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Council Member Al Vann & Community Development Organizations Announce Introduction of Water Lien Reform Legislation
City Hall - On Wednesday, August 19th, Council Member Al Vann and a number of community development organizations from Central Brooklyn and throughout New York City announced the introduction of legislation to remedy some of the problems that the City’s 2007 water lien law has presented for low-to-moderate income homeowners, with a special focus on the disabled and seniors. Back in 2007, the Bloomberg Administration advocated for the City Council to pass legislation that would allow the City to place liens on the homes of those delinquent on their water bills as a way to avoid the threat of a mid-year water rate increase by the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP). The City Council eventually passed the bill with Councilman Al Vann being the only member to vote against the legislation. Representing a community that had been consistently targeted by predatory lenders and had been experiencing problems with foreclosures for years, Councilman Vann did not believe that adding another way for homeowners to lose their homes, at a time when the economy had just begun to take a serious downturn, was in the best interest of homeowners or our City and its neighborhoods. While Councilman Vann had led community development organizations in his area, such as Bedford Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation, Bridge Street Development Corporation and the Pratt Area Community Council, to provide assistance to homeowners with City lien issues for years, he began looking at some of the legislative policy issues that had arisen from the 2007 legislation. It is after careful consideration that he pursued the crafting of legislation that would address some of the policy ills to come out of that 2007 legislation. His “Water Lien Reform” legislation will have the following remedial effects:
(1) Increases the delinquency threshold for class one, two and three-family homes that can be included in the water lien sale from 1 year/$1,000 to 3 years/$1,000;

(2) Exempts class one, two, and three-family homeowners that receive the Enhance STAR Exemption from water only lien sales and subsequent tax liens; 

(3) Requires DEP, after consultation with the Department of Finance (DOF), to use best efforts to search and identify SCHE, DHE, Property Tax Circuit Breaker, and Enhanced STAR eligible seniors that are on the lien sale list, and allow the Commissioner of DEP to remove them from lien list;

(4) Requires DEP to identify and inform DOF of any Senior Citizen Homeowners’ Exemption, Disabled Homeowners’ Exemption, Property Tax Circuit Breaker, and/or Enhanced STAR eligible seniors that are placed on the lien sale list; 

(5) Requires quarterly mailing with lien sale process information and exemption information, with description and relevant contact information; and 

(6) Extends the time when homeowners first receive notice of the sale to the date of the sale from 90 days to 120 days.

“Though well-intentioned, the [2007] legislation could not have come at a worse time,” said Councilman Vann. “The ten neighborhoods with the highest concentrations of tax and water liens are the same neighborhoods that are already struggling with high rates of unemployment and the aftermath of a decade or more of predatory lending. While we understand and agree that homeowners have an obligation to pay their water bills, in difficult times such as these, we must protect homeowners from losing their homes and thus our neighborhoods from the resulting decrease in home values and economic vitality. With this new piece of legislation, it is my intention to provide some security and stability to my district and others throughout the City in these uncertain times.”
“District 43 is home to more seniors than almost anywhere in the city – nearly 70,000 of my constituents are 65 years or older. In this tough economy, they’re struggling to make ends meet on fixed incomes – and in too many cases the homes they’ve raised children and grandchildren in are on the auction block because of delinquent water bills. This bill will protect them and their place in our communities, and it forces the city to treat them with due dignity and consideration. On behalf of the seniors in Bay Ridge, Dyker Heights, Bath Beach and Bensonhurst, I want to thank Council Member Vann for this piece of legislation.”

"This piece of legislation will help ensure that some of our most vulnerable homeowners are not exposed to yet another financial burden that might lead them to lose their homes through foreclosure," added the Chairman of Housing & Buildings, Council Member Erik Martin Dilan. 

"We applaud Council Member Vann for his leadership and thank him for introducing legislation to amend the tax lien sale enabling law. We support many of the proposed provisions such as: extending and increasing notice requirements and increasing the range of exemptions for homeowners, among others.  We look forward to continued discussion with Council Member Vann, the finance committee members and Council leadership to strengthen the legislation even further,” said April Tyler of the Neighborhood Economic Development Advocacy Project (NEDAP).
The proposed legislation is currently co-sponsored by Council Members Inez E. Dickens, John Liu, Thomas White, Jr., Letitia James, Tony Avella, Vincent J. Gentile, Domenic M. Recchia, Jr., and James F. Gennaro.

