
ACT Board Meeting 
April 28, 2012 

 
M I N U T E S      [REDACTED] 

 
present: 

ACT Board:  (22) 
ACT non-Board: (10) 

CASLS: Susan Hegel (1) 
 

ACT Board excused: (6) 
 

 
The chair called the meeting to order at 3:15. 
 
ACT members offered respect and kind thoughts for Ismail Justice Laher who is in hospital after a six 
week visit in Africa. Ismail served as voucher representative from Fresh Pond Apartments on the first 
ACT Board. 
 
The Chair turned the meeting over to Susan H for two agenda items: the appointment of a voucher 
representative to fill a vacancy on the Board; the election of officers.  
 
Board appointment: One vacancy existed because a voucher tenant who was elected to the Board 
declined to serve. The Board voted 20 - 0 to appoint Fred Lewis to the seat.   
 
Another Board member arrived at 3:30. There were 22 Board members present for the election of the 
officers. 
 

Election of officers 
 

See attachment “ACT Election of Officers” for complete voting results. 
 
Co-chairs: Victoria Bergland, Cheryl-Ann Pizza-Zeoli 
Co-vice chairs: Veronica King, Nancy Pierre 
Co-secretaries: Delfine Masongo, Kathy Watkins 
Co-treasurers: Lenny Chase, Lynette Laveau-Saxe 
  

Committee reports 
 

Election Committee 
 
The Election Committee submitted its final report for the 2011-2012 election cycle. A copy of that report 
is attached to these minutes. 

 
Technical Assistance Committee (TAC)   
 
S8 Administrative Plan: The revised S8 Administrative Plan (Admin Plan) will be ready for review in a 
couple of weeks. There will be two working sessions with the CHA, ACT and advocates during the 
public comment period. TAC will meet to discuss the draft plan and prepare feedback. The Admin 
Plan is similar to the Admissions and Continuing Occupancy Policy for Federal Public Housing 
(ACOP); it covers all the rules for the CHA’s voucher programs. If the Admin Plan includes rent reform 
(i.e., “aligning” income deductions with federal public housing rent simplification which would mean 
scaling back medical and child care deductions), CHA will hold a required public hearing. 
 
Hearing panels: The housing authority has agreed to establish a pool of trained resident panelists to sit 
on the CHA’s hearing panels. ACT pushed hard for this reform. Voucher tenants will now be able to sit 



on both the conference and grievance panels (a first!). ACT will be doing outreach to voucher tenants 
and public housing residents who live in developments that don’t have councils. We will also engage 
the tenant councils and offer support for their outreach efforts. Recently ACT sponsored a training led 
by CASLS attorneys on the conference panels; a second session is planned in June that will focus on the 
grievance panels. CHA is requiring all panelists to attend a training set for late June. CHA tenant 
liaison Sothea Chiemruom will be contacting the councils to seek their participation.  
 
Meeting with CHA Leased Housing staff:  ACT members met with CHA deputy executive director 
Michael Johnston, leased housing director Angelica Benzan, deputy director Yuen Tang-Wu and other 
leased housing staff to discuss the reorganization of the department and the impacts of recertification 
policies that CHA put in place last November. We learned a lot about CHA’s reasons for making 
changes (a big problem was cleaning up a backlog of 150 cases past their due date) and about the staff’s 
assumptions as to why tenants don’t come to scheduled appointments or complete paperwork on time.  
 
In the new system, voucher tenants no longer have assigned leasing officers. Instead, staff are assigned 
specific tasks (one handles scheduling, two leasing officers are in charge of recerts, etc.). ACT raised 
concerns about CHA’s “discretionary administrative determination” to suspend rental subsidy 
payments to landlords if tenants haven’t recertified before their anniversary date. Further, if you are 
missing one piece of documentation the leasing officer will end your appointment and CHA will send 
you a new appointment letter in the mail. Tenants are strongly discouraged from re-scheduling 
(tenants and advocates have reported feeling bullied). If you must change your recert appointment you 
will be put on the waiting list for the next cancelled appointment, and it’s possible that you will only 
have 1 or 2 days notice. CHA is willing to consider a more flexible approach for households with adult 
children (making separate appointments for the children if they are working and/or in school). The 
CHA is “starting to be on target” in sending out recert packets 60 days in advance of appointments. 
The leasing officer is supposed to give you a copy of the completed recert questionnaire at your 
appointment (if you don’t get one, ask).   
 
Other news: CHA has chosen a Tennessee-based company to do annual inspections. The Section 8 
waiting list will be re-opened soon. There is a plan for CHA to become “paperless” (that would mean 
paperless applications). We were told that the new CHA office which will be located at the former 
police station has zero space for file cabinets. CHA executive director Greg Russ would like to move to 
a system where all residents would pay their rent with debit cards. 
 
CHA’s disposition application: HUD took less than a month to determine that CHA’s application to 
dispose of and convert federal public housing (Manning, Millers River, Washington Elms, Newtowne 
Court and Roosevelt Towers low-rise) to project-based Section 8 housing was “incomplete.” It had 
taken CHA’s planning and development staff 20 hours to upload the application; CHA later learned 
that several key documents were missing from the application that HUD reviewed because they 
weren’t uploaded and didn’t go through. According to Greg Russ, “HUD couldn’t have built a higher 
wall” and “HUD went to extra lengths to tell us no.” CHA had to start the process all over including 
consulting with the city manager again and holding another round of resident meetings. The “new” 
application bolsters the case that there are insufficient funds to operate public housing; other HUD 
programs wouldn’t work in Cambridge; and that Manning and Millers River meet HUD’s definition of 
obsolete housing. CHA has stated that disposition is contingent upon the receipt of tenant protection 
vouchers. However, that doesn’t necessarily mean one-for-one replacement. If CHA receives 80%, they 
will come back to the community for a conversation about other options (including using CHA’s own 
tenant-based vouchers). ACT will be watching to make sure that CHA’s commitments to tenants are 
enforceable. CHA has requested a meeting with HUD to discuss their application. They are already at 
work drafting the Phase 2 application which covers all the smaller properties.  
 
Newtowne Court:  We are worried about what will happen if HUD does not approve the disposition 
application (and 100% tenant protection vouchers). This year’s Federal budget cuts to public housing 
are the steepest in history. CHA needs to find money somewhere. The most extreme alternative would 
be for CHA to sell off or make deals on their public housing property. Recently a city-sponsored study 
revealed a “concept” where more than half of Newtowne Court would be replaced by mixed-income, 
mixed-use midrise buildings stretched along Main Street. ACT alerted residents who packed an April 



12 neighborhood meeting at the Pisani Center and told the planners and politicians they didn’t like this 
idea. The city development department has responded by taking the concept “off the table,” but 
continues to promote MIT-oriented development everywhere else on Main Street and in Central 
Square. 
 
State Public Housing Commission: The Governor’s Commission on Public Housing Sustainability and 
Reform held its one public hearing for eastern Mass. on Friday April 27 at the Department of Housing 
and Community Development office in Boston. There was an impressive turnout of staff and residents 
from small and medium size housing authorities, particularly Malden (about 50 attendees) and Cape 
Cod. The Governor has put money on the table to attract support for plans to streamline public housing 
administration by “regionalizing” and possibly sharply reducing the number of local housing 
authorities in the state. The Commission is also charged with looking at funding issues (more mixed-
finance and tax credit deals) and getting rid of burdensome regulations. All the residents and most 
officials who testified were concerned about the loss of local control and rejected consolidation or 
regionalization as the solution to “what’s wrong” with public housing.  A couple of consultants and 
CHA’s Greg Russ spoke in favor of mandatory regionalization. Russ called it essential because the 
current structure can’t survive the economics of state and federal budget cuts, and the perception of 
corruption has to be addressed. The Commission must report to Governor Patrick by June 11.  
 
Banking on residents: The CHA is considering sponsoring a program to assist residents open and use 
bank accounts. The working assumption seems to be that low-income households are more likely to be 
“unbanked” or “underbanked,” and that gets in the way of achieving self-sustainability. (What’s self-
sustainability? CHA is developing a program with Crittenton Women’s Union and other partners to 
help residents “reduce their reliance on housing subsidies and other public benefits and achieve greater levels of 
economic self-sufficiency.” The Gisela A. Hogan Charitable Foundation recently awarded CHA a $75,000 
grant as seed money for Co-Invest.) Dr. Guy Stuart, a former Kennedy School professor, is consulting 
on the banking project. A small advisory group comprised of staff and residents met with Stuart and 
discussed the pros and cons of CHA promoting banking. Residents raised concerns about CHA 
interfering with family financial affairs (if CHA’s Work Force students are required to have bank 
accounts) and questioned whether there is a need for CHA to teach financial literacy. Next steps 
include focus groups with different tenant populations and research on existing financial education 
and money management programs.  
 
Restrictions on cash assistance: The budget passed in record time by the Mass. House contains onerous 
language restricting the use of cash assistance benefits held on EBT cards. Prohibited products and 
services include cosmetics (e.g., shaving cream and a razor), renting furniture, and paying a lawyer to 
defend against an eviction. The penalties are severe: disqualification for 3 months for the first violation, 
and permanently for a second offense. The House also approved $100,000 to hire a consultant to study 
how Mass. could move to a cashless system. The Senate takes up the budget in May.  
 
Assistance & Outreach committee (A&O)   
 
Citywide meetings for tenant council reps and public housing leaders : At the April 6 meeting eleven 
developments were represented. We discussed the community room policy. The consensus was against 
the $30 fee but CHA was unlikely to withdraw it. Residents did not understand why the rules had to be 
the same for all developments regardless of size. There was consensus that the refundable deposit 
should be dropped from $70 and that $40 would be reasonable. 
People wanted to know when Sothea would be coming around to meet with managers and tenant 
councils about the Letter of Agreement. Some felt it didn’t really matter that much while others very 
much wanted it. Their attitudes seemed to depend on the relationship between manager and council in 
their developments. 
People were asked if they were willing to share their contact information among the tenant councils; 
everyone there said yes. People were also asked if they wanted ACT to share their contact information 
with elected officials. The consensus was no, that politicians could contact them on a case-by-case basis. 
 
Surveys and self-education : A&O has completed around 2/3 of its projected surveys of legal aid 
providers, nonprofit housing providers, government agencies, and political organizations. The 



committee will begin to host orientation meetings for new Board members and other interested 
individuals sometime in May.  
 
Probate reform legislative initiative : Over the past three years we have heard many cases of persons 
unable to access the apartments of their deceased friends or relatives. When a resident passes away or 
is permanently hospitalized, managers change the locks and bar anyone from entering who has not 
been authorized by the Probate Court.  The solution is to mandate managers to ask new tenants and 
recerts if they would name a particular person to be probated to enter their apartment and take charge 
of their property. Annie S found out that the Commonwealth already waives probate fees for lower-
income people, so this shouldn’t cost residents or managers anything. The most effective strategy 
would be to work with allies such as Mass Senior Action, Mass Union of Public Housing Tenants, and 
Mass Law Reform Institute.  ACT has asked CHA to support our probate initiative by documenting 
how often managers lock up and clear out residents’ apartments and how much that costs.  
 
Smoking/nonsmoking survey: In September Boston Housing Authority (BHA) will become the first 
big-city public housing to mandate a no-smoking policy throughout its properties. So far no CHA 
properties have this rule. CHA has announced that it will take part in a survey conducted by Mass. 
General to compare the experiences of Boston and Cambridge public housing residents. Last week 
Willie Mae Bennett-Fripp, director of the Committee for Boston Public Housing (CBPH), contacted 
ACT to discuss this survey. CBPH has a contract to hire eight residents to carry out door-to-door work 
on the survey. Two will be assigned to Cambridge. Ms. Fripp wants those two to be CHA residents. 
They will be looking to hire one person bilingual in English and Spanish and one in English and 
Kreyol. Some residents suspect that CHA wants to use this survey to sell a no-smoking policy in 
Cambridge. It would be good if ACTive people can participate so we can see how fairly this survey is 
being done. 
 
Office calls: March-April volume was down from January-February but still twice what it was in 2011. 
 
Finance committee: ACT’s March checking account balance was $1,408.62.  A reimbursement request 
for $926.12 has been mailed to Mass. Union; it covers the period of January – April 2012. According to 
our signed agreement, $1,300 in office start-up funds is due from CHA. Therefore total liquid assets 
equal $3,634.62 During April ACT received in-kind contributions of a printer, two utility tables, and a 
set of window curtains. Members also contributed generously to the April 21 welcome and orientation 
event for new Board members. 
 
Other: A Board member asked if ACT has a public relations officer. The answer is no. 
 
The meeting adjourned at 6:00 p.m. (This was the longest Board meeting ever.) 


