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Introduction

On November 22, 2011, the Committee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Rosie Mendez, will hold a hearing on the New York City Housing Authority’s (NYCHA or the Authority) Emergency Preparedness Initiatives.

Today’s hearing will give NYCHA the opportunity to discuss the Authority’s internal protocols and procedures for responding to and following-up on emergency situations. Particular attention will be paid to NYCHA’s recent performance in responding to a number of weather-related and natural disasters, such as the December 2010 snow storm, the August earthquake, and Hurricane Irene. In addition to NYCHA, the Committees expect to hear testimony from hear from advocacy groups, such as Community Service Society, and tenant associations, such as PHROLES (Public Housing Residents of the Lower East Side), the Citywide Council of Presidents and Community Voices Heard as well as other interested parties.
Background

NYCHA is the largest public housing authority in North America with 334 developments containing 2,602 buildings spread throughout the City, 21 of which are operated pursuant to mixed-finance modernization plan.
  Nearly 404,000 authorized residents live in almost 178,882 apartments.  These numbers represent 8.5% of the City’s rental apartments and 4.8% of the City’s population.
  The majority of developments are almost evenly distributed in Manhattan (with 102), Brooklyn (with 100) and the Bronx (with 90); while Queens has 22 developments and Staten Island has 10.
  

As of February 1, 2011, there were about 144,000 families on the waiting list for conventional public housing.
  Most families who 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 $23,091 and the average rent is $424 per month.
 Over one-third of the heads of households are senior citizens and 42 NYCHA developments are for seniors only.
  Further, NYCHA reports that “11.4% of its families are on public assistance,” and “Social Security, SSI, a pension, Veteran’s benefits” or a similar program “support 40.9% of the families.”
 Working families are said to account for “47.7% of families.”
  Approximately 35.9% of NYCHA residents are persons under the age of 21 and about 28.9% are minors under the age of 18.
 
In the past twelve months New York City has experienced a significant amount of weather-related and natural disasters, including an infrastructure-crippling blizzard and hurricane, and one slight earthquake. 
On December 26, 2010, New York City experienced a severe blizzard, which included strong winds and ended with Central Park receiving 20 inches of snow and other areas of the City receiving up to 30 inches of snow, with snow drifts of up to four feet.
 The overall response by City agencies was well documented and highly criticized.
 In an effort to learn more about the nature of the Administration’s handling of the blizzard, the City Council held a series of hearings beginning in early January, conducted in all of the five boroughs.
 Questions about NYCHA’s snow removal performance and the level of communication between agencies such as the Office of Emergency Management were also raised.
 However, such questions were not definitively answered at the hearings. Following the hearings, on May 7, 2011, the Council passed five local laws relating to the improvement of the City’s emergency response protocols.
On August 23, 2011, slight tremors from an earthquake whose epicenter was located in Virginia were felt in New York City.
  There was no official damage reported by City officials. However, in the aftermath of the earthquake NYCHA residents in Brooklyn reported the collapse of a chimney in their development and possible structural damage at a housing development in Red Hook.
 The City’s decision to quickly evacuate people from buildings was also called into question by emergency experts across the country, who noted that the Federal Emergency Management Guidelines for how to respond to an earthquake state that individuals should stay put in buildings until the shaking has come to a stop, so as to avoid falling debris from surrounding structures.

On August 25, 2011, in response to the imminent approach of Hurricane Irene in New York City in the early morning of August 27, officials issued an “unprecedented” order for residents to evacuate low-lying areas.
 The City opened 78 emergency shelters across the City that could take in up to 70,000 people forced to evacuate.
 Included in the evacuation order were approximately 45,000 NYCHA residents who live in 26 developments in the Zone A evacuation area, including the neighborhoods of the Lower East Side, Coney Island and Far Rockaway.
 In addition to the evacuation orders, the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) instituted a system-wide shutdown of all public transportation in the City beginning at noon on August 27 to prepare the system for the anticipated severe weather. More than 8,400 homes on Staten Island and 5,000 in Queens and Brooklyn lost power as a result of the storm.

NYCHA’s Emergency Preparedness

Emergency Preparedness in NYCHA developments is overseen by the Authority’s Emergency Services Department.
 The Emergency Services Department is housed in the same building as the Customer Contact Center in Long Island City, Queens.
 NYCHA also has an Emergency Procedure Manual, which at the time of this hearing was not made available to the Committee for review.
 Although there is a section of NYCHA’s website dedicated to Emergency Preparedness, visitors are not informed of what NYCHA’s procedure is, but are rather re-directed to the Office of Emergency Management’s (OEM) “Ready New York” website. Insight into how NYCHA handles weather-related emergencies and natural disasters can only be gained by analyzing the Authority’s performance in the past year’s weather emergencies. 

According to the Office of Emergency Management’s Snow Preparedness and Response Report,
 during the 2010 blizzard, NYCHA was responsible for snow removal operations at all NYCHA Housing Developments.
 The report indicated that NYCHA performed well in all areas of snow removal, except with respect to the hiring of additional temporary staff to handle the increase in work. Over the course of the many snow-related hearings held by the City Council, NYCHA’s snow-related response protocols were called into question by Council Members and members of the public.
 In addition, during the first hearing which took place on January 10, 2011 the Office of Emergency Management’s Commissioner, Joseph Bruno, stated that NYCHA was one of the many agencies included on the Winter Weather Steering Committee created to prepare for the blizzard on Saturday December 25. However, the Authority was not “activated” and therefore was not asked to report to the City’s Emergency Operations Center to monitor the storm with other agencies, including OEM, the Police Department, the Fire Department, the Department of Sanitation, MTA, the Department of Transportation, the Department of Buildings, and the Department of Housing Preservation and Development.
 According to Commissioner Bruno, the purpose of this meeting was to “to bring all of the agencies involved in a response together to provide the city with a common operating picture, and to identify and solve problems.”
 Why NYCHA was left off this list of agencies essential to the handling of snow removal, in light of the fact that it is responsible for removal in each of its developments, was not answered by Commissioner Bruno. 
In response to the impending arrival of Hurricane Irene in August of this year, Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg was joined by NYCHA officials, including Chairman John Rhea and Board Member Margarita López, at a press conference at OEM’s office to offer specific comments with respect to the mandatory evacuation of 45,000 NYCHA residents from the developments located in the Zone A evacuation area.
 In an effort to assist those who needed help evacuating, the City provided bus transportation for NYCHA residents from the developments to the closest hurricane evacuation shelter.
 In the end over 5,000 residents sought refuge in the City shelters. In addition to the implementation of the evacuation plan, NYCHA also shut down over 400 elevators and hundreds of boilers without any incident. By Monday evening, more than twenty-four hours after Hurricane Irene landed in New York City, all essential services and elevators were functioning again.
 

According to NYCHA officials, preparation for and follow-up to Hurricane Irene occurred with few incidents, in part because many residents in the Zone A Evacuation Zone had already received emergency preparedness training. In May 2011, NYCHA chose residents of six developments located in Hurricane Evacuation Zones to participate in a pilot training program for “climate change emergencies” undertaken in collaboration with OEM.
 NYCHA officials and OEM staff conducted the training for six hundred residents at each of the chosen developments and included information on how to stay informed, how to make an emergency plan, and how to create a “Go-Bag” and “Emergency Supply Kit.” This pilot training program helped residents prepare for Hurricane Irene which arrived in New York City in August. Following Hurricane Irene, in September 2011, the Authority held an “Emergency Preparedness Festival” in Far Rockaway, Queens, which enabled residents to gather information with respect to “planning for emergencies.”
 Other governmental and non-governmental agencies, which were present at the event included OEM, the New York City Police Department, the New York City Fire Department, NYC Service, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation, the United States Coast Guard and the American Red Cross.
 
Conclusion
In the past year New York City experienced two very serious weather-related emergencies and one natural disaster. NYCHA’s documented response to the blizzard and hurricane that struck New York has provided insight into how the Authority handles emergency situations. However, an official account as to how NYCHA engages with other City, State and Federal agencies and how its own Department of Emergency Services functions when such emergency conditions arise is necessary. Today the Committee looks forward to hearing from NYCHA about its management of emergency situations and its efforts to prepare residents for such situations. The Committee also looks forward to hearing from residents of NYCHA developments about the Authority’s performance leading up to and following the blizzard, earthquake and hurricane.  
� See NYCHA’s Fact Sheet, available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/about/factsheet.shtml 


Additionally, see Report of the Council’s Committee on Public Housing, Oversight: The New York City Housing Authority’s Mixed Finance Modernization Plan, hearing held on March 1, 2010.
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� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.erh.noaa.gov/okx/StormEvents/storm12262010.html" �http://www.erh.noaa.gov/okx/StormEvents/storm12262010.html�.


� See Report of the Infrastructure and Government Affairs Division, Oversight – The December Blizzard of 2010: Evaluating the City’s Response, hearing held January 10, 2011.  
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� See Hearing Transcript, Oversight – The December Blizzard of 2010: Evaluating the City’s Response, hearing held January 10, 2011.  Available at � HYPERLINK "http://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=825049&GUID=3D86E637-D415-45DF-B36F-3A97915B4C7B&Options=ID|Text|&Search" �http://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=825049&GUID=3D86E637-D415-45DF-B36F-3A97915B4C7B&Options=ID|Text|&Search�= 





� Katharine Seelye, Above All Else, Earthquake Rattles Nerves.  The New York Times, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/24/us/24quake.html?scp=2&sq=Virginia%20Earthquake&st=cse" �http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/24/us/24quake.html?scp=2&sq=Virginia%20Earthquake&st=cse�


� Earthquake Felt in New York City. DNAinfo.com, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.dnainfo.com/20110823/manhattan/earthquake-tremors-felt-manhattan" �http://www.dnainfo.com/20110823/manhattan/earthquake-tremors-felt-manhattan� 


� Adriane Quinlan, New York’s Failed Earthquake Response Test. The New York Times, available at  � HYPERLINK "http://cityroom.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/08/24/new-york-failed-earthquake-response-test/" �http://cityroom.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/08/24/new-york-failed-earthquake-response-test/� 


� James Barron, With Hurricane Irene Near, 370,000 in New York City Get Evacuation Order.  The New York Times, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/27/nyregion/new-york-city-begins-evacuations-before-hurricane.html?_r=1&scp=4&sq=hurricane&st=cse" �http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/27/nyregion/new-york-city-begins-evacuations-before-hurricane.html?_r=1&scp=4&sq=hurricane&st=cse� 


� James Barron, New York City Wakes to Hurricane Irene. The New York Times, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/nyregion/new-yorkers-warned-of-possible-electrical-shutdown.html?pagewanted=all" �http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/nyregion/new-yorkers-warned-of-possible-electrical-shutdown.html?pagewanted=all� 


� See New York City Hurricane Evacuation Zones, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/08/26/nyregion/new-york-city-hurricane-evacuation-zones.html?ref=" �http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2011/08/26/nyregion/new-york-city-hurricane-evacuation-zones.html?ref=�. See The NYCHA Employee Bulletin, NYCHA Responds to Hurricane Irene, August/September 201, available at � HYPERLINK "http://home2.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/emp_bulletin_aug_sept_2011." �http://home2.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/emp_bulletin_aug_sept_2011.� 


� Supra 20.


� See New York City Housing Authority Organizational Chart Available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/orgchart.pdf" �http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/orgchart.pdf� 
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� See New York City Housing Authority Annual Plan FY ’12 Management and Maintenance Policies. Available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/FY2012-AnnualPlan.pdf" �http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/FY2012-AnnualPlan.pdf� 


� This snow report was required by Local Law 26 of 2011, which was one of the five blizzard-related bills passed by the City Council in May, 2011. 


� This includes snow removal from hydrants, fuel oil lines, utility manholes, building entrances, sidewalks, garage roofs, and wood framed structures.


� See Hearing Transcript of: Oversight – The December Blizzard of 2010: Evaluating the City’s Response, hearing held January 10, 2011. Available at � HYPERLINK "http://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=825049&GUID=3D86E637-D415-45DF-B36F-3A97915B4C7B&Options=&Search" �http://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=825049&GUID=3D86E637-D415-45DF-B36F-3A97915B4C7B&Options=&Search�= 
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� See Mayor Bloomberg Updates New Yorkers on City Response to Hurricane Irene: Stresses Need for NYCHA Residents in Mandatory Evacuation Zone to Leave Immediately, Urges All New Yorkers to Stay Indoors During Hurricane, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/portal/site/nycgov/menuitem.c0935b9a57bb4ef3daf2f1c701c789a0/index.jsp?pageID=mayor_press_release&catID=1194&doc_name=http://www.nyc.gov/html/om/html/2011b/pr310-11.html&cc=unused1978&rc=1194&ndi=1" �http://www.nyc.gov/portal/site/nycgov/menuitem.c0935b9a57bb4ef3daf2f1c701c789a0/index.jsp?pageID=mayor_press_release&catID=1194&doc_name=http://www.nyc.gov/html/om/html/2011b/pr310-11.html&cc=unused1978&rc=1194&ndi=1�
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� See NYCHA Responds to Hurricane Irene With All Hands On Deck. Available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/news/hurricane-response.shtml" �http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/news/hurricane-response.shtml� 


�The developments chosen for participation in the program included, Hammel Houses, Redfern, Ocean Bay Bayside, Ocean Bay Oceanside, Beach 41st Street, and Carlton Manor. See NYCHA’s Final Annual Plan for Fiscal Year 2012, at page 18, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/FY2012-AnnualPlan.pdf" �http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/FY2012-AnnualPlan.pdf�. 
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