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Introduction

On December 18, 2013, the Committee on Public Housing (the “Committee”), chaired by Council Member Rosie Mendez, will hold an oversight hearing to consider NYCHA capital projects funded by discretionary allocations from New York City Council Members.
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.

Council Member Funding Allocations for Capital Projects at NYCHA

Each year, City Council Members have the opportunity to directly fund specific capital projects, including projects related to public housing developments in their districts. Generally, the capital project process works as follows:
· The Council Member, usually in consultation with NYCHA, resident leaders, and other stakeholders, identifies a need within a public housing development and the parties meet to discuss expected costs and select a project.

· NYCHA provides the Council Member with an estimated cost for the project, and the Council Member decides how much of his or her discretionary funding to allocate to the project.

· The funding is formally allocated at the time the City’s budget is adopted, which is typically in June.

· NYCHA then sends plans for the project to the City’s Office of Management and Budget (“OMB”) for approval to proceed. OMB may require more information or changes to the project before allowing it to go forward.

· After OMB approves the project, NYCHA typically hires consultants and contractors to design and carry out the project.

· NYCHA sends the agreements it makes with third-party consultants and contractors to the Comptroller for registration. Once registered, the funds are considered “obligated” and will be paid out as the project proceeds.

· The project is completed and closed out.

Unfortunately, not all projects make it through this process in a timely fashion. On August 16, 2013, the Committee held an oversight hearing focused on delays in completing security-related capital projects funded by Council Members for NYCHA developments.
 At that time, the Committee was concerned with NYCHA’s failure to install security cameras and layered access security systems at various public housing developments using the more than $55.9 million allocated by Council Members for that purpose.
 Shortly after that hearing, NYCHA and the City Council entered into a Memorandum of Understanding, which required NYCHA to file quarterly reports to the Council concerning the progress of capital projects undertaken with Council Members’ discretionary funds.
According to the most recent quarterly report provided by NYCHA, Council Members have allocated approximately $98 million for capital projects at NYCHA developments as of September 30th of this year.
 Approximately $46.6 million has been allocated for security-related projects, and approximately $51.4 million has been allocated for non-security projects. Examples of non-security projects include renovations to community centers and senior centers, better lighting and new surfaces for basketball courts and baseball fields, improvements to playgrounds and playground equipment, vans to help transport seniors to and from their homes, new trash compactors, better lighting for walkways and outdoor areas, rehabilitating elevators, upgrading laundry rooms, and other kinds of projects intended to improve the quality of life for public housing residents.
According to NYCHA, since the Committee’s hearing last August, NYCHA has made significant progress on many security-related capital projects. NYCHA reports that 99% of its security-related capital projects are complete or in construction, and NYCHA expects to complete all of its security-related capital projects by the end of December 2014.

The quarterly report paints a different picture as far as non-security projects are concerned. Of the $51.4 million allocated by Council Members for these projects, NYCHA has obligated only $1.6 million (3.2%) and spent only $1.3 million (2.7%). Of the 59 non-security projects, excluding 13 new projects that only received funding in the most recent fiscal year, NYCHA has completed 4 (7%);
 3 (5%) are in construction; 3 (5%) have been approved by OMB and are moving toward construction; and 49 (83%) are stalled or have otherwise not yet been approved by OMB. Of the 49 projects that have not yet been approved by OMB, 9 (18%) received an initial Council Member funding allocation in the 2013 fiscal year; 7 (14%) received an initial allocation in 2012; 13 (27%) received an initial allocation in 2011; 5 (10%) received an initial allocation in 2010; 4 (8%) received an initial allocation in 2009; 3 (6%) received an initial allocation in 2008; and 8 (16%) received an initial allocation prior to the 2008 fiscal year.
Issues and Concerns

NYCHA reports that it has made great strides with regard to installing security cameras and layered access security systems. The Committee welcomes this development but remains concerned with NYCHA’s lack of progress on non-security projects as these projects account for more than half of the $98 million Council Members have allocated for capital projects at NYCHA developments. According to records NYCHA has provided, it appears that less than a third of non-security projects have cleared OMB and only a sliver of those – 3 projects – have begun construction. Today’s hearing will afford NYCHA an opportunity to explain this lack of progress, to update the Committee on any progress it has made with these projects since September, and to inform the Committee of the lessons it has learned so that, going forward, all projects – security and non-security – can be completed more quickly.
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