INVISIBLE WALLS
How Trump’s Nassau County Foot Soldiers
Build Them, and How Black and Latino
Communities Can Tear Them Down
Fifty years after the passage of the Fair
Housing Act, segregation on Long Island
is as bad as ever. The area is becoming
more diverse, yet it remains one of the
most segregated suburban regions in the
entire country.

It is more important than ever that local
governments stand up and fight back for
strong and diverse communities that do
not deny opportunities and services to
families based on their race, ethnicity or
religious beliefs. But despite a decade-long
fight by housing advocates to bring
affordable housing to Garden City and
other high-opportunity communities in
Nassau County, County Executive Ed
Mangano and the Republican County
Legislature have failed to address the
issue in any meaningful way. In fact,
Trump’s Long Island foot soldiers have
been making segregation worse through
their policies and lack of enforcement of
fair housing and other civil rights laws,
erecting invisible walls on borders to
separate Long Island communities just as
Trump is building a wall on the Mexican

President Trump is promising drastic cuts
to the Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) budget. He has nominated Dr. Ben
Carson as HUD Secretary who is skeptical
of the value of fair housing regulations and
who once said that it was reminiscent of
what you see in “communist countries.”
Trump has built his political brand by
enflaming racial animosity against people
of color, and has used his first weeks in
office to enact racist executive orders
targeting immigrants based on their
religion.
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border.

One: Failure to Stop Blatant
Discrimination and Racial Steering

Nassau Republicans have unilaterally
governed for the last seven years, and in
that time have failed to address illegal
discrimination acts and zoning regulations,
all while misusing federal and county funds
to promote segregation. These are policies
straight out of the Trump playbook, whom
the federal government sued for housing
discrimination in 1973.

84% of federal Section 8 “housing choice
voucher” (HCV) holders are people of
color. But across Nassau County, voucher
holders struggle to find landlords who will
accept the voucher rent. In Nassau
County, three prominent landlords
recently settled with the New York State
Attorney General on claims that they
persistently violated local civil rights laws
by turning down Section 8 voucher
holders who were seeking apartments. [1]

As unbelievable as it may seem to some, the
housing crisis on Long Island is worse than
it is in New York City. 57% of families are
rent burdened, and despite a touted
economic “recovery,” foreclosures are still
devastating low-income communities and
communities of color throughout Long
Island.

While New York City and Suffolk County
have both passed stronger source of
income discrimination laws, Mangano and
Republicans in the Nassau County
Legislature have remained silent.

As a whole, the Long Island housing crisis is
substantially worse for families of color.
According to the 2015 American
Community Survey, 27% of White
households make less than $60,000
annually, compared to 35% of Black
households and 42% of Latino households.

Two: Zoning Laws that Block Housing
for Families of Color
In Garden City, Upper Brookville, and
many other localities, zoning regulations
severely limit the development of
multifamily housing. Instead of
proactively investigating this problem and
taking actions against towns and villages
that do not broaden their zoning codes to
include some multifamily housing, Nassau
County knowingly ignores the racist
zoning laws that may violate the federal
Fair Housing Act and the New York State
Constitution.

This crisis has been exacerbated as housing
prices are forcing more families of color to
relocate from their communities. But the
Long Island suburbs, like many suburbs
throughout the country, are historically
and notoriously discriminatory, and the
resulting segregation has had numerous
negative effects on the lives of people of
color.

Three: Gross misuse of taxpayer dollars
to subsidize projects in White
neighborhoods that only perpetuate
segregation

Instead of fighting to alleviate this crisis,
Nassau County Republicans have actually
made segregation in Nassau County worse
in three key ways:
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Nassau County funds subsidized housing
in two ways: by distributing federal funds
as direct subsidies through its “urban
consortium” and through the Nassau
County Industrial Development Agency
(NCIDA) that provides tax subsidies to
encourage economic development. (Other
money for affordable housing
development is provided through New
York State and municipal public housing
authorities.).

tiered affordable housing in highopportunity areas and enforcement
procedures that could significantly lessen
discriminatory zoning policies and tenant
steering. Resources can and should be
strategically targeted to promote
integration.
In the last seven years, Nassau County
Republicans have consistently failed to
address segregation. Instead, they have
built invisible walls that protect residential
demographic patterns established through
decades of public policy based in White
supremacy. This does not have to be the
future in Nassau, but it will take political
will to end discrimination and create a
county where there are just opportunities
for all residents.

Nassau receives more than $16 million
annually in federal subsidies that are not
used efficiently or effectively – and which
the County has arguably misappropriated.
For example, 1,740 units of low-income
housing in Nassau County will lose their
affordability protections before 2020.
Mangano’s government promises to build
just 115 units in this same time period.
Rather than proactively creating new
housing to fill the potential gap or even
devising ways to preserve what is already
there, Mangano’s policies could lead to a
net loss of 1,635 units of low-income
housing over the next four years.
At the same time, Mangano (one of the
first Long Island Republicans to endorse
Trump) is using the Nassau County IDA to
sell off scarce public land and mete out
valuable real estate tax benefits to forprofit developers. The housing that is built
with this public giveaway is not affordable
to renters of color in Nassau County,
whose income is significantly lower than
that of the county overall.
It is possible for Nassau County to take
deliberate, intentional steps to reduce
segregation. There are tools that
the county has available to build income-
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INTRODUCTION

Discrimination in the housing market
leaves families of color with limited
housing options and comparatively
underfunded schools. There is an
increasing body of evidence that reveals
how poor families living in segregated
suburban communities have no social
safety net. [8] Segregation traps families of
color in poverty.

Nearly 50 years after the Fair Housing
Act made housing discrimination
illegal, Long Island suburbs are highly
segregated with an epidemic-level
housing crisis that disproportionately
affects people of color.
Segregation on Long Island is increasing
even as the region becomes more diverse.
[2] As gentrification drives low-income
people of color out of their
neighborhoods, they are stuck with few if
any housing options. In Nassau County, in
particular, the Black population is
growing, but its growth is concentrated in
areas with few white residents. [3]

Segregation is compounding an already
dire housing crisis in Nassau County.
Though Nassau’s County’s median
income is $101,830, [9] the median income
for White, non-Hispanic households is
higher: $107,102. Conversely, the median
income for Black households is just
$84,080, and the median income for
Hispanic, non-White households is
$77,240. [10]

From deed-restricted housing to redlining
to the subprime lending crisis,
discrimination has been both an implicit
and at times explicit part of public policy
and private market practices on Long
Island for decades. In the 1920s, some
historians estimate that one in seven Long
Islanders were members of the KKK. [4]
One of Nassau County’s first suburban
communities, Levittown, was built with
racial covenants that excluded Black
families. And in 2014, the Civil Rights
Project at the University of California Los
Angeles described Long Island as “one of
the most segregated and fragmented
suburban rings in the county.” [5]

According to an analysis of 2015 American
Community Survey data, people of color
are nearly twice as likely to rent their
homes compared to White households.
[11] The median income for renter
households is shockingly lower than the
median income for homeowner
households: around $53,556. [12] And in
the Village of Hempstead, where 88% of
the population is people of color, the
median renter income is even lower still -$33,560. [13]
Just 4% of Long Island’s housing stock is
subsidized – a figure that includes public
housing, Section 8 housing, and statebased subsidies. [14] Only 12% of rental
housing units are affordable to families at
30% of AMI; 25% are affordable to families
at 50% of area median income (AMI) and
below. [15]

Segregation can have a vast and longlasting impact on residents. It is linked to
worse education outcomes and worse
socioeconomic status for Black and Latino
households. [6] These differences hold
true regardless of household income. [7]
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Another
Nassau County resident,
.
Geraldine Maggett, is considering moving
out of the state because she cannot find a
place to use her voucher. She and her 14year old daughter have a Section 8
voucher, and she has been looking for
housing for over a year. She describes her
struggle: “When you call up they might
tell you that they take the program, but
they take it at another location…[or] when
you call, they might tell you that they take
the voucher, but then you show up and
they don’t. And it’s that they don’t take
your color." [18]

Illegal Discrimination Continues
to Harm People of Color
According to HUD data, 84% of housing
choice voucher holders in Nassau County
are Black or Latino. [16] But, despite laws
that make source of income
discrimination illegal, prospective tenants
with vouchers face significant challenges
in finding adequate housing.
Evelyn Davis is a senior citizen who lives at
40 West Columbia Street in Hempstead
and is a member of New York
Communities for Change. She is the Vice
President of her tenant association and
has been living in her current building for
nearly 20 years. Under her new landlord,
conditions have started to decline. She
describes broken doors, lack of safety in
her apartment, and bed bugs, rodents, and
other infestations.

Unfortunately, their cases are far from
unique. Two recent lawsuits highlight the
burden borne by low-income people of
color in the Nassau County housing
market.
In May of 2016, the New York Attorney
General settled with three prominent
Nassau County real estate firms –
Douglass Elliman, Empire State Equities,
and Crifasi Real Estate – for source of
income discrimination in Nassau County.
[19] These three companies together rent
out hundreds of apartments across Nassau
County. The Attorney General’s
investigation found that they
systematically refused to rent voucher
holders apartments, either explicitly or
through fictitious waiting lists, claiming
Section 8 holder would have to wait over
four months for an apartment to come
online. [20] (Prospective tenants who do
not pay with vouchers received
apartments immediately.)

Davis has a Section 8 voucher, and would
love to move to a safer area, closer to her
doctor and public services. She recounted
that “I can’t count how many times I have
tried to call and find a place for my
voucher. The areas where housing costs
are very low, you don’t want to go, because
there is no public transportation. It takes
you out of society.”
“Where there is public transportation,
and location of things – my doctor’s office,
other things I want to be around...there is
no way a person that has a regular job can
afford that kind of [rent]. And even with
the Section 8, there is no way…if you
mention Section 8, they let you know right
then and there: ‘We’ve got nothing
available.’” [17]

In Mhany Management, Inc. v. County of
Nassau, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the
Second Circuit reinstated New York
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Communities for Change’s claim that
Nassau County has long had an explicit
policy of intentionally segregating
affordable housing for families in handful
of communities that are
disproportionately African American and
Latino. This decade-long case also exposed
how Garden City enacted exclusionary
zoning policies designed to prevent the
development of affordable housing for
people of color. [21]
But despite this stark evidence of the
extent of the problem, County Executive
Ed Mangano and the Nassau Republicans
continue to avoid addressing the crisis of
segregation in Nassau County.

Fiscal Year 2016. [23] In 2014, ERASE
Racism filed a fair housing complaint
against with HUD, alleging that Nassau
County’s allocation of HUD funding for
housing violated the Fair Housing Act. [24]
The complaint alleged that Nassau County
had an explicit policy of directing
affordable housing activity to majorityminority communities, while
simultaneously spending millions of
dollars on non-housing activity in majority
White communities. [25] The map below
clearly illustrates that this policy has
resulted in a concentration of low-income
housing in communities of color, with
almost no low-income housing options
available in White communities.

Source of income discrimination laws in
Nassau are weaker than in Suffolk and in
New York City, and the county’s
enforcement has been insufficient at best.
According to Evelyn Davis, “When I went
to the Human Rights Commission, they
say ‘nothing is wrong,’ and they side with
the landlord.” [22]

Multifamily housing development is
typically luxury or senior housing, and is
unlikely to serve low-income people of
color. [26] And though low-income people
are more likely to rely on public services
like mass transit, just 27% of new housing
development is located near mass transit
options. [27]

New Development is
Perpetuating Segregation

As the County has been compelled to face
a serious housing crisis and contend with
decades-old racism baked into public
policy, the Nassau County Office of
Housing and Community Development
(OHCD) has promised to set aside a mere
7.5% of its HUD budget for affordable
housing development. [28] This will result
in just 115 units of low- and moderateincome rental housing between 2015 and
2019. [29]

Nassau County funds the development of
new housing in two key ways:
disbursement of its federal Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) allocated
funding (CDBG, ESG, and HOME funds)
and through tax subsidies allocated by the
Nassau County Industrial Development
Agencies (NCIDA).
Nassau County is one of the largest
suburban recipients of HUD funding in
the country, receiving over $16 million in
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By its own admission, Nassau County is
doing a miserable job meeting the
standards it set for itself to address
homelessness and housing crisis.

According to the County’s 2015
Consolidated Annual Performance
Evaluation and Report (CAPER), Nassau
County housed just 12 homeless families in
affordable housing. The County had set a
goal of 15,000. The County successfully
housed 62 non-homeless families (4,938
households shy of its 5,000-household
goal.)

severe housing crisis, Mangano’s
government is planning to build just 10 units
of affordable rental housing; meanwhile,
dollars that could be spent on housing are
going towards 45 local park and commercial
beautification projects. [31] Nassau County is
spending $53,800 on historic signage in
Glen Cove, and $115,000 on ornamental
streetlights in Lynbrook. [32]

(In fact, Nassau is only meeting its housing
goals when it comes to Section 8 voucher
allocation. But as the lawsuits described
above demonstrate, holding a voucher does
not result in being adequately housed in
Nassau.) [30]

The Nassau County IDA is a public agency
that is empowered to finance economic
development and housing projects through
tax subsidies. It is an arm of the County and
is run by a seven-member board of
executive appointees. Mangano has
appointed 5 of the 7 current board members.
[33]

In 2016, while Nassau County suffers a
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County’s definition of “affordable” is far out
of reach of low-income renters of color in
Nassau County. The 191-unit project is
being built in a majority-White community
and will receive an estimate of over $5
million in tax subsidies over a 15-year
period. [36] 10% of the housing (less than 20
units) will be set aside for “workforce”
units, some of which will rent for almost
$3,000 a month. [37] Renters, a
disproportionate share of which are people
of color, make far less – an average of
$53,556. This project, which will receive
millions in subsidies, squanders scarce and
valuable resources while doing nothing to
promote integration.

According to a study commissioned by the
County to study the cumulative economic
impact of the Nassau County IDA in June of
2015, the agency has subsidized 1,350 units
of housing in five years, with 325 of the units
set aside as “affordable.” [34]
But the Nassau County IDA’s track record of
perpetuating segregation is cause for
concern, as is the County’s standard for
“affordable.”
In October 2016, Long Island Housing
Services and the Fair Housing Justice Center
settled a lawsuit (with prejudice) against the
Nassau County IDA. The complaint in the
case alleged that the Nassau County IDA
knowingly financed a discriminatory
housing project in the Village of Great Neck
Plaza. The complaint found that the
developers and the agency applied a
community preference policy that
prioritized long-term predominately White
residents of Great Neck for affordable
apartments in Great Neck Plaza.

Nassau County’s housing development
polices, both with federal HUD funding and
the Nassau County IDA, have perpetuated
segregation in the region. Desegregating
Nassau County will require decisive action
from every level of government.

Desegregating Nassau County

The complaint further alleged that the
Mayor of Great Neck Plaza testified at a
public hearing (at which representatives of
the Nassau County IDA were present) about
the importance to the Village of a policy to
ensure that only “the right people” would
move in. The IDA proceeded to approve all
public financing for the project. Pursuant to
the settlement, the Nassau County IDA will
pay $150,000 in fines to the Plaintiffs and
are required to adopt a series of policies
aimed at increasing the supply of affordable
housing in Nassau County. [35]

In order to eliminate racist planning
practices on Long Island, we are
demanding the Nassau County
Segregationists to take the following steps:
1. Proactively enforce and strengthen
source of income discrimination laws.
Over 4,800 people in Nassau County pay
their rent using Section 8 vouchers, and
84% are people of color. Steering Section 8
voucher holders away from majority White
neighborhoods cements segregation in
Nassau. Nassau County must:

And at Avalon Bay Great Neck, which
received a tax subsidy from NCIDA, the
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For all projects that receive public
subsidy – including land, IDA tax benefits,
public financing, or HUD funds – require
a minimum of 50% of new development
include housing for individuals and
families with incomes below 50% of the
area median income including a
minimum of 10% at 30% of AMI.

Strengthen source of income
discrimination legislation to define which
specific sources of income are protected.
Fund the Nassau County Human Rights
Commission to regularly test and bring
enforcement actions that result in
meaningful fines against property owners
who engage in racial steering or source of
income or other discrimination. Fines
should be levied (at an amount with a
significant economic impact so as to
change behavior) to specifically increase
the resources available to build lowincome housing in Nassau.

At least 80% of CDBG money should be
set aside for low-income housing
projects
Design tenant selection policies that
require affordable housing providers in
high opportunity areas to set aside units
for households who would contribute to
neighborhood diversity and integration.

2. Build new deeply affordable, incometiered housing near transit corridors and
in high opportunity neighborhoods.

3. Reduce zoning barriers to new
multifamily housing development.

End the use of the Nassau County IDA to
provide generous tax breaks, public
financing, and brownfield remediation
subsidies to infill projects that do not set
aside a satisfactory portion of the project
to housing for families below 50% of AMI.

It is well established that zoning laws are set
by local government. However, when local
zoning codes violate federal civil rights laws,
they are not allowed to stand.

Target IDA tax benefits that result in
housing in the 25 high-opportunity
neighborhoods near well performing
public schools and along transit
corridors, identified by the Nassau
County Analysis of Impediments to Fair
Housing.

Mhany Management, Inc v. County of
Nassau reveals how entrenched
exclusionary zoning is in Nassau County.
Limits of residential density per acre and on
building height prevent the county from
solving the problem of segregation.

Distribute HUD funding in all
communities within the County and
require that all municipalities must to
apply for and use IDA, County subsidy,
and HUD funds to further affirm fair
housing practices in their communities
and provide housing affordable to low
income families.

Nassau County should create and staff an
office to proactively investigate local
zoning measures, like minimum lot size
and maximum households per acre, that
often violate Affirmatively Furthering
Fair Housing.
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are overwhelming concentrated in poor
communities of color. Nassau County OHCD
must develop a strategy to address this
coming crisis, which will have a disparate
impact on minority families.

This investigation should be meaningful
and binding. In localities that refuse to
comply with reforming their restrictive
zoning, Nassau County should issue hefty
fines and prevent the locality from
collecting HUD subsidies, IDA tax breaks
for economic development, other County
subsidies to local government.

The OHCD should act as a steward to ensure
that this housing stock is directed to new,
preservation-minded developers who will
keep this housing permanently affordable.

4. Preserve existing affordable housing
and increase resources available to lowincome tenants.
Nassau County’s housing problem is likely
to get worse as the cost of housing
increases, people of color are pushed out of
New York City, and the existing supply of
affordable housing deteriorates or expires
from contracts that protect affordability.
Of Nassau’s 9,500 subsidized housing units,
more than 1,700 will expire by 2020. Another
1,000 will expire by 2025. As ERASE Racism’s
2014 complaint contends, these buildings

OHCD should create an office of housing
preservation that would proactively call in
property owners whose projects are facing
use restrictions and put these projects, at a
pivotal point in their lifespan, through a
rigorous regulatory scrutiny. Then, OHCD
can set aside a bucket of HUD funding to
provide low-cost acquisition and/or
rehabilitation financing in exchange for a
renewed and strengthened regulatory
agreement.
Further, there are limited resources
available to tenants who are struggling for
safer living conditions and to stay in their
homes.
Fund an office of code enforcement to
regularly inspect housing stock and bring
meaningful lawsuits against property
owners who do not comply. Housing code
violations should result in meaningful,
lienable fines that will allow residents to
proactively push out slumlords and
convert buildings into stable, affordable
housing.
Nassau County should make sure that
code enforcement is not applied in a
discriminatory way that places a
disparate burden on low income
communities.
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Provide local support through the Nassau
County Office of Housing and
Community Development to proactively
recapture buildings with expiring
affordability restrictions.

mortgage; Nassau County would
retain the housing for affordable
homeownership upon sale of the
property or death.
For 1-4 unit multifamily buildings,
Nassau County should retain the
property tax arrears, foreclose, and
transfer the buildings to nonprofit
affordable developers.

5. Protect affordable homeownership for
families of color.
Numerous studies have demonstrated
that the foreclosure crisis in Nassau
County and in the country has its roots in
discriminatory lending policies. As a
result, people of color are more likely to
lose their home to foreclosure.
Use the newly created Nassau County
land bank to purchase mortgages in
foreclosure and refinance with the goal of
preserving affordable homeownership.
Should the financial institution be
unwilling or unable to participate, Nassau
County should work with community
partners to convert the housing into
rental housing or a limited-equity
homeownership model.
Nassau County’s property taxes are
notoriously high, leading to a
disproportionate burden on low-income
families. But every year, Nassau County
sells off unpaid property taxes at auction
to the highest bidder. One just has to pay
$125 to participate. Nassau County should
instead leverage outstanding tax burdens
to stabilize homeowners and lock in
affordability. This can be done in one of
two ways that would lead to lasting
affordability in the housing stock:
For low-income seniors, by deferring
unpaid taxes into a reverse
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