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On February 13, 2013, the Committee on Public Housing (the “Committee”), chaired by Council Member Rosie Mendez, will continue its January 17th oversight hearing (“January 17th hearing”) examining the New York City Housing Authority’s (“NYCHA”) planning and response to the recent severe storm known as “Sandy.”    For background information on both NYCHA and its response to Sandy, please refer to the Committee’s January 17th Briefing Paper, available online at legistar.council.nyc.gov.
 

At the January 17th hearing, the Committee heard testimony from NYCHA representatives and interested members of the public about how NYCHA readied its buildings and residents for the storm and how NYCHA coped with the damage and the needs of its stranded residents afterward.  Recognizing the complexity of the issues NYCHA faced following the storm, questions on whether NYCHA adequately planned for such issues have been raised.  Some of the problems noted about NYCHA’s response included:  finding, contacting, and assisting stranded residents, particularly seniors and those with special needs; properly diagnosing service outages in a timely fashion; securing emergency equipment such as temporary generators and boilers; communicating with and providing updates to residents and elected officials; tracking and making available emergency equipment and supplies; engaging resident leaders; and restoring damaged community centers and other facilities.


At the time of the January 17th hearing, NYCHA had not provided the Committee with its hurricane emergency plan.  A review of such plan in light of the issues referenced above is important in assessing whether NYCHA’s preparedness for and response to hurricane emergencies is sufficient.  Consequently, the Committee recessed to allow review of the plan.  Today’s hearing will specifically consider NYCHA’s plan and procedures for hurricane emergencies and whether the highlighted problem areas reflected issues with the plan itself or with NYCHA’s execution of the plan. 
NYCHA’s Hurricane Emergency Plan
Following Hurricane Irene in 2011, the Committee held an oversight hearing to review NYCHA’s emergency preparedness initiatives.
  At that hearing, NYCHA representatives testified that the authority maintains a separate “internal procedure manual” for every kind of emergency,
 including hurricanes (the “Hurricane Plan”).

The Hurricane Plan was originally created in 1964.  It has been revised at least five times since then – in 1987, 2001, 2004, 2005, and 2012.  The most recent revision was issued on October 25, 2012 – days before Sandy struck.
  

2012 Hurricane Plan
The 2012 Hurricane Plan substantially revised the 2005 Hurricane Plan by enhancing existing protocols, adding several new emergency protocols, and increasing the size of the document from 10 pages to 39 pages (excluding appendices and tables).  Some of the more significant aspects of the plan follow:

Evacuation tracking.  The 2012 Hurricane Plan refers to a “Data Warehouse Emergency Response System” (ERS).
  According to the Plan, the ERS is used to create a “master roster” of all residents.
  During an emergency, staff are supposed to update this master roster for every resident to reflect the resident’s “(a) language spoken; (b) evacuation status (none, all, partial, or no answer); (c) disability status; (d) number [of residents] remaining in apartment; (e) name of evacuation shelter, if applicable; [and] (f) comments (e.g. occupants unwilling or unable to evacuate, current telephone numbers, updated emergency contact information).”
 
Special-needs list.  The ERS is also used to generate a list of residents registered as mobility-impaired or on life-sustaining equipment (the “special-needs list”).
  Staff are supposed to check on these special-needs residents before and after an emergency.

NYCHA previously testified that the special-needs list is comprised of residents that self-identify
 as “potentially needing special assistance” during the Annual Review process.  According to NYCHA, the list currently contains approximately 3,300 mobility-impaired residents and 140 residents on life-sustaining equipment within the mandatory evacuation zone (“Zone A”).
  
 “Resident Relations Teams.”  The 2012 Hurricane Plan refers to “Resident Relations Teams,” which are to be assembled by the Family Services Department prior to a storm and which are to be comprised of staff from the Family Services Department (the team leader), the Community Operations Department, and the developments.
 The teams are supposed to use the ERS 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 are also supposed to record every apartment visit they perform and log the information into the ERS.

Survey of evacuated residents in shelters.  According to the 2012 Hurricane Plan, NYCHA’s Family Services Department is to follow up with City emergency evacuation shelters to “survey” sheltering NYCHA residents and to assist with their return.
 

Emergency supplies.  According to the 2012 Hurricane Plan, prior to a storm, development staff is supposed to stockpile the following emergency supplies and equipment:  petty cash, credit cards, potable water, non-perishable food items, first aid kits, flashlights and extra batteries, radios, cots (with blankets and pillows), whistles, iodine tablets, rain gear and boots, bull horns, caution tape, extension cords, temporary lighting, generators, pumps, elevator outage notices, chainsaws, pole saws, plywood, and cameras.
  If extra supplies are needed, development staff is to request them through the “Crisis Coordinator” (Executive Vice President for Operations) and the Emergency Services Department.
   
Staff emergency training.  According to the 2012 Hurricane Plan, NYCHA supervisors review the hurricane emergency procedure with their staff “as hurricane season nears.”
  

NYCHA is also supposed to conduct periodic trainings, using materials developed by the NYC Office of Emergency Management (“OEM”), for those staff members who are OEM Coastal Storm Plan volunteers.
  


Resident emergency training.  According to the 2012 Hurricane Plan, NYCHA conducts “preparedness meetings and/or training sessions” with residents in “high risk areas” each year as hurricane season approaches.
  Further, at the Post-Irene hearing, NYCHA noted that it conducts evacuation drills at specific developments – in the Rockaways, for instance – and that it planned to expand such drilling to all developments within Zone A.
 

Conclusion
Given the timing of the last revision to the Hurricane Plan, it is unclear whether NYCHA relied upon its 2005 Hurricane Plan or its 2012 Hurricane Plan when coping with Sandy.  Because many reports and accounts of NYCHA’s delay in assessing and meeting the needs of its residents have surfaced, the Committee would like to learn what parts of the 2012 (or 2005) Hurricane Plan were implemented, what parts were not, and why.  To the extent that the 2012 Hurricane Plan was utilized, the Committee would also like to learn whether such protocols were effective or if further enhancements to the plan are necessary.  With this hearing, the Committee seeks to understand how NYCHA can better prepare for future emergencies.
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