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          1  COMMITTEE ON AGING

          2                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: Good afternoon,

          3  ladies and gentlemen. I am Council Member Reverend

          4  Ruben Diaz. I'm the Chair of the Aging Committee,

          5  and today the Committee will consider Introduction

          6  No. 265, which proposes to raise the income

          7  qualification level for senior citizen home-owners

          8  exemption program.

          9                 The Senior Citizen Homeowner

         10  Exemption program, or SCHE, offers exemptions up to

         11  50 percent of the assets value of residential

         12  property owned and occupied by senior citizens aged

         13  65 and older. Currently, to be eligible for 50

         14  percent exemption, a senior household would be

         15  $2,500 or less.

         16                 Exemptions between five percent to 45

         17  percent are available for seniors with income

         18  between $20,501 and $28,899. The proposed amendment

         19  on which we will vote today raises the income

         20  eligibility level for a senior citizen, increased

         21  program by 1,000. So those with income of 21,500 and

         22  less qualify for an exemption of 50 percent, and

         23  those with income of up to 29,899 qualify for

         24  reduced exemption.

         25                 As we all know, a severe budgetary
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          2  crisis in the City of New York has necessitated a

          3  property tax increase signed into law just

          4  yesterday.

          5                 However, even while attempting to

          6  fill budget gaps, we must bear in mind that senior

          7  citizen homeowners are disproportionately affected

          8  by property tax increases.

          9                 Many have limited income and are

         10  struggling to keep up with rising costs, including

         11  medical expenses.

         12                 This Committee approaches today

         13  hearing with the knowledge of how important the

         14  senior citizen homeowner exemption program is for

         15  the City elderly, homeowner of the City of New York.

         16                 We are going to take your vote today

         17  and in short word what we're trying to do, we are

         18  taking consideration that the increase that was

         19  signed into law by Mayor Bloomberg yesterday might

         20  hurt some senior citizen property tax owner,

         21  property owner, and this Committee is increasing the

         22  opportunity for senior citizen to be qualified for

         23  this program.

         24                 We are going to take some testimony.

         25  We have some members here from the Committee here
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          2  today. On my right is the honorable gentleman from

          3  Brooklyn, Council Member Eric Dilan. I'm going to

          4  give you the opportunity to tell the seniors how

          5  much you love them.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER DILAN: Well, I think

          7  it's obvious how much we love them, but, you know, I

          8  just want to thank you for your stewardship on this.

          9  This is important to many seniors across the City

         10  and particularly those that I represent in Brooklyn,

         11  and I look forward to passage of this Intro today.

         12                 Thank you.

         13                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: Thank you. The lady

         14  from the Bronx to my left, the honorable Council

         15  Member Helen Foster.

         16                 COUNCIL MEMBER FOSTER: Good

         17  afternoon. I'd like to echo the sentiments of Eric.

         18  Number one, thank you for your leadership; and

         19  number two, indicate just how important it is to

         20  protect our seniors really at all costs, and I

         21  applaud you for this. Thank you.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: From Brooklyn, the

         23  honorable Dr. Kendall Stewart.

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: You should

         25  say where New York begins. Brooklyn, where New York
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          2  begins.

          3                 Thank you, Mr. Chair. At this time I

          4  would like to thank you for your leadership, and I

          5  would like to express my sincere thanks for giving

          6  us the opportunity to help the seniors in light of

          7  the fact that we have had an increase in property

          8  taxes, and this is one way in which we can at least

          9  protect the seniors and to help them stave off the

         10  problem of increased taxes. Thank you very much.

         11                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: Thank you.

         12                 The Counsel of the Committee, the

         13  honorable Cheree Buggs is here, and also the Senior

         14  Advisor of the Committee, Christopher Linn is here.

         15  And with that, I will start taking some testimony

         16  before we go into a vote. We are expecting some

         17  other members of the Committee. I have a quorum.

         18  Okay, I have a quorum, so we will take a vote with

         19  the people that are here today.

         20                 Mr. Michael Hyman, from the New York

         21  City Department of Finance.

         22                 MR. HYMAN: Correct.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: Oh, you're the one

         24  with the money.

         25                 MR. HYMAN: Good afternoon, Chairman
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          2  Diaz, and members of the Aging Committee. First I

          3  would like to apologize for the clerical error on

          4  the testimony. It says "Committee of Finance," of

          5  course that was incorrect. It was an honest mistake,

          6  I just want to say I apologize for it.

          7                 My name is Michael Hyman, Assistant

          8  Commissioner for Tax Policy at the New York City

          9  Department of Finance. Thank you for allowing me to

         10  testify briefly on behalf of Finance Commissioner

         11  Martha Stark and Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg.

         12                 The Bloomberg Administration strongly

         13  supports Intro. 265, despite the City's current

         14  fiscal problems, the Administration believes that

         15  the enhancement to the Senior Citizen Homeowner

         16  Exemption Program that Intro. 265 would implement is

         17  an important measure.

         18                 The legislation would help protect

         19  low income elderly home-owners economically, and the

         20  cost to the City would be relatively small.

         21                 SCHE's income limits will have

         22  historically been tied to the income limits

         23  applicable to the disabled homeowner exemption,

         24  which were recently raised through the passage of

         25  Intro. 264-A. More than 32,000 taxpayers were
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          2  enrolled in SCHE in Fiscal 2002, realizing tax

          3  savings of almost 28 and a half million dollars.

          4                 With this legislation, approximately

          5  1,000 additional taxpayers would qualify for the

          6  maximum exemption of 50 percent.

          7                 Intro. 265 would increase the income

          8  ceiling for the low-income elderly by $1,000 at each

          9  benefit level, as did Intro. 264-A.

         10                 For example, the maximum income a

         11  senior citizen could earn and still receive the

         12  maximum exemption of 50 percent of the assessed

         13  value of his or her home would increase from $20,500

         14  to $21,500.

         15                 The program currently provides a

         16  declining schedule of benefits for seniors at higher

         17  income levels, phasing out for individuals with

         18  incomes of $28,900 or more.

         19                 If passed, the estimated cost to the

         20  City, of the bill to the City is expected to be less

         21  than $750,000.

         22                 The bill would add little additional

         23  administrative burden for the Department of Finance

         24  as the City has provided increases in the income

         25  brackets a number of times since the program's
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          2  inception in 1956.

          3                 Thank you. If you have any questions

          4  I will be happy to answer them.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: Thank you, Mr.

          6  Hyman.

          7                 I'm delighted to see that the Mayor

          8  of the City of New York is supporting us in this

          9  endeavor to that, and with the support of the Mayor,

         10  we're concerned that this is a done deal already.

         11                 My colleague from Brooklyn Michael

         12  Nelson joined us. And I don't know if you want to

         13  say anything? I'm giving you the opportunity.

         14                 COUNCIL MEMBER NELSON: Thank you.

         15                 I'm glad that the Mayor is onboard

         16  with this bill, especially in these economical

         17  times, nobody wants to push people out into the

         18  street so-to-speak, and these people in the lowest,

         19  economically speaking, than the echelons, this would

         20  help a tremendous amount. A lot of us were hoping it

         21  would be higher, of course, than this, and instead

         22  of going up $1,000, and coming down 45 percent to

         23  five percent, depending upon which area, but still

         24  it's a step in the right direction, and it shows a

         25  willingness to work with this population and I hope
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          2  it's a starting point and thank you very much.

          3                 Thank you, Mr. Chair.

          4                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: We also have

          5  another one of the members of the Committee, the

          6  honorable Council Member Dennis Gallagher.

          7                 COUNCIL MEMBER GALLAGHER: Thank you,

          8  Mr. Chairman.

          9                 I wanted to congratulate you and

         10  thank you very much for bringing this bill before

         11  this Committee and ultimately before the entire City

         12  Council.

         13                 In light of the actions of recent

         14  days, I think a tax exemption could help many of my

         15  constituents who are predominantly senior

         16  home-owners. So, I certainly appreciate hearing this

         17  issue, and commend you for bringing it forward.

         18  Thank you.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: Thank you, Mr.

         20  Hyman.

         21                 MR. HYMAN: Thank you.

         22                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: I would like to

         23  recognize a member of the City Council Finance

         24  Department, Nadine Felton is here, and Steve

         25  Solomon, and Bernice Spitzer was here from the press
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          2  office, but she left.

          3                 The next and final, last witness

          4  today, Lucille DeMarinis. Lucille DeMarinis, and she

          5  runs a program for the older, Jamaica Service

          6  Program for Older Adults.

          7                 MS. DeMARINIS: Good afternoon. I'm

          8  Lucille DeMarinis, and I'm the Associate Director of

          9  Social Services for Jamaica Service Program for

         10  Older Adults. I am grateful for the opportunity to

         11  testify on behalf of older home-owners in Southeast

         12  Queens.

         13                 Jamaica Service Program for Older

         14  Adults serves over 5,000 seniors, through programs

         15  such as senior employment, medical transportation,

         16  five senior centers in home services and social

         17  services.

         18                 Many of our home-owners have lived in

         19  this community for many years with no intention of

         20  relocating.

         21                 This is where their medical care is

         22  provided, neighbors and family are supportive, their

         23  church is located and their senior centers are

         24  nearby.

         25                 As some become widowed or retired,
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          2  they come to realize the financial difficulty of a

          3  limited income.

          4                 Many struggle to pay their monthly

          5  household expenses, paying one bill while neglecting

          6  another, fearful that utility services will be

          7  disconnected.

          8                 There are those who have fallen prey

          9  to predatory lenders and at a stage in their lives

         10  when they were mortgage-free are now making monthly

         11  payments far exceeding their original mortgage

         12  rates.

         13                 Absolute levels of resident homeowner

         14  taxes are highest in the New York City area.

         15                 New York City homeowner households

         16  pay on average $2,413 in property taxes. By

         17  increasing the maximum income exemption eligibility

         18  level, more of our seniors will be able to benefit

         19  by this program. Thank you for your support.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: Ms. DeMarinis, I

         21  believe that with your testimony, we are about to

         22  take a vote on Intro. No. 265, and this is a message

         23  sent by this Committee and by this City Council to

         24  all the senior citizens and to all the New York City

         25  communities that we will not forget them.
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          2                 And even though we have been going

          3  through a very critical fiscal crisis in the City of

          4  New York and the Mayor signed it yesterday, a rent

          5  increase that we voted for and we approved it in the

          6  City Council, today we're trying to take care of

          7  some senior home-owners, to relieve them a little

          8  bit from the burden, and to include more people,

          9  more senior citizens, to be eligible for this rent

         10  increase up to $50,000, to 50 percent.

         11                 With the support of the Mayor today,

         12  that we heard, this is something that will make it

         13  easy for the rest of my fellow Council members to

         14  support and to approve that in the next Stated

         15  Meeting, and because the Mayor already publicly,

         16  through his representative, has stated that he

         17  supports this legislation, that means that this will

         18  be signed before the year is over, hopefully before

         19  Christmas, so some seniors could get some relief and

         20  some good news during this Christmas season.

         21                 I appreciate your testimony

         22  supporting this Intro. Number 265, and now we are

         23  about to vote. But before we take a vote, I don't

         24  know if one of my colleagues, or one of my

         25  colleagues would like to say a few words?
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          2                 If not, we will go into the voting

          3  and anyone want to say anything more?

          4                 Thank you very much to all of my

          5  colleagues, and we are ready for the vote.

          6                 COUNCIL CLERK: Diaz.

          7                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: Yes.

          8                 COUNCIL CLERK: Nelson.

          9                 COUNCIL MEMBER NELSON: Yes. Proudly.

         10                 COUNCIL CLERK: Dilan.

         11                 COUNCIL MEMBER DILAN: Aye.

         12                 COUNCIL CLERK: Foster.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER FOSTER: Yes.

         14                 COUNCIL CLERK: Stewart.

         15                 COUNCIL MEMBER STEWART: Yes.

         16                 COUNCIL CLERK: Gallagher.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER GALLAGHER: Yes.

         18                 CHAIRPERSON DIAZ: And to my fellow

         19  Council members, thank you very much for your

         20  support, and we are pulling the signature through on

         21  the item, and this confirms that this City Council

         22  Committee has approved Introduction 265, and it will

         23  be sent to the full floor in the next Stated

         24  Meeting, and after that to the Mayor for the formal

         25  signed signature and then it becomes law.
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          2                 Thank you very much, and this meeting

          3  is adjourned.

          4                 (Hearing concluded at 1:27 p.m.)
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