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BUDGET DRAMA 
Gov Proposes Big Initiatives; No COLAs

by Fred Scaglione

Human service providers found a lot to like in Gov-
ernor Andrew Cuomo’s Executive Budget for FY2015 
which will begin on April 1st.   There also were a few 
proposals that left them feeling a little… uhhh… let’s 
say… conflicted.  And, there was at least one very sig-
nificant thing missing – namely Cost of Living Adjust-
ments (COLAs) to cover rising operating costs and sal-
ary increases for staff which were once again deferred 
for the sixth year in a row.  

The Governor’s budget presentation emphasized 
his past successes in reining in out-of-control State 
spending.  “Over the last three years, with fiscal disci-
pline and responsible policymaking, New York State has 
turned a $10 billion deficit into a $2 billion surplus and 
made the government work again,” said the Governor.  
“This year, our budget is more than numbers: it is an 
innovative action plan building on the progress of the 
last three years by restoring the public’s trust and making 
New York a state that is smarter, cleaner, healthier and 
reimagined for the future.” 

His “action plan” consisted, on the one hand, of an 
extensive series of tax reductions totaling more than $2 
billion over the next two years. There were corporate tax 
rate reductions, a 20% property tax credit for manufac-
turers, complete elimination of income taxes for upstate 
manufacturers, real property tax freezes for homeown-
ers, refundable income-based property tax credits, a 
Renter’s property tax credit and, last but not least, reductions in the State’s 
Estate Tax – or the “Move to Die” as the Governor likes to call it. 

On the other hand, the budget features a number of initiatives, includ-
ing several in the areas of health, human services and education which drew 
considerable praise from providers and advocates.   

UPK and Afterschool 
Topping the list, at least in terms of media interest and political drama, 

is the Governor’s proposal to implement Statewide Universal Full-Day Pre-
Kindergarten.  “All the educators will tell you this is the single most advan-
tageous reform a state can make,” he said. “The younger you get children 
into school, the more open and accessible their brains are for learning.”   The 
Governor noted that he had called for and funded an expansion of UPK last 
year.  This year, he said, is the time to go all the way and make the program 
truly universal across the state.  

Cuomo also is proposing to expand afterschool programs – starting 
with $160 million in FY2016 and the increasing to $200 million in FY2018.

While Cuomo’s Statewide UPK and afterschool proposal sounds 
vaguely reminiscent of NYC Mayor Bill de Blasio’s signature campaign 
promise and leading policy issue, there is a significant difference in the way 
the two men want to fund their initiatives. 

The Mayor has proposed raising the $500 million cost through a dedi-
cated income tax surcharge on high-income families.

The Governor, on the other hand, plans to use “existing” state revenues.  
“Let’s put our money where our mouth is,” Cuomo said in his address, as if 
reaching over to pick up the check at dinner.  “The state will pay for it, and 
the state will be proud to pay for it.” 

One problem is that de Blasio continues to argue that dedicated rev-
enues from a tax increase are necessary to guarantee full funding for the 
program over a five year period.   

And, there are substantial differences in levels of funding being 
proposed. 

Cuomo’s budget calls for gradually ramping up State UPK funding 
starting with $100 million in FY2015 and growing by at least an additional 
$100 million a year thereafter, for a full five-year commitment of $1.5 bil-

lion.  “We will work with school districts across 
the state,” said Cuomo.  “The State will move 
as fast as the districts move.  We have the fund-
ing.”    The Governor proposes allowing school 
districts to utilize a portion of his planned $2 bil-
lion “Smart Schools” Education Bond initiative 
to develop needed UPK classrooms and after-
school program facilities.  

When you add it to the Governor’s $720 
million for afterschool expansion, this brings 
the five-year budget for the total Statewide 
package to $2.2 billion – significantly less than 
de Blasio’s proposed $2.5 billion proposed bud-
get just for NYC. 

BUDGET DRAMA continued on page 5
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by Fred Scaglione

Westhab was founded in 1981 by a group of 
real estate developers who wanted to create af-
fordable housing for poor people living in West-
chester County.   They soon learned that it would 
take more than reasonable rents and attractive 
buildings to solve Westchester’s rapidly grow-
ing housing and homelessness crisis.  Over the 
next 30 years, under the leadership of President/
CEO Bob Miller, Westhab would become West-
chester’s leading provider of affordable housing 
as well as housing and services for the homeless.   
The agency built an extensive social services 
program, initially based in its shelters but then 
expanding into free-standing community cen-
ters in Yonkers and Mount Vernon.  It adopted 
a community development focus, offering youth 
development as well as education, employment 
and housing services for adults in Westchester’s 
inner cities.   

As a result, during its history, Westhab has 
moved more than 6,000 families from homeless-
ness to affordable housing and placed 4,000 indi-
viduals receiving public assistance into employ-
ment.  And, in line with its original mission, it has 
created over 2,000 units of permanent affordable 
housing serving both low-income Westchester 
County residents as well as an increasing num-
ber of special needs populations such as seniors, 
disabled veterans, returning offenders and youth. 

This month, Westhab begins a major transi-
tion as Miller retires and passes leadership of the 
organization on to Richard Nightingale, who has 
been with the agency since 2001, most recently 
serving as Vice President of Youth and Family 
Services.   This carefully planned succession is 
just one of the significant changes which Westhab 
has been undertaking in recent years as it expands 
and fine tunes its services to meet evolving needs. 

In the Beginning
“I came in 1984 when the agency was just 

undertaking its first project,” says Miller who 
had previously served as Director of Housing 
for the Westchester County Department of So-
cial Services.  Westhab had acquired a vacant 
72-room single-room-occupancy (SRO) ho-
tel in Yonkers.  “We put together nine different 
sources of financing,” says Miller.  “In what was 
then an unusual mixed occupancy model, we set 
aside some rooms for homeless individuals.  The 
County paid us $30 a day for those services and 
we were able to use that income to subsidize af-
fordable rents for permanent residents.”   

While Westhab’s initial focus was on creat-
ing permanent affordable housing, it was soon 
called upon to help with Westchester’s exploding 
homelessness crisis.  

“In 1983, the Partnership for the Home-
less succeeded in its lawsuit against New York 
City and New York State Department of Social 
Services changed its regulations and required lo-
cal counties to provide shelter for anyone who 
needed it,” says Miller.  “Westchester County’s 
homelessness problem went from what was a 
relative handful of single men and increased 
geometrically.  In 1983, the County’s budget for 
shelters was around $750,000. A year later, it was 
$6 million; then $12 million and up to $40 mil-
lion a year.  At its height, in the early 1990s, the 

County was sheltering 1,000 homeless families 
and 1,500 single adults.”

Westhab began scrambling to keep up, says 
Miller. “We started buying vacant buildings and 
getting bank loans to do renovations for a mix 
of transitional and permanent housing.  When we 
couldn’t bring on enough buildings, we started 
leasing individual apartments.  That became the 
start of our scattered-site apartment program.”   

Meanwhile, however, the County was be-
ing forced to place homeless families wherever 
it could find space, often in un-staffed hotels 
and motels.  “By the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
there were hundreds  of families housed in mo-
tels, sometimes far from the County,” says Miller. 
“There were newspaper investigative reports about 
families having to send their kids back and forth to 
school every day from motels in Poughkeepsie.”   
Inside the County, there were dozens of small mo-
tels 100% occupied by homeless families.  

“The County asked us to lease some of these 
hotels, renovate them and operate them as real 
family shelters,” says Miller.  “In 1989, Westhab 
acquired the Vernon Plaza Hotel and turned it into 
a 35-family shelter. In 1991, we leased the How-
ard Johnson, a 100-room motel in Elmsford.  In 
1992 we took over the Kings Inn motel in Green-
berg and made it a 66-person shelter.  In ’93 we 
acquired the Coachman Inn in White Plains and 
created a 100-family shelter.   By 1993, we were 
operating four large shelters and hundreds of 
scattered-site apartments.”

The Westhab shelters were a far cry from the 
un-staffed motels that they had replaced.  “We 
built up a significant social service program to 
support families,” says Miller.  

Throughout the 1990s and into the new mil-
lennium, Westhab continued to focus on provid-
ing shelter and services for Westchester families.  
In the early 2000s, however, Westchester – un-
like New York City which was experiencing a 
dramatic rise in family homelessness – actually 
began to see the number of homeless begin to 
decline.  

“There had been about 1,000 families in 
shelter in the 1990s,” says Miller.  “Today, there 
are about 300.”

The agency utilizes an adaption of the 
“housing first” model – and a continuum of struc-
tured services – designed to move families into 
permanent housing as quickly as possible.  

“Housing First views permanent housing as 
the starting point in the process, not the end re-
sult and dictates that families should be placed in 
housing as soon as safely and appropriately pos-
sible with strong follow-up services to address 
longer term needs,” says Miller. 

“We place about 300 families in permanent 
housing every year,” says Nightingale.  “That’s 
essentially a 100% placement rate every year.”

Housing First 
Families are initially referred to Westhab’s 

Coachman Family Center in White Plains.  “We 
offer a full range of social services,” says Ricardo 
Torres, Director of Family Services.   Westhab’s 
Rapid Re-Housing Department conducts a series 
of assessments to determine a family’s needs and 
challenges.  “We have a LMSW Assessment Co-
ordinator, a team of Case Managers, a Housing 
Specialist, an Employment Counselor and a full 
Youth Services Department.”  Outside providers 
come onsite to provide medical and mental health 
services, substance abuse screenings, and more.

“Families come to us with many different 
needs,” says Assessment Coordinator Ramona 
Parker.

“We identify any barriers to employment – 
skills and educational issues, child care needs, 
clothing, transportation problems, even immigra-
tion status and legal issues,” says Employment 
Counselor Shanita  Francis.  “Then we come up 

with an Individual Employment Plan (IEP) on 
how we are going to address each issue.  Some-
times the first step may not be employment.  It 
could be getting legal documents, obtaining a 
GED or improving vocational skills.  We provide 
a workshop series here on soft skills – business 
etiquette, how to dress and behave for an inter-
view, etc.”

Between 150 and 200 school age children 
participate in the Coachman’s robust, on-site 
Youth Services program.  

“In the course of the week, we may have as 
many as 30 different programs for young peo-
ple,” says Nightingale.  

“We have homework help every day,” says 
Youth Services Coordinator Ivan Smith. “Three 
days per week Southern Westchester BOCES 
teachers come in to teach reading and work with 
the children.  We also get tutoring 
volunteers from Manhattanville 
College and other organizations. 
We never schedule any other activ-
ities until homework time is over.”   

Once the academics are out 
of the way, however, there is plen-
ty of enrichment and recreation – 
including exposure to a variety of 
arts and culture.  “Four days per 
week we bring kids to Manhattan-
ville College for mentoring.  There 
is a theater program on Saturday,” 
says Smith.   “We work with Arts-
Westchester which sends artists-
in-residency here to teach our 
kids music, dance and visual arts.   
Every year, the Westchester Sym-
phony Orchestra comes for four 
weeks and teaches our kids how to 
play an instrument and read mu-
sic.  It culminates in a concert.”

“The kids really get pretty 
good in just four weeks,” says 
Torres. 

“There is a lot going on 
here,” says Smith.  “We have kids 
who ask if they can come back 
when they are leaving because 
they miss all the services and ac-
tivities we offer.” 

The average stay in the 
Coachman is only two months.  
While approximately 10% of fam-
ilies may stay longer due to child safety concerns 
or other issues, 30% are placed directly into per-
manent housing.  More than half – around 60% -- 
are fast-tracked into Westhab’s transitional Emer-
gency Housing Apartment Program (EHAP) to 
continue their path towards permanent housing.

EHAP
Westhab’s 210 scattered site EHAP apart-

ments offer homeless families an opportunity to 
live independently – but with all the social ser-
vice supports they get at the Coachman.  “Fami-
lies get the same exact services as here,” says 

Torres. “The program has its own Case Manag-
ers, Housing Specialists and Employment Coun-
selors.”   One advantage, however, is that it al-
lows families to live in or closer to their home 
communities.  “That can make it easier to find a 
job and find an apartment,” he explains.   EHAP 
is treated as a stepping stone to permanent hous-
ing and an aggressive affordable housing search 
continues throughout each family’s residency in 
the hopes of moving each family to permanent 
housing as quickly as possible.

Rental Subsidy
One key to Westhab’s success in moving 

families out of shelter and back into permanent 
housing is its Rapid Re-Housing Rental Assis-
tance Subsidies. 

“We created these rent subsidies about five 
years ago,” says Nightingale, who describes the 
program as targeted and purposefully “shallow”.   
“We can give families $200, $300, $400 or more 
each month for a couple of years, just enough extra 
to help them find an affordable apartment.  We try 
to keep it low so that when it ends, the family will 
realistically will be able to pay that extra amount 
themselves.”

“I’ve seen other programs where they pay the 
entire rental,” says Torres. “That sets families up 
to fail when the subsidy ends.”

He explains that even a small amount of extra 
support can make a huge difference when a family 

Westhab
Building Communities. Changing Lives.
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Richard Nightingale and Bob Miller

41 Clinton Place, an attractive 25-unit affordable housing devel-
opment in New Rochelle, was completed in 2008.
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in shelter is looking for permanent housing.  “A 
family of two would qualify for a Department of 
Social Service rental allowance of $728,” says 
Torres.  “It’s hard to find an apartment for that 
amount.  If we can add $150 or $200, now their 
options have expanded.”

Westhab can provide its rent subsidies to 
more than 100 families at any given time.  Fund-
ing it has been – and continues to be – a chal-
lenge.  “It started with Homeless Prevention and 
Re-Housing Program (HPRP) – a big federal 
stimulus program,” says Miller.  “When HPRP 
went away, we hustled and found other sources 
– federal, state and county.”   These include fed-
eral McKinney funding through the Westchester 
Continuum of Care and Community Develop-
ment Block Grant (CDBG) funding  through the 
City of Yonkers.  There is also the State’s Solu-
tions to End Homelessness Program, although 
that is schedule to end  later this year. “We’re 
constantly replacing one funding stream with 
another,” says Miller. 

 Housing Retention
Westhab also works hard to make sure that 

homeless families successfully keep their per-
manent housing once they find it.   A staff of 
three Housing Retention Specialists works with 
families for up to a year after they leave shelter.   
“They help them get settled and make sure they 
are connected to resources in the community,” 
says Torres.  “They will assist them with any dif-
ficulties that might arise that could lead them to 
lose their housing.”

The Housing Retention Specialists are avail-
able to any families leaving shelter, but are manda-
tory for those receiving Westhab’s rental subsidies. 

Beyond Homelessness
As Westchester’s homelessness crisis be-

gan to abate in the early 2000s, Westhab made 
a proactive decision to refocus on its affordable 
housing mission while also expanding its range 
of services to support a broader community de-
velopment mandate. “We proudly closed two of 
our shelters, have been able to ‘repurpose’ one as 
affordable housing, and refocused our efforts on 
community development as part of a broad stra-
tegic initiative,” says Nightingale.

“We realized that due to the quality of life 
issues in some of these neighborhoods, just do-
ing quality affordable housing wasn’t sufficient,” 
says Miller.  “We needed to be about communi-
ty development.”    Westhab began developing 
Community Centers in Yonkers and Mt. Vernon.  
“We started getting grants to hire advocates, com-
munity organizers and counselors.  We brought in 
other agencies to do family counseling and men-
tal health services.  We opened food pantries.”

The programs also included extensive 
youth services and a strong employment ser-
vices program. 

Youth Services
“We had been working with young people 

in the shelters for years and had seen 17-year-
old girls who had been in the shelters as children 
return with children of their own,” says Miller.  
“We knew that we had to do something to get 
families out of this cycle of homelessness.  We 
took our programs from the shelter and brought 
them out into the community.”

In 2006, Westhab opened its first communi-
ty-based program, the Elm Street Youth Center 
in Yonkers.  Two years later, it established the 
Promoting Excellence & Achievement in Kids 
(PEAK) Center in Mt. Vernon.   Subsequently, 
the agency added Achieve, an academic and em-
ployment assistance program for out-of-school 
young adults in Mount Vernon and on-site after-
school programs for resident youth at Yonkers 
Municipal Housing sites. 

Two years ago, Westhab took a significant 

strategic step when it expanded be-
yond Westchester and won contracts 
for two NYC Out-of-School Time 
(OST) programs in the Bronx.   Wes-
thab’s Our Lady of Grace Center in 
Bronxwood serves middle school 
students and the Hunts Point Parks & 
Recreation Center serves elementary 
aged students in the southeast Bronx. 
Westhab is now adding an additional 
OST program in the Bronx at the Hyde 
Leadership Charter School, just a few 
blocks from the Hunts Point site.

Westhab’s most recent expan-
sion of Youth Services comes in the 
form of a NYS Dept. of Education 
21st Century Community Learning 
Center grant last year in partnership 
with a Yonkers public school 13 that 
is just getting underway. 

In total, more than 2,000 young 
people are now able to take advan-
tage of Westhab’s Youth Services 
programs at eight Centers in White 
Plains, Yonkers, Mount Vernon, and 
the Bronx.  

Employment Services
Westhab has also become West-

chester’s leading provider of employ-
ment services for people on public as-
sistance and with obstacles to gaining 
employment.  “We started many years 
ago by training people for specific 
trades – mechanics, office workers, 
security personnel,” says Miller. “We 
even had our own licensed school for 
training security guards.” 

Over time, however, the agency 
heard from employers that they could 
do the trade specific training if West-
hab could prepare candidates with the 
basic skills they needed to be in the 
workplace.  “We began focusing on 
job readiness,” says Miller.  

Now, Westhab works with ap-
proximately 2,500 individuals at any 
given point in time, including 1,600 
public assistance recipients in Mount 
Vernon.  “We place over 500 people in 
jobs each year with average salaries of  
$9.50 an hour,” says Miller. Westhab 
has also created targeted employment 
programs for specific populations, in-
cluding young adults and the re-entry 
population.

Westhab’s Employment Services 
Department applies a client-centered 
casework approach to identifying an 
individual’s strengths and barriers to employ-
ment.  As Jim Coughlin, Westhab’s Vice Presi-
dent of Adult & Employment Services, puts 
it, “This isn’t about just hitting our numbers or 
achieving certain benchmarks. This is about set-
ting people up for long term success by placing 
them in jobs that they enjoy, where they can ex-
cel, and that offer career tracks that can result in 
promotions and growth.” Westhab markets its cli-
ents to employers, hosting frequent job fairs and 
forming an Employer Advisory Board to advise 
training programs.

Over the past three years, Westhab’s efforts 
have resulted in nearly 1,500 job placements with 
70% retaining employment for 90 days or more.

Housing
The move beyond homelessness has al-

lowed Westhab to advance its original efforts to 
develop affordable housing, while also creating a 
series of supportive housing programs for groups 
with specialized service needs.  

The agency has completed 28 developments 
in Westchester County and has an additional 4 
projects currently in development in Westchester 
and New York City.  These represent a total in-

vestment of about $150 million and provide more 
than 650 units of affordable and/or supportive 
housing. 

Highlights include:
- 28 Pier Street, a 12-unit housing project 

for veterans in Yonkers built in 2007, which was 
awarded the Downstate Project of the Year by 
the NYS Association for Affordable Housing. 

- 41 Clinton Place, an extremely attractive 
25-unit affordable housing development in New 
Rochelle completed in 2008, which features a 
roof-top patio area with stunning views over 
Long Island Sound.  

- 29 Kress Avenue, which provides  40 one-
bedroom, bright and spacious apartments for se-
niors in New Rochelle,  was constructed in 2012 
in partnership with the Shiloh Baptist Church.  
“This housing provides seniors with a sense of 
security that they will have affordable perma-
nent housing they will be able to afford for the 
rest of their lives,” says Ken Belfer, Senior VP 
for Housing. 

Other recent specialized housing programs 
include Stepping Stones, a transitional housing 
program for homeless young adults which Wes-
thab opened last year in partnership with The 
Children’s Village;  First Steps, a scattered site 
housing program for 32 young parents and their 
children; and the Burling Lane Employment 

Residence, a 10-unit transitional hous-
ing program for single men on parole. 

Several additional projects – in-
cluding a 68-unit building with 50 
units of OMH-funded supportive 
housing in the Bronx, and a 71-unit 
affordable senior housing building in 
Yonkers – are in active development. 

Westhab’s most recently com-
pleted affordable housing develop-
ment – 22 Tarrytown Road in Green-
burgh – is particularly representative 
of the agency’s history and evolution.  
The location was originally the site of 
a welfare-motel which Westhab took 
over and ran as a shelter for homeless 
men.  However, when the agency an-
nounced plans to demolish the former 
structure and construct 28 units of 
new attractive and affordable “work-
force housing”, for families, it was 
faced with vehement opposition from 
the neightborhood.

“There is just tremendous resis-
tance to affordable housing through-
out Westchester,” says Miller.  “This 
project	took	six	years	to	build:	Zoning	
and Planning Board hearings, litiga-

tion with neighbors, loss of funding.  
Ultimately we get it built and then op-
position ceases.  People forget that we 
are there.”

“There is no better poetic justice 
than replacing a worn down shel-
ter with beautiful, new housing. This 
project truly symbolizes moving from 
band-aids to solutions,” says Nightin-
gale. “Our buildings do not look like 
what most people would expect when 
they think about affordable hous-
ing; We’re usually the most attractive 
building on the street.”

Transition
Looking ahead, Miller is con-

fident that he is leaving Westhab in 
good hands. “Nothing is more gratify-
ing than having spent your life trying 
to build something and knowing that 
when the time comes, there is someone 
who can step right in and continue to 
move it seamlessly forward,” he says.  
Nightingale began his association with 
Westhab as a college student.   “I talk-
ed them into giving me a summer job 
working with kids in the shelter,” he 
says.  “I immediately fell in love with 
the work and with the mission.. Once 
I graduated, I began working full-time 

at Westhab and I’ve worked in a number of roles 
since- from the front-lines to supervision and ad-
ministration.

“Rich really gets it,” says Miller. “He under-
stands the mission and the culture, and most of 
all, has the skills to do what needs to be done.”

Nightingale credits Miller with tremendous 
leadership for the agency and more than a decade 
of personal mentorship. “He is the best there is at 
this”, Nightingale shared. “I’m proud and hon-
ored to succeed someone of such character, class, 
and commitment to the mission. I’m excited for 
Westhab’s next chapter and I feel a deep respon-
sibility to continue our long, successful history of 
going about our business ‘the right way.’” 

Nightingale will inherit a senior leader-
ship team that Miller calls the ‘strongest in 
our history.’ As part of the agency’s transition, 
Jim Coughlin is being promoted to Senior Vice 
President of Services continuing his work with 
Ken Belfer, Senior Vice President of Housing, 
Patricia Vitelli, Vice President of Finance, and 
Treacy Sayres, Vice President of Real Estate De-
velopment. Westhab’s Board of Directors, led by 
Chairman Thomas Brock, as well as Westhab’s 
staff have embraced this change and there is ex-
citement throughout the agency for a bright fu-
ture ahead.

AGENCY OF THE MONTH

Westhab is one of Westchester County’s leading provider of services 
for homeless families.

Westhab is Westchester’s leading provider of employment services 
for people on public assistance.




