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I. Introduction 
On March 14, 2019, the Committee on Oversight and Investigation, chaired by Council Member Ritchie J. Torres, and the Committee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member 
Alicka Ampry-Samuel, will hold a joint oversight hearing entitled “Examining the DOI Report on NYCHA Mismanagement at the Throggs Neck Houses.”  The hearing will allow Council to review a January 15, 2019 report from New York City Department of Investigation (“DOI”) Commissioner Margaret Garnett to New York City Housing Authority (“NYCHA”) then-Interim Chair and CEO Stanley Brezenoff in which Garnett outlines the results of an investigation by DOI’s Office of the Inspector General for NYCHA of NYCHA’s Throggs Neck Houses complex in the Bronx.  As discussed below, the report described “a culture of misconduct, employee mistreatment, and favoritism” led by former Throggs Neck managers.  The hearing will allow the Council to review the report’s findings, as well as be briefed on actions taken by NYCHA in response to the report.  The committees will also have a first hearing on Int. No. 1239, sponsored by Council Member Ritchie Torres, et al., in relation to the public disclosure of materially inaccurate statements; Int. No. 1331-A, sponsored by Council Member Torres, et al., in relation to New York city housing authority overtime reporting and contracts valued at or under $5,000; and Res. No. 676, sponsored by Council Member Salamanca, Jr., et al., calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation that would require NYCHA to conduct annual evaluations of agency property employees.  The committees expect to receive testimony from DOI and NYCHA, as well as from advocates and members of the public.
II. Background 
Former New York City Mayor Fiorello La Guardia created NYCHA in 1934 in order to replace dilapidated tenements using funds from The New Deal,
 three years before the Housing Act of 1937 established public housing nationwide.
  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.
  By 2018, NYCHA had 325 developments, 2,418 buildings, and 175,636 units that are home to 392,259 authorized residents, making it the largest public housing authority in North America.

In recent years, NYCHA has been subject to oversight and investigation by the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (“HUD”), federal prosecutors, state lawmakers, and the Council, among others, for the Authority’s years of mismanagement.  After a lengthy investigation of conditions at NYCHA, the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Manhattan concluded that NYCHA management engaged in a culture of false statements and concealment to mislead federal inspectors and present false reports to the public about its compliance with various regulations.
  Most recently, as part of an agreement intended to reform NYCHA’s management and improve physical conditions, the administration accepted the appointment of a federal monitor, to be funded by the City; committed to spending $2.2 billion over the next decade to repair NYCHA buildings; and agreed to replace Interim Chair Brezenoff with a new Chair chosen jointly by the City, HUD, and the U.S. Attorney’s office.
  Kathryn Garcia, the city’s former sanitation commissioner, was appointed as the interim Chair of NYCHA in February.
  The HUD deal also requires NYCHA develop internal controls to prevent deceptive practices.

NYCHA employees’ conduct at Throggs Neck Houses evidences such deception, and the crisis of management at NYCHA.  In Fall 2018, allegations surfaced that staff at the Throggs Neck Houses, a development of 29 buildings housing more than 2,500 residents in the Bronx, engaged in “wild, boozy orgies inside offices, the groundskeepers shop and even empty apartments.”
  It was also alleged that employees claimed overtime during these parties.
  The entire staff at Throggs Neck was reassigned in August 2018 following these allegations of misconduct.
  Three Throggs Neck employees were also suspended, including supervisors Brianne Pawson and Wallace Vereen.

While DOI ultimately found no evidence of the sex parties alleged, in a letter dated January 15, 2019 from DOI Commissioner Margaret Garnett to NYCHA’s then-Chair Brezenoff, Garnett nevertheless reported “a culture of misconduct, employee mistreatment, and favoritism” led by Pawson and Vereen.

DOI found that both Pawson and Vereen drank on the job.  Specifically, DOI reports that Pawson frequently held parties and drank alcohol with subordinates on NYCHA property during work hours, and that Pawson would even direct subordinates to purchase alcohol for such parties during work hours.
  One subordinate was arrested for driving while intoxicated shortly after leaving work.

DOI also made several findings relating to employee timesheets and overtime.  Pawson would let favored subordinates clock in for an entire eight-hour overtime shift, leave the development, and then return to clock out.
  Other employees were allowed to leave during an overtime assignment that required 24-hour monitoring of a broken water main.
  Another employee, with whom Vereen was having a sexual relationship, was allowed to spend an entire overtime shift in his office.
  Pawson would herself linger in her personal car before clocking out.

DOI also found that Pawson, with Vereen’s approval, circumvented NYCHA’s procurement rules.  Specifically, she renovated the Throggs Neck grounds shop, with assistance from employees supervised by her father, a long-time NYCHA executive manager who has since retired, by throwing away everything in the shop, including equipment that was in working condition, and then ordering all new equipment.
  Pawson also ordered black leather executive chairs, flat screen TVs, file cabinets, and a conference table, as well as submitted five separate contracts for a single company to power wash a series of Throggs Neck buildings.
  All of these contracts were just under the $5,000 “small procurement” threshold, which would require they be put out for competitive bidding.
  By “bid splitting” contracts in this way, Pawson and Vereen avoided compliance with competitive bidding rules.
  Pawson also intentionally sabotaged NYCHA appliances in an effort to undermine the job performance of a new assistant superintendent.

DOI reported specific allegations from multiple Throggs Neck employees that Pawson and Vereen threatened violence toward subordinates, and that when these threats were reported to management, nothing was done.
  Worse yet, multiple employees alleged that they suffered retaliation and further threats when they reported.
  Pawson and Vereen reportedly pushed out disfavored employees through campaigns of coordinated bullying and harassment.
  They also favored employees with whom they had sexual relationships, and subjected employees to threats and extra work when sexual relationships ended.

DOI’s allegations were the product of more than 40 interviews with NYCHA employees and residents, and review of several NYCHA documents, including timesheets and purchasing records.  DOI’s final conclusions were sent to NYCHA for consideration of appropriate disciplinary action against Pawson and Vereen.
III. Legislative Analysis
Int. No. 1239-2018
Int. No. 1239 would amend chapter 49 of the New York city charter to add a new section 116-a to require the head of any mayoral agency or office to disclose to the Speaker of the Council, the Mayor, and the public any materially inaccurate statement that would mislead the public within sworn testimony made by an officer or employee of such agency, or made in an official report, within five days of the head of such agency obtaining knowledge of such statement.  This disclosure would include a description of the inaccurate statement, the reason for the inaccuracy and, where appropriate, a corrected statement.  If the materially inaccurate statement was in an official report, such report would be reissued with the inaccuracy removed or corrected.  This local law would take effect immediately after it becomes law.  
Proposed Int. No. 1331-A-2018

Int. No. 1331-A would amend section 803 of chapter 34 of the New York city charter by adding new subdivisions h and i to require DOI to issue a monthly report to the Council on total overtime hours recorded and total overtime paid to NYCHA employees for the prior calendar month.  This information would be aggregated by borough and housing development, and disaggregated by division, job title, and supervisory status.  The bill would also direct DOI to report to the Council on a bimonthly basis any NYCHA contracts valued at or under $5,000.  The report would include the dollar value of each contract, a description of the goods or services procured, the name and address of the vendor, and the date the contract was awarded.  The report would be aggregated by borough and NYCHA housing development.  This local law would take effect immediately after it becomes law.  The first report would be due 30 day after the local law takes effect.

Res. No. 676-2018

Res. No. 676-2018 calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation that would require NYCHA to conduct annual evaluations of agency property employees.  NYCHA employees, including property managers, assistant managers, superintendents and caretakers, are responsible for the overall operation of 326 developments at NYCHA.  Legislation requiring an annual evaluation would allow NYCHA to ensure that performance standards are being met. 
IV. Conclusion
At this hearing, the committees expect to receive testimony shedding light on what actions, if any, NYCHA has taken in response to the DOI report’s findings.  This hearing aims to ensure that NYCHA addresses its history of misleading comments to the Council and other regulators, and failure to provide adequate oversight of employees.
Int. No. 1239

 

By Council Members Torres, Treyger and Salamanca

 

A Local Law to amend the New York city charter, in relation to the public disclosure of materially inaccurate statements

 

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
                     Section 1. Chapter 49 of the New York city charter is amended to add a new section 1116-a, to read as follows:

§ 1116-a Public disclosure of materially inaccurate statements. a. The head of a mayoral agency or office shall disclose to the speaker, the mayor and the public any materially inaccurate statement that would mislead the public within sworn testimony made by an officer or employee of such agency, or official report, within five days of the head of such mayoral agency or office, or a person who directly reports to such head, obtaining knowledge of such statement. Such disclosure shall include a description of the materially inaccurate statement that was made, a description of the reason for the inaccuracy and, where appropriate, a corrected statement. If the materially inaccurate statement was contained within an official report, such report shall be reissued with the inaccuracy removed or corrected.
                     § 2. This local law takes effect immediately. 
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Proposed Int. No. 1331-A
 
By Council Members Torres and Ampry-Samuel
 
A Local Law to amend the New York city charter, in relation to reporting regarding New York city housing authority overtime and contracts valued at or under $5,000
 
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
 
Section 1. Section 803 of chapter 34 of the New York city charter is amended by adding a new subdivisions h and i to read as follows:
h. No later than 30 days after the enactment of this subdivision, and by the fifth day of the calendar month every other month thereafter, the commissioner shall submit to the council a report on total overtime hours recorded and total overtime paid to employees of the New York city housing authority for the prior calendar month. The data in the report shall be aggregated by borough and housing development and disaggregated by division, job title and supervisory status. Nothing within this subdivision shall prevent the commissioner from reporting on any additional relevant information not specifically identified herein.
i. No later than 30 days after the enactment of this subdivision, and by the fifth day of the calendar month every other month thereafter, the commissioner shall submit to the council a report on the number of contracts valued in the aggregate at or under $5,000 awarded by the New York city housing authority for the prior calendar month. Such report shall include the dollar value of each contract, a description of the goods or services procured, the name and address of the vendor and the date the contract was awarded. The data in the report shall be aggregated by borough and housing development. Nothing within this subdivision shall prevent the commissioner from reporting on any additional relevant information not specifically identified herein.
§ 2. This local law takes effect immediately.
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Res. No. 676

 

Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation that would require NYCHA to conduct annual evaluations of agency property employees.

 

By Council Members Salamanca, Ampry-Samuel, Torres and Ayala

 

Whereas, The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) is the nation’s largest public housing authority and provides housing to over 400,000 New Yorkers; and

Whereas, NYCHA has struggled for years to modernize its management and to hold its property managers accountable for decisions affecting the properties where they work; and

Whereas, NYCHA’s failure to detect and remediate lead paint in thousands of apartments and its noncompliance with federal requirements to inspect for hazardous lead reflects a failure of management, resulting in elevated blood lead levels in 820 children under the age of six; and

Whereas, NYCHA’s failure to maintain and repair boilers, and its failure to accurately track and complete work orders for heat and hot water outages, has resulted in the failure of NYCHA to provide adequate heat and hot water to hundreds of thousands of residents during the 2017-2018 heating season; and

Whereas, NYCHA failure to remediate and abate mold in apartments has resulted in recurring mold conditions at NYCHA apartments and health problems for residents; and

Whereas, NYCHA failed to provide necessary repairs at Throggs Neck Houses and concurrently failed to appropriately respond to complaints from residents and staff about the sex scandal at Throggs Neck Houses; and

Whereas, NYCHA employees, including property managers, assistant managers, superintendents, and caretakers are responsible for the overall operation of 326 developments at NYCHA; and

Whereas, Legislation requiring an annual evaluation would allow NYCHA to ensure that performance standards are being met; and

Whereas, NYCHA has stated that it needs to set performance standards and metrics for all of its staff; now, therefore, be it

Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation that would require NYCHA to conduct annual evaluations of agency employees.
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