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Track #1 

 

   AS: Okay. First question. What is your 

connection to Hoboken? How long have you lived in the city? 

Where do you live? Who do you live with? And what is your 

profession? 

 

   CG: My connection to Hoboken is that I'm a 

product of the Hoboken Housing Authority community. I serve 

as the executive director of the Hoboken Housing Authority. 

I live in Hoboken. I'm born and raised in Hoboken. I reside 

at 711 Bloomfield Street, on Seventh and Bloom. I reside 

with my family -- my wife and three beautiful children, and 

two beautiful dogs. Do you want to know their names? Which 

are Leah, Jill and "Lenise," [phonetic] and my two dogs are 
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Hudson and Willow. So my connection to Hoboken is that I 

have served this city with distinction, in the capacity of 

a city official, as the director of Health and Human 

Services, from 2001 through 2007, and later came on board 

to the Hoboken Housing Authority, in August of 2007. I 

actually was here during the crisis and tragic situation 

that we had on September 11
th
, serving as director of Health 

and Human Services. I was fortunate to help many people 

through the health department and human services at the 

time, and currently we are talking about two disasters that 

we experienced, which were Irene and Sandy -- but more so 

Sandy.  

   So does that answer all those questions? 

 

   AS: Yes. 

 

   CG: Good. 

 

   AS: Give us a background on the Housing 

Authority. Approximately, how many people live in the 

Authority? Where, approximately, are the Authority 

buildings? What's the general condition of the buildings, 

in terms of how many floors? Details like that. And, 

approximately how much personnel do you oversee? 
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   CG: Okay. Was that enough on the first 

question? Okay. I didn't know how much you wanted me to go 

into detail. Okay. 

   With respect to that question: The Hoboken 

Housing Authority is a community that has six developments 

scattered throughout the city of Hoboken. It's 1,353 units. 

The buildings are designed in X-shaped style. You have 

three developments that are designed for senior-citizen and 

disabled persons. One is in Fox Hill Gardens, which is 311 

Thirteenth Street. There are 200 units in that building, 

ten stories high. The other is 220 Adams, which has 125 

units. Then you have 221 Jackson, which is 125 units. These 

three sites are located, geographically, in the west part 

of the city. The west end; what we consider the southwest 

end of the city is 221 Jackson. Two-twenty Adams is more 

southwest but midtown. Then you have Fox Hill, which is 

uptown. Then you have Christopher Columbus Gardens, which 

are two ten-story buildings, seven-story buildings, that 

are ninety-seven units, in the middle of the city, which is 

on Eighth Street and Ninth Street, between Jefferson and 

Adams -- 460 Eighth Street and 455 Ninth Street.  

   Those are the younger buildings. They're 

brick and mortar, predominately. All the mechanicals are in 
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the basement of the buildings. Then you have the most 

effective buildings, which are the aged buildings that have 

the obsolescence, which are the ones in the west end of 

town, which are considered to be Andrew Jackson Gardens and 

Harrison Gardens. Both of these developments comprise of 

806 units in total. The Harrison Gardens development has 

ten stories. It is, again, another X-shape design in its 

construction -- brick and mortar -- and these are the first 

buildings that were built in the city of Hoboken for public 

housing, during World War II, post-World War II, in 1948 

and 1949. The Housing Authority has, in total, fifty-two 

buildings, Pretty much ninety-five percent of the buildings 

were submerged during Sandy, as far as its mechanicals, 

because when they designed these buildings and constructed 

them, all the mechanicals were on the ground floor -- 

which, as we know, the new FEMA flood-plain guidelines are 

thirteen feet. These buildings were six feet, back then, 

before the new guidelines. So, unfortunately, it had a 

history in which flooding has affected the southwest 

corridor of the city. The quadrant here, or this area, 

indeed, when the water travels from the northeast sector of 

the community, down to the southwest, it always hits the 

lowest point, which is where we sit, currently, today. This 

administration building -- 400 Harrison -- is in the heart 



Garcia - 5 

 

of that lowest point. During Sandy, the water took six days 

to recede from this area. One of the developments -- 

Harrison Gardens -- was held hostage because of the fact 

that the water was at least five- to six-feet high. The 

basements were filled with flood waters of ten to twelve 

feet high.  

   So that, in architect form, is your 

structure of these buildings, as I just described them. 

 

   AS: Describe the typical Housing Authority 

resident. 

 

   CG: Before I go to that, Alan, let me just 

share another point of the conditions. You mentioned the 

conditions. We had conducted, in 2009 to 2010, a physical-

need assessment, which the professionals, architects and 

engineers, were able to discern that these buildings in 

this part of town -- the west end, meaning Harrison Gardens 

and Andrew Jackson Gardens -- definitely should be 

considering an overall, simply because of the age of the 

buildings and the design. They're not ADA complaint. They 

don't have enough light and air ventilation. So we have 

been confronted with the challenge that after Irene, and 

then, of course, all the flooding in the past, that these 
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buildings continuously, in the basements, as far as the 

mechanicals, continue to receive water that creates 

corrosion, especially with the salt water, post-Sandy; and, 

also, it leads to rust and deterioration to the systems. 

   So when we're talking about the condition of 

the buildings -- there was a period when these buildings 

did not receive the proper treatment and attention that 

they required, from a preventive maintenance standpoint and 

maintenance management standpoint, when it boils down to a 

property management plan. So that leads me to share with 

you that these conditions are not conducive to sustain 

continuous disasters or continuous hurricanes. That's why 

we have a Vision 20/20, which is a transformation and 

sustainability plan that we're looking to pursue, to build 

our first anti- or Sandy-proof building, as I call it, so 

we can start to reconfigure the housing stock in this area, 

with a newer housing modernized, that is Sandy-proof, 

allows for it to be built above the thirteen-foot flood-

plain guidelines, and would create an environment and 

neighborhood that has all the accoutrements that a 

community of this magnitude should have. 

   So when you ask me about the typical 

resident, I would say that we have blue-collar, working-

poor, as well as residents who are elderly-disabled. The 
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typical resident is a family of pretty much mom, children. 

You have senior citizens and disabled persons, then you 

have individuals who are looking to have that self-

sufficiency, which is the ultimate goal of the Housing 

Authority -- to have everybody provided with the self-

sufficiency road map that would allow them to graduate, and 

make better for their family as well as, with our 

cooperation, improve their quality of life; to transform 

the culture; to break the cycle of poverty, as well as to 

give them hope and a better way to live. 

   So that is one of the goals that we've 

always pursued, because the typical family or resident of 

the Authority is a person who loves the city like I do; who 

understands the need for civic responsibility; who likes to 

get involved in the civics of this community; and who wants 

to see progress for the people of this community, who, for 

decades, were given negligent treatment, per se, in the 

management of these buildings, and in the care. It goes 

along the lines with our mantra that our people don't care 

how much you know, unless they know how much you care. 

   So that is the typical person or family 

within the Housing Authority. It's a hard-working person or 

family. It is those who are underprivileged; those who have 

special needs; those who are the most needy, I would say, 
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in this community. That's who we serve, and that's who we 

continue to try to give a better quality of life. 

 

   AS: When did you first hear the words 

"Hurricane Sandy." 

 

   CG: Interestingly so, Hurricane Sandy hit 

that Monday, and it's a memorable, vivid event that still 

plays in my mind. We heard about it the week before that. 

We were listening intently as to what could be happening, 

as the development of Sandy was coming to fruition, into it 

being eventually Super Storm Sandy. 

 

   AS: What did you expect the storm to be 

like? 

  

   CG: We heard everything with respect to the 

possible surge from the Hudson River. We heard everything. 

That it might just be passing us by. It was something where 

we prepared the week before. We had that weekend, in 

preparation for that Monday, on Saturday an emergency 

resident meeting to educate residents to basically help 

them prepare and plan for the worst. So we were praying for 

the best but preparing and planning for the worst, and that 
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Saturday, before we met with the residents, we said, 

"Here's what our intent is. Here's what our emergency 

evacuation plan is. Here's what our emergency recovery plan 

is." But, as we know with our residents in the Housing 

Authority, it is difficult for them to just get up and go, 

because they do not like to leave their apartments. They do 

not like to leave their homes. They basically are troubled 

in wanting to leave their homes, because of this sense of 

pride in ownership that they have in their apartments -- 

and they don't have anywhere to go. While we deploy an 

emergency evacuation plan, and an emergency disaster plan, 

we basically try our best to get them out of their 

apartments, if we know we're going to have the kind of 

waters and the floods that we had, but we know from Irene 

that they don't want to leave. Therefore, we have to 

shelter them in their units, and do our very best as an 

administration, as a management organization, to shelter 

them in their units, and provide a safe environment, to the 

best of our abilities, relying on the Office of Emergency 

Management. We're not relying on our counterparts; we're 

relying on a team effort to get that goal accomplishments. 

Therefore, that is how we were preparing for Sandy. 

   What I expected that night -- at about 9:00 

that night we thought we had survived the worst. It was 
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about 10:00, and we were here, with all of our -- what we 

did was, we have all these pumps, and we basically put 

hoses to the pumps so we could pump the water out into -- 

over the light rail into the Jersey City area, which is an 

uphill kind of setup, so the water can't traverse back into 

the Authority. So we knew, in preparation, that we had to 

remove our caps, prepare with respect to putting hoses to 

all of our portable sump pumps and portable pumps, and we 

basically planned -- we fastened every item in the 

buildings, because we knew the winds were going to be about 

eighty, ninety miles per hour. We had tested all of our 

generators. We had run down the check list, which is our 

preventive emergency disaster plan check list. We went and 

checked all the doors; made sure they were all fastened. 

There were no windows that were loose, or there was nothing 

that was open. Elevator rooms, we checked all the roofs, we 

basically went to all the basements. We made sure that we 

made a way, so the water could probably be pumped out. The 

sewers -- we made sure that the sewers had been emptied out 

and had been flushed through, so that would not create a 

backup in the buildings, because that's the tendency that 

happens; to get backups that go into the first-floor 

apartments of the tenants. So you have to take the caps off 

of the plumbing system, and you have to ensure that your 
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sump pumps are working -- which we tested. Our generators, 

sump pumps, the emergency lighting, the life safety 

equipment. We made sure all our fire-lungs were in order. 

Everything, in fact, was prepared for that event. 

   By that night, at 10:00, we were all here, 

my team and I, and we thought we survived. We had maybe 

about a foot of water, and we thought we survived. Then, lo 

and behold, as I was running out, rushing out to Fox Hill -

- because I got a call that our generator -- that our 

lighting went down because of the transformer that blew up 

in the northwest corridor of the city, which feeds power to 

the Fox Hill buildings, at the 311 Thirteenth Street 

building -- the generator, with the heavy winds at eighty, 

ninety miles per hour, was now, into the late hour of the 

day, was blowing drastically. That generator sits on the 

rooftop of the Fox Hill building. When we left, we thought, 

"Okay. We had survived the worst." Lo and behold, one of my 

employees sends me a video of the water raging down, like 

the rapid river, just coming down forcefully, that night, 

onto the Housing the Authority, in the Harrison Gardens and 

Andrew Jackson Gardens area. It was unbelievable. At this 

time, I am now at Fox Hill, up in the northeast corridor of 

the city, northwest corridor of the city, and then is when 
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we realized, "Holy cow! We're in for a tumultuous and 

tormenting event."  

   What happened was -- we were dealing with 

the emergency at Fox Hill. Myself and my electrician went 

up on the rooftop to see why the generator -- it had turned 

on, and then it blew. What happened was, when the 

transformer at PSE&G blew, it blew a power surge through 

our generator and transfer switch, and lo and behold, what 

happened was -- 

 

Track #2 

 

 

   So what happened then was the following. 

Once we heard that this rapid river of water was flowing 

into the Housing Authority community, we had already done 

our best to prepare and embrace ourselves for what would 

happen here in the west end of town, in Jackson and 

Harrison Gardens. In the meantime, I was busy at Fox Hill 

Gardens, where we worked until about 3:00 in the morning to 

get that building back on. Unfortunately, what transpired 

was that while we were on the roof, my electrician and I, 

he went to check the generator and manually set it, and the 

winds were at about ninety miles per hour. What happens is, 

the generator sits outside of the secured area. So you've 

got to go outside the gates -- which is really not secure, 
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because it has no gate around the edge of the building. So 

here we are, holding onto each other, because the wind is 

blowing so heavily, and it feels like you're being smacked. 

And we're on the rooftop, so it's even stronger on the 

rooftop, because of the height, and here we are holding 

onto each other, where my electrician is trying to reset 

that generator. Lo and behold, the wind was so strong -- 

the panel went flying. It busted our water pump in the 

actual generator. I thought at that moment -- I had to make 

a conscious decision, because of the safety of the 

situation. I pulled him away, we pulled out, and let me 

tell you -- and he's about a "buck-ten" -- him and I 

holding each other together -- as far in weight, he's about 

110 pounds, him and I holding each other, on that rooftop! 

It was instinctive that we went to act on the situation, 

before the FD could come, or anybody else. Because, 

remember, at this time, they're dealing with the fire up at 

the transformer station, that PSE&G just found out blew. 

   So now the water is racing down the way. 

We've already braced ourselves for the worst down here. I'm 

up there, trying to get this building back on line, with 

its emergency lighting. We're trying everything, going 

through floor-by-floor. My staff immediately, my team 

converged into going floor by floor, door to door. We went 
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to the manager's office to take the list out, of the people 

that we knew had life-safety apparatuses, that require 

oxygen tanks or whatever it was. We began to identify those 

individuals. Then the EMT came, and the Fire Department 

came. We had already, previously, set up, in partnership 

with OEM, the annex shelter at Wallace School. Fortunately, 

we were able to convince certain elderly and disabled 

individuals, residents, who we basically knew should have 

been outside the building, in the satellite shelter which 

was next door, at Wallace School, which is what we did. 

After that, fortunately, we began to pull out all our 

flashlights. We began to work around the clock, to try to 

get that building restored, and made sure all the residents 

were not alarmed, and that the anxiety and the crisis did 

not put any additional stress, that would lead them to get 

sick, or lead them to get, god forbid, in a worse 

condition. 

   So we stayed in that building. Because at 

this point, now, you couldn't travel back to the Housing 

Authority buildings in the west end of town. You could not 

travel, because the water was flooding and immediately was 

just building, building, building, where I had one of my 

guys -- the superintendent of maintenance -- who slept in 

the Fox Hill community room. I stayed there until about 
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4:00 in the morning, then had to come back after making an 

assessment. I knew I had to come back as early as 6:30. So 

we were really around-the-clock on two-hour and three-hour 

minimal sleep. Bear in mind that, at the same time, Alan, 

in my own home, I had gotten water in my ground-floor 

apartment. I had no lights. So my whole family -- that's 

why I had to go back; to check on my own family, to make 

sure they were fine without the electricity. But we had 

already gone through the appropriate checklist, to make 

sure we had all the tools we needed to survive, in the 

event that this thing was going to be carried out for a 

long period of time. Which is what we did. 

   Then the next morning, I had to literally 

walk from Fox Hill -- 311 Thirteenth Street -- we could not 

use our vehicles to travel down into Christopher Columbus 

Gardens, which is on Eighth and Ninth, because the water 

was at least four feet high. We had to walk -- myself, my 

superintendent of maintenance, and my quality-control 

officer -- we all walked. We had our fisherman's suit on. 

It was pretty much one of those scenes where we have our 

flood suits, we're prepared. We walked in the water (I have 

pictures), where I even found an orange fish that had come 

in from the river, and other things. When we walked to 

Christopher Columbus Gardens, it was one of the scariest 
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scenes, because at Fox Hill the water did not come up onto 

the building. It did not go into the building. It remained 

at street level. But it did wash up all the debris onto our 

ramp, basically, and you could see clearly like a tornado 

had hit, or like a hurricane had hit, where you had debris 

all over the place. All the garbage from outside had come 

in. You had vehicles that were floating. As we walked down 

into Christopher Columbus Gardens, it was like a sea of 

green, and the sea of green was the anti-freeze. And we had 

oil that had been discharged from the compactor rooms. We 

had alarms going off, haywire, because the controllers in 

the basement were now submerged. It required immediate, 

immediate deployment and ingenuity of necessity, to 

basically invent different ways to get the buildings up to 

par with at least a safety standpoint of restoring the 

generators, to provide the emergency lighting; making sure 

that immediately -- because a lot of these generators were 

affected by not just the water but the salt that came in 

the aftermath of it. But lo and behold -- and then you had 

some rodents chewing away at the wires, because now, guess 

what -- they were disturbed in their environment, right? So 

they're going to go and travel, and you're going to get the 

type of rats and stuff that are going to come out, and 
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they're going to be chewing away at these wires, in these 

areas that are exposed to them. 

   So we were combating a lot of adversity and 

a lot of challenges were presented to us. But ultimately, I 

must say, we were prepared with a plan and we took action. 

We were on the ground, boots on the ground, right at the 

minute, at the second, of every hour that we needed to be 

there, to provide the same environment for our residents. 

We immediately walked down from Christopher Columbus 

Gardens after I did the assessment of those two buildings, 

and that was, like I said, a sea of anti-freeze. It was 

basically a sea of green. I have pictures to demonstrate 

that -- which, at that point, you had a mixture of Class 3 

water. You had, basically, black oil; gasoline; anti-

freeze; you name it, it was in that water. It was a 

situation where you acted on instinct. You were thinking 

about your people. We were thinking about our residents. 

That was a selfless act by all of my guys, where the team 

was prepared. Because beforehand we had huddled, we had 

given them the action plan, and we had let them know, "This 

is what we intend to do at each development," to insure 

that the residents would be safe. 

   So lo and behold, what happened, Alan -- at 

that juncture we went from Christopher Columbus Gardens, 



Garcia - 18 

 

after that building, after assessing it, doing whatever 

repairs or tweaks we needed to make to the generator -- to 

make sure, we went floor by floor, to make sure everybody 

was safe and make sure everybody had resources available to 

them. Again, we were sheltering the residents in their 

buildings. Then we went down to Andrew Jackson Gardens and 

Harrison Gardens, where we had to walk through the Eighth 

Street side, and come in through the light rail area, which 

is a little bit more elevated. So we walked through the 

Eighth Street light rail area to get into the housing, on 

foot. All along, we were walking on foot, because we could 

not travel into these areas by vehicle. 

   When I got into this area, we had already 

set up -- pretty much we had a food pantry; we had ice, 

because we knew from Irene that residents with diabetes 

would need ice. Now that the power was gone, and residents 

were nervous, and there was a lot of anxiety. The 

generators were working -- thank god we had already tested 

them. Some generators tripped because of the salt water, 

because when the water hit it splashed against, like a wave 

-- it hit against the walls of the building, and splashed 

onto the generators. So the water got into some of the 

generators. Of course, the controllers -- all of our 

controllers, because of the design of these buildings -- 
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you don't have height in the ceiling, to raise everything 

up in the appropriate way that it should be -- although now 

we've mitigated, in certain mechanical parts that we felt 

we can, or certain controllers that we felt we can -- but 

you don't have enough ceiling height, because of the ways 

the buildings are constructed. 

   So what happened was a lot of the 

controllers got damaged, got wet, and the salt was eating 

away at it. But at this juncture, from that moment, I had 

to immediately establish the command center over in 221 

Jackson. Everyone was moved out to 221 Jackson. We had a 

plan where people would come in if they could get into the 

city. Those who were residents of ours -- because we have 

an emergency resident personnel, which is a team of 

superintendents who are trained in the area of emergency 

preparedness and emergency disaster relief, as well as 

these kinds of disaster crisis situations -- so it's an in-

house, kind of Office of Emergency Management CERT team. 

It's like our in-house guys, who are trained in these 

areas. 

   So we began to immediately -- the first 

thing you had to do was assess the situation. The second 

thing is, take action and repair what you could. The third 

thing is -- which we were fortunate -- I was able to have 
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my disaster recovery company always on hand, to address and 

help me with the pumping out of the water. 

 

Track #3 

 

 

   CG: So, Alan, to continue -- if I can -- 

what happened at this juncture -- now, at this point, Alan, 

understand that during the nighttime, when, in fact, the 

next day, when we were here on site and the assessment was 

made, I had already -- my partners -- you have strategic 

partners. Any property-management company, particularly the 

Housing Authority, should have a strategic partner, which 

is a disaster recovery company. So we had a couple of 

companies on standby who (a) would provide us generators, 

if, in fact, we needed a backup generator. What I did was, 

I was proactive and innovative in getting what we call 

light towers, because we did not have any light in this 

area. But before we get to that point, we had to have rapid 

response and [unclear] basically, pump the water out. So 

they had these water buffalo rigs, and they're designed 

with a hose, a suction and a hose, that basically pumps the 

water out, like three thousand gallons per minute. It was 

just incredible, watching these massive machines at work. 

But the biggest problem we had was that the water -- 

unfortunately, because the floodgates were closed in the 
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sewer system, would come back out. So the only water that 

we were successful in pumping out was over the hill into 

Jersey City, but the other water that would go into the 

sump pumps, right? Would be ejected, would be circulated 

again, because the floodgates were closed. 

   So what happens is, at that point you're 

combating against forces of Mother Nature, and you're 

combating against existing, pre-existing plumbing systems 

and conditions that really would not be conducive to manage 

that type of situation, and to really expediently get the 

water out. So it took six days for the water to recede from 

our area. As a matter of fact, there was a situation where 

the water was holding that development hostage, and when 

the electricity went out we had to get a back-hoe. The Fire 

Department couldn't even get two rigs into this area, and 

we had to get a back-hoe to basically remove a tenant from 

the third-floor apartment, who was suffering from a medical 

condition. It was things like that, that people did not 

hear about; situations where the electricity was down for 

fifteen to sixteen days, and the hot water and heat were 

unavailable. This is now October-November. It was 

unavailable for twenty days, twenty-one days. Remarkably, 

the goal immediately was to shelter the residents. To make 

sure that each building was safe; that each aspect of what 
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we did was relative to the safety and the priority being 

the residents. Any needs that they had, such as we had a 

list of all those identified individuals. Before we even 

got to that point -- before I forget -- when it was raining 

harshly throughout the day, on that particular Monday, we 

were knocking on all the doors and giving notices out to 

the residents, saying that if they could evacuate, that 

would be something we would recommend that they do. Lo and 

behold, once Sandy hit we knew immediately that the 

deployment of our plan was to shelter the residents; was to 

maintain the buildings safe; to ensure that, from a life-

safety perspective, all equipment would be operational; and 

all top of that, battle the remnants of what we saw happen. 

When we walked into this area of town, we had to climb -- 

you had to climb, literally -- using railing to climb into 

this area, to get into the Housing Authority area of Andrew 

Jackson Gardens. When I stood on the islands, the water was 

literally to my knees, on the island, which is already four 

feet above ground. This is above the street level. We had 

basements where you could have practically been swimming 

in, because the water was ten- to twelve-feet high; the 

markings are there. So you couldn't even get into the 

basement, to put anything on, or check the heaters, or hot 

water heaters, because you couldn't, because of the safety 
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issue. If there is, god forbid, a cable down. We had cables 

that were down. We had wind that blew the cables off the 

buildings, and we didn't know -- we had to make sure that 

they were -- if we had live wire or not, if it was a 

telecommunication cable -- again, it was a scary situation 

because residents didn't know how to react to certain 

aspects of what now they were living with, in this crisis. 

What we realized in the moment was, as long as my team 

could reassure and reaffirm the residents that we, as the 

professionals, as the specialists in this area of emergency 

preparedness, emergency disaster and recovery, that they 

knew we were on the ground -- boots on the ground -- and 

that they saw us in action, leading by example, that they 

would have their fears allayed. 

   And we did that. We accomplished that. 

Because it was like an army of my team, in Navy Seal 

fashion, that was out there -- you know what? Doing the 

unthinkable; really sacrificing themselves. We sacrificed 

ourselves. And my team -- they were courageous. It was in 

the line of Braveheart, right? Men don't follow titles, 

they follow courage. So they saw me in full-blown action 

where, instinctively, we were acting on things, and 

ingenuity, and necessity, and inventing, and basically 

doing [Unclear] stuff that we felt -- we had to jimmy-rig 
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stuff in order to get power from the elevators. Then you 

had the residents who were trying to get power from the 

elevators -- remember, there was no connectivity. No one 

communicated to the residents. There was no communication 

system from the Office of Emergency Management, or those 

who are responsible for communicating to our residents. So 

our residents felt -- After the sixth day, Alan, I went 

into City Hall, and I'll never forget -- I went in there 

while all these press, post-conferences are going on, and 

press conferences and what have you, and I said to the 

mayor, I said, "You know, unless we want another Katrina on 

our hands, we need the National Guard in here. We need to 

make sure that, in fact, we get the resources we need, such 

as the [unclear], such as the water, such as whatever is 

available to my families -- we need to get that. 

   I immediately contacted the Salvation Army. 

We contacted the American Red Cross. We had our partners 

out there who were willing to give us a hand, such as 

Hoboken Grace, such as all the other not-for-profit 

organizations, like Hopes, and all the other ones that were 

very instrumental. Charrito’s restaurant and others were 

willing to make the sacrifice and provide food. In Jesus' 

Name you had -- all these organizations that we reached out 

to knew that we were vulnerable and understood our need. We 
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had doctors and nurses come out of the woodwork who were 

willing to volunteer their time, so we could check the 

seniors in those buildings. Because remember, again, the 

Housing Authority community went fifteen to sixteen days 

without electricity, twenty to twenty-two days without heat 

and hot water. When I tell you the devastation we received 

was immeasurable to anything I had ever seen -- it was 

surreal as to the devastation, in what we were confronted 

with, in a real crisis management situation. 

   But were optimistic, we were prepared, we 

were fortunate to lead by example, and that motivated more 

residents to help out. That's what led more residents, from 

the resident advisory board, to the tenants' association, 

to volunteers out of the woodwork, in the community of the 

fourth ward. They were coming out with the willingness to 

help and donate. It was just amazing. Our community rooms 

that were flooded -- we had, again, it took six days for 

the water to recede. Upon the water receding, we 

immediately went into full-blown action of disaster 

recovery mode, which is your restoration process, which is 

you bring in these heavy, huge fans to dry out the area. 

You're basically disinfecting -- because remember, it was 

Class 3 water: You had gasoline, you had raw sewage, you 

had black oil, you had anti-freeze. You had a full-blown 
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Class 3, which is the worst classified water in its 

contamination. 

   What happened was, we had to, again, lead by 

example and be resourceful, in that we were providing 

snacks. We were out there giving out care kits, medical 

kits. We were out there getting the communications out, for 

the residents to come down to the command center -- 221 

Jackson -- to receive your kit if you didn't get one. And 

bear in mind, we went without any lighting -- any lighting 

-- so this area was pitch black. And we had situations 

where, guess what? You had some predators that were coming 

in from other parts outside the city. They were preying on 

my residents, and we had situations where we had to call in 

the State Police -- because the Hoboken Police Department, 

to their credit, while they were trying to help, they were, 

at this point, exhausted in all areas, and they were 

extended out. We needed more resources. And what we did 

was, Alan, we basically reached out. We got the State 

Police involved, because we had a situation where some 

residents were being preyed on. There were some mugging 

that took place. There was almost a near riot. Let me tell 

you what happened. The residents now are being frustrated. 

They're frustrated. They feel that no one is there from the 

other parts outside of Housing Authority management, and 
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outside of the leaders that were on the ground; that no one 

else was there to help them. So the frustration grew, the 

anxiety grew, and it was like those Maslow's needs, of the 

social-psychological-physiological hierarchy, right? They 

need the basic food, shelter. That's what was going on. 

   So the families and the residents started to 

act out, in the sense that they were frustrated. They were 

afraid. Things were happening that they wanted to hear, 

"Well, when will it be over?" And all we can do, Alan, is 

to continue to shelter them, and continue to provide them 

the information that we had access to, based on what we 

knew in our studies, in our research, in our preparation 

could help the families out. And, there was one night, 

Alan, unbelievable -- I'm driving in a pickup truck, 

checking up. This is now about Saturday. From Monday now 

until Friday or Saturday -- it was actually Friday -- I'm 

there, and you have a Sergeant Dristi, who's out there -- 

because the residents are becoming, now, anxious. Now 

they're getting uptight. They want to know what other help 

is going to come. What's going on? So what happened was -- 

I'll never forget -- the young people started to become 

restless, and with the restlessness came such agitation, 

and with the agitation, some of the folks were almost going 

to have a riot. To the point where we had to intervene 
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there, where there was one sergeant, and the sergeant is 

trying to manage the situation in the developments of 

Andrew Jackson Gardens, and the residents don't want to 

hear it. The young people don't want to hear it. They feel, 

again, that they have been neglected. 

   What happens is, I jump out of the pickup 

truck -- I'll never forget it -- and I see two or three of 

the leaders that I knew. I see Sergeant Dristi, I talked to 

Sgt. Dristi, "Go speak to the guys. Come on guys. The whole 

city's been affected. It's just the Housing Authority. I 

show them pictures of my phone; of what I've experienced; 

of what I've endured in the travels from Fox Hill, being on 

that rooftop, in a 90-miles-per-hour wind, sacrificing my 

life and my employees to help the residents; then walking 

through CCG, and seeing this sea of anti-freeze, and oil, 

and gasoline, and looking at that our compactors were shot; 

the mechanicals were shot; the controllers were shot; and 

you're almost saying, "Oh, my god, how am I going to, like 

Superman, get this back in order." 

   And, lo and behold, the optimism, the hope 

that we gave the residents, the faith and the love that we 

gave them, was returned by them listening to our experience 

and our journey. The journey led them to see that we were 

all in this together. Therefore, at that moment, Sgt. 
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Dristi" he calls for backup, and the young people were 

restless, and this could have been an ugly situation, where 

they could have rioted. And guess what: We prevented it. We 

were fortunate. Because we had boots on the ground, we were 

fortunate to prevent that. That's where the leading-by-

example, and the selflessness of sacrificing yourself and 

my employees -- my team, my team who was amazing, and was 

just extremely, extremely caring, and just compassionate, 

and passionate about what they were doing. That's what 

continued to fuel our drive, and what really got us to a 

point of being able to heal the community in that time of 

need. 

   And lo and behold, Alan, throughout all 

this, I went twenty-two days on two and three hours sleep, 

to the point where I had been diagnosed with post-traumatic 

stress disorder. I guess that part we can leave out. But 

the bottom line was that, in all this, the stress that was 

compounded by the two- and three-hours' sleep -- because it 

was around-the-clock for me and my guys, my team. It was 

really around-the-clock, where we knew that the residents, 

by seeing us in action -- not just by communication but by 

way of doing things that were showing them that we were 

going to make their life a little bit easier; where we 

distributed 5,000 care kits; 5,000 meal and medical kits. 
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We gave blankets -- 5,000 blankets. We have nearly 3,000-

plus families, and we understood the necessity of making 

them feel safe, and reminding them that they had the basic 

needs. As long as they had the basic needs, we would get 

through what we had to get through. There were nights where 

it was cold, and if we did not give them these blankets, 

doubled up and tripled up, from the Salvation Army and from 

the American Red Cross -- those units were cold. There was 

no heat. You had situations with the age of these 

buildings, that you do have pockets of air, probably, 

transferring into the unit by way of the windows or the 

brick. So these are the kinds of situations that we 

challenged ourselves with, and we made it the best possible 

solution to the residents, that kept them feeling like they 

were safe. 

   Now here's the one story that maybe you 

don't know. During that period, again, it was escalating. 

The restlessness was escalating. The predators' preying on 

our residents was escalating; people taking advantage of 

what was going on, in that form. Here's what happened, 

Alan. Lo and behold, the night that the Lieutenant General 

from the Army Corps of Engineers, with his National 

Guardsmen, and with the mayor, came off the shuttle to 

visit us, finally, after -- it was about five days later, 
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four or five days later. Five days later -- when they're 

coming off the shuttle to walk and meet me -- they're 

meeting me now on 320 Jackson, right there on the corner of 

Third and Jackson. They meet me right in front of the 

building. Sergeant Williams -- I'll never forget him 

telling us -- as we were going to walk in to look at the 

assessment, to look at the damage that had been created, 

the sergeant saying, "Shots fired! Shots fired!" and 

everybody running back out. Then, lo and behold, it was 

found out that it wasn't a shot being fired, it was a noise 

that came from a vehicle that was trying to be turned on. 

   So lo and behold, that's how scared people 

were at the time. But that's what the anxiousness of the 

moment created -- the restlessness, the anxiousness, and lo 

and behold, at that time, that was it. After they came, the 

Army Corps of Engineers -- I had convinced the mayor and 

the city officials at the time that, based on the wattage 

load, if we had been provided with 200kw generators, we 

could power up the buildings. That's what we were able to 

do. We were able to get some generators from the Army Corps 

of Engineers. We were able to get some generators from the 

Army Corps of Engineers, and we used them -- because what 

we did for our own buildings -- we had to jimmy-rig our 

generators, and we had to bring out other portable 
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generators, and the kilowatts within those generators 

provided, basically, support for the emergency lighting, 

and for the backup generators that we had. So we had 

portable generators that we used to jimmy-rig, and to start 

up the other generators.  

   So it was interesting, in dealing with the 

innovativeness and the practicality of getting these pieces 

of equipment back and restored, after the water had already 

-- they had a lot of moist -- we had some challenges where 

we had to turn back on certain panels, we now had some 

moist within them, because of the water and its remnants -- 

and what happened, Alan -- you know what? You had sparks. 

Boom. You possibly could have a fire, or a potential 

blackout of that particular equipment. We were fortunate 

that we dried most of the equipment, or all of the 

equipment, and we had some -- there were some that were 

deceiving in that they were not dry, then it led to a small 

spark that we picked up quickly and we were able to defuse. 

   But we all along made sure that the safety 

of our residents was the number-one priority, and that the 

care towards our residents, in sheltering them, was always 

at the forefront of their expectations. We did that by 

leading by example. So lo and behold, we were very 

fortunate to have them prepared; to have an action plan; to 
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deploy a plan with the utmost execution and near 

perfection, to make sure that our communities, or our 

community, would, in fact, be safe. I know that's a lot 

that I've shared, but I was on a roll there. I just wanted 

to make sure I got it all out there, as to what really 

happened. Because these are the stories that are untold; 

the stories where you had a baby who needed -- who was a 

diabetic and needed insulin. We were fortunate to have dry 

ice, because that baby could have gone into shock. Rushing 

to go get it, in the deep freezer where we had it frozen -- 

we had situations where some people were vandalizing the 

elevator rooms, because they wanted power, to have 

connectivity, to hear what was going on. So you went into a 

basement and you might see fifteen people connected to that 

power source, because that's the emergency backup that 

comes with the generator -- which could create a disaster, 

or a hazard situation, because of the fact that it could 

trip the particular generator and create a small explosion. 

We were dealing with these kinds of situations, where it 

was really tough. It was challenging and it was 

adversarial, but God knows he was with us, and I thank God 

for the strength and resiliency that he gave us, and for 

the "proactiveness" and command that he gave my team and 

myself, to do what we had to do, which was the right thing 
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-- to put ourselves on the line as the front line team. We 

did that. We put ourselves right in the front lines, to 

make sure that our residents in these buildings would be 

restored, and our residents would be safe. 

   That's where we are today. We are still in 

the recovery process. We're still waiting for funding from 

FEMA, to continue to -- we're purchasing new generators. 

We're replacing some boilers. We invested a lot in boilers 

being refurbished, and also we had to clean them. There was 

a lot of cleanup because of the contamination. Because of 

the contamination, and because of the winds that were so 

heavy -- we had our network infrastructure destroyed. We 

had antennas that were blown off the rooftops. We had 

repeaters that were blown off the rooftops. We had trees 

that were ripped by its roots from the ground, that we had 

to get cut immediately, because it presented a liability. 

We had gates that were blown away. It was incredible, from 

the CCG all the way down -- which is Christopher Columbus 

Gardens. We had loose concrete that was blown off, and we 

had to secure those areas that really would have been a 

liability. 

   After that, on top of it all, we had two 

major main water breaks, because of the saturation of the 

water and the pressure on the knee. We had two major water 
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breaks right after we got everything restored, as far as 

the heat, the hot water, and the electricity. Right after, 

we had two major main water breaks in this area, in the 

Andrew Jackson Gardens, and in the Harrison Gardens area. 

So we were faced with major damage, over $5 million, $6 

million, in damage, and it was just insane as to its 

devastation. But fortunately, again, what I think it boiled 

down to is having the right leadership; being able to 

execute on the plan, which we had already gone over -- the 

emergency preparedness plan; the emergency disaster 

recovery plan; and that's how we were able to manage to 

keep the operations working. Bear in mind that a lot of 

personnel did not live in Hoboken, could not come to work, 

so we were dealing with an elite team that really was 

prepared, was courageous, were amazing in their compassion. 

Because they understood that what it meant for me was 

ensuring there would be no casualty; that ensuring no 

casualty to human life; no casualty to -- or inconvenience 

that could be avoided for a long period of time. Any 

inconvenience was, I believe, a short period of it. We 

sustained -- we were sustainable in our action, in our 

action plan. We were able to, quite frankly, rise above the 

water. We were able to rise above it, and we were able to 

show, in demonstration, that the Hoboken Housing Authority 
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knows how to prepare, plan, and execute an emergency 

preparedness plan, for situations like that. It was in an 

invaluable experience, while quite challenging, 

adversarial, and quite sacrificing. It was an invaluable 

experience. I am grateful that I was able to be the CEO ED 

at this time, to have led my team into the fray of this 

crisis. I think that, today, we have, remarkably, turned 

things around, in a short period of time, and we're still 

recovering. The devastation was really impactful. So we're 

still recovering, but we were able to turn around the basic 

needs of our residents. Now, I think, we are in a healthy, 

better state, but we still are recovering, because we had 

to replace a lot of the damaged equipment, and mitigation 

is the critical factor now, that we are looking to 

implement. 

   But I'm dealing with, again, these aged 

buildings. We have a lot of obsolescence, which, in its 

design, is not conducive to the implementation of a lot of 

the mitigation that I would like to do -- which is to 

create safe rooms, which is to elevate certain controllers, 

certain panels, things of that nature, which we're doing it 

-- replacing certain wiring -- things of that nature. We're 

tubbing things. We're making it more where it's protected. 
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We're approaching flood barriers, to basically try to 

remedy the situation as best we can. 

   The problem is, again, we'll never be able 

to raze any of these buildings. We are in a flood zone. We 

have a sewer system that is antiquated. We have a plumbing 

system that is antiquated. We have issues, still, that we 

will face if we get hit by another Sandy, or if we got hit 

by an Irene and Sandy, we'd be in bigger trouble, and it 

would be a greater crisis. So I'm just grateful that today 

I can tell you the stories of what we dealt with. What was 

amazing to me was how my community, the Housing Authority 

families, came together to serve others. Out of the command 

center, we were distributing goods, and what I love the 

most is the camaraderie that was built from that. Again, 

showing how strong Hoboken is, showing that when it comes 

to any disaster or crisis situation, the community knows 

how to come together for the greater good and purpose of 

everyone. 

   That is what we were able to demonstrate. 

That was what we were able to do and accomplish, as we led 

by example -- 
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   AS: What did Hoboken learn about itself as a 

city, after dealing with this storm. 

 

   CG: That's a great question. I believe that 

Hoboken learned that when it comes to dealing with a 

crisis, that it is a city for everyone whom must come 

together, to serve everyone, especially those who are 

underprivileged; especially that I think it realized that 

from a communications standpoint -- there was a lack of 

communication, and we have to better prepare ourselves, and 

systematically have in place communication mechanisms that 

will keep everyone posted as to what is happening. I think 

Hoboken learned that there is a community, such as the 

Housing Authority, which sits in the lower point of the 

city, where the water would be the most impactful, and 

would reside there the longest -- which it did not recede 

until six, seven days later. What we learned is, overall, 

that there are better ways that we can handle these kinds 

of situations, and that, collectively, we need to be 

communicating better, and that, collectively, we can do 

more. We can do more. Collectively, we can do more. And 

this community is not an isolationist to the rest of the 

city. I think there are many folks who are learning today, 

from the stories that we're telling, that, in fact, this 
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community requires an overall and reconfiguration of its 

buildings, in order to be prepared for another Sandy. So 

when the city asks the question, "Are you ready?," 

unfortunately, we can only say we're ready on the ground, 

to embrace and react to another Sandy if it were to happen. 

But the buildings, our properties, this community, is not 

ready for another Sandy, in the sense of its current 

composition, in its building makeup; in how these 

mechanicals sit in the basements, which are below the flood 

plain level; and clearly, with an antiquated plumbing 

system, sewage system, it really requires a lot of work 

moving forward. I think that to better suit the city and 

this community, we have to make the proper investments, and 

we have to basically bring everyone together collectively, 

to create a sustainable tomorrow for the community at 

large, and in the Hoboken Housing Authority. 

 

   AS: Final question: Do you feel as if 

Hoboken has recovered. And if so, was there a moment that 

made you think, "Hoboken is back?" 

 

   CG: The question is, "Do I feel Hoboken has 

recovered." Yes." There's no doubt in my mind that the city 

has recovered. It should be thriving in its, I guess, 
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marketing to the rest of the world, or the rest of the 

country, that, in fact, we are back. And I think that while 

we are still in transformation and restoration -- actually 

we're beyond -- we're not in restoration, we're still in 

recovery when it comes to funding opportunities; when it 

comes to mitigation factors. That's the recovery that I 

referred to in this second part of this interview -- or 

question. But I don't think that Hoboken should make itself 

to still be hurting like down the shore. I don't think 

Hoboken is near what the Rockaways or what down the shore 

looks like and feels like, which has been an amazing, 

amazing sense of resiliency from Governor Christie to the 

President, working together, focusing on the people and the 

progress, for a better tomorrow, and really putting aside 

the politics. 

   So I think if we were to do that, and 

operate as we see our national leaders operate, during 

Sandy and post-Sandy, that is what we need to employ in the 

great city of Hoboken, so we could focus on the progress 

and the people for a sustainable future, and remove the 

politics so it doesn't inhibit, paralyze, or in any way 

prevent us from doing what is the right thing for this 

community, as executive director of the Housing Authority, 

and for the community at large, as a taxpayer. That is what 
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I would like to see happen, and that's what we are pursuing 

in our purpose, and in our operational goals. I can only 

speak as the executive director of the Housing Authority, 

from that standpoint, but I can tell you that, as a 

resident taxpayer, I would like to see these take-aways, a 

lesson, and that we actually apply solutions to correct 

what was not done correctly. 

 

   AS: Thank you. 

 

   CG: You're welcome, Alan. It's been a 

pleasure; and thank you for the great questions. 

     

     

    

   

 

 

 

 

    


