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Every three years, the U.S. Census Bureau releases the New York City  

Housing and Vacancy Survey (HVS), which assesses changes in various 

aspects of New York City’s housing and neighborhoods. The primary goal 

of the survey is to estimate the rental vacancy rate in the City (the City’s 

rent control and stabilization laws are conditioned on a rental vacancy rate  

below 5%), but the survey also provides valuable insight into other trends  

in the housing stock. However, the data are released in a format that is  

hard to understand without statistical software. In order to make the  

findings available to a wider audience, we have analyzed the data about  

New York City’s neighborhoods and compiled this summary of notewor-

thy trends. You can access additional data from the HVS and a host of 

other data sources at www.nychanis.com. NYCHANIS—the New York 

City Housing and Neighborhood Information System—is a free service of 

NYU’s Furman Center for Real Estate and Urban Policy.
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Between 2005 and 2008, the City saw a tightening of the rental market, with the vacancy rate 
dropping from 3.09% to 2.88% (see Table A).1 This trend appears to be driven entirely by Man-
hattan and Brooklyn; the other three boroughs saw fairly significant increases in their vacancy 
rates. Even with this increase in the outer boroughs, all of the boroughs maintain a vacancy 
rate far below the national average, which was 10.1% in 2008, and the average vacancy rate for 

“principal cities,” which was 10.6%.2 

Despite a rise in the share of homeowners in New York City over the past few decades, New 
York City still has a much lower homeownership rate than the nation as a whole (33% compared 
to 68% in 2008).3 As shown in Table B, the City’s homeownership rate rose by a percentage 
point between 2002 and 2005, perhaps in part as a result of the new mortgage finance options 
that the subprime industry created. But between 2005 and 2008, the rate dropped back down, 
returning to the 2002 level. This is not terribly surprising; with a tightening of the credit market 
and rising numbers of foreclosures, 2008 was a year of tremendous turmoil in the housing sec-
tor. Across the City, the boroughs continue to show a great deal of diversity: Staten Island, for 
example, maintains a homeownership rate similar to the national average, while the Bronx lags 
far behind even the City average.

1  The HVS defines vacant for rent units as: “vacant units that are for rent only; unsold vacant units offered for rent in condominium  
or cooperative buildings; individually owned units offered for rent during an extended absence by the owner; and vacant units in a 
building offered for sale and the sample unit is offered for rent.”  The vacancy rate does not include unavailable units or vacant  
dilapidated units.

2  The census defines a “principal city” as: “The largest city in each metropolitan or micropolitan statistical area. Additional cities qualify 
if specified requirements are met concerning population size and employment.”

3  See Amy Armstrong, et al, State of New York City’s Housing and Neighborhoods 2006 (NYU’s Furman Center for Real Estate and 
Urban Policy 2007). 
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As seen in Table C, between 2005 and 2008, 66,462 new housing units came online, compared 
to 42,372 in the previous three-year period. The strongest growth took place in Brooklyn, 
where a full 40% of all new units built in the City between 2005 and 2008 were constructed. 
The Bronx also saw strong growth in the 2005–2008 period: the number of new units built 
there was nearly double the number built during the previous three year period.  Queens and 
Staten Island, on the other hand, saw a decline in new building during this period.

The news today is fixated on the softening of the real estate market, and headlines suggest the 
City is once again filled with bargains. There is surely some truth to that—the Furman Center’s 
Index of Housing Price Appreciation found that sales prices for all housing types fell 10.2% 
from 2007 to 2008, the largest decline in two decades. But it appears that this drop in prices 
has not translated into affordable rents.4 To the contrary, New Yorkers still face incredibly high 
rents. As seen in Table D, in 2008, 53% of renters were rent burdened, a share that was virtually 
unchanged from 2005. We do see a change between 2005 and 2008, however, when we look 
at individual racial groups: the percentage of black, Hispanic and Asian renters who were rent 
burdened increased, while the percentage of white renters who were rent burdened decreased. 
Black renters saw the greatest increase in the percentage rent burdened, 4.6 percentage points, 
compared to a 2.6 percentage point drop among white renters. This is at least in part due to the 
fact that between 2005 and 2008, inflation-adjusted income fell by 8.7% for black New Yorkers 
and 3.7% for Hispanics, while it grew by 6.1% for white New Yorkers (see Table E). 

4  It is important to note that the survey was conducted during the first two quarters of 2008. Therefore, this data will not reflect any 
changes in rental prices over the past year.
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As you would expect, low-income New Yorkers5 are much more likely to be rent burdened or 
severely rent burdened (defined as those who pay more than half of their income on rent) 
than the average renter. Table F reveals that in 2008, 80% of low-income renters in the private 
rental market were paying more than 30% of their income on rent, and nearly half were paying 
more than 50% of their income on rent. 

Another important measure of affordability is how many units on the market are affordable to 
households of modest incomes. We estimate that figure by first calculating the rent levels that 
are affordable to households at different income levels, defining affordable as units that could 
be rented for less than 30% of the household’s gross income. Then we count how many units 
rent for less than these thresholds. As seen in Table G, between 2002 and 2005, the number 
of rental units affordable to New Yorkers making 80% of the area median income6 (approxi-
mately $39,300 in 2002 and $36,800 in 2005) decreased by more than 17%. Between 2005 and 
2008, the City saw a modest increase in the number of units affordable to people in this income 
bracket (approximately $37,400 in 2008). Still, because the large decline in affordable units 
between 2002 and 2005 far outweighed the increase over the next three years, the number of 
units affordable to households at this income level fell by 16.4% between 2002 and 2008, while 
the share of rental units affordable to this group fell from 58% in 2002 to 47% in 2008.

5  “Low-income New Yorkers” are those living in poverty as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.

6  Throughout this report, Area Median Income (AMI) refers to the median income in New York City as measured by the HVS.  
All income is reported in inflation adjusted, 2008 dollars.
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The City also saw a slight increase in the number of units affordable to higher income levels 
during this time period. Between 2002 and 2008, the number of units affordable to a house-
hold earning 150% of the AMI (about $73,700 in 2002 and $70,100 in 2008) stayed the same, 
while the number of units affordable to households making 200% AMI (about $98,300 in 2002 
and $93,500 in 2008) increased by 2%. This increase may be due in part to the construction 
of new housing units between 2002 and 2008, and a slight increase in the City’s inflation-
adjusted median income between 2005 and 2008.

Despite these modest gains, it’s clear that the City continues to face severe affordability chal-
lenges, with many families stretching their budgets to afford rent, and others continuing to 
find it incredibly difficult to find an affordable apartment. While declines in the City’s real 
estate prices have garnered a lot of attention, we do not find as dramatic a change in the avail-
ability of affordable rental units.
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