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A moratorium on evictions is
forcing small landlords on
Long Island to run up credit
card balances, take out loans
and default on their own bills.

Sheriffs on the Island haven’t
carried out residential evic-
tions since March, when the

state began curtailing court ac-
tivity in the early days of
COVID-19.

With the virus straining
many industries, thousands of
Long Islanders have lost jobs
and are struggling with basic ex-
penses like rent. The govern-
ment passed policies and bol-
stered benefits designed to pro-
tect renters. Only a fraction of

that relief has reached land-
lords, and some small property
owners are reeling.

“If you are relying on the
extra thousand or $1,500 a
month from renting out a fin-
ished basement or attic, and
that suddenly goes away be-
cause your tenant can’t afford to
pay, you don’t have a lot of cush-
ion,” said Lawrence Levy, execu-

tive dean at the National Center
for Suburban Studies at Hofstra
University. “When something
goes south [for] them, it hits
very quickly, very hard.”

Thousands of households on
Long Island would be facing
eviction if not for state and fed-
eral moratoriums, according to
Vivian Storm, spokeswoman for
the nonprofit legal group Nas-

sau Suffolk Law Services. Storm
noted COVID-19 has likely left
senior citizens vulnerable, as
well as other groups dispropor-
tionately impacted by the pan-
demic, including lower-income
communities and people of
color.

There is limited data on how
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I’ve been doing this for 35 years, and
I’vegottenhundredsandhundreds

andhundredsofjudgments[against
tenants].MaybeI’vecollectedfivetimes.’

— Susan Hermer, attorney for landlord Syed Hassan

the pandemic is impacting
property owners, and which
types of landlords are most
vulnerable. An estimated
30.43% of adults in the metro
area are behind on rent, ac-
cording to a Jan. 6-18 House-
hold Pulse Survey, the most re-
cent data released by the U.S.
Census Bureau.

The Association for a Better
Long Island, which represents
large, institutional property
owners, stopped surveying its
members when they reported
returning to relatively stan-
dard rent collection rates in
August, executive director
Kyle Strober said.

Vulnerable landlords
Smaller landlords are more

likely to have had their rental
income reduced, according to
Moody’s Analytics chief econ-
omist Mark Zandi’s estima-
tions. He said these property
owners tend to have cheaper
rents and, therefore, be occu-
pied by lower-income tenants
and by people who have been
more vulnerable during the
pandemic. The Touro Law
Center’s Senior Citizens Law
Program, a nonprofit initiative
that helps older Long Is-
landers with a variety of mat-
ters, has fielded a 30% in-
crease in landlord clients, ac-
cording to senior staff attor-
ney Denise Marzano-Doty.

And small landlords may be
more intimately involved with
their tenants’ lives. Long Is-
landers who rent out part of
their primary home feel “more
pressure, as human beings, to
help,” according to Levy.

“There’s no layer of lawyers
and agents to insulate the own-
ers from making the tough de-
cision to try to push some-
body out onto the street,” he
said. “This becomes intensely
personal.”

Eviction restrictions
When a landlord decides

eviction is unavoidable, their
options are limited. The state
prohibits removal of tenants
who have experienced a finan-
cial hardship or would face
heightened health risks while
relocating until at least May 1.
And the U.S. Centers for Dis-
ease Control issued an order
shielding lower- and middle-in-
come renters through March.

Under the state measure,
owners can file eviction cases
if tenants receive a hardship
form and don’t return it, ac-
cording to Bradley Schnur, a
Jericho-based attorney who
handles landlord-tenant cases.
If the document is submitted
to the landlord or a court, it
will be assumed to be true, un-

less proved false, according to
Schnur. Once cases are ac-
cepted, they are moving
slowly through housing
courts, which are operating
under COVID-19 safety mea-
sures, lawyers said.

The state has extended
COVID-19 hardship protec-
tions to small landlords. The
safeguards allow those who
own 10 or fewer dwelling units
to delay foreclosure and tax
lien sales. But owners will still
be responsible for unpaid
bills, which leaves landlords
like Syed Hassan, 43, of Cen-
tereach, in limbo.

Hardship protections
Hassan’s inability to evict

his only tenant may land him

in housing court, he said. Has-
san says he stopped receiving
rent from the tenant in his
Ridge town house in May.
Without that $2,000 a month,
Hassan, who works in human
resources, struggled to cover
the town house’s roughly
$1,400 in monthly expenses as
well as the $1,850 monthly
rent and bills on his own apart-
ment in Centereach. His fam-
ily moved from the Ridge
town house to be closer to his
aging parents in Holbrook.

His lease with the tenant, a
nurse with children, expired
at the end of July, according to
Hassan. So he filed a lawsuit
in August, seeking a money
judgment for the $8,350 she
owed and an eviction warrant,

the court petition shows.
“They keep extending the

court date, keep extending the
court date. You know what?”
said Hassan, who used a loan
and credit card to pay his land-
lord $11,500. “I ran out of
money. I have no money.”

His tenant could not be
reached for comment.

Sued by his own landlord
Hassan borrowed $5,500

from his brother but could not
pay all of his own back rent.
His landlord, Fairfield Cen-
tereach Gardens LLC, filed a
case against him in December,
court records show. Hassan
said he has since paid that
back rent.

But after racking up $6,000
in rent payments on his credit
card, Hassan exhausted his re-
sources and stopped paying
Fairfield again in December.

“I have a choice: either pay
[my] rent or pay my mort-
gage” on the Ridge town
house, Hassan said. “I’m going
to save my house. I’m going to
pay my mortgage.”

Hassan said he is unsure
whether Fairfield plans to pur-
sue his eviction. The residen-
tial housing company and its
attorney did not respond to re-
quests for comment.

The case has a court date at
the end of February, but hous-
ing lawyers say they have seen
many such dates get repeat-
edly delayed.

If his tenant gets evicted,
Hassan said he will likely need
to file at least one other case
to recoup the $12,000 in back
rent that has accrued on his
town house since August.
Then, he can pursue the full
$20,350 in debt through
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HITTING THE BRAKES
ON EVICTIONS
Suffolk County
2019 residential evictions:
1,200
March 17-Dec. 31, 2020:
ZERO
Nassau County
2019 residential evictions:
1,078
March 14-Dec. 31, 2020:
ZERO
Source: State Office of Court Administration and the
Nassau County Executive’s Office

As rents go unpaid, small landlords struggle to keep up with mortgages

Syed Hassan, 43, rented out his Ridge town house, above, so his
family could rent a place closer to his parents.
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Anthony Figaro, with his wife,
Kessa, started renting out his
four-bedroom home in
Baldwin, left, after relocating
to Florida for work.

money judgments, which can
be used to seize a portion of a
tenant’s wages and bank ac-
count funds.

Chances of collecting
But Susan Hermer, a Bo-

hemia-based attorney who is
representing Hassan, said col-
lecting the monetary judg-
ments can be difficult. Many
tenants never have the means
to pay them, and locating their
funds can be challenging, she
said.

“I’ve been doing this for 35
years, and I’ve gotten hun-
dreds and hundreds and hun-
dreds of judgments,” said Her-
mer, of Commack. “Maybe
I’ve collected five times.”

Inability to collect rent
forced Anthony and Kessa Fi-
garo to take out a $10,500 loan.

The couple started renting
out their Baldwin home after
moving to Florida five years
ago, where Anthony Figaro
got a job as a U.S. Postal Ser-
vice account manager. The Fi-

garos often work with insur-
ance companies and tempo-
rary housing services to lease
their four-bedroom house to
people while their primary
homes are repaired from
floods, fires and other
mishaps.

“You try to assist people that
are impacted by tragedies or sit-
uations in their home,” Figaro
said. “We’re not doing this be-
cause we just want to get as
many tenants in as possible.”

Figaro said he helped a
Hempstead man, who was dis-
placed while his home was
being repaired, plus three peo-
ple described as his relatives.
The group was originally
slated to vacate in June, but
the construction in Hemp-
stead was delayed by
COVID-19, Figaro said. Then
in October, one of the tenants
came down with COVID-19, ac-
cording to Figaro.

So Figaro extended the
lease twice, with approval
from the man’s insurance com-

pany, Nationwide, and CRS
Temporary Housing, a firm
that works with insurance
companies to provide short-
term homes for those in need,
according to Figaro.

With construction on the
Hempstead house wrapping
up, the tenants were slated to
leave by Dec. 1 and were in-
formed that the rent would in-
crease from $4,100 to $5,125 a
month if they stayed, accord-
ing to Figaro and court
records. But Figaro said some
tenants stayed behind. The
Hempstead home was habit-
able, so Figaro stopped receiv-
ing money from CRS.

When the remaining ten-
ants left around early Febru-
ary, Figaro said he was out
about $10,250 in rent and had
lost another temporary lease
deal worth at least $15,000.

“It’s really a hardship,” he
said.

Nationwide declined to com-

ment, and CRS did not re-
spond to requests to discuss
the matter.

Although Figaro filed an
eviction case in December, the
matter is not slated to come be-
fore the court until June, court
records show. Figaro said he
may be able to recoup some of
his losses through civil court
cases, but he can’t afford to
wait until June to recover the
unpaid rent. So he’ll need to
explore relief programs.

An emotional toll, too
“We actually had to take out

a loan in December,” Figaro
said, referring to a $10,500
agreement. “That and credit
cards, that’s how we’ve been
running.”

Figaro said he is up-to-date
on his expenses in Florida, but
will need help with the $2,400
monthly mortgage payments
and taxes on the Baldwin
home. The pressure won’t
ease up yet, since Figaro be-
lieves he’ll need about three
months to fix storm damage to
the roof and address water,
mold and smoke smell issues
before bringing in new
renters.

“The emotional impact of
this is what really is dissuad-
ing, discouraging . . . think-
ing about putting this home
back on the market, knowing
what you’ve been through,”
Figaro said.

Negotiation less likely now
In normal times, tenants

who are behind on their rent
are often willing to relocate
in exchange for a reduced
payment to the landlord,
which prevents evictions. But
renters are less likely to nego-
tiate now, when court dates
are months away, according
to Schnur, who is represent-
ing Figaro.

Schnur said typically more
than 90% of his cases are re-
solved through settlements,
which tend to emerge within
three court sessions. The long
delays aren’t helping either
side — and may saddle the
courts with a crush of cases
when proceedings begin again
in earnest, Schnur said.

“The case doesn’t necessar-
ily have to be tried, but if you
can bring two people together
— whether it’s in a court-
room, virtually through the
technology that the courts
have been using, or through a
mediation program — to try
to come through with a resolu-
tion, this downtime should be
used for that,” said Schnur, of
Woodbury.
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A FULL HOUSE,
ISLANDWIDE
Average rent in December
$2,436
Occupancy in December
96.9%
Source: Real estate analytics firm RealPage
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Since March, state and fed-
eral governments have repeat-
edly updated protections for
homeowners. Here’s a brief look
at where things stand. For more,
including protections for renters,
go to nwsdy.li/homeprotections:

How is the state protecting
landlords? The COVID-19
Emergency Eviction and Foreclo-
sure Prevention Act permits
landlords who own 10 or fewer
dwelling units to fill out hardship
declarations. These forms may
be used to halt foreclosures and
tax lien sales until at least May 1.

Owners may qualify if public
assistance they’ve received
doesn’t make up for the amount
of income they’ve lost or ex-
penses they’ve incurred since
COVID-19 hit. Landlords may be
eligible if:
\ at least one tenant has de-
faulted on a significant amount
of rent;
\ a significant portion of house-
hold income has been lost;
\ caretaking duties for children
or elderly, disabled or sick
relatives have decreased earn-
ings or increased costs.

Where do Iandlords get hard-
ship declaration forms? Mort-
gage lenders and tax authorities
have an obligation to provide
owners with forms when initiat-
ing foreclosure cases and tax
lien sales.

Before then, owners can find
hardship declarations for foreclo-
sures at nwsdy.li/ownerhard-
ship; and for tax lien sales, at
nwsdy.li/taxlien.

Where do owners submit
hardship declarations? If
landlords are involved in a fore-
closure case, they can provide
the declaration to the court as
well as their mortgage lender.

Owners may otherwise sub-
mit the forms to their lenders
and any village, town, city,
school district or county that
conducts tax lien sales.

Whathappensnext?Thelaw
notesthatdeclarationswillbe
assumedtobetrue,unless
provedotherwise.Theformswill
haltforeclosureproceedingsand
taxliensalesuntilatleastMay1.

A RESOURCE GUIDE
FOR LANDLORDS

MORE ONLINE
Go to nwsdy.li/

homeprotections
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