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Testimony regarding NYCHA Draft Agency Plan for 2011 – Wednesday, June 30, 2010

Hon. Gale A. Brewer, 6th Council District, Manhattan

My name is Gale A. Brewer, and I represent Manhattan’s upper West Side and northern Clinton neighborhoods in the City Council. My district includes NYCHA developments Wise Towers, De Hostos, 589 Amsterdam, many WSURA brownstone and development sites, the DOME Site, Amsterdam Houses and Amsterdam Addition, and Harborview Family and Senior public housing developments.  I want to begin this hearing regarding the NYCHA Draft Agency Plan for 2011 by thanking the NYCHA Board and staff at 250 Broadway, but also those in the field. Your community service staff is very responsive, as is local management. Of course I am also partial to the resident leaders in Council District 6!

The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) which houses over 175,000 low income working families and over 403,000 authorized residents, continues to face massive deficits in its operating budget.  I commend Chair John Rhea for successfully identifying sources of federal funding and bond financing that, in practice, federalized currently underfunded city and state developments. Both Wise Towers and Amsterdam Houses are in this category. 

Regarding Section 8: Some years ago I attended many meetings where NYCHA staff asked residents to voluntarily agree to have their rent paid under Section 8. We were all nervous: would Congress eliminate the vouchers? What would happen if a household’s income went up - would the family lose Section 8 and then their home? In the end, the households that accepted the Section 8 vouchers were ones on a fixed income, and they are now at risk of sharp rent increases. These are our very low-income families, and they cannot afford any rent increase.

While we feared that someday HUD could reduce Section 8 allocations, I believe no one anticipated that NYCHA would authorize more Section 8 vouchers than they had available to them.  In 2009, Congress allocated $16.8 billion to fund Section 8 programs nationwide and mandated HUD to reduce the total pro-rated nationwide eligibility by $750 million. This amount was required to be offset from each public housing Authority’s Section 8 reserves, which effectively reduced NYCHA’s allocation by $58 million in 2009.  The Authority was given notice of this situation by HUD in May 2009, but still continued to issue new vouchers until December 2009.  Then NYCHA announced that it would have to revoke 2,600 vouchers for families who had already been promised them.  These families are in the Advantage Program in private sector apartments. 

The reduction in federal funding, combined with increased demand for Section 8 vouchers and lower turnover rates, caused the Authority to not issue any new vouchers in Fiscal 2010.   More importantly, NYCHA has lacked funding to pay for current leases.  In March 2010, NYCHA projected the budget shortfall for its Section 8 program to be approximately $45 million in Fiscal 2010. To assist housing authorities that experienced similar problems nationwide, Congress set aside an additional $150 million in funding for the Section 8 program. Of this, NYCHA will receive $27 million.  The remaining Section 8 deficit of $18.7 million equals NYCHA’s total operating budget gap for Fiscal 2010.

NYCHA’s plans for the Section 8 voucher program are unreasonable and unworkable.   NYCHA plans to reduce the deficit by imposing new costs on NYCHA residents. First, those who rely on Section 8 subsidies will have their subsidy reduced to 95% of the Fair Market Rent.   Second, NYCHA is proposing increased rent to a select “special” 47,000 families that will be picked randomly from NYCHA’s rolls.  

The Section 8 program is set up for poor families so that the cost of their monthly rent leaves them adequate funds for food and clothing.  Families receiving Section 8 vouchers today are almost all extremely low income, and many are on fixed incomes.  On average, they earn only about 30% of area median income.   NYCHA cannot reasonably expect these families to afford another $100 - $200 per month.  Many of these families may end up homeless as a result of the proposed increases.  This would represent not only a personal tragedy for these families, but cause a dramatic increase in costs to the City.   On average, NYCHA pays $800 per month for each Section 8 voucher.  By comparison, it costs the City $3,000 per month to keep a family in a homeless shelter.

I recognize the seriousness of the deficit faced by NYCHA, and I know that our city, state and federal governments do not pay their fair share of operating subsidies.  But to balance NYCHA’s budget on its most vulnerable residents is unfair and unreasonable, and very bad policy.  The City, to the extent possible, should use local rent assistance programs such as SCRIE, DRIE, FEPS, and EA grants to help offset these unaffordable rent increases, and to ensure that all who are eligible for assistance receive their fair share.  For all these reasons I oppose the proposed rent increases.

Next, I will comment on eight other aspects of NYCHA policy. 

FIRST, I object to NYCHA’s definition of a Significant Amendment. In particular, the wording “…and any other event that the Authority determines to be a significant amendment…”.  The vagueness of this definition gives NYCHA far too much leeway in setting policy without a public review.  I urge the Authority to define a Significant Amendment in much more specific and restrictive terms.  Any change in housing or tenancy policy should be defined as a “Significant Amendment” requiring a 45-day notice and a citywide public hearing to determine its appropriateness, impact, and fairness.

SECOND, regarding NYCHA’s special annual payments to the City.  These include, 

A: $23 million in PILOT payments on its property, despite the fact that many nonprofit organizations are exempt from paying property taxes.  Los Angeles waives the PILOT payments. If the City of New York does not agree to a waiver, NYCHA should seek to change the formula by which the PILOT is calculated. For example, the cost of running and maintaining the NYCHA community centers should be subtracted from the PILOT payment, providing NYCHA with resources to avoid closure of the centers. These centers are a lifeline for our youth, seniors, and families, and the Authority must seek every avenue of funding to keep them open.  Similarly, I am disturbed by the City’s decision to close 18 senior centers, leaving thousands of vulnerable citizens without a social safety net. I believe that most of these senior centers are in NYCHA developments. 
  B: $73 million to the New York Police Department (NYPD) for “special services.”   While my district receives excellent service from the 20th Precinct and from PSA6, I see NYCHA’s cost for “enhanced” security as excessive.  In addition, many NYCHA residents report that they do not receive any extra security services.  I believe that the installation of closed circuit camera systems, entrance buzzers, and an increased presence of community liaisons would improve the safety of the residents. These measures would reduce NYCHA’s cost for NYPD special services, and enable the NYPD to use its own resources more efficiently. 

THIRD, the Authority should review and reform its Trespass Policy to ensure that residents and their guests are being treated fairly and respectably.  Out of the 200,000 arrests made on NYCHA premises under this policy last year, two-thirds were dismissed.  Here again, police and legal costs to the City and NYCHA are significant but produce little benefit.  NYCHA must evaluate the cost benefits of the Trespass Policy, and look for savings that can be re-directed toward more cost-effective and improved site security and general maintenance.

FOURTH, there is to widespread dissatisfaction with the Centralized Call Center (CCC), and with the maintenance and general upkeep of NYCHA facilities.  

With respect to the CCC, many residents who call the Center are told that there will be no repairs until 2011.  Under State and Federal law the Authority has a legal duty to provide safe, habitable housing. Deferred maintenance, and unresponsiveness to reports of unhealthy conditions appear to violate this duty.  I strongly urge NYCHA to improve their maintenance services, and to change the procedure for answering calls to CCC.  Health-related and time-sensitive repairs should receive high priority and a timely response.  If residents are without basic services such as cooking gas, heat, or water for longer than a month the Authority should issue rental credits.  In addition, NYCHA must work with the residents to improve the scheduling of maintenance and repairs; for example, if plastering is required, the painter should not show up first.  It is not cost effective for NYCHA to use the CCC solely as a passive recorder of information. The CCC should track repair requests and work orders, monitor response and completion time, and assess results, and make all its data available to the public online.

FIFTH, I know that the Chairman is working to improve the capital program at NYCHA. There is room here for enormous improvements.  Those of us who allocate Reso A capital funds to NYCHA programs find that the process of building or renovating NYCHA facilities is very slow by comparison with the work of other agencies, such as the School Construction Authority, and far behind the performance of the private sector. Years can pass while no appreciable progress is made on budgeted and scheduled projects, and communication with affected parties, such as non-profit organizations at the sites, is often spotty or non-existent.  

SIXTH, I want to touch on the job creation and training opportunities that NYCHA maintains through the Section 3 HUD regulations.  I urge the Authority to strengthen their commitment to Section 3.  The City’s unemployment rate is close to 10%, and far higher among NYCHA residents.  Everyone concerned about NYCHA knows that working families earning a living wage are vital to its long-term sustainability.  NYCHA has a large opportunity to take advantage of growth in the Green Jobs sector, and to work with other agencies and groups to promote education and training for NYCHA residents.   As part of the Mayor’s 2030 Plan for New York City, there are opportunities to employ some of the 20,000 – 30,000 working-age NYCHA residents who are jobless.  NYCHA projects involving weatherization, retrofitting, and green building practices in new construction can offer entry-level positions to NYCHA residents, and create a pathway to more highly skilled jobs.  Residents who find higher-paid jobs are candidates to move out of NYCHA housing, or be enabled to contribute more to their community.

Two efforts in this area deserve mention. Board Member Margarita Lopez is leading the effort to initiate green jobs for residents.  Programs include saving fresh water, tree stewardship, improving air quality, and creating awareness about preserving, protecting, and caring for public housing.  As an example of the potential for Green Jobs, six NYCHA residents were among the 25 recent graduates of the very first MillionTreesNYC Training Program class. This seven-month program provides on-the-job career training and education with the NYC Department of Parks and Recreation to New Yorkers who wish to build careers in urban forestry management, ecological restoration, and urban landscaping.  

Chair Rhea is focused on working with institutions located in the communities near NYCHA housing.  The goal is to work with NYCHA staff and resident leaders to place unemployed or underemployed residents in local jobs, particularly ones that have a career ladder. I am pleased to be a participant in both these efforts.

SEVENTH, Resident Associations: Resident Associations, tenant associations, resident councils and tenant councils are very important because, 1. They aid in creating a sense of community, and 2. Allow residents to be aware that NYCHA is working in everyone’s best interest.  However, there are significant opportunities for improvement here. 


First, we need more councils. In my district, the WSURA Brownstones and WSURA Site B lack active resident associations. Also, De Hostos does not receive enough help from NYCHA to be effective.  Second, many leaders of existing groups lack organizing skills and equipment. NYCHA should be focused on providing these assets, and training residents to be community leaders, and I strongly urge the Authority to become more active in the Resident Associations, improving communication with members and leaders, and in ensuring that they have the tools to advocate for their community.  

I note that on its website, NYCHA states that resident associations “work with NYCHA management at every level, which gives residents a real voice in the operation of their developments,” and that they also “improve the quality of life in NYCHA developments and the surrounding neighborhoods.”  The Authority’s website also states that NYCHA will aid any community in creating a resident association by providing the necessary technical assistance. Thus I urge the Authority to fulfill their commitment, to realize the benefits it has identified, and do so by becoming far more pro-active in setting up and working with its Resident Associations.


EIGHTH, and last, Family Days:  “Family Days” are one-day events held each summer at many NYCHA housing complexes. They help develop a sense of community, shared goals, and improved neighborliness.  Residents can learn about local support services, foster positive social interactions, and get to know NYCHA and community representatives in a relaxed atmosphere.  These capacity building aspects of Family Day are important because, when problems arise, there is an atmosphere of trust and constructive support. In my district, the success of Family Days is also due in part to widespread collaboration among neighborhood educational institutions, the local precinct, and local officials. Funding is provided by my office. 


However, NYCHA developments in my district that lack well established Resident Associations are at a significant disadvantage in successfully organizing Family Day, or making it inclusive and a foundation for long-term cooperation.  I urge the Authority to not only continue supporting Family Day, but to extend its support and funding to all its housing sites. NYCHA should be creating and working with Resident Associations, assisting in the planning of Family Day, and building trust and familiarity with residents throughout the year. Resident Associations are the key to this enhanced relationship, just as they are to the success of Family Day. NYCHA should plan to increase its commitment in this area, including funding and staff assistance.

SUMMARY CONCLUSION

In each of the items cited above, identifying opportunities for funding and savings, and improved modeling, planning, financing, and inter-agency coordination are key.  A primary cause of NYCHA’s operating deficit is that it lacks a unified, long-term plan for its internal and external needs and opportunities.  Often, NYCHA seems to working at cross-purposes, and managing its own resources inefficiently. Chairman Rhea has brought considerable improvement in a short time, although, as cited above, I believe there is much more to be done, and much that can and must be done better. The key to NYCHA’s solvency and its long-term viability is improved coordination with a wide spectrum of private and public resources, and much stronger and more creative advocacy for its needs at the city, state, and federal level. I am optimistic that under Chairman Rhea’s leadership, the current crisis at NYCHA can be overcome without imposing unreasonable hardship on its residents, or abandoning its core values. The choices are difficult, but if all concerned parties work together I am confident that NYCHA will continue to improve upon its long record of service to the public housing residents of our City.
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