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About Met Council on Housing 
Met Council on Housing is a tenants’ rights membership organization made up of 
New York City tenants who believe in our motto of “housing for people, not profit.” 
We formed over 60 years ago to fight for a city where everyone has access to safe, 
decent, and affordable housing. We organize tenants to stand up not only for their 
individual rights but also for changes to our housing policies. 
 
We work on the individual level with our tenants’ rights telephone hotline and a 
walk-in clinic, on the building level with tenant associations, and at the city and state 
levels to change policy. 

Unlike most nonprofits, our model is mutual aid: tenants helping tenants. We encour-
age those who receive help from us to become active in our campaigns for housing 
justice. The integration of member-run services with our organizing reflects our belief 
that tenants most affected by our housing policies should and will be the driving 
force behind the changes that will make affordable housing a universal right, not a 
privilege.

What is the housing crisis under COVID?
Precarity looms over New Yorkers, 60% of whom are one paycheck away from home-
lessness.1 This has never been more obvious than when COVID-19 hit in March of 
2020 and New York City “paused,” closing restaurants, offices, and schools. New 
York reached an unemployment rate of over 20% in June of 2020,2 causing millions 
of tenants to fall behind on rent. The state has put forward two rent relief programs, 
Homes and Community Rent Relief Program (HCR RRR) and the Emergency Rental 

Assistance Program (ERAP), and both have suffered from 
large implementation and structural problems. These prob-
lems included forms that relied on tenants’ having access to 
a stable internet, poor translation, and significant amounts 
of paperwork. Neither program addressed the underlying is-
sues that have made New York’s housing crisis more severe, 
leading to an increasingly unaffordable city.  

Of course, New York was already in a housing crisis before 
COVID hit. Half of New Yorkers were considered rent-bur-
dened, with 30% of those tenants paying more than half 

1 How is Economic Opportunity Threatened in Your Neighborhood (2016). Association for Neighborhood and Housing 
Development, Inc. Retrieved from: https://anhd.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/20161106_anhd_ed_poster.pdf
2 NYS Economy Added 296,400 Private Sector Jobs in June 2020 (July 2020). Department of Labor, New York State. 
Retrieved from: https://dol.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2021/03/press-release-1-june-2020-final.pdf

Solutions:
Good Cause
Rent Rollback

https://anhd.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/20161106_anhd_ed_poster.pdf
https://dol.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2021/03/press-release-1-june-2020-final.pdf


4April 2022
Rent Burdens Rise

their income in rent. In 2021, almost half (43%) of low-income renters experienced a rent increase.3 While 
rent-regulated tenants have had some protection from large rent increases, they still suffer from the large, 

unjust rent increases imposed under Giuliani’s and Bloomberg’s 
Rent Guidelines Boards.

Throughout the pandemic, Met Council on Housing surveyed 
our members and participants to learn how COVID has affected 
their financial and housing stability. We conducted two surveys 
in English and Spanish in the Fall of 2020 and the Winter of 
2022 which are discussed here. Over 487 tenants returned sur-
veys in total. We learned that the tenants who participated are 
poorer, owe more rent, and are more rent-burdened now than 
they were at the beginning of the pandemic.

Interventions
As it became clear the city was about to shut down, leading to massive job losses, Met Council on Housing 
put out a call through the Housing Justice for All and Right to Counsel Coalitions to fight for an eviction mor-
atorium. On March 20, 2020, Governor Cuomo was forced to put forward an eviction moratorium through 
executive order. The moratorium continued with some variations until January 15, 2021. The moratoria 
effectively halted legal and formal eviction proceedings but did not address affordability or back rent.

New York State put forward two rent relief programs— HCR RRR and ERAP. HCR RRR was an epic failure, 
only covering a small proportion of people’s rent based on rent burden. The program was hard to apply for 
and confusing.4

ERAP used money from the federal government to pay 
tenants’  rent debt. But the program had significant 
flaws. ERAP’s website suffers from glitches and poor 
translation, and its staff is poorly trained. The program 
ran out of money in November of 2021, even though 
thousands of qualifying households had yet to receive 
rent-debt relief. A lawsuit by the Legal Aid Society forced 
the program to reopen. Hundreds of thousands of ten-
ants are still waiting for an answer as to whether or not 
their applications were approved.

3 Low-Income New Yorkers Are an Inch Away from Eviction: How to Address Rent Debt and Eviction Pressure to Keep 
Them Housed (January 2022). Retrieved from: https://www.cssny.org/news/entry/low-income-new-yorkers-are-an-inch-away-
from-eviction
4 DiNapoli: Problems Plague State’s Rent Relief Program; Federal Funds To Help Renters at Risk (August 2021). Retrieved 
from: https://www.osc.state.ny.us/press/releases/2021/08/dinapoli-problems-plague-states-rent-relief-program-federal-funds-
help-renters-risk

 
Two years in, our members  
are still poorer than at the  
beginning of the pandemic

https://www.cssny.org/news/entry/low-income-new-yorkers-are-an-inch-away-from-eviction
https://www.cssny.org/news/entry/low-income-new-yorkers-are-an-inch-away-from-eviction
https://www.osc.state.ny.us/press/releases/2021/08/dinapoli-problems-plague-states-rent-relief-program-federal-funds-help-renters-risk
https://www.osc.state.ny.us/press/releases/2021/08/dinapoli-problems-plague-states-rent-relief-program-federal-funds-help-renters-risk
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How we fought 
back
The tenants of New York have 
not stopped fighting back. Be-
ginning in March of 2020, Met 
Council on Housing started hold-
ing weekly Monday meetings, 
which continued until March of 
2021. After that, we transitioned 
to bi-monthly meetings. Over a 
thousand participants attended 
one meeting and over 390 at-
tended two or more meetings.
 
The meetings provide support and an opportunity to plan 
strategy and share information. Attendees have participated 
in actions including banner drops, civil disobedience, and 
caroling for Cancel Rent. All the tenant protections won during 
COVID were won by tenants from across the state fighting 
back.

What we have learned
For the purpose of this report, we will refer to anyone who participated with us as a member. Our members 
come from all five boroughs and, while they traditionally live in rent-stabilized and rent-controlled apart-
ments, in the last three years they shifted to an equal mix of regulated and unregulated tenants.

Our members have gotten poorer since the start of the pandemic 

The share of participants reporting earning 
under $10K was 21% in 2020. It increased 
to 43% in 2022 - more than doubling 
over the course of just two years. People 
earning over $70K made up 13% of the 
respondents in 2020 compared to only 
2% in 2022. This shift shows a dramatic in-
crease in tenants joining on the lowest end 
of the income spectrum and a significant 
decrease at the highest end as well. 

The poverty line in New York City was 

 
The number of members 
making less than $10k  

a year doubled between 
2020 and 2022

Income by Wave

Problems Paying Rent by Wave



6April 2022
Rent Burdens Rise

$23,828 for one person from 2020 to 
2021. Met Council members show a dra-
matic increase in people living under 
the poverty line. We are seeing the 
poor getting poorer. The pandemic 
hurt Black, Indigenous, and People 
of Color more, who were already 
poorer than whites pre-pandemic 
with less access to government 
relief.

More tenants owe  
back rent

In the Summer of 2020, we put out 
a white paper stating that over a million tenants owed about $2.2 billion in rent. We believe that tenants 
now owe around $4 billion, a number which continues to grow. This estimate is based on the $2 billion that 
the state has already paid out in rent relief and the $2.2 billion still owed.5 We have seen the number of 
people who owe rent increase significantly. From our survey, we find that the proportion of members who 
are behind on their rent increased from 54% in 2020 to 76% in 2022.6 In particular, the share of Latinx 
respondents who reported being behind on rent nearly doubled between 2020 and 2022. Many tenants 
informed us that were able to continue paying rent via loans from friends, credit cards, and other ad hoc 
arrangements. Over time those owing rent found it harder to find informal help with back rent. 

Government rent assistance 
needs more time to  
reach tenants

Met Council’s members applying to  
government programs have experienced 
difficulties due to complex rules and lack 
of technology access. Even after applying, 
many renters endure long waits to receive 
aid. In our most recent survey, nearly half 
of the respondents applied and were still 
waiting for ERAP (48%). Only 31% received 
ERAP. Our members are likely to have a 

higher rate of ERAP knowledge than the greater city population since we have done extensive outreach 
on the program and helped people learn how to apply.  We believe that even more people qualify but have 

5 Rent Debt in America: Stabilizing Renters if Key to Equitable Recovery (2022). National Equity Atlas. https://nationale-
quityatlas.org/rent-debt
6 p < .001

Share of Respondents Who are Behind on Rent by 
Race and Wave

Number of Respondents by ERAP Status (March 2022)

https://nationalequityatlas.org/rent-debt
https://nationalequityatlas.org/rent-debt
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not yet applied for ERAP, making 
our numbers a smaller estimate of 
those who have received aid. How-
ever, even within our own member-
ship, we can see that ERAP is not 
enough. Of our members who did 
receive ERAP, 82% are still behind 
on their rent. This statistic shows 
a sharp contrast with national 
numbers; as of March 2022, only 
21% of nationwide renters who had 
received rental assistance were 
still behind.7

Publicly reported numbers show an 
overall decrease in tenants who 
owe rent. The US Census Bureau’s 
Household Pulse Survey reports 
that 15% of New York State tenants 
currently owe rent,8 while other 
sources suggest higher rates in 
New York City. While the decrease 
in the overall number of tenants 
owing rent is a positive sign, the 
number of tenants who owe rent 
is still stubbornly high and the 
increase in our numbers shows 
these tenants increasingly looking 
for help.
 
Rent burdens have increased

Rent burdens are also rising for tenants. The proportion of Met Council on Housing members with severe 
rent burdens - that is, paying 50% or more of their income towards rent - has significantly increased from 
26% in 2020 to 46% today.9 In particular, Black and Latinx respondents were more likely to report being 
rent-burdened or severely rent-burdened, similar to the unequal distribution of rent burdens citywide.10 
Higher rents burdens mean that tenants have less money for affording other basic needs such as food, 
health care, and transportation. Rent-stabilized tenants may have had rent freezes in the past, but these 

7 The Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Homes (April 2020). National Low Income Housing Coalition. Retrieved from: https://
nlihc.org/gap 
8 Week 43 Household Pulse Survey: March 2 - March 14. Housing Table 1b. Last Month’s Payment Status for Renter-Oc-
cupied Housing Units, by Select Characteristics: New York. Retrieved from: https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2022/demo/
hhp/hhp43.html
9 p < .01
10 Housing Burden: All Residents Should Have Access to Quality, Affordable Homes. Nation Equity Atlas. Retrieved from: 
https://nationalequityatlas.org/indicators/Housing_burden#/?geo=07000000003651000

Share of Rent-Burdened Tenants by Wave

Share of Rent-Burdened Tenants by Race

https://nlihc.org/gap
https://nlihc.org/gap
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2022/demo/hhp/hhp43.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2022/demo/hhp/hhp43.html


8April 2022
Rent Burdens Rise

temporary quick fixes did not undo the large rent increases 
seen from previous administrations. Tenants are even more 
rent burdened than in the past and forced to make choices 
between basic expenses.

Households are  
doubling up

Another sign of rental hardship is when household sizes 
increase, showing that tenants are struggling to make in-
creasingly unaffordable rents. In our survey we found a significant increase in household sizes from 2020 
to 2022, with households with three or more people nearly doubling from 16% of survey-takers to 31%.11

Renting is more unaffordable while landlords continue to profit

As the Rent Guidelines Board (RGB) reported recently, the typical building brought landlords $302,000 in 
net income per year as of 2020.12 For the average tenant, an annual income that high is incomprehensible. 
As we documented, 80% of our members make less than $40,000 a year, well below the self-sufficiency 
index.13 Furthermore, the cost of living continued to grow, with the Consumer Price Index jumping by 8.5% 
in the past year.14 Incomes are not keeping pace with these cost of living increases, meaning tenants have 
less and less money to make ends meet. We know landlords making over $300,000 from just one building 
can afford to lower rents. Tenants can’t even afford what they’re paying now.

Large increases by the RGB com-
bined with runway rent increases 
from vacancy bonuses and Individ-
ual Apartment Increases (IAIs) prior 
to the Housing Stability and Pro-
tection Act of 2019 led to unafford-
able rents. As low-income tenants 
become poorer, it’s no surprise that 
rent burdens increase. 

11 p < .001
12 2022 Income and Expense Study (March 2022). New York City Rent Guidelines Board. Retrieved from: https://rent-
guidelinesboard.cityofnewyork.us/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022-IE-Study.pdf
13 Self-Sufficiency Standard: New York & New York City. Center for Women’s Welfare, University of Washington. 
Retrieved from: https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/new-york/
14 Consumer Price Index - March 2022. Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor. Retrieved from: 
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/cpi.pdf

Household Size by Wave

https://rentguidelinesboard.cityofnewyork.us/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022-IE-Study.pd
https://rentguidelinesboard.cityofnewyork.us/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022-IE-Study.pd
https://selfsufficiencystandard.org/new-york/


9April 2022
Rent Burdens Rise

Solutions
Met Council on Housing members and the tenants of New York need more than just band-aid solutions to 
stay in their homes. Our current unaffordability crisis was not created by COVID. COVID simply pushed many 
tenants who were living on the edge over. Already 92,000 New Yorkers experience homelessness. This 
number will only grow as we see evictions pushed through and rents exploited.

To keep tenants in their homes, we need permanent eviction and price gouging protections in the form of 
Good Cause Eviction protection for unregulated tenants and a rent rollback for rent-regulated tenants. 

Good Cause

Unregulated tenants live at the whims of their landlord. Landlords can raise the rent or ask tenants to leave 
for no reason and with as little as 30 days notice. This means that low-income tenants like the ones in this 
survey are scared to ask for repairs because they can’t afford their current rent, let alone a rent increase or 
having to find a new apartment. 

Good Cause protections allow unregulated tenants to challenge rent increases of more than 150% of the 
Consumer Price Index or 3%, whichever is less. It would also allow tenants to challenge no-fault evictions 
in housing court. These changes would slow the unrelenting increase of unregulated rents and the rent 
burden tenants face.

Rent Rollback

Regulated tenants’ rent adjustments are governed by the RGB. The RGB can directly decrease rent bur-
dens by lowering the rent that regulated tenants pay. This action would immediately lower the rent burden 
for regulated tenants and undo the unjust rent increases of the past. A rent rollback would keep tenants in 
their current homes and make their rents more affordable by lowering their rent burden.
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Appendix
Demographics Table

Wave 1 Wave 2
Count (Total Percentage) Count (Total Percentage)

Total Respondents 221 (45.57%) 264 (54.43%)
Race Count (Percentage of Wave) Count (Percentage of Wave)

Asian 17 (7.91%) 12 (5.02%)
Black 34 (15.81%) 86 (35.98%)
Latinx 25 (11.63%) 47 (19.67%)
Multiracial 12 (5.58%) 15 (6.28%)
Native - 2 (.84%)
White 127 (59.07%) 77 (32.22%)

Gender   
Female 150 (68.81%) 192 (75.29%)
Male 66 (30.28%) 60 (23.53%)
Other 2 (1.01%) 3 (1.18%)

Rent Regulation Status   
Rent Regulated 142 (7.82%) 125 (71.02%)
Market Rate 53 (27.18%) 51 (28.98%)

Rent Burden   
Not Rent Burdened (<25% of in-
come) 18 (10.06%) 21 (11.54%)

Near Rent Burdened (25-29% of 
income) 43 (24.02%) 25 (13.74%)

Rent Burdened (30-50% of income) 71 (39.66%) 53 (29.12%)
Severely Rent Burdened (50%+ of 
income) 47 (26.26%) 83 (45.60%)

Survey Data Source and Limitations
The Met Council surveys were administered online first from August 31, 2020 to September 24, 2020, and 
then from February 14, 2022 through April 1, 2022. We invited individuals who provided contact infor-
mation to Met Council in the course of our direct service and organizing activities to participate. Because 
these individuals had been in contact with Met Council before, they are more likely than the average New 
Yorker to have experienced a housing issue. 

The survey was provided in English and Spanish.
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