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Executive Summary
For at least the last fifty years, New York City’s policy-makers have
relied on the private market and real estate developers to create and
preserve housing for working class and poor households.
This overreliance on those who seek private profit created a deep housing
crisis—one that was omnipresent even before the COVID-19 pandemic:
a third of New Yorkers pay more than half their income in rent,
tens of thousands experience homelessness, and hundreds of thousands
face displacement due to rising housing costs.
New York’s housing crisis requires public policy with a different mission
at its core—to remove housing from the speculative market
and expand the supply of housing. This report outlines that alternative
strategy: social housing. A concept that is common outside of the
United States, social housing has gained traction in recent years as
housing movements at the local, state, and national level have taken up
the demand. We define social housing as homes that are permanently
affordable and non-speculative, democratically controlled by community
and residents, and publicly-backed.
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At a time of increased political and economic polarization, social
housing provides an opportunity to create common cause for
community well being and lasting household stability. In order to
pursue social housing in New York, the city and state governments
should establish a New York City Social Housing Development
Authority with a mission to acquire distressed and other real
estate assets, rehabilitate them, and transfer them off the private
market and under the control of communities and residents.
THE NEW YORK CITY
HOUSING CRISIS
• JANUARY 2022
Nearly one-third of NYC
tenants were spending
half their income on rent,
and 60,000 people were
houseless.

A Social Housing Development Authority (NYC SHDA) is the first step
towards actualizing a housing market that is not run for the purpose of
individualized profit but treats housing as a social good.
Goals of the NYC Social Housing Development Authority:

•

• JAN. 2021 to JAN. 2022
rents increased 33%,
almost double the national
average.

Leverage the City’s existing property acquisition and
preservation tools to expand democratically controlled and
permanently affordable housing

•

This crisis falls hardest
on Black, Latinx, and
immigrant households:
NYC tenants of majority
Black neighborhoods
are three times more
likely to face eviction than
those in majority white
neighborhoods.

Reorient financial resources and incentives away from
subsidies for private developers, instead using the capital
budget, tax abatements, pension funds, and state and federal
funding to prioritize non-profit, mission-based developers
committed to social housing with permanent affordability.

•

Increase democratic and accountable governance over
the City’s housing policies and agencies through transparent
and pro-people appointments and participatory control
over decisions related to zoning, transportation, and capital
spending, including budgetary set-asides for social housing
development.

• JANUARY 2020
Before the pandemic
30% of low-income renters
fell behind on their rent,
• 20% faced utility shut-offs,
• 19% had to move in with
others,
• 15% faced threats
of eviction.1

The time has come for our lawmakers to address the root causes of our
housing crisis: real estate actors that put their private profits ahead of
the public good and the government policies that enable them.
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Introduction
New York City is one of the wealthiest cities in the world, but housing is
unaffordable and precarious for the majority of people who call this city home.
As of January of 2020, nearly one third of New York tenants were spending half
their income on rent, 60,000 people were houseless, and city officials estimated a
shortage of nearly 600,000 affordable units.
While the COVID-19 pandemic has brought a new level of precarity, New York City
had a housing crisis well before the 2020 shutdown. A June 2020 report by the
Community Service Society (CSS) noted that before the pandemic,

“thirty percent of low-income renters fell behind on their rent,
20 percent faced utility shut-offs, 19 percent had to move in
with others, and 15 percent faced threats of eviction.2”
This crisis, like all crises under capitalism, falls hardest on Black, Latinx, and
immigrant households: New Yorkers in majority Black neighborhoods are three
times more likely to face eviction than those in majority white neighborhoods.
Rents are beginning to skyrocket across the city, increasing 33% between
January 2021 and January 2022 — almost double the national average3 — and the
January 2022 end to the eviction moratorium now threatens to push hundreds of
thousands of New Yorkers out of their homes.
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The housing crisis in New York City is not the inevitable result of high housing
demand. It is the direct result of public policy designed by and for
real estate speculators. But now, emerging from the pandemic, the time has come
for our lawmakers to address the root causes of our housing crisis:
real estate interests working in the interest of their private profit, and through
undue influence, distorting government policies away from the public good.
New York already has a robust set of policy tools that the city and state
governments use to intervene in the housing market: low cost financing, direct
subsidies, property tax benefits, zoning, mechanisms to seize
and transfer land, code enforcement, and more. The question is: towards what
end? Currently, those policies are deployed under the idea that, with the right
incentives and regulations, the for-profit, private sector can
and will provide affordable housing to low and moderate income people.
For the last four decades, both city and state administrations have
pursued market solutions for “affordable housing” to the tune of nearly
$17.5 billion since 1987, a figure that does not include untold billions in tax-cuts.4
Yet the housing crisis persists — and with it, a robust, for profit, “affordable
housing” industry. As the city and state dole out endless tax breaks to developers,
more and more New Yorkers are rent burdened,
while gentrification and displacement are ongoing threats for communities.
New York’s housing crisis requires public policy with a different mission at its core:
to remove housing from the speculative market and expand the supply of social
housing. To do this, the City needs a dedicated authority that can coordinate
the existing and new policies in service of communities and families, rather than
investors and speculators – we need a New York City Social Housing Development
Authority (NYC SHDA).
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The History of Social Housing in NYC
Social housing isn’t new to New York City, but
a comprehensive and permanent investment
in the strategy would be. In 1955, New York
State attempted to address the postwar
housing shortage by initiating the Mitchell-Lama
program in multiple municipalities including
New York City. The program first incentivized
private development of moderate income
limited-dividend cooperatives by combining
state loans, tax abatements, and in some cases
federally subsidized urban renewal land. A
wave of city-backed social housing formations
involving some of the poorest New Yorkers
occurred in the 1970s and into the 1980s.
At that time, in the midst of racist redlining
and a fiscal crisis, NYC’s Department of City
Planning exacerbated disinvestment through
neighborhood “shrinkage” that in part pushed
landlords to abandon properties en-masse. The
city responded to the crisis by taking control of
buildings in tax arrears using the legal procedure

in rem acquisition. By 1979, the city controlled
100,000 units.
Across the city, neighbors without landlords in
abandoned buildings showed by example what
it would take to self-manage their own housing.
Some residents banded together forming squats;
several survive today as permanently affordable
cooperatively owned housing.5 This period saw
the development of what would become the
city’s first community land trust. Moreover, tens
of thousands of limited equity cooperatives
formed through New York State’s pre-existing
Mitchell Lama program and as a result of the in
rem acquisitions, which were often established
under the city’s Tenant Interim Lease (TIL)
program and through a program of the Housing
Preservation and Development.6 The 25,800
Housing Development and Finance Corporation
(HDFC) co-ops across 1,100 buildings remaining
today demonstrate the stabilizing effects of
long term affordability. They also provide telling

Co-op City
Bronx, New York
Photo by Associated Press
Courtesy of WNYC
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Amalgamated Cooperative
Bronx, New York
Courtesy of the Herman
Liebman Memorial Fund

lessons for investing upfront in maintenance
and operations costs in order to maximize long
term stability.7

affordability initiatives but largely as an extension
of privatization and real estate interests, adding
to the growing crisis.

Ultimately, however, the city positioned its
housing development strategy and many of its
in rem properties to spur gentrification.8 Rather
than investing in social housing to the scale
of its holdings and the crisis, the city pushed
privatization. This led to a massive loss of publicly
controlled property, drove up speculation by
real estate investors, and increased housing
precarity. Though Mitchell Lama’s earliest rules
disallowed buy-outs or expiration, the state
incentivized development by creating new terms
to allow buyouts and privatization. The decades
since the first HDFCs and the Mitchell Lama
were initiated have seen the city largely shift
its approach away from fortifying maintenance,
affordability, and community control. Each new
administration, from Koch, Dinkins, Giuliani, and
Bloomberg to de Blasio, continued city-backed

Contested Mitchell Lama terms, HDFC
maintenance needs, and the city’s ongoing rental
crisis activated already embattled tenants and
cooperators alike. In 2015, in the wake of the
Wall Street foreclosure crisis and accelerating
gentrification, tenants in New York City for the
first time won a rent freeze for NYC stabilized
housing.9 In 2019, tenant unions across the state,
often led by women fighting for the health and
security of home, won a monumental shoring up
of rent regulations in the New York Legislature.
In 2020, at a time of pandemic unemployment,
health and housing peril, New York State tenants
won the first state eviction moratorium in the
country, and called to cancel rent. The urgency
and transformative possibility of democratic and
deeply affordable social housing reflects the
resolve and vision of this growing movement.
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SOCIAL HOUSING IS
DEFINED AS HAVING THREE
CORE CHARACTERISTICS:
The main work of the NYC SHDA would be to

1.

Housing that is democratically
controlled by community or
residents.

2. Housing that is permanently
affordable and partially or fully
outside the market.

3. Housing that is publicly backed.

expand the supply of social housing
in the city — homes that are democratically
controlled by community and residents,
permanently affordable, and publicly-supported.
In particular, the NYC SHDA would acquire
distressed and other real estate, rehabilitate it,
and transfer it out of the private market.
A NYC SHDA, coupled with legislative changes
such as Good Cause eviction protections and
Tenant Opportunity to Purchase rights, would

provide long-term mechanisms for ensuring tenant rights, creating permanent
and deeply affordable housing, promoting long-term neighborhood stability,
improving ecological sustainability, and addressing the deep racial inequalities
perpetuated in the failure to provide safe, secure, and affordable housing.
While we offer technical details of how to develop social housing in the city,
developing social housing is fundamentally not a technical matter. Ultimately, the
choice to develop social housing is a question of political will, of priorities, and of
values. All of the tools and financing needed to develop social housing already
exist, as does the desire on the part of tenants and housing organizers. What
remains missing is vision, leadership, and a commitment by those administering
our city government to building institutions that exist for the benefit of everyone.
Will the next administration have the courage to put people first?
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COMMODORE HOTEL
AND THE ART OF THE SWINDLE
In 1976, as the City of New York was
mired in the depths of the worst fiscal
crisis in its history, a young, politically
connected real estate developer
named Donald J. Trump was able to
engineer a headline-winning deal that
was meant to telegraph a new
willingness on the part of the city
government to subsidize high-end and
luxury development. It involved
purchasing and renaming the blighted
Commodore Hotel from the Penn
Central Rail company and redeveloping
it with the Hyatt Corporation through a
complex arrangement that involved a
40-year tax abatement valued at at
least $360 million by 2016, according
to historian Kim Phillips-Fein. The deal
was one that city leaders sought out:
Even as the city was turning away from
investing in housing and social services
in the name of austerity literally laying
off teachers and closing hospitals, it
was eager to show private developers
that it was a profitable place to
do business. For historians, the glass
towers of the Grand Hyatt that
replaced the Commodore marked the
end of comprehensive city planning
and the beginning of the modern era
of neo-liberal giveaways to real estate
developers in New York.10 As the City’s
Economic Administrator put it at the
time, this was a “signal to the
business community that there has
been a change.” 11

1. What is

Social Housing?

Social housing refers to housing that creates collective value
for a community or society, rather than by extracting
wealth alone as a profit-making asset for a landowner.
By creating long term housing security, social housing
can promote stronger education outcomes, better work
opportunities and earning potential, and better health
outcomes for entire communities.12 13
In this way, social housing makes the policy of ensuring
that everyone has access to stable, secure, and deeply
affordable housing into a social good, the linchpin of which
is flourishing communities and individuals.14 15 Social housing
requires that the provision of housing be met as a collective
public responsibility, instead of leaving development
to market forces for use as a vehicle of individual wealth
creation. It is available to all, regardless of race or class.
Unlike the private housing market, which relies on scarcity,
a social housing market is capable of ending homelessness.
The values of social housing are advanced when production,
distribution, and management of housing are guided by
deeply democratic principles, intentional inclusion, and
an ethos of care and environmental stewardship.
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Social housing can take on many forms, from tenant cooperatives and limited
equity structures, to community land trusts and public housing, but they are
unified by the following core characteristics:

• Build community, not profits. In social housing, the home is not
an asset for profit generation, but rather an asset for security and
stability of both individuals and communities because it is not
beholden to market forces or individual wealth generation.
• Deeply and permanently affordable, secure, and of high quality.
Social housing does not trade long-term affordability for quality,
including environmental quality and climate change resiliency, and it
remains affordable in perpetuity.
• A collective public good. It is financially backed by the public sector,
not private market forces, ensuring that it remains affordable in
perpetuity. As a collective public and social good, the provision of
housing is a societal responsibility not an individual one.
• Democratically governed and a commitment to life-long organizing.
Residents build intentionally inclusive communities that foster
grassroots democratic power. Social housing creates space for
democratic decision making and self-governance that deepen power
and democracy at the local level. This means that residents of social
housing are committed to life-long organizing and creating real,
democratic institutions at the home (just as unions, in the workplace.)
• Actively and directly redresses racial and gender inequalities.
Housing in the United States and in New York City has been defined
by discrimination and structural racism. Social housing actively
and directly seeks to undo the impacts of these histories and broader
societal inequalities by providing safe, affordable, accessible —
by location and use, and secure housing for all.
Social housing works: in New York City, as described in sidebar, and across
the world. There are scores of examples nationally and internationally that
show that, when properly funded, social housing can provide long-term
and affordable housing solutions for communities.16 Unlike in private rental
housing, which pits landlords against tenants in fights over costs and
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maintenance, under social housing, the interests of residents are aligned in a
shared goal of providing high quality and affordable housing for all. Organized
social housing residents are better able to face crises, since they are in similar
positions and can pool resources. The evidence is clear. Evictions are much
lower in social housing, and these housing models weathered the last housing
crisis much better than the private market.17 Further, by partially removing
market considerations, social housing has the potential to address ecological
deficits as it addresses the housing crisis. Advocates of the Green New Deal,
for example, note that environmentally retrofitting, upgrading, and expanding
the stock of social housing is ecologically sound and would have tremendous
positive externalities.18

AlterLaa social housing
Vienna, Austria
Photo by Margherita Spiluttini,
Architekturzentrum Wien
Courtesty of The Urbanist

The New York City Social Housing Development Authority:

A People-First Housing Engine for New York City

13

How Does New York City
Address The Housing Crisis Today?
One frequent criticism of social housing is “that
it sounds good on paper, but would cost money
to create.” The reality is that we already spend
billions on subsidizing the housing market:
through policy designed to promote economic
development and private profit, with affordable
housing as an afterthought. When considering
the cost of developing social housing, we have to
compare it to the cost of what we spend now on
market-based affordable housing policies, and
the cost of temporary solutions for its failures.
The full impact of private housing on city coffers
is difficult to assess: figures are intentionally
inaccessible and in many cases based on complex
and opaque financial arrangements that are
difficult for those outside of real estate lobbies to
understand. Still, even a general review of tax and
program expenditures information we can access
reveals that there are ample resources available to
policymakers in advancing the goals and priorities
of social housing.
Much of the City’s expenditure on housing
subsidizes private developers and landlords. In
the last fiscal year alone, New York City forgoed
more than $2 billion in tax exemptions and
abatements to private developers in exchange
for construction or renovation of “affordable”
housing.19 These programs (and their cost) include
421-a ($1.7 billion) for the construction of new
housing and J-51 ($295 million) for renovation of
rent-regulated properties.20
On top of these tax expenditures, the City offers
hundreds of millions of dollars every year in low
interest loans and subsidies to fund rehabilitation
and new construction of low- and mixed-income
housing. HPD’s 2021 Capital Commitment Plan
outlines $1.4 billion in funding, including $388

million for the Extremely Low and Low-Income
Affordability (ELLA) loan program and $142
million for the Participation Loan Project (PLP).21
New York City has also committed upwards of
$90 million to loan programs for mixed income
developments in 2022 (through the Mixed Middle
and Mix and Match programs).22 The “poor door”
problem – that tenants in the affordable units
are usually segregated from full market tenants
– is only one of the problems with mixed income
developments.23 Housing advocates have many
criticisms of these mixed income development
programs, from the fact that affordability measures
are unrealistic, to the fact that affordability
provisions are limited to 25-years, or that they
lead to gentrification. But the most fundamental
problem is that, like all market-based tools, they
rely on for-profit developers, whose interests are
ultimately in extracting as much profit value from
the property rather than creating social value.
Direct expenditure on housing for the most
vulnerable NYC residents is small by comparison.
In 2020, the City spent $243 million through its
rental assistance program which supports families
at risk of eviction and homelessness in the form
of vouchers paid to landlords.24 Also in that year,
the City contributed $262 million to NYCHA’s
revenues (which, while only about 10% of NYCHA’s
revenue, represents a 180% increase compared
to 2015).25 The New York City Independent Budget
Office estimates that the City will spend $346
million in the next year on homeless shelters.26
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2. Vision: The Municipal

Social Housing
Development Authority

The city must take up a direct acquisition strategy to remove housing from the hands
of speculators and place it in the hands of organized communities. To do so,
we propose the creation of a New York City Social Housing Development
Authority (NYC SHDA). When a building falls into physical or financial distress it
is both a nightmare for renters and a boon for speculators with the cash to buy up
undervalued property. The economic crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has
only exacerbated this dynamic. 2022 figures estimate hotel revenues will be 46%
lower than in 2019.27 Tenants have suffered maintenance problems, including lack of
heat and infestation of rats and cockroaches while investors have called the pandemic-induced housing crisis “one of the greatest buying opportunities of the century.”28
A NYC SHDA would be a new authority created for this purpose. Acting as
a land bank, the NYC SHDA would proactively acquire distressed real estate,
rehabilitate it to bring it up to livability and environmental standards,
then finance the transfer of that property to the social housing sector.
This agency would help ensure that distressed property is not used to enrich
investors, but rather returned to the benefit of residents and the community. The
NYC SHDA would work in coordination with existing public and
private entities to facilitate and enhance such distressed asset acquisition
and disposition processes and would prioritize the creation of permanently
affordable housing. The NYC SHDA would also have the ability to acquire
non-residential property such as office space or hotels with the purpose of
overseeing their conversion to permanently affordable residential units, including
those that prioritize residency for homeless New Yorkers.
The NYC SHDA would be a win-win for everyone involved. The difficulty people had
paying rent during COVID has cascaded into financial trouble for many landlords.29
The NYC SHDA would provide an easy exit option for landlords to avoid drawn out
The New York City Social Housing Development Authority:
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legal proceedings and damage to their credit. For tenants, acquiring these types
of units swiftly would allow the city to step in and stabilize the maintenance of
the buildings to prevent them from falling into disrepair — though many will still
need rehabilitation to bring them up to livability standards. The NYC SHDA would
also invest in energy efficient retrofitting, aligning the city with climate adaptation
goals (and drawing on federal resources to do so). The hotel and commercial office
real estate sectors that have been hit hard by the pandemic could be converted
to residential housing, with an emphasis on housing for currently homeless New
Yorkers as currently proposed in the statewide “Housing Our Neighbors With
Dignity Act”.
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Governance. The NYC SHDA would be an independent agency governed by a public

board that includes tenants and housing advocates and experts. The NYC SHDA would
require robust staff to handle acquisition, due diligence, contracting for rehabilitation or
temporary management, and disposition to ensure that property swiftly returns to the
benefit and service of New Yorkers. Collaboration with groups that represent tenants,
working class and low income New Yorkers, and homeless New Yorkers would be essential
to ensuring that properties are identified and transferred quickly in order to confer the
greatest benefits on the city as a whole.

Acquisition. In addition to city-owned land and property, NYC SHDA would acquire
distressed property and property identified as targeted for speculation by using city and
state mechanisms such as a Tenant Opportunity to Purchase (TOPA) right of first refusal
or the Community Opportunity to Purchase (COPA) provisions which allow Qualified
Preservation Buyers (usually organizations committed to social housing) the right to
make a first offer to purchase buildings before they are listed for sale on the open market.
TOPA and COPA do not yet exist in New York City, but are currently being organized
around, partially inspired by the lessons of successful application in Washington DC.
The SHDA would enhance existing city mechanisms such as NYC’s Neighborhood Pillars
program, which provides financing for nonprofit housing purchases, by building on and
improving those programs in order to develop and maintain affordable social housing and
the beneficial outcomes that come with it.

Financing. The NYC SHDA would have bonding powers to raise revenue. It would
provide affordable financing for acquisition to approved eligible entities, such as
community land trusts, limited equity tenant cooperatives, affordable housing non-profits,
local governments, and public housing authorities. Those entities would be required
to permanently preserve the affordability of the housing transferred to them under
these programs. Return on financing from these programs would help meet the bond
obligations supporting them. The NYC SHDA would also rely on the various federal, state,
and local housing funding policies available to it.
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3. Governance, Acquisition,
and Financing:
How to Move Towards
Social Housing

3.1. The Governance of the SHDA:
Coordinated, Democratic, and Transparent
As an independent authority, the governance structure of the NYC SHDA will
foster a democratic and transparent approach to social housing policy that
privileges tenant voices over real estate actors. It would proactively collaborate
with community partners and advocates as it identifies, acquires, develops, and
transfers properties to the social housing sector. At the same time, it would
coordinate the efforts of the many agencies that today carry out housing policy in
piecemeal fashion, while remaining accountable to tenants and advocates in a city
where real estate is so powerful. A centralized entity that collects and intentionally
shares openly its inner workings and budget would ensure maximum impact,
transparency, and accountability.
Coordination of Various Agencies under one umbrella. Today, New York City
approaches housing preservation and development with a piecemeal approach,
spread out over at least ten separate agencies, boards, and commissions. Private
real estate interests with capacity and connections are able to intervene at many
points through the direct lobbying of our elected officials. The NYC SHDA should
serve as the central agency for coordinating all social housing policy making in
the city in order to avoid redundancies, rationalize decisionmaking processes, and
make social housing a clear priority of all relevant agencies.
Making its Inner Workings Transparent. The current approach to housing policy
rests on decision making processes that are opaque to the average person, while
privileging powerful private actors like real estate developers.
The New York City Social Housing Development Authority:
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Discussions on housing tend to be complicated, unnecessarily jargony, and
exclusive. The public data that exists is hard to access and beyond the reach of
average persons without technical skills. In contrast, for-profit developers have
mastered the art of marketing that mimics the language of inclusion, environmentalism, and community development. There is plenty of reason to worry that
a social housing program would be derailed in a city like New York, where real
estate interests loom so large. Unless those in positions of power are intentional
about communication transparency and accountability, the people most impacted
by housing policy will be left out of the discussion on how to fix and maintain it.
The NYC SHDA should not only have an open-books approach to its workings, it
needs to have a communication strategy intended to empower average persons
to understand housing policy.
Pro-people appointments. Governance in a city like New York is complex,
with many crucial decisions being made by appointed (not elected) officials
in departments, boards and commissions. Appointments too often follow the
logic of cronyism. Even a cursory examination shows this blatant pattern. Today,
appointees from the real estate and corporate sectors occupy positions on boards
and commissions with ample power and control over powerful processes. The
majority of positions on the City Planning Commission, for example, are filled
by members from the private sector. On the other hand, representatives of
movements, related organizations, and nonprofits, seldom fill board seats, and
when appointed at all, tend to occupy positions on boards with little or no power.
In order to shield the development of social housing from the influence of real
estate and corporate sectors, it would be important that appointment processes
take place differently. All of the other appointments under the purview of the
Mayor, including boards and commissions related to housing, need to take place
in an open and transparent manner and privilege movement advocates and
participants who would directly benefit from social housing.
Make Participation Count. Another priority involves improving existing
participatory processes so that they can be more impactful, more democratic,
and guide the development of social housing. New York City’s 59 Community
Boards, for example, are supposed to be a place to allow citizen input into the
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delivery of services, land use, and the municipal budgets. While they have in the
past occasionally been an important venue for making community voices heard,
they are today often seen as little more than a place for airing complaints with little
actual democratic mandate or decision-making power. The structure of community
boards, where each of its fifty members are nominated by city council members
or the borough president, is an undemocratic and archaic structure. Similarly,
the Civic Engagement Commission has very little decision-making power and its
members are appointed by the Mayor.
New York City’s Participatory Budgeting Process, on the other hand, is inclusive
and democratic, drawing thousands of participants from across the city every
year. But it is marginal in terms of its relative impact on governance, deciding
only a few million dollars in total capital spending within a city budget that is
often more than $10 Billion each year. Decisions related to zoning, transportation,
and capital spending and priorities, including budgetary set-asides for social
housing development, should be turned over to an empowered and democratic
participatory process. All spaces intended for citizen input, like Community
Boards, should be openly elected.

Without a strategic approach to permanent affordable housing
preservation and development, New York City’s financing
has had limited reach in achieving the scale, depth, and length
of affordability required to avert crises.
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3.2. Acquiring Real Estate
for Social Good
A new agency devoted to expanding social housing would give new powers
to create affordability, but also refocus many existing tools towards permanent
solutions. The NYC SHDA would fundamentally reorient the City’s housing
priorities, while adjusting the existing tools for acquisition, preservation, and
zoning in support of expanding permanently affordable social housing.
Below are some key reforms that would help the NYC SHDA fulfill its mission.
Rationalize Acquisition. New York City has had no shortage of initiatives
providing for the acquisition, management, and rehabilitation of
tax-foreclosed, distressed, or abandoned properties. Transfer programs
include the 1965 7A Management Program, the 1976 passage of Local Law 45
which allowed in rem foreclosure and city seizure, the Division of Alternative
Management’s Tenant Interim Lease (TIL) Program/Affordable Neighborhood
Cooperative Program, the Third Party Transfer Program/Neighborhood Restore,
the Multifamily Preservation Loan Program (MPLP), the Community Management
Program (CMP), the New York City Acquisition Fund, and the Neighborhood
Pillars program.30 Early iterations of these programs focused on city seizure
of distressed buildings that were depressed in value and aimed to provide for
tenants to remain in their homes. In the more recent past, Third Part Transfer has
been used in cases against HDFCs. Likewise, the NYC Tax Lien Sales Legislation,
which expired in March 2022, was used against the very communities most
vulnerable to growing gentrification pressures, and should not be reauthorized.
These programs are no longer functioning as intended and are not designed
for the New York City of 2022. They must be restructured to work on behalf
of communities most vulnerable to displacement and to meet the scale of the
housing crisis. A NYC SHDA would reevaluate and coordinate the city’s transfer
mechanisms in conjunction with state programs such as the New York Community
Restoration Fund (CRF) to manage financing, expedite rehabilitation, ensure
lasting affordability through social housing conversion, and ensure that people
can remain in their homes.
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Further, there is currently no land bank in New York City tasked with acquiring,
warehousing, and transferring real property. NYC SHDA should undertake this
role for the purpose of developing social housing. A study by the East New York
Community Land Trust demonstrates the current difficulties the public faces when
identifying vacant parcels held by city agencies, including those held by NYPD.31 A
NYC SHDA would work to identify acquisition targets in part through the vacancy
census mandated by the 2017 “Housing not Warehousing Act”. NYC SHDA would
use existing mechanisms as needed such as “remainder rights” to ensure the
public retains its stake in all city owned properties.
Moreover, a NYC SHDA would require corresponding tenant mechanisms such
as the Tenant Opportunity to Purchase (TOPA) and Community Opportunity to
Purchase (COPA). Through the NYC SHDA, a state and city TOPA32 and COPA
would greatly improve the successes of transfer efforts and could facilitate tenant
acquisition of their buildings by creating a mechanism for first right of purchase
by residents and non profits to promote social housing conversion.
Retool Rezoning.New York City’s reliance on rezoning regulations as a principal
tool to encourage the private development affordable housing has proven
inadequate and even counterproductive. The De Blasio administration’s
Mandatory Inclusionary Housing (MIH) program produced too few affordable
units, and those produced were not truly affordable for a large share of New
York residents. Moreover, neighborhood-scale upzonings under the MIH program
targeted low income communities of color and further exacerbated the problems
of speculation, rising rents, and displacement in these neighborhoods.33
Zoning does of course have a place within a broader strategy for increasing the
supply of affordable housing, but changes to land use regulations should meet
several criteria. First, NYC must require that future rezonings provide
for both a higher share of affordable housing and deeper affordability.
For example, in 2013 and 2014, the Real Affordability for All campaign called for
the requirement that new developments benefiting from upzoning
set aside between 50% and 100% of units for households earning between
30-60% of AMI.34 Second, inclusionary zoning - zoning rules meant to counteract
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land use regulations that would otherwise exclude people- will have a more positive
impact when used to increase density in higher-income, higher-rent neighborhoods.35
Finally, land use decisions must be driven by community-based comprehensive
plans rather than development based changes or lobbying by private developers.
The City has other tools available for increasing the supply of affordable housing
and placing it under the control of tenants and tenant friendly non-profits. Properties
that would have otherwise been sold to private bidders through the City’s tax lien
sale procedures can instead be transferred to the NYC SHDA or directly to tenant
cooperatives. This approach would keep tenants in their homes and protect these
buildings from speculative investment. Tenant and community opportunity to
purchase legislation proposed at the State and City level would also give tenants and
non-profit organizations the ability to move buildings off the private market and
convert them into social housing.

Map of New York City
Community Land Trusts
Courtesy of
New Economy Project
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3.3. Financing Social Housing
New York City’s investment in affordable housing is one of both exceptional
creative municipal financing and increasing inadequacy in its impact. From the
workers’ formations that pooled financing for new cooperative construction in the
1920s and 1930s or the city’s public pension financing of rehabilitation
in the 1980s, to city-funded capacity building for community land trusts more
recently, New York City offers as many roads taken as forsaken when it comes to
financing social housing. Without a strategic approach to permanent affordable
housing preservation and development, New York City’s financing has had
limited reach in achieving the scale, depth, and length of affordability required to
avert crises and strengthen communities. The NYC Social Housing Development
Authority requires flexible finance tools in order to create the conditions to
leverage federal and state spending, maximize city investment in permanently
affordable social housing, and disincentivize housing speculation.
In addition to repurposing the existing affordable housing financing tools,
described below, the NYC SHDA would also have mechanisms to give it
independent sources of revenue. The NYC SHDA would have the power to raise
funds through the issuance of bonds. It would also be able to recoup some of
its expenses. In acquiring distressed property, the NYC SHDA would take on the
ongoing management of the building, including any coordination and costs of
temporary relocation due to habitability standards and the collection of rent
payments. When the property is ready to be transferred to the social housing
sector, the NYC SHDA would both receive the proceeds from the sale, as well
as providing low-cost financing to the purchaser. Fannie Mae provides clear
standards of appraisal, underwriting, and securitization for such financing. Funds
from the service on the loan payments would help maintain the financial stability
of the SHDA. By having its own independent sources of revenue, the SHDA is
less susceptible to the discretion of future administrations who may wish to cut
funding for social housing production.
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Expand the Capital Budget. The city can expand its utilization of municipal bond
issuance to increase its capital budget, increase land acquisition, and ramp up
preservation and development of social housing. General obligation bonds are
a popular mechanism used by cities to raise revenue for social housing. These
bonds are federally tax exempt and are often exempt from state taxes as well.
They have generally low interest rates and are safe, trusted mechanisms for
revenue raising. The city can also expand its use of Sustainable Development
Bonds and Sustainable Neighborhood Bonds to fund social housing. Although
New York City’s Housing Development has previously issued Sustainable
Development Bonds, they have been used to fund the privatization of public
housing and the construction of luxury developments opposed by communities
of color such as the Bedford Union Armory development in Brooklyn.36 37 Across
the board, social housing bonds related to affordable housing are growing in
popularity, but as investment mechanisms for large banks38 to finance housing
that is not truly affordable. Cities such as New York must lead the way in
harnessing the value of these financing mechanisms in order to build social
housing, rather than allowing private investment banks to commandeer them
in financing housing that will continue to exacerbate the current housing crisis.
These bonds, along with General Obligation Bonds, are low-cost tools for raising
revenues, but in order to maximize their benefit, they must be implemented
with strict restrictions on the projects they fund and the power private for-profit
developers may have in using them. Under our proposed structure, public bonds
should be issued through the NYC SHDA, which would have democratically
mandated restrictions to only fund the development of permanently affordable
social housing.
Modify Existing Tax Abatements. All NYC Housing Preservation Development
financing, including local tax abatement programs specific to housing
development should prioritize deeply affordable housing. The New York State
Legislature must allow for the expiration of existing tax abatements that spur
gentrification and redesign tax abatements to prioritize permanent affordability
and to promote the depth of affordability needs put forth by the proposed
NYC Social Housing Development Authority. For example, through the 421-a
program, the city provides $1.6 billion a year in the form of time period based
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subsidies that overcompensate developers for housing that remains unaffordable
to most New Yorkers. This program could instead be redeveloped to target
permanent, deeply affordable, and community-impactful social housing. Likewise,
the Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC),39 a federal program administered by
the state, should be modified to contend with its problematic timeline of expiring
affordability and the inequitable benefits they provide to wealthy investors. The
NYC SHDA would work closely with the state to advocate for modifications to the
state’s Qualified Allocation Plan that details the LIHTC stipulations. The state’s
LIHTC plan should be modified to leverage its existing credit premium to promote
true project affordability for 100% of developments and allow for extension of the
current state-defined maximum 60-year affordability terms. The NYC SHDA would
prioritize non-profit mission-based developers to leverage the LIHTC to help with
project financing and capacity.
Collect PILOT payments. Another area where New York City and the state
government can re-evaluate revenue raising for the NYC SHDA is through its
relationships with established nonprofits including its largest land-owning
educational institutions, Columbia University and New York University. Columbia
University, which spent $6.3 billion on a new Manhattanville Campus expansion,
remains one of only two ivy league institutions in the country that fails to provide
a meaningful Payments in Lieu of Taxes (PILOT) local payment.40 New York
University pays no PILOT. A partially revised tax exemption by the state on even
a portion of the more than 300 combined property assets owned by these two
multi-billion dollar endowed institutions could generate hundreds of millions
of revenue for the city annually. Such revenue, through voluntary or mandated
PILOT programs, or substantive state tax code revision, could support permanent
affordable social housing to offset the gentrification and displacement pressures
resulting in part from land acquisitions by those institutions. Such an approach
would also mitigate the ripple effect of increased property taxes on surrounding
lots, which ultimately go on to pay for the public municipal services benefiting
these same institutions. Modifying the exemptions of these institutions
would advance the meaningful community benefit their nonprofit exempt status
obligates.
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Invest Public Pension Funds Responsibly. The city’s pensions should not
invest in the same predatory equity funds that contribute to and profit off of
the housing affordability crisis. A more responsible public pension investment
strategy would support conditions providing for a more stable market while
maximizing the impact of affordable housing. Responsible investment avoids
displacing the very workers whose deferred wages make up the city’s pension
investments.
The Office of the Comptroller should report the Debt Service Coverage Ratios
(DSCR) of investments within the pensions’ private equity and real estate
opportunistic funds by residential property address locations across all portfolios.
Due diligence must be performed to ensure the properties’ reported
Net Operating Income are not inflated based on squeezing rents or deferring
maintenance. Pension trustees should scrutinize investments across all
portfolios; DSCRs below 1.5 for multifamily investments often indicate properties
that carry outsized debt and risk. A smaller coverage ratio indicates over-leverage,
instability, and likelihood of a ‘displacement premium’41 — a metric that measures
a landlord’s propensity to hike rents when a portfolio’s projected returns are
based on future rents rather than maintaining current rents or affordability. Real
property should not serve as a vehicle of credit for investors that puts at risk
housing for New Yorkers. Debt should be aligned with existing property income
and should account for rent stability and substantive maintenance funding rather
than future rents or speculative market return projections.
All projects and portfolios should also have required reporting of pension fund and
portfolio stakeholder management fee disclosures.
The city can further stabilize investment returns by strategically utilizing the
New York City Employees Retirement System’s (NYCERS) Economically Targeted
Investments (ETI) program in partnership with the NYC SHDA. This would
prioritize targeted impact within New York City. The ETI program should allow
public pension funds to finance social housing projects that include stipulations
of permanent affordability, appropriate depth of affordability, and partnerships
for increasing tenant capacity and opportunities for democratic governance.42
NYCERS ETI investments in the AFL-CIO Housing Fund should be expanded
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and evaluated for depth and length of affordability in New York City and that
review should be conducted in partnership with the NYC SHDA. Responsible
underwriting must require upfront reserves for operations and maintenance and
should adhere to a responsible Debt Service Coverage Ratio.43
De-incentivize Speculation. In addition to responsible public pension fund
investments, the city and state governments can encourage responsible private
lending with substantive Debt Service Coverage Ratios. Until the Tenant
Opportunity to Purchase Act and Community Opportunity to Purchase Act COPA
are enacted, the city can also encourage creating and lengthening private lender
First Look opportunities. Additionally, the City can expand upon and reposition
the Neighborhood Pillars Program’s anti-speculation financing for conversion of
properties to social housing. 44
New York State and the city can also build on the vacancy tax known as the
“pied-à-terre tax” to discourage speculation. Anti-flipping taxes can temper
speculation and raise revenue for social housing. Proposed changes to the New
York City Administrative Code in the New York State legislature would create a
transfer tax under certain conditions for property “flipped” or resold within two
years of a prior transfer. This is a conservative timeframe and could be expanded
upon along the same lines as the proposal San Francisco a tax
on property transferred within five years of previous purchase.
Good Cause Eviction legislation currently proposed in the New York State
Legislature would likewise discourage speculation by ending rent gouging. Under
New York’s good cause proposal, rent increases could not exceed the higher of
3% or 1.5% of the Consumer Price Index within the frame of a year.
Position State and Federal Programs for Impact. New York City, like most cities,
relies on federal Section 8 project-based vouchers, individual vouchers, and
state rental assistance to provide affordable rent to renters, thereby subsidizing
landlords who provide private rentals. These programs are contingent upon
Congressional and NYS Legislature budget allocation, suffer from insufficient
renewal despite growing waitlists, and are increasingly used to privatize
public programs.
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Vouchers should be combined with existing mission-driven permanent affordability
projects to maximize their value and impact; these projects must enforce
antidiscrimination, sustain public ownership, and ensure community control.
Preserve existing stock. By the end of the first term of the new mayor, in
New York City 62,810 city-backed affordable housing units will face expiring-use
(expiration of their affordability). In just 15 years, by 2037, a total of 234,520 units
are set to expire.45 These expirations are in addition to decades of affordability
program expirations across HUD’s federal Section 8 vouchers, federal Low Income
Housing Tax Credit rental project agreements, state and local tax abatements,
and the New York State Mitchell Lama programs. Most urgently, NYC can stipulate
100% affordability in perpetuity for projects with city preservation financing
regardless of whether a project utilizes city owned land. Without preservation,
ultimate expiration of these affordability programs exacerbates the existing crises
of cyclical displacement and houselessness, further destabilizes communities,
and requires replacement development that consistently falls short of achieving
the total number of affordable units needed. In the face of climate challenges,
short term affordability measures will remain short sighted and untenable for the
front line communities of this sea-facing city. A NYC SHDA would maximize long
term financing needs by investing upfront in non profit mission driven developers
with experience supporting residents’ democratic governance and providing
stewardship based on permanent affordability and climate resilience.
In order to obtain a fuller picture of the city’s existing financing of housing,
the city should amend Local Law 44 to require additional data reporting on city
backed affordable housing preservation and development financing and projects.
NYC should collect and report a full account of the type of each developer and
their percentage in partnership (for profit and nonprofit), depth of affordability
based on rent rolls and income (including Term Sheet determinations of Low,
Very Low, and Extremely Low Area Median Income categories), and
length of affordability terms, with all data disaggregated not only by property
and project unit, but square footage.
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Conclusion
As pandemic-era protections for New Yorkers recede, the housing crisis grows.
“Affordable housing” interventions that serve real estate profits compound the
crisis. The NYC SHDA would endeavor to meet the measure of the challenge
at a scale that furthers racial justice, climate justice, and strengthens community
health. The NYC SHDA is a proposal for bold and transformational solutions
developed through a comprehensive strategy of democratic, transparent, and
coordinated governance, focused and strategic acquisition, and responsible
financing. Social housing– democratically controlled, permanently affordable,
and publicly-backed– provides a way forward to affirm the dignity and right to
home of all New Yorkers.
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