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HISTORY OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING POLICY IN WESTCHESTER COUNTY

Westchester County, located in the lower Hudson Valley Region of New York State, directly north
of New York City (NYC). The county is part of the NYC Metropolitan Area. Westchester is also
bordered on the west by the Hudson River, on the north by Putnam County, and on the east by
the State of Connecticut and the Long Island Sound. Westchester County’s population was the
result of a northward expansion from NYC and an eastward expansion from the Hudson River.

The municipal composition within Westchester County is comprised of six cities, 17 towns and
22 villages, including towns and villages that share coterminous boundaries, and other towns
comprised of a number of different villages. Map 1 identifies each of the County’s 45
municipalities.

The County has a highly educated workforce, a number of four-year colleges and universities,
Fortune 500 companies and cutting-edge research corporations. The County is often thought of
as an affluent suburb of NYC. However, many of the communities in the county have significant
pockets of poverty and low-wage, service-industry jobs. Many individuals and households live in
substandard and severely overcrowded apartments and homes they cannot afford, which the
report provides in detail for each municipality.

This is not the first time Westchester has focused on affordable housing. In the early 1970s, the
County undertook an in depth analysis of various housing issues in the county, producing a series
of extensive reports on issues including code enforcement, housing cost, and zoning ordinances.

In 1979 the Board of Legislators adopted a formal housing policy for the County outlining a ten-
year goal of developing 50,000 new housing units, of all types and costs. In 1986, the County
established the Housing Implementation Fund to provide funding for infrastructure
improvements for affordable housing developments.

There were several legal cases in the 1970s and 1980s that also help to shape the way the County
and its municipalities looked at the need to provide affordable housing. Specifically the Berenson
v. Town of New Castle in 1975 and the 1987 Continental Building Corp. v. Town of North Salem
were both influential in demonstrating that municipalities could not use zoning as an obstacle to
allowing for the development of lower income housing and whether regional housing needs were
considered. Additional information on both cases is in Appendix H taken from the September
1997 “Housing Opportunities for Westchester; A Guide to Affordable Housing Development”
report produced by the Westchester Housing Opportunity Commission.

In August 1991 the Rutgers University Center for Urban Policy Research conducted a Housing
Needs Assessment that projected a 10-year unmet demand of 5,000 low- and moderate-income
housing units under the direction of the County’s Housing Implementation Commission.
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In June 1992 the Board of Legislators adopted a Statement of Need for Affordable Housing based
on an Affordable Housing Plan that identified key policy changes to assist in the implementation
of affordable housing in Westchester. The Board also established the County’s New Homes Land
Acquisition program. In 1993, the Housing Implementation Commission released an Affordable
Housing Allocation Plan before the Commission’s sunset. In 1994, the County created the Housing
Opportunities Commission (HOC) to assist municipalities in achieving their local allocation goal.

Rutgers completed a second Affordable Housing Needs Assessment in March 2004 which
projected an unmet need of 10,768 units through 2015. A new Fair Share Allocation Plan was
released in 2005.

In 2005 the Anti-Discrimination Center of Metro New York challenged the county’s fair housing
certifications to HUD and a Housing Settlement was executed in 2009 where the County
committed to ensuring the development of at least 750 units of affordable units that would
affirmatively further fair housing. Over 700 units have been completed and over 100 more are
under construction or have land use and financing approvals in place.

The current housing market in Westchester has been shaped by national and local events of the
last 10 to 12 years, including the housing bubble of the early- to mid-2000s, the housing crash
after 2008 and subsequent foreclosure crisis, through the housing market recovery.

Since 2008, the housing market, wages and employment opportunities, and overall economic
conditions have drastically changed throughout the Hudson Valley region. The American Dream
has shifted from one of homeownership into a "renter nation" with a new generation influencing
that trend. Millennials (those born between 1981 and 1996) represent the largest cohort to enter
the housing market, with numbers surpassing Baby Boomers. Many Millennials are entering the
housing market saddled with enormous student-loan debt at a time when wages are lower than
historical averages. These circumstances now force many Millennials to remain at home or rent
an apartment with a roommate. Millennials also want the ability to move when better paying
employment opportunities arise. As a result, they are delaying traditional household formation
by marrying later and having fewer children. Their parents (many from the Baby Boom generation
1946-1064) who paid the cost of their Millennial’s education may have used a home equity or
parent plus loan, which may affect their ability to maintain or sell their home. Together with
lower sales prices from the recession, these realities created a logjam in the residential sales
market. As this Baby Boom generation cohort ages, the need for affordable, accessible housing
increases.

Conditions in Westchester County have mirrored these national trends. The cost of living has
outpaced wages, increasing the pressure on rental housing and homeownership. As rental-
housing costs in NYC continue to climb, people look to move to a less expensive community. The
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proximity and availability of public transit into NYC makes Westchester County a viable option.
As a result of this increased demand, rental prices in the County have increased.

The poverty rate for individuals and households in Westchester has increased since 2000. The
number of individuals in poverty increased by 10,862, or 13.8%, from 2000 to 2017 in
Westchester. The overall percentage of individuals in poverty increased from 8.8% to 9.4% during
the same period. The number of households living in poverty increased by 4,193 between 2000
and 2017; the percentage of households increased from 8.5% to 9.5%. This combination of social
and demographic trends helps to explain why the “recovered” housing market does not look like
the housing market of the peak years between 2005 and 2007.

The median price of a single family home in Westchester County is $650,000 (2018) and the
county has some of the highest real estate prices and property taxes in the country. Although
lower than the peak of $685,000 in 2005 — the median is the highest of all Hudson Valley counties.
Additionally, the vast majority of new rental developments are priced well above an affordable
level for many residents living and working in the county. Although many municipalities have
adopted affordable housing set-aside policies, which must be adhered to when developing new
market rate housing, they are simply inadequate to meet the existing housing needs in the
county.

Westchester County Affordable Housing Needs Assessment Page 7 of 160



