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INTRODUCTION


On April 15, 2015, the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Margaret Chin, will hold a hearing on Res. No. 426, a Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation eliminating the sunset provisions related to income threshold increases for the senior citizen rent increase exemption and disability rent increase exemption programs. This is the first hearing that the Committee has had on this resolution. Those invited to testify include the New York City Department for the Aging (DFTA), the New York City Department of Finance (DOF), advocates, and service providers. 
BACKGROUND
Senior Citizens Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE)
 
The City of New York began the Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption (SCRIE) program in 1970.
 The program was designed to offer qualifying senior citizens exemption from future rent increases, protecting low-income tenants residing in rent-regulated units. SCRIE was first administered by the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD).
 Later, this administration was split between DFTA for rent-controlled and rent-stabilized apartments, and HPD for Mitchell-Lama units.
 In September 2009, the Council enacted legislation which transferred administration of SCRIE for rent controlled and stabilized apartments from DFTA to DOF.


To be eligible for the SCRIE program, an individual must be at least 62 years old, be the head of household as the primary tenant named on the lease/rent order or have been granted succession rights in a rent controlled, rent stabilized, or rent regulated hotel apartment, and spend more than one-third of their monthly income on rent.
 Additionally, the combined household income for eligible participants must be $50,000 or less.
 Apartments ineligible for SCRIE include public housing units administered by the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), units partially or fully paid by a Section 8 voucher, non-rent regulated apartments (such as apartments in private homes and private cooperative buildings not subject to rent regulation), and apartments that are sublet (regardless of whether the apartment is rent-regulated).
 


Currently, 52,171 households in New York City are benefitting from the SCRIE program.
 This includes 9,015 in the Bronx, 14,582 in Brooklyn, 17,212 in Manhattan, 10,995 in Queens, and 367 on Staten Island.
 The average SCRIE participant is 76.5 years old, has been in the program 9.1 years, and has an annual household income of $16,504.
 Participants receive an average monthly benefit amount of $250.

Disability Rent Increase Exemption (DRIE)

The Disability Rent Increase Exemption Program (DRIE) was established in New York City in 2005.
 From its inception, the DOF has administered the DRIE program.
Eligible participants in DRIE must be at least 18 years old, and be named on the lease/rent order or have been granted succession rights in a rent controlled, rent stabilized, rent regulated hotel apartment or an apartment located in a building where the mortgage was federally insured under Section 213 of the National Housing Act
, owned by a Mitchell-Lama development, Limited Dividend housing company, Redevelopment Company or Housing Development Fund Corporation (HDFC) incorporated under New York State’s Private Housing Finance Law.
 As with SCRIE, the applicant’s combined household income must be $50,000 or less, and the applicant must spend more than one-third of their monthly household income on rent. Finally, DRIE applicants must receive one of the following: Federal Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Federal Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs disability pension or compensation, or disability-related Medicaid if the applicant has received either SSI or SSDI.
 
Currently, 9,148 households in New York City benefit from the DRIE program.
 This includes 2,821 in the Bronx, 2,051 in Brooklyn, 2,779 in Manhattan, 1,429 in Queens, and 68 in Staten Island.
 The average DRIE participant is 58 years old, has been in the program 4.4 years, and has an annual household income of $13,516.
 Participants receive an average monthly benefit of $189.

Recent Legislative Changes to SCRIE and DRIE
On March 31, 2014, Governor Andrew Cuomo signed into law Chapter 55 of 2014 (“State Law”), which increased the maximum income level qualifying for exemption from rent increases granted to certain senior citizens.
 The State Law authorized localities throughout the State of New York to adopt a local law to increase the maximum income level qualifying for SCRIE from $29,000 to $50,000.
 Pursuant to the State law, the City enacted Local Law 19 of 2014 in May 2014, which increased the maximum income level for SCRIE eligibility in New York City to $50,000.
 

Shortly after the State legislature increased the income threshold for SCRIE to $50,000, it did the same for DRIE.
 In August 2014, the Council passed, and Mayor de Blasio signed into law, legislation increasing the DRIE income limit to $50,000 for qualifying New York City residents.
 This change brought parity between the two programs, as prior to the income threshold increase, the SCRIE income limit had been $29,000 while the DRIE income limit had been $20,412 for single-person households and $29,484 for households with more than two people in residence.
 Additionally, the DRIE income limits had previously been tied to cost of living adjustments issued by the Social Security Administration rather than a strict amount in state and city laws.

However, the authorizing State law provides that the income threshold increases are valid for only a two year period, and will expire on July 1, 2016.
 At this point, qualifying incomes will return to a maximum of $29,000. The DOF estimated that the recent legislative changes increasing the income threshold limit increased the eligible population of SCRIE by 9% and of DRIE by 10%.
 Approximately 13,403 households are eligible for SCRIE and DRIE under the new threshold, and would lose their eligibility were the increases allowed to sunset in July 2016.
 
ANALYSIS 


Res. No. 426 states that New York State law authorizes the City of New York to provide senior citizens and persons with disabilities rent increase exemption benefits that help them to remain in affordable housing. The resolution then notes that in 1970, New York City instituted the senior citizen rent income exemption (SCRIE) program to protect low-income seniors from rising housing costs by offering landlords a property tax abatement in exchange for freezing the rent of eligible seniors. Res. No. 426 discusses that tenants are eligible for SCRIE if they are at least 62 years old, have a total household income that does not exceed a maximum amount authorized by State law, spend more than one-third of their monthly income on rent, and reside in a rent controlled or rent stabilized apartment, rent regulated hotel, or an apartment owned by a Mitchell-Lama development. The resolution then states that individuals receiving state or federal disability related assistance are eligible to be exempted from future rent increases under the disability rent income exemption (DRIE) if they have a total household income that does not exceed a maximum amount authorized by State law, reside in a rent controlled or rent stabilized apartment, rent regulated hotel, or an apartment owned by a Mitchell-Lama development, and spend more than one-third of their monthly income on rent. The resolution notes that as of 2014, SCRIE and DRIE programs combined provide approximately 53,000 households with rent exemption benefits. 


Res. No. 426 next discusses that New York State’s 2014-2015 Executive Budget contained an authorization for localities to adopt a local law to increase the maximum income level qualifying for SCRIE from $29,000 to $50,000 for a period of two years beginning July 1, 2014, and in July 2014, that the State Legislature and the Governor authorized an increase of the DRIE income threshold from $20,412 for a single person household or $29,484 for households comprised of two or more people to $50,000 for all households (in order to mirror the SCRIE income threshold increase). The resolution states that the Council adopted and the City enacted legislation implementing the income threshold increase for both SCRIE and DRIE.

Finally, the resolution notes that the authorizing State legislation increasing the income threshold increases for SCRIE and DRIE contain provisions that automatically repeal these increases on July 1, 2016. It then comments that the repeal of these income threshold increases would cause thousands of households in New York City to lose their SCRIE and DRIE benefits, threatening their ability to remain in their homes while paying affordable rents, and that eliminating the sunset provisions would provide stability to many of New York City’s most vulnerable residents.

The resolution thus calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation eliminating the sunset provisions related to income threshold increases for the senior citizen rent increase exemption and disability rent increase exemption programs.
	Res. No. 426
 

 

Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation eliminating the sunset provisions related to income threshold increases for the senior citizen rent increase exemption and disability rent increase exemption programs.
 

By Council Members Cohen, Rosenthal, Arroyo, Cabrera, Chin, Eugene, Gentile, Gibson, Johnson, Koo, Lander, Levine, Palma, Richards, Rose, Wills, Rodriguez, Koslowitz and Levin
 

      Whereas, New York State law authorizes the City of New York to provide certain senior citizens and persons with disabilities rent increase exemption benefits that help these individuals remain in affordable housing; and  
      Whereas, In 1970, New York City instituted the senior citizen rent increase exemption (SCRIE) program to shield low-income seniors from rising housing costs by offering landlords a property tax abatement in exchange for freezing the rent of eligible senior tenants; and
      Whereas, Tenants are eligible for the SCRIE program if they are at least 62 years old, have a total household income that does not exceed a maximum amount authorized by State law, reside in a rent controlled or rent stabilized apartment, rent regulated hotel, or an apartment owned by a Mitchell-Lama development, and spend more than one-third of their monthly income on rent; and
      Whereas, Under the disability rent increase exemption (DRIE) program, individuals that receive State or federal disability related assistance are eligible to be exempted from future rent increases if they have a total household income that does not exceed a maximum amount authorized by State law, reside in a rent controlled or rent stabilized apartment, rent regulated hotel, or an apartment owned by a Mitchell-Lama development, and spend more than one-third of their monthly income on rent; and
      Whereas, As of 2014, the SCRIE and DRIE programs combined provide rent exemption benefits to approximately 53,000 households in New York City; and  
      Whereas, New York State's 2014-2015 Executive Budget contained an authorization for localities in the State to adopt a local law to increase the maximum income level qualifying for SCRIE from $29,000 to $50,000 for a period of two years beginning July 1, 2014; and
      Whereas, In July 2014, the State Legislature and the Governor authorized an increase of the DRIE income threshold from $20,412 for a single-person household or $29,484 for households comprised of two or more people to $50,000 for all households, in order to mirror the SCRIE income threshold increase; and
      Whereas, The Council adopted and the City enacted legislation implementing the income threshold increase for both SCRIE and DRIE; and
      Whereas, The authorizing State legislation increasing the income threshold increases for SCRIE and DRIE contain provisions that automatically repeal such increases on July 1, 2016; and
      Whereas, The repeal of the income threshold increases would cause thousands of households in New York City to lose their SCRIE and DRIE benefits, threatening their ability to remain in their homes while paying affordable rents; and
      Whereas, The elimination of these sunset provisions would provide stability to many of New York's most vulnerable residents; now, therefore, be it
      Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation eliminating the sunset provisions related to income threshold increases for the senior citizen rent increase exemption and disability rent increase exemption programs.
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