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CHA SITS ON CASH AS NEEDS RISE 
u nbeliwable as it may 

sound, the Chicago Housing 
Authority is sitting on a pile 

of cash. Between 2008 and 2012, 
the agency stockpiled hundreds of 
millions in reserves, most of which 
can be used to build or rehab pub- 
lic housing. Meanwhile, 3,000 CHA 
apartments have been vacant for 
years - most awaiting redevelop- 
ment - as many as 1,100 displaced 
families await a return to public 
housing and 40,000 families sit on 
CHA's wait list. 

This status quo, unearthed by 
an intrepid band of housing advo- 
cates, is laughable. 

In 2000, the CHA promised to 
produce 25,000 apartments as 
part of its tear down and rebuild 
plan. The deadline was 2010, now 
extended to 2015. 

The Chicago Housing Initiative, 
a coalition of community groups, 
poured through CHA's financial 
documents to unearth this cache 
of cash. 

According to CHA, the agency's 
operating reserve - money it can 
spend -was $315 million at the 
end of 2012, a very high amount. 
This figure, defined by the feds, 
reflects the most recent data. The 
CHI has been quoting $665 million 
from CHA's 2012 audit, but that 
amount includes future receiv- 
ables, CHA says. The lower $315 
million number partly reflects 
CHA responding to pressure from 
the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development to spend 
down reserves, insiders tell us. 
CHA in 2012 paid down some 
bonds and made a catch-up pen- 
sion payment. 

CHA's reserve grew each year 
as the agency didn't fully spend 

federal dollars given to the agency, 
with CHA amassing $543 million 
over five years, the CHI found. 
CHA failed to spend its cash for 
many reasons, some excusable. 
What's not excusable are the 
management problems at the 
CHA - a failure of leadership, 
lack of experience among staff and 
CHA turnover - that have caused 
unacceptable delays. 

CHA defends its reserve fund, 
saying its building plans were 
undermined by the collapse of the 
housing market. CHA held onto 
the cash to spend at a later date, 
though the reserve amount, CHA 
officials note, far exceeds what's 
needed to finish rebuilding. 

CHA officials also tell us they 
have big plans for 2014 - they 
expect to produce 586 units. 
Reserves will be whittled down to 
just $7 million, they say. 

Excuse us for being skeptical. 

According to CHA, the 
agencu's operating 
reserve was at $315 
million at the end of 
2012. 

We've heard this before and 
seen the result: Big plans, far less 
to show. In 2013 CHA promised 
525 units but delivered only 298. 
And that was a good year. 

Overall, CHA has finished 87 
percent of the 25,000 units, includ- 
ing about 9,500 senior apartments 
done long ago. The agency is about 
3,300 apartments short, almost all 
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for families. That's roughly 12,000 
people, assuming families of four, 
out of luck at a time of tremen- 
dous need. 

CHA's stockpiling period 
coincides with the collapse of the 
housing market. And even in flush 
times, putting together private 
deals that mix renters of different 
incomes, a goal of CHA's, can be 
exceedingly complicated, often 
exacerbated by long-standing 
lawsuits and historic preservation 
disputes. Wherever possible, CHA 
seeks to replace its projects with 
mixed communities, which place 
public housing families alongside 
market-rate renters or owners and 
higher-income subsidized "afford- 
able" renters. 

At two key stalled sites, the 
Cabrini Rowhouses and Lath- 
rop Homes on the North Side, 
progress has been slowed by a 
protracted fight between support- 
ers of mixed developments and 
those who want CHA to maximize 

public units on those sites. 
We sympathize with the desire 

to house as many CHA families 
as possible. But we also have long 
memories - and those include 
the utter failure of the CHA as  the 
overseer of projects that concen- 
trated poor families, projects that 
morphed into high-rise ghettos. 
For locations that can attract 
non-CHA renters, like these North 
Side sites, CHA should stick to its 
mixed plans, though not slavishly. 
A development is still mixed if it 
includes only CHA and affordable 
apartments. 

But the delays at CHA aren't 
due solely to outside circum- 
stances. 

Insiders tell us that turnover at 
the CHA, weak leadership, a lack 
of development experience among 
staff and debilitating micromanag- 
ing by the mayor's office over the 
last few years are the most insidi- 
ous reason for the delay. 

Charles Woodyard, who previ- 

ously oversaw a smaller public 
housing authority in Charlotte, 
N.C., was CEO for two years 
before resigning last fall. Michael 
Merchant, a former city buildings 
commissioner who lacks public 
housing or development experi- 
e c e ,  started in November. It is 
essential that Merchant staff up 
with the best, most experienced 
people and be given the freedom 
to run his agency. 

Housing advocates want HUD to 
take much tighter control of CHA 
HUD should ride herd, but CHA 
needs the financial flexibility it has 
enjoyed for over a decade to com- 
plete its promised 25,000 units. 

The best hope is pressure from 
Mayor Rahm Emanuel and the 
City Council on the CHA to fulfill 
its promises and the hiring of 
more quality, experienced people 
to get the job done. 

Spend the cash, CHA. 
But more important, spend it 

well. 
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~isabled seniors 
needed an outlet 
to fight CHA order 
Couple sought to stay in Section 8 home, 
but a disconnect was forcing them to move 

A 
JON YATES 

What's Your Problem? 

Donna Green and George 
Maxwell have lived in their Uni- 
versity Village apartment for 
nearly eight years. 

The two-bedroom unit is ideal 
in many ways, not the least of 
which is its fist-floor location. 
Green, 65, walks with the aid of a 
walker. Maxwell, 66, uses a 
wheelchair. 

The couple have paid their 
share of the rent religiously for 
years, currently about $400 a 
month. The rest of the tab is paid 
with federal funds through the 
Housing Choice Voucher pro- 
mam. administered bv the Chi- 

seemingly minor issues: a win- 
dow lock that wasn't working and 
a loose electrical outlet. 

The management team at the 
complex, an affiliate of Related 
management called Roosevelt 
Square, sent someone to make the 
repairs, and the couple thought 
everyhng was fine. An inspector 
returned to the apartment Aug. 2 
and again failed the unit, citing 
the loose outlet. 

Maxwell was beside himself. 
From what he could tell, the 
outlet was fine. He asked the 
CHA to inspect it again but was 
told an inspector would not come 
out again unless he paid a $75 
reinspection fee. 

Things deteriorated from 
there. 

The building's management 
refused to pay for another in- 
spection because it felt the prob- 
lem had been fixed, Maxwell said. 
The couple offered to pay the 
CHA the $75 directlv. but the 

:ago Housing ~utho2ty. housing authority G u l d  accept 
Maxwell said the couvle never vavment onlv from the landlord. 

had a problem with the brogram hesaid. 
- until last summer. Without the reinspection, the 

During its annual inspection of unit fell out of compliance, based 
the unit, the CHA found two on federal guidelines mandated 
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Donna Green and George Maxwell's University Village apartment failed 
a Chicago Housing Authority inspection over a loose electrical outlet. 

by the U.S. Department of Hous- 
ing and Urban Development. In 
the fall, the CHA withdrew its 
voucher for the unit and in- 
formed the couple they had to 
move out by Jan. 29. 

Although Green and Maxwell 
still qualified for the Housing 
Choice Voucher program and 
could find another eligible Sec- 
tion 8 apartment, the couple had 
no desire to move. Not only do 
they like the apartment and its 
management company, but nei- 
ther was particularly enthused at 
the prospect of moving in the 
dead of winter. 

Unable to make any headway, 
the couple sought help from the 
Legal Aid Foundation. 

Staff attorney Shareese Pryor 
said she tried to help but had no 
luck. In early January, she 
emailed What's Your Problem? 

"In the present posture, every- 
one loses," she said. "CHA has 

stopped paying its portion of rent 
to Roosevelt Square so Roosevelt 
Square loses money. CHA must 
expend staff time to issue paper- 
work to the tenants so they can 
move, and inspect a new unit 
when they have found one. Mr. 
Maxwell and Ms. Green, who are 
seniors, will need to find another 
apartment and move in the dead 
of winter." 

As Pryor put it, "This is ridicu- 
lous." 

Maxwell said he doesn't under- 
stand why no one would help. 

"I'm trying to figure out how I 
can give (CHA) the $75 so they 
can look at the wiring so we can 
get this over with so 1 don't have 
to go through changes," he said. "I 
don't want to move." 

The Problem Solver called 
Related management and the 
Chicago Housing Authority. 

Tricia Van H&, a spokes- 
woman for Related, said that after 

the unit failed inspection the 
second time in August, both the 
property manager and Maxwell 
disputed the result. 

"Due to this dispute process, 
the $75 third inspection was 
refused," she said. "Management 
and the CHA worked closely 
together during the dispute." 

CHA spokeswoman Wendy 
Parks said her agency received no 
communication from Green or 
Maxwell for three months re- 
garding the failed inspections or a 
request for another inspection. 
When Maxwell called the hous- 
ing authority Nov. 15, the voucher 
for the apartment had already 
been canceled, Parks said. 

After the Problem Solver's 
inquiry, a CHA inspector visited 
the couple's apartment again 
Friday morning. 

Parks said the unit passed, and 
the contract will be reinstated, 
meaning the couple will not have 
to move. 

"This is what I wanted to do in 
the first place," Maxwell said. 
"They finally decided to do some- 
thing after three or four months." 

facebook.com/chitribproblem 
Twitter @wyp_tribune 

Have a problem? 
Email your story, providing as 
many details as possible, to 
yourproblem@tribune.com 
or write to What's Your Problem?, 
Newsroom, Chicago Tribune, 
435 N. Michigan Ave., Chicago, IL 
606l.L Please include your name 
and a way to contact you. We 
can't respond to everyone, but 
we'll get to as many as we can and 
publish the results Tuesdays, 
Thursdays and Sundays. 
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