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As Costs Rise in Queens, So Do Doubts About Bloomberg

By PATRICK D. HEALY
Starbucks aficionados, Giuliani Democrats and brownstone Brooklynites all may be ready to hand Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg a second term. But in a vote-rich swath of Queens neighborhoods that is a battleground in mayoral elections, there are some New Yorkers quietly seething at the incumbent.

Scattered through southeast Queens are boxy apartments where rents have risen sharply in the last four years, one- and two-family homes where property tax bills have jumped almost by half, and corner stores where "Bloomberg" often passes as a profanity.

Complaining about the cost of living may be nothing new for New Yorkers there, but they are stunned that the mayor seems to be cruising toward re-election - with a new poll yesterday giving him a 31-point lead - despite the anger they discuss daily with their friends, in-laws and colleagues.

"It's impossible for people like me and my family to find an affordable house because taxes cost more - let's face it, everything costs more," said Ernesto Silva Jr., a child services caseworker for the city who lives in South Ozone Park with his wife, Pat, and their two children. "I can't vote for Bloomberg again. He hasn't done anything to make it less expensive to live here."

Middle-class Queens neighborhoods like Mr. Silva's, not far from Brooklyn's eastern border, have been bellwethers in past elections: home to voters of all political colors who unleashed their fury at John V. Lindsay, embraced Edward I. Koch and grudgingly respected for Rudolph W. Giuliani, and who rallied to the antitax banner of Representative Anthony D. Weiner in last month's mayoral primary. Feeling overlooked in the fall election, they blame Mr. Bloomberg for a gut sense that the American Dream is unaffordable.

This anger transcends racial lines, stretching across minority enclaves from Rochdale Village to Cambria Heights that are crucial to the electoral fortunes on Nov. 8 of both Mr. Bloomberg and his Democratic challenger, Fernando Ferrer, who, for all his attempts to capitalize on such anger, appears not to be drawing in many voters either.

"Even Stevie Wonder can see that people are getting poorer, working people are really being squeezed, you can't buy a home," said Eulynis Farmes, riding the 83 bus along Liberty Avenue in St. Alban's, Queens. "But you listen to the mayor and 'everything's fine.' "

For some, it is the property tax increase of 18.5 percent, spiraling assessments, the temporary spikes in sales and income taxes - and the feeling that Mr. Bloomberg, a Republican, seems to have a free pass from criticism despite his previous no-new-taxes pledges. For others, it is the lack of low-cost housing, the fines for trash and parking violations, as well as towing costs, the $7 packs of cigarettes, even the $3 gallon of gas.

The fact that the mayor of New York has no control over gasoline prices, and that he has pressed for property tax rebates and other relief in the last two years, is both true and beside the point, at least in the hearts of these voters. 

"It's a difficult thing for the one-, two- three-family homes to deal with ever-increasing taxes," said Betty Braton of Howard Beach. "There's a thriving real estate market, but that can work against working-class people." Ms. Braton, a community board veteran in Queens, also praised the mayor, saying his educational and economic development policies had helped the borough.

Mr. Ferrer still remains a stranger to many of the residents, lacking the high profile of an incumbent and the money to advertise heavily on television. He has decried rising poverty rates and a lack of low-cost housing, and yesterday began denouncing the divide between haves and have-nots in New York. What voters do not know is how he would tackle these issues.

"So this is my choice for mayor: Mike 'tax tax tax tax tax' Bloomberg or Freddy 'I'll-make-the-city-better-but-I-have-no-plans-right-now' Ferrer," said Monia Prosper of Rochdale Village. "C'mon. I'll probably go with Ferrer, but this is not a choice."

In South Ozone Park, Pat Silva, Ernesto's wife, said that while Mr. Ferrer was less known because he has had so few commercials on television, Mr. Bloomberg's heavy personal spending on ads were not necessarily a plus. She saw one ad in which he sought to relate to New Yorkers upset about affordable housing. To her, Mr. Bloomberg knows only from where he lives.

"His style, his priorities, his interests are totally Manhattan-centric," she said, citing his failed plan for a West Side football stadium and his lifestyle on the Upper East Side. "Where are the evidence and results that he's lowering the cost of living in the outer boroughs?"

At a South Ozone Park civic association meeting last week, however, she was in the minority when the mayor dropped by. Mr. Bloomberg, showing a deft political touch, stuck to hard and memorable facts about New York being ranked as the safest large city in America and student math and English scores rising in the local district. And he acknowledged Ms. Silva's unspoken concerns, too.

"Our big problems are not enough affordable housing and not enough real estate," the mayor told the 75 local residents in a church basement. (The next day, he proposed new steps to preserve or build an additional 100,000 homes for the poor and middle-income families.)

Kathy DiLieto, who attended the meeting with her husband, George, said she was "not a bit happy" that her property taxes had risen several hundred dollars under Mr. Bloomberg. At the same time, she said she could not blame him. "He brought us back after 9/11," Ms. DiLieto said. "What're you going to do, criticize him?" 

Some Republicans and Democrats say that frustration over taxes and affordability is the sleeper issue in the race. Aides to the mayor say he stuck to his pledge not to raise taxes for as long as possible, only proposing the property tax increase - originally 25 percent - in November 2002 to close a budget gap of $1.1 billion and a looming shortfall of $6 billion in 2003. While the rate increase totaled 18.5 percent, rising assessments and valuations have driven up tax bills even more. In turn, the city sent $400 rebate checks to property owners in 2004 and 2005, and plans to do so next year.

Even more infuriating to some have been the new fees and fines: Parking fines increased from $55 to $105 for serious violations, towing fees rose from $150 to $185, and sanitation fines rose from $50 to $100.

Despite the tax and fee increases, Mr. Bloomberg has held a comfortable lead in the polls - a sign that New Yorkers may accept higher taxes when local services seem to be improving, or that they felt that the economic crisis after 9/11 took precedence. The city also reduced its work force and cut spending heavily..

"He was essentially faced with firing cops, firefighters, and teachers, or finding revenue to pay them," said Edward Skyler, the mayor's spokesman. "He decided that the safety and quality of life in the city were more important than any political hit."

Yet a forthcoming report by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, a nonprofit research group with a conservative tilt, will argue that the higher taxes have contributed as much as $3 billion in new revenue, yet the mayor has not overhauled fixed costs such as pensions and debt service to avoid further tax increases, according to the group's Nicole Gelinas. 

"The mayor has not used his first term, and the cushion of the tax increases, to reform the budget," Ms. Gelinas said. "People are angry, but the mayor has dodged public debate about it."

Ms. Silva said the mayor could have eased her anger if he had taken on the high cost of living as a campaign crusade. "I could have been won over if I truly felt he saw the middle class in crisis," she said. "But where's the evidence? Costs just get higher and higher." 
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