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For Victims of Hurricane Katrina

Andie Simon Sparks 
Today Show Build

Al Roker and 
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for Humanity 
International’s 
Hurricane Katrina 
relief efforts.
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Three years ago, volunteer Andie Simon 
joined St. Bart’s Church congregants on a 
grueling winter day at a Bronx Habitat site, 

mixing icy water into grout to tile a bathroom. 
She found it so rewarding that she returned to 
wield hammers on more city builds.

When Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf 
Coast, Simon’s thoughts turned to her construc-
tion experiences with Habitat-NYC—and an idea 
began to brew. 

Richard K. Wong, Habitat-NYC’s Director of 
Community Partnerships, died 
suddenly on Sept. 15, surrounded 

by his loving family and his pastor, 
Reverend David Dyson of the Lafayette 
Presbyterian Church in Brooklyn, where 
Richard had been an elder.

“He was the greatest social activist 
I’ve ever known,” said Roland Lewis, 
Executive Director of Habitat-NYC, as 
he described the immense sense of loss felt by his 
colleagues. All those who knew Richard, whether for 

a month or many years, were impressed by his per-
sonal kindness, sense of humor and his 
quiet efficiency at work.

Richard began his work at Habitat-NYC in 
1993, when its staff of four was housed 
in the First Presbyterian Church in 
Manhattan. Through the years he reached 
out to clerics of many faiths, visiting 
churches, synagogues, and mosques to 
urge their congregations to put faith into 

action by building affordable housing and commu-
nity in New York City. 

continued on page 2

Habitat-NYC
Remembers
Richard
Wong

Habitat-NYC volunteer Andie Simon and dad Tom 
Brokaw visit ”Humanity Plaza” blitz build.

continued on page 3



Katrina Exposed U.S. Poverty

Roland Lewis, Executive Director 
Habitat for Humanity - New York City

Flood waters may be receding from the Gulf Coast, but national con-
cern remains at the level of poverty—and poverty housing—that was 
exposed by Hurricane Katrina.

The poverty revealed in New Orleans is a microcosm of too much of our 
nation and the world: 30 percent of New Orleans’ population is impover-
ished—as is 30.6 percent of the Bronx and 30 percent of India’s residents.

Eliminating poverty, wherever it exists, is one of the greatest challeng-
es of our times, and I’m proud to be part of an organization that is 
committed to building decent, affordable housing and ending poverty 
everywhere. 

From New York to New Orleans to New Delhi, Habitat is on the frontline, 
bringing communities together to build a better future. 

Our volunteers and friends turned out in force—more than 1,075 
strong—to kick off Habitat for Humanity International’s Katrina relief 
efforts with a five-day, 24-hour-a-day marathon build with the Today 
Show and Warner Music Group in September.

On Oct. 3, at the Habitat worksite in Harlem and in the august halls of 
Columbia University, we hosted diplomats from around the world in cel-
ebrating the United Nations’ annual World Habitat Day. The day’s goal was 
to spotlight the dire living conditions of the world’s urban population—
and to craft strategies that will become real and sustainable solutions.

Habitat’s strength lies in unity, in our ability to bring together people 
from all walks of life with a shared commitment to create a better world.  
That strength is evident on Habitat worksites, where partnerships with 
faith congregations, businesses, neighborhoods and government result 
in simple decent homes—built with New Yorkers in need in communi-
ties around our city. 

Habitat has tremendous power to affect lives, but we know that even with 
that power we are not the solution; we are part of the solution. To address 
the shame of poverty and substandard housing in neighborhoods in New 
York City, across our nation and around the world will take the concerted 
effort of Habitat, the faith community, the business community, our sister 
not-for-profit groups and especially our government. 

Katrina and other natural calamities may serve as a wake-up call to the 
quiet, desperate need that surrounds us every day. We must remember 
that too many of those families living in squalor in the New Orleans 
convention center and the Superdome were living in substandard 
housing and squalor before the hurricane hit. Our commitment to 
helping those families in need, whether in the Bronx or Biloxi, must 
be constant and strong.  
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Continued from page 1: Richard Wong

New HFHI Chief Tours New York City

He was the “dean of faith-based organizing,” said one of his col-
leagues, Aaron Bouska. “If you are in faith organizing and haven’t 
heard of Richard, you don’t have the full picture.” 

As Millard Fuller, founder of Habitat for Humanity International, often 
said on his visits, Richard was “the heart of Habitat for Humanity in 
New York City.”

Richard began organizing for social justice as a teenager. Inspired by 
Martin Luther King, Jr. and Gandhi, he organized one of the first New 
York City walkathons to raise money for people starving in Biafra. He 
was Assistant Director at Asian Americans for Equality; President of the 
Brooklyn Local of the American Postal Workers Union, and a delegate 
to the New York City Central Labor Council, AFL-CIO. He served on the 
Board of Directors of the Brooklyn Chapter of the American Red Cross 
and the First Chinese Presbyterian Church Community Affairs Corp.

At his memorial service on Sept. 23 at the Lafayette Avenue Presbyterian 
Church, people from many walks of life remembered Richard. Joseph 
Bel-Bey, who organized the Brooklyn Post Office with Richard in the 
1980s, said he is certain that “Richard is organizing in Heaven.”

“Richard will be deeply missed by the city he cherished and the 
many people and neighborhoods he touched in his life,” Lewis 
said. “We lend our hearts to his loving wife Lydia, their children 
Joseph and Elizabeth, his daughter-in-law Ellen, and Yates, the 
grandson Richard adored.”

New York City welcomed Jonathan T. M. Reckford, Habitat 
for Humanity International’s new CEO, who took the helm 
in September. This fall, Reckford joined staff and volun-

teers at the Today Show’s “Humanity Plaza,” presided over World 
Habitat Day ceremonies and helped plant trees at new Habitat-NYC 
homes on West 128th Street in Harlem.

Reckford, 42, brings a combination of business acumen and faith 
leadership to HFHI. For the past two years he served as executive 
pastor of Christ Presbyterian Church of Edina, Minn. Prior to that, 
he held executive positions at the Marriott Corp., Walt Disney Co., 
Circuit City Stores Inc., and Best Buy Inc.

A native of North Carolina—and a longtime Habitat volunteer—
Reckford also has a strong international background. He worked 
with missions in India, Latin America and Africa, and coached the 
Korean rowing team for the 1988 Olympics.

Jonathan T.M. 
Reckford, 
center, new 
CEO of Habitat 
for Humanity 
International, 
and HFHI 
Board Chair 
Rey Ramsey, 
left, meet with 
Roland Lewis, 
right, in New 
York City.
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Andie Simon is the woman behind the weeklong, around-the-clock Habitat for 
Humanity build on Rockefeller Plaza, which was broadcast on the Today Show and 
MSNBC and co-sponsored with Warner Music Group. 

The media partnership helped Habitat for Humanity International (HFHI) create a 
high-profile launch of Operation Home Delivery, its relief effort to create housing for 
people left homeless by the disaster.

Like most Americans, Simon was deeply moved by the Katrina tragedy and wanted to 
help. And what better way than with Habitat for Humanity? “I have such respect for 
Habitat, and I’ve had such great experiences on these builds,” Simon said. “I knew 
it could help bring those communities back, and in a way that’s empowering.” 

As Vice President of Strategic Marketing at Warner Brothers Records and the daugh-
ter of Tom Brokaw, Simon has the clout and Rolodex to make things happen, but 
initially, she simply asked for a few days off work to join a Gulf Coast build.

That small request turned into what Simon terms “a harmonic convergence.”

Three days and numerous phone calls later, a group assembled at NBC. It included 
Simon, her boss Tom Whalley, Today Show Producer Phil Griffin, and Chris Clarke, 
Senior VP for Communications at HFHI.

“Let’s build a house on Rockefeller Plaza,” someone suggested. “What about five 
houses—one a day for a week?” someone else proposed. Soon, the idea became 
a commitment to create housing 24-hours every day for a week—with even more 
builds across the nation. The result: 45 homes built in New York and 65 nationwide.

“We had an overwhelming response—from artists to executives” to everyday citizens 
and corporations throughout the city, says Simon. “It’s just a miracle that all of this 
came together.” 

Continued from page 1: Volunteer Andie Simon Sparks Today Show Build

More than 1,075 volunteers from Habitat-NYC joined celebrities, the 
Today Show, MSNBC and Warner Music Group to build Habitat homes 
for the Gulf Coast. Pictured above left is Senator Charles Schumer. 
Top right is volunteer Billy Burke. Below, Habitat-NYC staffer Christi 
Anderson shows Rockettes how to make a hammer dance.

United Nations delegates gathered in Harlem on Oct. 3 
to commemorate World Habitat Day and to underscore 
the critical need for decent housing for poor people 
living in urban centers around the globe. 

They called for a renewed commitment to the UN’s 
Millennium Development Goals to improve the lives of 
at least 100 million urban dwellers by 2020. 

“Nearly one billion people live in urban slums, and that 
number will increase dramatically,” said Jeffrey Sachs, 
Director of the Earth Institute at Columbia University.

As part of the day’s events, leaders from Habitat 
for Humanity - New York City, Habitat for Humanity 
International, the Earth Institute, the Rockefeller 
Foundation and interfaith leaders planted trees at new 
Habitat-NYC homes in Harlem.

Pictured above, the Rev. Dr. Bob Edgar, left, of the 
National Council of Churches, leads a prayer to bless 
the homes and new homeowners Judy and Tyrone 
Wise and their son Tyler, center.  “Owning our home 
is like getting a piece of the American dream,” Judy 
Wise said.

WORLD
HABITAT
DAY

Building for Katrina’s Victims
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Nov. 9 Gala Salutes Habitat-NYC Partners
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Join Susan Sarandon and Al Roker as they help Habitat for Humanity 
- New York City host its 6th Annual Builders Awards Gala on Nov. 9, begin-
ning at 6:30 pm at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, 1047 Amsterdam 
Avenue at 112th Street in Manhattan.

This year, Habitat-NYC salutes honoree Bloomberg as Corporate Partner 
of the Year. Bishop Joseph M. Sullivan of the Roman Catholic Diocese 
of Brooklyn will receive the Richard Wong Faith in Action Award, which 
is newly named in memory of our late colleague, Richard Wong. The 
Swindell Family will receive our Family Partner of the Year award.

Handymen and other home improvement specialists will offer their 
expert services as part of a live auction led by Today Show weatherman Al 
Roker. Celebrities, including actress Susan Sarandon and designer Todd 
Oldham, will offer special auction prizes.  

Bloomberg is being honored for its longtime support of Habitat-NYC 
through its generous corporate sponsorships and hardworking volunteers.

A powerful advocate for housing and social justice, Bishop Sullivan works 
hard to ensure that all New Yorkers have a safe, decent place to live.

After putting more than 600 hours of sweat equity into their new Habitat-
NYC home in the Bronx, the Swindells hammered the final nail, spackled 
the last wall and settled into their house in January. They are being 
honored for their hard work, dedication and determination to over-
come personal challenges.

Co-chairs for the gala include Les Bluestone, Blue Sea Development Co., 
Steven Freiberg, Citi Cards; Shauna Long, Health Plus; Maureen O’Reilly, 
Chair Emeritus of Habitat-NYC; Doug Paul, Credit Suisse First Boston; 
Connie Sargent, Vice Chair of Habitat-NYC; Paul Shang, Lehman Brothers; 
and Seth Waugh, Deutsche Bank Americas.

For tickets or more information:
call 212-927-2268 or visit our web site at 
www.habitatnyc.org and click on Events.

The new Habitat for Humanity – New York 
City ReStore has everything a landlord or 
home renovator needs—including the 

kitchen sink.

And even better, this thrift store for gently used or 
surplus building materials offers buyers a triple 
benefit: low prices, quality goods, and an oppor-
tunity to benefit both affordable housing and New 
York City’s environment.

A collaboration between Habitat-NYC and the 
Community Environmental Center (CEC), the 
ReStore receives donations of salvaged, surplus 
and green building materials, which it sells to 
the public at prices that are at least half of retail. 
All proceeds help support Habitat-NYC’s mission 
of creating decent, affordable housing and CEC’s 
Solar One environmental park and learning cen-
ter on the East River near Stuyvesant Town.

“There’s lots of demolition and construction 
waste in New York City. Much of it is perfectly 
good material, and we find a useful home for it,” 
explains Justin Green, ReStore’s program director. 

The ReStore’s constantly revolving stock ranges 
from the ordinary to the unique. If you are in 

the market for a 10-foot mahogany French door, 
a seat from Broadway’s now-defunct Henry 
Miller Theater, a cabinet from the Time-Warner 
Center’s renovation, or simply a surplus can of 
unused paint, this is the place to come. The store 
encourages environmentally friendly building and 
sets aside an area strictly for green materials.

George Santis, a Queens landlord who was buy-
ing an Andersen window recently, said he stops 
by the ReStore almost daily. “I have a couple of 
buildings and tenants with small children, so just 
about every day, things break. I buy sinks, stoves, 
tiles for the bathroom, paint—whatever I can 
find for the buildings,” Santis said. “I always find 
a bargain here.”

Donors rave about the ReStore, too. Cameron 
Kellock recently tore down a small room in his 
apartment. He had two quality doors left over, 
which he stored for two weeks in his bathroom 
until he could take them to the ReStore. “They 
were perfectly good, and I’m not going to throw 
them out. Putting them in the trash would be 
terrible,” he said.

The ReStore’s 18,000-square-foot warehouse is 
located in Astoria, Queens, and easily reached by 
car. “I tell people, come on by—you won’t leave 
empty-handed, and you’ll be back,” says Green.

For more information, log on to: 

www.bignyc.org

Habitat-NYC ReStore
3-17 26th Ave.
Astoria, Queens
718-777-0132

Hours: Mon.–Fri. 11 am–6:30 pm
          Sat. 10 am – 5 pm

From Sink to Nuts, ReStore Has It All

“I always find a bargain here”
  —George Santis
     ReStore Customer

Honorees include Bloomberg, Bishop Sullivan and the Swindell Family

The Rev. Daniel Rachmat finds ReStore a godsend 
for supplies to build his church, the City Blessing 
Church, in Queens.
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Habitat for Humanity – New York City—with affordable housing 
coalitions across the city—celebrated a major victory for low-
income New Yorkers this spring when Mayor Bloomberg and City 

Comptroller William Thompson Jr. announced an agreement to use $130 
million in Battery Park City Authority revenues for affordable housing.

The funds will be funneled into a trust fund to build or preserve 4,500 
apartments citywide, primarily for the lowest-income New Yorkers. 
Approval is still needed from Governor Pataki to seal the deal.

Use of the Battery Park City revenues has a long and contentious history. 
Back in the early 1960s when this Lower Manhattan luxury compound 
was little more than a twinkle in developers’ eyes, then-Mayor Lindsay 
and Govenor Rockefeller pledged that two-thirds of Battery Park City’s 
15,000 apartments would be affordable.

But by the mid-1980s, as construction began and Lower Manhattan 
rebounded, the obligation was abandoned and a luxury neighborhood rose.

Over the years, only a smattering of low-cost apartments were built—in 
Harlem and the Bronx—with rapidly accumulating surplus revenues 

from Battery Park City. Pleas from the affordable housing community, 
beseeching the Authority to invest its surpluses in affordable homes, 
went unheeded.

That changed last year when coalitions, including leaders from Habitat-
NYC, convinced Mayor Bloomberg and Comptroller Thompson to press 
the Authority to honor its commitment for affordable housing.

The coalitions will continue to monitor Govenor Pataki to ensure that he 
approves this agreement.

“Our Covenant calls for a united effort by all New Yorkers—from our 
people, to the public, private and non-profit sectors; the faith and busi-
ness communities; schools and union—to provide decent, affordable 
homes for all,” said Roland Lewis, Executive Director of Habitat-NYC. 
“The homes that will rise from these long-pledged funds will stand as a 
testament to the power of unity.”

‘Power of Unity’ Wins Housing Funds

“The homes that rise from these long-pledged funds 
will stand as a testament to the power of unity.”


