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I. Introduction


On December 16, 2014, the Committee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Ritchie Torres, will hold an oversight hearing entitled, “The Relationship Between Lighting and Safety in the Wake of the Akai Gurley Shooting.” On November 20, 2014, Akai Gurley, a 28-year-old public housing resident was fatally shot by New York City Police Department (“NYPD”) Police Officer Peter Liang in a darkened stairwell at the Louis H. Pink Houses in Brooklyn, New York.
 At a press conference on November 21, 2014, NYPD Commissioner William J. Bratton stated that the shooting appeared to be an accidental discharge.
 The NYPD Internal Affairs Bureau is investigating the incident
 and the Brooklyn District Attorney is considering impanelling a grand jury to determine whether charges should be brought against Liang.
 NYCHA is also investigating the circumstances surrounding the darkened stairwell.
 At today’s hearing, the Committee expects to learn more about exterior and interior lighting issues across NYCHA developments and how those issues affect the safety of public housing residents. Those invited to testify include NYCHA and interested members of the public, including public housing advocates and residents.

II. Background on NYCHA and Public Housing

Former New York City Mayor Fiorello La Guardia created NYCHA in 1934 – three years before the advent of federal public housing.
 NYCHA originally served two purposes: (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 purpose 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, 2,563 buildings, and 178,557 public housing units, making it the largest public housing authority in North America.
 NYCHA also administers Section 8 affordable housing vouchers for 91,103 apartments.
 All told, NYCHA serves a community of 615,199 people, roughly the population of Boston.
 

NYCHA is a “public benefit corporation,”
 a “public housing agency” under the United States Housing Act of 1937,
 an “authority” under the New York State Public Housing Law,
 and, for certain purposes, a City agency.
 In addition to applicable federal and state law, NYCHA must abide by the City’s laws and rules related to planning, zoning, sanitation, building, and housing maintenance standards.
 

III. Lighting Repairs at NYCHA

NYCHA has historically been slow to complete repairs at its developments, but has recently made an effort to reduce its backlog. In January 2013, when NYCHA began its Maintenance & Repair Action Plan to reduce the number of open maintenance and repair work orders, there were 422,639 open maintenance and repair work orders.
 As of October 1, 2014, the total number of open maintenance and repair work orders at NYCHA was approximately 85,000.
 According to the NYCHA Metrics webpage, where NYCHA posts information regarding work orders, a repair request for a “public space light” issue is addressed within 15 days, compared to 21 days last year.
 More specifically, NYCHA has stated that it makes 120 lighting repairs daily, and that the average repair time for interior lights is 4.5 days while the average repair time for exterior lights is 8.9 days. Lighting repairs can range from the replacement of bulbs to upgrades of the entire electrical system. 

Repairs can be requested by residents, NYCHA staff, and NYPD officers in field reports.  NYCHA residents can request repairs by going to a walk-in center or calling the Customer Contact Center (CCC), which is open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
 CCC representatives schedule appointments for routine repairs or make immediate arrangements to address emergencies. Repair requests are recorded as work orders. According to NYCHA, lighting repairs are considered routine repairs. Routine repairs that require appointments and are not generally addressed after-hours (4:30 PM-8:00 AM weekdays, weekends, and holidays) include: lock out service or lock repairs involving residents' personal locks; household sink, basin or bathtub stoppages; toilet stoppages after 11:30 PM; drain pipe leaking; refrigerators that are out of order; installation of fuses or resetting of circuit breakers; retrieval of wallets, keys, money, etc. from elevator or compactor shafts; toilet tanks that are out of order; stove ticking; noisy compactors; and stoves, water lines, electricity, etc. previously shutdown by the Fire Department, Con Edison, Keyspan Energy or the Development.
 Emergency repairs include: danger or potential danger to life or limb caused by a maintenance problem; explosions and fires; gas leaks; elevators out of order; floods; power failures and apartments without electricity; main sewer and stack stoppages; apartment door and door knobs not working; toilet stoppages; and heat and hot water complaints.
 All requests for repairs are treated by priority of importance. As stated above, emergency repairs are addressed immediately, even if it is after-hours. Other repairs are prioritized as either urgent, which must be addressed within 48 hours, or routine, which are scheduled for the next available time slot.
 

NYCHA staff, such as caretakers and maintenance workers, can also report conditions that need repairs. Caretakers and maintenance workers are empowered to make certain minor repairs themselves (such as replacing a light bulb) without the creation of a work order and must report any repairs they cannot handle to their supervisors, leading to the creation of a work order.
 It appears that NYCHA staff can also request building upgrades. In the case of the Louis H. Pink Houses, according to press reports, a supervisor had formally requested a lighting upgrade several months ago but the upgrade had not yet occurred because “there were higher priority repairs at Pink Houses that had to be addressed first.”
     

Finally, NYPD officers who patrol NYCHA developments can make note of repair needs in their field reports.
 Field reports are used to record non-criminal conditions occurring at NYCHA locations, including but not limited to: repairs; damage (accidental, non-criminal, cause unknown); playing in prohibited areas; noise complaints; other breaches of NYCHA rules; lingering, abandoned or derelict vehicles, resident disputes, and non-suspicious fires.
 When an officer conducting a patrol becomes aware of any non-criminal conditions, the Patrol Guide requires the officer to prepare a field report and deliver it to the police service area (PSA) desk officer. The PSA desk officer then reviews the field report for completeness and accuracy and sends a copy to the NYCHA Development Manager on the next business day.

IV. Lighting and Safety
Lighting repairs are a safety issue. Dimly lit pathways and dark stairwells can create spaces for crime to occur and make residents afraid to walk around their developments. In September 2009, at the request of public housing resident leadership, NYCHA, the NYPD, and the Citywide Council of Presidents convened a Safety and Security Task Force to make recommendations for improving safety in NYCHA and strengthening police/community relationships.
 The Task Force released a report in February 2011, which included a Resident Safety and Security Survey of approximately 1,166 residents from 12 developments.
 According to the report, 78% of survey respondents were very or somewhat fearful of crime in their developments, and 55% reported that they do not leave their homes out of fear of crime.
 Additionally, 42% of the survey respondents reported poor lighting conditions in their developments in the past 12 months. Lighting ranked higher on the list of reported safety and security conditions than public drug sales (37%), vandalism (25%) and gangs (23%), but lower than public urination (74%), loitering (50%), broken intercoms (50%), unsecured lobby doors (48%), and broken locks (48%).

In addition to the Safety and Security Task Force Report, the press has reported on lighting and safety issues at various NYCHA developments:

· Louis Armstrong Houses, Brooklyn – “A 19-year-old high school student [Timothy Stansbury Jr.] who intended to take a rooftop shortcut to a birthday party was shot and killed by a police officer early yesterday at the top of a dark stairwell leading to the roof of a Brooklyn housing project.”

· Ravenswood Houses, Queens – “The Ravenswood Houses in Astoria will finally receive a brand-new set of lighting, updating the dilapidated system that had not been overhauled in decades. Residents at the New York City Housing Authority complex say the old bulbs had grown so dim that they no longer felt safe coming home at night to the 2,167-unit complex, which has been affected by drug dealing in the past.”

· Pelham Parkway Houses, Bronx – “The residents of these buildings were in need of long overdue upgrades to their kitchen facilities, required additional safety lighting and requested help with their grounds…more than $2 million will be used to install lighting in common areas at the Pelham Parkway Houses, where security cameras were recently installed.”

· Red Hook Houses, Brooklyn – “Busted lights are another big problem. In 2012, Red Hook Houses tenant Wilma Matthews, a 59-year-old bus matron, was assaulted outside her apartment in a hallway darkened by a non-working ceiling light.”

· DeWitt Clinton Houses, Manhattan – “Into the dark staircase reeking of urine she and her son trudge, passing more loiterers on her way to her ninth-floor apartment...in some parts of the fetid stairwell, the lights are out or barely working.”

· Louis H. Pink Houses, Brooklyn – “The lights are always out, for the past three years, said Angela Moore, who shakes her keys in the hallway so people can hear her coming.”

In response to a 31% spike in crime at NYCHA developments over the past five years, on July 8, 2014, Mayor Bill de Blasio announced a $210.5 million citywide plan, the Plan to Make New York City’s Neighborhoods and Housing Developments Safer (the “Mayor’s Action Plan” or “MAP”), to reduce crime at the 15 NYCHA developments that account for more than 17% of all violent crime in public housing: Boulevard, Brownsville, Bushwick, Butler, Castle Hill, Ingersoll, Patterson, Polo Grounds, Queensbridge, Red Hook, St. Nicholas, Stapleton, Tompkins, Van Dyke and Wagner.
 According to the New York Daily News, 9 of the 15 targeted developments are in the top 30 developments NYCHA says are most in need of immediate repairs, suggesting a connection between repairs and safety.
 According to the plan, most of the $210.5 million will go toward improving the physical environment at NYCHA developments, including $122 million for repairs and maintenance financed through the relief of payments for City services; $50 million for security enhancements such as improved lighting; and $1.5 million to temporarily relocate at least 150 light towers while more permanent security lighting solutions are developed. The Committee held a hearing on the Mayor’s Action Plan components on September 16, 2014, where the Director of the Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice stated that improving lighting was one of the ways to reduce crime in addition to policing.
 
V. NYCHA’s Deficit and Funding for Lighting Repairs
The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) allocates two streams of federal subsidies to NYCHA for public housing: operating and capital subsidies. Operating subsidies cover maintenance costs and capital subsidies cover the replacement of structural components at older buildings. NYCHA uses both streams to fund lighting repairs and upgrades, although the Committee does not know the exact funding breakdown. Since 2001, both streams of HUD subsidies have been declining. By 2013, the cumulative operating subsidy loss since 2001 was nearly $1 billion.
 NYCHA’s federal capital subsidies have declined from $420 million annually to $259 million annually since 2001.
 To make up for the operating subsidy gap, NYCHA has depleted their operating reserves and, as allowed by HUD regulations, transferred 20% of the annual capital budget into the operating budget.
 NYCHA’s use of this practice has led to capital projects, such as lighting upgrades, being deferred or delayed.
 NYCHA has stated that it spent $1.4 million on lighting supplies in 2014 and needs $1 billion for major exterior and interior lighting upgrades citywide.
The Mayor, City Council and the Borough Presidents also fund some of NYCHA’s capital projects. For FY 2015, the City has allocated more than $26 million for lighting initiatives at 18 public housing developments, which includes lighting upgrades at playgrounds, parking lots, walkways, playgrounds, senior centers, and laundry rooms. NYCHA divides City-funded capital projects into two categories: security and non-security projects, which have different processing procedures.
 For security projects, NYCHA uses a Job Order Contract (JOC), which is a catalog of fixed unit prices for specific construction tasks that have specific technical specifications.
 Through the JOC process, NYCHA can award an indefinite amount of work to contractors, which allows NYCHA to process security projects more quickly since approved contractors are “on call” for a job instead of creating a specific plan for each job location. Security projects include security cameras, electronic keys, intercoms and other security enhancements. By contrast, non-security projects, such as lighting upgrades, playgrounds and community center improvements, must use the traditional procurement process, which NYCHA implies is slower in its City-Funded Capital Projects Quarterly Status Reports.
 Thus, lighting-related capital projects would go through the traditional procurement process and take longer to complete. According to NYCHA, the reason that lighting projects cannot go through the JOC process is because they require site-specific design elements. 
VI. Conclusion

In the wake of the Akai Gurley shooting, the Committee has serious concerns about NYCHA’s repairs process. At today’s hearing, the Committee expects to learn more about exterior and interior lighting issues across NYCHA developments and how those issues affect the safety of public housing residents. More specifically, the Committee expects to hear about how lighting repair requests are made; the number of lighting repair requests that NYCHA has received; how quickly NYCHA responds to such repair requests; who is responsible for addressing the repair requests; the exterior and interior lighting needs of all of NYCHA’s developments; and the cost of adequately addressing those needs. 
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