (A.8514A and S.5146)
 and others to increase it to $50,000 (A.6255/S.6918; S.7211). Rather than supporting Res. No. 143, many advocates favor other pending State legislation seeking to raise the income ceiling to levels above $25,000.


In the technical notes to its article, “Easing Rent Burdens for Seniors and the Disabled” (August 3, 2001), the New York City Independent Budget Office (“IBO”) provided estimates for the cost to the City of expanding SCRIE by increments of $10,000.  The cost for expanding to seniors with annual household incomes of $30,000 would cost $300,000 in the first year, $500,000 in the second year, and would rise to $1.6 million in year five.
  (There is no estimate provided for a threshold increase to $25,000; however, one may reasonably assume that projected costs would be moderately less than those associated with an increase to $30,000.)


IBO estimates that for an income eligibility limit increase to $50,000, the cost would be $500,000 in the first year, $900,000 in the second year, rising steadily to $2.7 million in year five.  These calculations do not include administrative costs to DFTA, which administers the SCRIE program for rent-controlled and rent-stabilized units.


IBO reached its figures by using the Housing and Vacancy Survey of 1999 to determine the number of eligible households added to the SCRIE program with each threshold increase.  It must be noted, however, that historically, all eligible households do not participate in the program.  In its August 3, 2001 article, IBO said that as of June 2000, 44,481 senior households were participants in SCRIE, but according to HVS estimates, 133,388 households were eligible.


According to IBO, expanding SCRIE to senior households with incomes of $30,000 or less would add 2,196 households; from $30,000 to $40,000, an additional 828 would be eligible, and from $40,000 to $50,000, there would be an additional 194 eligible senior households.


With respect to Res. No. 143, as with respect to all SCRIE resolutions seeking an expansion of that program, the interest of seniors–in this case to have the SCRIE income eligibility raised to $25,000–must be weighed against the City’s ability to pay for it during a time of budgetary crisis. The cost of lost revenues from additional property tax abatements must be considered in light of the City’s projected $4.8 to $5 billion deficit for Fiscal Year 2003.

� These bills also seek to exclude from the definition of “income” all out-of-pocket medical and prescription costs.


� These estimates do not take into account the exclusion of out-of-pocket medical and prescription costs from the definition of “income.”
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