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Introduction


Today the Subcommittee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Diana Reyna, will hold a hearing on the future of Markham Gardens and its current and former tenants. Markham Gardens is a New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) development located at 210 Broadway in the West Brighton section on the North Shore of Staten Island. Markham Gardens (“Markham”) is currently comprised of thirty, two-story buildings that contain 360 apartments. The development was originally built in 1943 “as temporary housing for workers at nearby Staten Island shipyards” during World War II, and according to NYCHA, “was never meant to be permanent housing.”
 In April 2004, NYCHA announced that it was planning on demolishing Markham Gardens because it would be cost-prohibitive to keep repairing or rehabilitate the development and that all residents would have to move.

The History of Markham Gardens

As stated above, Markham Gardens consists of thirty, two-story houses, all with a small backyard and front-yard, making Markham one of the most unique developments in NYCHA’s portfolio. According to NYCHA, more than $15 million was spent on repairs over the past ten years and Markham continued to deteriorate because it was built with wood frame structures that became infested with termites which “destroyed many of the first floor structural systems.
  A NYCHA spokesperson was quoted in an article in The New York Post, stating that, “it would take $80 million to $100 million to fix the homes as they are.”
 

The Future of Markham Gardens and its Residents

According to an article in The Staten Island Advance, when NYCHA first announced in April 2004 that Markham Gardens would be demolished, the plan was to replace it with a “mixed-use development combining some public housing units with middle income rentals and for-sale houses. At the time, 200 families were living at Markham, while another 160 units already were vacant.”
  Approximately 100 units remained occupied as of March 19, 2005,
 and the latest reported number of families living at Markham stands at approximately 80.
 From April 2004 until at least April of this year, NYCHA officials have urged Markham residents to move to different public housing developments in Staten Island and in other boroughs by April 1, 2005.
  It is uncertain whether the families that have vacated Markham since April 2004 have in fact moved into other NYCHA developments or non-NYCHA housing and if they moved into NYCHA developments, where those developments are located. The remaining residents, however, expressed the view that they would not vacate until the bulldozers came to level Markham, because they would be leaving a community they grew up in and because of their distaste for NYCHA’s mid and high-rise apartment complexes.

Pressure then mounted from a coalition of Staten Island Clergy, community activists, and elected officials, against NYCHA’s plan for replacing Markham Gardens and the residents who vacated and those who refused to move. The two main issues of concern expressed by the coalition were the loss of affordable units in NYCHA’s original plan and the right of return for the residents of Markham Gardens.
 According to The Staten Island Advance, NYCHA revised its plan for Markham Gardens on April 4, 2005, which now “called for building 350-400 housing units, with 150 units devoted to Markham tenants and another 80 [units] dedicated to low-income seniors who once lived at Markham. Seventy affordable rental units would be built for families making less than $38,000 a year, and 25 three family homes [would be] sold to moderate-income buyers. The revised plan … [would also] require some upzoning of the property.”
 Furthermore, it was reported that the City’s Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD) would help NYCHA “create a public-private partnership and leverage tax credit and abatement programs offered through HPD to developers to build new housing. The development is expected to include a mix of garden apartments and row houses.”
 It was also reported in The Staten Island Advance, on April 13, 2005, that due to the increase of “low-income rentals” in the revised plan, the tenants could return in four to five years.
 


 NYCHA has expressed plans on creating a counseling program for Markham’s current and former tenants to become homeowners, according to an article published in the The Staten Island Advance on May 24, 2004. The program would provide counseling on how to improve credit ratings, qualify for home mortgages and maintain a home.
 As stated above, part of NYCHA’s reported revised plan for replacing Markham Gardens is to build twenty to twenty five, two or three-family homes “that will be reserved for Markham residents.”
 According to the NYCHA spokesperson quoted in the article, “current Markham residents and those who agreed to move after the preliminary redevelopment plan was announced in April 2004 are eligible to participate in the program.”
 Furthermore, it was reported that NYCHA would be accepting bids from those interested in running the counseling program until June 3, 2005, and that NYCHA “intends to offer the winning bidder a two-year contract that will cost…no more than $100,000.”
 

Conclusion

The Subcommittee is pleased to hear about reports that current and former tenants of Markham Gardens have been granted the right to return to the community where they once lived, made possible by NYCHA’s revised plan that includes more units for low-income families, seniors and individuals. The purpose of today’s hearing, however, is for NYCHA and HPD to present on the record exactly what their revised plan is for the future of Markham Gardens and its current and former tenants. The Subcommittee intends on hearing testimony at today’s hearing from NYCHA, HPD, members of the Staten Island Clergy, housing advocates and former and current tenants of Markham Gardens. 

� See NYCHA Annual Plan for Fiscal Year (FY) 2005, at page iv. 
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� City agency rejects claim that West Brighton complex is ‘sound,’ Reginald Patrick, The Staten island Advance, Apr. 13, 2005


� Markham residents to be given chance at home ownership, Michael Scholl, The Staten Island Advance, May 24, 2005.
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