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Introduction

On February 27, 2014, the Committee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Ritchie Torres, and the Committee on Recovery and Resiliency, chaired by Council Member Mark Treyger, will hold a joint oversight hearing entitled “Provisional Heating Systems in the Wake of Sandy: How are they working at NYCHA and how long will they be in place?” Those invited to testify include the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), NYCHA residents, and interested members of the public.

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 standards.
 
NYCHA’s Usage of Mobile Boilers in Response to Hurricane Sandy
On October 29, 2012, New York City was hit by Hurricane Sandy, the worst natural disaster in the City’s history.
 The storm took the lives of 43 New Yorkers
 and damaged tens of thousands of buildings, leaving many more homeless.

On January 17, 2013, the Committee on Public Housing held the first of three oversight hearings focusing on NYCHA’s response to Hurricane Sandy. At that hearing, NYCHA testified that the storm had significantly impacted 423 NYCHA buildings which are home to approximately 80,000 residents in Brooklyn, Queens, and Manhattan.
 NYCHA further testified that, of the affected buildings, 402 lost electrical power and 386 lost heat and hot water services.

To restore electricity, heat, and hot water, NYCHA relied on temporary mobile boilers and generators which it acquired from locations around the country.
 NYCHA testified that it faced difficulties ensuring that the mobile boilers would be of the right size, capacity, and type to work with its infrastructure and that many modifications were needed to accommodate the temporary boilers and generators.
 It is unclear exactly how many buildings and units were served by these mobile boilers initially and how long NYCHA originally expected such boilers to be in place.
Boilers


A boiler is a piece of equipment that burns fuel to heat water in order to provide hot water and/or heating for a building.
 Boilers are usually controlled by thermostats: when the temperature in a room or set of rooms falls below a certain limit, the thermostat signals the boiler to provide additional heat.
 

Boilers generally come in two types: firetube and watertube.
 In a firetube boiler, standing water is heated by fire (or hot gases) traveling through tubes surrounding the water.
 In a watertube boiler, water is heated by sending it through tubes surrounding a furnace.
 Firetube boilers are generally 25 to 40 percent cheaper than watertube boilers, more efficient,
 and easier to clean.
 Watertube boilers, on the other hand, can achieve higher capacities
 (up to 19,000 hp compared with up to 2,500 hp for firetube boilers), take up less space to install, and can respond more quickly to changes in the amount of heat needed.

There are three types of fuel used for boilers: residual fuel oil, distillate fuel oil, and natural gas.
 Residual fuel oil is generally used for higher capacity boilers (above 2.5 million BTU/hour) and is “the heaviest and thickest of all fuel oils.”
 Residual fuel oil contains high concentrations of sulfur and heavy metals and produces more particulate emissions when burned than does distillate fuel oil; it must also be kept at higher temperatures to keep it from congealing into tar, and boilers relying on residual fuel oil require frequent cleaning and maintenance to stave off efficiency losses due to soot accumulation.
 Distillate fuel oil is lighter and cleaner than residual fuel oil, but is generally more expensive.
 And natural gas is the cleanest and cheapest of the boiler fuel options.

Repairing and Replacing the Damaged Boiler Systems
As of February 24, 2013, NYCHA reported that it had 26 mobile boilers operating in 16 developments: in Brooklyn, the developments with mobile boilers were Carey Gardens, Coney Island Site 1B, Coney Island Sites 4 & 5, Coney Island Site 8, Gravesend, O’Dwyer Gardens, Red Hook East, Red Hook West, Redfern, and Surfside Gardens; in Manhattan, the developments are: Lavanburg and Lower East Side V; and in Queens, the developments are: Carleton Manor, Hammel Houses, and Ocean Bay – Bayside. NYCHA has previously stated that the mobile boilers would likely remain in place for a couple of heating seasons
 due to NYCHA’s need to rebuild its infrastructure in the impacted areas in a more resilient fashion, which may include elevating boilers in new boiler rooms, building flood walls to protect basements, and using more advanced approaches such as combined heat and power plants.

NYCHA has also stated that, for buildings in Sandy-impacted areas, implementing resiliency measures, including measures for boiler systems, would cost approximately $620 million and that, as of November 20, 2013, NYCHA had received only $129.8 million in funding ($3.5 million from FEMA and $126.3 million from NYCHA’s private insurers).
 NYCHA also noted that the cost of repairing “basic damage” inflicted by Hurricane Sandy, without added resiliency measures, would be “in the range of $600 million” and that, after adding the cost of resiliency measures, the total cost would be “something in the range of $925 million.”
 It is unclear what repairs and resiliency measures for impacted boiler systems will cost alone.
Issues with Mobile Boilers
A number of complaints have surfaced related to the performance of the mobile boilers in use at NYCHA developments. At the November Sandy Hearing, a legal service provider noted that, in the winter of 2012 and through the spring, NYCHA had difficulty regulating the hot water coming out of the mobile boilers.
 The provider, the Legal Aid Society, fielded calls from NYCHA residents in the Rockaways, Coney Island, and Red Hook complaining of no hot water in some instances and scalding hot water in others.
 Another provider, the Legal Assistance Group, recently described the case of an elderly Far Rockaway resident “who has had no hot water since Hurricane Sandy. She has repair ticket numbers, but no one has fixed the problem.”
 

On January 4, 2014, the press reported that almost 3,000 NYCHA residents lost heat and hot water when mobile boilers at O’Dwyer Gardens and Hammel Houses failed.
 According to the reports, O’Dwyer Gardens lost heat and hot water for more than 12 hours starting at 6 a.m.,
 and the outage at Hammel Houses lasted from noon until 5 p.m.

NYCHA previously reported that it had established a “24-hour watch” to handle mobile issues at one development in Red Hook after Hurricane Sandy.
 But it is unclear how long such protocol was used and what procedure NYCHA employs currently either at Red Hook or elsewhere for such issues.
Council Concerns
 
This joint committee hearing will consider NYCHA’s continuing reliance on temporary mobile boilers to provide heat and hot water at certain developments in the wake of Hurricane Sandy. This will include an examination of (1) the quality and reliability of the mobile boilers themselves, (2) NYCHA’s procedures for and responsiveness in dealing with mobile boiler issues, and (3) NYCHA’s progress toward repairing and replacing its damaged permanent boiler systems.
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