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Demand pushes local rents up

Collapse of housing market behind rush to apartments

By James Walsh Times Herald-Record
Published: 2:00 AM - 03/14/12 
The effects of the single-family housing market collapse have spilled into the rental side, where an increasing demand for apartments has led to higher rents in some cases.
Fair-market rent for a two-bedroom apartment in Orange County rose this year to $1,189 from $1,156 a year ago, requiring an annual income of $47,560 to comfortably pay it, according to a housing affordability study released Tuesday.
A modest two-bedroom unit in Sullivan rents for an estimated $888, down slightly from $899 last year, the National Low Income Housing Coalition found. In Ulster County, the price for a similar unit rose more than 10 percent, to $1,098 from $992.
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development calculated the 2012 data using five-year American Community Survey data, rather than 2000 Census data, which was used through last year. That change complicates year-to-year comparisons, and may help account for the sharp rise in Ulster County's fair market rent, which is defined as the cost of a 40th-percentile rental. 
Ulster has traditionally logged low vacancy rates, which may also contribute to the increase. Ulster County's 2010 vacancy rate was 3.52 percent, according to the Rural Ulster Preservation Association. The City of Newburgh's vacancy rate, in comparison, was 30 percent, according to the Orange County Landlords Association.
Potential buyers sit on fence
“More people may be renting because they're fearful of ownership,” said Kathy Germain, vice president of housing services for the Rural Ulster Preservation Association, “or they're sitting on the fence,” waiting for prices to drop even further. Some prospective buyers are stymied by stricter lending standards, while foreclosed families spike the demand for rentals.
The number of rentals available through the Greater Hudson Valley Multiple Listing Service has fallen more than 20 percent over the past two years, according to Paul Hamilton of Orange-West Realty.
“Generally speaking,” Hamilton said, “the market for housing purchases and the rental market move in opposite directions, so when the number of home sales falls, the number of rental leases increases.”
Antonio Figueroa, director of planning for the Regional Economic Community Action Program Inc., hasn't seen a substantial increase in the affordable housing stock.
Instead, more high-end apartments are entering the market. Demand is high for units at the still-under-construction Sterling Parc at Middletown. The development on County Route 78 near Interstate 84 includes a club house, a fitness studio and a business center. Next year will bring a pool. Rents range from $1,300 for a one-bedroom unit to $1,800 for the most expensive two-bedroom unit. “It's a wide array of clients,” said leasing manager Patricia Soder. “We're seeing young professionals to couples stepping into retirement.” 
Getting tougher to make rent 
The number of renter households rose by nearly four million nationally between 2005 and 2010, according to the housing coalition. 

And one quarter of all renters, or nearly 10 million households, are considered low-income by virtue of earning less than 30 percent of their area's median household income. 
The median in Orange is $87,200; in Sullivan, $61,500, and in Ulster, $73,900.
Magahen Jackson of Middletown pays $850 monthly for a two-bedroom downtown apartment. Her monthly take-home pay from her job in a Head Start kitchen is $1,000. The rent was $650 when she and her family moved there in 2005.
She's an avid couponer, which helps stretch a grocery budget supplemented with food stamps, and teaches her children to choose treats that are less costly, but last longer.
Cable TV is an out-of-the-question luxury, so the family watches Netflix movies for $8 a month.
A federal guideline says people shouldn't pay more than 30 percent of their gross income for rent; it's a guideline Faith Piatt regularly sees exceeded.
“It means they put themselves in a poorer financial position,” said Piatt, executive director of the Rural Development Advisory Corp. in Pine Bush. “It does not allow people to have a savings account, to save for an emergency car repair or save for their children's education. It puts stress on families.”

2012 fair-market rent
The National Low Income Housing Coalition released its annual “Out of Reach” report Tuesday detailing the cost of a modest (40th percentile) two-bedroom apartment in counties throughout the United States. Housing wage is the hourly wage over a 40-hour workweek needed to afford the fair-market rent of an apartment without spending more than 30 percent of income on housing.

County  Fair-market rent  Housing wage 

Orange  

$1,189  
           $22.87  

Sullivan                   $888             $17.08  

Ulster  

$1,098  
          $21.12  

Pike (Pa.)  
$1,011  
          $19.44 

New York state    $1,283             $24.68  

United States          $949              $18.25 
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