Executive Summary 
The Manhattan Young Democrats’ Affordable Housing Issues Committee is dedicated to increasing young people’s awareness of housing issues throughout Manhattan. We work with our local community to organize, and to help provide productive policy responses to affordable housing concerns. We support housing legislation which seeks to increase or preserve affordability, and which respects social justice. For this purpose, we have problematized several important points within the housing debate. 

We suggest that the City Council take action regarding the Rent Guidelines Board, vacancy decontrol legislation, and the Mitchell-Lama program. While we realize that each of these entities involves a multitude of stakeholders, we recommend actionable strategies which can be independently enacted by the City Council. We also discuss graduate student housing for CUNY students living in Manhattan. We find a vibrant dialogue amongst students regarding graduate housing. However, the discussion remains within the walls of academia, diffusing before it reaches public policy discourse in City Hall. We hope to bring this issue to the fore, illustrate its importance to our City, and assert our voice as young constituents and members of Manhattan’s complex housing debate.
Introduction:
The Manhattan Young Democrats’ Affordable Housing Issues Committee is dedicated to increasing young people’s awareness of housing issues throughout Manhattan. We seek to educate and activate our constituency so that they may take a more active role in the vibrant debate over the fate of our City’s housing stock. We work with our local community to organize and to help provide productive policy responses to housing concerns. We support housing legislation which seeks to increase or preserve affordability, and which respects social justice. Finally, we are engaged in an ongoing attempt to create an affordable housing agenda specifically applicable to young people. As a constituency, young people remain largely absent from our City’s housing dialogue. We request that the candidates for the 2009 election year consider our agenda, and respect our requests for housing equity.  
Problem Statement: 
The confluence of Manhattan’s notoriously high rental prices, wide income distribution, and the rapidity of rent decontrol threatens to displace residents seeking affordable, middle class housing. Legislation has the potential to prevent Manhattan from becoming a borough without a middle class, an island for the extremely rich and the desperately poor. As the national real estate market proves, no housing bubble is sustainable. Yet during economic upswings, the City attracts a plethora of luxury developers. Condominium plans rarely include affordable housing. Persuasion requires incentives, mandates, and/or staunch opposition. A lack of resistance to irresponsible development ensures that a cadre of bourgeoning middle class taxpayers will have to move elsewhere. Reckless building without community partnership does not equate to a viable, long-term plan for real estate development.  
To address this issue, we propose several important points within the housing debate. Due to the sluggish rate of reforms at the State level, the City must prioritize intervention in these disputes. If this does not occur, and if legislation is not written with respect to social justice, City residents suffer. The preservation of affordable housing units is vital, as is the creation of new units to replace the many apartments which revert back to market-rate. Also, the Rent Guidelines Board needs revision to become fairer, and more open.  The rules of Manhattan’s affordable rent market are extremely esoteric.  They require both reform and oversight to better serve City residents. 
Objectives:

To present issues of concern to the 2009 candidates, offering our requests for changes to housing laws and programs that fail to serve the citizens of New York City.  Also, to encourage young people to take ownership of the housing agenda. 
Rent Guidelines Board (RGB) – 
· To reevaluate the ability of the RGB to act as an arbiter of fairness in the affordable housing market.
· To critically evaluate the process by which the board is appointed.
· To consider the potential for the creation of alternatives to the RBG and to encourage the City Council to do the same.
· To publicize RGB meetings to our constituency, and to encourage the City Council to require a better publicity effort on the part of the RGB, so that young people and all constituents may have a voice at public meetings.  

Vacancy Decontrol – 
· To activate our membership to support the actions taken by the City Council to end vacancy decontrol. 
· To encourage the City Council to investigate interim solutions to the problem of vacancy decontrol so that the Council may act independently, in advance of the New York State Senate.

Mitchell-Lama Program –  

· To encourage the City to institute methods of full disclosure and clarify paperwork sent to owners and tenants as buildings approach 20 years in the program. 

· To prevent the perception that Mitchell-Lama properties are an investment to be sold for a large profit margin.

· To encourage the City to continue to pass laws to save the Mitchell-Lama program and to praise its support for statewide legislation including: A.2361 requiring proper notification of building opt-out and A.875A to protect tenants whose landlords withdraw from the program by subjecting apartments to rent stabilization.  

· To persuade the City to reduce incentives to buy-out and derive ways to encourage new participation.

Recommendations: 

Rent Guidelines Board (RGB) – 
We request that the City Council investigate and revise the Rent Guidelines Board’s appointment process. Appointments are clandestine in nature, occur at the pleasure of the Mayor, and lack accountability. A revision of the appointment process is necessary to the restoration of the Rent Guidelines Board’s intended function: to act as an arbiter of fairness in the affordable housing market.  
The stated mission of the Rent Guidelines Board is largely discrepant from its actions.  Public information on the appointment of board members states that, “five members (including the chairperson) are appointed to represent the general public”. However, truly public input has been rendered flagrantly irrelevant. The Board passes unrevised, predetermined rent increases yearly, despite staunch opposition from tenants’ political action committees and residents at public meetings. Severe lapses of cooperation and openness belie the notion that five board members are serving the public.  
Given these facts, the City should investigate the viability of the RGB, remaining open to its dissolution if necessary.  The City should consider dissolving the Board and creating a Directorship in its absence.  A Director of Affordable Housing Rents would not serve at the Mayor’s pleasure. A Director could be appointed by the City Council. She or he would therefore be accountable to a body which better serves the interests of the people. The creation of a Directorship would increase the efficacy and openness of yearly rent guidelines hearings, improve the logic of the process, and better serve all constituents.  
In the interim, we recommend that the City require the RGB to work diligently to publicize public meetings throughout Manhattan. This includes the creation of an online viewing and participation process.  The Lower Manhattan Development Corporation (LMDC) successfully implemented this transparency measure. It is cost effective, and allows residents to participate in meetings online through the LMDC website. We recommend that the City require the RGB to commence a similar or identical process. This could obviate the need for a period change of meeting venue. Venue changes are currently necessary to accommodate residents of upper Manhattan.  
Vacancy Decontrol – 
We recommend that the New York State Senate take swift action on the people’s behalf and repeal vacancy decontrol by passing S.2237-A. We respect the City Council’s support for the passage of this legislation, and further recommend that the City Council take independent action. We support an increase to the $2000 rent cap on apartments falling within the purview of rent control as an independent, interim solution. This solution removes some of the financial burden that the City of New York would acquire by independently refusing to decontrol vacant apartments. Yet, it begins to address the desperate need to end vacancy decontrol in Manhattan by removing an archaic, unfair rent control cap. 
Mitchell-Lama Program – 

We recommend that the City clarify paperwork sent to buildings approaching 20 years in the Mitchell-Lama program. Public hearings indicate a high instance of disputes at the 20 year marker, as buildings gain the option to buy-out and become market rate. While some disagreement is unavoidable, revisions to bureaucratic and difficult to understand paperwork could help stem the tide of resident disagreement, a portion of which may be caused by confusion. Full disclosure would allow residents more time to discus their building’s future, and would increase transparency. It would also increase owner satisfaction.  The City should pressure the DHCR to streamline its practices and paperwork to prevent owners and residents from leaving the program to avoid high bureaucratic burden. Both groups have proven ready to offer feedback on this issue without cost. This fact suggests that the City could revise Mitchell-Lama paperwork without costs beyond reprinting.  

As a large number of buildings reach their 20 year anniversary, learning opportunities have arisen. Specifically, some Mitchell-Lama residents were encouraged to enter the program as an investment plan. To promote the purchase of buildings in previously distressed neighborhoods, the buying of Mitchell-Lama apartments as investment properties was tacitly encouraged. The perception of Mitchell-Lamas as investment properties is harming the program. In the future, the City should focus on creating Mitchell-Lama housing which includes rental properties only. This would prevent the inevitable fact that residents will attempt to buy-out and sell for a profit as neighborhood demographics change.  

Finally, given the New York State Senate’s inaction regarding S.3326 and the Mitchell-Lama program generally, we recommend that the City act independently to encourage new buildings to join the program. We recommend the promotion of tax incentives for program participation.  Such incentives are vital to encourage new development. Tax incentives bring developers to the City, and support neighborhood growth. The 80-20 (80% market rate, 20% salary based) distribution tried previously benefits the City. It encourages local business development, and increases a neighborhood’s tax base. Mixed rate housing development has been touted by the City with regards to other programs. We recommend that the City seriously consider similar initiatives to bring more buildings into the Mitchell-Lama program, and to increase new development. Even in times of budget constraint, tax incentives for the Mitchell-Lama program are viable, productive long-term options.  
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