RENT AND RAVE|

Immig tenants cheer big

nounce Wednesdaythat

amajor New York City
real estate firm has agreed to
submit to an outside monitor for
threeyears and to compensate
Spanish-speakingtenantsit
improperly forced tovacateits
rent-stabilized apartments.

Theunusual settlement comes
aftera seven-month investigation
by the agency’stenant protection
unitinto the practices of Castellan
Real Estate Partners, owner of49
state-regulated buildingsin
Harlem, Washington Heights, the
South Bronxand Brooklyn.

The probe, which included
first-ever subpoenasbythe hous-
ingdivision ofalandlord'sentire
financial records, wassparked
aftera Daily Newsreportin May
that Castellan’s management
companywas demandingto see
the passports or proof of citizen-
ship as well as pay stubs of all
tenants — eventhosewho had
validleases.

ov.Cuomo’s Division of
Housingand Communi-
ty Renewal will an-

Thefirm threatened to evict
within 30 daysanyonewhodidn’t
comply,and it pressured dozens
of tenants, most of them immi-
grants from Mezico and Ecuador,
tosign vacate agreements.
Statelaw does not permita
landlord to demand proof of
citizenship orincomefroma
tenantwho alreadyhasavalid
lease. :
“Thissettlement servesasa
reminderto landlordsthatthere
will bereal consequencesif
they try to intimidate their
tenants based on their
background, citizenship
orlegal status,” Cuomo
(pictured) saidina
statement.
Castellanisa
private invest-
mentfirmrun
bybrothers
Pauland

'’

John Salib. The firm admitsno
wrongdoingunderthesettlement.
Itagrees, however, to overhaulits
tenantpractices, toretrain all of
itsemployeesand to paythe costs
of the independent monitor.

Inaddition, the firm will create
a$100,000 fund to compensate or
“agsure the return of tenants that
hadbeen wrongfullyremoved
from theirhomes,” a Housingand
Community Renewal Division
spokesmansaid.

The settlement “resolvesthe
various legal issues that werein
dispute,” Castellan’sattorney, -
Blaine Schwadel, said.

Many of Castellan’s buildings
wererecentlyacquired in
neighborhoods that

haveundergonerapid
gentrification.
Thedivision’s

< ¥/ probefoundthefirm’s
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private offeringto
investors promised
such highrates of return
thatits goals couldbe met
onlyby emptyingthe
buildingsand sharply
raisingrents.

win in state settiement |

Last spring, tenants from
several Castellan buildingsheld a
series of protests. Led by the
nonprofitgroup Movement for
Justice in El Barrio, they produced
reamsof documents toback up
their claims of landlord intimida-
tion.

“Bversince webanded togeth-
erand spoke qut, thingshave
gotten better forus,” Maria Agu-
irre, a tenantin a Castellan build-
ingon Teller Ave. in the Bronx,
said.

Forsolong, even under Demo-
craticgovernorslike Bliot Spitzer
and David Paterson, the housing
division wasatoothless agency
thatignored abusivelandlords.

But withthetenant protection
unit created by Cuomo twoyears
ago, thatseemstobe changing.

“Tenants didn’thave to wait for
courtproceedings, lengthy deposi-
tions or any of the otherlegal
mechanisms thatcould have tied
them up foryears,” said division
Deputy Commissioner Richard
White. “This sends a clearmes-
sage (tolandiords) . . . thatweare
watching.”




