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The affordable housing
dilemma: Who's to blame?

n a recent editorial head-
Ilined. “Affordable Hous-

ing?” the Advance ex-
pressed concern for the
recent rise in homel

THE ISSUE: Zoning restrictions limit the supply of new
housing available, thus driving up prices

SUMMARY: Don't blame builders for the shortage of

affordable housing

and the lack of “affordable
housing” on Staten Island, in-
dicating that builders’ “huge
profits” and “exploitation” are
directly connected to this
problem. I disagree.

For 20 years, our elected of-
ficials have been pursuing the
policy of downzoning com-
munities to “preserve neigh-
borhood character” and to
“stop overdevelopment.”
While this has achieved one
of its goals, that is, the reduc-
tion of the density of new
construction, the editorial
tclearly illustrates one of its
unintended consequences —
downzoning restricts the sup-
ply of new “affordable” hous-
ing in the form of rental units
and starter homes, the latter
being the much-maligned
townhouse.

This policy has been con-
sistently implemented during
the same period that deman
for housing in the borough
has continued to grow, unaf-
fected by a sometimes weak
economy. This growing local
demand is fueled by new
waves of immigration, contin-
ued migration from the other
boroughs and as the natural
byproduct of the maturation
of the young families who set-
tled here in the 1970s and
1980s. Keep in mind that new
homes, at whatever density
they are built, do not create a
demand for housing, but,
rather, it is the naturally in-
creasing population that
creates the demand for hous-
\ing.

It is fairly elementary that
increased demand in the face
of decreased supply always
will result in higher prices. As
the price of new housing in-
creases, marginal buyers are
squeezed out of the market or
are forced to delay housing
purchases. Those “marginal
buyers” are, in fact, some of
the very people for whom the
editorial now expresses con-
cern, with the least advan-
taged unable to afford rental
units and seeking public hous-
ing, with some, unfortunately,
joining the ranks of the home-
less, even if they are still em-
ployed, in many cases.

Without discussing the
merits of the downzoning de-
cisions, on a neighborhood-
by-neighborhood basis, one
must ?ree that they repre-
sent a de facto policy that in-
tentionally limits the supply
of land available for develop-
ing new housing opportuni-

ties. As a result, the public,
our officials and even The
Staten Island Advance, all
need to recognize some de-
gree of the culpability for cur-
rent market conditions, which
are the inexorable result of
two decades of public policy
decisions and private acquies-
cence/ignorance.

A critical element omitted
from the editorial writer's
equation is the impact of indi-
vidual property owners on the
market in the pricing of their
property (most often their
single largest asset) based on
its hifhest development po-
tential or its maximum den-
sity under the applicable zon-
ing. It is interesting that an
owner’s desire to maximize
his or her return on invest-
ment is always viewed sympa-
thetically. It is most often sim-
ply characterized as “taking
care of the family or safe-
guarding their future.”

A builder acting on the
same motivations and in the
same market is often por-
trayed as acting only with av-
arice. The unfortunate aspect
of this duality is that oversim-
plifying the actions of the
market and all of the partici-

ating parties, almost always
Fends “itself to simplistic solu-
tions that, as often as not, con-
tribute to unforeseen prob-

-lems beyond those they seek

to address. The law of “unin-
tended consequences” applies
to housing and land markets
and to zoning decisions, just
as it does to all other aspects
of life.

Finally, there is no dis-
agreement that the definition
of affordable housing has
changed over the years. There
was a time when the term ex-
clusively referred to subsi-
dized housing for those with
limited incomes. Increasingly,
however, it has come to refer
to market-rate housing, de-
signed for middle income,
working-class families. So,
while it's true enough that a
$350,000 (this is the price
mentioned in the editorial,
which is not generally sup-
portable; a figure closer to
$250,000 is far more reflective
of the market) townhouse
does not fit the traditional
model of “affordable” hous-
ing, the brisk sales and contin-
uing demand for the town-
house product among families
with household incores start-

ing at around $50,000 contra-
dicts the writers assertion
that only “a small percentage
of would-be home buyers can
afford them.”

In the first place, if the
price were too high, demand
would decrease and the units
wouldn’t sell. In turn, the
price would fall to stimulate
demand and reduce the inven-
tory. The fact that the prices
are high reflects the strong
demand for not only the
houses, but also for the land
upon which they were built.

We must be realistic.
Within the local and regjonal
housing economy, these
clearly working-class families,
often young and growing,
now represent the market for
new “affordable” housing on
Staten Island, It is unfortunate
that more housing is not avail-
able for lower-income resi-
dents, but it is fairly clear that
they have effectively (by
chance or design?) been
“zoned out” of the market by
the policies previously dis-
cussed. Additional subsidized
units, through entities like the
New York City Housing Au-
thority, New York Housing
City Partnership or even Proj-
ect Hospitality will be re-
quired, if these needs are to
be addressed locally.

The editorial predictably
lays all of the problems of the
housing market at the door-
step of the building industry.
In reality, the industry is the
one entity that has a direct
and vested interest, in the
form of its much-maligned
profit motive, in increasing
the supply of affordable hous-
ing! :

The Advance's position
may represent an ingenious
public relations strategy, in an
anti-development climate, but
oversimplifying the issues and
fueling an already hostile rela-
tionship between the building
industry and the public, only
erects additional obstacles to
the real possibility of progress
on affordable and develop-
ment related issues and as
such, does a disservice to ev-
eryone.
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