New York Office Washington, D.C. Office

40 Rector Street, 5™ Floor Iﬁ?e%::lse 700 14th Street, NW, Suite 600
New York, NY 10006 Fund Washington, D.C. 20005

T 212.965.2200 T 202.682.1300

F 212.226.7592 F 202.682.1312

August 28, 2023

Connecticut State Comptroller Sean Scanlon
Office of the State Comptroller

165 Capitol Avenue

Hartford, Connecticut 06106

Mayor Luke Bronin

Hartford City Hall

2nd Floor, Room 200

550 Main Street Hartford, CT 06103

Dear Comptroller Sean Scanlon & Mayor Luke Bronin:

We are writing to you about the new Hartford Flood Compensation (HFC) Program, which
will be overseen by the Connecticut Office of the State Comptroller. For years, aging wastewater
infrastructure and inadequate stormwater systems have led to frequent flooding in Hartford, CT,
causing sewage overflows and property damage. These issues primarily affect Hartford’s North
End, a predominantly Black and Brown section of Hartford.! We are hopeful that the HFC will
offer relief to Hartford residents who need it the most. We are concerned, however, that prior
assistance programs have unfairly excluded Hartford residents of color by requiring residents to
pay all outstanding property taxes, motor vehicle taxes, and parking tickets before they can even
apply for the programs. This policy is not required by federal or state law and is a major deterrent
for the exact population the program is supposed to be helping. Fines and fees can
disproportionately harm families of color due to discriminatory practices in issuing fines and fees
and in the systemic issues of wealth inequities that make it more difficult for these families to pay.>
Other forms of unpaid debt is also likely to disproportionately exclude Black people from these
programs because they are more likely to struggle with debt due to historical economic disparities.
We urge you not to impose similar restrictions on the new HFC program, and to discontinue using
this requirement for other Hartford-administered financial assistance programs, to help ensure that
Black Hartford residents qualify for this much needed assistance.
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Hartford residents, particularly in North Hartford, have experienced repeated floods
causing thousands of dollars in flood damage to homes and businesses.® These communities are in
desperate need of relief and mitigation to prevent further flood damage. As a result of years of
advocacy by local residents, the state recently allocated $175 million in funding for infrastructure
improvements to the city’s water and sewer system, including $170 million in improvements to
city wastewater and stormwater infrastructure and $5 million in assistance to affected homeowners
through the HFC Program. The HFC Program offers Hartford residents an opportunity to renovate
their homes and businesses to repair damage caused by past flooding events and protect them from
future disasters.

We are concerned, however, that Hartford’s prior financial assistance programs may have
unfairly excluded residents of color from participating. For example, in 2021, Hartford announced
that it was providing $500,000 in funding to property owners affected by flooding through its
Flood Mitigation Assistance (FMA) Program. Like the HFC, Hartford’s FM A Program was created
in response to extreme rainfall to the City of Hartford, causing widespread street and basement
flooding* and was meant for low-income Hartford residents.® In order to apply for the FMA
program, the city required residents to be current on property taxes, motor vehicle taxes, and
outstanding parking tickets. The city currently imposes similar requirements on its Housing
Preservation Loan Fund (HPLF) Program, which was designed to help low-income and moderate-
income households renovate their properties and is supported by Community Development Block
Grants funds from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). There are no
HUD regulations that require that recipients of these funds must be current on property taxes,
motor vehicle taxes, and outstanding parking tickets to participate in the program. Local advocates
have noted that many low-income residents did not apply for the FMA program due to this policy,
and that low-income residents were denied because they had unpaid parking tickets and property
taxes.

If a similar policy is a part of the new HFC program, many low-income Hartford residents
may be completely shut out of this program which provides critical assistance. Such a policy is
likely to exclude Black people from the participation of the HFC program because people of color
are disproportionately impacted by fines and fees, including traffic and parking tickets. In 2015, a
study that included parts of East Hartford found that Black automobile drivers in Connecticut were
stopped by police at far higher rates than white drivers.® A 2022 study that included parts of West
Hartford showed that these discriminatory practices of stopping and targeting Black Hartford
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residents makes it more likely that Black Hartford residents would have traffic and parking tickets
and would be unable to participate in the critical HFC program.’

Such a policy is also likely to disproportionately exclude Black people from these programs
because they are more likely to struggle with debt. Connecticut has among the nation’s biggest
wealth gaps.® The average income of a white Hartford resident is $67,500 compared to the average
Black Hartford resident income which is $45,000.° Fifty-one percent of Hartford’s Black
households are cost-burdened, meaning they spend at least 30 percent of their total income on
housing costs, and another 30 percent of Black households are severely cost-burdened, meaning
they spend at least 50 percent of their total income on housing cost.!” Residents who are severely
cost-burdened are facing the option of paying for parking tickets and paying their rent. The 06120
zip code, a predominately Black area in Hartford’s North End, is the 2™ poorest zip code in
Connecticut with a median income of only $25,154.!! These economic struggles can make it
extremely difficult for Black Hartford residents to always fulfill their obligation to pay parking
tickets and property taxes. Moreover, research from the Brookings Institute shows that the average
Black homeowner faces a disproportionally higher property tax burden than the average white
homeowner.!? Black homeowners’ property tax burden is 10% to 13% higher than for white
homeowners, yet their homes are undervalued by an average of 21% to 23%.'® There are clear
systemic economic inequities that would bar many low-income Black Hartford residents access to
the new HFC program if the program adopts exclusionary criteria similar to the ones Hartford has
used for other relief programs. !4

Because it is likely to disproportionately bar people of color, policies prohibiting people
with unpaid property taxes, motor vehicle taxes, and fines and fees from accessing these programs
may violate federal law. All grantees of federal funds, including from HUD, must abide by Title
VI of the Civil Rights Act and must ensure that they do not discriminate on the basis of race in
their programs and activities.'> Furthermore, HUD requires that all program recipients
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affirmatively further fair housing which require program participants take meaningful actions that
overcome patterns of segregation and do not restrict access to opportunities based on protected
characteristics, such as race.!® Given the economic inequities that exist in Hartford, forcing low-
income residents to be current on parking tickets or property taxes before applying to a program
that targets low-income communities to help them stay in their homes and curb gentrification, is
the opposite of affirmatively furthering fair housing.

As the Comptroller’s Office launches its new HFC program, it should not impose a similar
requirement that residents must pay outstanding parking tickets, property taxes, or motor vehicle
taxes in order to be eligible for the funds. In a statement announcing the rollout of the program,
the Comptroller stated that he wanted to make sure the funds were going to be spent equitably.!”
Deploying a policy that blocks Black low-income Hartford residents from getting access to critical
resources is not equitable and will result in vulnerable populations not getting access to a program
that was specifically designed for them. Hartford residents who were denied or did not fill out the
city of Hartford’s FMA program application because of unpaid parking or property taxes should
also be given a chance to re-apply for funds from the HFC program. Finally, we urge the mayor’s
office to reconsider other policies prohibiting low-income property owners who have not fully paid
their fines and property taxes from participating in city programs.

We would like to schedule a meeting with your offices to speak on this topic more in
depth. To schedule a meeting, please contact David Wheaton, Economic Justice Policy Fellow, at
dwheaton@naacpldf.org, or Amalea Smirniotopoulos, Senior Policy Counsel, at
asmirniotopoulos@naacpldf.org. We look forward to hearing from your office soon.

Thank you for your time and attention to these matters.

Sincerely,

Do U heaton

David Wheaton, Economic Justice Policy Fellow

Amalea Smirniotopoulos, Senior Policy Counsel

NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc. (LDF)
700 14t Street NW, Suite 600

Washington, D.C. 20005

CC: Connecticut Governor Ned Lamont, governor.lamont@ct.gov
Connecticut Speaker of the House Matthew Ritter, matthew.ritter@cga.ct.gov
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process-for-hartford-flood-compensation-program.php
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