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A Housing Works Win

_sm_oﬁ court victory for homeless 2m<< <o:6_‘m with AIDS

n September 11, a New

York State Supreme
Court judge ruled in
favor of seven homeless
HIV/AIDS Services Administra-

tion (HASA)-clients who sued

New York City for providing.
them with “medically inappro- -
| priate” housing. Handed down .

| by Judge Eileen Bransten, the
decision represents a major vic-
tory for Housing Works, a legal
advocacy group for homeless
people with HIV/AIDS, whose
drawn out battles have long
aimed at strong-arming changes
within the. Human Resources
Administration AEWZ. of which
HASA is a division.

Housing Works filed the
case, Winds v. Turner, in
- November 2001 against former
A HRA commissioner .Jason

Turner. Affidavits of the peti-
tioners, all of whom were
A homeless HASA clients placed
in the single room occupancy
" (SRO) -hotel system, make
- numerous accusations that the

o_nw failed to provide them with

7 the standards of housing which
are required by local law.

“Petitioners’  statements,”
Bransten ruled, “establish that
their housing is not suitable for
healthy individuals, much less
for ‘persons with severely com-
prornised immune systems.”

In effect, the case provides a
legal finding that backs up the
conclusions of two separate
city-sponsored studies from
the late 1990s that chronicled

often-horrific conditions within
the SRO housing program.

The HIV-positive petitioners
lived in rodent-infested rooms
that lacked even the most
basic amenities: such as a
refrigerator for food and HIV
medications; clean linens; toi-
let paper; and in one case,
even a mattress. Petitioners
described common-use bath-
rooms that were dangerously

filthy, in which feces, urine,

and vomit often went

uncleaned for days. One plain-

tric, water and/or gas services;
and a vermin-free environ-
ment. .

Echoing a 1999 tuling on a

.separate Housing Works suit

that required HASA to make
emergency housing place-
ments the same day clients
apply, Bransten has insisted

the city respond to complaints °

of sub-standard living-condi-
tions within two days of receiv-

ing written notice.

The prospect of HASA car-
rying through on this man-

HRA has waged a bitter court battle with
-Housing Works over the last year, and
- was unwilling to accept previous
attempits to settle this case.

tiff, who had trouble walking,
failed to convince an unempa-
thetic building manager to
switch. her from the third
floor, and would stay in her

‘room for days rather than

spend up to half an hour

_crawling up the stairs.

The ruling ordered the n_q to
rectify such hazardous situa-
tions and maintain the stan-
dards of housing essentially
already mandated by law. This
includes appropriate furnish-

ings and amenities, - such as .

basic furniture and toilet
paper; reasonable placements
for those with trouble climbing
stairs; consistently cleaned
bathrooms; operational elec-

date from the court is uncer--

tain at best.

A recent investigation by
Gay City News found that the
SRO housing system is
plagued with the sorts of prob-
lems illuminated by the peti-

tioners’ lawsuit and that city
case workers rarely monitor:

conditions.

Nonetheless, the city issued
a statement by Thomas Crane,
chief of litigation in the law
department, challenging the
judge’s findings. - .

“The City is in compliance
with the [law’s] mandate to
provide medically appropriate
emergency housing to home-
less people with AIDS or symp-

‘and studies.

tomatic HIV,” Crane said. “The
petitioners relied on old reports
.. and conditions
they claim existed almost two
years ago. HRA receives
requests for emergency hous-
ing from 60 to 140 people with
AIDS or HIV every day and
makes more than 20,000 refer-
rals for emergency housing a
year. Given these numbers, the
fact that petitioners relied on
outdated studies and allega-

" tions about past conditions is

strong evidence that current
conditions - are
appropriate.”

Crane, who said safeguards
are in place to ensure medical-
ly appropriate housing, includ-
ing at least twice annual
ingpections aimed at determin-
ing whether deficiencies found
by inspectors are corrected,
indicated that the city planned
to appeal Bransten’s ruling.

HRA agency ‘spokesperson
David Neustadt said that of the ,

seven petitioners, four are no
longer in the SROs. And the
other three are in housing
already fully compliant with
the requirements in the ruling.

But this says nothing of the -

living conditions of the 1,600

.remaining HASA clients in the

SRO system, about whom
Neustadt declined to comment.
While the decision only

“applies to the seven petition-

ers, meaning that others can-
not hold the agency in con-
tempt for noncompliance with

. the decision, it sets legal prece-

dent and defines the rights of

medically-

ayCity
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HASA clients with greater
specificity than have past court
decisions. and laws. That-
means that if HASA doesn’t
comply across the board, the
door is open for further law-
suits.

“This 'sets an importarit
precedent for what our clients’
legal rights are,” said Housing
Works attorney Armen Mer-
jian. *And theoretically, the
city should apply those same
basic standards to all [HASA]
clients who are homeless.”

“I think that the ruling is a

 tremendous victory for.home-

less people with AIDS and defi-
nitely it seems that it has clari-
fied, as if it wasn’t clear
already, that homeless people.
with AIDS need decent, med-
ically appropriate housing,”

. said activist Jennifer Flynn,

co-director of the New York
City AIDS Housing Network. -
“And so I believe that, maybe
not through this case, but

surely through the subsequent

cases which will inevitably be
brought, we’ll have finally a
standard for ivwﬁ is aooonﬁ
housing.”

HRA has Smmoa a bitter
court. battle with "Housing
Works over the last year, and
was unwilling to accept previ-
ous attempts to settle this
case—the provisions of which
Merjian said were highly favor-
able to the city.

Merjian predicted that HRA
would most likely receive an
automatic stay of the ruling
orice an appeal is filed.



