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Massachusetts Union of Public Housing Tenants
784 Washington Street, Suite 504

Dorchester, MA 02124

(617) 825-9750 Office (617)822-0238 fax

mpublichou@aol.com email www.massunion.org website
June 1, 2010

Congressman Barney Frank

29 Crafts Street
Newton, MA 02458

Dear Representative Frank, 

We look forward to our meeting with you tomorrow, Wednesday June 2nd  at your Newton office at 10:00. I will be attending the meeting with MUPHT Board President Bill King, MUPHT Board Member Peggy Santos, and MLRI Housing Attorney Annette Duke. 
It is clear that you and other Members of the Financial Services Committee share many of our concerns about PETRA. We thank you highlighting at last week’s hearing one of our biggest worries which is the risk of public housing becoming privately controlled and the diminution of tenants rights. We also appreciate that you and Congressman Waters recognize that the conversion of public housing being proposed is monumental and that much more thought needs to be given to developing a solid preservation strategy to keep public housing in the public domain.

We would like to discuss the following with you:

1. Future Capital Funding of Public Housing
Secretary Donovan stated at the PETRA that the stimulus funds that Congress appropriated last fall for PHA capital improvements got out quickly and achieved the completion of long-standing work (replacing roofs, providing better plumbing, kitchens, and energy efficiency upgrades which lowered costs to both residents and tax payers). We need Congress to continue to provide capital funds to address these needs.
a) Does Congress have a solid figure about what the capital costs are? The number $20-$30 billion keeps being said, but is this really the figure?

b) How do we turn the negative image of public housing around and get the message that this is worth investing in? How do we get other members of Congress to champion for public housing? Is there the political will in Congress to provide direct capital funding for PHAs? What advice do you have for us, as residents, to build a "capital fund" campaign in Congress? 
2. Keep Public Housing Public

At the PETRA hearing, HUD, residents, NAHRO, multifamily folks, and members of Congress all agree that the PRESERVATION of public housing should be number one priority. MUPHT is not yet clear about what could happen to public housing in the event of a foreclosure.

a) With our advisors from the national Housing Justice Network, we are beginning to explore ideas about how to keep public housing in the public domain (i.e. land leases, public trusts, recording of use agreements that survive foreclosure, FHA insurance). 
b) Would need more time to understand these options and would like to continue to work with you on this.

3. What is the cost of PETRA?

We have just received a discussion paper from HUD on the “Estimates of the Costs and Debt Leveraging Potential of Converting Public Housing to Long-term Section 8 Project-Based Rental Assistance Contracts” and have not yet had time to review this. 

a) Will it be more or less expensive over the long-term to fund PHAs directly through operating and capital funds or through a funding stream that is established based on “market-rents”? 
b) We were originally going to ask you to request that the Congressional Budget Office study the cost question, but it may be that at this point it would be better to have them review HUD’s discussion paper or provide us with independent analysis and advice.
4. Strong Grievance Procedures
MUPHT wants to make sure that whatever legislation emerges from Congress that it contains strong grievance protections for residents. Three priority concerns are:

a) Residents receive clear written notice from the PHA/owner in sufficient detail to allow him/her to adequately prepare for the hearing. For example, one PHA is bringing fraud cases without enough detail for tenants to understand what fraud means or how to defend themselves.
b) That both informal resolution process and formal grievance process be available to residents AND that there be a person designated to informally resolve the matter (who can still resolve it even if it goes to a formal grievance), and that there be an impartial decision-maker for the formal grievance hearing (someone who did not make or participate or approve the original decision).

c) The burden should be on the PHA/owner to prove the action and the hearing should be limited to the action for which the tenant has received notice and not be an open-ended situation where PHA/owner simply hands the hearing officer a tenant’s file for a fishing grievance expedition.

We will also bring to our meeting a memo from Greater Boston Legal Services Housing Attorney Mac McCreight with more detailed suggestions for how best practices for informal and formal grievance procedures.


5. Support Tenant Participation

MUPHT opposes competitive grant process in PETRA and the loss of direct funding to resident groups in the amount of $25/occupied unit. Strong resident groups are essential to preserving housing and building the community from the inside.
a) When tenants are organized they can protect their community, they can be the eyes and ears, and participate in decisions that affect them. But, resident organizations need staffing to providing the glue and energy needed to sustain the organizing. 

b) MUPHT recommends that Congress explore with HUD and the Corporation for National and Community Service an interagency collaboration to develop a national public housing corp program (modeled after Vista and AmeriCorp) that enables residents to be outreach workers in their community. 
c) Boston residents are currently exploring developing a pilot public housing corp program in Boston.

6. ROSS Funding
The Resident Opportunity and Self-Sufficiency Program used to regularly fund resident participation activities and capacity building for resident organizations. 
a) Under the Quality Housing and Work Responsibility Act of 1998, not less than 25% of ROSS is supposed to go to resident organizations and an eligible use is resident empowerment and resident participation. 
b) MUPHT is concerned that less than 25% of ROSS funds are getting to resident organizations and that resident groups are loosing access to a key empowerment resources. 

c) Can your office contact HUD and find out what percentage of ROSS grants are in fact going to resident organizations, and if less than 25% what can be done to correct Congress’s intent in QHWRA that this happens?
Thank you for all that you do on behalf of public and subsidized residents in this country. We are grateful that at this point in time, when public housing needs to be protected the most, that you are the Chair of the Financial Services Committee. 

Sincerely,

William King, President 



Peggy Santos, Board Member 

Jack Cooper, Executive Director
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