
  

CAN Community Council Meeting Minutes 
Monday, April 19, 2021 
Zoom Video Conference  
 

Present: Blanca Alvarado, James May, Hunter Ellinger, Rachel Hampton, Laura Goettsche, 
Lisa Boyd, Nancy Gilliam, Saatvik Ahluwalia, Nora Comstock, Donovon DePriest 
 
Staff Present: Raul Alvarez, Jelina Tunstill 
 
Guests: Ara Merjanian, John Pollock 
 

Call to Order and 
Announcements 

Nancy called the meeting to order at 6:04 pm. Each member 
introduced themselves. 
 

Approval of March 8, 
2021 Minutes 

The March 8, 2021 minutes were approved unanimously on a 
motion by Nora with a second by Rachel.   
 

CAN Community 
Council Chair’s 
Report  

Summary: Nancy stated that the Executive Committee discussed 
the housing workgroup and their great work so far planning 
meetings. Nora shared to the Executive Committee what plans the 
mental health workgroup have for their portion of the year. The 
CAN Board meeting for March was the Beginning of Year 
Celebration and Butler Awards Presentation.  
 

Executive Director’s 
Report  

Summary:  Raul stated that they had a good Executive Committee 
meeting and Board meeting earlier this month. The Beginning of 
Year Celebration was fun and there was live music by Patricia 
Vonne. During the April Board meeting, the City and County 
presented on the crisis response and what worked and/or didn’t 
work. The City has a taskforce in response to the winter storm and 
has a charge within the next 3-4 months to come up with 
recommendations. He stated that the Central Health Equity Policy 
Council has been looking at the crisis response and how we 
could’ve better served black and brown people. The Board moved 
ahead with making CAN a TUUNAA. CAN is currently umbrellaed 
under Integral Care and becoming a TUUNAA would make CAN an 
independent entity. It just formalizes what CAN already does. He 
stated that he went to the Joint Inclusion Committee Meeting. They 
are working on the City’s pledge to making Austin a 
“compassionate city”. The pledge isn’t specific about what a 
“compassionate city” means. Raul mentioned that when he began 
as the Executive Director for CAN, the Community Council was 
hosting the Person-Centered Care Summit and had already spent 
a year studying Person Centered Care. After that they spent about 
another year developing the Person-Centered Care framework. He 



  

stated that he offered sharing the Person-Centered Care 
framework with the Joint Inclusion Committee and it could be a 
starting point for them and they could add what they think could be 
missing on the framework. Whatever the Joint Inclusion Committee 
creates will go to the City Council to adopt for building a 
compassionate city. There can be a subcommittee of Community  
Council members that may want to work with the Joint Inclusion 
Committee on reviewing the Person-Centered Care Framework. 
 
Q&A: Nora asked that after the joint inclusion committee is done 
with changing the PCC framework that they present their changes 
to the council. Raul stated there will be a feedback process for 
changes to the framework and that the council could revisit the 
PCC framework and consider calling out specifically ways to 
address hate/ hate crimes. Ara added that he supports bringing the 
PCC framework to the joint inclusion committee and added that a 
“compassionate community is an uncomfortable community”. Nora 
asked if the Joint Inclusion Committee meetings are open to the 
public. Raul stated that it they are open for citizens communication 
and listening to the meetings.  
 

Workgroup Updates  Food Insecurity Workgroup Summary: Hunter stated that they 
had a committee meeting and will be responsible for the 
presentations for May, June, and July. There is a Texas Hunger 
Initiative centered at Baylor that has a lot of research and has a 
statewide coordinator named Katie who will present to the council. 
The council will also hear from Edwin Marty who is the City of 
Austin manager of the food policy group. They will sketch out what 
is being done locally and describe things they think are unexplored 
opportunities. The questions they will ask the presenters includes 
things like “What misconceptions have you encountered that would 
be useful for people to know and get a better picture” “To what 
extent is food insecurity just income insecurity” etc. June will be a 
heart session centered around farming. It’ll cover the central stories 
around food access. The last meeting will be “the muscle,” what’s 
being done and what can be done. This meeting will discuss food 
banks and farmers markets.  
 
Q&A: Nancy stated considering how nonprofits have integrated 
food access into other service delivery. 
 
Mental Health Workgroup Summary: Blanca stated that she 
hopes the food insecurity workgroups presentation help the mental 
health workgroup to think out of the box and get comfortable with 
being uncomfortable. She stated that the mental health workgroup 
is still formalizing their workplan and have been identifying people 



  

and topics to cover during their meetings from August to October. 
They have committed to meet a standing Friday moving forward to 
plan. Nora added that there’s a lot of information on the topic of 
mental health and the mental health workgroup will provide links 
and readings to the council moving forward to prepare for the 
mental health meetings.  
 

Presentations on 
National Evictions 
Trends 

Presentation Summary: John Pollock with Public Justice and 
National Coalition for a Civil Right to Counsel (NCCRC) presented 
on right to counsel. Housing is one of the biggest areas he works in 
right now through the NCCRC.  As of the beginning of 2020, they 
had 5 cities pass the tenants right to counsel in just 3 years, one 
including NYC. New York has over 200,000 evictions a year one of 
the highest in the country. The pandemic has galvanized the 
movement. At the peak of the pandemic, we were looking at 40 
million families at risk of eviction. There are 8 cities (NYC, San 
Francisco, Newark, NJ, Cleveland, Philadelphia, Boulder, 
Baltimore and Seattle) that now have the right to counsel. Three of 
those passed during the pandemic. Eight states are slated to pass 
right to counsel legislation for 2021 (Connecticut, Indiana, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nebraska, South Carolina, 
and Washington State). 2 more states are expected to be added 
before the year is over (Delaware and New York State). Most of the 
right to counsel laws were done through city initiatives. Denver and 
Boulder are using a ballot initiative. They are usually funded 
through general revenue. There are differences in eligibility and 
implementation. They work with people to figure out what would 
work for their jurisdiction, but because there are so many 
differences per city, they don’t have a standard model. Houston 
along with 16 other cities are starting to look at right to counsel for 
their jurisdictions. NYC’s eviction right to counsel success data 
showed that 86% of tenants who are represented by counsel 
remain in their homes. Since 2013 representation has risen from 
1% to 38% and evictions have dropped 41% including a 15% drop 
in 2019 alone. Eviction filings have dropped by 30% including 20% 
in 2019 alone. Default judgments have dropped 34%. Courts in 
NYC have stated that right to counsel has helped the courts. San 
Francisco had a filing rate decrease of 10% over a year. 67% of 
tenants that had representation were able to remain in their homes. 
In Cleveland 93% were able to avoid eviction. 83% of the tenants 
that were seeking additional time to move received it and 89% of 
those seeking to mitigate damages were able to do so. Right to 
counsel is important to cities because it helps to reduce dealing 
with the effects of evictions (shelter, mental and physical health, 
employment, child custody, school etc.) Cities and states pay for 
transportation, unemployment, foster care system etc. that are way 



  

more expensive than providing a lawyer to prevent the need of 
these systems in the first place. There’s an imbalance of power 
between landlords and tenants. Tenants don’t understand how the 
CDC moratorium protects them and landlords are arguing against 
the moratorium in court. Money that cities have received for rental 
assistance isn’t getting to the people that need it. Black female 
renters are evicted at twice the rate of white renters. “Black men 
get locked up and black women get locked out”. In Texas, black 
tenants that have little to no ability to pay their rent is much higher 
than white people that feel they have little to no ability to pay their 
rent. Courts are holding their proceedings on Zoom and there has 
been issues with tenants’ internet access, not being able to enter 
evidence through zoom, zoom calls dropping, not understanding 
how to use zoom that are a barrier to a fair hearing. Evictions cost 
$315 billion in lost revenue versus spending a $5.7 million 
investment in right to counsel. There are three pots of money that 
cities have access to that they haven’t in the past that can be used 
for tenant representation. Under the CARES Act there is The 
Coronavirus Relief Fund, Community Development Block Grant, 
and Emergency Solutions Grants. The Emergency Rental 
Assistance Program (ERAP 1 and ERAP 2) and the Fiscal 
Recovery Fund are two other funding opportunities. Texas’ rental 
assistance program in the first 3 months of 2021 had 71,000 
completed applications for rental assistance and has only paid 200 
tenants. 
 
Q&A: James asked about the City of Austin’s ordinance about the 
difference between advocates and attorney. He also asked him to 
discuss what is happening in Houston right now. John stated that 
the report he mentioned Texas Rent Relief Program Committee 
Staff Report to the House Committee on Urban Affairs, he will 
email it James to distribute to the group.  
Raul asked if there was any right to counsel happening in Texas. 
John answered that there isn’t any yet. Houston isn’t getting the 
money they were promised, and Austin has an eviction counseling 
program and that’s an important supplement to right to counsel. 
Mediation programs without right to counsel are highly 
unsuccessful.  
Hunter stated that a benefit of this is that if landlords know that 
there is right to counsel it will decrease the number of cases going 
to court. John answered that there is a drop in the filing rate and 
judges are happy about that, but courts also get a portion of filing 
fees which can be a conflict of interest. 
Nora asked if there is a training program to manage the funds to 
get the right to counsel. John answered that CARES Act and ERAP 
funds haven’t been used to fund right to counsel yet but are being 



  

used to work towards it. Using general funds is better than using 
temporary federal funds. 
 
Follow-up: John will send funding webinar, the Texas Rent Relief 
Program Committee Staff Report to the House Committee on 
Urban Affairs, and the presentation he used today to James to 
distribute to the council. 

Presentation 
Reflections and 
Recommendations to 
Board  

James shared the recommendations that the housing workgroup 
developed using google docs in the Community Council’s shared 
folder. The recommendations include emergency rental assistance, 
legal representation at eviction court, eviction history shield, and a 
one stop shop. 
 
Q&A: John suggested strengthening the language in 
recommendation #2 by adding “right to” in the beginning of the title 
of the recommendation. Nancy liked the specificity of the 
recommendations and suggested pointing out that other 
municipalities have used emergency funding to implement 
recommendation #2.  

Adjournment Nancy adjourned the meeting 8:02 pm. 
 


