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M E M O R A N D U M 

To: Monroe County Legislature 

FROM: Ruhi Maker, Esq and Barbara Van Kerkhove, PhD for Empire Justice Center 

DATE: August 9, 2024 

RE: Comments on Monroe County Climate Action Plan, Phase II 

CC: Adam Bello, Clement Chung, Robert Duffy, Jim Yockel, Matt Hurlbutt  

 

We are writing to support Phase II of the Monroe County Community-Wide Climate Action Plan. Our 
comments mainly focus on the strategies that reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions via housing 
or residential energy use. 

While Upstate New York is blessed with an abundance of fresh water and is likely to be a haven 
from many of the impacts of climate change, we are still likely to experience more large rain and 
snow events, as well as an increase in days with temperatures exceeding 90 degrees. Moreover, our 
local GHG emissions contribute to the global levels of greenhouse gases; they are NOT just a local 
phenomenon. So, as a community, it is critical that we do our part to mitigate GHG emissions and 
climate change—for our children and grandchildren, our communities, and the world, especially 
those parts of the world likely to be impacted by, and already suffering from, climate disruptions. 

We can have the most impact in reducing our GHG emissions by focusing on the areas that 
contribute the most to our overall emissions. According to the County’s GHG emissions inventory, 
the majority of our emissions come from the transportation and fuel use sectors. We are much 
more likely to meet the County’s goal of an 80% reduction in GHG emissions by focusing our GHG 
emissions reductions in transportation and housing and other buildings (most fuel use is from 
residential natural gas use), while also reducing emissions in all other areas. 

If the County does not meet its 80% emissions reduction goal, that means more GHGs in the 
atmosphere causing more climate disruption and/or other communities having to reduce their 
emissions even more. We, as a community, must do our part. 

In addition, the County’s plan proposes that each area contribute a certain proportion of GHG 
emissions reduction to the overall 80% reduction. If one area does not meet its reduction goals, to 
still reach our overall goal, other areas will need to reduce their emissions more or the area(s) that 
fall short will need to substantially reduce emissions more than originally planned. 
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Housing to Address Multiple Issues 

Like much of the rest of the country, Monroe County has a housing and housing affordability crisis. 
Housing production has not kept up with demand, particularly in the towns. Incomes of working 
families have not kept up with rising housing, education, childcare and healthcare costs. Many 
young couples and families now find it difficult to live in the communities in which they grew up.  

In Monroe County, including Rochester, the median household income is $67,923,1 over 1.5 times 
greater than the city’s median household income of $43,631.2  Even at the county’s higher median 
household income, 38% (121,400 out of 319,300) of households are making less than $50,000 per 
year. According to The Children’s Agenda, 76% of Monroe County households with incomes below 
$50,000 have a challenge finding housing where the rent is manageable.3  

In Monroe County and in many parts of the county, thousands of families find it difficult to live in 
safe, affordable housing. Renting in the private market is expensive; a majority of the rental units in 
the county have monthly rents of $1,000 or more. 

• Monroe County has 66,299 rental units with monthly rents of $1,000 (just under the 2022 
FMR of $1039) or more, 59% of all rental units4 

o 38,494 or 58% of these higher-cost units are located in the towns 
• The municipalities with the highest proportions of higher-cost rental units (with monthly 

rents of $1,000 or more) include: 
o Brighton, where 92% are $1,000 or more 
o Pittsford, where 85% are $1,000 or more 
o Penfield, where 76% are $1,000 or more 
o Webster and Wheatland, where 74% are $1,000 or more 

These high rents (along with incomes not keeping up with higher costs) result in large numbers of 
cost-burdened households (paying more than 30% of their income to rent). 

• Monroe County has 56,940 rental units (52% of the 109,696 rental units)5 occupied by cost-
burdened households6 

• Rochester has 30,225 rental units (55% of the 54,949 rental units) occupied by cost-
burdened households  

 
1 U.S. Census Bureau (2022). American Community Survey 1-year estimates. Retrieved from Census Reporter 
Profile page for Monroe County, NY http://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US36055-monroe-county-ny/.  
2 U.S. Census Bureau (2022). American Community Survey 1-year estimates. Retrieved from Census Reporter 
Profile page for Rochester, NY http://censusreporter.org/profiles/16000US3663000-rochester-ny/.  
3 https://thechildrensagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Monroe-County-Parent-Poll-December-
2023.pdf  
4 Empire Justice calculations of data from U.S. Census Bureau (2018-2022). Gross Rent American Community 
Survey 5-year estimates. Retrieved from https://censusreporter.org.  
5 These are the rental units for which householder income was calculated, which is slightly less than the total 
number of rental units. 
6 Unless noted otherwise, these cost-burden figures are from U.S. Census Bureau (2018-2022). Tenure by 
Housing Costs as a Percentage of Household Income in the Past 12 Months American Community Survey 5-
year estimates. Table B25106. Retrieved from https://censusreporter.org. 

http://censusreporter.org/profiles/05000US36055-monroe-county-ny/
http://censusreporter.org/profiles/16000US3663000-rochester-ny/
https://thechildrensagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Monroe-County-Parent-Poll-December-2023.pdf
https://thechildrensagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/Monroe-County-Parent-Poll-December-2023.pdf
https://censusreporter.org/
https://censusreporter.org/
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o Additionally, 50% of rental units in the city of Rochester are owned by “slumlords” or 
“marginal amateurs” who “barely maintain and do not invest in their properties,” 
according to a 2021 report.7 

• Penfield has 1217 rental units (45% of the 2680 rental units) occupied by cost-burdened 
households  

• Henrietta has 2484 rental units (53% of the 4643 rental units) occupied by cost-burdened 
households  

• Irondequoit has 2683 rental units (59% of the 4563 rental units) occupied by cost-burdened 
households  

• Gates is the only municipality where less than one-third of its over 1000 rental units (32% of 
2966 units) are occupied by cost-burdened households 

 
Even homeowners do not escape cost burdens. 
 

• Monroe County has 37,553 owner units (19% of the 199,169 owner units) occupied by cost-
burdened households (paying more than 30% of their income to housing costs)8 

• Rochester has 7,779 owner units (23% of the 33,683 owner units) occupied by cost-
burdened households  

• In several other municipalities at least 20% of the owner units are occupied by cost-
burdened households. These include: 

o Clarkson 
o East Rochester 
o Gates 
o Greece 

Homes for ownership have become less available and are now substantially less affordable. 
Monroe County had 6,799 closed sales in 2023, a decline of 13% from 2022 and 23% from 2019.9 
The median sales price for a single-family residence in 2023 was $235,616, an increase of 12% from 
2022 and 53% from 2019 (when the median sales price was $153,500).10 

Just as climate change is disproportionately impacting poor communities, Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Color (BIPOC) communities, and global majority countries, access to safe, affordable 
housing in our community is not equitable. According to ACT Rochester, 38% of Black families and 
42% of Latino families in Monroe County own a home, while 78% of white families own a home.11 Of 
those Black and Latino families who do own homes, they are valued at 65% and 70% respectively, 

 
7 czbLLC. The Mechanics of Monroe County’s Rental Housing Market, October 2021, as found at: 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/64d1467a1f876c37e47e455a/t/6563c2c547c90b7fbdee4dc4/17010
36749256/FINAL_MonroeRentalStudy_Nov2021.pdf, pp. 26-28. 
8 Unless noted otherwise, these cost-burden figures are from U.S. Census Bureau (2018-2022). Tenure by 
Housing Costs as a Percentage of Household Income in the Past 12 Months American Community Survey 5-
year estimates. Table B25106. Retrieved from https://censusreporter.org. 
9 From 2023 Greater Rochester Association of Realtors and New York Association of Realtors annual reports 
found at https://www.grar.org/statistics/#home-sale-stats.  
10 Ibid. 
11 https://www.actrochester.org/home-ownership#home-ownership-race-ethnicity  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/64d1467a1f876c37e47e455a/t/6563c2c547c90b7fbdee4dc4/1701036749256/FINAL_MonroeRentalStudy_Nov2021.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/64d1467a1f876c37e47e455a/t/6563c2c547c90b7fbdee4dc4/1701036749256/FINAL_MonroeRentalStudy_Nov2021.pdf
https://censusreporter.org/
https://www.grar.org/statistics/#home-sale-stats
https://www.actrochester.org/home-ownership#home-ownership-race-ethnicity
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of the value of homes owned by white families.12 When renting, Black families pay 40% of their 
income towards rent and Latino families pay 35%, while white families pay 27%.13 The median 
income of Black households in the county is $39,892 and $44,784 for Latino households, 49% and 
55% respectively, of the median income of white households.14 

These are just a few datapoints that illustrate today’s racial disparities that are the cumulative 
impact of over a hundred years of policies that have kept people of color from accruing wealth and 
choosing where to live and raise their families. The Climate Action Plan, while reducing residential 
and transportation GHG emissions, encourages diverse renter and owner housing choices that 
support safe affordable rental housing and increased homeownership, particularly first-generation 
homeowners, and can help to reduce the racial homeownership and wealth gaps in Monroe 
County. 

Increasing Housing Supply, Affordability, and Other Benefits While Mitigating Climate Change 

Higher density development, infill development, development along transit corridors, and reduced 
lot sizes are key strategies to reduce GHG emissions in residential and commercial buildings and to 
reduce vehicle miles traveled by county residents. The County can encourage, support, and 
incentivize municipalities to explore and implement such strategies, but it cannot mandate land 
use regulations, according to the July 29th Environment & Public Works Committee meeting.15 That 
is why the Climate Action Plan encourages municipalities to implement such strategies. We urge 
the Legislature to support these strategies and to encourage their municipalities to implement 
them. 

If fully implemented, these strategies in the County’s Climate Action Plan will increase the 
availability of affordable owner and renter housing, support businesses, increase 
employment opportunities, and increase the health and wellbeing of residents, while 
mitigating climate change via reduced GHG emissions. 

The strategies include encouraging land use changes to build multifamily housing and mixed-use 
development. Multifamily means any housing or complex designed to house more than one family 
in separate units, so it can be a double, a 4-family, a 6-family, or larger.16 Any housing units built with 
a common internal wall or floor/ceiling are naturally more energy efficient. Many of the units are 
more modest in size, while still providing anywhere from 1-4 bedrooms and more than one 
bathroom. Again, this smaller size is more energy efficient.  

These multifamily developments will provide essential rental housing for young couples to build 
savings for homeownership and for seniors to transition from the home that no longer meets their 
physical needs nor their budget. Towns will need to work with developers to find the right mix of 
units to make projects work for both the town and the developer. 

Mixed-use development incorporates two or more uses into the same building, or in the same 
general area, such as a development that combines residential functions with commercial, 

 
12 U.S. Census Bureau (2022). Median Value (Dollars, White Alone, Not Hispanic or Latino Householder; Black 
Alone Housholder; Hispanic or Latino Householder) American Community Survey 1-year estimates. 
Retrieved from https://censusreporter.org.  
13 https://www.actrochester.org/housing/housing-affordability-for-renters-by-race-ethnicity  
14 https://www.actrochester.org/median-household-income?rq=income#race-ethnicity  
15 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=as89vAaedvE  
16 https://www.bankrate.com/real-estate/what-is-a-multi-family-home/  

https://censusreporter.org/
https://www.actrochester.org/housing/housing-affordability-for-renters-by-race-ethnicity
https://www.actrochester.org/median-household-income?rq=income#race-ethnicity
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=as89vAaedvE
https://www.bankrate.com/real-estate/what-is-a-multi-family-home/
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industrial, cultural, or other uses.17 These developments incorporate the energy saving benefits of 
common walls and floors/ceilings and smaller unit footprints, along with increasing the population 
density to support area businesses, while putting residents in close proximity to jobs, schools, 
shopping, and other amenities; reducing personal vehicle use; and encouraging walking and biking. 

Building more housing units closer together, such as doubles, townhouses or condominiums, 
reduces development costs, thus making them more affordable for young families and seniors, 
particularly when they are built as high-efficiency or net-zero fully electric homes. These homes not 
only have lower monthly costs (mortgage/rent and energy) but also provide air conditioning for our 
hotter summers and produce no or few GHG emissions.  

Building accessory dwelling units (ADUs) is another way to increase the availability of more 
naturally affordable housing that is also more climate-friendly. An ADU is a smaller, independent 
residential dwelling unit located on the same lot as a stand-alone (i.e., detached) single-family 
home.18 ADUs can be used to help young couples save for homeownership, to allow new 
homeowners have rental income to help with mortgage payments, and to keep families connected 
with their parents while allowing independence.  

Overall, increasing the availability of housing with smaller footprints allows young families to stay in 
the communities where they grew up, new couples and families to move in, and for seniors to stay 
in their communities in more accessible affordable housing. Denser housing also allows our 
communities to maintain green spaces and, when built near other amenities, puts people closer to 
schools, businesses, and public transportation. 

Towns that implement these suggested strategies may be able to take advantage of some of the 
incentives in New York’s FY2025 budget, including an opt-in tax incentive program for mixed-
income and 100 percent affordable new construction or conversion multifamily rental projects and 
an incentive to create accessory dwelling units (ADUs), among other things.19 

Many municipalities in Monroe County are already building multifamily housing. Countywide, 3,836 
units of housing were permitted from 2021-2023, of which 2,258 (59%) were units in multifamily (2+ 
units) structures. However, we are currently not building enough. Due to the lack of naturally 
affordable housing, towns in Monroe County are unable to attract young families and workers to be 
employed by new and growing businesses. Neighboring states, however, such as Massachusetts, 
are changing zoning to allow for an increase in housing.  

Reviews of cities that have implemented land use or zoning changes indicate that they increase 
housing development while not harming housing prices. For example, Minneapolis has 
implemented zoning changes—reduced parking minimums in 2015 and the elimination of single-
family zoning and other changes in 2019.20 Evidence shows an increase in housing units permitted 
since 2015, after a decline in permits before 2015.21 In addition, the change in zoning and increase 
in units permitted did not result in decreases in home prices.  The median home price rose from 
$351,000 in May 2017 to $465,000 in May, 2024, an increase of 32%.22 

 
17 https://www.planetizen.com/definition/mixed-use-development  
18 https://www.planning.org/knowledgebase/accessorydwellings/  
19 https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/press/2024/fy25-enacted-budget-address-housing-crisis.html  
20 https://bipartisanpolicy.org/blog/comprehensive-zoning-reform-in-minneapolis-mn/  
21 Ibid. 
22 https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/MEDLISPRI33460  

https://www.planetizen.com/definition/mixed-use-development
https://www.planning.org/knowledgebase/accessorydwellings/
https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/press/2024/fy25-enacted-budget-address-housing-crisis.html
https://bipartisanpolicy.org/blog/comprehensive-zoning-reform-in-minneapolis-mn/
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/MEDLISPRI33460
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Business leaders are talking about the need for more housing and housing options in the Rochester 
area to support business growth and employees who want to relocate to the area. In speaking 
about the Greater Rochester Chamber of Commerce program, ROC Remote, that provides $10,000 
for an employee to move to the Rochester area and work remotely at their job, Chamber President 
and CEO Bob Duffy said, “We have 4,000 people from every single state who want to move here [via 
ROC Remote]. I would say one of the biggest impediments is not a job, because they have one, it is 
what’s available for housing…. The economy going forward is going to really be totally dependent on 
what we do with housing.”23 

Matt Hurlbutt, President and CEO of Greater Rochester Enterprise (GRE), described the problem of 
businesses wanting to relocate to the Rochester area and the need for housing of all types—short 
and long-term renter housing, as well as owner housing—for the workers and executives of these 
new businesses.24 

Jim Yockel, President and CEO of the Greater Rochester Association of Realtors (GRAR), remarking 
about reaction to the governor’s proposal for accessory dwelling units as part of her housing 
compact, said, “The immediate reaction was, ‘No way! Not in this town. We don't like those. Those 
are awful!’ But they're not awful. If you go to Seattle, it [would] cost you a million dollars to get an 
accessory dwelling unit that's 600 square feet in somebody's side yard. But they're new, they're high 
quality, they're safe, they're environmentally sustainable. And if we have an active senior who is 
living in a three-bedroom home; and they don't want it, but they can't leave because it's paid off; 
and what they want to move to is going to be outrageously expensive. Why wouldn't you want them 
to live independently in your side yard? It's all so many issues; and it frees up a home for somebody 
who wants that home.”25 

The Climate Action Plan’s strategies to encourage increased housing density support decreased 
GHG emissions in many sectors of our community—decreased fossil fuel use in homes and 
commercial buildings, reduced vehicle emissions as residents live closer to amenities, and 
preservation of green spaces which act as carbon sinks and help keep our communities cool.    
Development of a variety of housing options will also increase the economic vitality of our 
communities. Among other things, businesses wanting to expand or relocate to Rochester will be 
able to find housing for their employees; small businesses will benefit from higher foot traffic of the 
increase concentration of workers and residents; and residents will benefit from living in more 
affordable homes and having more savings and spending money.  

  

 
23 Statement of Bob Duffy, Greater Rochester Chamber of Commerce President and CEO, 2024 Economic 
Forecast Presentation Fireside Chat, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjgeUiqko6k&t=1225s  
24 Statement of Matt Hurlbutt, Greater Rochester Enterprise President and CEO, 2024 Economic Forecast 
Presentation Fireside Chat, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjgeUiqko6k&t=1225s  
25 Remarks of Jim Yockel, President and CEO of GRAR, 2024 Economic Forecast Presentation Fireside Chat. 
Source: Our Local History, presentation to UR Medical Center, 7/31/2024 and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjgeUiqko6k&t=1225s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjgeUiqko6k&t=1225s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjgeUiqko6k&t=1225s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjgeUiqko6k&t=1225s
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We urge the County Legislature to support the development and land use strategies as proposed in 
the Monroe County Community-Wide Climate Action Plan, Phase II, and to vote “yes” on the plan. 

Ruhi Maker, Esq. 
Senior Attorney 
rmaker@empirejustice.org  
 
Barbara Van Kerkhove, PhD 
Researcher/Policy Analyst 
bvankerkhove@empirejustice.org  
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