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 Testimony from: NEIGHBORHOOD HOUSING SERVICES OF JAMAICA (NHSJ) & NEIGHBORHOOD 
HOUSING SERVICES DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION (NHSDC)-SUBSIDIARY 

  Hearings Addressing: "Oversight: Building Homes, Preserving Communities: A First 
Look at the Mayor's Affordable Housing Plan" 

Monday, November 17, 2014 

 
To Councilman Williams and distinguished members of the Housing & Building Committee: 
 
I am Helen Maxwell, Director of the Housing Development Corporation of Neighborhood Housing Services of 
Jamaica, Inc.     
 
Neighborhood Housing Services of Jamaica (NHSJ) is not-for-profit housing organization that has been actively 

involved in community revitalization and the promotion of affordable homeownership for the past 40 years. 

We are a holistic organization that takes the full cycle approach to homeownership for low- and moderate-

income residents.  Our lines of business include:  Pre-Purchase and Foreclosure Counseling, Owner-Occupied 

and Closing Cost Assistance Grants, Handyman Education and Training, and Youth Build and Disaster Case 

Management for residents victimized by Hurricane Sandy.  

 
 I am here to speak about the critical need for affordable housing in the communities that we are serve.  We 

have three offices, two in Jamaica, Queens and one in Far Rockaway.   Non-profit organizations such as ours 

are on the ground floor in our communities and are perfectly poised to help solve the affordable housing 

crises.   We are very much energized by Mayor Bill de Blasio’s housing plan that promises to be very aggressive 

and comprehensive, and we depend heavily on the support of our Partners such Council Members, 

Governmental agencies and others, to sustain our ability. 

 
Over the two years we have experienced the aftermath of Superstorm Sandy’s devastation, the on-going 

foreclosure crisis and the high rate of unemployment due to a sluggish economy.  In response to these crises, 

NHSJ expanded its services to include Rental Assistance and Disaster Case Management, which includes 

financial, education and other assistance to victims of Hurricane Sandy.   

 
The need for affordable housing in Queens is at an all-time high because of the following: 

 

 The percentage of New York City households who are rent burdened (spend more than one third of 

their incomes on housing costs) has increased tremendously.  As rents continue to rise while incomes 

remain stagnant, the problem of finding an affordable apartment becomes more difficult.  
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 Residents residing in hotels as result of Hurricane Sandy two years ago, are still displaced and having a 

difficult time finding affordable apartments to rent. 

 

 Many people mistakenly think that the foreclosure crisis is over; however,  we, at NHSJ,  are still 

counseling homeowners who have not been denied loan modifications after fighting with their banks 

for two, three or four years.  Some of them are now coming to the realization that they may never get 

the modification and lose their homes; they then realize the need for an affordable apartments and 

rental units.   Others have already lost their properties and are doubling up with family and friends and 

also have the need for affordable apartments; however the high cost of rents have placed apartment 

out of the reach for most families who lost their homes because of a reduction in their incomes.   In 

Southeast Queens, many families are doubled-up in illegal basement apartments due to a void of legal, 

affordable apartments. 

 
In Jamaica Queens, we are approached daily by residents that who are looking for an affordable place to call 

home.  Because we are housed in the same building with a WIC (Women Infants and Children) Center, we get 

tons of requests for affordable apartments.  Many of these families cannot afford market-rate apartments and 

have to continue to live with parents or friends. We have a very few housing referral resources, especially with 

the Section 8 Program suspended and NYCHA having a waiting list for Queens' apartments. We also get many 

requests from seniors that are looking for affordable apartments.  Oftentimes, because they are on fixed 

(limited) incomes and are not able to pay the exorbitant market-rate rents.  We have very little resources for 

referrals in this regard.    

 
NHSJ's goal is to be able to respond to the community's housing needs.  We are pursuing several programs 

and projects in an effort to ease the housing burden. 

 

 We are co-developing affordable apartments with Slate Property Group, at Archer Avenue and 165th 

Street within the next one to two years.  This workforce development housing project will be 100% 

affordable and will house 89 units. 

 

 NHS Development Corporation's goal is to acquire abandoned properties and utilize State subsidies to 
rehab and make them affordable.  Upon completion of renovation, the properties will be sold to low- 
and moderate-income residents at affordable prices.  We currently have a pipeline of hundreds of pre-
qualified first-time home buyers who cannot afford market-rate properties, but would be able to 
qualify for “affordable” properties under our program guidelines.   
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 We also interested in acquiring vacant apartment buildings in Queens to be renovated and offered as 

affordable units to residents in our communities.  

 

 NHSJ continues to facilitate down-payment assistance grants for low and moderate income first time 

homebuyers who need help with their down-payments, and offers repair grants and energy audits to 

homeowners.  Our goal is to have homeowners be able to sustain homeownership by managing their 

expenses and keeping costs to a minimum.  

 

 While much of the housing-stock in Southeast Queens is aging and in need of continuous maintenance.   

We utilize our Construction Monitoring Department to oversee repair projects to avoid the likelihood 

of homeowners being taken advantage by professional tradesmen. 

 

 The NHSJ Handyman Training Program is a hands-on training program that allows customers to learn 

the basic principles of home repairs and maintenance such as plumbing, electrical, tiling, etc.  We 

encourage first-time and existing homeowners to take the classes and save money by learning to do 

simple repairs themselves while maintaining the up-keep of their properties. 

 
Since its inception in 1974, NHSJ has provided direct services for more than 70,000 families by providing Pre-

purchase Counseling, Foreclosure Intervention Counseling, Homeowner Grants, Rental Assistance and 

Landlord Trainings.  Our goal is to assist families through a holistic approach, assessing their full array of 

needs, in an effort to ultimately provide affordable housing and economic stability. We stand ready and able 

to do our part in helping to solve the affordable housing crisis.  Thank you for giving me this opportunity to 

speak before you. 

 

 

Helen Maxwell, Director 
NHS Development Corporation 



 

       

   

TESTIMONY OF LEGAL SERVICES NYC REGARDING  

THE MAYOR’S AFFORDABLE HOUSING PLAN 

 

New York City Council Committees on Housing and Buildings,  

Community Development, and Land Use 

November 17, 2014 

 

Legal Services NYC welcomes the opportunity to give testimony before the New York City Council on 

the critical topic of affordable housing.  Legal Services NYC is one of the largest law firms for low 

income people in New York City.  With five borough offices and numerous outreach sites, Legal 

Services NYC’s mission is to provide expert legal assistance that improves the lives and communities of 

low income New Yorkers.  Legal Services NYC annually provides legal assistance to thousands of low 

income clients throughout New York City.  Historically, Legal Services NYC’s priority areas have 

included housing, government benefits and family law; in recent years, Legal Services NYC has vastly 

expanded services in areas of need critical to our client base, including consumer issues and foreclosure 

prevention, unemployment, language access, disability, education, immigration, and bankruptcy.   

 

  

Preserving Existing Affordable Housing Stock: 

  

The Mayor’s new Housing Plan estimates that at least 500,000 low income families are paying 

substantially more rent than they can afford.  The Plan further explains that nearly 250,000 apartments 

left the rent regulation system since 1994.  Every time a rent regulated tenant is displaced from her home 

through eviction, harassment, or deprivation of services, the rent is increased beyond the means of low 

income New Yorkers, and the City permanently loses an affordable housing unit.  Clearly, the City 

cannot afford to lose a single unit that is now affordable, and every measure taken to prevent tenant 

displacement contributes to the success of the Mayor’s housing goals.   

 

We are excited that governmental bodies and agencies on both the City and State level, are working 

together as never before.  The Council, HPD, the Attorney General, and DHCR’s Tenant Protection Unit 

have all sharpened their focus on housing preservation, and can accomplish more in coordination than 

any of them can in isolation.  We look forward to working with all levels of government, and with 

community-based organizations and tenant advocates, to put the brakes on tenant harassment, predatory 

landlord practices, and irresponsible banking policies that fuel speculation and tenant displacement.  We 

also hope to work with HPD and neighborhood groups throughout the City to formulate strategies to 

preserve the affordability of expiring State and federally funded housing, as well as multi-family 

housing threatened by foreclosure or bankruptcy. 



 

Strengthening Inclusionary Zoning: 

 

The Administration’s commitment to mandatory inclusionary zoning is an essential part of solving the 

City’s affordable housing crisis. However, out of the 200,000 units to be preserved or constructed under 

the Mayor’s ambitious housing plan, only about 16,000 new units will be affordable to the neediest 

families – those below 50 percent of median income.  The affordability crisis faced by LSNYC’s low 

income clients can be remedied only if the Administration and the Council to work together to obtain the 

maximum number of units at the deepest possible subsidy levels in exchange for the valuable tax 

benefits and zoning changes so sought after by developers.   

 
Defending and Strengthening Rent Regulation: 
 

Preserving Rent Stabilization, which provides an indispensable lifeline to nearly one million low income 

and middle class New York families, must plainly be the centerpiece of any housing preservation plan.  

LSNYC supports the efforts of the Council and the Mayor to prevent weakening of the rent laws, and to 

close loopholes like high rent decontrol, preferential rents, and fraudulent vacancy increases that rob the 

City of irreplaceable housing resources. 

 

Strengthening Code Enforcement:  
 

Uninhabitable conditions are a major source of displacement of low income tenants, leading to the 

permanent loss of affordable housing when landlords rehabilitate and decontrol the vacated units.  

Tenants will benefit greatly if the City can find resources to expand HPD’s code enforcement efforts, 

including its successful AEP program and the essential work of its litigation bureau.  Code enforcement 

can be significantly strengthened through coordination between HPD and the Department of Buildings, 

and the District Attorneys.  The Council’s recent increase in funding for community organizers is also a 

vital step toward a coordinated housing preservation strategy.   

 

Bringing NYCHA into the 21
st
 Century: 

 

NYCHA can do much to remediate the City’s homeless crisis simply by ending punitive and pointless 

policies that displace tenants while wasting precious resources.  While agencies such as HRA and HPD 

have enthusiastically leapt to fulfill their roles in the Mayor’s housing plan, NYCHA has sadly lagged 

behind.  NYCHA tenants will remain subject to unnecessary risk of homelessness until NYCHA ends its 

cruel and wasteful practices of evicting tenants for late rent payment, of banishing young people from 

their homes based on minor criminal offenses, and of charging tenants unaffordable rents instead of 

promptly reducing rents based on lost income. There is no reason why any NYCHA tenant should have 

to enter the City’s shelters. 

 

We thank the City Council for addressing these important issues, and look forward to working with the 

Council and the Administration to address the City’s affordable housing crisis.  

 

Respectfully submitted,  

 

Edward Josephson, Esq. 

Director of Litigation, Legal Services NYC     

40 Worth Street, Suite 606, New York, NY 10013 

(718) 237-5538 
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Testimony of Kelly McAnnany 

On Behalf of New York Lawyers for the Public Interest 

Before the New York City Council's Committees on Housing and Buildings, Community 

Development, and Land Use  

 

“Building Homes, Preserving Communities: A First Look at the Mayor's Affordable 

Housing Plan” 

 

We would like to thank Chairperson Williams and the Committees on Housing and 

Buildings, Community Development, and Land Use for convening an oversight hearing on 

affordable housing in New York City.  New York Lawyers for the Public Interest (“NYLPI”) is a 

civil rights law firm with a robust disability rights practice, and as such we appreciate the 

opportunity to provide testimony regarding the need to increase the availability of affordable, 

accessible housing in New York City.   

We applaud the Mayor’s Affordable Housing Plan (“Mayor’s Plan”) proposal to enhance 

the roles of the ADA and Section 504 coordinators to improve access to the City’s Housing 

Agencies and we hope that an expansive view of access is undertaken in the coming months to 

ensure that all residents of New York City – regardless of ability – have access to affordable 

housing.   

 

Robust Enforcement of Accessibility Laws 

 

Consistent and aggressive enforcement of anti-discrimination laws will allow more 

people with disabilities to remain in their existing apartments.  Our office has assisted countless 

individuals with disabilities living in untenable situations merely because landlords and 

managing agents refuse to provide them with legally required reasonable accommodations.  

We’ve spoken to numerous individuals with mobility impairments, including seniors, who could 

not safely enter and exit their building because their landlord refused to provide a ramp or an 

elevator key to allow access through the basement.  Other clients with mental illness or visual 

impairments have been at risk of eviction because their landlord claimed they were “harboring a 

pet,” when in reality they had a legally protected service animal that provided them with critical 

emotional support or physical assistance.  

The New York City Human Rights Law (“NYCHRL”) prohibits disability discrimination 

in the sale or rental of housing and requires the provision of “reasonable accommodations” to 

enable people with disabilities to fully enjoy their housing premises.  NYC Admin. Code § 8-

107(5)(a); § 8-107(15)(a).  The protections under the NYCHRL have been interpreted more 

broadly – and the law covers more housing providers – than its state and federal counterparts.  

The additional protections available under the NYCHRL undoubtedly benefit New Yorkers with 

disabilities.  Take for example, an elderly couple with severe arthritis who contacted NYLPI 

seeking a reasonable accommodation in their rent-stabilized apartment.  Due to their disabilities, 

N  Y  L  P  IN  Y  L  P  I
New York Lawyers  
For The Public Interest, Inc. 
151 West 30th Street, 11th Floor 
New York, NY 10001-4017 
Tel 212-244-4664 Fax 212-244-4570 
TTD 212-244-3692  www.nylpi.org 
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they had great difficulty using their bathtub and toilet without the assistance of grab bars.  They 

made numerous requests of their landlord to pay for and install grab bars, but the landlord 

refused.  Unlike other laws that merely require a housing provider to allow tenants to make 

accessibility modifications in their apartment, the NYCHRL requires landlords to provide and 

pay for reasonable accommodations as long as it does not constitute an undue burden.  For this 

elderly couple with multiple health conditions and living off a fixed income, such a distinction 

made quite a difference.  NYLPI represented the couple in a lawsuit asserting a claim under the 

NYCHRL and successfully forced the landlord to cover the cost and installation of the grab bars.   

While this example illustrates the strength of the NYCHRL, it also reveals its limitations 

for the many New Yorkers with disabilities who do not have legal representation to enforce such 

rights.  As discussed, the NYCHRL is one of the most progressive anti-discrimination laws in the 

country, particularly with respect to rights to accessible housing.  Yet, this promise rings hollow 

given the lack of resources dedicated to the New York City Human Rights Commission (“The 

Commission”), the entity charged with enforcing the law.1  The Commission has for years failed 

to exercise its power to initiate investigations and complaints regarding discrimination.  The 

Commission’s current staff of 11 represents a 90% decline from its staffing of 152 employees in 

1991, and its current budget of under $6.5 million dollars represents a fraction of its initial 

budget of approximately $10 million in 1992, particularly when adjusted for inflation.  In the 

absence of dedicated staff and resources, the Commission cannot quickly and aggressively 

address disability discrimination in housing.  Given that the majority of victims of discrimination 

do not have legal representation and must file complaints pro se, we must increase funding and 

resources to ensure that the Commission is a legitimate avenue for redress. 

Finally, we support the Mayor’s Plan to “increase oversight of accessibility standards in 

the private market as well as in its regulated affordable housing stock...” (Mayor’s Plan, p. 84).  

Federal and local law – including Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act, Section 504 of 

the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and the New York City Building Code – contain various 

provisions requiring accessible design and construction, including for renovations and 

alterations.  Yet, as evidenced by recent litigation by the United States Attorney’s office against 

a major real estate developer, new construction of rental apartment buildings in New York City 

routinely fails to comply with accessibility guidelines and regulations.  We hope that the 

Mayor’s Plan proposal to increase oversight will mean real consequences for new construction 

and renovations that fail to comply with accessibility standards, including code enforcement by 

the New York City Department of Buildings.  New York City cannot afford to miss opportunities 

to grow its supply of accessible, affordable housing.   

 

Increased Supply of Accessible NYCHA Housing  

 

We applaud the Mayor’s commitment to increasing the availability of affordable, 

accessible housing, but we are concerned that NYCHA’s responsibility to provide accessible 

housing has not been adequately addressed in this initial plan.  

Over the years, NYLPI has received calls from individuals with disabilities who live in 

NYCHA housing and have waited many months – sometimes years – to be transferred to an 

accessible apartment.  While federal guidance and a settlement resulting from the Rivera 

                                                           
1 The concerns and recommendations for strengthening the New York City Human Rights Commission are outlined 

in a policy paper penned by the New York City Human Rights Working Group, of which NYLPI is a member. 

Please contact me to obtain a copy. 
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litigation mandate that 5% of NYCHA housing units be made accessible, this figure is arbitrary 

and untethered to the demands of the public housing population.  As documented in a 2011 

report by the Center for Independence of the Disabled New York, nearly 32% of individuals with 

disabilities in New York City are living below the poverty line.2  Further, as noted in the 

Mayor’s Plan, nearly 20% of NYCHA residents are seniors, the vast majority of whom already 

have or will develop disabilities that require reasonable accommodations of some kind.  This 

number will only go up as “the number of New Yorkers who are age 65 and older will increase 

by 40 percent to more than 1.4 million” by the year 2040.   

We hope the Mayor’s Office and the City Council will take steps to match the supply of 

accessible NYCHA housing to the needs of the public housing population. 

 

Oversight of Homeless Shelter Accessibility 

 

The Mayor’s Plan identifies several key statistics to support the promotion of homeless, 

senior, supportive and accessible housing, including that “New York City’s shelter population 

has increased to an all-time high of more than 50,000 people” and that “approximately 850,000 

people, or 10 percent of the City’s total population, are living with a disability.”  Yet, the plan 

fails to connect the dots between the needs of these intersecting and overlapping populations.   

Over the years, we have heard complaints from individuals with disabilities and 

advocates that New York City homeless shelters – in particular domestic violence shelters – have 

refused to provide accommodations or otherwise equally serve people with disabilities.  Among 

other barriers, we have been told of individuals with mental illness being inappropriately 

screened out of shelter services, deaf individuals not being provided with sign language 

interpreters or other reasonable accommodations, and blind individuals being told they cannot 

keep their service animal.  This can lead to the inappropriate discharge of individuals with 

disabilities from hospitals to nursing facilities.  In other circumstances, people with disabilities 

may be forced to remain in abusive situations or end up living on the street. 

The disproportionately high rate of domestic violence experienced by people with 

disabilities lends further incentive to ensuring that shelters are accessible.3  In addition, given the 

strong correlation between poverty and disability, we know that a significant number of 

individuals seeking or already housed in the homeless shelter system have disabilities and need 

accommodations of some kind.  There must be increased oversight and accountability for shelter 

compliance with accessibility requirements.   

 

Ongoing Support from NYLPI 

 

Once again, we would like to thank the Committees on Housing and Buildings, 

Community Development, and Land Use for convening this critical oversight hearing on 

affordable housing in New York City.  We appreciate the opportunity to provide this testimony 

on behalf of our clients with disabilities who seek – and deserve – equal treatment and access to 

                                                           
2 “Disability Matters: Unequal Treatment and the Status of People with Disabilities in New York City and New 

York State,” Center for Independence of the Disabled, New York. Available at: 

http://www.cidny.org/resources/News/Reports/Disability%20Matters.pdf.  
3 See, e.g., “Violence against people with disabilities: New developments and important implications,” Emily M. 

Lund, M.Ed. Available at: http://www.apa.org/pi/disability/resources/publications/newsletter/2012/12/disabilities-

violence.aspx.  

http://www.cidny.org/resources/News/Reports/Disability%20Matters.pdf
http://www.apa.org/pi/disability/resources/publications/newsletter/2012/12/disabilities-violence.aspx
http://www.apa.org/pi/disability/resources/publications/newsletter/2012/12/disabilities-violence.aspx


4 
 

affordable housing in New York City.  We hope the issues we have identified above will help 

inform the Committees’ advocacy in the coming months.  Please feel free to contact Kelly 

McAnnany at (212) 244-4664 or kmcannany@nylpi.org for further information or discussion.  

 

 

mailto:kmcannany@nylpi.org
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Moving forward with rezoning, when other key elements of the housing and economic development strategy are 
not yet formed, means we are asking people to sacrifice everything they value about their neighborhoods – their 
affordability, their character, the good jobs that local businesses now sustain – in the name of affordability, when 
there is no clear path to creating that affordability at meaningful levels and scale. 
 
The Council should insist that the rest of the pieces – subsidies to enable meaningful levels of affordability, 
protection of existing affordable housing, no net loss of industrial space, and commitments to the other public 
investments needed to make additional density succeed, are in place, and make clear that it will not approve any 
rezoning that doesn’t address these concerns.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Opinions expressed in this testimony reflect the position of the Pratt Center for Community Development, and are 
not necessarily those of Pratt Institute. 








































