This document presents the reasoning behind our opposition to the current plan for 5620 Rippey Street, Pittsburgh, PA 15206:

WHEREAS Ted Johnson, representing the U.S. Probation and Pre-trial Services Office of the federal government, has come to our neighborhood on two occasions – June 7, 2007, and July 12, 2007 – to present information about the plan for 5620 Rippey Street, a property that was confiscated from a convicted drug dealer, Terence Cole
· which is to donate the property to a non-profit organization, Renewal, Inc., for the purpose of providing housing for individuals, male and female, who were previously incarcerated in federal prison

· that Renewal, Inc., will seek $1.4M in public money to repair the deterioration and damage that has resulted from the government’s neglect  in the year they have owned the property, during which time it has been an eyesore and a public nuisance in our neighborhood
· that no written description of the plans has been provided, despite our repeated requests – specifically in our letter dated June 14, 2007, which was not even acknowledged by Mr. Johnson – and only the sketchiest, and often contradictory verbal description of what will happen at this location have been offered

· the residents in these apartments will not be supervised or receive supportive services at this site, but it will be preferable – since they are coming back to this community anyway – that they be under the “control”  of Mr. Johnson’s office by being housed all together in this facility rather than dispersed throughout the neighborhood

· they will choose to live here, but they have nowhere else to go
· they will be employed and will pay rent, which will be less than they would pay elsewhere because they can’t afford other housing, but they will be moving on to permanent housing within 3 to 9 months

WHEREAS Mr. Johnson’s behavior and demeanor has been dismissive, demeaning, paternalistic and offensive, sprinkled with attempts to be emotionally manipulative
· stating during his presentation on July 12 that he came to the community because his advisory committee said that he should

· after his initial meeting with the staff of ELDI on May 7, and his presentation to 40+ residents at the monthly meeting of the Neighborhood Association on June 7, and our letter to him asking for clarification of certain points – signed by 41 residents and ELDI – he chose to ask the Urban League – which (1) operates a charter school half a block away from the property in question, (2) has an on-going relationship with Renewal, Inc., and (3) is in favor of the plan for this property – to convene a neighborhood meeting at which he could again present the plan, still without any written documentation and without responding to any of the residents’ questions from the previous meeting or the letter, which the Urban League did
· without consultating ELDI or the neighbors about the day, time or location of the meeting in an attempt to make it as convenient as possible for the maximum number of people to be able to attend

· with such a short lead time that many people were unable to re-arrange pre-existing plans in order to attend, and others missed class, another meeting, even a family vacation at the beach, to attend
· with inadequate notification of all neighbors, so that participants in the Neighborhood Association felt the need to take it upon themselves to duplicate and distribute 200 additional flyers to the remainder of the residents
· with no arrangements for child care so that parents of young children could attend, which the Neighborhood Association’s parents stepped in to provide for themselves and others
· where they attempted to “borrow credibility” from a totally dissimilar but nationally recognized program in Allegheny County that actually does help ex-offenders re-integrate into the community

· by attempting to use fear to make the current plan seem preferable to even worse options

· if Renewal doesn’t implement this plan and the property is sold at public auction, another drug dealer or a slum landlord could buy it, and it would return to being an active nuisance property

· if we succeed in excluding the ex-offenders who would be housed under this plan, then we might find ourselves the next to be excluded (whatever that means … but we inferred that Mr. Johnson was implying that the white people would be pushing out the black people or the middle class people would be pushing out the poor people, or something equally odious)
· if the ex-offenders are not housed collectively in this facility, under Renewal’s and/or the Probation Office’s  “control,” they will return to our community anyway (with some unspecified dire consequences)
WHEREAS Mr. Johnson admits that the proposed plan has never been done before, and thus it is untested and unproven, and that neither his office nor Renewal can possibly have experience or expertise in this undertaking

· but are unwilling to partner with ELDI, which has significant experience and many successes in restoring deteriorated apartment buildings in this  community
· we believe that the much stated figure of $1.4M is a serious under-estimate of what it will actually cost to put this building into usable condition, as well as restore the grounds and parking lot, and do promised repairs to the alley leading from the street to the parking lot

· have what they claim is a successful employment model, that does not mirror the model they propose for housing … which would involve starting a company that would employ only ex-offenders for a temporary 3- to 9-month period while the individuals secured their own private employment

· instead of copying the employment model and offering private landlords reassurances and incentives to accept ex-offenders as tenants (like tax credits, security deposit vouchers, rent subsidies, etc.), and working with the ex-offenders to help them become “housing ready” in the same way they must work with the same individuals to help them become “job ready” (how to fill out applications, how to handle an interview, how to dress, showing up on time, regular attendance, etc.)

· rewarding the provider of the halfway house services that did not offer this housing readiness training by paying them to provide transitional housing (by giving them the property, providing grants for property rehab and rent subsidies), thus extending the ex-offenders’ need for their services and the agency’s income for a longer period of time

WHEREAS the plan seems to have been shaped primarily by expedience
· the location was chosen, not for its suitability to the mission of the facility, but because the government owns the property at 5620 Rippey Street and it is already zoned for an apartment building

· it seems likely that no support services will be offered on-site primarily because that would require a zoning variance, which would allow public input and scrutiny by local government officials, and that raises the possibility that the project could be blocked or at least slowed down

· Mr. Johnson chooses to represent Renewal, Inc., as the “community partner” in the plan, when in fact Renewal has no presence or history in THIS community
· Mr. Johnson has bypassed the indigenous community groups – ELDI and the Neighborhood Association – who have worked for decades to recover from the previous government intervention imposed on East Liberty (Urban Renewal … interesting coincidence of names), as soon as he determined it would take some additional effort to answer our questions, and perhaps require some revision of his plan

· by not attending a follow-up meeting concerning his presentation on June 7, scheduled hastily for June 13 because of his expressed need for a quick response from the community

· by not even acknowledging our letter of June 14, asking for written documentation of what he is proposing to do and a legally binding partnership in the project so there would be accountability to the current stakeholders in the neighborhood

· by not providing the requested written documentation

And he has continually emphasized that his office can do whatever it chooses with the property, because they own it, regardless of any neighborhood concerns or objections.

WHEREAS we are now apprised of the difficulties encountered by ex-offenders in securing housing, and wish to see this need met in a way that will truly succeed in re-integrating motivated individuals into healthy communities
WHEREAS we have invested considerable time, energy and money in our homes and our community, and still have much work left to do to stabilize our neighborhood and the larger East Liberty community
WHEREAS we are willing to form a coalition of  citizens and organizations experienced in providing housing for individuals and families with limited resources and special circumstances – like Habitat for Humanity, Hosanna Industries and the Blitz Build Coalition, Sojourner House, local architects and cohousing experts – to come up with a plan for integrating ex-offenders into our neighborhood in a long-term way that will provide them and us with stability and opportunities to support one another
THEREFORE we ask you, our elected government representative or government official to withhold all funding requested for this project, to deny all permissions required to move forward with this project, and to do everything in your power to block the implementation of  this plan.

