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 Working With People To Build Better Housing For Better Communities


                              PARODNECK FOUNDATION/CATCH - YEAR 2008 REPORT  
       The Challenges We Face; the Opportunities We Cannot Afford to Miss

  By Carlton Collier, Executive Director

In many ways, 2008 was a depressing year and 2009 promises to be a very depressing year. 

With the near collapse of the financial sector in the fall of last year, our economy appears to be in a near free fall, with job losses reaching monthly totals of over 500,000, cities and states forecasting drastic cuts, and low income, working people seemingly taking the brunt of this economic downturn squarely on the chin.

With regard to housing, we have seen the decline of funding for low-income housing at the same time that the fiscal and mortgage crises are affecting families of limited means disproportionally. Not only are our low-income senior homeowners facing foreclosure, but we are finding it harder to maintain essential services, strike a balance between appropriate social intervention and aggressive rent collection, and manage lingering unpaid bills accumulated during the period of nearly unprecedented commodity price increases in 2007 and 2008, particularly with regard to fuel, in our multiple dwelling projects.

But we have experienced difficult times before and the foundation is still able to provide decent, affordable housing through CATCH and preserve it for others through SCHAP, our senior homeowner’s assistance program and our mortgage remediation program. It is also very satisfying   to see that we’re now no longer the “lone gun on the block” but are a part of an expanding group of activists in affordable housing  who are  concerned with the effects of predatory lending.  However, organizations such as ours are not “market makers” but “market mitigators” and as the economic downturn continues well into 2009, we find ourselves facing increasing demands for our dwindling resources. But there is hope and opportunity!

We finally have an administration in Washington that recognizes the need for economic stimulus through direct government investment! It is a shame that we had to wait and exhaust the limits of monetary policy before even considering Keynesian approaches, but what matters now is that we are ready. And when public policy discussion truly focuses on “shovel-ready” projects, there is no better sector than the affordable housing sector to employ that stimulus and contribute substantially to economic recovery.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Our four major programs – SCHAP, Citywide Mortgage Remediation, the CATCH mutual housing program, and the HDFC Support Program – remain the main expressions of our affordable housing and community development mission. The first three saw substantial progress in the past twelve months, while the fourth consolidated its activities. 

SCHAP (Senior Citizens’ Homeowner Assistance Program) 
This program, operating since 1986, is the only program in the City exclusively targeted to meeting the home improvement needs of senior citizen homeowners and it continues to assist the city’s in-need, and at-risk senior citizen homeowners. We estimate that there are 100,000 low and moderate-income senior homeowners, all of whom are eligible for SCHAP home repair loans and all of whom are   subject to the risks of sub prime and predatory unaffordable loans.

We assisted 10 low-income senior citizen households (17 units) in critical repairs, upgrades and refinancing needs in 2008; however the program did not meet its full production goals. Some $274,578 in housing loans was provided from a combination of city, state, federal and private funds. These totals were lower than our traditional output, which has ranged around 50 to 60 units per year. 
Reduced SCHAP lending in 2008 was due to the fact that our “traditional” senior homeowner now comes to us with a new primary challenge - an unstable mortgage threatening her at the fundamental level of home retention, one well beyond the scope of basic repairs. We have long understood that an unaffordable loan motivated by the need to address deferred home maintenance is usually the senior homeowner’s first encounter with a predatory lender. 
Our efforts in 2008 were therefore concentrated on salvaging over $40 million in foreclosing debt of senior homeowners. Those foreclosure intervention efforts set the stage for us to treat the home repair needs of over 40 newly stabilized units in 2009. Most of these prospective clients have essentially had their household balance sheets strengthened by loan modification or refinance. In several cases of reverse mortgages, we eliminated the unaffordable loan payments stressing the household
We continued to notice an increasing awareness and appreciation of the program in various low-income homeowner communities as well as an increased willingness and desire of contractors to participate in the program. As part of our outreach efforts, we held 47 events with a total attendance of 3,349. Many of these events were at the request of local agencies and elected officials. We maintained our traditional networks with the New York City Department for the Aging, local elected officials, civic organizations, Legal Aid offices, and other senior service program providers.
We entered the first full year of a pilot project, in which we partnered with six neighborhood organizations, Queens Community House, Cypress Hills LDC, Northfield Community LDC (SI,) Bridge Street Development Corporation, Pratt Area Community Council, and the Neighborhood Initiatives Development Corporation (the Bronx) to ensure that a local face in the senior’s community makes SCHAP home repair services more accessible. Ultimately, we hope to extend this to over 15 CBOs, each responsible for initial intake functions and a social service role. These partnerships are freeing up our central office to concentrate more on its loan underwriting and construction management functions and to increase the number of home repair loans we can process. These CBOs will also become another form of intervention between the predatory lenders and their preferred home owning targets. The Department also generated a NY State grant for $125,000 from the RESTORE Program to provide emergency repairs (boilers, roof replacements, handicapped access etc) for senior homeowners.

 Finally, the Department made a significant reorganization of its staff in order to ensure that we remain relevant in servicing senior homeowners in the midst of the current mortgage crisis. A prime staffing goal was to shift to more actively intervening in the community and identifying seniors hiding from the shame of their defaulting loans. This generally leads to a home visit to fully equip the senior with a strategy for home repairs through SCHAP and for treating their household balance sheets through budget and credit counseling and mortgage modifications. Our new staff members include Cassandra Jones as Intake Coordinator, and Gerald Carter and Noemi Aviles as Remediation Specialists.

Citywide Mortgage Remediation Project   
The mortgage foreclosure crisis which led to the current economic crisis was, while perhaps not predictable ten years ago, a least a crisis whose developing roots could be observed. In the late 
Nineties, the Parodneck Foundation brought together financial institutions to create a new Fannie Mae 
York pilot program to assist in remediating the financial circumstances of applicants who had been victimized by predatory lenders. That initiative expanded through collaborations with the Neighborhood Economic Development and Advocacy Program, South Brooklyn Legal Services and local CBO partners. Later, the City and City Council sponsored two programs (PACE and MFEPP) in specific neighborhoods.   We became key actors in both of these and continued our citywide activities. By mid-2008, government and private response was ratcheted up considerably.  Locally, the two city programs
were phased out and a new initiative, the Center for New York City Neighborhoods (CNYCN) was
begun. In the midst of all this, Parodneck continued its long-standing mortage foreclosure prevention and remediation/counseling work.
Thus in 2008, we received 350 requests for remediation assistance from all areas of the city.  The types of assistance needed varied: sold tax liens; threatened mortgage and tax foreclosures; contractor scams, and more.  More specifically, 134 cases with $44.7 million in mortgage debt received preliminary consultation. Of these:

10 cases with $3.5 million in mortgage debt received affordable loan modifications

36     “        “    $12.6 million   “        “           “     are in negotiation with lenders 

44     “        “    $15.4 million   “        “           “     are pending assignment to servicers and/or lenders                            

Equally  important, our  staff conducted 47 outreach  events at local community based organizations,  churches, senior centers, and  in elected officials’  neighborhoods with  over 3,349 attending.
While some traditional sources of remediation funding may have evaporated, the current foreclosure crisis has generated potential new sources of funding, primarily governmental. For example, four new government programs provided opportunities in 2008 for funding and we were able to tap into three of them, two from the State (SONYMA and DHCR) and one City- based (CNYCN)

Parodneck also strongly focused in 2008 on the National Foreclosure Mitigation Counseling (NFMC) program administered by Neighborworks as the model we utilize for foreclosure remediation. The benefit of the NFMC model is that its HUD-endorsed and Neighborworks developed tools for case counseling, management, and data tracking  are the  statewide standard for most loss mitigation efforts  and our case intakes, reporting, and evaluations now fit within an objective framework.
The Foundation retains its primary focus of helping to stabilize low to moderate-income homeowners in their communities. To that end, our message and services have coalesced around a particularly targeted group – seniors. Our   goal   is to assist seniors to remain in their homes whenever possible under safer, healthier, and more financially secure conditions. The SCHAP home repair program brings us into the homes of seniors where Parodneck offers a myriad of resources and ancillary services to assist  them with water, tax arrears, energy savings and efficiency measures, and mortgage stability, all in the service of maximizing seniors’ livability in their communities.

We now maintain our local focus in each borough through a network of community based partner CBO’s, elected officials’ offices, and faith based and civic organizations, with our SCHAP home repair program as the entry point. We have organized our staffing patterns to support the senior community’s need for financial literacy and advocacy with their lenders, while at the same time maintaining our original capability to ensure quality home repairs and originate loans for that purpose. 
CATCH (Community Assisted Tenant Controlled Housing) 
CATCH now has 62 buildings with 911 units in its portfolio. We also note that over the past fourteen years CATCH has been responsible for $82,708,459 in capital investment in these buildings.

Logan Gardens, a 104 unit HUD senior and disabled adult facility at 131st Street, was completed and officially opened in March with a windy but lively celebration joining residents, CATCH members, political and community supporters, as well as Dr. Arthur Logan’s son, who helped to rededicate the building in his father’s honor, restoring a small but very significant piece of Harlem history.

Taking on additional projects from HUD's foreclosure inventory, CATCH renovated five of eight small properties in Central Harlem and the West 130s, converting 77 SRO units into 20 spacious apartments, 
through a combination of federal, city and private (Banco Popular Dominicana) sources.

 

At our Bradhurst Neighborhood Redevelopment Project in Central Harlem, which provides 78 units in 7 buildings, leasing and occupancy was nearly completed, and social life returned to the building, including the start of internet classes and planning for a community garden.

 

CATCH’s homeownership project is well under way. Our construction on eight brownstones acquired through HPD in Central Harlem started in 2007 and was completed in late 2008. During the summer, we provided homeownership workshops and marketed the houses in the fall.  Our policy was to give priority to CATCH members and Harlem residents. Over 300 candidates submitted letters of interest and the final stages of qualifying and selecting the new homeowners continued into 2009.
 

CATCH is pleased that tenant groups and private developers are realizing the strong organizational resources we bring to existing stressed buildings as well as the contributions the mutual housing model can make to the long-term viability of a new development.  As an example of the former, the residents of a 49 unit building in Brooklyn asked CATCH for help and we accepted appointment as temporary 7A Administrator. After just four months, the building entered the Third Party Transfer Program and during 2008 plans for the redevelopment of the property and either conversion to a cooperative or mutual housing affiliate of CATCH were initiated 

 

We were also asked by a number of private developers to joint venture with them in response to City Requests for Proposals.  Each of these RFPs was for large, complicated development sites, which CATCH could not have undertaken without assistance.  But these developers also realized the value that CATCH principles and practices brought to the project.  We will encourage these types of collaborations in the future.
 

We also began collaborating with a church in East New York (Southern Baptist Church), whose leader, Rev.  Clarence Williams, has strong roots in the East New York Community. We are currently working  
jointly with the Reverend to apply for funds to create a Non-Profit Residence for the Elderly on underutilized church property. And we began exploring a project involving a 39 unit building on the Upper West Side, as well as several other projects 
 

Overall, we are pleased that a majority of CATCH’s buildings are now organized, with active resident associations in our buildings as well as in local communities.  We salute our resident leaders who work hand-in-hand with CATCH staff, and engage in local activities that continue to create the necessary social ties that bind people in collective purpose through mutual support and cooperation. 
HDFC (Housing Development Fund Company) Support Program 
Although our commitment to this important part of the affordable housing sector remains, we provided no financial assistance to HDFC’s in 2009.

Board of Directors 
The board’s structure and membership remained unchanged during 2008.  However, we mourn the passing of our longtime board member, Vice Chairman, friend, and colleague, Jordi Reyes-Montblanc in late December.  He was 65. Jordi was a tireless crusader for HDFCs and for affordable housing through resident ownership or resident control. He sought and obtained tax benefits allowing HDFCs to become more energy efficient.  His is one of the first cooperatives in NY City to install “smart meters,” allowing residents to take advantage of lower rates during non-peak hours.  Jordi visited Albany seeking legislation and increased NYSERDA funding and he traveled frequently to Washington, successfully pushing for IRS rule changes to help low income HDFCs in gentrifying areas remains affordable.  Late in life, mutual housing became a passion as well.  Jordi will be missed but his work and dedication will remain a source of inspiration and guidance.

