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Introduction

On May 23, 2013, the Committee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Rosie Mendez, and the Committee on Sanitation and Solid Waste Management, chaired by Council Member Letitia James, will hold a joint oversight hearing to examine the New York City Housing Authority’s (“NYCHA”) sanitation and recycling practices. The Committees expect to receive testimony from NYCHA representatives, NYCHA residents, and interested members of the public.   
Background on NYCHA
NYCHA was created in 1934, three years before federal public housing.
 NYCHA had two goals – (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 goal 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, 2,597 buildings, and 178,895 public housing units, making it the largest public housing authority in North America. NYCHA also administers Section 8 affordable housing vouchers for 94,400 apartments. All told, NYCHA serves a community of 629,345 people, roughly the population of Boston.
 

Refuse Collection at NYCHA
NYCHA residents are responsible for keeping their apartments “clean and sanitary” and for disposing of household waste.
 This generally requires that residents put household garbage – other than recyclable materials – into chutes or hoppers located on each floor.
 These chutes typically lead to compactors or containers where refuse is stored until it can be collected by DSNY.
 NYCHA is responsible for maintaining and clearing refuse out of interior and exterior common areas and for collecting and storing residents’ household refuse on a daily basis.
 The containers used to store such refuse must be sturdy and provided in a sufficient quantity to store at least 72 hours’ worth of building waste.


DSNY regularly collects refuse from all residential households, including refuse from NYCHA buildings.
 These collections typically take place two to three times per week at buildings receiving curbside service and one to three times per week at buildings using roll-on/roll-off containers to store refuse.
 DSNY does additional weekly pick-ups at certain NYCHA developments receiving curbside service, but the number of these developments has declined due to a push by NYCHA to use containers at more developments.
 There are 24 developments currently receiving additional DSNY refuse pick-ups.
 NYCHA pays DSNY approximately $745,000 annually for these additional pick-ups.


It has been reported that, following Hurricane Sandy, regular plastic trash bags were used in lieu of sturdy containers to store refuse outdoors at certain NYCHA developments, including Jacob Riis Houses and Lillian Wald Houses. Residents have complained that this practice has attracted rats and other pests, but it is unclear whether the plastic bags are still being used.
Rodent and Pest Control at NYCHA

The City’s Housing Maintenance Code requires that all landlords keep buildings and surrounding areas free from infestation by rodents and other pests.
 This includes using “eradication measures,” such as extermination, when infestations are found.
 NYCHA and its residents must also take care when storing material or waste to avoid encouraging “rat harborages.”
 Generally, the Housing Maintenance Code is enforced by the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (“HPD”) and other relevant City agencies.
 However, HPD leaves enforcement of the Housing Maintenance Code in NYCHA buildings to NYCHA itself.


In 1999, DOHMH introduced “Integrated Pest Management,” or “IPM,” at Lehman Village Houses, a NYCHA development in Manhattan.
 IPM is a prevention-based pest control strategy that focuses on denying “pests the essential food, water, and means of entry they need to survive.”
 The Lehman Village pilot was deemed a success and the City Council provided limited funding for DOHMH to create an IPM Unit within NYCHA and to expand the IPM program to five other housing developments.

In May 2005, Local Law 37 of 2005 implemented the use of IPM at City-owned properties.
 While Local Law 37 did not apply to NYCHA directly – NYCHA property is not “City property” – DOHMH noted in 2007 that the Authority had nevertheless embraced IPM for all of its developments.
 According to DOHMH’s 2007 IPM Plan, NYCHA retained 80 “certified pesticide applicators on staff [to] perform routine inspections and treatments, carry out specialized intensive IPM interventions, and respond to complaints and requests from other agencies.”
 DOHMH lauded NYCHA for training its staff in IPM techniques and for participating in DOHMH’s “Rodent Academy” (discussed below).
 

DOHMH also noted that NYCHA had been “deploying a variety of new equipment and techniques for safer and more effective pest control.”
 These “new techniques” included the use of “HEPA” (high-efficiency particulate air) vacuums for “allergen, pest and harborage removal, steam machines for removing cockroach waste and eggs, handheld ultraviolet lights for inspections, and exterior oxygen-voiding trash compactors.”


According to DOHMH, the “oxygen-voiding trash compactors” were “rodent-proof, exterior compactors with odor control systems.”
 DOHMH explained that these compactors would “reduce or eliminate curbside food sources for rats by securely storing compacted trash outside of buildings in a sealed oxygen-voiding container.”
 During refuse collection, the entire container would be carted away, “eliminating the odors and spills that typically occur with the transfer of waste.”
 At the time of the 2007 IPM Plan, DOHMH reported that NYCHA had installed 278 compactors “at 166 of [NYCHA’s] 344 developments.”
 In its 2012 Five-Year Capital Plan, NYCHA budgeted approximately $11 million to install new compactors, including roughly $3.5 million in 2012 for compactors at 18 developments.
 While NYCHA reports a significant reduction in exterior and interior rodent sightings at developments with the new compactors,
 there have been complaints that some of the new compactors are not being properly maintained.

In 2011, NYCHA reported that it had a staff of 75 pest management professionals.
 In its 2011 end-of-the-year employee bulletin, NYCHA noted that 20 residents had completed an “intensive, six-week course” at the “Pest Control Technician Certification Program” in “NYCHA’s Resident Training Academy.”
 NYCHA explained that “residents who complete the course and pass the certification exam can start work in NYCHA’s Pest Control Unit as Community Service Aides.”
 This can lead to a position as a “Pesticide Technician.”
 NYCHA also explained that it planned to run another such training in 2012.
 According to NYCHA, the Authority doubled its pest control staff from roughly 80 to 160 in 2012, prior to Hurricane Sandy.

DOHMH Rat Programs

In addition to publishing guides regarding rat prevention and abatement,
 the following are some examples of DOHMH’s programs to manage rat populations:
Rat Information Portal

DOHMH’s Rat Information Portal is a searchable database that allows users to view findings from DOHMH inspections at properties throughout the city.
 The site also allows users to view information about rat baitings and clean-ups.
 

Rodent Academy

DOHMH’s Rodent Academy offers half-day and three-day courses “for those interested in learning about rat management.”
 The half-day course is designed to teach building operators and homeowners about IPM.
 The three-day course is geared toward helping pest control professionals better manage rat populations by giving those professionals “a better understanding of the biology, behavior and habitat of rodents, contributing factors to infestation, effective ways of evaluating site-specific responses and strategies, and effective communication strategies with the public to achieve lasting change and improvements.
 Both courses are currently offered free of charge.

Rat Indexing Program

“Rat indexing” is a targeted inspection program currently being used by DOHMH in the Bronx, Manhattan, and, on a limited basis, in Queens and Brooklyn.
 Indexing is premised on the idea that rats are more likely to occupy entire blocks, or even larger areas, rather than single properties.
 Under the indexing program, DOHMH inspectors walk every block of a targeted neighborhood to identify active rat signs (e.g. fresh tracks, fresh droppings, active burrows, active runways, rub marks, fresh gnawing marks, and live rats) and conditions conducive to rats.
 The indexing inspector inputs the observed data into a handheld computer and transmits it to a central database where it is used to develop neighborhood maps highlighting areas with particular rat issues.
 DOHMH typically does repeat inspections of areas with “high failure rates” – i.e. those where significant rate activity is observed by inspectors during indexing or in response to 311 calls.
  
Resident Complaints and NYCHA’s Cooperation with Other City Agencies

According to NYCHA, there have been significantly more resident complaints concerning rats at certain developments in the past six months (Nov. ’12 to Apr. ’13) as compared with same period last year. For example, resident complaints concerning rats are up by 148% and 49% at Baruch Houses and Lillian Wald Houses, respectively. NYCHA notes that it is working with DOHMH to address these increases. There have also been reports of NYCHA staff improperly positioning rat baits and poisons suggesting that, while staff may be getting proper training, some may not be using what they have learned. 
Additionally, while NYCHA has explained that resident complaints regarding rodents and pests are handled through NYCHA’s Customer Contact Center and its work order process, the Committees would like to obtain more detailed information concerning the functioning of that process.

Despite NYCHA’s above-mentioned cooperation with DOHMH, there have been reports that NYCHA is not cooperating as closely with other City agencies as it should. For example, some stakeholders report that the City’s Department of Transportation will not ordinarily eliminate rat burrows in broken curbs, street beds, or cracked sidewalks fronting NYCHA properties unless NYCHA first reports the condition, NYCHA has not been doing on a timely basis.  
Recycling

New York City’s residential recycling laws require residents to source separate paper, cardboard, metal, glass and plastic for recycling at all residential buildings in the City, including NYCHA properties.
 Both the standard NYCHA lease and the Resident Handbook require residents to dispose of all waste in a manner consistent with City law.
 DSNY is required to provide weekly collection of such source-separated recyclable material at residential buildings throughout the City.
  

In addition to source separation requirements for residents, the City’s recycling laws also impose a series of obligations on landlords. Specifically, a landlord of a building with nine or more apartments must provide a designated area for the storage of source-separated recyclables and, where appropriate, containers for storage of such material.
 Such landlords are also required to inform residents of the City’s residential recycling laws by, at a minimum, posting recycling instructions in or near the building’s designated recycling area and by making a recycling guide available to residents at the inception of their lease.
 Finally, landlords must remove non-designated materials from recycling containers prior to placing such containers for curbside collection.


Notwithstanding the laws and rules imposing recycling responsibilities on residents and owners, some consider recycling at NYCHA facilities to be insufficient.
 Generally, high-density buildings make recycling oversight and enforcement difficult because it is more challenging for building management to monitor material placed in recycling bins. Notices of violation issued by DSNY for failure to recycle are also less effective at curbing incorrect behavior in such buildings because they are issued to the building as a whole rather than to the individual residents responsible for the failure to recycle.


The difficulty of monitoring and enforcement of recycling practices appears to be compounded by a number of factors specific to NYCHA’s developments. A common source of blame for sub-par recycling at NYCHA facilities is lack of sufficient storage space.
 Because most NYCHA developments utilize garbage chutes and compactors to collect and store waste, NYCHA buildings lack storage areas accessible to residents for storage of recyclables.
 As a result, ad hoc storage areas are sometimes sited outside of buildings, or, in other instances, buildings simply lack recycling storage space altogether: a recent New York Times article revealed that fewer than half of the City’s public housing projects have recycling bins.
 In addition, even where recycling bins exist, the prevalence of garbage chutes makes it difficult to convince residents to carry their recyclables downstairs to the recycling bins.
  

Although recent stories have highlighted the work of residents and neighbors to assist with recycling outreach and education to NYCHA residents, the relative success of these programs has been dampened by concerns that such door-to-door solicitation within NYCHA facilities presents a security concern and NYCHA administrators have sought to curb such behavior.

Conclusion


This joint committee hearing will examine NYCHA’s sanitation and recycling practices, including NYCHA’s efforts to address rodent and pest complaints from residents and to eliminate harborages, the extent of the NYCHA’s cooperation with City agencies and community stakeholders concerning sanitation issues, NYCHA’s efforts to encourage and facilitate recycling, and generally, NYCHA’s future plans concerning sanitation, including pest control management, and recycling. The Committees hope to hear testimony from representatives of NYCHA, DSNY, and DOHMH, as well as from residents and interested members of the public.
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