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Joint Hearing of the New York City Council Civil Rights and Consumer Affairs Committees
November 28, 2006
 
On behalf of the Disabilities Network of New York City, a citywide coalition of consumers, advocates and professional organizations representing people of all ages with motor and sensory disabilities, I thank the Council for allowing us this opportunity to provide testimony to the joint hearing of the Council's Consumer Affairs and Civil Rights Committees of the issue of Fair Housing in NYC.
 
The Disabilities Network of NYC advocates for full civic, social and economic participation of people with physical disabilities in the life of NYC by strengthening appropriate citywide policies, resources, services and legal protections; assuring reasonable accommodations; and building informed and accurate public perception about people with disabilities.
 
It should come as a surprise to no one that being part of the community and living independently are among the most important values and goals shared by all people – including people with disabilities. Having access to, and living in, a home of one’s own – whether that home is rented or owned, is probably considered by most to be the cornerstone of the shared goal of independent living. 
 
Across NYC people with disabilities face a crisis in the availability of decent, safe, affordable, and accessible housing. Unfortunately, due to a combination of factors including a lack of planning, forethought, design or the enforcement of existing laws far too many people are forced to reside in large congregate facilities or other inappropriate places like institutions.  This is, in my estimation, not due to malice but rather proximity.  And as the city’s population ages and more and more soldiers return home with disabling conditions, Fair Housing is an issue one can easily predict that will only become more near and dear to all of us. 
 
In regard to disability and housing, a few things are clear: 
 
1) Even today, sixteen years after passage of the American with Disabilities Act, there continues to be massive inaccessibility -- both in terms of housing accommodations and public accommodations (stores, restaurants, public toilets, etc.).  For people who use wheelchairs or other mobility devices, finding housing with even basic accessibility features (for example, an entrance with no steps) can range from daunting to downright impossible.  One stands a better chance of finding accomidations by searching Cragslist than by browsing city government sites.  And even then, if you are visually impaired or have a hearing loss, accomodations are essentially non-existant.  
 
(2) One look at the Mayor's New Housing Marketplace Plan, NYC’s largest affordable housing program since the Koch Administration, suggests accessible, affordable housing is not even on the City's radar screen as it plans for building and rehabilitating units.  As you know, the Mayor’s plan pledged to create or preserve 65,000 units of affordable housing by 2008. In April 2005 the target number was increased to 68,000 units.  The original five-year New Housing Marketplace Plan has since expanded to a 10-year plan to create and preserve 165,000 units of affordable housing.  
 
Sadly, nowhere in this $7.5 billion plan -- the largest municipal affordable housing effort in the nation’s history which strives to provide affordable homes for 500,000 New Yorkers by 2013 -- are the terms "housing discrimination," "housing segregation," "accessibility," “universal design” or "visitability" even mentioned.   A glance at the considerable list of acknowledgements for the 21 page book which includes essentially a “who’s who” of city agencies – including the Department of Buildings, the Department of City Planning, and the NYC Housing Authority among many others -- reveals the glaring omission of the Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities.  
 
People with disabilities have a saying, "Nothing About Us Without Us" and we'd hope that was as true with housing issues as we'd like to see in other areas such as transportation or education.  With regard to planning for the housing needs of people with disabilities in NYC it appears the phrase “out of sight, out of mind” was followed instead.  We urge the Council to take concrete steps to correct this serious omission both in thought and in the ensuing policies which have since followed. 
 
Thankfully, there are a few simple steps we can take to begin to find solutions to these concerns:
 
(1) The City needs to integrate planning for accessibility into all its policies and programs.  Not as an afterthought, but as an integral part of the process.   Even if it is not officially a part of the Mayor’s plan, the Council may wish to take it upon yourselves to add the word “accessible” every time you use the word “affordable” to your thinking process with regard to housing. 
 
(2) One practical, necessary improvement would be to make certain the Department of Buildings not only makes an effort to identify accessible buildings, but to also make this list known to the public in a variety of ways including an easy to search and navigate website (that would be at least as useful as Craigslist).  We would also like to see the DoB coordinate appropriate enforcement responses with the other responsible City departments (e.g., the Human Rights Commission); and
 
(3) We’re not aware of a single disability discrimination case the NYC Commission on Human Rights has brought forth on it’s own initiative.  A more proactive approach would seem warranted.  We urge the NYCCHR to initiate specific testing measures and procedures to systemically check for accessibility compliance with the same attention given to other forms of discrimination, such as ethnicity or age.  
 
(4) Lastly, everybody knows -- including people who live in coops -- that families who are turned down for housing by a coop Board deserves, at the very least, to learn the reason why.  Intro 119, the Fair and Prompt Coop Disclosure Law would require prompt and specific disclosure while at the same time preserving every single legal reason a coop current has to turn people down.  Turndowns without reason -- and there are well over 300,000 coop units in the City -- has an impact on many people, including people with disabilities.  It is not surprising that the coop trade associations would care only about insulating its members from the consequences of their actions, not about the public interest.  What is surprising (and unfortunate) is that these forces of privilege and unaccountability have thus far managed to stall action on a bill that is sponsored by 36 members of the Council, and over 30 civil rights and allied organizations. In all fairness, Intro 119 should be passed.
 
Thank you very much for the opportunity to address you today and for your kind attention. 
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