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OVERSIGHT:  Update on NYCHA’s New Section 8 Vouchers

I.  INTRODUCTION

On May 2, 2007, the Subcommittee on Public Housing, chaired by Councilwoman Rosie Mendez, will hold an oversight hearing on the status of the New York City Housing Authority’s (“NYCHA” or “the Authority”) 22,000 new Section 8 vouchers.  Because of these vouchers, early this year, NYCHA announced the opening of its non-emergency Section 8 voucher waitlist, which had been closed for over a decade.  The hearing will focus on how NYCHA reached out to those on the closed waitlist and how the Authority is implementing, reviewing and disbursing the new Section 8 vouchers under its Housing Choice Voucher Program.  Those expected to testify at the hearing include representatives of the Authority, housing advocates, tenant leaders, and other interested parties.

II.  NEW YORK CITY HOUSING AUTHORITY BACKGROUND

NYCHA is the largest public housing authority in North America with 344 developments containing 2,691 buildings spread throughout the City.
  Nearly 415,000 authorized residents live in almost 180,000 apartments.  These numbers represent 8.6% of the City’s rental apartments and 5.1% of the City’s population.
  The majority of developments are almost evenly distributed in Manhattan (with 103), Brooklyn (with 101) and the Bronx (with 98), while Queens has 26 developments and Staten Island has 11.
  Currently, there are approximately 138,000 families on the waiting list for an apartment.
  The various developments are funded by allocations from the Federal, State and City government.
  Most families that live in NYCHA public housing pay no more than 30% of their family income for rent.  The average family income for NYCHA tenants is approximately $20,100 and the average rent is $331 per month.
  Over one-third of the heads of households are senior citizens and 42 NYCHA developments are for seniors only.
  Further, nearly “16% of NYCHA families are on public assistance,” and “Social Security, SSI, a pension, Veteran’s benefits” or a similar program “support 41.1% of the families.”
  Approximately 31.1% of the NYCHA population consists of minors under the age of 21, and about 32.7% are minors under the age of 18.
 

In addition to running the largest public housing authority, NYCHA also administers the largest Section 8 program in the nation. 
  Section 8 housing subsidies are provided by the federal government through programs authorized under Section 8(o) of the Housing Act of 1937. Section 8 housing assistance includes two categories: “Project-Based” and “Tenant-Based” assistance, both of which are currently administered by the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (“HUD”).   Under Tenant-Based Section 8, vouchers are distributed to tenants who may then receive a rent subsidy to live in an approved apartment that is not owned or managed by NYCHA.  As of December 31, 2006, 83,288 households leased Section 8 units through NYCHA’s Section 8 program, and 29,354 landlords participated in the program administered by NYCHA.

III. NYCHA’S SECTION 8 HOUSING CHOICE VOUCHER PROGRAM

The NYCHA Housing Choice Voucher Program is administered through the Section 8 Housing Assistance program, which “was created by the Housing and Community Development Act of 1974 to assist lower income families in obtaining a decent place to live at a rent that they can afford.”
  Under the program, the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (“HUD”) provides funding to NYCHA to pay “part of the rent each month directly to the landlord for an eligible family, which has been given a Voucher, in accordance with regulations” promulgated by HUD.

NYCHA reports, 

The Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program works as a rent subsidy allowing families to pay a reasonable share of income for rent with the government making up the difference up to a specific limit. The subsidy paid to the landlord, called housing assistance payment (“HAP”), is usually the difference between 30% of household income and the contract rent. Tenant selection and occupancy policies permit landlords and NYCHA to examine an applicant’s history, including criminal background, to ensure selection of a responsible tenant. NYCHA has the power to deny admission of individuals with a history of use or abuse of drugs or alcohol, or of criminal behavior that interferes with the peaceful enjoyment of the premises by other residents. Eligibility for assistance under the program is limited to U.S. citizens and some categories of non-citizens and is determined based on total annual gross income and family size.

All participants in the Section 8 program “are also required by federal law to submit household income documentation each year to determine continued eligibility in the program” in a process called re-certification.
  Further, each apartment must be inspected by NYCHA Inspectors prior to being rented and each year thereafter. The apartment must meet standards set forth by HUD called Housing Quality Standards (“HQS”).  Rent of approved apartments “must be reasonable relative to comparable market rate housing in the area . . . .”
  NYCHA states that “[a] family may choose a unit with a higher rent than the maximum limit allowed for subsidy (known as the payment standard) and pay the owner the difference.  However, a family cannot pay more than 40% of income when initially moving to a new unit.”

IV.  NYCHA’S NEW SECTION 8 VOUCHERS 
NYCHA’s Section 8 voucher program was closed to new applicants (with the exception of emergency applicants such as victims of domestic violence, homeless persons, intimidated witnesses or those involved with the ACS family unification and independent living program) from December 1994 to February 2007 due to federal funding cuts.
 In early 2007, however, Mayor Bloomberg and NYCHA Chairman Tino Hernandez announced the availability of 22,000 new Section 8 vouchers and temporarily reopened the NYCHA Section 8 waiting list to non-emergency applicants for the first time in 12 years.
 The list is currently open for a 90-day period that began on February 12, 2007 and will close on May 14, 2007.
  At a board meeting on March 21, 2007, NYCHA reported that it had exhausted the wait list of approximately 127,00 families that had been closed since the early 1990s and that it was ready to begin scheduling eligibility interviews with new, qualifying applicants.  According to NYCHA, approximately 10% of those on the waitlist have received vouchers.  NYCHA claims it was unable to locate many people because so much time had passed, and their contact information had changed.  In addition, many of those who were formerly eligible for the program no longer are.
  As of March 30, 2007, NYCHA issued 419,383 new applications, received back over 118,000, and has processed 34,000 of those.
  As a result of the re-opening of the waitlist, NYCHA anticipates that there will be approximately 200,000 new people and/or families waiting for vouchers.

All the new Section 8 applications have the same selection criteria as the earlier applications,
 with the following income limits:

Family Size



Income Limit

1 $24,800

2 $28,350

3 $31,900

4 $35,450

5 $38,300

6 $41,100

7 $43,950

8 $46,800

9 $49,650

10 $52,450

11 $55,300

12 $58,150
The amount of subsidy NYCHA can pay is fixed based on federal rules.  Currently, the Voucher Payment Standards effective as of October 1, 2006 are as follows:

Number of Bedrooms

Subsidy Amount

0 $988

1 $1,069
2 $1,189
3 $1,462
4 $1,645
5 $1,892
6 $2,139
Administratively, the new applications are separated within NYCHA, are printed on yellow paper as opposed to the previous blue, and are specifically earmarked for the 22,000 new vouchers, which are coming from a variety of sources such as NYCHA’s reserve of vouchers (partly as a result of the fact that homelessness is no longer considered an emergency) and because there has been no decrease in federal Section 8 funding.
  Within a few months of submitting the new application, prospective participants may expect a letter from NYCHA acknowledging receipt of the application. Qualified applicants will then be called in for an interview to determine eligibility for the voucher program.
  Unless applicants fall into one of the priority categories,
 they can expect to receive an eligibility interview on a first come-first served basis.  As such, the order the applications are received by NYCHA may be of great importance to potential participants.


V.  CONCERNS

Tenant Advocates and residents are concerned that those on the waitlist were not properly contacted regarding the possibility of finally receiving a Section 8 voucher.  NYCHA, however, contends that it thoroughly went through the approximately 127,000 families on the waitlist before calling in new applicants for interviews to verify eligibility.  Tenant advocates would also like to make sure that the new vouchers are equitably distributed.  Finally, tenant advocates are would like to know how the new Section 8 vouchers relate NYCHA’s Seven Point Plan to Preserve Public Housing,
 which planned to use Section 8 as a funding source for City and State developments to reduce NYCHA’s budget deficit.

VI.  CONCLUSION

The purpose of this hearing is to gather information with respect to the administration of NYCHA’s new Section 8 vouchers.  Given the need for affordable housing in New York City, the Council would like to ensure that the vouchers are equitably distributed.  To effectuate this goal, the Subcommittee expects to hear testimony from NYCHA tenants and officials, advocacy groups, such as the Legal Aid Society and the Community Service Society, and tenant associations, such as the Public Housing Residents of the Lower East Side (“PHROLES”).
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