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Introduction


On November 20, 2013, the Committee on Public Housing (the “Committee”), chaired by Council Member Rosie Mendez, will hold an oversight hearing to explore the New York City Housing Authority’s (“NYCHA”) efforts to rebuild and strengthen its infrastructure after disasters, particularly Hurricane Sandy, as well as how such efforts will be funded. 
Background on NYCHA
Former New York City Mayor Fiorello La Guardia created NYCHA in 1934 – three years before the advent of federal public housing.
 NYCHA originally served two purposes: (1) to provide low-cost housing for middle-class, working families temporarily unemployed because of the Depression and (2) to bolster the lagging economy by creating jobs for the building trades.
 Later, NYCHA’s purpose evolved into providing safe, decent housing for families with the lowest incomes.

The first NYCHA development – “First Houses” – was built in 1935 and contained 123 public housing units.
 By 1942, NYCHA had 12 developments and 13,180 units.
 Today, NYCHA has 334 developments, 2,596 buildings, and 178,914 public housing units, making it the largest public housing authority in North America.
 NYCHA also administers Section 8 affordable housing vouchers for 92,561 apartments.
 All told, NYCHA serves a community of 621,212 people, roughly the population of Boston.
 

NYCHA is a “public benefit corporation,”
 a “public housing agency” under the United States Housing Act of 1937,
 an “authority” under the New York State Public Housing Law,
 a “local authority” under the New York State Public Authorities Law,
 and a City agency.
 In addition to applicable federal and state law, NYCHA must abide by the City’s laws and rules related to planning, zoning, sanitation, building, and housing maintenance.

The 2011 Earthquake
On August 23, 2011, New York City experienced slight tremors from an earthquake whose epicenter was located in Virginia.
 In the aftermath of the earthquake, NYCHA surveyed all of the buildings in its portfolio for damage. At the Committee’s November 22, 2011 hearing, NYCHA stated that the only structure that appeared to be affected by the earthquake was a chimney at the Red Hook East development.
 NYCHA also stated that the initial damage to the chimney at Red Hook East was repaired but that additional safety measures, such as extending sidewalk shedding, would be needed to protect building façades and roof tops.

Hurricane Irene
On August 25, 2011, in response to the imminent arrival of Hurricane Irene, City officials opened 78 emergency shelters and ordered over 70,000 residents to evacuate low-lying areas.
 Approximately 45,000 NYCHA residents living in 26 developments throughout the Lower East Side, Coney Island and Far Rockaway were ordered to evacuate.
 NYCHA reports that a massive cleanup and service restoration effort began immediately after the storm and that all of its buildings were up and running within days; however, it is unclear how many buildings were damaged or impacted by the storm.
 
Hurricane Sandy
On October 29, 2012, Hurricane Sandy, the second costliest storm in America’s history, hit New York City.
 365 NYCHA buildings experienced intermittent power outages, 227 buildings lost power entirely, and buildings in 33 developments suffered some form of structural damage. Approximately 80,000 NYCHA residents in Lower Manhattan, Coney Island and Far Rockaway lost basic services.
 Twelve days after the storm, “35,000 NYCHA residents still had no heat or hot water and 13,000 remained in the dark, unable to leave their apartments because of blacked-out elevators.”
 
Older residents at the Elliott Chelsea Houses and Jacob Riis Houses reported showering with buckets and having to walk up and down many flights of stairs in order to get food and other needed supplies.
 Residents at Baruch Houses reported having to use fire hydrants for water.
  Residents at LaGuardia Houses reported that they needed emergency generators and complained that they were being treated like “savages.”
 Residents in Coney Island and Red Hook reported foraging for supplies and using their ovens for heat, and there were many press reports of vulnerable residents surviving solely by virtue of their neighbors’ help.
  
In addition, emergency protocols found in NYCHA’s 2012 Hurricane Plan such as “Resident Relations Teams” and special-needs lists did not function as they were supposed to during Sandy. “Resident Relations Teams” were to be assembled by the Family Services Department in response to events like Sandy and were to be comprised of staff from the Family Services Department, the Community Operations Department, and the developments.
 The teams were supposed to use the Data Warehouse Emergency Response System (“ERS”), which creates a master roster of all residents, to provide information and assistance to all residents (while prioritizing those with special needs), to assist with evacuation where necessary, and to provide “immediate” assistance to special-needs residents following an emergency.
  The teams were also supposed to record every apartment visit they perform and log the information into the ERS.
 During Sandy, such “Resident Relations Teams” were not assembled according to the Authority’s 2012 Hurricane Plan. Finally, NYCHA’s special needs list, which includes residents registered as mobility-impaired or on life-sustaining equipment, did not include seniors who, while they may not self-report as mobility impaired or on life support, may still need help during an emergency.
One year after Sandy, NYCHA reports that it has completed basic repairs to its units and systems including “dewatering; apartment inspections, cleaning and mold remediation; and the repair and/or replacement of elevators, exterior compactors, exterior lighting, electrical distribution systems, fire suppression systems, pumps and motors, roof fans, doors, fences and management offices” and that it is in the process of renovating more than 200 apartments that suffered extensive Sandy damage.
 NYCHA reports that it still has 24 mobile boilers in place at 15 developments providing heat and hot water to meet the needs of residents. It says the mobile boilers will remain in place until NYCHA receives funding to repair and replace those systems. 

NYCHA also reports that, while the total number of NYCHA residents needing long-term replacement housing was relatively small, the Authority relaxed its transfer procedures for residents seeking to move out of Sandy-impacted apartments. Consequently, about 140 families have been transferred into new apartments.
 NYCHA has also created an Emergency Assistance Registration form, which will allow residents to notify NYCHA if they have conditions that leave them vulnerable, such as limited mobility, vision impairment, or requiring daily medication or life-sustaining equipment.

Going forward, NYCHA reports that it plans to focus on resiliency and mitigation measures to protect its building stock, which will include weather-proofing and raising important equipment above possible flood levels. NYCHA hopes that such steps will reduce its vulnerability to future disasters, particularly flooding. 

In order to complete permanent repairs to all Sandy-affected developments and implement resiliency measures, NYCHA reports that it will need to secure funding from a number of sources including private flood and commercial insurance, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (“FEMA”) and the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (“HUD”). Funding from flood and commercial insurance can be used to cover operating costs, emergency repairs and repair/replacement. Funding from FEMA can be used for minimal repair/replacement and resiliency only at damaged sites. Funding from HUD can be used for mitigation, advanced approaches (co-generation, combined boiler plants, and building façade improvements), investments in community center spaces to be activated as command posts in the event of future disasters, and resiliency at non-damaged sites.
 Although NYCHA reports that it has developed several repair, resiliency and mitigation plans, ranging in cost from less than a billion dollars to almost two billion dollars, NYCHA has formally pegged the cost of completing repairs to all developments and carrying out its resiliency and mitigation efforts to be $923.2 million. NYCHA estimates that it can potentially receive $440 million from its flood and commercial insurers, $144 million from FEMA and $1.195 billion from HUD for a total of 1.779 billion in Sandy funding.

Funding Sources
Flood and Commercial Insurance

The National Flood Insurance Program ("NFIP") provides a means for property owners in flood-prone areas to financially protect themselves from floods. Homeowners, renters and businesses in NFIP-participating communities are able to, and in many cases required to, purchase flood insurance. Almost all of the NYCHA buildings that were affected by Sandy were located within flood-prone areas and are therefore required to have flood insurance. In addition to flood insurance, NYCHA also has commercial insurance. But NYCHA’s flood insurance and commercial insurance will only cover the cost of property damage, not resiliency and mitigation measures. To date, NYCHA has received $123.6 million from its commercial and flood insurers. 
Federal Emergency Management Agency

FEMA's Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (“HMGP”) provides funding for eligible mitigation activities that reduce disaster losses and protect life and property from future disaster damages.
 The amount of funding available from the HMGP is limited and will therefore only provide NYCHA with enough money to partake in minimal resiliency and mitigation efforts. To date, NYCHA has received $3.5 million from FEMA. NYCHA reports that it has submitted 4 HMGP applications, in which they asked for funds to address emergency power, back-up power, boiler rooms, and combined heat and power.

Community Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery


The Community Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR) program, administered by HUD, provides communities with resources to address a wide range of community development needs, including the need for greater robustness to future climate change. The City received an initial allocation of $1.77 billion in CDBG-DR funds after Sandy. In May 2013, the City received federal approval for its plans to allocate that money as follows: $648 million for housing recovery, $293 million for business recovery, $360 million for infrastructure repairs, $294 million for resiliency efforts and $177 million for the planning and administration of the City’s recovery programs.
 Of the $648 million for housing recovery, NYCHA received $120 million. NYCHA reports that it has submitted an advanced application for the next tranche of CDBG-DR in which they asked for funds totaling $474 million.


According to NYCHA, it plans to utilize its initial allocation of CDBG-DR funds to implement a “Public Housing Rehabilitation and Resilience program,” to design and construct improvements to buildings directly impacted by Sandy.
 The first phase of the program will include the installation of permanent emergency generators or alternate measures to enhance resiliency of the electrical power systems at the NYCHA buildings most vulnerable to storms and flooding. According to the City’s CDBG-DR Action Plan, NYCHA’s proposed resiliency measures could ultimately benefit 300,000 NYCHA residents in nearly 180,000 units, including the approximately 80,000 residents who were significantly impacted by Sandy. 
Conclusion
NYCHA estimates the base cost of completing Sandy-related repairs to all developments and carrying out its resiliency and mitigation efforts to be $923.2 million. To date, NYCHA has received $123 million from private flood and commercial insurance, $3.5 million from FEMA and $120 million from HUD’s CDBG-DR program, for a total of $246.5 million. According to NYCHA, this leaves the Authority $676.7 million short of the funding needed to meet all of their repair, resiliency and mitigation needs.

With this hearing, the Committee expects to learn the details of (1) what NYCHA has done thus far to repair and rebuild after Sandy; (2) what NYCHA’s future rebuilding plans are, and how NYCHA plans to pay for such efforts and (3) what changes NYCHA has made to its disaster response operations, particularly with regard to its procedures for residents needing special assistance during emergencies.
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