Agency's money targets four city blocks 
$150,000 is made available for home improvement projects on South Side. 
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Syracuse 20/20, a nonprofit group that works to improve conditions in the city, will use $150,000 from the Rosamond Gifford Charitable Corp. to offer home improvement grants to residents in two neighborhoods on the city's South Side. 

The money will target 30 homes in the 100 and 200 blocks of Elk Street and the 300 and 400 blocks of Garfield Avenue, said Frank Lazarski, executive director of Syracuse 20/20. 

Each homeowner can apply for up to $5,000 to do exterior painting, fix a porch, replace the furnace or pay for electrical repairs, Lazarski said. Landlords who are committed to investing in the neighborhood can also apply for a grant through the Southside Neighborhood Action Group, which is administering the program. 

"The whole intent is to engage people in the neighborhood so they can fix up their houses and stay in the neighborhood," Lazarski said. "If someone wants the outside of their house painted, it makes sense. If somebody wants their interior rooms painted, they'll have to do it on their own." 

The Gifford funding comes when money for home improvement programs administered by the city has begun to dry up. In June, the city dropped the Syracuse Homeowners Assistance Repair Program, commonly known as SHARP, because of a cutback in the money the city received this year from the federal Community Development Block Grant Program. 

The $1.4 million designated for home improvement grants through the Syracuse Neighborhood Initiative program is already committed. SNI has awarded 628 grants to residents in Lincoln Hill, Tipperary Hill, the Westcott neighborhood, the West Side and the South Salina Street corridor. Work has been done on 300 homes. 

Fernando Ortiz, the city's commissioner of community development, said the city is always looking for opportunities to leverage federal, state and other private money to improve neighborhoods. 

"It's a win for the neighborhood. We've just got to make sure we don't duplicate our efforts," he said of the Gifford money. 

Phil Prehn, South Side organizer for Syracuse United Neighbors, said he welcomes the initiative because Elk Street and Garfield Avenue are South Side areas that SNI has neglected. 

Housing is the second initiative Syracuse 20/20 has tackled since it was created in 1999. Two years ago, the group created Shea Middle School's community program to provide medical, dental and counseling services to children and their families. 

Later, the Southside Neighborhood Action Group hopes to target the areas around East Castle Street, Brighton Avenue, Interstate 81 and South Salina Street. 

In addition to the $150,000, Gifford provided $40,000 for staff. The Central New York Community Foundation donated $25,000 for administrative costs. 

Steven Muhammad, former outreach coordinator of the Hope Project, was hired as coordinator of the Southside Neighborhood Action Group. He works out of the Southeast Gateway CDC office, 1818 S. Salina St. 

Since Muhammad began work two weeks ago, 15 people have applied for the grants, Lazarski said. A decision on all applications will be made in 30 days. 

Kathy Goldfarb, Gifford's executive director, said the grant program is an option for homeowners who don't qualify for federal and state programs. There are no income requirements and homeowners won't be rejected because they are delinquent on their taxes, said Goldfarb, who chairs the neighborhood group with Patrick Mannion, president of Unity Mutual Life Insurance. 

Goldfarb said youth violence can't be stopped unless the problems that encourage violent behavior are addressed. 

"We view this as a way to put a small street area in the community under the microscope and say these are the things that can happen in this community and these are the things that can foster violence," she said. "There needs to be better schools, better housing. People are entitled to have good living conditions, decent jobs." 
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