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Below are the initial findings of the 2008 New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey 
(HVS). 
 
All findings of this report are based on data from the 2008 and previous HVSs, which are 
sample surveys.  They are, thus, subject to sampling and non-sampling errors.  For this 
reason, it is generally appropriate to qualify such findings by noting that they are 
“estimates” of the true values of the variables, which are unknown.  For example, we 
should refer to the rental vacancy rate as the “estimated rental vacancy rate.”  However, it 
is not practical to do so in this report, since repeated use of the word “estimate” for so 
many figures would make the report unreasonably cumbersome.1 
 
A. Housing Inventory 

 
1. The City’s total inventory of residential units was 3,329,000 in 2008, the 

largest housing stock in the forty-three-year period since the first HVS 
was conducted in 1965.  New York City’s housing stock increased by 
68,000 units, or by 2.1 percent, between 2005 and 2008, the largest 
increase in a comparable three-year period in the history of the HVS.  The 
change in the number of housing units between 2002 and 2005 was 52,000 
(Table 1).2 

 
2. The number of rental units, occupied and vacant together, was 2,145,000, 

or 64.4 percent of the City’s housing inventory, in 2008.  The rental 
housing inventory increased by 52,000 units, or by 2.5 percent, between 
2005 and 2008 (Table 1). 

 
3. The number of occupied rental units increased by 55,000, or by 2.7 

percent, from 2,028,000 in 2005 to 2,083,000 in 2008, while the number 
of vacant units available for rent changed little:  it was 62,000 in 2008 and 
65,000 in 2005 (Table 1). 

 
4. The number of owner units, occupied and vacant together, was 1,046,000, 

or 31.4 percent of the housing inventory in the City, in 2008.  The number 
of owner units increased by 14,000, or by 1.4 percent, between 2005 and 
2008 (Table 1). 

 



 2

5. The number of occupied owner units increased by 9,000, or by 0.9 
percent, from 1,010,000 in 2005 to 1,019,000 in 2008, while the number 
of vacant owner units available for sale increased slightly, from 21,000 to 
27,000, in the three-year period (Table 1). 

 
6. The number of vacant units not available for sale or rent changed little in 

the three-year period:  it was 138,000 in 2008 and 137,000 in 2005 (Table 
1). 

 
7. The housing inventory increased in every borough in the City between 

2005 and 2008.  More than 60 percent of the city-wide increase in the 
three years occurred in Manhattan (24,000 units, or 35.2 percent of the 
68,000-unit city-wide increase) and Brooklyn (18,000 units, or 26.6 
percent of the increase).  Another 21,000 units, or about 30 percent of the 
city-wide increase, was evenly divided between two boroughs, Queens 
and the Bronx.  The remaining 5,000-unit increase occurred in Staten 
Island (Table 2). 

 
8. Rent-controlled units numbered 40,000, or 1.9 percent of the 2,083,000 

occupied rental units, in 2008.  The number of rent-controlled units in 
2005 was 43,000 (Tables 1 and 3). 

 
9. There were 1,027,000 rent-stabilized units (occupied and vacant), 

comprising 47.9 percent of the rental stock in 2008.  The number of rent-
stabilized units decreased by 17,000, or by 1.6 percent, in the three years 
between 2005 and 2008.  The number of rent-stabilized units could be 
increased through the Section 421-a program, the J-51 program, Mitchell-
Lama buyouts, and others, while it could be reduced through high 
rent/vacancy decontrol, coop and condo conversions, high rent/high 
income decontrol, substantial rehabilitation, and others.  According to the 
Rent Guidelines Board’s report on changes to rent-stabilized units in the 
City, the rent-stabilized stock decreased by about 18,000 units in the three 
years from 2005 through 20073 (Table 3). 

 
10. The number of rent-stabilized units in buildings built in or before 1947 

decreased by 22,000, while the number of stabilized units in buildings 
built after 1947 increased slightly by 5,000 in the three years (Table 3). 

 
11. The number of private non-regulated units increased by 68,000 or 9.8 

percent in the three years (“private non-regulated units” are units that were 
never rent controlled or rent stabilized, units that were decontrolled, 
including those in buildings with five or fewer units, and unregulated 
rental units in cooperative or condominium buildings) (Table 3). 

 
12. The homeownership rate for the City as a whole was 32.9 percent in 

2008—that is, almost one in three households in the City was an owner 
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household.  The rate was 33.3 percent in 2005.  The home ownership rate 
is the proportion of the total occupied units (owner and renter units 
together) that are owner-occupied units.  Between 2005 and 2008 the 
number of owner-occupied units increased by 9,000.  However, during the 
same period, the number of all occupied units increased by 64,000, 
including 55,000 renter-occupied units.  As a result, the home ownership 
rate remained basically the same between 2005 and 2008 (Table 4). 

 
13. The homeownership rate in Staten Island was 68.0 percent, the highest 

among the five boroughs, followed by 45.8 percent in Queens.  The 
ownership rates for the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Manhattan were lower than 
the city-wide rate:  22.2 percent, 28.3 percent, and 24.0 percent 
respectively (Table 4). 

 
B. Rental Vacancies and Vacancy Rates 
 

1. The vacancy rate for units available for rent in the City during the period 
between February and June of 2008 was 2.88 percent.  It was 3.09 percent 
during a similar period in 2005.  The 2008 rental vacancy rate is 
significantly lower than 5.0 percent and, thus, meets the legal 
definition of a housing emergency in the City (Table 5). 
 
Since the first HVS in 1965, the Census Bureau has applied the same 
definition and equation, without exception, in estimating the rental 
vacancy rate in New York City, using data from the HVS as specified in 
the following: 

 
 Number of Vacant, Non-Dilapidated Units Available for Rent 

        ______________________________________________________ 
 
   Number of Vacant, Non-  Number of Renter-Occupied 
   Dilapidated Units  + Units, Dilapidated 
   Available for Rent   and Non-Dilapidated 
 

Starting with the first HVS in 1965, the Census Bureau has treated 
dilapidated vacant units as unavailable for rent and has excluded them in 
counting the number of vacant units available for rent and, thus, in 
estimating the rental vacancy rate.  On the other hand, in counting the 
number of occupied rental units, the Census Bureau has counted all 
occupied rental units, whether or not they are dilapidated. 

 
The rental vacancy rate of 2.88 percent in 2008 was estimated using data 
from the 2008 HVS in each item in the above equation, as follows: 

 
(61,762) / (61,762 + 2,082,890) x 100 = 2.88% 
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The result of the 2008 HVS shows that the standard error of estimate of 
the rental vacancy rate of 2.88 percent is 0.16 percent.  This means that if 
a census of every housing unit in the City had been taken, using exactly 
the same procedures as in the HVS, the chances are 95 times out of 100 
that the net rental vacancy rate from the census would vary from the rental 
vacancy rate of 2.88 percent by no more than 2 standard errors (0.16 x 
1.96), or by 0.31 percent.  That is, given the 2008 rental vacancy rate of 
2.88 percent, the chances are 95 out of 100 that the actual vacancy rate 
was between 3.19 percent and 2.57 percent (2.88% + 1.96 x 0.16). 

 
2. Between 2005 and 2008, the rental vacancy rate in Manhattan decreased 

significantly from 3.79 percent to 2.70 percent.  The rates in the Bronx and 
Queens were 3.07 percent and 3.32 percent in 2008 while they were 2.63 
percent and 2.82 percent respectively in 2005.  The rate in Brooklyn was 
2.34 percent in 2008 while it was 2.78 percent in 2005.  The number of 
vacant units for rent in Staten Island was too small to report a rental 
vacancy rate (Table 5). 

 
3. The vacancy rate for rent-stabilized units was 2.14 percent in 2008, while 

it was 2.68 percent in 2005 (Table 6). 
 
4. The vacancy rate for private non-regulated units was 4.70 percent in 2008, 

while it was 4.11 percent in 2005 (Table 6).  (“Private non-regulated 
units” consist of units that were never rent-controlled or rent-stabilized; 
units that were decontrolled, including those in buildings with five or 
fewer units; and unregulated units in cooperative or condominium 
buildings.) 

 
5. In general, as in 2005, vacancy rates for low-rent units were extremely 

low, while rates for high-rent units were extremely high.  The vacancy rate 
in 2008 for units with monthly asking rents of less than $500 was based on 
too few units to report.  The vacancy rate for units with asking rent levels 
between $500 and $799 was just 1.47 percent; it was 2.09 percent for units 
with a rent level of $800-$999 (Table 7). 

 
6. The vacancy rate for units with an asking rent level between $1,000 and 

$1,249 was 3.92 percent.  Vacancy rates for the $1,250-$1,749 level and 
the $1,750-$2,499 level were still less than 5 percent:  4.47 percent and 
4.03 percent respectively.  However, the rate for the $2,500-and-over level 
was 7.18 percent (Table 7). 

 
7. The number of vacant units not available for sale or rent was 138,000 in 

2008, while it was 137,000 in 2005.  Of these, the number undergoing 
(29,000 units) or awaiting (19,000 units) renovation was 48,000, or 35.1 
percent.  It should be noted that the 48,000 units undergoing or awaiting 
renovation should become available for occupancy before long (Table 8). 
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8. On the other hand, the number of unavailable units in the category of 

occasional, seasonal, or recreational use was 37,000 in 2008.  Of units in 
this category, 58 percent were in cooperative or condominium buildings; 
and 80 percent of these units in cooperative or condominium buildings 
were located in Manhattan (Table 8). 

 
C. Household Incomes 

 
(Note that incomes are reported for 2007, while housing data are for 2008.) 
 
1. The median income for all households (renters and owners combined) in 

current dollars grew by 12.5 percent, from $40,000 to $45,000 between 
2004 and 2007.  However, during the three year period, the annual average 
Consumer Price Index (CPI) grew by 10.8 percent.  Consequently, the real 
income (inflation-adjusted by changing 2004 dollars to 2007 dollars) for 
all households increased slightly by 1.6 percent in the three years (Table 
9). 

 
2. The median income of renter households in 2007 was $36,000, increased 

by $4,000 or 12.5 percent from 2004.  Renters’ real income inched up only 
by 1.4 percent in the three years (Table 9). 

 
3. The median income of homeowners was $70,000 in 2007, an increase of 

$5,000 or 7.7 percent from 2004.  However, homeowners’ real income 
decreased slightly by 2.8 percent in the three years (Table 9). 

 
4. The median income of households in rent-controlled units was $24,000 in 

2007, down by 2.4 percent from 2004, when these households’ real 
income was $24,600 (Table 10). 

 
5. The median income of households in rent-stabilized units was $36,000 in 

2007, a slight increase by 1.4 percent from 2004 when it was $35,500, 
after inflation adjustment (Table 10). 

 
6. The median income of households in private non-regulated units was 

$50,000 in 2007, a 7.5-percent increase from 2004, after inflation 
adjustment.  [Private non-regulated units were either never rent controlled 
or rent stabilized, or were decontrolled (including those in buildings with 
five or fewer units), or were unregulated units in cooperative or 
condominium buildings] (Table 10). 

 
D. Contract Rents and Gross Rents 
 

1. The median monthly contract rent, which excludes tenant payments for 
fuel and utilities, increased by 11.8 percent, from $850 in 2005 to $950 in 



 6

2008.  However, during the three-year period between April 2005 and 
April 2008, the Consumer Price Index (CPI) increased by 10.0 percent.  
As a result the median contract rent increased by 1.6 percent, after 
adjusting for inflation (changing April 2005 rent into April 2008 dollars), 
in the three years (Table 11). 

 
2. The median monthly gross rent, which includes utility payments, 

increased by 14.6 percent, from $920 in 2005 to $1054 in 2008.  However, 
the inflation-adjusted increase in median gross rent was 4.2 percent.  The 
noticeably higher increase in gross rent compared to contract rent was 
caused by a considerably higher increase in the costs of fuel and utilities in 
the three years4 (Table 11). 

 
3. The median monthly contract rent of rent-controlled units was $721 in 

2008, a substantial 19-percent increase from 2005, when it was $606 after 
adjusting for inflation (Table 12). 

 
The rent of a rent-controlled unit can be increased up to 7.5 percent in 
each year, as long as the rent does not exceed the Maximum Base Rent 
(MBR).  According to the Office of Rent Administration of the New York 
State Division of Housing and Community Renewal (DHCR), for the 
2004/2005 and 2006/2007 MBR cycles, the MBR Standard Adjustment 
Factor increased by 17.2 percent and 8.2 percent, respectively, which are 
much higher than those in previous MBR cycles.5 
 
In addition, owners of rent-controlled units can increase rent with DHCR’s 
approval of a Major Capital Improvement whenever they do major 
rehabilitation or renovation work in their buildings that contain rent-
controlled units.  Fuel Cost Adjustments can also be granted on an annual 
basis. 
 
Thus, the state DHCR’s approval between 2004 and 2008 of increased 
MBR Standard Adjustment Factors, Major Capital Improvements and Fuel 
Cost Adjustments, among other things, could be major sources of the 19-
percent real increase in rent for rent-controlled units between 2005 and 
2008. 

 
4. The median monthly contract rent of rent-stabilized units was $925 in 

2008, little changed from 2005, when it was $929 after inflation 
adjustment (Table 12). 

 
5. The median monthly contract rent of private non-regulated units was 

$1,200 in 2008, a 9.1-percent increase, after adjusting for inflation, from 
2005, when it was $1,100.  (Private non-regulated units consist of units 
that were never rent controlled or rent stabilized, units that were 



 7

decontrolled, including those in buildings with five or fewer units, and 
unregulated units in cooperative or condominium buildings) (Table 12). 

 
6. In April 2008 dollars, the number of units with monthly contract rents of 

less than $500 decreased by 5.4 percent.  The number of units with 
monthly contract rents between $500 and $799 and between $800 and 
$999 also decreased, by 8.7 percent and by 5.9 percent respectively 
between 2005 and 2008 (Table 13). 

 
7. On the other hand, the number of units with monthly contract rents 

between $1,000 and $1,499 and monthly contract rents of $1,500 or more 
increased by 11.9 percent and 24.5 percent respectively in April 2008 
dollars (Table 13). 

 
8. In April 2008 dollars, the number of units with monthly contract rents of 

less than $1,000 decreased by 6.9 percent, or by about 80,000 units, while 
the number of units with monthly contract rents of $1,000 or more 
increased by 16.6 percent, or by about 137,000 units, between 2005 and 
2008 (Table 13). 

 
9. The pattern of changes in the gross rent distribution between 2005 and 

2008 appears to be similar (Table 14). 
 
E. Rent/Income Ratios 
 

1. The median gross rent/income ratio (a composite measure of the 
proportion of household income tenants spend for gross rent) was 31.5 
percent in 2008, little changed from 2005, when it was 31.2 percent (Table 
15).  (Rent data are for the survey year of 2008, while income data are for 
2007.  Gross rent is the contract rent plus any charges for fuel or utilities 
paid separately from rent by the tenants.) 

 
2. The median contract rent/income ratio was 28.8 percent in 2008, as it was 

three years earlier in 2005 (Table 15).  (Contract rent excludes separate 
tenant payments for fuel and utilities.)  

 
3. Of all renter households in the City, 29.4 percent paid more than 50 

percent of their income for gross rent.  The proportion was 28.8 percent in 
2005.  On the other hand, 25.8 percent of renter households paid more 
than 50 percent of their income for contract rent in 2008, as in 2005 (Table 
15). 

 
4. The 2008 gross rent/income ratio of households in rent-controlled units 

was 35.5 percent, the highest of all major rent-regulation statuses, as it 
was in 2005.  The median gross rent/income ratio of households in rent-
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controlled units increased by 2 percentage points between 2005 and 2008 
(Table 16). 

 
5. The median gross rent/income ratio of households in rent-stabilized units 

was 31.6 percent in 2008, little changed from 2005, when it was 31.9 
percent.  For households in pre-1947 rent-stabilized units, the ratio was 
31.7 percent, little changed from 2005, when it was 32.2 percent.  On the 
other hand, for households in post-1947 rent-stabilized units, the 2008 
ratio was 31.5 percent, a little increase of 1-percentage-point over 2005 
(Table 16). 

 
6. The median gross rent/income ratio of households in private non-regulated 

units was 31.9 percent in 2008, as it was in 2005 (Table 16). 
 
F. Housing and Neighborhood Conditions 
 
 1. Building condition was the best ever recorded. 

 
Almost all housing units in the City were in structurally good buildings.  
Of all occupied units (renter and owner units together), a mere 0.5 percent 
were in dilapidated buildings in 2008, as was the case in 2005.  The 
dilapidation rate remained at an all-time low for the forty-three-year 
period since 1965 (Table 17). 

 
The dilapidation rate for renter-occupied units was 0.6 percent in 2008, 
still the best ever recorded.  It was 0.7 percent in 2005 (Table 17).  
Building conditions in the City have improved tremendously since 1965.  
The rental dilapidation rate was 4.3 percent in 1965, 3.4 percent in 1984, 
and 1.3 percent in 1996. 

 
 2. Housing maintenance condition remained very good. 

 
The proportion of renter-occupied units with five or more of the seven 
maintenance deficiencies was only 4.4 percent in 2008, still one of the 
lowest recorded since such conditions were first measured in 1991 (Table 
17).  The rate was 7.7 percent in 1991 and 4.9 percent in 2005.  The 
proportion of renter occupied units with no heating breakdowns further 
improved from 2005 when it was 82.3 percent to 85.2 percent in 2008 
(Table 17). 

 
3. Neighborhood conditions in the City were the best in the 30-year-period 

since 1978, when the HVS started measuring neighborhood conditions. 
 
a. The proportion of renter households near buildings with broken or 

boarded-up windows on the same street was a mere 5.1 percent in 
2008, a 1.2-percentage-point improvement from 2005, and the best 
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since the HVS started to measure neighborhood conditions (Table 
17).  Neighborhood quality has improved tremendously since 
1978, when the proportion of renter households near boarded-up 
buildings was 25.4 percent.  It was 17.3 percent in 1987, 11.4 
percent in 1996, and 6.3 percent in 2005. 
 

b. The proportion of renter households that rated the quality of their 
neighborhood’s residential structures as “good” or “excellent” was 
71.8 percent in 2008, while it was 71.3 percent in 2005, and still 
the best in the thirty-year period since the HVS began to measure 
household opinion of neighborhood quality in 1978 (Table 17).  
Renter households’ ratings of the quality of their neighborhood 
have improved remarkably since 1978, when the rating of “good” 
or “excellent” was only 56.2 percent, and 1987, when it was 63.1 
percent. 



 10

 
TECHNICAL NOTES 

 
 
1. Since the HVS is a sample survey, the reader of this report should be provided 

with the standard errors of data included in the report, as measures of statistical 
reliability.  This has, for the most part, not been done in this or previous reports, 
since such a practice would more than double the already large number of 
statistics presented and would, thus, make the report more difficult for readers to 
use and understand.  Consequently, the standard error has only been provided for 
the 2008 net rental vacancy rate, as in previous reports, because of its statutory 
importance. 

 
 In regard to other data, as has been done in the last several reports, the practice of 

limiting the use of numbers and percentages that are very small has again been 
adopted in this report.  Numbers, such as the number of housing units or 
households, that are less than 4,000 are not reported in the tables; and numbers 
between 4,000 and 4,999 are qualified by warning the reader to interpret them 
with caution.  Dollar figures, such as rents and incomes, based on a small number 
of cases are treated following the same guidelines.  Similarly, percentages in 
which the numerator is less than 3,000 are not reported; and percentages in which 
the numerator is between 3,000 and 3,999 are qualified by warning the reader to 
interpret them with caution. 

 
2. The change in the City’s housing stock between 1999 and 2002 is not comparable 

with the change between 2005 and 2008, since the samples for the 2002 and 1999 
HVSs were drawn from two different sample frames.  The Census Bureau drew 
the 2002 HVS sample from the 2000 decennial census, with updating for newly 
constructed units that received Certificates of Occupancy, while the Census 
Bureau selected the 1999 HVS sample from the 1990 census and updated it.  The 
weighting for the 2002 HVS sample used estimates based on the Census 2000.  
On the other hand, the weighting for the 1999 HVS used estimates based on the 
1990 census.  Therefore, it is difficult to compare data from the 2002 HVS with 
data from the 1999 and previous HVSs. 

 
3. According to the Rent Guidelines Board’s report on “Changes to the Rent-

Stabilized Housing Stock in New York City in 2007” (June 3, 2008), 23,735 units 
were added to the rent-stabilized stock (page 10), while 42,223 units were 
subtracted from the stock (page 12) in the three years from 2005 through 2007.  
As a result, there was a net decrease of 18,488 in the number of rent-stabilized 
units in the three years. 

 
4. According to the Rent Guidelines Board, the cost for heating rent stabilized 

buildings increased at an annual average rate of 20 percent from May 2005 
through April 2008 (New York City Rent Guidelines Board, Housing NYC: Rents, 
Markets and Trends 2008, p. 102 and 103). 
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5. Upon application by the owner, the Maximum Base Rent for a rent controlled unit 

is increased in two-year cycles by the Standard Adjustment Factor (SAF), 
calculated from multiple cost components. According to the Office of Rent 
Administration of the New York State Division of Housing and Community 
Renewal (DHCR), for the 2002/2003, 2004/2005, and 2006/2007 cycles, the 
Standard Adjustment Factor increased by 10.5 percent, 17.2 percent, and 8.2 
percent, respectively, compared to 3.0 percent, 3.8 percent and 4.3 percent in the 
previous three MBR cycles.  These large recent increases in the MBR would 
allow up to a 7.5-percent rent increase in the collectible rent for each year, as long 
as the rent does not exceed the MBR.  During the three cycles, DHCR granted 
25,012 MBR applications:  8,907 (2002/2003), 8,468 (2004/2005), and 7,637 
(2006/2007). 

 


