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REAC Inspection Problems Resurface

HUD Still Missing the Right Mix of Software and Human Judgment

As housing authorities face a revised Public Housing Assessment System (PHAS) many wonder how certain components will affect their future scores and performance ratings (See Dec. 12 Advocate for coming PHAS changes). In particular, many agencies are raising issues about the reliability, timeliness and objectivity of the REAC inspection program. REAC inspections establish the Physical Assessment Subsystem (PASS) component score for PHAS. PASS makes up 30 of the possible 100 PHAS points that housing authorities are graded on.

For some agencies the REAC inspection system seems to be too unreliable and unpredictable to be a truly useful professional property management tool. PHA complaints have dogged the program despite assurances by Deputy Assistant Secretary (DAS) Elizabeth Hanson earlier this year that the REAC Inspection program was working well. Many authorities with recent REAC inspections do not subscribe to the HUD claim that the program is an unbiased software system that in the hands of well prepared inspectors insures housing quality. Housing authorities see, instead, a software program inadequate to accommodate the nuance and range of physically and geographically diverse multifamily conditions. And, in the hands of ill-prepared or overzealous inspectors the software generates widely different scores.

Other authorities see HUD’s unwillingness to get the REAC inspection program “right” as part of an ongoing and adversarial game of “gotcha.” Agencies believe REAC inspectors are too often too eager to find fault and criticize agencies. Too many high performing authorities, the agencies reason, could lead policy makers on Capitol Hill to the correct conclusion that much-maligned public housing is, in fact, the country’s best managed and most cost efficient housing program.

Texas Steps Up

No state has more public housing authorities (411) than Texas. And no state has more issues with the REAC inspection program than the Lone Star state. Linda Bryant, executive director of the Texas Housing Association (THA), has closely followed her members’ complaints about the inspection program. She noticed that the much touted inspection software, inspector training and objectivity were not producing better inspections or better results for Texas authorities. She did notice the deep disappointment, stress and ire caused by the ongoing problems with REAC inspections.

On November 30th Bryant sent a letter to DAS Hanson to point out that problems with REAC inspections were trending upward in Texas. In her letter Bryant noted that, “PHAs with High Performing status one year are thrown into standard status or lower the following year because a different inspector assessed the property condition differently. It has become a roller coaster ride, at best, for all of our PHAs – regardless of size.”

THA also assembled and presented an impressive list of insightful recommendations to help improve HUD’s inspection program. Key THA recommendations were:

• Deliver more and better communications between REAC and agencies including improvements to the REAC website to makes it much more user-friendly for the average PHA staff person. Among the improved communications would be widely sharing protocol and administrative changes.

• Develop a guidebook with photographic examples of Level 1, 2 and 3 deficiencies

• Improve the protocol software to reduce the subjectivity of inspectors.

• Establish a list of HUD-approved inspectors much like the lists HUD uses for approved auditors to allow HAs to choose their own inspectors.

• Create a comment card or evaluation form for HAs to evaluate each REAC inspector.

• Allow 30 days for appeals just like in the HUD Multifamily program.

• Allow 30-60 days for corrective actions to recapture lost points. The field offices could verify that repairs were made.

• Come up with a better system for reviewing appeals so that there is consistency among reviewers.

• Insure that special items, certifications and situations that should be “databased”, do get entered so that HAs do not have to appeal the same thing every year.

• Review the protocol scoring system to insure that the points deducted are proportional to the level of severity assigned. HAs are too often penalized for things beyond their immediate control such as utility cutoffs and malfunctioning, extra tenant-owned appliances.

THA also strongly suggested that HUD/REAC should adopt recommendations of the Administrative Reform Initiative (ARI) General Monitoring Focus Group. That group made a series of recommendations that created greater consistency between HUD Public Housing and Multifamily program inspection protocols. PHADA Executive Director Tim Kaiser applauded the leadership of Linda Bryant and, Candace Martin, executive director of the Mt Pleasant Housing Authority and the THA, “They have been spirited and persistent leaders on the subject of REAC inspections. It is great to see a state association represent their members so well.”

Action Step

PHADA will be spending considerable effort over the coming months to help shape the revised PHAS and its component parts. Help PHADA prepare for the PASS (Physical Assessment System) by sharing your REAC inspection experiences. PHADA welcomes your comments and stories of both good and bad REAC inspections and inspectors. Please send your specific information and/or documentation to PHADA Policy Analyst Kathi Whalen at kwhalen@phada.org. or fax to 202 546-2280.
