Statement at March 1, 2005 City Council Meeting
Florence Gatten

[ would like to read the following statement. I am making this statement as a member of
the City Council. However, I am not speaking for the Council — all of whom are capable
of speaking for themselves.

Citizens continue to ask me about the funding for the St. James II apartment project and
are concerned both about the tax payer dollars invested and the charges of racism that
have been leveled first against our entire city staff and now, more specifically at the city
housing program.

It is important that the citizens be informed of some basic facts.

1.

At the outset, St. James I was a successful project with 44 habitable housing units
being utilized. Due, sadly, to deferred maintenance and the influx of
crack/cocaine in this area, the units fell into disrepair.

In the early 1990s, a previous council allocated funds (the $1 million we keep
hearing about in the media) to effect a moderate rehabilitation and bring these
units back into the market. It was at this point that concerns were raised about
environmental issues with the site including the presence of heavy metals. One
building was demolished and the remaining 36 units were rehabbed. The rehab
was done by a reputable Greensboro contractor, inspected, was complaint with
city standards and the units were reoccupied. This fully accounts for the $1
million allocation. Past history now a decade old. Over time, however, the same
cycle of deferred maintenance and the ill effects of drug use caused the units to
again deteriorate.

In early 2001 (before I joined this council), a City audit and inspection
documented the occupancy, financial and maintenance issues of the property.
The City staff took the initiative and a rehab plan was developed by the City staff,
working with the management and other interested parties that would have
included applying for tax credits. Unfortunately, this plan was never
implemented. In April of 2001, the management and rehabilitation of St. James
IT passed to Sarah and Donald Graham of the Christian Counseling & Wellness
Group. Inc. The Graham’s organization was unable to marshal the resources to
bring these units back into the market and further deterioration occurred. HUD
technical assistance was offered to this organization but this offer was refused.

In an effort to bolster the chance of success for this project, in May of 2001, the
City funded a grant writer for federal grants on behalf of the CCWG and four
substantial grants were obtained totaling over $775,000.

I joined the council in December of 2001.




10.

11.

At all times the housing staff kept both the Community Resource Board and the
City Council abreast of the difficulties that the Christian Counseling Wellness
Group was encountering. Items relating to this project appeared on our agendas
or memos were sent to council on a regular basis. In late 2002, city inspectors
identified mold in the units; this may have marked the real death knell of this
project, as remediation of this problem is expensive. On March 11" of 2004 by a
letter to the Grahams and copied to Council, the City determined that the situation
necessitated the revocation of the US HUD grant and the decision by the City not
to grant any additional funding.

The Grahams continued to seek alternate funding throughout the spring and
summer of 2004 -- unsuccessfully. In August of 2004, HUD and the City gave
the CCWG a final opportunity to develop a viable rehabilitation plan. When that
failed to materialize, the City negotiated with the Bank of America to purchase
that note.

At the January 18, 2005 council meeting it was determined that the City needed to
purchase and demolish the St. James II complex. By this time, there was
significant deterioration of these units that made rehabilitation financially
unfeasible. This was done by council action. Mrs. Graham came and spoke to
council expressing her dismay at the negative way the media had covered her
relationship with staff and thanking Andy Scott and his department for their help.
Mrs. Graham was well aware of the grant writing the City had funded, the on-
going consultation on the project, and the opportunity to make a final viable rehab
proposal that had been afforded them in the previous August.

The citizens also need to know that two days later, Mrs. Graham appeared at the
Community Resource Board requesting a City grant of $25,000. This was made.

At no time was there a question or the discussion that the interactions with the
staff had been marred by racist actions or attitudes or that the organization had
been “set up to fail.” There is every evidence to the contrary.

The City of Greensboro has a well-known and utilized mechanism for addressing
specific concerns about racism through the Human Relations Commission. This
is the appropriate avenue for addressing concerns on a real time basis.
Generalized, vague, non-specific charges of racism are non-productive, divisive,
and serve to create a climate of distrust.

Of course the charge will be made that I look at things with “white” eyes (actually
they are blue). These are the only eyes [ have, but this charge belies the work [
have done throughout this community in all neighborhoods and the degree of
listening I do as I move about the city. If there are things that need to be
addressed, let us do so in the proper venues rather than broad-brush stokes that
cast aspersions on the City’s award-winning housing staff. Even if a citizen
doesn’t have specifics but just “feels” that the staff has a “racist attitude™ — lets







