Boston Housing Authority Resident Advisory Board (BHA RAB) Meeting Feb. 13, 2025, hybrid at Bellflower Court & on Zoom—External notes 
1. Welcome and Introductions
Attendance was taken. Chair reviewed the Ground Rules “in a nutshell” and reminded attendees to respect one another when someone is talking, raise their hand if they want to speak, and hold unrelated topics until the unfinished business or new business portions of the agenda. Members voted to approve the minutes from the January RAB meeting; a motion was made and seconded, and all votes were in favor.
2. CHAPA forum Briefing – presentation by Greater Boston Legal Services
Laura and Mary Lu from GBLS reported on the CHAPA federal forum held earlier on February 13. So far, the new federal administration hasn’t made big changes impacting HUD, but there was a lot of concern about what might happen in the future, including changes that might impact BHA residents. GBLS highlighted some possibilities. 
On funding, there is a lot of uncertainty.  Congress is trying to pass a reconciliation bill or bills that would include cuts, but not to HUD. However, the federal government has to pass the FY25 budget to give money to HUD before March 14th. The past budget was approved through this deadline, but there could be changes after that date. The Senate needs to approve a new budget, government freeze, or continued resolution. A continued resolution could affect Section 8. Congress then would have until the end of April to pass a final budget.
On policy changes, nothing has been implemented yet. Some possibilities include: raising rents for people in section 8 and fed public housing; creating new time limits and work requirements; and evicting mixed-status households which include immigrants. 
The last time this administration was in office, they tried to push these policies, but lawmakers and lawyers were able to put brakes on them. If it happens again, lawmakers and advocacy organizations will try to push back, but Trump’s office might work too quickly.
GBLS described some opportunities for RAB members to advocate to support public housing tenants. One good resource is the Massachusetts Union of Public Housing Tenants (Mass. Union). The group’s executive director, Sarah Byrnes, had addressed the RAB a few months ago, and may be willing to come back and speak if invited again. Another resource for federal advocacy is the National Low Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC). RAB is an organizational member of the coalition, and some individual members (as authorized by RAB vote in January 2025) are planning to go to their March conference in Washington DC. 
There was a brief discussion/Q&A period after the presentation. One RAB member said that last time the administration was in office, they said they’d cut funding. She said this is scary to tenants with vouchers who could become homeless, and asked what will happen. Mary Lu said the speakers at today’s forum emphasized that taking vouchers away from people is not politically popular, so legislators may focus on cutting other programs instead. Laura agreed that the prospect is terrifying. She noted that when this administration announced they were freezing all federal funding, the courts immediately paused that. The administration abandoned that tactic and said they would release Section 8 funds because there was so much pushback. That was a good sign; however, now the administration is going through program by program to make more targeted cuts.  Another RAB member said we need to prepare for them to cut everything. The first RAB member said NLIHC has a Zoom meeting every Monday for tenants. 
A third RAB member asked if people can still complete the Section 8 Family Self-Sufficiency (FSS) program—often used to help residents achieve economic or homeownership goals-- if there are federal cuts or if Section 8 gets taken away. Laura said we don’t know at this point. The hope is that voucher programs will be safe, but we need to keep an eye on what happens. GBLS will work to keep updated on what’s happening and to inform you all, but right now we’re in waiting mode.  Mac from GBLS noted that there were some Section 8 materials from the Center for Budget Policies & Priorities (CBPP) which he had shared with BHA shortly before the meeting, and Elizabeth from BHA promised she would distribute those to RAB members/alternates. 
3. BHA Digital Equity Team update
Leanna from BHA spoke about upcoming and current programs including the Digital Navigator. There are computer classes running right now at Ausonia and Torre Unidad. These are basic classes that teach residents how to use email, Zoom, streaming services, etc. Residents who complete the classes can get a Chromebook or tablet after completing the class if they have not received one from BHA in the past.
Leanna described another “tech drop-in" program which provides one on one support at sites. These typically are held in community rooms where residents can bring their laptops and ask questions. There is also an online safety workshop that helps people operate safely online and avoid falling for phishing emails and other scams. A fourth new program helps residents request new devices through a request form that’s being put out as a QR code on flyers posted at sites.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Leeana said RAB members should have received a report with statistics on all of BHA’s digital equity program activity from October-December last year, including the number of residents served and which sites were visited. About 50% of attendees were from the elderly/disabled public housing program, and about 50% from family sites. The team will try to hit other sites in the future. Our virtual digital literacy workshops are open to Leased Housing residents. We do not currently have an in person computer class option for leased housing residents. We’re working on increasing our volunteer capacity in order to expand our digital literacy class options. 
BHA is also hiring residents for a Digital Navigator Role to help with tech drop-ins and create workshops. This will require training. BHA is working on the stipend piece so residents can get paid without it affecting rent determinations. 
RAB members had questions for Leanna. One RAB member asked about the timeframes of the drop-in program. Leeanna said it is a continuous program, and that BHA works with managers to figure out best times for sessions which usually last 2 hours. The same RAB member also asked for clarification on who is eligible to receive a tablet or Chromebook. Leanna said BHA can provide one for each household member, not one per household. 
A second RAB member asked whether there might be a way to incorporate people on the FSS program into the Digital Navigator program. A third RAB member asked a similar question. Leanna said they were separate programs, and noted BHA has been reaching out to college students and others who want to volunteer. There were additional questions from RAB members on how to obtain devices. Leanna said the request form has not been published yet, but people can email  digitalequity@bostonhousing.org in the meantime. 
4. BHA Resident Survey Update 
Maya Harel from BHA provided updates on the resident survey which was tweaked to incorporate RAB’s comments at a previous meeting. The BHA appreciated the feedback and made significant changes. These included: removing names; adding questions about living conditions; for Section 8 residents, adding questions about their experience with landlords; adding questions about the recertification process; adding an explanation about gendered terms in case people have questions; and adding questions to evaluate how well services are working. Maya said some questions were reworded to be broader so participants can add more information. The survey is now being finalized. BHA hopes to roll it out in the next month or so and welcomes more feedback in the future. 
RAB members had several questions about how the survey will be distributed. Maya said there are different versions of the survey for Public Housing and Leased Housing participants. BHA will send it out by mail with rent redetermination statements that go out to everyone after recertifications. There will be a QR code at the bottom of the statement. The survey is completely voluntary, and BHA has added language emphasizing that it is optional. 	There was a suggestion to include the survey in paper form for residents who may have difficulty with the QR code; Maya said BHA will consider this. RAB members thanked her for taking their feedback. Maya said BHA may reach out to RAB again for support in getting residents to fill out the survey once it is active.
5. Budget Committee Report, Budget Proposal and Vote for Approval 
The Acting Treasurer presented about the RAB proposed budget for April 1, 2025 through March 31, 2026. Members had received a copy of the proposed budget in their packets. The Acting Treasurer also provided a report from the Budget Committee meeting on February 6 and said there were some challenges last year with getting bank statements on time. Current statements for January and February were in the packet. There are some outstanding invoices still to pay which total around $2800. There is also an outstanding balance for approximately $11,000 to fund 6 RAB members to go to the NLIHC conference in DC in March. If outstanding reimbursements for taxis, child care, etc., are received, those will be included in the budget and counted towards the current period. 
The Acting Treasurer said there was also a small amount of expenditures for office equipment including a microphone. There had been a request to update the RAB computer(s); the budget committee is in the process of sourcing that right now.  The committee had made some tweaks to the budget; because some line items weren’t used last cycle, the funds were moved to food and transportation. 
The Acting Treasurer thanked the many people who had helped with the budget: John, Tanya, and  Elizabeth from the BHA, board chairs, and others. He reminded RAB members that the time for feedback is now, before the budget gets approved. Members had no questions but thanked the Acting Treasurer for his work and all for the collaborative efforts. There was a motion to approve the proposed budget which was seconded; all votes were in favor. 
The Acting Treasurer reviewed the expenses in connection with the upcoming NLIHC conference March 24th-27th. Fees included the cost for members to attend the dinner where Mac will receive a lifetime achievement award. Hotel rooms have been confirmed. RAB members who will attend were reminded to give their names and dates of birth as listed on travel documents to the chairs to airline tickets could be purchased.
The Acting Treasurer said the budget committee also looked at travel and other reimbursement forms. Revisions were made to make them more clear and useable, with updated rates. The forms will be loaded onto computers and distributed to chairs. Copies will be made available by mail going forward.
6. Policy & Procedures Committee
The Chair of the Policy & Procedures Committee reported on the activities of the Committee, which met on February 3rd to draft recommended changes to the Ground Rules and bylaws.
The Committee Chair first reviewed the Committee’s proposed changes to the RAB Code of Conduct. In the paragraph about being respectful, a link would be added to the BHA’s anti-harassment policy. The committee had also considered developing a similar policy specifically for RAB, but more discussion would be needed. Another proposed change was to add language enabling the chair to mute those attending remotely if protocols are not followed. Changes were also proposed to the section on communication methods, including revising the title to make it clear that it applies to email and phone calls. The section would be updated to clarify that “timely” responses should take place within 24-48 hours. 
Aside from recommending these revisions to the Code of Conduct, the Committee also had discussed updating the contact listing form so members can specify preferred types and timing of communications and dietary preferences. The Committee also suggested that time-sensitive emails be sent with a requested timeframe for responding in the subject line. There was discussion at the meeting about the importance of communication. 
There was a motion to accept the proposed changes to the Code of Conduct which was seconded; all voted in favor.
On bylaws, the Committee recommended changes to procedures related to RAB member meeting attendance standards. The bylaws require that RAB members miss no more than 3 consecutive meetings or 6 meetings in any 12-month period without a valid excuse. New language to be added would clarify that violations of this trigger automatic removal with no board vote required; however, the RAB would communicate with the member prior to removal by phone and email to give a written warning and inquire about any circumstances that might warrant a leave of absence or excused absence(s). 
The Committee also recommended the bylaws be updated to establish new processes for disciplinary actions. One change would be to the section on removals from the RAB where an individual subject to removal has requested review by an informal committee, as has been done in the past. A proposed change would be to specify that the committee is empowered to recommend, and the RAB empowered to apply, disciplinary sanctions other than removal. Another recommended change was to have the Policy & Procedures Committee vet all requests to remove or discipline people in advance before making a recommendation for action to the RAB. It was noted that if the subject of the action were a member of the Committee, the person should not participate in the vetting process to avoid a conflict.    
There was a motion to accept the proposed changes to the bylaws which was seconded; all voted in favor.  (Note—since the bylaws require that all members have a written copy of the bylaw amendment a week in advance, and the final form of the recommendation wasn’t clear until after the Committee meeting, there will have to be formal action to approve the bylaws at the March meeting—but the Committee thought it made sense to find out if these changes were OK first.)
There were some additional comments about the possibility of recording of RAB meetings, which the Committee had also discussed. Meetings are not currently recorded. There were concerns raised about privacy and potential legal issues, so it was decided to continue with not recording meetings. 
7. RAB meeting location
There was discussion about where to hold future RAB meetings. Several members wanted to continue meeting at Bellflower. A RAB alternate said she preferred to meet at Mildred C. Hailey. There was a motion to continue at Bellflower which was seconded and passed. 
Some concerns were raised about technical issues on Zoom affecting sound quality for those attending remotely. (At tonight’s meeting, those who were on Zoom initially had difficulty hearing the speakers in the room, and while that was eventually fixed, those on Zoom couldn’t be heard by those in the room and could only communicate by using Chat.) These should be resolved prior to the next meeting. Elizabeth will talk with Sahar about the setup which worked well at previous meetings. A RAB member who has assisted with tech issues explained that the existing camera has been disabled so that it no longer functions with Zoom. He will identify a new device and send it to the RAB chairs and the Acting Treasurer for approval.  There were no objections to buying new equipment if needed. The Acting Treasurer suggested having further internal conversations about this online to confirm everything works before the next meeting.
8. Unfinished new Business and Announcements 
Elizabeth reported that John Kane of BHA passed along his thanks to RAB for their recent participation and feedback on the BHA annual and five-year plans. The final federal plans went out to HUD as of January 15 and the state plan to EOHLC as of January 30.
Mac brought up the need for RAB to take action on approving a leave of absence for a RAB member from February through April. Typically approvals have not been denied for 3 month periods. Approval would include leave from the RAB Board and from any officer position the Board member may have. There was a motion to approve this which was seconded; all were in favor.
There was a brief discussion about increasing community engagement. The Acting Treasurer noted that some people want to participate more but may not feel comfortable speaking up. He suggested that forming volunteer subcommittees could provide opportunities for outreach and supporting local taskforces/Local Tenant Organizations (LTOs). He noted that the RAB represents many city residents but there is a lack of understanding about its role. He said there is a lot of work ahead with what’s going on locally and in the federal government, and a need to be active beyond the RAB’s regular operations. He urged the RAB to think about ways to supplement existing work and have more impact and a stronger voice.
One RAB Chair said once the RAB brochure is put together, that will help with going out into the community and approaching LTOs. RAB can ask to attend their meetings to speak to them about RAB. There were suggestions to post flyers and put information in newsletters. Another RAB chair suggested looking at how RAB engages, and thought we should consider having a specific engagement subcommittee and creating a consistent brand through media and other tools. Elizabeth suggested that the topic could be tabled if further board discussion was needed.
There is an upcoming Cookie Day event on March 12 to advocate for the State voucher programs. Following a rally, participants will visit legislators at the State House to deliver cookies. A RAB member had shared information with the RAB, and BHA staff will resend it. Laura noted that state-level supports such as the Mass Rental Voucher Program are especially important given the federal situation. 
9. Evaluations & Adjournment
Reviews were positive; attendees said the meeting went well aside from the Zoom sound problems. The meeting adjourned at 7:58 and was followed by Valentines Day treats.
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