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THE CITY OF NEW YORK
OFFICE OF THE MAYOR
NEW YORK, NY 10007
 
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: December 8, 2016
CONTACT: pressoffice@cityhall.nyc.gov, (212) 788-2958
 
TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO HOLDS MEDIA AVAILABILITY TO DISCUSS THE DEATH OF TWO CHILDREN IN THE BRONX  

Mayor Bill de Blasio: I wanted to speak for a couple of minutes and then take questions about the tragedy our city experienced yesterday in the Bronx. And I visited the apartment where the two children passed away – Ibanez and Scylee – two-year-old and one-year-old – and it is very painful to see that. My heart goes out to this family – to the parents who have lost their two children. I can only imagine that pain. Two beautiful children – there were photos on the walls; drawings on the wall. It was a very – clearly a warm, and loving household, there is no question about that.
 
And the loss that we all feel here – I was with the precinct commander and some of the detectives from the precinct – everyone felt the sort of [inaudible] silence looking at this room  and sensing the loss that this family had experienced. And it was really hard to talk about. And I have to tell you, there’s going to be a very full investigation – rigorous investigation to figure out what happened here. NYPD is doing an investigation – of course, the Department of Homeless Services and our Housing Department – HPD – are investigating as well.
 
But what we know so far suggests an extraordinary an unprecedented accident – something that we – no one that I have talked to so far in any agency has ever seen anything like this. Steve Banks, who has so much history – for 30 years worked with the homeless and [inaudible] leading experts on building [inaudible] for New York City – no one has ever seen anything like this. And we need to understand what happened here. We do not see any precedent in anything that has happened before. This was a freak accident, a series of painful coincidences that led to the loss of these children. HPD went through the building and the adjoining building. They apparently have an adjoined boiler system – went through, went to every apartment last night, did not find anything [inaudible]. They restored the heat as a result. There were no specific complaints that we knew of that would have indicated anything like this. There had been an inspection of this apartment last month. We are trying to put the pieces together, but so far cannot understand how something like this could happen.
 
So, I will take some questions now and do my best to answer with the understanding that we only have preliminary information. But I would just say one last thing, I think a very natural question – should New Yorkers be concerned about their radiators? What I can tell you is, again, we have no history of something like this specific incident. We will – if there is anything we learn from the investigation we are going to make it the public immediately, obviously, that would tell people to take a precaution, but so far just appears to be an extraordinarily unusual and particular incident – but horribly, horribly tragic.
 
I’ll take some questions.
 
Question: Mayor, I guess just generally, do you feel that the City should have moved faster?
 
Mayor: [Inaudible]
 
Question: I guess my question was, do you think that the City should have moved faster to close these cluster sites? I guess just generally that had been the plan. Are we not on the timeline?
 
Mayor: Josh, I think there’s a couple different things happening. We absolutely, as planned, will close all the cluster sites. There’s aggressive work being done to do that now. But so far what we are seeing – this is not because this is a cluster site. The building had been inspected last month. There were not the highest level health and safety violations present in the building. I looked at this apartment personally very, very carefully. There were not evident health and safety dangers in this apartment. This is not because – from everything we know at this moment, it’s not because it was a cluster site. Something very unusual happened here. And now that being said, we want to get out of the clusters as soon as possible, but we need the space to do that. We have to have a place. If someone is truly homeless – and we don’t want them on the street – they need a place, so we’re going to be talking about the timeline we’re working on to get out of as many clusters as possible, but I don’t want people saying that this incident is because of clusters, because we don’t know that at all yet. We need to [inaudible] we literally do not know how this specifically could’ve happened.
 
Question: Mr. Mayor, the radiator obviously came out intact, so what exactly exploded? Was it the [inaudible]?
 
Mayor: The best I can tell you now, Juliet, is the valve that every radiator has – something happened with that valve. We do not know if it was something wrong with the manufacturer of that unit. We do not know if it was altered in some way. Something unusual was going on. That’s what we have to figure out, but somehow the valve – even though it was a low pressure system. I just talked to deputy commissioner [inaudible] who was there himself and again is an expert on repairs in apartment buildings – the low pressure system – the boiler was in another building, there was nothing that indicated the valve coming off, but apparently somehow it came off and steam came out in an extraordinary quantity. We don’t know how or why. It has nothing to do with the rest of the surface of the radiator. It’s just the valve.
 
Question: How old was the radiator?
 
Mayor: What’s that?
 
Question: Do you know how old it is?
 
Mayor: The – no, [inaudible] did not know that yet.
 
Question: What is the vetting process like for the City [inaudible] apartments and does that need to be more stringent?
 
Mayor: Let me say – and to answer your question, but before I do that – the families [inaudible] families have been moved out of precaution [inaudible] but again every family mainly the building is people who rent apartments who are not homeless. Every apartment [inaudible] all were cleared [inaudible]. This building, as I said, was inspected last month did not [inaudible] violations. So, we’re working with the building. We have [inaudible] the staff to make sure that it meets standards. But the problem, as you know, is we’ve got to keep going back. [Inaudible] Steve Banks – speak with him later – know that he can [inaudible]. But the most recent inspections [inaudible] suggested nothing like [inaudible] suggested [inaudible]. From looking at that apartment – was it perfect? No. Was it – compared to many, many apartments out there in New York City – you know, private sector, public sector – was it a perfectly habitable apartment? Absolutely. 

Question: Have you determined whether the [inaudible] landlord here – the same [inaudible] who appeared on the Worst Landlord List. If so, is there any crosschecking that occurred before you used the building as a cluster to see if it had [inaudible] on it?

Mayor: Commissioner Banks can go into the details. We want to get out of all clusters. Clusters, by definition – we’ve said this a long time – it’s not where we want homeless people to be. That our goal in many cases is to turn over these clusters to new ownership and get them fully updated and repaired. I don’t know if this is the same person. I don’t know whether it is or it isn’t has any bearing on this situation. Because there is a management – a non-profit management company that actually [inaudible]. So I’ll have Commissioner Banks answer that.
 
Question: I was just wondering Mr. Mayor, I know that you don’t have all the details about the inspection but do we know if in those inspections, they do check radiators. The reason why I asking you that is because we were with residents yesterday and we did hear complaints that they’ve said that sometimes their heater was working, sometimes too much heat; sometimes they would see some steam in other apartments so I was just wondering if in those inspections you checked the radiators. Because, we also checked that building, it had prior violations, not necessarily related to radiators but –
 
Mayor: This is the problem. I don’t know the exact nature of the inspection. We can get, again Commissioner Banks, Deputy Commissioner [inaudible] can go over with you exactly how they do it. Problems with too much heat are very common in this City. Even some steam coming off a radiator, per se, is not unusual. Something here happened though – unprecedented, absolutely unprecedented. We’ve got to know why. We do not know why yet. But in terms of how they inspect the radiators. I will make sure that we get to that answer.
 
Question: Mr. Mayor, Is there any indication that [inaudible] and in Staten Island that were housing homeless families. You vowed then to cut down the numbers. We’ve seen the numbers have went up since then. Why should [inaudible]?
 
Mayor: I don’t think it’s about vows, David, I think it’s about when we get it done. We will see it with our own eyes. We said very clearly we were going to get out of clusters and we were going to [inaudible] but we have got to do that – we have to speed the production of affordable housing and supportive housing. We need help from the State, which might happen now in the special session in Albany. We need to keep getting people out of shelter which is why we announced this new initiative to get people reunited with their family and we would provide a subsidy to help that happen. We have to do all of those things simultaneously to be able to take down the number in the hotels and take down the numbers in the clusters. And the clusters that I said we’re more and more going to try and convert them. It’ll be that playing out very soon. But no, the vow is where we have to go, but I don’t control the number of people who become homeless – new – who then we have to accommodate. We are trying to get to the root of the problem but it is a very big problem.
 
Question: [Inaudible]
 
Mayor: We don’t – I’m sorry. It’s just too early in the investigation. That’s possible, but we don’t know that.
 
Unknown: Two more questions. [Inaudible]
 
Question: [Inaudible]

Mayor: I want to check – the 3,000 sites – I want to check that number. 

Question: 3,000 cluster units. 

Mayor: Yeah, I think it’s units, not sites. Sites suggests buildings. Yeah, units – correct. 

Question: Given this tragedy, how does it bolster [inaudible] frustration with your administration’s inability to reduce the number of cluster sites?

Mayor: Again, I want to separate the different pieces. Guys, this is a real serious matter. Two children died. If you reported it as it’s because it’s a cluster, you may not be reporting the truth. We have to get the truth of what happened here. We do not know that yet. We are going to provide it for you the second we do. Meanwhile, we want to get out of clusters – that’s a long-established rule of this administration. But let’s come to grips with some facts – the cost of housing in this town continues to go up; wages are not going up anywhere near the same [inaudible]; more people are becoming homeless. We’re trying everything we know to keep them out of shelter, to find any other way to get them someplace else better – or, they get in shelter, get them out, [inaudible] quick path to some kind of housing. But this is a constant flow of people we’re trying to support and address. Until we can stabilize that situation, we can’t arrest the number of clusters the way we want to. I believe everyone is doing everything they know how and we’ve put a huge amount of resources into doing it, but the problem is the front-end of the process. There’s constantly more and more people who are economically falling apart and cannot afford the cost of housing.

Unknown: Last question – last question. 

Question: You’ve said that you have a new plan [inaudible] –

Mayor: Yeah.

Question: [Inaudible] what is it?

Mayor: Well, I’ll say a couple of things [inaudible]. One – we have announced the HOME-STAT initiative to get people off the streets, which, by the way, would mean more people, at least temporarily, in shelters, in Safe Havens, because everyone who comes off the street [inaudible]. We don’t want them in the street – that’s the worst of all situations. We’d rather get them into shelter and then work them from there into permanent housing. So, actually, as we have seen some success getting people off the street because of HOME-STAT, they end up in shelter. The second is – everything we’ve done with rental systems, which has now accounted for over 40,000 people coming out of shelter in the last few years and into permanent housing – everything we’re doing with rental systems to keep people from going into shelter. And in the case we talked about recently – to get families reconnected. We’re saying to family members, take in your family member. We will give you the money for the rent. And we think a lot of families will agree to do that. So, all of that is part of the plan – and the anti-eviction legal services [inaudible] that stops people from ending up in shelter. All of the pieces are part of the work we have to do, but a lot more [inaudible] is a vision of how we take it over the next few years and turn this number [inaudible] and we hope once and for all. 

Unknown; Thank you, guys. Thank you.

Mayor: Thank you, everyone. 
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