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THE CITY OF NEW YORK
OFFICE OF THE COMPTROLLER
BRAD LANDER

October 20, 2025

To the Residents of the City of New York,

My office has audited the Mayor’s Office of Housing Recovery Operations (HRO) to determine
whether the Build It Back Program achieved its goal of assisting property owners who were
affected by Hurricane Sandy. In addition, the audit determined whether the Program made Sandy-
affected New Yorkers and communities safer and more resilient.

The audit found that HRO served 36% of the applicants who initially applied to participate in the
Build It Back Program and took protracted periods of time to process applications and to begin
construction. On average, construction projects took three years to complete from the date an
application was submitted to the date construction finished.

In addition, the audit found that HRO did not meet its stated goal of finishing construction by the
end of 2016, with nearly 1,600 (40.1%) homes not completed by this time. Further, the introduction
of new deadline and acceleration initiatives intended to minimize application processing and pre-
construction delays and accelerate development failed to reduce overall construction completion
times.

This audit makes two recommendations in total. HRO agreed with the two recommendations.

The results of the audit have been discussed with HRO officials, and their comments have been
considered in preparing this report. HRO’s complete written response is attached to this report.

If you have any questions concerning this report, please email my Audit Bureau at
audit@comptroller.nyc.gov.

Sincerely,

Ble

Brad Lander
New York City Comptroller

DAVID N. DINKINS MUNICIPAL BUILDING ¢ 1 CENTRE STREET, STH Floor ¢« NEW YORK, NY 10007
PHONE: (212) 669-3500 * @NYCCOMPTROLLER
WWW.COMPTROLLER.NYC.GOV
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Audit Impact

Summary of Findings

The audit was conducted to determine whether the Build It Back Program achieved its goal of
assisting property owners who were affected by Hurricane Sandy. In addition, the audit
determined whether the Program made Sandy-affected New Yorkers and communities safer and
more resilient.

The audit found that the Mayor’s Office of Housing Recovery Operations (HRO) served 36% of
those applicants who initially applied to participate in the program and took protracted periods of
time to process applications and to begin construction. On average, construction projects took
three years to complete from the date an application was submitted to the date construction
finished. The audit also found that HRO did not meet its stated goal of finishing construction by
the end of 2016, with nearly 1,600 (40.1%) homes not completed by this time. Further, the
introduction of new deadline and acceleration initiatives failed to reduce overall construction
completion times.

Intended Benefits

This audit assessed the timeliness and appropriateness of construction services provided by HRO
to homeowners affected by Hurricane Sandy. The audit identified several significant issues with
the BIB Program including weaknesses in HRO’s application and construction management
processes that caused delays in the overall construction timeline.

The audit identified the need to establish and document program timeframes and deadlines at the
beginning of a program and to track performance indicators in the recordkeeping system,
including timeliness for contractors responsible for application processing and construction
management to improve future disaster recovery programs.

1 Office of the New York City Comptroller Brad Lander



Intfroduction

Background

In October 2012, Hurricane Sandy damaged or destroyed over 17,000 homes in New York City.
In the storm’s aftermath in November 2012, the City established the Mayor’s Office of Housing
Recovery Operations (HRO) to coordinate recovery efforts.

In June 2013, HRO launched the Build It Back (BIB) Program to meet the repair and
reconstruction needs of New Yorkers impacted by the storm. By October 2013, registration for
the Program closed. Construction began in March 2014, and by August 2014, HRO completed its
first home rebuilding project and started the first home elevation project. In October 2015, Mayor
Bill de Blasio announced that the Program’s goal was to complete construction by the end of
2016.

The BIB Program covered different types of structures and homes and included multiple
processes that changed over time. This audit concentrated on aspects of the BIB Program specific
to construction and rehabilitation of single-family homes, as detailed in Appendix I. The BIB
Program is now complete and HRO is currently in the process of conducting the final HUD grant
closeout, which includes a review of homeowners who received assistance from the Program to
ensure that files contain all information required to support the use of federal funds.

BIB Single-Family Program Mission and Goals

HRO created the BIB Single-Family Program to help homeowners, landlords, renters, and tenants
within the five boroughs affected by Hurricane Sandy. Specifically, the Program was designed to
assist homeowners and other occupants of one-to-four-unit residential properties seeking repair
or reimbursement (or a combination of the two), or reconstruction assistance. Both owner-
occupied and tenant-occupied properties were eligible for assistance."

The Program sought to repair or rebuild homes of Sandy-affected New Yorkers and make
communities safer, more resilient, and better able to withstand future storms. This was primarily
achieved by either elevating entire home structures or elevating home utilities above the
floodplain. As seen in Figure 1 below, eligible homes were required to be elevated above grade.?

Elevation heights are based on the boundaries of the City’s 100-year floodplain, which has a 1%
chance of flooding in any given year. According to HRO, in the hardest hit waterfront communities,
homes were often elevated 10 to 14 feet.

" Beginning in 2015, applicants whose homes were not eligible for repair or reconstruction were offered State or City
acquisition/buyout options.

2 According to the New York City Building Code, “grade” is the level of the curb as established by the City engineer in
the Borough President's office, measured at the center of the front of a building, or the average of the levels of the
curbs at the center of each front if a building faces more than one street.
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In some cases, eligible storm-damaged properties in selected areas were purchased by the State
or the City. On these sites, future development could be permanently restricted, and the sites
could be used as open green space, such as parks, wetlands, wildlife management areas, and
beaches. These areas could help mitigate the impacts of future flooding by creating additional
space to absorb floodwater.

HRO was responsible for implementing and managing the BIB Program and delivering certain
benefits to eligible applicants. HRO managed the Program in coordination with the New York City
Department of Environmental Protection (DEP), NYC Department of Housing Preservation and
Development (HPD), NYC Department of Design and Construction (DDC), NYC Economic
Development Corporation (EDC), and NYC Human Resources Administration (HRA).3 4

Figure 1: Elevated Home Before and After Elevation

Source: HRO, Completing The Build It Back Program

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development's (HUD) Community Development
Block Grant Disaster Recovery (CDBG-DR) Program allocated $2.3 billion in funding for the BIB
Single-Family Program. The entire allocated amount has been reimbursed to the City as of July
2025 but is still subject to HUD’s Program closeout review. The City, which is the grant recipient,
designated the NYC Office of Management and Budget (OMB) as the grant administrator, and
HRO as the BIB Program administrator.

3 EDC activated an existing contractor to assist HRO with setting up the program and engaged design firms to conduct
damage assessments, scoping, and hazards testing.

4 HRA procured a broad case management contract with a vendor that provided eligibility review and counseling
services.

3 Office of the New York City Comptroller Brad Lander


https://www.nyc.gov/assets/housingrecovery/downloads/pdf/2017/october_2017_build_it_back_progress_update.pdf

As with other federal recovery grants, the City paid upfront for costs associated with grant-funded
activities and was later reimbursed. In addition, the City allocated its own resources towards the
BIB Program. According to OMB, the City has spent a total of $2,536,305,321 on the BIB Single
Family Program. OMB stated that this figure is preliminary, and the City is actively reviewing
Program expenditures as part of the closeout process.

Pathways for Assistance for Sandy-Impacted New Yorkers

According to HRO, BIB provided six options, or pathways, for assistance:

Repair (Moderate Rehabilitation): If an applicant’'s home was damaged by Hurricane
Sandy, the BIB Program completed any remaining repairs.

Repair with Elevation (Major Rehabilitation): If an applicant’'s home was substantially
damaged or could be substantially improved within the scope of the Program, BIB
completed any remaining repairs and raised the home to comply with flood elevation
standards.

Rebuild (Reconstruction): If an applicant’s home was demolished or damaged beyond
repair, BIB built a new home that was elevated and included resiliency improvements such
as elevating all utilities, incorporating mold and salt resistant construction materials, and
installing emergency generator connections.

Reimbursement Only: If an applicant made repairs to their homes or had work completed
by a contractor, BIB reimbursed their expenses.®

Acquisition (Redevelopment):

o New York City Acquisition for Redevelopment (AFR): Storm-damaged property
was purchased by the Program and set aside for future residential redevelopment
or retained by the City for public purposes.

o New York State AFR: Storm-damaged property was purchased by the State.
Buyouts (Returned to Nature):

o New York City Buyout: Storm-damaged property was purchased by the Program
so that future development on the site could be restricted for uses that would
mitigate future storm/flood risks.

o Breezy Point Cooperative/Edgewater Park Cooperative: A resettlement grant was
earmarked for owners of storm-damaged homes in Breezy Point (Queens) and
Edgewater Park (Bronx) to help impacted residents relocate to new homes situated
outside of their respective cooperative housing communities.

5 The BIB Program did not have sufficient funding to reimburse all applicants at 100% of their eligible reimbursement
amounts. The Program’s standard reimbursement amount was 60% of an applicant’s total eligible reimbursement

amount.
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Application Process

Before the BIB Program could deliver benefits, Sandy-impacted property owners were required
to go through an application process. HRO was required to follow certain federal rules and
regulations, ensuring, among other things, that:

* Applicants met BIB Program eligibility standards, such as ownership, primary residency,
National Flood Insurance Program coverage (for Repair and Reconstruction projects
only), property location, Hurricane Sandy damage, structure type, etc.;

* Residential units were elevated according to requirements; and

* Projects complied with the National Environmental Policy Act and other federal, State, and
local environmental rules.

The application process, also outlined in Appendix Il, was as follows.

Damage Assessment

HRO contractors conducted a Damage Assessment of the applicant's home. The primary
purpose of the Damage Assessment was to gather data for the Program’s Preliminary
Feasibility Determination. The Damage Assessment determined whether the home met the
Program’s property eligibility requirements, and whether there was visual evidence of Sandy-
related damage. It also estimated the costs to repair all storm damage in total, while addressing
life, health, safety, and accessibility issues.

Preliminary Feasibility Determination

Following the Damage Assessment, HRO determined the types of benefits an applicant was
eligible to receive as part of its Preliminary Feasibility Determination review process. In
accordance with HUD requirements and the NYC Building Code, before construction began, HRO
was required to perform Substantial Damage (SD) and Substantial Improvement (Sl)
calculations as part of its Feasibility Determination for each structure receiving assistance in the
Special Flood Hazard Area to determine if elevation was necessary.

Pathway Confirmation

During the final design and scope of work process—and prior to starting construction—the home
developers conducted a more detailed inspection of an applicant’'s home and confirmed the
home’s final pathway. Next, the developer met with the applicant to review and finalize
construction cost and scope, including design plans. Finally, HRO scheduled a Design
Consultation meeting to review the plans with the applicant and sign the grant agreement.

Grant Agreements

All applicants were required to execute a Grant Agreement before receiving assistance from the
Program. The Grant Agreement defined the applicant’s responsibilities and obligations in relation
to the disbursed funds, as well as the Program’s obligations to the applicant. The Program was

5 Office of the New York City Compfroller Brad Lander



required to execute a Construction Grant Agreement, a Reimbursement Grant Agreement, or
both, depending on the applicant’s pathway and the agency designated to deliver assistance.

Contractor Options and Agreement Types

Applicants were given the choice to use either a City-managed “Job Order Contractor” (JOC)
or a “Chose Your Own Contractor” (CYOC).® If applicants chose a City-managed option, the
City designated the most appropriate contractor. Applicants that chose their own contractors were
given additional flexibility in terms of design and construction, but CYOC projects were still subject
to the City’s construction oversight.

According to HRO’s Policies and Procedures, each home rehabilitation project was subject to a
construction contract or agreement. If the applicant chose to use a City contractor (JOC), the
contractor and property owner were required to execute the BIB Program’s Tri-Party Agreement
(TPA), which specified the responsibilities of the Program, the contractor, and the applicant, and
established performance measures to ensure timely construction.©

If the applicant opted to use the CYOC option, the selected contractor and each property owner
were required to execute the Program’s Home Improvement Contract, which describes the
responsibilities of the construction contractor and applicant before and during the construction
period.™

All applicants that received assistance from the Program and whose properties were in a Special
Flood Hazard Area were required to obtain and maintain flood insurance.

Applicant Data

As detailed in Table 1 below, 22,436 unique homeowners applied for the BIB Single-Family
Program. Of those 22,436 initial applicants, 8,131 were eventually served by the Program; 1,195
were found ineligible; 11,140 either voluntarily withdrew their applications or were withdrawn by
HRO; and 1,970 had some other application status, which included “undetermined-in progress,”
“construction pre-design,” “renter,” “program review-on hold,” and other categories. Eligible
applicants are considered “served” by the BIB Program if they received HUD CDBG-DR benefits.

9 All construction under the BIB Program was initially managed by the City. The Program was modified over time to
include homeowner-managed construction and direct reimbursement for work done by homeowners in 2014. Direct
grants became available in October 2015.

0 Construction on a property was required to begin within 15 days of the applicant signing the TPA. The Grant
Agreement signing was scheduled within eight days of the applicant signing the TPA.

" The contractor was required to begin construction work on the date specified in the Notice to Commence issued by
the Program and complete the work within the time period specified in the Home Improvement Contract.

FK23-075A 6



Table 1: Number of Applicants by Status

Applicant Status Number of Applicants

Eligible and Served 8,131
Ineligible 1,195
Withdrawal 11,140
Other 1,970
Total 22,436

Applicants were considered “withdrawn” from the Program if they voluntarily withdrew their
applications or were withdrawn administratively by HRO because applicants were either
unresponsive or failed to meet Program deadlines. 2

As detailed in Table 2 below, of the 8,131 applicants served: 537 had their homes repaired; 847
had their homes repaired and elevated; 482 had their homes rebuilt; and 3,585 had their homes
repaired by the Program and/or were reimbursed for repairs they had conducted on their own.
Additionally, 2,428 applicants were only reimbursed for previous repairs and 252 received
relocations and buyouts.

Table 2: Number of Applicants by Assistance Pathway

Pathway Number of Served Applicants

Repair 537
Repair with Elevation 847
Rebuild 482
Repair with reimbursement 3,585
Reimbursement only 2,428
Relocation and Buyouts 252
Total 8,131

2 Applicants’ unresponsiveness or failure to meet Program deadlines included failure to sign a grant agreement within
14 days from the date of design consultation date; failure to meet targeted deadlines; failure to meet move-out date;
failure to accept approved pathway within 14 days of a notification, etc. Applicants voluntarily withdrew from the
Program because they may have disagreed with the accuracy of the home damage assessment or the Program options
presented to them, had difficulty with administrative paperwork, and/or felt that Program processing times were too
long.

7 Office of the New York City Comptroller Brad Lander



BIB Program Recordkeeping and Tracking

Applicants’ registration data was collected and processed through 311 and transferred into HRO’s
Case Management System (CMS), which became operational in June 2013. CMS was developed
specifically for the BIB Program using Microsoft Dynamics (a cloud, web-based customer
relationship management software program), as the recordkeeping system for the Program’s case
management and eligibility review. The information captured in CMS was supplemented by
additional datasets available through the NYC Department of Buildings (DOB), Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and the NYC Department of Finance (DOF) to help
complete and verify applications.

In addition to CMS, HRO used a Document Management System (DMS), which was added in
January 2018. This system served as a repository for all draft and final documents used by the
BIB Program, which were generated both within and outside of CMS.

Objectives

The objectives of this audit were to determine whether the Build It Back Program achieved its
goals of assisting property owners who were affected by Hurricane Sandy to repair and rebuild
their homes or relocate, and whether it made Sandy-affected New Yorkers and communities safer
and more resilient.

Discussion of Audit Results with HRO

The matters covered in this report were discussed with HRO officials during and at the conclusion
of this audit. An Exit Conference Summary was sent to HRO on July 11, 2025, and discussed
with HRO officials at an exit conference held on July 25, 2025. On August 8, 2025, we submitted
a Draft Report to HRO with a request for written comments. We received a written response from
HRO on September 18, 2025.

In its response, HRO acknowledged that Build It Back encountered significant implementation
challenges and agreed with the two recommendations made by this audit. By implementing the
audit recommendations, HRO stated that the agency was establishing a new standard for
compliance and audit readiness that could be applied to future disaster recovery programs.

HRO'’s written response has been fully considered and, where relevant, changes and comments
have been added to the report. The full text of HRO’s response is included as an addendum to
this report.

FK23-075A 8



Detailed Findings

The audit found several significant issues with the BIB Program. HRO served 36% of those
applicants who initially applied to participate in the program, despite excluding only a small
percentage based on eligibility. Additionally, HRO took protracted periods of time to process
applications and begin construction and did not meet its stated goal of completing construction
by the end of 2016..

HRO took two years on average to process a single application and six more months to initiate
construction. The Program also experienced a very high attrition rate with 11,140 homeowners
withdrawing from the program. Based on available data, at least 1,726 homeowners who applied
to the Program later voluntarily withdrew their applications for several reasons, including
disagreement with Program options offered by HRO, or because the Program processes were
reportedly too long. In addition, at least 403 homeowners had their applications “withdrawn” by
HRO because they failed to respond to Program requests or missed Program deadlines, among
other reasons. For the remaining 9,011 homeowners, HRO did not track a withdrawal type and/or
reason, making it impossible to determine why they did not remain in the Program.

HRO established a construction completion deadline of 2016, but nearly 1,600 (40.1%) homes
were not completed by this time. In fact, 565 homes—14%—had not even begun construction by
then. For homes that began after the deadline, the earliest construction completion was January
2017 and the latest was February 2023—over 10 years after Hurricane Sandy.

On average, construction projects took three years to complete from the date an application was
submitted to the date construction finished. Homeowners were relocated for almost two years on
average, with 15 homeowners displaced for over four years. HRO did not have timeframe and
deadline policies in place at the start of the Program, which likely contributed to Program delays
and uncertainty for homeowners.

A 2019 City University of New York report (Patterns of Attrition and Retention on the Build it Back
Program) included results from a survey conducted by the Center for Urban Research that
collected data from homeowners who engaged with the Program.'® The results point to areas of
significant dissatisfaction by homeowners that are consistent with, and likely the consequences
of, the protracted delays in the application processes and in construction identified by the auditors.

13 CUNY, Patterns of Attrition and Retention on the Build it Back Program
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40% of BIB Homes Not Completed on Time Due
to Program Inefficiencies

As stated previously, the BIB Program was scheduled to be completed by the end of 2016. In
2013 and 2014, HRO received 22,323 single-family applications. As detailed in Table 3 below, by
the end of 2014, HRO had completed 334 construction projects. In 2015, HRO completed a further
1,086 construction projects, bringing the total to 1,420 out of 3,990.

Table 3: Number of Single-family Construction Projects Started,
Ongoing, and Completed by Year

2014 745 411 334 334
2015 1,010 335 1,086 1,420
2016 1,670 1,033 972 2,392
2017 502 564 971 3,363
2018 57 181 440 3,803
2019 3 45 139 3,942
2020 0 3 42 3,984
2021 0 0 3 3,987
2022 3 1 2 3,989
2023 0 0 1 3,990

Starting in February 2016, HRO implemented new Program timeframes and deadline policies in
an attempt to meet the 2016 deadline and to minimize delays related to application processing
and pre-construction. These policies included new timeframes related to scheduling and design
meetings, grant agreement signings, and homeowner move-out dates.

In September 2016, HRO also developed the Accelerate Build It Back initiative, which allowed
City agencies to expedite projects through the City’s pre-construction approval processes. The
main purpose of the initiative was to accelerate the development process through a series of
waivers and variances to ensure that homes were built correctly and expeditiously.'* As detailed
previously in Table 2, there were 8,131 single-family applications served by the Program. Of those

4 For example, the Program would sign certain construction forms on behalf of the homeowner to expedite the
processing of the forms and their approvals. In addition, the Program would defer certain Department of Buildings
requirements to sign off on homes that met specific guidelines.
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applications, 5,451 received construction benefits, such as repairs, repairs with elevation, or
rebuilding. The auditors attempted to assess timeliness for all 5,451 applications, but the auditors
were unable to analyze construction timeframes for 1,461 projects because there was no data
available in CMS.

Based on the available data for the remaining 3,990 applications served, the average length of
time from when homeowners submitted their applications to completion of construction was 1,140
days (approximately three years). This timeframe ranged from a minimum of 241 days to a
maximum of 3,513 days (almost a decade).™

After HRO implemented deadlines and acceleration initiatives, which began in February 2016,
the time to initiate construction decreased from an average of 217 days to 104 days. However,
the number of days to complete construction projects increased from an average of 164 days to
283 days. As a result, the average time to initiate construction and complete construction
increased by six days; in addition to not ensuring completion by 2016, as planned, the introduction
of new policies and initiatives also failed to reduce overall completion times.

As detailed in Chart 1 below, most of the homes were completed in less than five years; 855
homes took one to two years to complete; 986 took two to three years; 1,016 took three to four
years; and 762 took four to five years. For homes that took longer than five years to complete,
268 homes took five to six years, 64 took longer than six years, and one home took almost ten
years to complete.

Chart 1: Single-family Home Completion Timeframes
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5 The auditors used the best available data related to construction work such as warranty start dates, key turn over
dates, construction start and end dates, construction substantial completion and completion dates, or construction
scheduled start and end dates.
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In its response, HRO acknowledged that the Program did not meet the 2016 deadline and stated
that delays were caused by a variety of factors, many of which were out of the City’s control, such
as federal and local regulations. HRO officials stated that the City had to amend zoning
regulations to allow for increased building height, design flexibility, and exemptions to support
flood-resilient construction. In addition, HRO cited technical challenges such as elevation of
attached homes or homes in dense neighborhoods and lead and asbestos remediation and also
stated that construction was delayed due to the limited availability of qualified residential
contractors.

HRO officials stated that the Accelerate Build It Back initiative, along with new deadline policies,
cut the average time to initiate construction from 217 days to 104 days, as was determined by
this audit. However, as stated above, the initiative was not implemented until September 2016
and failed to reduce overall completion times.

HRO'’s Controls Over Application and Construction Times
Were Inadequate

On average, it took HRO nearly two years (727 days) to process an application, 188 days to
initiate construction, and 227 days to complete construction once it began, as detailed in Table 4
below.

Table 4: Application Processing and Construction Timeliness

Min Days to Max Days to Average Days to
Complete Complete Complete

Application Review and

Grant Agreement 41 2,182 727
Signing'®

Construction Initiation 1 2,467 188
Construc_:tion 1 1,705 997
Completion

HRO could have monitored construction timelines better. As previously mentioned, contractors
were required to sign a Tri-Party Agreement (TPA) or a Home Improvement Contract, both of
which included the job order completion time for each project. However, HRO did not ensure that
TPA and Home Improvement Contract terms were consistently and accurately tracked in CMS.

8 HRO required the Grant Agreement to be signed and notarized three days prior to construction. If the agreement
was not received, the construction timeline would be altered. The receipt of the Grant Agreement was recorded in CMS,
which triggered a notification in CMS that construction could commence.
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More rigorous recordkeeping would have allowed HRO to systematically monitor and address
delays.

Further, HRO’s policies did not delineate how the agency could track, monitor, or enforce
construction timeframes. Established Program-level construction deadline practices should have,
at a minimum, prescribed timeliness standards for rehabilitation and reconstruction projects.
HRO’s policies also did not outline construction timeline extension terms for Construction
Managers who oversaw general contractors.

HRO should have had timeframe and deadline policies in place by the start of Program. While
each construction project was unique and faced its own set of challenges, the lack of such policies
likely contributed to Program delays, as well as uncertainty—and, in some cases, undue or
extended burdens—for homeowners.

The lengthy application processing times may have been partially caused by the number of
meetings and phone calls conducted by Program officials, as well as the prolonged timeframes
to complete property damage assessments. According to the 2019 CUNY study, homeowners
disagreed or strongly disagreed that the number of meetings and phone calls required to complete
forms and collect initial documents (57%), finalize scope and design (56%), and discuss
construction (57%) was reasonable. Additionally, 59% of served homeowners disagreed or
strongly disagreed that the length of time to complete the property damage assessment was
reasonable.

Timelines Caused High Atirition and Long Periods of
Homeowner Displacement

The lack of adequate controls over timelines for application and construction processes resulted
in high attrition rates and long periods of homeowner displacement. Of the 11,140 withdrawn
applications, records indicate that at least 1,726 single-family applicants voluntarily withdrew from
the Program.

The lengthy application processing times may have caused the high Program attrition rate.
According to the 2019 CUNY study, 47% of surveyed Program participants who eventually left the
Program felt that processing times were too long. The survey also found that 43% felt that quicker
processing and delivery of Program benefits would have persuaded them to remain in the
Program.

Some projects involved the displacement of homeowners and occupants due to construction
activities, such as elevation, reconstruction, and abatement of hazardous materials. These
homeowners and occupants were entitled to Temporary Relocation Assistance (TRA). TRA
benefits—which included reimbursement for rental expenses incurred for replacement housing,
utility expenses, and moving expenses—were generally limited to 14 months following execution
of the Grant Agreement.

Of the 860 applicants who were temporarily relocated, 627 were displaced from their homes for
longer than 14 months. On average, these applicants were temporarily relocated for 24 months.

13 Office of the New York City Compftroller Brad Lander



As shown in Chart 2 below, 409 homeowners were relocated for 15 to 24 months, 166
homeowners were relocated for 25 to 36 months, 37 homeowners were relocated for 37 to 47
months, and 15 homeowners were relocated for 49 to 56 months. In all instances, TRA was
extended beyond the 14-month period.

These temporary relocations also led to dissatisfaction with the program. According to the 2019
CUNY study, served applicants were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with resources and support
offered by the program to help with relocation (56%). Applicants found it difficult or very difficult to
relocate themselves and their family or roommates (73%), or tenants (72%), in order for
construction to start.

Chart 2: Homeowners Relocated for Longer than 14 Months
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In its response, HRO stated that while attrition was high, the CUNY study showed that many
withdrawals were based on personal choice or evolving household circumstances and not solely
programmatic failure. However, as detailed above, nearly half of the applicants who left the
program felt that processing times were too long and 43% said quicker processing would have
persuaded them to remain in the program. The CUNY study also showed that applicants who left
the program were dissatisfied with how HRO accounted for the funds they received from other
sources and applicants’ expenses.

HRO acknowledged that the Program did not fully anticipate the extended duration of
displacement of homeowners, particularly during the early program stages. According to HRO
officials, relocation periods were long due to the complexity of elevation and reconstruction
projects, regulatory delays, and site-specific challenges. HRO stated that it later introduced
process improvements to shorten project durations. However, as previously stated, after HRO
implemented deadlines and acceleration initiatives, the number of days to complete construction
projects increased from an average of 164 days to 283 days.
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Center for Urban Research’s Survey Results Point to
Homeowner Dissatisfaction in Many Aspects of the Program

As noted above, the 2019 survey conducted by CUNY’s Center for Urban Research evaluated
the satisfaction of BIB Program participants. The survey found that applicants voluntarily withdrew
from the Program for several reasons, including long processing times (48%), dissatisfaction with
Program options (38%), and difficulty completing paperwork and providing documents (34%).

The survey also found those served by the program were very dissatisfied or dissatisfied at very
high rates across many aspects of the program, including: acquisition or buyout benefits (69%),
construction benefits (57%), and reimbursement benefits offered (54%); and the scope of work
(55%), designs (54%), and other design options offered by the program, such as finishes,
countertops, and cabinets (61%). Additionally, served applicants strongly disagreed or disagreed
with the damage assessment accuracy (54%) and duration (59%). It seems likely that some of
the dissatisfaction reported by CUNY relates to the protracted application and construction
processes identified during the audit.

15 Office of the New York City Compftroller Brad Lander



Recommendations

To address the abovementioned findings, the auditors propose that HRO should implement the
following recommendations for future disaster recovery programs:

1. Document timeframes and deadlines in policies and procedures at the beginning of a
program for program staff and/or case management contractors to monitor application
processing, and for contractor managers to monitor construction activities, to ensure their
timely progression and completions.

HRO Response: HRO agreed with this recommendation.

2. Establish and track performance indicators in the recordkeeping system, including
timeliness for contractors responsible for application processing and construction
management.

HRO Response: HRO agreed with this recommendation.

Recommendations Follow-up

Follow-up will be conducted periodically to determine the implementation status of each
recommendation contained in this report. Agency reported status updates are included in the
Audit Recommendations Tracker available here: https://comptroller.nyc.gov/services/for-the-
public/audit/audit-recommendations-tracker/
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Scope and Methodology

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with Generally Accepted Government
Auditing Standards (GAGAS). GAGAS requires that we plan and perform the audit to obtain
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions
based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis
for our findings and conclusions within the context of our audit objective(s). This audit was
conducted in accordance with the audit responsibilities of the City Comptroller as set forth in
Chapter 5, §93, of the New York City Charter.

The scope of this audit was from June 2013 to June 2025.

To obtain an understanding of various BIB Program administrative procedures utilized to
implement the Program, the auditors reviewed multiple versions of the New York City Build It Back
Single-Family Policy Manual,?' Grant Agreement Generation and Scheduling Standard Operating
Procedure (SOP),2 HRO Reimbursement Review: Process and Procedures, Record Keeping and
Document Management SOP,2 TRA Review SOP,2* NYC BIB HRO Compliance SOP: 1-4 Unit
Homes revised in December 2016, Design Guidance: Substantial Damage and Substantial
Improvement, Rebuild Program: City-Selected Developer Program Procedures, Rebuild Program:
Choose Your Own Contractor Program Procedures, NYC Build-It-Back Rebuild Program Terms,
DDC Office of the Engineering Audit SOP for BIB Program, and NYC BIB HRO Contract Audit
SOP: 1-4 Unit Homes. Further the audit team reviewed HRO BIB Program training materials and
job aids. In addition, the auditors reviewed HUD’s annual monitoring reports.

The auditors interviewed relevant agency officials from HRO’s Budget & Compliance team to gain
an understanding of the Build It Back application process and HRO’s progress in closing out the
applications.

The auditors conducted walkthroughs with HRO’s IT team to gain an understanding of its
computerized systems, CMS and DMS, which contain application-relevant information and
supporting documentation. The auditors obtained data sets related to applications and eligibility,
generated by HRO on December 21, 2023, from CMS. In addition, the auditors obtained read-
only access to CMS and DMS.

To assess the completeness of HRO’s list of served applications, the auditors independently
generated a list of application data from CMS and reviewed fields such as construction
completion, key turnover, warranty dates, or reimbursement amounts, which would indicate that

21 There are 10 versions of the manual available. The document was revised by HRO eight times between March 2014
and December 2021.

22 There are 11 versions of the SOP available. The document was revised by HRO nine times between February 2014
and October 2015.

23 There are 11 versions of the SOP available. The document was revised by HRO 10 times between March 2016 and
November 2016.

24 There are 16 versions of the SOP available. The document was revised by HRO 15 times between March 2015 and
June 2016.
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an applicant was served. The auditors compared the list to HRO’s served list and requested
clarification on the discrepancies.

To determine if HRO reimbursed, repaired, repaired and elevated, or rebuilt homes on a timely
basis, the auditors calculated the amount of calendar days it took HRO to review an application
and sign a grant agreement, initiate construction, and complete construction based on application
processing and construction dates obtained from CMS, DMS, and the New Closeout system.

To determine whether HRO deadlines and acceleration initiatives, which began in February 2016,
improved construction timelines, the auditors calculated and compared the number of calendar
days it took to initiate construction and complete construction before and after the initiatives
began.

To determine the length of time homeowners were displaced, the auditors obtained Temporary
Relocation Assistance start and end dates from CMS and calculated the length of time between
the two dates. Additionally, the auditors analyzed the applicants that were displaced for longer
than 14 months, the program’s general limit, by calculating the maximum, minimum, and average
time spent displaced.

The auditors reviewed the 2019 Patterns of Attrition and Retention in the Build It Back Program
study conducted by the Center for Urban Research (CUR) at CUNY Graduate Center. As part of
the study, CUR independently developed and conducted an online survey of BIB using
participants’ email addresses obtained from HRO. CUR sent out over 14,300 surveys and
received 1,387 responses, resulting in a response rate of approximately 10%. Survey data was
collected by CUR on a confidential basis and only CUR had access to the data. When evaluating
the survey results, the auditors considered the response rate, survey independence, and survey
design and administration. The auditors attempted to obtain the survey data from CUNY.
However, CUNY stated that it was unable to release the survey data due to agreed-upon
confidentiality with the survey respondents.

The results of the above tests provided a reasonable basis for the auditors to evaluate whether
HRO properly assisted homeowners impacted by Hurricane Sandy and whether it made Sandy-
affected New Yorkers and communities safer and more resilient.
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Appendix |

Flowchart of BIB Processes Specific to Single-Family Homes

Application Submission
Application Eligibility Review

Home Damage Assessment

Preliminary Feasiblity Determination Review:
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- Final Program Pathway Determination

Grant Agreement Execution

Construction and/or Reimbursement Process

Application and HUD Grant Closeout
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Appendix Il

Flowchart of Application Process Specific to Single-Family Homes
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September 18, 2025

By Electronic Mail

Ms. Maura Hayes-Chaffe

Deputy Comptroller for Audit

City of New York, Office of the Comptroller
1 Centre Street, 11th Floor North

New York, NY 10007-7580

Re: Responsetothe Comptroller’s Audit on the Effectiveness of the Mayor's Office
of Housing Recovery Operations' Build It Back Program (FK23-075A)

Dear Ms. Hayes-Chaffe:

The Mayor’s Office of Housing Recovery Operations (HRO) appreciates the opportunity to
review and respond to the Comptroller’s Exit Conference Summary regarding Audit No.
FK23-075A on the effectiveness of the Build It Back (BIB) Program.

We thank the audit team for their extensive review and recognize the importance of
continued accountability, transparency, and improvement in the administration of
disaster recovery programs.

We offer the following responses to the preliminary findings, along with contextual
background, corrective actions taken to date, and comments on future
recommendations.

Sincerely,

/
71 A
A

Rudy S. Giuliani
Executive Director

CC: Adolfo Carriéon, Deputy Mayor for Housing, Economic Development and
Workforce

Doug Giuliano, Deputy Director Audit Management, Mayor’s Office of
Risk Management and Compliance
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Introduction

Following the FEMA-funded Rapid Repairs program, Build It Back was launched in 2013 by the
Bloomberg Administration as New York City’s HUD CDBG-DR-funded initiative to support long-term
recovery from the unprecedented damage caused by Hurricane Sandy. Tasked with delivering
repairs, reconstructions, reimbursements, buyouts and resiliency upgrades to thousands of
properties citywide, the program operated under complex and evolving federal regulations, within a
dense urban environment governed by its own intricate building codes, and in close coordination
with dozens of City, State, and federal partners.

We recognize that, as with many large-scale disaster programs, Build It Back encountered
significantimplementation challenges. However, HRO remained committed to delivering benefits,
improving systems over time, and ultimately serving over 8,131 homeowners across all five
boroughs. We welcome the Comptroller’s findings and are committed to using them to strengthen
future recovery models.

Response to Key Preliminary Findings
Response to Finding: Program Participation & Attrition

We acknowledge the noted attrition rate and timeline challenges but emphasize that attritionin
Build It Back often reflected deliberate program design choices made amid regulatory uncertainty
and high public demand. At launch, the City pursued a wide-net intake strategy to maximize
inclusion, even before federal rules and funding details were finalized. This inevitably led to some
applicants withdrawing as program eligibility and benefit options (and limitations) became more
clear tothem.

Due to funding uncertainty, the initial Bloomberg administration design prioritized some applicants
and deferred others based on income and other factors, which contributed to early disengagement.
When the de Blasio administration removed that prioritization in April 2014 and committed to
serving all applicants, the program’s scope, complexity, and documentation burden increased
dramatically. Simultaneously, HRO ramped up neighborhood outreach and staffing to reach
households who may not have been eligible under prior criteria. However, processing delays and
increased documentation burdens were inevitable.

As the program matured, attrition was also shaped by evolving federal rules (e.g., on SBA loans,
NFIP fraud, and duplication of benefits), and by the City’s efforts to retain applicants through
expanded options (e.g., CYOC program, relocation incentives and additional construction
capacity). These efforts increased participation but also added operational complexity.
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CUNY’s 2019 report Patterns of Attrition and Retention in the Build It Back Program provides
additional critical context. While attrition was high, the study showed that many withdrawals were
based on personal choice or evolving household circumstances and not solely programmatic
failure. Many homeowners withdrew due to having gotten insurance/FEMA funds, discomfort with
elevation requirements, relocation challenges, or decisions to sell their homes.

Importantly, the program prioritized equity: the report found that many of the 8,131 served
applicants were those least able to recover without public assistance. Vulnerable groups (low -
income, non-English speakers, elderly, disabled) were more likely to remain and be served.

In sum, attrition resulted from:

e A commitmentto inclusivity before rules were settled

e Evolving federal guidance (e.g., delayed approval of reimbursement program)

e Astrategic policy shift to serve all applicants

e The realitythat not allregistrants that expressedinterestinthe program would be eligible or
willing to proceed

While not every registrant completed their full application, the program adapted, improved
engagement, and increased the percentage of eligible households served. In that light, attrition
should be seen not as failure, but as the consequence of inclusive outreach in a constantly
changing recovery landscape.

Response to Finding: Protracted Timelines & Missed 2016 Construction Completion Goal

We acknowledge that the program did not meet its initial 2016 completion goal, but delays were
caused by a variety of factors, many of which were out of the City's control, including regulatory
obstacles and required reviews. Construction began in earnest in 2014, leaving less than three
years to complete thousands of complex elevation and reconstruction projects. However, early
effortsto elevate homeswere met with nearly impossible regulatory and zoning obstacles. Initially,
the City relied on emergency executive orders to facilitate rebuilding but soon had to follow with a
series of citywide zoningtextamendments that allowed for greater building height, design flexibility,
and critical exemptions to support flood-resilient construction.

Several additional factors contributed to delays. Many post-2016 projects involved technical
complexities such as 10-14 foot elevations in dense neighborhoods, the elevations of attached
homes, limited site access, sprinkler system regulations, lead and asbestos remediation, and the
logistical challenges of temporary relocation. Certain areas, including Breezy Point and Edgemere,
faced unique issues such as summer construction restrictions, co-op governance complications,
and multi-layered approval processes.
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A myriad of local and federal compliance requirements added further complexity. Delays were
driven by National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) environmental reviews, duplication of benefits
checks, Department of Buildings (DOB) permitting, Boards of Standards & Appeals (BSA) variances,
and floodplain regulations overseen by the New York State Department of Environmental
Conservation.

Another criticalfactor in missing the 2016 completion goal was the limited availability of qualified
residential contractors within New York City. Unlike other regions of the country where large pools
of residential builders are sustained by suburban and rural development, New York City has very
few single-family residential contractors operating within the five boroughs. Those that do exist are
primarily small-scale repaircontractors with little to no experience in fullhome reconstructions or
complex elevation projects. This shortage of local capacity required HRO to partner with the
Department of Design and Construction (DDC), which in turn procured three large construction
management firms capable of drawingresidential construction capacityfrom acrossthe Northeast
and beyond. While this partnership ultimately accelerated delivery and expanded construction
resources, it required nearly a year to establish and operationalize, contributing to the delays in
meeting the program’s original timeline.

Despite these challenges, HRO remained committed to serving every eligible and willing
homeowner. In 2016, HRO launched Accelerate Build It Back, a multi-agency initiative aimed at
reducing delays through coordinated reforms across regulatory entities including DOB and BSA.
The initiative, along with new deadline enforcement policies, cut the average time to initiate
construction from 217 days to 104 days. HRO also introduced a modular home construction pilot
program with an even more predictable construction schedule.

While not every delay could be prevented, these reforms had a measurable impact on project
delivery and demonstrated the City’s continued commitment to completing the program
responsibly and equitably.

Response to Finding: Lengthy Displacements and TRA Extension Needs

We acknowledge that the program did not fully anticipate the extended durations of displacement
experienced by many homeowners, particularly during the early stages of the program. In some
cases, relocation periodswere long due to the complexity of elevation and reconstruction projects,
regulatory delays, and site-specific challenges. While these extended timelines created significant
hardship, HRO workedto mitigate the impact by extending Temporary Relocation Assistance (TRA)
coverage wherever possible and reimbursing all eligible expenses in accordance with federal
guidelines.
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As the program matured, HRO introduced processimprovementsto shorten project durations. One
notable innovation was the launch of a modular home construction program, which significantly
reduced design time and offered more predictable construction schedules. Looking ahead, this
type of construction method is likely to play a larger role in future recovery efforts due to its
efficiency and reliability.

We agree that early forecasting and streamlined relocation planning would have improved the
applicant experience. Future programs should take great care to be mindful with design and
constructiontimelines andfind a time to move out the homeowner only when construction is ready
to commence. These lessons have informed ongoing recovery planning efforts and will serve as a
foundation for improved responses in future disaster housing programs.

Response to Finding: High Rates of Homeowner Dissatisfaction

We acknowledge that some homeowners expressed dissatisfaction with the program; however,
HRO worked to provide an unprecedented level of flexibility and choice. This included New York
City’s first-of-its-kind reimbursement program, which allowed thousands of homeowners who had
already completed repairs to be reimbursed for eligible costs, as well as the “Choose Your Own
Contractor” (CYOC) option, a modular home construction program with faster timelines, and
flexible design pathways within federally approved parameters. These options gave homeowners
multiple avenues to achieve recovery based on their individual needs and circumstances.

Some dissatisfaction stemmed from federal policy limits outside the City’s control. Elevation
requirementsrestricted certain designfeatures, while HUD rules prohibited the use of federal funds
for non-essential items such as decks, fences, finished basements, addition of square footage,
concrete seawalls, and luxury items, such as pools, and fireplaces, which were features many
homeowners lost during reconstruction. Despite these constraints, HRO’s approach emphasized
choice, transparency, and persistence, ensuring that every eligible and willing homeowner had a
viable path to recovery while layingthe groundwork for more responsive and adaptable programsin
the future.

Response to Finding: Weak Construction Performance Tracking

We acknowledge that there were construction performance tracking challenges, however, it is
important to consider the context in which this program was launched. Because HRO was not an
agencywhenthe program started, its ability towrite construction contracts with clear benchmarks
and enforce those contracts was extremely limited. Since HRO had to work through multiple
agenciesto procure contractors and hold those contractors responsible, HRO was often hampered
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because it had to work with attorneys and procurement staff that were not familiar with the
program’s goals and operational complexities.

The delegation of procurement authority to HRO from DEP significantly mitigated these challenges.
With this authority, HRO gained the ability to procure its own contracts directly, enhancing its
responsiveness and operational efficiency. Today, HRO is unique among mayoral offices in having
procurement capabilities through this delegation. It maintains standing on-call contracts that can
be activatedasneededand is preparingto initiate the RFP processfor its next generation of on-call
contracts. These future contractswillincorporate addedflexibilityand reflect lessons learned from
prior emergency response efforts.

We agree that future programs should include time-based incentives and penalties within their
construction contracts and that progress should be tracked in real time to ensure accountability
and timely delivery.

Response to Recommendations

We generally agree with the recommendations and note that many corrective actions are already
underway. The Adams Administration and HRO leadership have prioritized these reforms to ensure
that future disaster recovery programs begin with stronger systems, clearer policies, and
embedded compliance controls from day one.

1. Document Timeframes at Program Inception
Future disaster recovery frameworks will include documented program timelines and
operational benchmarks from the outset. HRO is incorporating this requirement into agency
training materials to institutionalize this best practice across City recovery operations.

2. Track AUl Application and Construction Milestones and Performance Indicators
Performance indicators—such as milestone completion dates, compliance checks, and
financial reconciliations—will be a mandatory feature in any future CRM or case management
platform.These indicatorswill provide real-time visibilityinto program progress and compliance
status.

By implementing these reforms, HRO is establishing a new standard for compliance and audit
readiness that can be applied to future recovery programs.
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Conclusion

We thank the Office of the Comptroller for its thoughtful review and welcome the opportunity to
continue strengthening New York City’s disaster recovery framework. While the Build It Back
program faced significant challenges, it ultimately delivered critical relief to thousands of families
and meaningfully strengthened the City’s long-term resilience.

The lessons learned from Build It Back have already been applied to subsequent emergency
response and recovery efforts, where HRO leveraged its experience to launch programs more
quickly, improve interagency coordination, and establish on-call contracts that can be deployed
immediately in times of crisis.

In 2023, the Adams Administration took the historic step of making the Mayor’s Office of Housing
Recovery Operations a permanent office. Previously, under prior administrations, HRO operated as
a temporary initiative, resultingin the loss of institutional knowledge between disasters. By formally
establishing HRO as a permanent office, the City has ensured the long-term retention of disaster
recovery expertise and created a standing operational arm that can be mobilized without delay,
reducing the learning curve and accelerating response during future emergencies.

Finally, the second stated objective of this audit was to determine “whether the Build It Back
Program made Sandy-affected New Yorkers and communities safer and more resilient.” By every
measure, it did:

e Thousands of homes were elevated above Preliminary Flood Insurance Rate Maps (PFIRM)
standards

e Thousands of homes received repairs and other mitigation measures making their homes
more resilient to future disasters involving flooding

e HRO hasreceived no anecdotal reports of continued flooding at elevated properties, even
after Hurricane Ida and subsequent extreme rainfall events

e The program issued elevation certificates that allowed homeowners to secure lower
premiums through the National Flood Insurance Program

Withthe program nearing closeout and a permanent recovery office now in place, New York City is
better positioned than ever to meet the challenges of future disasters with accuracy, integrity, and
speed.






BRAD LANDER

1 Cenftre Street, New York, NY 10007
www.comptroller.nyc.gov
¥ @NYCComptroller
(212) 669-3916


http://www.comptroller.nyc.gov/

	Audit Impact
	Summary of Findings
	Intended Benefits

	Introduction
	Background
	BIB Single-Family Program Mission and Goals
	Figure 1: Elevated Home Before and After Elevation

	Pathways for Assistance for Sandy-Impacted New Yorkers
	Application Process
	Damage Assessment
	Preliminary Feasibility Determination
	Pathway Confirmation
	Grant Agreements
	Contractor Options and Agreement Types

	Individual Application Final Reviews and HUD Program Closeout Review Process
	HRO is required to perform a final review of homeowners who received assistance from the Program to ensure that the applicants’ files contain all information required to support the expenditure of federal funds. The closeout of individual applications...
	Applicant Data
	Table 1: Number of Applicants by Status
	Table 2: Number of Applicants by Assistance Pathway

	BIB Program Recordkeeping and , Tracking, and HUD Monitoring

	As detailed later in the report, HRO is currently in the process of migrating data and documents from CMS and DMS to a new system—referred to by HRO as the New Closeout System—to facilitate HUD’s review of the Program. HUD conducts monitoring and audi...
	Additionally, CDBG-DR grant recipients are required to undergo a HUD Program closeout review, in which HUD determines whether the grantee completed all applicable administrative and program requirements and whether program decisions and expenditures w...
	Objectives
	Discussion of Audit Results with HRO

	Detailed Findings
	40% of BIB Homes Not Completed on Time Due to Program Inefficiencies
	Table 3: Number of Single-family Construction Projects Started, Ongoing, and Completed by Year
	Chart 1: Single-family Home Completion Timeframes
	HRO’s Controls Over Application and Construction Times Were Inadequate
	Table 4: Application Processing and Construction Timeliness

	Timelines Caused High Attrition and Long Periods of Homeowner Displacement
	Chart 2: Homeowners Relocated for Longer than 14 Months

	Center for Urban Research’s Survey Results Point to Homeowner Dissatisfaction in Many Aspects of the Program


	Recommendations
	Train and ensure that program staff enter information in the recordkeeping system in real time and update the information as a program progresses to ensure accuracy.
	HRO Response: HRO partially agreed with this recommendation, stating that the agency “implemented mandatory training for all staff and consultants on document management protocols,” but did not commit to ensuring that information is entered in real ti...
	Auditor Comment: HRO should ensure that staff enter information in real time and update information promptly to ensure accuracy.
	Require program staff to upload key documents to support decisions and ensure program steps are linked to reviewed and final approved signed documentation.
	HRO Response: HRO agreed with this recommendation.
	Recommendations Follow-up

	Scope and Methodology
	Appendix I
	Flowchart of BIB Processes Specific to Single-Family Homes

	Appendix II
	Flowchart of Application Process Specific to Single-Family Homes




