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Shown are Bess Freedman of Brown Harris Stevens and U.S. representative Ritchie Torres

Manhattan, NY The Fordham Real Estate Institute (REI) hosted U.S. representative Ritchie Torres,
at its Lincoln Center campus for a conversation about affordable housing in New York City, led by
Bess Freedman, CEO of Brown Harris Stevens (BHS) and member of REI’s Executive Advisory
Council (EAC) of industry and business leaders. The event was part of REI’s “Titan Talks” series,
which features one-on-one discussions with leaders shaping the real estate industry and New York
City’s landscape.



Students and real estate professionals gathered to hear representative Torres, who represents New
York’s 15th congressional district, discuss “Housing the Next Generation of New Yorkers” and
explain legislation and other efforts to protect and expand the city’s affordable housing stock. The
Bronx Democrat also shared his own personal journey, from living in public housing to advocating in
Washington for those in need of housing.

“I was born and raised in the Bronx, living the majority of my life in poverty,” said Torres. “My most
formative experience was growing up in public housing … my mother struggled every day to support
her three children on $4.25 an hour, the minimum wage in the 1990s. Today, when demand for
affordable housing far exceeds supply, there’s no path for solving our current crisis without creating
more affordable housing. That’s just common sense.”

Freedman noted the recent defeat of governor Kathy Hochul’s controversial plan to create new
affordable housing through production mandates and other measures: “Whether you agree or
disagree with her approach, we still have a housing affordability crisis in New York city and the state.
Where do we go from here?” Freedman said.

“In New York City, one of the greatest stumbling blocks to confronting the housing crisis is autocracy
masquerading as democracy,” Torres said. “For example, our current land-use zoning process,
where a small, vocal minority can get in the way of affordable housing development – that’s going to
prevent us from solving problems like the affordability crisis.”

Torres emphasized a need to expand both housing supply and subsidies, and noted a “practical
solution” he introduced in Congress to expand the housing choice voucher program for certain
low-income families and guarantee residents pay no more than 30 percent of their income to rent.

“Another proposal is expanding upon the most effective housing program in New York City history –
Mitchell-Lama – and creating a national model that scales those successes and ensures a more
diversified housing stock for the middle class,” Torres said, referring to the housing program that
provides affordable rental and cooperative housing to moderate- and middle-income families.

When asked by Freedman how New York City can incentivize the building of more affordable
housing among developers, Torres said, “We either need property tax reform or 421a (property tax
exemption), and if you have neither one, it’s effectively a moratorium on affordable housing in New
York City.”

Asked by a member of the audience what can be done to move beyond the polarization of politics,
NIMBYism, fear of gentrification and other obstructions to creating more affordable housing, Torres
replied, “It’s not necessarily an issue of the left versus the right. In certain communities like mine in
the South Bronx, the most prevalent concern and fear is about gentrification and displacement.”

“Elsewhere, people say we want to keep our neighborhoods downzoned to exclude certain
communities and much of that is racially coded,” Torres added. “But in the progressive movement



there’s a likening toward promoting development that meaningfully addresses affordable housing,
and if that level of YIMBYism (yes, in my backyard) continues to grow to tides of climate change as
top issues in political circles, we’ll see more action and progress.”

Fordham Real Estate Institute (REI) hosted its “Titan Talks” event series May 8, 2023 featuring U.S.
Rep. Ritchie Torres and Bess Freedman, CEO of Brown Harris Stevens and member of REI’s
Executive Advisory Council. Photo credit: Fordham University.
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