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ADJUSTING TO A LIFE WITH HOPE ; 

RELOCATEDFAMILIES FIND NEW HOMES AND 
PRESSURES 
BYLINE: MICHAEL CASEY, Staff Writer 

BODY: 
With the Paterson Housing Authority on her side, Theresa Graves trusted moving out of a 
dangerous public-housing high-rise would mean a better life. 
Her sister, Angela, was living in a run-down drug den and hoped she could find a safe 
place to raise her five children. 
Both women turned to the PHA’s $ 70 million HOPE VI program, part of a $ 3.1 billion 
national experiment that calls for the federal government to raze blighted public housing 
high-rises and move tenants into homes and apartments in mixed-income neighborhoods. 
Paterson’s program is one of six in the state along with Newark, Jersey City, Camden, 
Elizabeth, and New Brunswick. 
Almost a year later, Theresa Graves, 37, is pessimistic. She complains life has changed 
little since she moved into a dilapidated house in a poor neighborhood a block from 
where police killed a black teenager four years ago. 
But Angela Graves, 35, is buoyed by her new surroundings. In her comfortable home 
near St. Joseph’s Hospital and Medical Center she is outrunning the demons that had kept 
her addicted to drugs and on welfare. 
“It beats the hell out of the projects,”said Angela Graves, who like her sister spent most 
of her life in the soon-to-be demolished Christopher Columbus Housing development, 
known as CCP.”This feels fantastic. I feel empowered.” 
At 94 housing authorities in 32 states, the District of Colombia, and Puerto Rico, the push 
has been made to raze the notorious 1960s-era high-rises and disperse poor families 
under HOPE VI. The massive undertaking has shifted millions of dollars from public 
housing authorities to private landlords and developers. 
HOPE VI aims to replace high-rises with town houses and duplexes, and promote self-
sufficiency by offering a range of social services that includes day care and job training. 
Results have been mixed. 



In Paterson, a Record survey of 25 HOPE VI families found half were satisfied with their 
new homes. Another survey of 39 families by a Catholic charity found slightly more 
families satisfied. 
The Record found: 
The PHA relocation program put a greater emphasis on emptying the 463 high-rise units 
than it did in helping the families relocate. 
The PHA did little to prepare families, mostly single mothers on welfare, for the 
adjustment to private housing. Families received little help finding an apartment, and 
promised social services were not offered until after most families had moved. 
 
While families could move anywhere in the United States, most relocated within blocks 
of the projects. Of the more than 420 families who moved within Paterson, 67 percent 
moved to the First, Fourth, and Fifth wards, which have the highest concentration of poor 
families of the city’s six wards. Nine percent moved to other public housing. 
The PHA had no screening program aimed at weeding out bad landlords. As a result, at 
least eight landlords convicted of city housing code violations rent to CCP families, while 
taxpayers pick up the tab. A number of the landlords owe thousands of dollars in back 
taxes to the city. 
 
Dozens of families complained to city officials and tenant advocates that they were living 
in rundown apartments or had been overwhelmed by skyrocketing utility bills. They also 
said they received no help from their landlord or the PHA when they complained, 
something the housing authority denies. 
With nearly all families relocated, the authority hopes to raze CCP this fall. The Dean 
McNulty housing development was demolished in April. 
With the the first of 343 housing units expected to be built by the end of the year, PHA 
officials called the program a success. 
Many families agreed, saying they were happy with their new apartments and relieved to 
escape a life of gang shootings, police sweeps, and broken elevators. Their new homes 
offer their children a chance to play outside without fear of being shot or cut by rusty 
syringes. 
“I’ll sum it up with one word. It’s like heaven,”said Debra Thomas, who moved into a 
two-family house on North Ninth Street near Prospect Park with her daughter and 
goddaughter.”There is peace. The neighborhood is safe and the house is beautiful. The 
landlord, I can’t ask for any better. I’m just pleased. I’m just content. When I pray, I often 
pray for the HOPE VI program.” 
But others, like Serlena Holmes, live in worse conditions. CCP was bad, she said, but she 
paid $ 100 a month for unlimited utilities, a responsive maintenance staff, and a 
comfortable apartment. 



“I moved here with the assumption that everything was fine,” said Holmes, whose North 
Third Street apartment has been broken into twice, is infested with rodents, and has holes 
in the roof.”The truth is everything is terrible. I might as well be back in the projects.” 
 When the PHA applied for HOPE VI money, Christopher Columbus and, to a lesser 
degree Dean McNulty, were insular, dangerous places. CCP had a high rate of assaults, 
robberies, and drug possession.  
 
Nearly 70 percent of the families were receiving Social Security or welfare benefits. The 
average household income was $ 7,793, less than half the government’s poverty 
threshold. Despite $30 million in renovations since the late 1980s, the PHA said the four 
40-year-old towers were crumbling, drug dealers were running rampant, and security was 
nonexistent. The authority estimated it would take $ 56 million to renovate the high-rises. 
It chose to demolish them. 
 
The Graves sisters were illustrative of the problems faced at CCP. 
Single mothers on welfare raising large families, they spent their entire lives in the 
projects. Both were longtime drug addicts who spent years in and out of treatment. Drugs 
cost them jobs and prompted the state to temporarily place their children in foster homes. 
Theresa Graves, streetwise and sassy, had returned to CCP last summer from drug 
treatment. Her boyfriend was in jail on drug charges. 
Afraid she would use again, she begged a HOPE VI counselor to let her move. 
“I wanted to get out bad,” said Graves, sitting in her sparsely furnished living room as her 
pit bull Champ nipped at her leg.”For me, I was running for my life. I didn’t want my 
kids to see me like that.” 
In the summer of 1997, the PHA informed Dean McNulty and CCP families their 
buildings were being knocked down and they would be evicted. Families were told they 
could transfer to another housing development or move into private housing funded by 
HUD’s Section 8 program. 
Section 8 funding, which ranges from $ 604 for a studio to $ 1,418 for a five-bedroom 
apartment, goes directly to a landlord; tenants must pay 30 percent of their income 
toward the rent. Families also receive a utility stipend that generally covers gas and 
electricity but may fall short for heating costs. 
The PHA received $ 16.1 million in 1996 from the federal Department of Housing and 
Urban Development to knock down Dean McNulty and move families. But it didn’t get $ 
21.6 million for the new housing and the CCP demolition until 1997. 
When the PHA started relocating families in 1997, it faced hostile opposition and 
confusion. Dozens of families were given Section 8 vouchers before the relocation 
program was set up. 
“It was a little chaotic in the beginning. We didn’t even have office space,”said Joyce 
Schuyler, one of the first relocation counselors.”This was a whole new thing and families 
were hearing more rumors than truth.” 



The PHA’s relocation plan promised to move families into housing deemed”safe and 
sanitary”and follow federal relocation guidelines, which included referring minority 
families to to non-minority areas when possible. 
Families were to get counseling and a list of prospective apartments. Apartments were to 
be inspected before a family moved to ensure that utilities were working and building 
codes were met. 
An apartment also had to be free of lead paint if a family had children under 6, and CCP 
families couldn’t rent an apartment more expensive than their Section 8 allowance. 
The PHA paid moving, rent, utility hookup, and security costs and said it spent $ 5 
million on Section 8 certificates/vouchers and $ 675,000 more on relocation costs. 
Many families were unprepared for the rigors of an apartment search. Many had no 
telephones, much less cars, so apartment hunting was daunting. There were no classes on 
budgeting for utilities or finding a good apartment, and little support to help them leave 
the city’s worst neighborhoods. 
“These tenants there were terrified. They were scared,”said Jackie Ross, a former PHA 
jobs coordinator who worked with many CCP residents. 
“Many have no education, no job training, and no understanding of the outside world. I 
would say three-quarters of these families were not emotionally prepared to move, or 
given the right kinds of knowledge to function in the outside world.” 
The program required that the four counselors determine where a family wanted to move, 
what apartment size was needed, and the time frame for moving. Based on that, 
counselors briefed families on finding an apartment and gave them addresses. 
Some counselors, on their own, went further. They drove a client to an apartment, 
referred a troubled family member to drug treatment, or coaxed a senior citizen into 
moving. 
“There was no coordination between counselors,” said one, who refused to be 
identified.”Each one had their own style and resources. 
The supervisor never provided us with a lot of information, like a list of landlords and 
real estate brokers, so we could pass it onto the families. As a result, a lot of families 
were left to fend for themselves.” PHA Executive Director Felix Raymond insisted all 
families received housing counseling that met HUD guidelines. 
“The impression families had of the workers does not constitute evidence of non-
coordination,”Raymond said.”It shows the difference of personalities and outlooks. It’s 
something you find in the police force or the president’s Cabinet. There was a system in 
place and it was followed.” 
The relocation program also did not provide for screening out bad landlords. As a result, 
those with a checkered history were allowed into the program. 
For example, according to city and municipal court records, Fred Ugwu rented to seven 
CCP families despite being found guilty of seven city housing code violations since 1997 
and being fined $ 800. Another landlord, Thomas Hodgson, rented to 14 families despite 



being fined $ 1,220 for five housing code violations dating back to 1998 that included 
failure to repair sewers and provide hot water. 
Raymond said HUD didn’t require the authority to screen landlords, only to ensure that 
the housing was safe. 
Dozens of families chafed when they had to pay for their own electricity, water, or heat. 
The PHA had no guidelines stipulating that landlords include utilities in the rent. 
That created problems for families on limited incomes, who depended for years on the 
PHA to provide those services for free. Some families faced prohibitively high utility 
bills and, in extreme cases, having their heat or electricity shut off for lack of payment. 
Theresa Graves, for example, ran up nearly $ 1,800 in PSEG costs since she moved into 
her house in September. She kept her utilities on by agreeing to have payments to PSEG 
taken directly from her welfare check. 
“It’s a struggle,”said Graves, who was advised by a PSEG counselor to move out of her 
house because it is so poorly ventilated. 
PHA officials said they couldn’t require HOPE VI landlords pay utilities. They admitted 
some families faced high utility bills because of poorly ventilated houses but said the 
utility stipend, counseling, and financial assistance from city non-profit agencies 
prevented serious problems. 
“They can’t take the same attitude they had in the development,” Relocation Coordinator 
Ralph Hinton said.”If they are going to use excessive utilities and heat an apartment at 75 
or 80 degrees, they will have a utility bill that exceeds their allowance. That is part of 
their undoing and something we try to avoid by offering counseling. Some of the 
apartments are ancient and heat escapes. Things can happen.” 
. Most tenants moved within a city that has an old and dilapidated housing stock. 
Apartments sometimes had leaky roofs, lacked heat, leaked raw sewage, or were overrun 
by rodents. Faced with the unsafe and often unhealthy conditions, many turned to the 
mayor, City Council, or Legal Aid for help. 
Rachel Hodges, a disabled mother of two from Dean McNulty says she received no 
housing counseling , something the PHA denies. 
She moved into a North Third Street apartment that, despite a housing authority 
inspection, had radiators covered with asbestos, no certificate of occupancy, and sewage 
leaking into the basement. Drugs, she said, were a constant presence on her block. 
“If housing had done its job, why should I have to worry about being in a safe house?”she 
asked. 
After complaining to the PHA and turning to Legal Aid, Hodges moved six months later 
into an apartment on Rossiter Avenue. 
Other families said they were most angry that the PHA failed to help them fulfill a dream 
of moving into nearby suburbs. Families said the PHA offered few suburban listings. No 
suburban brokers were brought in to work with interested families, and the PHA refused 
to pay often prohibitive brokers fees. 



Josette Daniels tried to move from Paterson but faced rents well beyond her $ 1,125 
voucher for a four-bedroom apartment and often had to walk to prospective apartments in 
Clifton. She also said some landlords, when seeing she was a black mother of five small 
children, told her the houses were rented. 
Daniels, a 27-year-old former CCP tenant, ended up in an apartment on 16th Avenue with 
a leaky roof and sporadic heat and electricity. The water was shut off twice because the 
landlord had not paid the bill. 
“I argued with my landlord for a whole year,”said Daniels, who was relocated to an 
apartment she likes but which is in a drug-infested area. 
PHA counselors insisted they did everything they could but faced hurdles that come with 
finding decent housing for poor people in an old city. 
Hundreds of homes could not be rented because they had lead paint. 
Multibedroom apartments were hard to find. The PHA complained that local non-profit 
agencies, including Legal Aid, did little to help, and suburban landlords refused to 
participate. 
“Discrimination is a fact of life,”the PHA’s Raymond said. “It plays a part for tenants 
moving into the suburbs. But there hasn’t been that much of it because there hasn’t been 
much desire by these folks to move to places like Wayne.” 
Indeed, PHA ran into resistance. Some families told counselors they were afraid to move 
to mostly white suburbs that lacked the familiarity of the city. Others said they wanted to 
remain near relatives, jobs, and social services. 
The solution, some PHA officials said, is revisiting families after they have adjusted to 
their new lives and suggesting again that they move even farther from their old 
neighborhoods. 
“With my middle-class life, it would be exciting to be told that someone would pay to 
move me across the country,”Hinton said.”But when you have families who have spent 
much of their lives in the development and only seen other parts of the country on 
television, this wasn’t a real opportunity. This has to be done in two steps.” 
Still, many families say they’re faring better and using the program as a springboard to 
escape drugs or welfare. 
Some speak with pride of having a house with a back yard and driveway. Others have an 
apartment near a good school or park. Still others said they are happy to live in a quiet 
neighborhood that is mostly drug-free. 
Bernadine Ali, who lived most of her 44 years at CCP and lost a son to a shooting there, 
is overwhelmed that she has a house along Broadway. 
She excitedly pointed out her basement, roomy back yard, and furnished living room 
which has a makeshift shrine to her late son, Dontell. 
“I can feel free. This is home,”Ali said of the house she moved to in August.”I’ve got a 
lot of room. It’s good to say you’ve got a house. 
It means responsibility... I wish I would have moved a long time ago.” 



Theresa Graves, though, has struggled to adjust to her new life. 
Her excitement about renting a house this month soon turned to anger, when she found 
the place was poorly heated and run-down. She complained that the PHA turned a deaf 
ear to her concerns, but the authority says it mediated disputes with her landlord, 
reinspected the house, and had repairs made. 
Graves has tempered her anger. She began laying tile in her kitchen and decorating her 
living room, and her family is under one roof. 
For now, this will have to do. 
“What the hell am I going to do?”she said as movers set up her bedroom set in another 
empty room.”I can’t find anywhere to live. Since no one will help, I’ll just have to fix this 
place up myself.” 
 
Making the Move a Little Easier 
  
Families moving out of the Christopher Columbus and Dean McNulty housing 
developments received either Section 8 vouchers or certificates. A voucher allows a 
family to exceed the maximum rent payment set by HUD, while a certificate mandates 
they stay within certain limits. Section 8 payments are determined by bedroom size and 
based in fair market rents in North Jersey. Families must contribute 30 percent of their 
income to rent and Section 8 pays the rest. Here are the maximum amounts HUD will pay 
for an apartment: 
Studio apartment: $ 604 
one-bedroom: $ 735 
two-bedroom: $ 863 
three-bedroom: $ 1,123 
four-bedroom: $ 1,258 
five-bedroom: $ 1,418 
  
 
  


