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WwiLl. HPD DO A FAVOR FOR HOTEL CORVERTER?

Suite Deal

BY J4.4.LOBBIA

s the ciry serious about protecting single-
room-occupancy tenants from landlords
18l who harass them, or is it willing to cur slack
for owners who want to tumn atfordabile hous-
ing into lucranve horels? Answers to those ques-
tions will likelv be known in the next tew davs.
A fast-growing developer, Property Markets
Group, has been granted an unusual meedng
with high-ranking officials from the Depart-
ment of Housing Preservation and Develop-
ment; PMG hopes to convince HPD o ignore
a Decemnber finding that tenants at the Allerton
Hotel, a women's SRO on East 57th Street, had
been mocked, followed, forced to live in Rlth,
and othenvise harassed.

“This will be an important decision, oot
tust for the Allerton. says Amv Maver, an artot-
v at MFEY ezl Services. i
which represencs Allerton ten-
anies. “We have everv conhdence
that HDPL wall send a clear mes-
sage that the cirv 1s comuutred
& enforcing the law protecong
SR tenants and will not be
swaved By requests for special treagment”

At ssue 15 whether HPD commissioners
will foliow the recommendatos ot their own
hearing officer. Frances Lippa. who advised the
department to deny a “cernficate of no harass-
ment” to the 422-unit SRO at 37th and Lex-
ingron. The cermficate 15 necessary before PMG
can convert the Allerton trom a residence for
long-term. low-rent enants 1o a tourse-class
horel. In mid 1997, 1 PMG atfiliate signed a
49-vear net lease of the hotel: since 1991 PMG
has assembled a porttolio of abour 70 “dis-
tressed” properaes. ncluding tour SROs. Lippa
signed her recommendation on December 315
it 18 now up to an HPD commussioner to deny
or grant the cernficate.

The fact that no decision has been made 15
uansual, sources sav. The delav is especiatiy
rroubling since last month PMG arromev
Frankiin Kaiman wrote a letter seeking a meet-
ing with HPD commussioner Richard Roberts.
hoping to persuade him to overrule Lippa. At
press nime, HPD and Kaiman were planning 2
mesting for February 9. Maver was not notfied
of it uni! the afterncon of February 8, and said
her office would nor arrend. HPD did aot ze-
rurn calls for this story.

Neither drv laws nor HPDD guidehines au-
thortize a landlord o “argue 1ts ase directly to
the commissioner’s otfice” Mayer wrote 1o
HPD assistant commissioner Elizabeth Bolden.
Such a mecting “would undermine the acouracy,
fairness, and effectiveness of the enure hearing
process, as well as the appearance of impartality
by the Department” Indeed, Lippa came to her
conclusion after conducting a yearlong hearing
that was required when HPD itself determined
there was reasonable cause to belicve that Aller-
ror renants had been harassed. She heard test
mony from tenants, PMG employees, and
HPI), and considesed extensive writren argit-
mestes submitted by all sides.

Ron Simoncini, whose public relations
firm represents PMG, says there’s nothing un-
toward abour Kaiman's request. “We're rying
to do something that improves this hotel for
everyone, us included.” says Simoncini. “Tf we
can intervene and continue to describe o HPD
what we think this environment should be,
that’s to the good of everybodv?”

Harassment is a problem for SRO tenants
in buildings where owners want to make room
for tourists. The rend is eroding the already de-
plered supply of SRO rooms, often the only
housing affordable for working-poor or eldetly
repters. Simoncini says PMG does not force

enem

renants out. but is willing to buy them our, -
locate them. ot evict them when legal. About 50
tenants remaun at the Allerton.

Simoncini argues that if PMG wins the
certificate, it could renovate the Allerron and
add private bathrooms for tourists — and also
for the hotel's long-term residents. Bur that
can’t happen uniess tenants agree there has
been no harassment. “I grant vou we have this
great economic motivanon” to get the cerrifi-
cate, “bur the fac is, the tenants shoulda’ stop
us, because if they do stop us from puting pri-
vate bathrooms and larger rooms in for hotel
guests, they can't get them either”

In fact, Lippa determined that a letter us-
ing such logic written by PMG hotei direcror
David Bernstein to Allerron tenants constiruted
harassment. “OFf eourse, if you do not consent
to our Application” for a no-harassment cer-
rificate, Bernstein wrote. “and
it is granted . . . you will not

& then be offered new rooms”

LTV S A [emstein called the jerter an

o M M tforr to start a dialogue with

mj | m L the renants, but Lippa con-

T cluded that she could not
“assign a benign monve to the lemer”

{ronicaltv. much of the harassment ac the
Allerton did not occur under the PMG afiliate
that holds the net lease there. but ook place
when owner Allan Goldman ran it in the early
1990s. His tenure is relevant because in SRO
harassment hearings, HP'D considers behavior
over many years, partlv to prevent fake “sales”
of buildings within an industry conmrolled by 2
refatively small group of landlords who made
properties among themselves when they get
into trouble, Although there is no such rela-
tonship benveen Goidman and PMG. harass-
ment that Lippa found took place under Gold-
man prevents PMG from gering a cerrficate.

Even so, Allerton tenants say life is difhaule
under PMG, too. Heat and hot water are spoay,
the elevaror unreliable, bathrooms dirrv, and ex-
rensive renovation forces them to live amsd con-
straction. On the 10th floor, for nsance, a
handful of remaining tenants must clarmber over
debris and under hanging wires o get to their
rooms, which are often chilly since windows in
rooms under construction are left open.

“There are lots of problems herc] says one
tenant, a psvchiatrist who did not want to be
named because she doesn’t want her parents,
incduding inmates, to know where she lives.
“There’s horrible noise at 7:30 on Samurday
moming, peopie pounding on pipes and yelling
in hallways” Simoneini says renovaton is pro-
gressing “as thoughtfully as we can do i

Long-term tenants arc not the only ones
complaining about the Allerton. In Ocrober
1997, Marvimount Manhattan College sued the
PMG affiliate running the hotel, claiming that
2 block of 250 rooms it had rented for students
was “so deplorable” 14 students left the college
forever almost immediately after move-in day.

According to the suit, now pending in stae
supreme court, students found drug nexdies in
medicine cabiners, excrement in showers, locks
thar were easily picked or, conversely, locked them
inside their phoneless rooms for hours. Students,
mostly young women, reported thar roaches
crawled on them while they slept or studied.
Marymount paid its firsemonth rent of 51 74,850
plus a security deposit and is suing ro gev it back.

In court papers, the hotel's lawyers gener-
ally denied the charges and noted thar Mary-
mount had agreed to take the hotel “as 1™ “T go
to the hotel almost every day burt | don’t see
those condidons,” says Simondni. “Major ren-
ovation leads to problems like dust and cleva-
tor disruptions. I think people will say a lot of
things to get out of a lease” - M




