
INCENTIVES FOR LEASING

Citi Habitats’ most recent rental market report tracked overall 
conditions in the Manhattan rental market during March 

2017 as well as throughout the first quarter of the year. In addition, 
we tracked average and median rents for 14 neighborhoods in the 
borough of Brooklyn over the same period.

Our March data showed a slight increase in demand for Manhattan 
rental. However, apartment seekers continued to be price-sensitive 
and often toured a variety of buildings and neighborhoods in search 
of the best deal. To attract these comparison shoppers, landlords 
increased their use of incentives when compared to February.

Average rents in Manhattan and Brooklyn increased for all 
apartment categories.

As we entered spring, a season historically marked by an uptick in 
demand, many landlords decided to “test the waters” with slight 
rent increases.

When comparing March to the month that preceded it, pricing 
in Manhattan was up by an average of 2% for both studio and 
three-bedroom apartments. Meanwhile, average rents for one- and 
two-bedroom units increased by 1%. 

In Brooklyn, average rents rose 2% for studio, one- and two- bed-
room homes during March, while rents for three-bedroom apart-
ments increased by an average of 1%.

In addition, Manhattan rents climbed year-over-year across the 
board.

While rents declined steadily from June to December—and have 
been on the rise again only since the beginning of 2017, pricing is 
still higher overall than it was at this time last year.

When compared to March 2016, rents in the borough climbed an 
average of 6% for studios and 5% for one-bedroom homes. For 
two- and three-bedroom homes, rental pricing over the last twelve 
months was up 3% and 2% respectively.

Incentives remain a significant force in the marketplace.

Many landlords still rely on incentives to create a sense of value for 
apartment seekers. Building owners would much rather pay broker-
age fees or offer a month—or more—of free rent to new tenants 
than lower their asking rent. 

In March, 35% of new leases signed with Citi Habitats included 
some form of concession, up from 31% in February. Typically, in-
centives become less prevalent as spring approaches, so the increase 
in their use month-over-month is noteworthy. 

Their use helped the Manhattan vacancy rate fall to a level not 
seen since September.

The Manhattan vacancy rate fell to 1.89% during March, from 
1.98% in February. The last time inventory in the borough was this 
low was during September of last year, when 1.80% of units were 
vacant. We attribute this decline in vacancy to the seasonal increase 
in apartment demand, along with owners’ effective use of move-in 
incentives.

The quarterly data reflects a mixed bag overall, but concessions 
were also abundant.

During the first quarter of 2017, Manhattan rents remained stable 
when compared to the fourth quarter of 2016. Rents fell slightly for 
studio and two-bedroom homes, but they rose to a small degree for 
one- and three-bedroom apartments. 

The first quarter’s vacancy rate of 1.93% was lower than the previ-
ous quarter, but higher than it was during the first quarter of 2016. 
Meanwhile the concession percentage of 34% was higher than it was 
both in the fourth quarter and year-over-year. In fact, the second 
quarter of 2010 (when it also reached 34%) was the last quarter in 
which incentives were so prevalent.

Finding a rental apartment in New York City can be a challenge, 
especially in times like the present, when market conditions are 
complex. Remember, our team is always here to help, and we hope 
readers find our market research to be a valuable resource.  
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FAIR HOUSING

Given the complexity of today’s social environment and diver-
sity of the New York City landscape, brokerage firms and 

real estate agents must ensure strict compliance with fair housing 
laws, which prohibit discrimination. As someone who conducts fair 
housing seminars on a regular basis, I assume that no real estate 
agent intentionally discriminates and stress the importance of un-
derstanding and avoiding unintentional discrimination or potential 
unintentional discrimination.

The best way for a real estate agent to do this is to assume that his 
or her principal or client is a member of a protected class and then 
tailor his or her words and actions accordingly. A question every 
real estate agent should ask himself/herself is: Will what I am about 
to say or write potentially offend the person I am communicating 
with? To do so, a real estate agent must briefly place himself/herself 
in the shoes of the other party and be sensitive to how that person 
may feel or react. Oftentimes, this requires a simple change in ver-
nacular or words used. 

For example, if a wheelchair-bound handicapped person wants to 
know how far the park is from a condominium building, then an 
agent should be careful to use terms such as close proximity as op-
posed to walking distance or steps from. If an agent is giving a prop-
erty tour to two gay men and wants to describe the bathroom and/
or closet, “his and hers” would certainly not be appropriate while 
“dual” would offend no one. I admit that these are very basic con-
cepts but I urge you to watch HGTV one evening and count how 
many times these terms are used. I strongly believe that New York 
is the gold standard as to what fair housing laws should look like 
nationwide, but the rest of the country (and, in the case of HGTV, 
Canada) has a lot of catching up to do. It is crucial to understand 
that words matter and terms such as “his and hers” or walking dis-
tance have no place in real estate.

The Fair Housing Act prohibits discrimination against members 
of certain groups of people (i.e., protected classes) who are active-
ly searching for housing. At the federal level, these laws were en-
acted to prohibit discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, 
national origin, disability and familial status (having one or more 
children under the age of 18). New York State expanded this list to 
include creed, marital status, sexual orientation, age and military 
status. New York City further expanded the list to include partner-
ship status, alienage or citizenship status, lawful source of income or 
occupation and gender identity. For purposes of the New York City 

market, the federal, state and city lists are combined and represent a 
comprehensive list of “protected classes.” Given the diversity of New 
York City and the wide range of protected classes, a real estate agent 
must be extremely careful in how he or she treats and communicates 
with actual and prospective clients.

Now that we have established that basically everyone is a member 
of one protected class or another, it is understood that no one can 
be discriminated against based upon his or her being a member of 
such protected class. The obvious cases of discrimination, although 
troubling, are relatively easy to understand. A seller and/or landlord 
cannot deny you the right to a home due to the way you look, the 
way you speak, or the god you pray to. 

However, there are many less obvious cases of discrimination that 
require better understanding. For example, let’s address lawful 
source of income or occupation. In New York City, what you do for 
a living and how much you make is protected information. Many 
real estate agents do not understand that they cannot directly ask a 
prospective client what his or her income or occupation is. This begs 
the question: “How do I know if they can afford this apartment?” In 
the case of a rental apartment, the solution is simple. As a wide ma-
jority of landlords have a similar policy, the answer can be obtained 
with the following question: “The landlord requires that you make 
at least 40 times the amount of monthly rent, will this be a problem 
for you?” In the case of a purchase, an agent should strongly con-
sider having the prospect complete the REBNY financial statement 
and ask the prospect to obtain preapproval from a reputable lender. 
The REBNY financial statement and/or rental application can be 
the agent’s best friend in this situation, as he or she would not be 
requesting the information directly.

Avoiding the loaded questions and deferring to reputable websites 
will help ensure compliance with fair housing laws. If a potential 
purchaser or tenant asks about schools, an agent must defer to sug-
gested websites that provide various statistics about the schools. If a 
potential purchaser or tenant asks about the neighborhood, safety 
or “type of people,” have them spend some time in the lobby or 
walking the neighborhood.  

Finally, and most important of all, real estate agents should let nec-
essary information flow to them naturally, as opposed to asking 
questions that may unintentionally discriminate against someone in 
a protected class.  
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