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Who are the Austin advocates?

By Michzel A. Srrith
The Daily Nows

Pubilshed November 22, 2012

GALVEST ON — In the years-long debate atout whether and how te rebulld public housing
germplished after Humicane ke, the words “Austin advocates™ achieved a near-mythical aura.

Especially armmong these opposed to rebuilding 583 public- housing unfts lost o ke's epic flooding,
two Austin-based advocacy groups came to represent sarmething akin to the Bavarian Huminati —
a shadawy, distant power manipulating local events in sarvice of iLs own obscure and probably
sinister agenda.

Had the groups not intervened, Galveston could kave haused its poor, elderdy and disabled
through a ygucher program, as a majerity of voting residants wanted, oppenents arguad.

Instead, cpponents argue, Texas Appleseed and Texas [ow, Incane Housing Information Service
hijacked a local effort and imposed their cwn vision and values o a meluctant, often defiant,
population.

Propenents, however, say a coalition of local social service agencies, city leaders and gven some

business groups sought help from the advocates when it becarme chear the state of Texas planned

to divere billions of federal disaster dollars te pay for pork barrel projects in areas without major
humicane darage,

Members of the Austin groups themselves said they have received more than a Fair share of both
blame and credit.

It’s fact beyond argument, however, that the groups played a major rote in defining Galvesten's
recovery after Hurricane Tke, especially how it will house its needy for the next 75 years, and yet
ot residents know Bttle sbout them

Bown in Tha Valley

Texas faploceae Housing Information Service was founded in 1968 by a group of housing
advocates who had grown frustrated by the inability of govemment programs to effectively
address problems particular to specific communities, said John Henneberger, a co-founder of the
arganization.

Some of the gropp’s main work has been in the notediaus colnias of the Ric Grande Valley where
migmnt workess had fived sometimes for generations in shacks without electricity or unning
watar, Hernnebergersaid,

Standard governrmant programs cauldat help peaple Iiving in the colonias, he said.

“These workers are gone for menths at a time following the crops,” Hennaberger said, "They cant
use public housing and dont reaily need it. Aot of them cwn a littie piece of [and. They wanted
to build their own houses and they knew how. What they needed was help paying for matenial.”
Henneberger's group worked with colenlas residents and the state and feders! governments to
develop 8 no-interest fnan program, he said. The warkers bamrowed money faom the stake and
pooled their labor to build themselves houses, he said.

The program has been a suceess and stll gdsts today, he said, Its on example of the group's
focus on tallaring programs to address the situation on the ground, Henneberger salkd.

Texas Low Income Housing Information Service has three full-tirme staff cembers and two pare-
time graduate students, About one-third of its funding comes through smll donations and about
twe-thirgs from regienal and naticnal charitable foundations, Henaeberger sald.

Not exactly radkals

Texes Appleseed is the state’s chapter of a national network of public Interest justice centars,
Adlan Van Fleet, a2 Houstop atrarney and member of the group’s board of directors, said.
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Iks roots are rather differant from those of Hennebergers group,

“Lore has & that Appleseed began ab 2 Harvard Law School class reunion,” Van Fleet sald. "They
tad 21 done very well for thermselves and decided they wanted 2 way to help others.

“These are rmoderately conservative psople whe work for soma very high-protile law firms.”

Van Fleet Is 2 partner at McDermott W 8 Emery and was a partner at Vinsen & Eldns. The board
also Includes members wha wark at such well-known firms as Bracewel! & Gukani and Fulbright &
Jaworski.

The group provides pro bono fegal services with a fecus on Issue, rather than individual,
advecacy, Van Flest sald.

It has worked to reform laws governing everything from the payday ban Industry to the juvenile
fustice and indigent defense systems, Van Fleet said.

The group focuses an systeric problems and is willing to get invelved "anywhare 2 good lawyer
could get Involved and do same good,” Van Fleet said.

Texas Appleseed lists a staff of 10 people and lists among Its supporters such charitles a5 The
Ford Foundation, Houston Endowment, JP Morgan Chase Foundatlan, Levl Strauss Faundation and
such comperate donors as CenterPoint Energy, Cltigroup, Continental Aifinas and ExxonMobll Corp.,
to mame a few of each,

How thay got here

The story of how these two groups became major players in Galveston’s recovery from Hurricane
Tke in 2008 bagins with Hurricame Rita, which battered the Upper Texas Coast in 2005,

Henngkargers group hiad been working with various faith-hased erganizatlons such as Gulf Coast
Interfaith and Lutheran Disaster Response, which were trying 1o assist in rebullding damaged
houses, he said,

The groups all lzarned some hzard lessons about the fate of federal dollars that wander Inta
disaster areas.

"Our experience in Rita was that, if apbedy is watching, disaster recovery money ends up belng
spent for political reasens on projects that kave nothing te do with housing and dent primarily
benzfit low- and mederate-Incorne people,” as faderal law requires, he said.

Moast of about $300 rillon allocated for Rita recovety was funneled off to pay fer Infrastructure
projects while only a small armount was sat aside for housing, Joe Higgs, who worked for Gulf
Coast Interfaith at the time, said,

"By the time any of us knew about that pot of meney, It alkeady bad beet carved up,” Higgs sald.
“They did things like cap the cost of building a now house &t $45,000, What kind of house can
you build for that?"

Then, ke

In early 2009, just months after Hurricane Ike swamped Galveston and much of The region, the
state of Texas announced is would distribute about 51.7 billlen [n fedetal Cormunity Development
Elock Grant-Disaster Recovery money based an a metecrslogical model, rather than using
assessments of where storm damage had occurred.

That decision meant areas where the wind had blown and water had risen, tut little was
darmaged, would get money Congress had intended fer the actual victims of hurricanes Dolly and
ke,

*City counclls everywhere were ilcking thelr chops over that money,” Henneberger sald.

They planned, 25 had happened after Rita, to replace tax dollars with faderal disaster dollars to
build reads and other infrastnicture, numerous sources said.

But this time, groups that bad bean through Rita khaw what they were seeing.

Higgs, of Gulf Coast Interfzith, and some others from Galveston did an analysis of whers tha
maney was headed and put it sli in spread sheets, Henneterger said.

“What they showed was basically 2 rald on the money, " he said.

“There were hundreds of useful projects but they werent the Kinds of projects COBG money Is
meant te fund.”

Higgs and others sought help from Henneberger because his group knew In detall what fedaral law
requirad znd forkads In the spending of disaster money.

Comglaint diafted

Henneberger sald he took the Infarmmation fram Higgs to Madison Stoan, a staff attomey for Taxes
Appleseed, wha put together 3 50-page complaint argulng the state's plan far the money viclated
faderal law.

“Peaple in the local community airgady knew something was really wrong,” Henneberger sald.
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“We just got It all in the form of a propar document and got in front of people at HUD. The
nurrbers spoke for themselves,”

Shortly thereafter, Sloan and Henneberger were called to Washington to meet with officlals of the
U.5. Department of Housing and Urban Development, which has oversight of the block grants.

“They said if we were serigus about it, we ngeded to file 3 formal complaint,” Henneberger said.
“Sa Maddy developed an even more detailed docutment.”

About six weeks later, the two were calied te 2 meeting in Austin with about 30 state leadaers
whe argued the state’s plan was right and legal, Henneberger sald,

A little later, however, the federal housing department annolinged it would ask the WS,
Department of Justice to investigate the state's handling of disaster ald, Henneberger sald, And a
little after that, the state called Henneberger and Sloan.to ask whether they were willing to strike
a deal to settle their complaint.

After weeks of meetings, the two groups and state officlals produced what would breome the
mast important and controverslal document associated with Galveston’s long battle over publle
housing,

Conciliztion agresment,

The ¢oncillation agreement signed May 25, 2010, by representatives of the two advocacy groups,
the Texas Department of Rural Affalrs and the Texas Department of Houslng and Communicy
Affalrs is 25 pages of dense legal prose studded with zcronyms.

It spefls out i fine detail how the state of Texes would administer almpst 52 billian in federal
disaster 2id allecated for recovery front hurdcanes Delly and Tke.

Tt mentions Galveston and its public housing anly briefly, But ang part of ane sentense cams £o
be a defining statement in that iong debate — ™... no less than $50 million shall be availzble for
use by the city of Galveston for the one-for-one replacement of all family and elderly public
housing units damaged or destroyed in Hurricane Ike.*

That statement was not the main point of the agrezment, Henneberger said. It was added as a
matter of course because the one-for-one replacement had been decided 2 year before in 2
settlzmant agreement between Galveston Housing Authority and Lona Star Legal Ald, which was
representing housing authorty resldents.

The autherity had applied te demolish the flooded Oleander Homes and Palm Terrace profects.
Lone Star Legal Ald had sued to prevent that, unless the authority agreed to the one-far-one
repglacement of the units.

Polics! issue

Despite the fact public housing plays only a part in the conciliation agreement, the one-for-one
statement became a hot issue In the debate over what Galvastorn should or must do. Proponents
argued the agreement mandated rebullding, end of story. Opponents argued that since Galveston
was not a party to the agreement, the document was invalld and should be attacked In court.

Neither argument fully acknowladges what the agreement meant for the island, which was a
payday in federal disaster ald Iike few cammunities had ever seen.

“We got almoskt a quarter of a tllllon dellzrs for this region that otherwise would have gone
elsewhere,” Van Fleet sald.

It’s not clear exactly how much rmore money Galveston got Tor hiouging and te repair Its roads,
water and sewer system ang! other infragtructure, but everybody seems to agree the number is
very larga.

As former Mayor Lydz Ann Thomas recalls, had the state’s meteorological plan been aflowed to
stand, monay for this region would have been pooled and gach government wauld have had to
apply for it. Balveston’s share could have been as little 25 $2 milllon under those condltions, she
sald.

Instead, Galveston recelved more than $250 million in Round 2 funding, according to the city.

It plans to spend about $147 million ab houtlng programg, including the repair and rebuilding of
private homes and rantal properties.

{t plans to spend about $103 milion on infrestructure projects, Including repairs and upgradas te
water and sewer systems and rpads,

RQuestion of clout

While the mein proponsents of public housing agree the Austin advocates served Galveston wall,
some at times complainad the groups, whils mezaning well, misunderstood logal naeds and desires
and held too much clout arang state and Federal officials,

The claut carne throbgh the concillatlon agreement with the state of Texas, over which the
General Land Office inherited oversight from the Texas Departrment of Rural Affairs,

Local leadery had bried to avokd replacing public housing with seattersdvsite developmants after a
hwated public hearing that brought & large crowd of oppenents, They favored instead buliding
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mixed«ingams davelopments on a few sites,

"We did have disagreecment,” former Galveston Housing Autherity Chairwoman Betty Massey said.
"Thay were willing to build high-qualty public housing right back where it had been befere. We
wanted something better than that, 1 dont think they aver understood the mixed-income
cancept.”

Rebudld from scratch

In the end, Galveston agreed to two mixed-ingoma projects and 358 scattered-site
developments.

Henneberger ssid he thinks the worries about scattered sites are overblown and that after awhile,
few people will even realize they exist.

“Wary few corryunities have the chance te rebuid fromscrtch with all thie resources needed to
do it right,” he said.

“Galveston has that change, and | think the debate over how to rebuild has been part of the
reason it will succeed, There's pobody who has not been heard from, and Galveston made it
pretty clear they didnt want big apatment complexes,”

What the clty got was a program tailored forits own needs and desires, much ke the calonias
residents. And that was mostly a local effort, he said.

“We got a lot more blarme and a lot more credit than we deserve,” Henneberger said.

“But i pedple want to blame us, thar’s fing. I'm all Aght with that. What we did was nsist that
the rules be followad.”
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