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          2                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Welcome to the

          3  Committee on Mental Health, Mental Retardation,

          4  Alcoholism, Drug Abuse and Disability Services.  I'm

          5  Oliver Koppell, I'm the Chair of this Committee.

          6  We've been joined so far by my good colleague,

          7  Simcha Felder, and we expect that several other

          8  colleagues will be joining us before long, since

          9  they're late in starting and we have a number of

         10  people to testify. We're going to start, even though

         11  we don't quite have a quorum, we expect to have a

         12  quorum before we vote on the Resolution.

         13                 I'm not going to read a lengthy

         14  prepared statement, but just to say that the

         15  Committee will hear public comment and vote on

         16  Resolution 16-A, which calls on the New York State

         17  Legislature to amend the Disability Rent Increase

         18  Exemption Program, the DRIE Program, in order to

         19  provide parity with the Senior Citizen Rent Increase

         20  Program, the SCRIE Program.

         21                 As people here know, in 2005 the

         22  Assembly and Senate passed legislation creating the

         23  DRIE program. Unfortunately, however, though modeled

         24  on the Senior Citizen Rent Increase Program, the

         25  eligibility levels for household income for members
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          2  of a disabled household cannot exceed the maximum

          3  income at which such individual would be eligible to

          4  receive SSI benefits under federal law.

          5                 Therefore, the income eligibility cap

          6  for DRIE is considerably lower than the income cap

          7  for SCRIE. We all know the importance of a Rent

          8  Increase Exemption Program to people with limited

          9  income and we know that many, if not most of the

         10  disabled, because of their physical limitations, are

         11  not able to earn large amounts of income.

         12                 It should be mentioned in this, so,

         13  therefore, we feel that at the very least the DRIE

         14  program and the SCRIE program should have the same

         15  income caps.

         16                 People should recognize and I might

         17  say, that this is not a free program, the rent

         18  increases that are not paid by the disabled and the

         19  senior citizens are paid in fact by the City in the

         20  form of tax benefit that is given to the owners of

         21  buildings, and there's a dollar-for-dollar rebate

         22  from the City, so everybody should recognize that

         23  this is not, you know, it's not a free program. It's

         24  something that all the taxpayers or the City bear on

         25  behalf of those who need this help to continue in
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          2  housing.

          3                 With that, I want to welcome Jim

          4  Gennaro, a member of the Committee, and we now have

          5  a quorum. We also have with us Mari De Pedro, who is

          6  the Counsel, we have Michael Benjamin. We also have

          7  Jay Mensule (phonetic), who is my Counsel and works

          8  as Counsel to the Committee as well, and I notice

          9  Bob Jackson, who is not a member of the Committee is

         10  welcome, of course, to join us.

         11                 I would like to -- like to call on

         12  the first witness to testify, Laura Caruso, from

         13  Manhattan Borough President Scott Stringer's office.

         14                 Good morning.

         15                 MS. CARUSO: Good morning.

         16                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Thank the

         17  Borough President for participating.

         18                 MS. CARUSO: Okay, now it's on. Good

         19  morning, again. My name is Laura Caruso. I'm the

         20  Director for Policy for Manhattan Borough President

         21  Scott Stringer, and I will be testifying on his

         22  behalf.

         23                 Thank you, Chairman Koppell, and

         24  Committee members for considering Resolution 16-A.

         25  The Resolution calls for parity between the
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          2  disability rent increase exemption and the senior

          3  rent increase exemption programs. I am in strong

          4  support of this resolution, and join the Counsel in

          5  urging the State Legislature to end the inequities

          6  in the DRIE program.

          7                 In 2005 I worked with Assembly Member

          8  Granis and Assembly Member Golden to create the DRIE

          9  program after nearly 20 years of consideration in

         10  the State Legislature.

         11                 While an admirable accomplishment,

         12  the DRIE law passed did not go far enough for people

         13  with disabilities, the same income allowance as

         14  senior citizens.

         15                 Currently seniors may earn up to

         16  $26,000 and be eligible for SCRIE, while the

         17  disabled are subject to a much more complicated

         18  formula, with income limitations of approximately

         19  $18,000.

         20                 People with disabilities are more

         21  likely to be on fixed incomes, to have high medical

         22  expenses, and to have a difficult time managing

         23  increases in housing expenses. Approximately 22,000

         24  people with disabilities are eligible for the

         25  current DRIE program, and more would be able to
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          2  access if parity is created.

          3                 The past year of the DRIE program has

          4  been successful and the application is one of the

          5  most requested forms in my office.

          6                 Allowing the SCRIE and DRIE programs

          7  to have comparable thresholds would give people with

          8  disabilities the ability to continue living

          9  independently. When people with disabilities are

         10  priced out of their homes, they must turn to nursing

         11  homes and other assisted living facilities,

         12  affording them with a rent increase exemption will

         13  also mean less use of these high-cost programs.

         14                 Among the greatest inequities of the

         15  DRIE income requirements is the most disabled

         16  veterans in our City are ineligible for an exemption

         17  due to their, quote, high-earning status. Bringing

         18  DRIE requirements into line with SCRIE would bring

         19  the most disabled veterans into qualification.

         20                 Aside from the social benefit

         21  creating parity would make the administration

         22  simpler.

         23                 Currently the programs are treated as

         24  wholly separate due to the inequitable income

         25  structures. Streamlining the qualification formulas
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          2  could save administrative costs.

          3                 Passing Resolution 16-A sends a clear

          4  message to the State Legislature that raising the

          5  DRIE income limitations will keep hundreds of New

          6  Yorkers in their homes and communities.

          7                 Thank you for your consideration of

          8  this important resolution, and I look forward to

          9  working together to realize parity between these two

         10  programs.

         11                 Thank you very much.

         12                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Thank you for

         13  your statement. We I think concur, and, again, thank

         14  the Borough President for participating.

         15                 Does anyone have anything you want to

         16  say? Thank you, again.

         17                 Next, Karen Miller. The National

         18  Multiple Sclerosis Society, New York Chapter. Good

         19  morning.

         20                 MS. MILLER: Good morning. I only have

         21  one copy of my testimony, but I can leave it with

         22  you when I'm finished reading.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: That's fine.

         24                 MS. MILLER: Thank you.

         25                 My name is Karen Miller. Sixteen
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          2  years ago I was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis.

          3  Today I am co-chair of the National Multiple

          4  Sclerosis Society, New York City Chapter's

          5  Government Relations Committee.

          6                 Personally, and on behalf of others

          7  with multiple sclerosis, I want to thank everyone

          8  help pass the disability rent increase exemption. I

          9  am here today to advocate bringing DRIE into parity

         10  with SCRIE. I have been living in the same

         11  rent-stabilized apartment in Manhattan for 28 years.

         12  And although it's rent stabilized, without DRIE, the

         13  yearly rent increases and numerous MCI increases

         14  that have recently been approved, would make it

         15  almost impossible for me to remain in my home.

         16                 Moving to another New York City

         17  apartment would be financially prohibited.

         18                 I was accepted into the DRIE program

         19  and for that I am very, very grateful. Other people

         20  with disabilities are not as fortunate as I am. DRIE

         21  is a wonderful program, but more work needs to be

         22  done.

         23                 DRIE parity with SCRIE makes absolute

         24  sense, and here is why: As you are aware currently

         25  DRIE income eligibility limits are 17,000, while
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          2  SCRIE is for seniors with incomes up to 26,000. DRIE

          3  applicants should have equal income eligibility to

          4  SCRIE recipients.

          5                 Like senior citizens, people with

          6  disability live on fixed incomes and face

          7  unaffordable housing prices. Because of this $9,000

          8  income ceiling discrepancy between SCRIE and DRIE,

          9  many people with MS who have SSDI are not eligible

         10  for DRIE, even though they really need DRIE, remain

         11  in their homes.

         12                 Please consider this, many people who

         13  are on Social Security disability become disabled in

         14  the prime of their lives and thus have lower SSDI

         15  payments than someone who may have been able to work

         16  until they were 65. This translates into less money

         17  available for everyone, especially to pay rent.

         18                 At age 40, my chronic fatigue and

         19  severe pain has forced me to leave careers as a

         20  video producer and journalist. SSDI certainly does

         21  not replace that income. DRIE certainly helps. We

         22  need to do more.

         23                 In addition, people with MS, and

         24  other disabled people on SSDI, often have numerous

         25  ongoing health issues, they might need to have
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          2  frequent doctor visits, need to take very expensive

          3  prescription medications, often which are not

          4  covered by insurance or require high deductibles,

          5  co-premiums and co-pays, and may also require very

          6  costly tests, such as MRIs.

          7                 Many of us must purchase our own

          8  health insurance because we cannot work at full-time

          9  jobs that provide the insurance.

         10                 These expenses can quickly deplete

         11  what little income people with disabilities have.

         12  Once again, less money is available for rent.

         13                 And unfortunately, finding affordable

         14  and accessible housing is one of the most difficult

         15  tasks for people living in New York City, especially

         16  for the disabled. Any measure possible to keep

         17  people in their own accessibility modified home, a

         18  home they can afford to remain in is so crucial.

         19                 DRIE eligibility parity with SCRIE is

         20  the right thing to do.

         21                 I hope you make DRIE parity with

         22  SCRIE a priority. Thank you very much for your

         23  consideration.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Thank you very

         25  much.  Does anyone have any comment or question? I
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          2  think it was an excellent statement, and I look

          3  forward to cooperating with you and your

          4  organization in Albany.

          5                 Thank you.

          6                 MS. MILLER: Thank you very much.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Our next person

          8  to testify is Linda Ostreicher, Center for

          9  Independence of the Disabled.

         10                 I also would mention that we've been

         11  joined by Committee member Gale Brewer from

         12  Manhattan.

         13                 MS. OSTREICHER: Okay, you can hear

         14  me?

         15                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Yes.

         16                 MS. OSTREICHER: My name is Linda

         17  Ostreicher, and I am the Public Policy Associate for

         18  Center for Independence for the Disabled of New

         19  York, also known as CIDNY.

         20                 CIDNY advocates for the rights of

         21  people with disabilities and promotes the full

         22  inclusion with people with disabilities in all

         23  aspects of community life.

         24                 I'm here to thank the Council for

         25  your past support in our joint effort to expand the
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          2  Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption, SCRIE

          3  Program, to include low-income people with

          4  disabilities. With your help, after a few tries,

          5  disability rent increase exemption program became

          6  law and since 2005 it has helped over 2,000 people

          7  with disabilities to stay in their homes without

          8  having to choose between paying rent and paying

          9  their electricity bills.

         10                 CIDNY also wants to thank those

         11  Council members who introduced and co-sponsored this

         12  Resolution No. 16-A which falls on the State

         13  Legislature to raise the income cap for DRIE until

         14  it is the same as that for SCRIE. We agree with you

         15  that tenants with disabilities are subject to many

         16  of the same financial pressures as senior citizens,

         17  and it is only fair to set the same income limits

         18  for both.

         19                 Both groups are on low-fixed incomes,

         20  and are likely to have high medical bills and may

         21  have mobility impairments or other special needs

         22  requiring accommodations nearly impossible to find a

         23  new affordable housing market, which we all know is

         24  severely undersupplied.

         25                 About one-third of our consumers with
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          2  ongoing cases have asked CIDNY for help in finding

          3  affordable accessible housing, or dealing with

          4  threats of eviction and inability to manage rent

          5  increases, inadequate building maintenance and

          6  utilities and accessibility needs.

          7                 In addition to consumers with ongoing

          8  cases, CIDNY receives an average of 300 calls per

          9  month from people seeking housing information or

         10  advocacy assistance.

         11                 Most of our consumers live in New

         12  York City public housing, in apartments subsidized

         13  to the Section 8 program, or in rent-controlled,

         14  rent stabilized or Mitchell-Lama apartments.

         15                 When our consumers are forced out of

         16  their apartments by rising rents, they tend to end

         17  up in homeless shelters or nursing homes. Very

         18  expensive solutions for New York taxpayers, and not

         19  places where consumers can live independent lives.

         20                 Affordable housing is unaffordable

         21  for many people on fixed incomes. Not all of our

         22  consumers are surviving on SSI payments alone, some

         23  are receiving the slightly higher benefits provided

         24  by the Social Security Disability Insurance Program.

         25  Others receive veterans pension or disability
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          2  compensation or had disability insurance while they

          3  were working and are getting some income from that.

          4                 These tenants whose incomes are

          5  slightly above the current three limits are the ones

          6  who need parity with the SCRIE program. They are not

          7  a large group so the cost to protect their homes

          8  will not be prohibitive to the City of New York.

          9                 However, the cost to them of

         10  continually rising rents may be more than their

         11  fixed incomes can support. As rents continue to

         12  rise, they're at greater and greater risk of being

         13  forced out of their apartments and into shelters and

         14  nursing homes.

         15                 Why is it so hard to achieve parity

         16  between SCRIE and DRIE. The City Council has always

         17  understood that the needs of low-income people with

         18  disabilities are similar to the needs of low-income

         19  senior citizens with respect to rent increase

         20  exemptions.

         21                 However, our Mayors have had a harder

         22  time comprehending the issue. We don't understand

         23  Mayor Bloomberg's resistance to providing parity for

         24  people with disabilities. Why shouldn't younger

         25  people with disabilities who are living on low
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          2  incomes receive the same benefits as their peers who

          3  are over age 62. Why is the Mayor willing to risk

          4  paying more dollars to house people in shelters or

          5  nursing homes, rather than to expand DRIE to the

          6  same income levels as SCRIE. Expanding DRIE to a

          7  larger group of people with disabilities is not just

          8  a matter of fairness, it also makes good economic

          9  sense.

         10                 Thank you.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Thank you.

         12  Anybody have any comment? Thank you for your good

         13  testimony, and I look forward to working with you in

         14  Albany, as well.

         15                 Next is Edith Prentiss, Disabled In

         16  Action. And I don't remember what the other initials

         17  are.

         18                 Thank you, Ms. Prentiss. It's good of

         19  you to come, as you usually do. Take your time.

         20                 MS. PRENTISS: As the Council Member

         21  stated, I am the President of 504 and the First Vice

         22  President, DIA. Unfortunately, Alexander Wood is

         23  unable to testify, and therefore, I will be

         24  expressing the intent of the Disability Network of

         25  New York City as well.
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          2                 All of these groups believe very

          3  strongly that SCRIE should have the same income

          4  eligibility, and as simple an application as SCRIE.

          5                 We believe the City must consider the

          6  needs of younger persons with disabilities who do

          7  not have access through a network of service

          8  providers as do seniors for assistance completing

          9  the application and providing information about

         10  programs.

         11                 DRIE, like Senior Citizen Rent

         12  Increase Exemption, assists low-income persons with

         13  disabilities, by protecting them from rent increases

         14  and allowing them to allocate their income to other

         15  vital necessities.

         16                 As was previously stated, we all know

         17  that when DRIE was established, it was agreed to be

         18  pegged 17,580 for an individual and 25,212 for

         19  households of two or more.

         20                 At that same year, the Legislature

         21  agreed to increase the SCRIE household eligibility,

         22  household income eligibility by $1,000 a year until

         23  it reaches 29,000.

         24                 This disparity was despite the fact

         25  that many younger people with disabilities are
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          2  confronted by most of your financial conditions,

          3  usually lower incomes with additional expenses

          4  related to disability, and the fact that younger

          5  disabled New Yorkers by virtue of being ineligible

          6  for EPIC are, because we're too young, face the

          7  ravages of the Medicare Part D donut hole, which is

          8  several thousand dollars and will be growing each

          9  year, but we can hope for the new, a future change

         10  with that program.

         11                 Whenever programs for younger

         12  disabled individuals are proposed, suddenly there is

         13  a major concern about the cost of the program.

         14  Funny, why is this road block not an issue when the

         15  Legislature looks to expand EPIC or SCRIE

         16  eligibility for seniors.

         17                 Is there a particular aspect of

         18  younger disabled individuals that removes us from

         19  such consideration?

         20                 Several years ago, when before 2005,

         21  the Independent Budget Office, did an analysis of

         22  the cost of expanding SCRIE to include younger

         23  individuals, at that point these numbers were

         24  projected to be the same eligibility as SCRIE.

         25                 They found that the cost of SCRIE
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          2  would be $2.2 million in the first year, based upon

          3  the assumption that only 7,500 disabled individuals

          4  would be applying out of the 36,000 projected

          5  eligibles.

          6                 In the fifth year the program would

          7  grow to 12.2 million with an administrative cost of

          8  1.3. That was in the day when DFTA was administering

          9  SCRIE and they felt, and Stupp, who was then the

         10  Commissioner, contended that it would cost too much

         11  to DFTA to run the program.

         12                 But let's compare it at that point,

         13  there were over 44,000 households enrolled in SCRIE,

         14  which there only was 40.2 percent of the eligibles

         15  cost the City more than $63.8 million in property

         16  abatements.

         17                 I would like to push the envelope

         18  slightly and remind you that Intro. 444, which was

         19  for SCHE, the DRIE parity, which was disabled

         20  homeowners' exemption, included the language that

         21  stated "income shall be offset by all medical and

         22  prescription drug expenses actually paid, which were

         23  not reimbursed or paid for by insurance."

         24                 Now, we assume that includes the

         25  donut hole. That language is not included in either
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          2  DRIE or SCRIE so that that income offset does not

          3  affect the calculations for that eligibility if

          4  we're looking for parity, let's go for the whole

          5  bowl of wax and let's ask for parity for this as

          6  well.

          7                 We also need to look at the impact of

          8  other programs, that affect the number of persons

          9  with disabilities searching for housing. We need to

         10  look at the fact that there is Olmstead, MiCASSA,

         11  Real Choice, Money Follows the Person, all of which

         12  are intended to keep people in the community and out

         13  of nursing homes, and to help remove residents who

         14  wish to leave nursing homes, to return to

         15  independence in the community.

         16                 All of these increase the demand for

         17  accessible housing, and increase the population who

         18  have low incomes looking for housing.

         19                 Expanding DRIE to be comparable to

         20  SCRIE, and very much hoping that we could look at

         21  parity to the homeowners' exemption calculation

         22  would be a first step to such a goal.

         23                 Thank you.

         24                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Thank you very

         25  much for your statement, which is a very thoughtful
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          2  one and introduces some very specific numbers and

          3  ideas, and I appreciate your pointing out this

          4  difference between the homeowner tax exemption,

          5  partial tax exemption and the DRIE and SCRIE

          6  program. That really should be rectified.

          7                 MS. PRENTISS: Thank you.

          8                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Thank you.

          9                 We have one more witness, that's

         10  Kathy Casey.

         11                 Good morning.

         12                 MS. CASEY: I'm sorry, I don't have

         13  prepared testimony because I didn't know about the

         14  hearing far enough in advance, but I would like to

         15  express my opinion on the issue.

         16                 I am a person who is receiving Social

         17  Security Disability Insurance, SSDI, as of the

         18  current year, and I'm about to apply for a DRIE. I

         19  am in favor of the proposed resolution, both

         20  certainly for people who are physically disabled and

         21  people who are mentally disabled, my own case is

         22  that I have received SSDI because of a mental health

         23  disability which is that I have a genetically

         24  carried propensity to go through periods of suicidal

         25  depression and this has particularly disrupted my
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          2  life in the last five years.

          3                 Because I have worked in professions

          4  that are relatively low pay, specifically being a

          5  librarian in public libraries primarily, and working

          6  in editorial production and book publishing, my

          7  average income has not been very high and therefore

          8  my SSDI is not very high, however, with the DRIE I

          9  will be able to continue paying my rent.

         10                 I concur with the previous witnesses

         11  who I have heard speaking that in the end it would

         12  be much more cost productive to, and as well as fair

         13  to people who are younger than 62 who have permanent

         14  or long-lasting disabilities to have the same income

         15  limits applied to them as applied to seniors who are

         16  over 62, because essentially the fixed income

         17  situation, and the difficulty of finding housing are

         18  similar, if not in some cases worse, for people who

         19  are receiving DRIE and not SCRIE, and as was pointed

         20  out, people are likely to be pushed into

         21  homelessness or into housing situations that

         22  actually cost the City budget and the taxpayers more

         23  money than if the income limits were equalized.

         24                 So, I don't really want to be a

         25  poster child for anything. Perhaps it could be said
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          2  that I'm in that group of people who Barbara

          3  Erenreich (phonetic) has been going to bat for

          4  recently with her studies of nickel and dimed people

          5  who have perhaps a graduate degree and have always

          6  worked in white collar jobs but who without

          7  appropriate assistance fall through the cracks and

          8  would not be able to pay rent and pay their other

          9  basic expenses in New York City.

         10                 I can tell you, I can live on $9,200

         11  a year even now, because I have done that for

         12  several years, in a period when I was unemployed and

         13  did not have SSDI and had no source of income, just

         14  my savings, but I can also tell you it's not fun,

         15  and that's a person who is a single person and has

         16  no one depending on them financially, in cases where

         17  there is a household of more than one people it's

         18  much worse.

         19                 So, I guess that's about all I have

         20  to say, and thank you for your attention.

         21                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Well, thank you

         22  very much for coming, and being as candid as you

         23  are. I appreciate your coming and testifying in

         24  favor of the resolution.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: Can I just say
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          2  thank you, Kathy?

          3                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: I don't believe

          4  we have any other people to testify this morning, so

          5  we will call the roll on proposed Resolution 16-A.

          6                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Koppell.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Aye.

          8                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Brewer.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER BREWER: Aye.

         10                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Gennaro.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER GENNARO: Yes.

         12                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: Felder.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER FELDER: Yes.

         14                 COUNSEL TO COMMITTEE: By a vote of

         15  four in the affirmative, zero in the negative and no

         16  abstentions, the items are adopted.

         17                 CHAIRPERSON KOPPELL: Thank you. And

         18  thank you for all coming. I appreciate it very much.

         19  The meeting is adjourned.

         20                 (Hearing concluded at 10:55 a.m.)
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