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Good afternoon, Chairman and members of the Board. My name is Brian Sullivan. I am a
senior staff attorney in the SRO Law Project at MFY Legal Services, Inc.
MFY envisions a society in which no one is denied justice because he or she cannot afford an
attorney. To make this vision a reality, for more than 50 years MFY has provided free legal
assistance to poor and working poor New Yorkers on a wide range of civil legal issues,
prioritizing services to vulnerable and under-served populations, while simultaneously working
to end the root causes of inequities through impact litigation, law reform and policy
advocacy. We provide advice and representation to more than 10,000 New Yorkers each
year. For over 20 years, MFY’s SRO Law Project has provided free legal services to Single
Room Occupancy (SRO) residents. Thank you for inviting MFY to speak about the impact a
rent increase would have on the SRO community.
SROs are the housing of last resort for poor New Yorkers. They are the safety net at the bottom
of the market that keeps thousands of people off the street and out of shelters. Unfortunately,
this safety net is steadily fraying. Over 60,000 people in New York City go to bed each night
without a home or shelter of his or her own, which is 10,000 more people per night than 2014’s
tragically high level.1 SRO tenants are amongst New York City’s poorest residents, and a rent
increase for SROs would likely push more of these tenants out of their homes and into the shelter
system.2
SRO owners, on the other hand, continue to exploit profitable operating strategies, such as
renting to transient guests and institutional tenants3 that will not be affected by the rent increases
set by Rent Guidelines Board. Furthermore, while even a slight increase to SRO rents can have a
devastating impact on their very low income tenants, the benefit conferred to SRO owners would
be negligible. MFY therefore requests that the Board decline to approve a rent increase for
2015-2016.
The Basics of SRO Housing in New York City
SROs are the most basic form of housing available in New York City. They come in many
different forms and classifications, but generally consist of a small, single room, often between
60 and 100 square feet, with shared bathrooms and/or kitchens in the common areas of the
building. These rooms can be found in both small and large buildings. Larger SRO buildings
often resemble traditional hotels, with multiple rooms on long hallways. Some larger SRO
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buildings, such as those in the Bowery, are massive loft spaces divided into cubicles by basic
walls. These larger SROs can be found throughout the City, but in MFY’s experience are mostly
located in Manhattan.
Smaller SRO buildings more closely resemble apartment buildings, and the rooms themselves
can resemble dormitory units. Like their larger counterparts, these SROs typically have
communal bathrooms. It is more common in these buildings to find basic kitchen facilities in
individual rooms, though communal cooking facilities are not uncommon. Smaller SROs can be
found in brownstones or other small buildings throughout the City.
SRO Tenants Cannot Afford a Rent Increase
The majority of SRO tenants live below the poverty line.4 They pay an unconscionable
percentage of the little income they have toward rent. Since the mid-1990s, SRO tenants’ rent
burdens have actually increased5 as rent increases6 have far outstripped income growth.7 The
average SRO tenant now pays around 50% of his/her income toward rent and approximately onequarter to one-third pay in excess of 70%.8 This situation is largely a consequence of the fact
that SRO tenants, already positioned at the bottom of the housing market, cannot relocate in
response to rent increases. If they do not quickly find a similar unit, they can seldom afford to
upgrade to a full studio or apartment.
The real life impact of statistics like those above is brutal: after rent is paid, most SRO tenants
have somewhere in the approximate range of $4.40 per day to cover all other expenses (food,
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clothing, medicine, etc).9 Entire days’ worth of desperately needed financial resources would be
wiped out by even a small rent increase.10
The situation of MFY’s client YS illustrates the desperate circumstances in which most SRO
tenants exist. YS works to support himself, but earns a small income of approximately $330 per
month. His rent of $270 per month, though low, takes the majority of his income, leaving him
with approximately $2 per day to cover all his other expenses. Even a small increase in rent
would force YS to live on close to $1 per day, a situation that is untenable in New York City.
SRO buildings have been subject to rent regulation since the enactment of the modern Rent
Stabilization Code in 1987.11 Because of their historically low rents, SROs are a critical segment
of the City’s housing stock. They make up a significant percentage (5-10%) of all units
affordable12 to poor New Yorkers.13 Rents for SRO units are lower than those for any other form
of non-subsidized housing.14 To increase these rents would be disastrous for tenants such as YS,
who already survive on so little.
Property Owners Can Not Demonstrate a Need for a Rent Increase
According to the Board’s own figures, more than half of all units in the buildings we term
“SROs” are not rented as regulated SRO units. The individuals and companies that own these
buildings are property owners who have a fixed number of SRO tenants and have no intention of
re-renting to new permanent, rent-stabilized tenants. To treat these property owners as though
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they were legitimately concerned with SRO policies—to pretend that their activities are
significantly informed by the Board’s SRO orders15—does not comport with reality.
Importantly, the profitability of SRO buildings is not based upon the rents owners collect from
permanent SRO tenants paying their legal rent. Regulated rents serve only as a small supplement
to the revenues owners realize from the large number of SRO rooms that are rented outside the
regulated system. Owners lawfully and unlawfully rent regulated SRO units to transients,
tourists, students, and institutional lessees at rates that significantly exceed lawful stabilized
rents. On the East Side of Manhattan, many large residential hotels, such as the Jolly Madison
and Martha Washington hotels, have been converted to almost exclusively luxury use, renting for
as much as $400 or $500 per night. In the Bowery, it is common to see SROs operated as traveler
hostels or boutique hotels.16 Some SRO owners rent rooms to the City as part of its homeless
diversion program.17
Some buildings are also being given over to use by so-called three-quarter houses.18 These
operations falsely hold themselves out as supportive housing to draw tenants recently released
from prison and substance abuse programs where finding housing quickly and is of paramount
importance.19 They evade rent regulation and turn a profit by overcrowding rooms, disregarding
even basic maintenance and upkeep, churning tenants, and taking advantage of various
government subsidies.20
Conclusion
We respectfully request that the Rent Guidelines Board decline to approve a rent increase for
SRO units. SRO owners are not dependent upon the rents paid by the dwindling permanent
tenant population to cover their overhead and make a profit. However, even the smallest rent
increase will have a devastating impact upon tenants and will further exacerbate the City’s
homelessness crisis.
For any questions about this testimony, please feel free to contact Brian Sullivan at (212) 4173713 or bsullivan@mfy.org, or Marti Weithman at (212) 417-3755 or mweithman@mfy.org.
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