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Res. No. 133:
By Council Members Boyland, Nelson, Reed, Weprin, Avella, Comrie, DeBlasio, Diaz, Felder, Fidler, Foster, Gennaro, Gerson, Jackson, Jennings, Koppell, Liu, Rivera, Rodriguez, Sanders, Seabrook and Sears; also Council Member Addabbo

Subject:
Calling upon the New York State Legislature and the Governor to enact legislation to amend the Real Property Tax Law, in relation to indexing to inflation the maximum income allowed for persons occupying rental units to be eligible for the senior citizens rent increase exemption (SCRIE) program.

On April 26, 2002, the Committee on Aging, chaired by the Hon. Rev. Ruben Diaz, will conduct a hearing on four resolutions, three of which relate to Senior Citizens Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE).  One of the SCRIE resolutions is Res. No. 133, which urges the State Legislature to enact a law to index the income eligibility level for SCRIE to inflation.

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

Background

The Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE) program protects senior citizen tenants with annual incomes below a certain threshold from rent increases.  To qualify, an applicant must be sixty-two years of age or older, have an annual household income of not more than $20,000, and be paying one-third or more of his or her income in rent.  Eligible tenants are exempted from paying that portion of rent increase which could bring rental payments to a level exceeding one-third of annual income.  Only those tenants living in rent-stabilized and rent-controlled apartments, Mitchell-Lama housing, Division of Alternative Management Program (DAMP) housing and cooperative apartment units in housing which was or continues to be subject to a mortgage insured by the federal government under Section 213 of the National Housing Act are eligible for SCRIE.  The subject resolutions pertain only to rent-controlled and rent-stabilized apartments.


In return for the increase exemptions, property owners are provided property tax abatements equal to the foregone rent.  Because the State Legislature must approve all property tax abatements, changes in SCRIE income eligibility must be enacted at the State level. Consequently, the instant resolution seeks passage of relevant State law.


Resolution No. 133 calls upon the State Legislature to enact a law to increase the SCRIE income eligibility level with increases in inflation.  Currently, household income limit for eligibility is $20,000.  State law increased the income limit to this level in 1995, from $16,500; the previous increase was enacted in 1992, to $16,500 from $15,000.  Local law followed suit, with the City Council enacting Local Law 96 in 1992 and Local Law 1 in 1996.


However, between the enacted increases, there is no mechanism in the law to account for rises in the cost of living and in inflation.  As a result, where seniors’ incomes are stagnant, although they may be exempted from rent increases, due to inflation and rising costs of living, they have less money to sustain themselves.  On the other hand, where seniors receive cost of living increases in their incomes, they risk losing SCRIE eligibility.  This resolution encourages the enactment of an amendment to the Real Property Tax Law to remedy those problems.


Although Resolution No. 133 does not reference it, there is a bill currently in the Assembly, A.1614, introduced by Assemblyman Scott Stringer, which seeks to provide annual increases in the SCRIE income threshold for tenants of rent-controlled and rent-regulated apartments on the basis of the Consumer Price Index (CPI).  Specifically, this legislation would add the following language to Section 467-b(1)(a) and (2)(a) of the Real Property Tax Law:  “The maximum income threshold provided for herein shall be increased by order of the Commissioner of the State Division of Housing and Community Renewal on January first of each year to reflect any increase in the regional consumer price index for the N.Y., N.Y-Northeastern, NJ area, based upon the index for all urban consumers (CPI-U) during the preceding twelve month period.”


Inherent to any increase in the SCRIE eligibility ceiling are additional costs to the City resulting from revenues lost as a result of property tax abatements.  The City Council’s Finance Division found that using the CPI as a guide to inflation, and indexing the SCRIE income limit accordingly, in the first year, the ceiling would increase from the current amount of $20,000 to $20,520.  In the second year, it would increase to $21,054.  Based on the Housing Vacancy Survey of 1999, if the maximum income for SCRIE was raised to $21,000, 2,171 new households would be eligible at a cost of approximately $1 million in the first year, and increasing to $6 million in the fourth year.


In light of the projected $4.8 to $5 billion budget deficit for Fiscal Year 2003, the need to address the rising costs of living for seniors with SCRIE indexing must be weighed against the City’s current ability to pay for it.
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