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Oversight: Access to Public Housing for Victims of Domestic Violence
Introduction
On June 11, 2009, the Committee on Women’s Issues, chaired by Council Member Darlene Mealy, and the Subcommittee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Rosie Mendez, will conduct a joint oversight hearing on Access to Public Housing for Victims of Domestic Violence.  Those invited to testify include representatives from the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA); advocates and residents of NYCHA developments; representatives from the Legal Aid Society and the Voices of Women; and tenant associations, such as PHROLES (Public Housing Residents of the Lower East Side), the NYC Public Housing Resident Alliance and Community Voices Heard.
Background

Domestic violence (DV) is a serious and complicated issue that affects thousands of New York City women and families.  Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a component of DV that refers to a pattern of coercive or violent tactics used by one partner to establish control over the other—including physical, sexual and psychological methods.
  Women who find themselves in such relationships face potential threats of injury, including fatal injury, on a daily basis.  In 2005, close to 4,000 women in New York City confirmed they were treated for injuries related to intimate partner violence.
  Between 2003 and 2005, 44% of fatal violence against women was attributed to intimate partner violence.

The majority of fatal and non-fatal incidences of intimate partner violence occur in the victim’s home or in the home of the perpetrator.
  Studies have also found that women in neighborhoods with low median household incomes have twice the rate of intimate partner related death, hospitalization, and emergency department visits as women living in neighborhoods with higher household incomes.
  Since most of these violent incidents occur in the home, it is also unfortunately common for victims’ children to be witnesses to such violence.  
DV victims often need to leave their own homes in order to escape abuse. Financial obstacles, however, frequently prevent DV victims from leaving their abusive home.  DV victims with little to no source of income and no family or friends to turn to can go to emergency DV shelters.  Through New York City’s Human Resources Association (HRA), the Office of Domestic Violence (ODV) provides temporary housing, shelters and other DV services.
  ODV operates one emergency DV shelter and oversees 38 private emergency residential programs.  However, according to the advocacy group Voices of Women Organizing Project (VOW) and the non-profit organization, New Destiny Housing Corporation (New Destiny), shelters are in short supply and are often filled to capacity.
  Shelters are meant for limited stays until transitional and permanent housing can be found—they are not permanent solutions.  VOW reports that 87% of women and children in DV shelters leave after the maximum allowable stay of 135 days without safe and permanent housing.
  Consequently, many of these victims either return to their batterer or become homeless.  Most DV advocates believe the best option available for affordable housing is through the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA).
New York City Housing Authority

NYCHA is the largest public housing authority in North America, with 343 projects containing 2,636 buildings spread throughout the City.
  Nearly 405,000 authorized residents live in almost 178,137 apartments.  These numbers represent 8.3% of the City’s rental apartments and 5.0% of the City’s population.
  The majority of projects are almost evenly distributed in Manhattan (with 102), Brooklyn (with 100) and the Bronx (with 98), while Queens has 26 projects and Staten Island has 10.
  
As of June 2008, there were about 132,000 families on the waiting list for conventional public housing as well as an additional 136,000 families on the wait list for housing through the Section 8 program.
  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 $22,402 and the average rent is $378 per month.
 Over one-third of the heads of households are senior citizens and 42 NYCHA projects are for seniors only.
  Further, NYCHA reports that “12.7% of its families are on public assistance,” and “Social Security, SSI, a pension, Veteran’s benefits” or a similar program “support 42.1% of the families.”
 Working families are said to account for “45.2% of families.”
  Approximately 37.8% of NYCHA residents consist of persons under the age of 21, and about 30.8% are minors under the age of 18. 
NYCHA’s DV Priority and Emergency Transfer Policy 


One way to expedite access to the NYCHA system is through qualification for DV priority status, which helps victims move to the top of the wait list.  However, according to New Destiny, only 2% of households exiting the domestic violence emergency shelter system left for a NYCHA Public Housing Apartment or NYCHA Section 8, even though 38% had the required documentation for such priority.
   Currently, in order to get DV priority, NYCHA requires that survivors of domestic violence have proof of at least two incidents of physical violence or threat by providing either orders of protection, police reports, or in-patient hospital admission letters that document two separate criminal offenses against the victim.  For a serious felony, which includes assault in the second and first degree, no documentation for a second incident is required.
  All victims must provide an advocacy letter from a hospital, mental health provider, social services provider or government agency.
  

NYCHA also allows DV victims who are already NYCHA residents to request an emergency transfer to another development.
  In order to transfer, victims request an application from the management office in their individual project.
  Like new applicants to NYCHA, victims seeking emergency transfers must provide proof of two incidents of threat or violence, unless one incident is a serious felony.
  Additionally, as part of the transfer process, DV victims meet with a case manager or a liaison from the District Attorney’s office of their respective borough.

The above criteria went into effect April of 2006, after NYCHA made changes to their priority status requirements for new applicants and emergency transfers.
 Previously, DV victims had to submit a police report and an order of protection to be eligible for emergency transfers within NYCHA.  Now, victims can show several types of documents, including medical documents and parole officer letters for transfers.  The April 2006 changes also extended the timeframe between the first and second incidence of violence or threat to 24 months for new applicants and 12 months for transfers.
  These changes were supposed to allow greater flexibility in documentation to prove DV status.
  However, despite these changes, DV victims, their advocates and service providers find these requirements onerous and problematic on many levels. 

Issues and Concerns
Many DV victims keep their abuse hidden and do not seek help.  The New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene indicates that DV victims often recognize that they are victims of violence but do not disclose such information due to fear of retribution by their batterer or concerns related to child custody, financial or immigration status.
  Through 2004 and 2005, about 69,000 women in New York City aged 18 and over claimed they feared an intimate partner.
   Because DV victims are at heightened risk of retribution at the time they leave their batterer, advocates will often advise victims to bypass (at least temporarily) criminal justice complaints for their immediate safety.
  As a result, some victims in domestic violence shelters will not have the criminal documentation required by NYCHA.  

DV service providers have found documents relating to in-patient hospital stays equally difficult to produce.  Advocates argue that overnight hospital stays are rare due to hospital overcrowding and policies discouraging overnight stays.
  It is thus difficult to acquire in-patient documents unfeasible, regardless of injury severity.
  Further, in-patient hospital admission letters require victims to name their perpetrator
, leading to concerns regarding fears of retribution. 

Advocates suggest that intake procedures at emergency DV shelters already require certain HRA standards for acceptance and those standards should be adequate to meet DV priority requirements for permanent housing.  According to Sanctuary for Families, a service provider for emergency DV shelters, shelters will only accept victims after trained staff is satisfied that the victim is actually a DV survivor, that they are homeless and that they have no safe alternative for shelter.

Conclusion

The purpose of this hearing is to examine how NYCHA is implementing its policies regarding priority status and emergency transfers for victims of domestic violence.  The Committee and Subcommittee will explore ways to minimize problems that such policies may present, particularly with respect to documentation requirements DV victims need to present in order to obtain emergency housing.  
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