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Oversight: Administration of the Housing Stability Plus program
On Thursday, April 27, 2006, at 9:30 a.m., the General Welfare Committee, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will conduct an oversight hearing on the Housing Stability Plus (“HSP”) program.  Fran Winter, Acting Commissioner of the Department of Homeless Services (“DHS”), Jane Corbett, Executive Deputy Commissioner for Policy and Program Development for Human Resources Administration (“HRA”), Harold Shultz, Special Counsel to the Department of Housing Preservation and Development, advocates, homeless and formerly homeless persons and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.

The Bloomberg Administration introduced HSP as a key component of major changes to rental assistance programs in New York City announced in October 2004.  The program began accepting clients in December 2004.
  Prior to this time, the City relied almost exclusively on federal section 8 vouchers and public housing to provide permanent housing for homeless New Yorkers.
  HSP is a temporary rent supplement program designed to help homeless families and adults transition from the shelter system to permanent housing.  The HSP supplement is available to families and individuals who have been in shelters for at least 90 days and have an open public assistance (“PA”) case,
 as well as to families with children in foster care for whom the only barrier to reunification is housing,
 and survivors of domestic violence who have been in HRA’s emergency domestic violence shelters for at least 42 days and have an open PA case.
  When combined with a family’s PA shelter allowance, the HSP supplement provides families seeking permanent housing with “market rate rental” subsidies.
  According to figures provided by DHS as of March 2006, HSP has placed over 6,000 single adults and families into permanent housing.

The amount of the HSP supplement, which HRA pays directly to the landlord,
 is determined by a household’s PA case size and the number of household members receiving Supplemental Security Income (“SSI”).
  A family with a PA case size of 4, for example, would receive a $400 PA shelter allowance and a $525 HSP rent supplement each month, making the maximum rent amount $925 per month.
  If this family had a fifth member who received a $600 SSI benefit per month, the maximum rent amount would increase to $1,105, and would be comprised of (the four-person PA shelter allowance) + (the four-person HSP rent supplement) + (30% of the SSI recipient’s monthly award, in this case $180).
  The tenant is responsible for paying the SSI contribution directly to the landlord.
  A family’s PA shelter allowance remains the same from year to year.  The HSP rental supplement, however, decreases by 20 percent each year of the program.  In December 2004, DHS Commissioner Gibbs described the rental subsidy available under HSP as competitive, despite being “90 percent of…full market rent” and “slightly less than Section 8.”
 

On December 1, 2004, the Committee on General Welfare held an oversight hearing on homeless policy in New York City.  According to testimony provided by DHS at the hearing, the Administration initially anticipated that HSP would help over 7,000
 households move into permanent housing each year.
  The Administration expressed a belief that HSP would help slow shelter census increases.
  The program would give families an opportunity to move to permanent housing within three months of entering the shelter system, as compared to the average shelter stay experienced by families in recent years.
  Furthermore, the annual decrease built into the HSP rent supplement would “encourage greater self-sufficiency,” and reinforce “existing temporary assistance requirements that encourage households to seek and secure employment.”

At the December 1, 2004 oversight hearing, Council Members voiced support for the concept of direct City funding for a housing supplement program and expressed a number of concerns regarding HSP.  Committee members questioned whether a sufficient number of landlords would be willing to participate in the program, especially since the rent supplement would decrease each year.
  Further, Council Members questioned whether program participants would even be able to find suitable housing considering the amount of the supplement and the high cost of rent.
 

The Committee has followed up with DHS as additional questions about HSP have emerged.
  In response to concerns raised by HSP recipients, the Committee requested further information about the quality of housing, the apartment unit investigation process, and reports of side-deals—demands by landlords for cash payments above the rent set forth in the lease.
  The Committee further expressed concern regarding the pace of the agency’s progress toward its goal of placing 6,500 families in housing during the first year.
 

Today’s hearing aims to explore concerns regarding the structure and implementation of the program that have arisen over the past 16 months.  The balance of this briefing document provides background information regarding a number of these issues.

20 Percent Annual Supplement Reduction

As discussed above, the HSP supplement decreases by 20 percent annually until it ends after five years.  Clients and their representatives have raised concerns that the 20 percent step down functions as a 20 percent annual rent increase for clients.
  The annual reduction does not account for potential weakness in the job market or complex and unique barriers to employment that certain clients, such as survivors of domestic violence, face.
  

According to DHS Critical Activities Reports, at least 814 families signed leases through HSP over one year ago.
  By the terms of the program, all of these families should be receiving 80 percent of their original HSP supplement.  The Committee seeks more information regarding how many HSP participants actually have received supplement reductions and the reasons why some families who entered the program over one year ago have not seen their supplements reduced.  As of March 23, 2006, DHS reported that a total of 45 families have returned to shelter from HSP.
  The agency considers this figure encouraging and cites it as evidence that clients have so far been able to match the 20 percent step-down with their own contributions.
 

Eligibility and Public Assistance

To qualify for HSP, at least one member of a household must have an active PA case.
  While HSP participants are encouraged to work and earn a portion of the rent after one year, the requirement of an active PA case means that only clients who work part-time and in low wage jobs can maintain their supplement.
 

Families also can lose their HSP supplement if the PA case of one household member is sanctioned.
  As of March 23, 2006, HRA reported that 663 HSP clients had received sanctions at some point during their participation in the program.
  The agency could not, however, provide detailed information about how many of these clients actually fell into rental arrears because of loss of HSP benefits as a result of the sanctions.
 

Inspections
A landlord who wishes to rent an apartment to DHS clients through HSP must first register the apartment with DHS.
  As part of the registration process, DHS verifies that the apartment building is a legal residential unit and has no major outstanding violations.
  DHS inspects units that pass this stage.
  If a unit requires only minor repairs, 
 the inspector gives the landlord a list of the repairs that must be completed before lease signing.  Landlords must provide notarized documentation to DHS once the repairs are complete, and tenants receive a copy of the repair documentation at the lease signing.
  If the tenant finds the repairs incomplete, he or she may report this to the DHS Quality Assurance Unit.
  Inspected apartments that require major repairs must be re-inspected by DHS once landlords report that all repairs are complete.
 

Despite these inspection procedures, tenants, advocacy groups, and Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum have raised concerns about the conditions of apartments many families rent through the HSP program.
  In the spring of 2005, the Public Advocate’s Office performed housing code violation searches of 175 buildings registered with the HSP program.
  Among other things, the Office found that 31 percent had Class C, or “immediately hazardous,” code violations in the past year.
  Further, tenant advocates consider aspects of the DHS inspection process to be insufficient.  For example, the agency does not include conditions such as broken or missing stoves, refrigerators, locks, or toilets on the list of major repairs that require a re-inspection prior to the lease signing.
  In the event that a landlord falsely reports such repairs to be complete, a family could unknowingly move into an apartment that poses serious health and safety risks.   

Landlord Recruitment

When designing the HSP program, DHS took several steps to encourage landlords to participate.
  For instance, DHS streamlined the application and inspection process, created an ombuds feature
 for landlords to contact with tenant issues, and developed a process for identifying and assisting families who risk losing their HSP supplement.
  In addition, the Administration has arranged for landlords to receive the first three months of rent at lease signing.

However, under HSP, landlords no longer receive bonuses for lease signings and are not guaranteed the entire amount of the rent after the first year.  Instead, landlords know that families in the HSP program will receive a 20 percent supplement reduction each year, but have no assurance that families will have additional income to pay the full rent.  Landlords are also aware that families can lose HSP benefits if their PA cases become sanctioned.
  The Committee will be examining whether the recent decreases in the number of new families leasing apartments through the HSP program suggests growing reluctance of landlords to participate in the program.

Side Deals

HSP tenants have reported building owners who demand “side-deals”, additional cash payments on top of the rent.
  In response to concerns raised by the General Welfare Committee regarding side-deals,
 DHS replied that it is aware of the practice and has stated that it “is taking necessary steps to deal with this issue effectively.”
  The agency informs building owners and tenants that side-deals are explicitly prohibited and encourages tenants to resist these demands for extra money.
  The agency is tracking complaints and has considered “prohibiting building owners who are repeat offenders from participating in HSP.”

Attachment 1

	PA Case Size
	Shelter Allowance
	Rent
	Maximum

	
	
	Supplement
	Rent Amount*

	 1
	 $277
	 $488
	 $765

	 2
	 $283
	 $537
	 $820

	 3
	 $400
	 $525
	 $925

	 4
	 $450
	 $475
	 $925

	 5
	 $501
	 $675
	 $1,176

	 6
	 $524
	 $652
	 $1,176

	 7
	 $546
	 $851
	 $1,397

	 8
	 $546
	 $851
	 $1,397

	 9
	 $546
	 $1,130
	 $1,676

	 10
	 $546
	 $1,130
	 $1,676

	 11
	 $546
	 $1,466
	 $2,012

	 12
	 $546
	 $1,466
	 $2,012

	*The above schedule applies to families with minor children

	 

	PA Case Size
	Shelter Allowance
	Rent
	Maximum

	
	
	Supplement
	Rent Amount*

	 1
	 $215
	 $265
	 $480^

	 2
	 $250
	 $560
	 $820

	 3
	 $286
	 $639
	 $925

	 4
	 $312
	 $613
	 $925

	 5
	 $337
	 $839
	 $1,176

	 6
	 $349
	 $827
	 $1,176

	 7
	 $403
	 $994
	 $1,397

	 8
	 $421
	 $976
	 $1,397

	 9
	 $421
	 $1,255
	 $1,676

	 10
	 $421
	 $1,255
	 $1,676

	 11
	 $421
	 $1,591
	 $2,012

	 12
	 $421
	 $1,591
	 $2,012

	*The above schedule applies to single adults and adult families without minor children.

	^Rent supplement for single adults may go up to $550 (max. rent $765) with written justification, ie., an apartment could not be obtained at the lower amount.


Source: Department of Homeless Services, Housing Stability Plus, April 20, 2006, available at: http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/rent/hsp_page1.shtml.
Attachment 2

Inspections of HSP Units: “All apartments must undergo a DHS inspection. If a unit has no problems, DHS will certify the apartment. When only minor repairs are required (i.e. painting, minor plastering, or floor repairs), a landlord must sign a notarized Repair Agreement attesting that these repairs will be made prior to lease signing. An apartment with a Repair Agreement will still be certified and clients can proceed to lease signing. Of the units with a Repair Agreement, approximately 10% are spot-checked to verify the repairs were completed. When a unit requires major repairs (i.e. completing wall construction or bathtub installation), DHS will not certify the apartment. Once the necessary repairs have been made to the unit, building owners can schedule a re-inspection. Re-inspections are also scheduled if the apartment remains full of furniture or debris from the pervious tenant, thereby preventing a walk-through of the unit. Currently, DHS, the Administration for Children Services (“ACS”), and the Human Resources Administration (“HRA”) each conduct their own inspections on behalf of clients within each agency’s system.” 

Source: Letter from Linda Gibbs, Commissioner, Department of Homeless Services, to Jackie Sherman, Counsel, Committee on General Welfare (Dec. 19, 2005) (on file with the Committee on General Welfare).
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Attachment 4

Planned HSP placements for December 2004 – October 2005: 6,223


Actual HSP placements for December 2004 – October 2005:  3,957 (64 percent).

	Month


	Planned HSP Placements
	 Actual HSP Placements

	Dec-04
	383
	66

	Jan-05
	538
	199

	Feb-05
	538
	287

	Mar-05
	676
	436

	Apr-05
	541
	403

	May-05
	665
	505

	Jun-05
	531
	455

	Jul-04
	524
	398

	Aug-05
	703
	507

	Sep-05
	562
	373

	Oct-05
	562
	328


Source: Melanie Lefkowitz, Living on Edge Again, Newsday, December 19, 2005.

Attachment 3





Source: Department of Homeless Services, Housing Stability Plus, April 20, 2006, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/downloads/pdf/hsp_movein_checklist.pdf" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/downloads/pdf/hsp_movein_checklist.pdf�. 








� See Press Release, Department of Homeless Services, City Officials Announce Sweeping Changes in Rental Assistance Delivery to Better Serve New Yorkers Both In and Outside Shelter (Oct. 19, 2004) (available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/press/pr101904.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/press/pr101904.shtml�). See also Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, New York City Department of Homeless Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2006 Executive Budget, 172 (May 31, 2005).


� Of the 7,090 families who moved from the shelter system to permanent housing in Fiscal Year 2004, 4,160 used section 8 vouchers and 1,900 moved into public housing administered by the New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”). See Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report, Family Services Fiscal Year 2004, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml�. In December 2004, the Administration described this approach to permanent housing as unsustainable. NYCHA representative Doug Apple told the Council “there will not be any vouchers available … for the foreseeable future” due to “both the very high [section 8] utilization rate, and the funding risk in Washington.”  See also Testimony of Doug Apple, New York City Housing Authority, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 82 and 91 (December 1, 2004).


� See Department of Homeless Services, Housing Stability Plus, April 20, 2006, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/rent/hsp_page1.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/rent/hsp_page1.shtml�. DHS administers the program for clients transitioning to HSP from the DHS shelter system. 


� See Press Release, supra, note 1. ACS administers the HSP program for families awaiting reunification from foster care. The agency provides little, if any, public information about HSP and no information regarding the program on its website. 


� HRA administers HSP for survivors of domestic violence entering the program through HRA shelters. The agency provides little, if any, public information about HSP and no information regarding the program on its website. As of October 2005, HRA had placed 352 domestic violence survivors in permanent housing through HSP. See Testimony of Jane Corbett, New York City Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 46 (December 1, 2004).


� The DHS website explains that the program “offers competitive, market rate rent supplements…” See Department of Homeless Services, supra, note 3.


� See Testimony of Acting Commissioner Fran Winter, New York City Department of Homeless Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2007 Preliminary Budget, 275 (March 23, 2006).


� HRA makes the supplement payments for all HSP program participants, as HRA manages clients’ PA grants and the HSP supplement is a PA benefit. 


� See Department of Homeless Services, supra, note 3. See also Attachment 1 for the DHS rental supplement rates. 


� See Attachment 1.


� HSP does not provide any supplement for persons on SSI. For HSP households that have one or more members on SSI, and therefore require living space large enough to accommodate both PA and SSI recipients, the amount of the family’s supplement depends on the PA case size. The SSI recipient is responsible for paying any additional rent. DHS sets a family’s maximum rent amount by combining the value of a family’s PA shelter allowance (calculated based only on the number of PA recipients), HSP supplement (calculated based only on the number of PA recipients), and 30 percent of the household’s SSI income. In some cases, this “will equal less than the amount scheduled for that household size,” depending on the amount of household SSI income. See Department of Homeless Services, supra, note 3. HRA and ACS do not provide any information on their websites regarding how the agencies determine the maximum rent amount for households with SSI recipients. However, the Committee has received reports that HRA disregards households’ SSI income when calculating the maximum rent amount. 


� See id.


� See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, New York City Department of Homeless Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 38 (December 1, 2004).


� On December 1, 2004, Linda Gibbs told the Committee that changes brought about by HSP and the redirection of section 8 and public housing resources would result in “an astonishing increase of over 7,000 households served annually with housing resources and rental assistance.” See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, supra, note 13, 19. Later, on March 14, 2005, Linda Gibbs stated that “the annual goal [of HSP is to house] 6,500 families.” See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, New York City Department of Homeless Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2006 Preliminary Budget, 306 (March 14, 2005).


� From January 2005 – January 2006, DHS placed a total of 4,510 families in permanent housing through HSP. In this same period, DHS placed 95 adults in subsidized permanent housing, though the agency did not specify how many used HSP. According to these figures, DHS reached approximately 66 percent of its placement goal after one year of operation. There are no comparable publicly available figures from other agencies. See Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report, Adult Services Fiscal Year 2005, 2006 and Family Services Fiscal Year 2005, 2006, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml�. See also attachment 4 for a comparison of DHS actual versus planned placements. 


� See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, supra, note 13, 32. The average daily shelter census for families rose from 7,111 families in Fiscal Year 2002 to 9,347 in Fiscal Year 2004. As of January 2006, DHS reported the average daily shelter census for families in Fiscal Year 2006 to be 8,029. See Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report, Family Services Fiscal Year 2002, 2004, 2006, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml�. 


� Linda Gibbs explained “under this program, its administrative ease will allow somebody after 90 days to immediately move out to an apartment and we can really dramatically reduce the length of stay in shelters.” See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, supra, note 13, 32. In fact, the average length of stay has increased since HSP began operating. For Fiscal Year 2004, the average family length of stay was 341days. That average rose to 344 in Fiscal Year 2005. As of January 2006, the average family stayed in shelter for 348 days. See Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report, Family Services Fiscal Year 2004, 2005, 2006, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml�.


� See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs supra, note 13, 20.


� See Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 86 (December 1, 2004).


� See id. at 36.


� See letter from Bill de Blasio, Chair, Committee on General Welfare, to Linda Gibbs, Commissioner, Department of Homeless Services (Oct. 28, 2005) (on file with the Committee on General Welfare).


� See id.


� Almost one year into the HSP program, DHS had placed 4,673 households into permanent housing. See id. See also letter from Linda Gibbs, Commissioner, Department of Homeless Services, to Jackie Sherman, Counsel, Committee on General Welfare (Dec. 19, 2005) (on file with the Committee on General Welfare).


� See Testimony of Steven Banks, The Legal Aid Society, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 145 (December 1, 2004).


� See Testimony of Allegra Perhaes, Safe Horizon, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 194 (December 1, 2004).


� 158 families enrolled in January 2005, 281 families enrolled in February 2005, and 375 families enrolled in March 2005. See Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report, Family Services Fiscal Year 2005, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml�.


� It is unclear how many of these 45 families, if any, had stepped down. See Testimony of Acting Commissioner Fran Winter, New York City Department of Homeless Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2007 Preliminary Budget, 307 (March 23, 2006).


� See id.


� See Department of Homeless Services, supra, note 3.


� For example, if a single mother with two children obtains full-time employment at $7.65/hour, her PA case would close and she would immediately lose both her HSP supplement and PA shelter allowance.� Though her earnings would be high enough to disqualify her for PA, she would need to devote 70 percent of her pre-tax income to rent alone. See Testimony of Lauren Bholai-Pareti, Council on Homeless Policies and Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2007 Preliminary Budget, 389 (March 23, 2006).


� See Testimony of Executive Deputy Commissioner Seth Diamond, New York City Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2006 Executive Budget, 78 (May 31, 2005).


� See Testimony of Deputy Commissioner Pat Smith, New York City Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2007 Preliminary Budget, 49 (March 23, 2006). 


� See id.


� See Department of Homeless Services, supra, note 3. There does not appear to be a uniform process for inspecting apartments across all City agencies that administer HSP. DHS, ACS, and HRA each conduct the inspections for their own respective clients. The Committee is not aware of any public information available on the inspection practices observed by HRA and ACS, however the Committee has heard reports that HRA inspects apartments initially and returns for a second inspection once repairs, whether minor or major, are complete.


� See id.


� See Attachments 2 and 3 for details on inspection procedures. Attachment 2 is the description of the DHS apartment inspection process provided in a letter from Commissioner Linda Gibbs. Attachment 3 is the DHS Move In Condition Checklist Requirements. The DHS website, where this form can be found, describes it as “the complete checklist of inspection standards.” The ACS and HRA websites do not provide comparable information.  


� Examples of minor repairs include painting, minor plastering, or floor repairs. See Department of Homeless Services, supra, note 3.


� See id.


� The DHS website describes the Quality Assurance Unit as a post-lease resource available for handling issues related to repairs and other problems that may arise between tenants and landlords. See id. 


� Examples of major repairs include wall construction or bathtub installation. DHS does not, however, include missing or broken stoves, refrigerators, locks, or toilets on the list of major repairs that require a re-inspection. See id. See also letter from Linda Gibbs, supra, note 23.


� The Committee will be hearing testimony today on legislation introduced by Council Speaker Christine Quinn, designed to address problems relating to the quality of HSP apartments and the inspection process. See Council of the City of New York, Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, Briefing Paper of the Governmental Affairs Division, April 20, 2006 (on file with the Committee on General Welfare).


� See Public Advocate for the City of New York, Subsidy Shame: City Pays Landlords for Hazardous Housing, April 2005, available at � HYPERLINK "http://pubadvocate.nyc.gov/policy/documents/SUBSIDYSHAME.pdf" ��http://pubadvocate.nyc.gov/policy/documents/SUBSIDYSHAME.pdf�. 


� See id.


� See Testimony of Lauren Bholai-Pareti, supra, note 30, 341. 


� See Testimony of Commissioner Linda Gibbs, supra, note 13, 21. 


� See id. It is unclear if landlords who rent to HSP recipients who are ACS or HRA clients have access to the DHS ombuds service. 


� See id.


� See Testimony of Commissioner Verna Eggleston, New York City Human Resources Administration, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Fiscal Year 2006 Executive Budget, 80, (May 31, 2005).  


� See Testimony of Lauren Bholai-Pareti, Council on Homeless Policies and Services, before the Committee on General Welfare, Oversight: Homeless Policy in New York City, 156 (December 1, 2004).


� The number of new families fell from 459 in August 2005 to 374 in January 2006. See Department of Homeless Services, Critical Activities Report, Family Services Fiscal Year 2006, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dhs/html/about/car.shtml�. A recent news article reported that some landlords are frustrated by the program and do not wish to continue renting to clients receiving HSP subsidies. See Joe Lamport, Homeless Prevention Programs A Year Later, Gotham Gazette, April 19, 2006. 


� See letter from Linda Gibbs, supra, note 23.


� See letter from Bill de Blasio, supra, note 21.


� See letter from Linda Gibbs, supra, note 23.


� See id.


� See id.
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