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This summer, residents of the Housing Authority of the City of 
Erie enjoyed a season packed with events, from family picnics and 
youth programs to senior outings and more. Inside, read all about 

the exciting activities, made possible by dedicated volunteers 
and community partners, that brought neighbors together and 

strengthened bonds.

Photo: Volunteers and residents enjoy a 
 day of fun at the 27th Annual Waldameer Picnic.
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Executive Director Commentary
By Dusti Dennis, Executive Director

It is with great enthusiasm and a deep sense of responsibility that I 
introduce myself as the next Executive Director of the Housing Authority 
of the City of Erie. As I step into the role of Executive Director, I want to 
take a moment to honor my predecessor, Michael R. Fraley, for 25 years of 
leadership and excellence.  
Under Mr. Fraley’s guidance, the Housing Authority not only expanded its programs 
but also strengthened its partnerships, paving the way for better opportunities for residents. He was 
instrumental in the success of the Community Oriented Policing and Probation Program (COPPS) and prior 
to his retirement, the expanded partnership with Community Health Net to add a medical clinic alongside 
the dental clinic at the John E. Horan Garden Apartments. He left HACE with a strong leadership team and 
community partnerships that give our residents access to services that provide them with the resources they 
need to become self-sufficient.
I also want to take a moment to thank our incredible staff and leadership team for their hard work and 
dedication. Our public housing and section 8 programs remain strong, and our partnerships with community 
organizations continue to make a positive impact in our neighborhoods. We have a great foundation to build 
on!
Looking ahead, my top priorities include maintaining a high level of service while exploring new opportunities 
to enhance resident services, expand housing options and improve our facilities. I am particularly focused 
on ensuring that we meet the needs of every resident and creating 
more opportunities for growth and development in our community. 
As we move forward, I encourage our residents and partners to 
share their ideas, feedback and thoughts. Together, we can make 
Erie an even better place to live, and I look forward to working with 
each of you to make that a reality. Erie’s future is bright, and I am 
proud that HACE will be a part of it!



  3

Building Roots:   
Family Takes the Step to 
Homeownership 
Oleksandr Nevar came to the United States from 
the Ukraine with his wife Liia and six children.  
His family has been part of the Family Self-
Sufficiency (FSS) Program since January of 2020.  
Oleksandr is a self-employed contractor who 
travels all across the country. His main goal was 
to purchase a home for his family. He and his 
wife participated in the home ownership classes 
offered through the FSS program and in July the 
family purchased their first home using the monies 
saved by participating in the FSS program and 
completing all of their goals.  

The FSS Program is available to all Public Housing and 
Section 8 residents.

Congratulations to Cherie Kinem, who was promoted to Deputy 
Director on June 28, 2024! Ms. Kinem previously served as Resident 
Initiatives Coordinator since 2016 but has been providing services 
to housing authority residents for over 30 years. Her knowledge 
of the neighborhoods, community partners and residents, her 
leadership skills and commitment to the HACE philosophy, “It’s 
About People,” made her the ideal candidate for the position.    

HACE also welcomes Sheila Hayes as our new Resident Initiatives 
Coordinator! Ms. Hayes came to HACE from Erie Dawn where she 
worked as the Director of Client Services and Programs. She brings 
a wealth of knowledge and fresh perspective to our organization. 
We are confident that Ms. Hayes will be an asset as we work 
together to enhance and strengthen our community partnerships.

These changes are part of our strategy to adapt and grow, ensuring 
that HACE remains a leader in providing quality housing and 
support services. As always, we are committed to serving our 
residents and partners with excellence, and we are excited about 
the future!

Exciting Changes and New  
Additions to Our Team
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Oleksandr, Liia and their son Davyd
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This summer was an exciting time for residents of the Housing 
Authority of the City of Erie! Summer activities included Meet Your 
Neighbor Days at Eastbrook, the John E. Horan Garden Apartments, 
Lake City Dwellings/Better Housing and a National Night Out 
Event for Erie Heights, Pineview and Curry Schell residents. In July, 
over 1,400 residents enjoyed the 27th Annual Family Picnic at 
Waldameer. Residents were able to enjoy the amusement park while 
being offered a picnic lunch prepared by volunteers. A record number 
of social service agencies participated by providing information and 
resources to our residents.

Weekly youth programs included Learn to Fish, the Mentor/
Youth Golf Program, and Bookmobile locations, along with a 
week-long Reading Camp in partnership with the Erie County 
Library. Additional recreation programs took place at the John 
F. Kennedy Center and the Quality of Life Learning Center, 
while a week-long nature program was offered in collaboration 
with Sister Pat Lupo from the Neighborhood Art House. 
Summer-long creative arts activities were also available at the  
on-site Dafmark Art Club.

Senior residents enjoyed summer celebrations at Schmid Towers, Curry 
Schell, and Friendship Apartments, a cruise on the Victorian Princess, and a summer 
ending picnic at Nick’s Place in Edinboro, Pa.

We believe in the power of community, and our summer events reflected that. 
It is important to recognize that none of this would have been possible without 
the support of our local partners. Special thanks to the COPPS program, HOME 
Plus Program through GECAC, MCRC, SafeNet, the YMCA, Dafmark Creative & 
Performing Arts, the Sons of Lake Erie, Sister Pat Lupo and the Neighborhood Art 
House and countless other volunteers that make these programs possible!

Summer Fun and 
Engagement
Recap of Summer Activities 
at the Housing Authority
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Gardening: A Boost for Mental  
and Physical Health 

Master Gardeners:  
Growing Resilient Communities, 
Inspiring Youth

Tending to a garden has been shown to reduce stress, anxiety, and 
depression. The act of planting, nurturing, and watching flowers grow 
can be therapeutic, offering a sense of purpose and accomplishment. 
Public housing residents who engage in gardening are not only 
beautifying their surroundings but also engaging in a form of self-care 
that can improve their mental and emotional well-being.

Moreover, gardening is a low-impact physical activity that encourages 
residents to spend more time outdoors. The process of digging, 
planting, and weeding helps improve physical fitness, balance, and 
flexibility, particularly for older adults. In this way, community gardens 
contribute to healthier lifestyles for residents of all ages.

Pictured are winners of the HACE Annual Flower Garden Contest. This 
year’s winners were Ivanka Bojcic (top photo) and Faiza Al Aboudi from 
the John E. Horan Garden Apartments.

Master gardeners play an essential role in cultivating not 
only beautiful gardens but also resilient communities. 
Through education, outreach, and hands-on involvement, 
they empower individuals to embrace sustainable 
gardening practices that benefit both the environment 
and local food systems. Their commitment to sharing 
knowledge and resources makes them invaluable stewards 
of our green spaces. Master gardeners are more than just 
skilled horticulturists; they are dedicated educators and 
community leaders who promote sustainable gardening 
practices. Their work encompasses a variety of activities 
aimed at enhancing both personal and community gardens. 
HACE is fortunate to have Ann Quinn (Erie Heights) and 
Sr. Pat (John E. Horan Garden Apartments) work with 
youth from the YMCA Kids Club weekly to educate them 
about the benefits and how-tos of gardening.
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From Gardens to Gathering Spaces
East Side Organization Creates 
Community Gardens
At the Housing Authority of the City of Erie (HACE), we believe in the 
power of partnerships to strengthen our communities. One of our 
partners, the Urban Erie Community Development Corporation at the 
E. F. Smith Quality of Life Learning Center (UECDC) exemplifies this 
commitment.  
Gary Horton, Executive Director of UECDC, has been working with immigrant 

and refugee families to cultivate vegetable and herb gardens, creating 
both a source of familiar fresh food and vibrant community 

spaces. Nearly 100 families have garden plots over three 
properties: behind UECDC on E. 19th St., in a vacant lot 

on E. 20th St., and on the Burton School property on 
Buffalo Road that UECDC purchased in 2023. Many of these 
families are public housing residents from Harbor Homes.
The impact of these gardens reaches beyond the dinner table. By growing 
their own food, families can reduce grocery expenses, access nutritious 

options, and take pride in harvesting the flavors of their food cultures. 
These spaces are also designed to foster community ties, giving residents a 

shared project that builds mutual support and understanding across cultural 
backgrounds. These families came to Erie from countries including DR Congo, 

Rwanda, Liberia, Kenya, Burundi, Somalia and South Sudan.
“The people we serve have been asking for more space to grow food for years. I’m thankful to the City of 
Erie helping to make that happen with compost and soil for growing. It’s a beautiful thing to see so many 
families sharing space and gardening together. We hope to find the space to include even more families 
next year,” said Horton.
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Dafmark Adds Mending 
Program with a Grant 
from Erie Insurance
Dafmark Creative & Performing Arts has added 
sewing machines to their youth sewing classes this 
year through a grant received from Erie Insurance! 
Youth who attend the Dafmark Creative Arts Center 
at the John E. Horan Garden Apartments receive 
instruction on the sewing machines by Ja’Leesa 
Williams of Sew Royalty.  Beginning on November 
12th, they will start Monthly Mending from 6:15 – 
7:15 pm. During this time, parents are welcome to bring 
their clothing from home that may need repaired, or the 
materials needed for a new sewing project to work on. Ja’Leesa 
Williams will be available for support during these sessions. These 
sessions will be held the 2nd Tuesday of each month from 6:15 – 7:15 pm.  
Dafmark  is a 21st Century Community Learning Center grant awardee through the PA Department of 
Education and and also a recipient of an Erie County Gaming Revenue Authority (ECRA) grant.


