Beat the Streets Ministries 
New Jersey Coalition to End Homelessness
Shore Community Land Trust

Solutions to End Poverty Soon (STEPS)

The Lodge, Inc.

July 7, 2014
 Sarah Bowen, AICP, CFM (By email to sbowen@mbakerintl.com)
 Manager, Planning Department 
 Michael Baker Jr., Inc., a unit of Michael Baker International
1818 Market Street, Suite 3110 
 Philadelphia, PA 19103
Re:  Comments on Ocean County Long-Term Community Recovery Plan

Dear Ms. Bowen:
Introduction: Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the draft Ocean County Long-Term Community Recovery Plan (“Plan”).  These comments are submitted on behalf of five advocacy groups: Beat The Streets Ministries, New Jersey Coalition to End Homelessness, Shore Community Land Trust, Solutions to End Poverty Soon (STEPS), and The Lodge, Inc. The groups are active in affordable housing, homelessness and anti-poverty efforts in Ocean County; many were involved as stakeholders in the Plan’s information-gathering phase.  
This Plan, when finalized, will ostensibly guide the County’s Superstorm Sandy (“Sandy”) recovery efforts for years to come.  It is therefore imperative that the Plan, among other things, address the most critical needs of individuals and families across the complete spectrum of those deeply affected and disrupted by the storm.  However: 

· The Plan does not address the needs of the thousands of seriously disadvantaged renters and homeless households; the plan contains NO provisions for a homeless emergency housing center or affordable housing, including supportive housing.
· The Plan does not affirmatively further fair housing; on the contrary, the rebuilding process it envisions will perpetuate, if not exacerbate, the exclusionary, often discriminatory, residential housing patterns that contributed to the vulnerability of so many low-income storm victims in the first place.  
If approved in its current form, the Plan will leave thousands of the most vulnerable people in our community with little hope of achieving housing stability or security from future storms, while perpetuating the exclusionary, segregated  housing patterns that characterize Ocean County and so many of its municipalities.
1. Thousands of low-income tenants and homeless households were severely impacted by Sandy.

The Plan acknowledges “heavy participation” during its information gathering and proposal phases by housing, anti-poverty, and homeless advocates who provided “valuable feedback on critical issues relating to rental housing, subsidized housing and homelessness, and encouraged development of a recovery vision that includes all people.” (Plan, pages 45-46).  The Plan also recognizes that more than a third of the County’s population lives in communities characterized by large numbers of households in poverty and other indicators of disadvantage.  (Page 10.)  It identifies as major problems high unemployment, the predominance of low-wage service jobs, lack of affordable housing, and the high rent burdens experienced by 66% of those county residents who are tenants.  (Pages 10, 20, 24, 45 and 46.) 
While we appreciate the effort to involve advocates in information gathering, the Plan neglects to say that those advocates provided significant input about the affordable rental housing needed for the extremely large number of low-income tenants and homeless individuals and families directly affected by the storm.  These include, among others, the hundreds of homeless and disadvantaged households living in motels and winter rentals in beachfront communities who were forced to evacuate.  Many remain homeless or ill-housed, while the whereabouts of many others – who were displaced from the county - are unknown.  

The State of New Jersey itself has found that Sandy decreased rental housing for low-income tenants. The amended CDBG-DR Action Plan recently submitted by the State to HUD, reaffirms the devastating impact of Superstorm Sandy on the rental housing market, especially for lower-income families: “As a result of the storm, there is a significant shortage of rental housing in the State, particularly in the most impacted communities. Local officials and realtors in some of those communities have described rental stock as virtually non-existent.”  (“New Jersey Department of Community Affairs CDBG Disaster Recovery Action Plan,” p. 2-13, September 30, 2013.)

After acknowledging that working poor and other struggling households were experiencing serous housing problems even before the storm, the State found that post-Sandy rent increases threaten to seriously exacerbate the situation by pricing many lower-income households completely out of the housing market.  In addition, the State acknowledges that the diminished supply will make it very difficult for even those people who can afford higher rents to find an available unit. 
In addition to the information provided by advocates and the State of New Jersey’s own findings, the ongoing struggles of the most vulnerable victims of the storm have been highlighted in numerous published articles.
 

That the situation remains dire and even dangerous for many was driven home by a recent tragedy.  A fast moving fire at a Point Pleasant Beach motel lacking sprinklers left four people dead and scores more without shelter.  The residents – including some families with children – were living in the motel because they were homeless and could not afford safe, decent housing in a critically inadequate rental market further devastated by the storm.  [“Point Pleasant Beach fire survivors lose temp housing,” Asbury Park Press, March 26, 2014.]  They have now joined the hundreds of other homeless households who were displaced by Sandy from motels and winter rentals in beachfront communities, and who remain without permanent, affordable dwellings.

Until just recently, Lakewood was home to one of the largest tent cities in the country, which provided shelter for hundreds of homeless people before, during and after Sandy.  Smaller tent cities continue to spring up in other parts of Ocean County.  (“Authorities investigate possible second ‘Tent City’ for homeless people in Ocean County,” Asbury Park Press, April 9, 2014.)  These new camps represent only the most recent additions to a long line of homeless encampments – some known, many undetected.
2. The Plan fails to address the needs of low-income tenants and homeless households that were severely impacted by Sandy.

Incredibly, the section of the Plan describing the impact of the storm in Ocean County inexplicably fails to even acknowledge any of the foregoing.  (Page 12.)  Because the draft Plan does not acknowledge the impact on low-income and homeless individuals, it fails to identify and prioritize any projects that address the short, intermediate and long-term housing needs of low-income tenants and homeless households victimized by Sandy.   As a result of this glaring omission,  the recovery projects adopted and prioritized in the Plan – summarized on page 29 and described in more detail on pages 30 through 40 – include only one that is focused on housing, namely “Elevate and acquire flood prone homes.”   The Plan includes no projects that address the long-term housing needs of the homeless and low-income people displaced by Sandy, let alone the problems of poverty, the prevalence of low-wage jobs, homelessness, or the lack of affordable rental and for-sale housing that rendered so many at risk.  (The inference on page 46 that the Plan includes such strategies is clearly insupportable.)  
3. The Plan does not insure that the rebuilding process will remedy exclusionary, often discriminatory, residential housing patterns, patterns that contributed to the vulnerability of so many low-income storm victims.
The Plan does nothing to "affirmatively further fair housing" (AFFH), even though the obligation to do so is a mandate of the CDBG-DR and other federal funding programs.  (See 42 U.S.C. 3608(e)(5); see also HUD Initial Sandy Allocation CDBG-DR guidance, 78 FR 43, Sec. IV, VI(A), VI(E)(42); HUD Second Sandy Allocation CDBG-DR guidance, 78 FR 222, Sec. V.)   No housing projects are proposed that would create significant numbers of affordable rental units in municipalities and neighborhoods that are less at risk but lacking in diversity.   This omission is particularly striking given Together North Jersey’s own preliminary data quantifying the high levels of segregation and exclusion in Ocean County.  (“Segregation and Integration,” Together North Jersey/Rutgers, November, 2013, http://togethernorthjersey.com/?page_id=19408.)  The most recent Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing Choice prepared by the County also admits the existence of racial segregation:  “[I]t is clear that housing patterns in Ocean County indicate de facto racial and ethnic segregation with regard to the Black and Hispanic population groups.”  (Ocean County Analysis of Impediments, June, 2011, page 66.)
Rather than advance projects that address these vital concerns, the Plan prioritizes such activities as developing an all-County advertising campaign to promote tourism (which likely will maintain, if not increase, the reliance on low-wage, part-time and seasonal jobs) and development of a water taxi/ferry system.  (One supposes this will provide a way, during the next storm, to evacuate the large number of low-income households forced once again to rely upon beach-community motels or off-season rentals for shelter and housing, since the Plan includes nothing to prevent this situation from recurring).  
A cursory comparison with the Voluntary Compliance and Conciliation Agreement arising out of a discrimination/fair housing complaint filed against the state by the Latino Action Network, the NAACP, and other civil rights/housing groups, starkly highlights the magnitude of this omission.  (The press statement and the Settlement can be accessed at:  http://fairsharehousing.org/blog/entry/settlement-reached-in-sandy-civil-rights-case/).  The complaint alleged discriminatory housing practices and a failure to affirmatively further fair housing in relation to the recovery effort, including the allocation and distribution of funding.  In recognition of the ongoing plight of so many disadvantaged renter households, the Compliance Agreement, among other things, requires the state to allocate hundreds of millions of additional dollars for the replacement and development of rental housing and rental assistance for lower-income storm victims.

But that money will do little in Ocean County if its long-term plan for recovery completely ignores implementation of the Agreement and the need to address the underlying, deep-seated housing problems which the storm greatly exacerbated.
4. The Plan should include provisions for a homeless emergency housing center and affordable housing, including at least 200 supportive housing units. 
As many stakeholder groups emphasized in writing and in oral testimony when the Plan was being drafted, Ocean County should seize this opportunity to ameliorate the lack of shelter and affordable housing in the County. Homeless and inadequately-housed individuals and families - including low-wage workers, lower-income elderly and disabled people, those receiving unemployment payments or other public benefits, and similarly disadvantaged households – have all too frequently been forced to find shelter and housing in winter rentals and motels located in those coastal communities most affected by Sandy and most likely to be devastated by future storms.  Many other homeless households have found shelter of last resort in tents or other exposed areas that are extremely vulnerable to weather-related disasters.  Because the Plan “articulates a post-disaster community vision” (page 8) and an “opportunity to  . . . bounce forward as a stronger, more unified community” (page 9), the Plan must address the needs of these households in two ways:  

Service-enriched homeless emergency housing center: The LTCR Plan must provide for an adequately-sized, service-enriched emergency housing center, located in an inland municipality, on a site that is relatively safe.  A model for an effective emergency housing center is the Bergen County Housing Center, based on the “Housing First” model; such a center provides not only shelter to homeless individuals but also housing, employment, and case management services so that individuals are able to exit homelessness as quickly as possible. Also, such an emergency center would protect those who would otherwise have no safe place to go when confronted with a devastating natural disaster like Sandy. 
Permanent rental housing including supportive housing: In addition, the LTCR Plan must provide for the production of a large number of permanent rental housing units – including at least 200 supportive housing units – that are affordable by the lowest-income households.  These units would be located throughout the county, in many municipalities, on sites that are both relatively safe and secure and also AFFH.  They would be produced as part of a jointly-developed, comprehensive, shared municipal program to conclusively resolve the issue of homelessness in Ocean County within a reasonably short time.   Such housing is necessary to ameliorate the persistent, underlying problem – the severe shortage of affordable rental housing for the lowest income people  –  that has resulted in hundreds of homeless and other low-income households residing in at-risk winter rentals and motels.
It must be noted that such projects also represent important mitigation strategies.  Once implemented, they limit the likelihood that similarly situated households will experience injury, damage or displacement as a result of future storms.  The Lincoln Institute, in a 2014 report entitled “Lessons from Sandy: Federal Policies to Build Climate-Resistant Coastal Regions,” expressly recommends that low-income households be provided with “access to affordable housing in lower-risk areas.”  (See also “Recovery advice for N.J. from a Katrina veteran: Opinion,” Star Ledger, July 14, 2013.)     
Conclusion

For the foregoing reasons, the draft Long-Term Community Recovery Plan should not be adopted in its current form.  The public hearing process should be reopened for the express purpose of identifying meaningful projects that begin to deal with the short, intermediate and long-term housing needs identified above.  Non-profit developers and similar organizations should be directly approached and asked to prepare specific proposals designed for the purpose of achieving one or more of the objectives outlined above. 
Thank you in advance for your consideration of our comments and concerns.  Please feel free to contact us if you require additional information or would like to discuss the issues raised.
Respectfully submitted,

Connie M. Pascale, Solutions To End Poverty Soon (STEPS)

 cpascale24@gmail.com, 732.691.1076
Deb Ellis, Executive Director, New Jersey Coalition to End Homelessness
dellis@njceh.org, 201.452.5220
On Behalf Of

Beat the Streets Ministries 

New Jersey Coalition to End Homelessness
Shore Community Land Trust

Solutions to End Poverty Soon (STEPS)

The Lodge, Inc.

Cc: 
Eve Chamberlain -  echamberlain@njtpa.org
Doug Greenfeld -  dgreenfeld@njtpa.org
David Aimen  - david.aimen@ejb.rutgers.edu 

Jon Carnegie - carnegie@ejb.rutgers.edu
� “Low-Income Households Impacted by Superstorm Sandy,” Rutgers School of Public Affairs and Administration / Newark, April, 2013; “Measuring the Response to Hurricane Sandy,” Enterprise Community Partners, Spring, 2013 (finding that thousands of Sandy victims in NJ, including Ocean County, were very- low-income renters); “Hurricane Sandy:  Housing Needs One Year Later,” Enterprise Community Partners, October 2013; "Forced South: Sandy family moves to Florida after lack of aid," Asbury Park Press, March 17, 2013; “Can’t find an apartment?  Here’s why,” Asbury Park Press, March 24, 2013 (emphasizing storm-generated housing shortage and rising rents); “Demand pushing up costs, squeezing renters: Storm left many seeking housing,” Asbury Park Press, January 5, 2014; “Advocates: Little help for renters at Jersey Shore,” Philadelphia Inquirer, June 5, 2013.
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