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Oversight: Administration of the Section 8 Voucher Program in New York City

The Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio, will meet on Wednesday, December 12, 2007 to examine the administration of the Section 8 voucher program in New York City. Representatives from the New York City Housing Authority and the Department of Housing Preservation and Development, advocates, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify. 

Background 

The Housing Choice Voucher Program, also known as the Section 8 voucher program, is the largest rental subsidy program in the country.
  The Section 8 Housing Assistance program was created by the Housing and Community Development Act of 1974.
  In 2000, 1.5 million people received rental subsidies through the Section 8 program.
  Section 8 participants receive vouchers to supplement their income to obtain affordable housing.  The Housing Choice Voucher Program is funded by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (“HUD”), and administered by local housing authorities.  HUD guidelines suggest that a family’s income may not exceed 50 percent of the median income for the area where the family chooses to live.
  At least 75 percent of voucher recipients must have incomes that do not exceed 30 percent of the area median income.
  The “payment standard” is the maximum monthly housing subsidy for the family. The payment standard includes the family’s contribution, which must be no less than 30 percent and no more than 40 percent of their monthly-adjusted gross income.
 

In New York City, the Section 8 program is administered by both the New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”) and the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (“HPD”).
 As of June 30, 2007, 82,801 households leased Section 8 units through NYCHA’s Section 8 program, and 29,350 landlords participated in the program administered by NYCHA.
  The New York City Department of Housing Preservation and Development (“HPD”) administers Section 8 vouchers to over 28,000 households, who are housed by approximately 5,800 owners.
 

NYCHA Section 8 participants have 180 days from the time they receive vouchers to locate an apartment.
 In some instances, NYCHA will grant an extension of time if the participant requires one.  Section 8 recipients through HPD’s Section 8 program have 120 days to find apartment after receiving a voucher,
 although recipients can request a 30 day extension if they can document a reason for delay, such as an illness requiring hospitalization.
  In both programs, once a tenant has found an apartment, the landlord must pass an initial inspection and sign a lease with both the housing authority (whether NYCHA or HPD) and the tenant agreeing to provide decent, safe, and sanitary housing at a reasonable rent. NYCHA and HPD recertify clients’ income and family composition at least annually, and conduct annual apartment inspections.
 

HPD’s Section 8 program is targeted to very specific populations of New Yorkers, including homeless households and households affected by HPD renovations.
 In addition, HPD provides Enhanced Vouchers, also known as Sticky Vouchers, to provide federal assistance to residents of rent-regulated apartments in buildings where the owners choose to opt out of project-based Section 8 contracts.
 

NYCHA’s Section 8 program was closed to new applicants (with the exception of emergency applicants such as victims of domestic violence, homeless persons, intimidated witnesses or those involved with the ACS family unification and independent living program) from December 1994 to February 2007 due to federal funding cuts.
  In early 2007, however, Mayor Bloomberg and NYCHA Chairman Tino Hernandez announced the availability of 22,000 new Section 8 vouchers and temporarily reopened the Section 8 waiting list to non-emergency applicants for the first time in 12 years.
 The list opened for a 90-day period from February 12, 2007 to May 14, 2007.
  Currently, NYCHA is only accepting applications from emergency applicants until further notice.
  

On April 11, 2007, the Committee on General Welfare held a hearing to consider Int. No. 61, a local law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York in relation to prohibiting landlords from discriminating against tenants based on lawful source of income, and to discuss issues related to the administration of the Section 8 program in New York City.
 Witnesses included representatives from NYCHA, the Human Rights Commission, the Rent Stabilization Association (“RSA”), housing advocates, and Section 8 holders. 

At the April 2007 hearing, Greg Kern from NYCHA testified to improvements that the housing authority had made to the Section 8 program, “to increase the number of landlords who participate in Section 8.”
  Specifically, NYCHA streamlined the apartment inspection process with the help of hand-held computers and an expedited approval process.
  According to NYCHA, the computerized system helped to accelerate the annual inspection process, allowing landlords more time to make repairs and decreasing the number of rental payment suspensions associated with annual inspections.
  NYCHA also schedules regular briefings for landlords, at which the agency explains the operation of the program.
  In addition, voucher holders can check apartment listings on NYCHA’s website, to assist them in their search for available apartments.  NYCHA is further “proposing to provide landlords with an electronic funds transfer option, to speed up payment of their subsidy.”

Similarly, Patricia Zafiriadis from HPD testified about improvements HPD has made over the last few years to improve relationships with landlords and tenants.  For example, HPD has:  contracted with three community based organizations to assist HPD’s Section 8 voucher holders who are at risk of homelessness; offered regular landlord workshops to address outstanding issues and provide information updates; provided hand-held devices to conduct inspections more efficiently and accurately; established units to address tenant and landlord concerns and to process rent increase requests more quickly; revised and clarified documentation that is transmitted to landlords and tenants; established a Quality Assurance Unit to review ten percent of case files annually; reorganized sixty percent of tenant case files; and executed a contract for written and oral translation services.
  Since the hearing in April, the City Council has coordinated and taken part in meetings with HPD, landlords, and tenants, to discuss further improvements to the administration of the program.  In addition to the items listed above, HPD also intends to review an owners’ manual that NYCHA disseminates, and create one for its own purposes, as well as develop a newsletter for staff, tenants, and owners.
  Additionally, HPD expects to streamline the flow of information to landlords by increasing the automation of some landlord functions, such as sending Housing Quality Standards (“HQS”) notices by email.
  HPD has hired 33 additional staff in 2007, some in new positions, and appointed a Deputy Director to oversee HPD’s Subpoenas Unit, to improve its functioning.
  

Frank Ricci from the RSA, which represents approximately 25,000 property owners and agents in New York City, testified at the hearing in April about a number of administrative disincentives involved with the Section 8 program that help, from his perspective, to explain why many landlords in New York City do not participate in the program. Among other problems, Mr. Ricci described the long periods of time that landlords must wait for NYCHA and HPD to implement rent increases approved by the Rent Guidelines Board, the difficulty of dealing with the multiple agencies, with different procedures, that administer the program, the lack of one designated staff person to address problems related to a given building, and delays in the lease renewal process.
 

At today’s hearing, the Committee seeks testimony from tenant and landlord advocates regarding their experiences with the Section 8 program in New York City, as well as updated information from NYCHA and HPD regarding their ongoing efforts to improve the administration of the Section 8 program for tenants and landlords.  

� U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy Development and Research, Study on Section 8 Voucher Success Rates, Volume I: Quantitative Study of Success Rates in Metropolitan Areas, Chapter 1, 1 (November 2001) (last updated March 17, 2003). 


� 42 U.S.C.A. §1437f(a) authorizes housing assistance payments “for the purpose of aiding low-income families in obtaining a decent place to live and of promoting economically mixed housing.”  


� U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy Development and Research, supra note 1.


� See Housing Choice Vouchers Fact Sheet, HUD, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.hud.gov/offices/pih/programs/hcv/about/fact_sheet.cfm#2" ��http://www.hud.gov/offices/pih/programs/hcv/about/fact_sheet.cfm#2�


� See 24 CFR § 982.201. 


� New York City Department of Housing Preservation and Development (“HPD”) voucher payment standards as of October 2007 were $903 for a single room occupancy unit, $1204 for a studio, $1303 for a one-bedroom, $1449 for a two-bedroom, $1783 for a three-bedroom, $2005 for a four-bedroom, $2306 for a five-bedroom, and $2606 for a six-bedroom. According to the HPD website, “[t]he payment standards are determined by HUD, which establishes standards at or close to the average of all rents in the particular area, and by HPD, which establishes payment standards between 90 – 110% of the HUD established rent.” See Residential Tenants Section 8 Information, HPD, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://161.185.1.156/html/hpd/html/tenants/section_8.shtml#size" ��http://161.185.1.156/html/hpd/html/tenants/section_8.shtml#size�.  New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”) voucher payment standards for new rentals and transfers as of October 2007 were $1095 for a studio, $1185 for a one-bedroom, $1318 for a two-bedroom, $1621 for a three-bedroom, $1823 for a four-bedroom, $2096 for a five-bedroom, $2370 for a six-bedroom, $2643 for a seven-bedroom, and $2917 for an eight-bedroom. See Section 8 Assistance, Voucher Payment Standards, NYCHA, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/section8/voucher_payment.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/section8/voucher_payment.shtml�. If the rent exceeds these standards, the tenant can pay up to but no more than 40 percent of household income.  


� In addition, the New York State Division of Housing and Community Renewal administers a statewide Section 8 program, which includes New York City. See Residential Tenants Section 8 Information, HPD, supra note 6.


� See NYCHA Section 8 Statistics, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/lh_apt_stats.pdf" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/lh_apt_stats.pdf�. 


� See Testimony of Patricia Zafiriadis, HPD, before the Committee on General Welfare, April 11, 2007, 27 (on file with the Committee on General Welfare).


� See Section 8 Assistance, Frequently Asked Questions, Applicant’s Questions, NYCHA, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://home2.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/section8/lh_app_faqs.shtml" ��http://home2.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/section8/lh_app_faqs.shtml�.   


� See Testimony of Patricia Zafiriadis, supra note 9, at 40. 


� Id. at 41.


� See Section 8 Assistance, Frequently Asked Questions, Section 8 Tenant Questions, NYCHA, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/section8/lh_ten_faqs.shtml#q1" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/section8/lh_ten_faqs.shtml#q1�. See also Residential Tenants Section 8 Information, HPD, supra note 6; Section 8 Assistance, Frequently Asked Questions, Applicant’s Questions, supra note 10. 


� See Residential Tenants Section 8 Information, supra note 6. 


� Enhanced vouchers differ from standard vouchers in a number of ways, see id. for further information. 


� See Press Release, Mayor Bloomberg and NYCHA Chairman Hernandez Announce the Reopening of the Section 8 Voucher List for First Time in Twelve Years, January 29, 2007, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/pr_jan07_29.pdf" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/pr_jan07_29.pdf�. In late 2004, NYCHA began phasing out the priority status that homeless families formerly had for the Section 8 program. See Press Release, City Officials Announce Sweeping Changes in Rental Assistance Delivery to Better Serve New Yorkers Both In and Outside Shelter, October 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 Press Release, Mayor Bloomberg and NYCHA Chairman Hernandez Announce the Reopening of the Section 8 Voucher List for First Time in Twelve Years, supra note 16. 


� Id.


� See Section 8 Assistance, NYCHA, available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/section8/section8.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/section8/section8.shtml�.  


� Int. No. 61 has since been amended, and today’s hearing will also discuss Proposed Int. No. 61-A, the current version of the bill.  


� See Testimony of Greg Kern, NYCHA, before the Committee on General Welfare, April 11, 2007, 85 (on file with the Committee on General Welfare). 


� Id. 


� Id.


� Id. at 84-85.


� Id. at 85.


� See Testimony of Patricia Zafiriadis, supra note 9, at 31-32.


� Information provided to the Committee by HPD in November 2007 (on file with the Committee on General Welfare).


� Id.


� Id.


� See Testimony of Frank Ricci, Rent Stabilization Association, before the Committee on General Welfare, April 11, 2007, 113-18, 126 (on file with the Committee on General Welfare).
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