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Speaker Quinn, Council Members Garodnick and Mark-Viverito Introduce Comprehensive Tenant Harassment Bill

Legislation creates a new violation for harassment, providing a new layer of protection for renters across the City

New York, NY – Council Members Dan Garodnick and Melissa Mark-Viverito and Speaker Christine C. Quinn, together with other Members, today introduced landmark tenant harassment legislation.  First mentioned in Quinn’s State of the City Address, the bill will create a new umbrella of protection for tenants who are being harassed by their landlords. 

Under the current legal framework, tenants are limited in taking their landlord to Housing Court only for violations relating to the physical condition of the apartment or failures to provide essential services.  For instance, if a unit lacks hot water for prolonged duration, a tenant can take their landlord to court and get their hot water turned back on.  However, if turning off the hot water is the latest episode in a long period of repeated violations, the only recourse currently allowed is to challenge the landlord on each and every violation.    

The new Tenant Harassment Legislation creates a violation for harassment, in and of itself, providing a new layer of protection for renters in New York City.  Some of the actions that qualify as harassment under this legislation include; using force or making threats against a lawful occupant, repeated or prolonged interruptions of essential services, using frivolous court proceedings to disrupt a tenant’s life or force an eviction, removing the possessions of a lawful tenant, removing doors or damaging locks to a unit, or any other acts designed to disturb a lawful occupant’s residence.  The law will also prevent similar actions by third parties working the landlord’s behalf.  

Civil penalties for judicial findings of harassment range from $1000 to $5000.  

“Today we are taking another step in our fight to protect New York City tenants and preserve affordable housing,” stated Speaker Christine C. Quinn. “Tenant harassment can come in many forms, and once we pass this legislation, we’ll have the legal framework to cover them all. This law will ensure no tenant is powerless when faced with an unscrupulous slumlord intent on getting them out of their home. With this bill, we give tenants a direct line to confront their harasser.” 

The bill also responsibly balances protections for tenants with safeguards for landlords.  If a landlord has three harassment allegations dismissed by judicial proceedings over a period of ten years, a tenant will then have to receive approval from a judge to file another harassment claim.  Landlords may also qualify for a reimbursement of attorney’s fees if a claim is deemed to be frivolous.   

The law will go into effect immediately after it is passed by the full Council.  

“Tenants today are powerless against landlords who seek to pursue them illegally -- through threats, interruption of services, and increasingly, through frivolous court proceedings,” said Council Member Dan Garodnick. “This law, which is long overdue, gives tenants a fair chance to fight back against abusive landlords, and acts as a deterrent against future harassment.”

Council Member Melissa Mark-Viverito stated, “This legislation serves as a life jacket for our most vulnerable New York City tenants.  Unfortunately, our system has not provided adequate protection for tenants whose landlords systematically harass them.  With the amount of development going on in this city, we are seeing that the incidents of landlords harassing tenants are on the rise.  This legislation will serve to assist in the preservation of existing affordable housing and will serve to ensure tenants have standing in housing court with respect to harassment issues.”
“Tenant harassment is not just an individual problem, it is a major, growing threat to affordable housing across the city. Speaker Quinn’s landmark legislation will give vulnerable tenants a new tool to protect themselves against illegal harassment,” said Benjamin Dulchin, Association for Neighborhood and Housing Development.

Making harassment of tenants a violation in itself is an important step forward. But giving tenants an effective tool to fight harassment in Housing Court is a giant leap. This goes a long way towards closing a frustrating loophole in our system of regulating the landlord-tenant relationship, where the existing remedies for fighting harassment are totally inadequate. Kudos to Speaker Quinn and the other sponsors for this important bill,” said Michael McKee of Tenants Political Action Committee. 
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