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Sal, a 62 year old on disability, lost everything during Hurricane Sandy. A day before the storm, he was 
forced to evacuate his Point Pleasant apartment, take a train to South Amboy, and walk eight miles to a 
shelter in East Brunswick. For five months, Sal remained homeless, moving from shelter to hotels until only 
recently finding an apartment in East Brunswick, more then 50 miles from Point Pleasant. 

Sal is only one of thousands of renters across New Jersey who still remain displaced six months after 
Sandy.  43 percent of all Sandy-impacted families in New Jersey, and 80 percent of those earning under 
$30,000 per year, are renters, according to an Enterprise Community Partners study. Renters impacted by 
Sandy are 23 percent African-American and 25 percent Hispanic. 

So it was a great surprise when the State of New Jersey in March proposed a far lower share, 22 percent, 
of the housing resources for Sandy rebuilding to renters. The State’s plan was targeted to aid 26,000 
homeowners, but only 5,000 renters. As a result, many renters impacted by Sandy would never have the 
chance to move back to their communities and instead would be displaced to far-flung parts of New Jersey 
or even out of state. 

Over 75 civil rights, religious, civic, labor, environmental, and housing groups opposed these provisions of 
New Jersey’s plan. While the State of New Jersey ignored these comments in releasing its final plan in late 
March, before getting federal approval the State had to change its plan to provide an additional $75 million 
in resources for renters to rebuild. 

This report emphasizes the real-life impact of the Christie Administration’s choice to exclude many low-
income renters from rebuilding. The report tells the stories of six families displaced by Hurricane Sandy and 
struggling to rebuild, and then offers policy recommendations for providing renters their fair share of Sandy 
recovery funds and services. We hope that the report will help ensure that everyone impacted by Sandy has 
a chance to rebuild.

Introduction
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Prior to the storm, Darrin O’Neill was renting a house in Seaside Heights, 
for three years and has rented lived in the shore community for over ten. During Darrin’s time 
in Seaside, he served as a manager for a store on the boardwalk. As a long time low-income 
resident, he had struggled for years with finding safe and affordable housing. Since Sandy, 
Darrin has been displaced and would have become homeless if not for the generosity of friends 

throughout New Jersey and New York City, who allowed him to stay in their homes for extended 
periods of time.

Darrin hopes to return to Seaside Heights, but can no longer afford to live their as rents have more then doubled due to the shortage 
in housing and approaching summer season. Still committed to serving his neighbors, Darrin is now working in the Ocean County’s 
Long Term Disaster Recovery Center as a family case manager. He also helps to run the Center’s food pantry. In his position, Darrin 
states he encounters around 10 displaced families from Seaside Heights alone each week. Six months after the storm, Darrin has 
finally begun the process of locating permanent housing. 
Darrin feels extremely lucky and thankful for all the support he has received and believes that renters would benefit greatly from 
increased funding and services throughout the state.

Darrin O’Neill, 31
Pre-Sandy: Seaside Heights (Ocean County)

Sandy Family Profiles

Going into her senior year at Holy Spirit High School, top 
student and basketball star, Dayna Hartley, 18, had no idea 
that Sandy would destroy everything she and her family 

owned. Dayna, her 2 siblings and parents, were displaced for 
several weeks after their home was almost completely destroyed 
during the hurricane and later condemned. The March before 
Sandy, Dayna’s mother also lost her job of 26 years as a casino 
director, leaving the family of five dependent on only one salary. 

After falling victim to a predatory lending scheme, the Harley’s home also went into foreclosure shortly before the storm.

During the hurricane, Dayna, her mother and siblings took refuge on the second floor of their home, while their father, Stephen Hartley, 
worked to save others’ homes in his job as water pump operator for the City of Ventnor. Following Sandy, the Hartleys were stuck in 
their severely flooded home for five days until they relocated to a small apartment in Margate. They lived there until mid February, 
when the landlord made them leave so he could return for the spring season. Prior to moving, the Hartleys made several unsuccessful 
attempts to secure another affordable rental, including falling victim to a bait and switch on a unit they signed a lease for. As a result, the 
Hartleys were forced to live in hotel for several weeks, where they struggled to get aid to pay room costs, until moving into their current 
two-bedroom apartment in Ventnor.

The Hartleys deeply want to re-build, but have faced many challenges acquiring aid because of their home entering foreclosure. Even 
though the family paid homeowners and flood insurance for many years, their insurance companies have only offered to provide a small 
fraction of the money needed to fully repair their home. As they now face becoming long-term renters, the Hartleys fear they will not 
receive the future assistance they need to remain together and cover their basic expenses. In spite of everything, the Hartleys have 
stayed strong, as evidenced by Dayna, who has received top grades all year and currently ranks 7th in her class. 

Dayna Hartley, 18
Pre-Sandy: Ventor Heights (Atlantic County) 
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A native of Venezuela, Helen moved to the U.S. twenty-three years ago with hopes of a new life and 
opportunity. Since Sandy, Helen has been living in her severely damaged, mold and rat-infested 
apartment within in a section of Newark’s Ironbound, called, “The Island,” a small corridor located 
close to the Passaic River, which was among the most severely flooded neighborhoods in Newark. 
During the storm, Helen’s street, basement and first floor of her apartment building completely 
flooded and remained un-drained for days. Unable to stay in her apartment, Helen lived with 
neighbors for a week, returning home only after her building had been drained.

 For several days following Sandy, with no electricity, phone or knowledge of disaster relief 
assistance available, Helen remained on her block and sought no help. Only after representatives from the Ironbound Community 
Corporation visited Helen’s block to distribute food and supplies was she notified of FEMA’s services, after which she immediately 
applied for assistance. Even though Helen has sought FEMA’s assistance, she has benefited very little due to her lack of knowledge 
regarding the application process and language barrier. At the initial inspection of her apartment, FEMA representatives did not 
provide Helen with any information regarding housing placement or other services, even though her building was unsafe to live in.

Since the storm, FEMA has only provided Helen one rental check, which she did not receive notification of being deposited into her 
account and thus remained unused for weeks. After Sandy, Helen was also without power for more then two weeks. Additionally, 
she spent a majority of winter with no heat or hot water. To make matter worse, Helen’s car was destroyed during the storm and she 
cannot claim transportation assistance from FEMA because she surrendered the deed and vehicle to the junk yard not realizing she 
need documentation for car later to qualify for assistance.

Helen’s landlord has also struggled to make repairs to building, as the landlord does not qualify for FEMA assistance. Like many 
Sandy renters, Helen has been left at the mercy of her landlord to make repairs that she cannot afford to make. On top of the 
inhumane living conditions she has endured for six months since the storm, Helen lost her husband this July and is incredibly 
depressed. Due to the economy, Helen has also been restricted for over a year to working as table busser in Morristown for only 25 
hours a week at $7.00 per hour. Helen is grateful for her life but wishes every day that she could find a clean, safe and affordable 
place to call home. 

Helen Gradziel, 52
Pre-Sandy & Post Sandy: Newark (Essex County)

Sal Amato, 62
Pre-Sandy: Point Pleasant (Ocean County)
62 years old and disabled, Sal Amato always dreamed of living near the Jersey Shore but never thought he afford 
to do so. In 2011, after years of health, family and financial problems, Sal finally felt things were improving when he 
found an affordable apartment two blocks from the beach in Point Pleasant, NJ. Within a year, he would become 
homeless for over 5 months and lose almost everything he owned.

The night before Sandy hit, Sal was forced to evacuate, took the train to South Amboy, and then walked over 8 miles to a shelter in 
East Brunswick. During the hurricane, 14 feet of seawater infiltrated his apartment, destroying his bed, furniture and all of his other 
personal belongings. Following the storm, Sal remained in a shelter for several weeks, where he witnessed theft, drug abuse, and 
the mistreatment of other families by shelter staff on a daily basis.

In late November of 2012, FEMA finally placed Sal in a hotel.  While living in the hotel, no food or other goods were provided to him, 
despite the hotel’s remote location and the fact he had no vehicle.  After living in the hotel for only a short period, Sal was notified 
by FEMA that he would no longer qualify for assistance after Janurary 12th. Once receiving this news, Sal spent weeks trying to 
ask FEMA for extended assistance but was unsuccessful. With nowhere else to turn, Sal contacted the Governor’s Office and the 
President’s oversight committee for assistance. Only after a congressional inquiry into his FEMA paper work was it discovered that a 
clerical error resulted in the expiration of assistance—an error that was found and addressed only days before he was scheduled for 
removal from the hotel.

Once he found an apartment, Sal still needed to buy furniture and other belongings. He had to sleep on the floor until recently 
when someone donated a bed to him. Sal has attributed the extreme hardships and struggles he has encountered with a lack of 

disaster preparation by FEMA and lack of funds and other resources available to those renting, whom he states “were hit 
the hardest with the least options for help.
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Lori Dibble
Pre-Sandy: Highlands (Monmouth County)

Since Sandy, Lori has been displaced for more than six months. Before the 
hurricane, Lori was a resident of a Highlands for over eight years, where 
she lived in a manufactured home she owned on leased property within 
the Paradise Park community.  Within Monmouth County, the community 
of Paradise Park and greater Highlands municipality has long been an 
enclave of economic diversity and affordability, providing modest homes for 
clammers, dockbuilders, teachers, and other low income households for at 
least fifty years.

Self-employed and with a very low income, Paradise Park provided an 
affordable community to Lori in an area with little comparable affordable 

housing.  After the hurricane, over 50% of Paradise Park’s homes, including 
Lori’s, suffered severe damage. Lori’s community was the hardest hit low-

income community in her municipality. As a result, Lori was left homeless. With no 
place to go, she stayed with friends for several weeks until mid-December 2012, when 

she taken off a FEMA waiting list and placed in a hotel. Lori remained in the hotel for about six 
weeks until February 2013, after which she was transferred to a disaster relief housing in Fort Monmouth, where she still resides.

More than anything, Lori wants to fix her home and return to Highlands, but was shut out of her manufactured housing community, 
along with 45 other families, in the landlord’s effort to clear the land for a new luxury development. Prior to the hurricane, the 
landlord had spent seven years fighting the community’s efforts to purchase the land and form a resident owned community. 
Now the residents believe that the developer landlord has used the storm as an excuse to accelerate closure of the community 
to facilitate redevelopment of the property. Even though she had a lease, the landowner took no actions in landlord-tenant court 
before the community owner closed the community and terminated the leases.

Throughout her area, rents have also doubled, which has made it even more difficult to find an affordable apartment. Lori deeply 
misses her home and fears she may never again have the opportunity to live in safe and affordable community. 

Ingrid Jimenez, 42, and single mother of two children, did not expect the public housing she was living in with her 
family in Carteret to flood over four feet during the hurricane. Sitting on their first floor living room as the water 
began to enter, Ingrid and her children took refuge on their buildings second floor until the storm cleared and they 
could evacuate. Following Sandy, Ingrid and her children stayed with her brother for over month, until she received 
assistance from FEMA and moved into a new apartment in Perth Amboy. After the hurricane, Ingrid’s former home in 

Carteret was deemed uninhabitable and has remained unpaired and vacant.

Ingrid has been unemployed for several months and continues to struggle with finding a job. Without the help of her brother 
directly after the storm, she does not know if she and her children would have had stability and support they needed to get through 
the FEMA application process and find a new apartment. 

Ingrid Jimenez, 42
Pre-Sandy: Carteret (Middlesex County)



About Fair Share Housing Center

Founded in 1975, FSHC is the only public interest organization entirely devoted to defending the housing rights of New Jersey’s poor through 
enforcement of the Mount Laurel Doctrine, the landmark decision that prohibits economic discrimination through exclusionary zoning and requires 

all towns to provide their “fair share” of their region’s need for affordable housing.

The mission of FSHC is to end discriminatory or exclusionary housing patterns which have deprived the poor, particularly those presently living 
in inner cities, of the opportunity to reside in an environment which offers safe, decent, and sanitary housing near employment and educational 

opportunities. FSHC is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization.
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Recommendations & Conclusion
The stories of the families in this report show 
that much more needs to be done to help renters 
impacted by Sandy. From our conversations 
with the families and community leaders, here 
are some recommendations for ensuring renters 
receive a fair share of the state’s post Sandy 
recovery assistance and resources:

• Ensure that renters get a fair share of 
rebuilding resources. The increase in $75 
million in rental funding as part of HUD’s 
approval of the New Jersey Action Plan is a 
good start. An additional $110 million is needed to have a fair balance in resources in the initial round of rebuilding 
funding, with more money for rental housing in the second and third rounds of federal funds coming later this year 
and next year.

• Focus funds on the most impacted communities. The State of New Jersey has promised HUD to target the 
hardest-hit communities in allocating rental resources, but has no plan to do so. That means that East Orange, 
which had little damage from the storm, has as good a chance at getting rental funding as hard-hit Atlantic City; 
barely impacted Mahwah has as much chance of getting rental funding as devastated Toms River. That should 
change.

• Make sure people have a choice about where to rebuild. Funds should help people rebuild in both urban and 
suburban communities, and the State should fairly distribute funds based on need. The State should not impose 
or allow others to impose barriers to rebuilding; Not in My Backyard attitudes should not be able to stop much-
needed homes from being built.

• Find a way to bridge the gap for renters that need help now. Much of the rebuilding effort will focus on 
building or renovating homes; right now, for example, Monmouth County has less than a 1% apartment vacancy 
rate, so more homes are desperately needed. In the meantime, however, lower-income renters are facing 20-30 
percent rent increases they cannot afford; and thousands of renters have dropped off of FEMA’s radar screen. 
While the State has a $10,000 grant program for 1,800 homeowners, it only has a small program to provide 
immediate assistance to renters, and only indirectly through landlords. More direct, and immediate, assistance is 
needed.

Without more effort to address the needs of people like Sal Amato, Dayna Hartley, and Helen Gradziel, New Jersey 
risks repeating the mistakes made after Hurricane Katrina. The steps this report recommends will help chart a different 
direction – and make sure that Sandy results in temporary, rather than permanent, displacement of renters, especially 
renters with low incomes, from communities throughout New Jersey. 

Christie Winters, Program Director at the Visitation Relief Center in Brick states:  

“Many, many families who were renters when Sandy happened thought 
by staying with friends or families until they could find a place they were 
doing the right thing by saving the government money. Now fast forward 
six months and they still have been unable to find new rental housing 
and what they are finding for rentals is so expensive it is not affordable. 
What would be nice is to see some help for at least a year from the 
government to help off set the new cost in rent.”

Staff:


