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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

New York City faces a pivotal election year that will determine its leaders, including

the next mayor, city comptroller, and City Councilmembers from all 51 districts, for the
next four years. These electoral contests will offer city government an opportunity to
demonstrate its commitments and how it will devote resources to a host of programs and
services that have a direct, immediate effect on immigrant communities—communities
that have long been vital to the growth and very fabric of our city, but also long subjected
to systemic discrimination, inequity, and exclusion. As candidates move forward in the
2021 electoral process, they must take a bold stand and formalize their commitment to
the rights and needs of immigrant New Yorkers, who are a driving force of our resilient
city and who urgently need support at this unprecedented moment.

This white paper—Dignity, Community, & Power: A 2021 Vision for NYC’s Immigrant
Communities—outlines this bold and vital agenda. It provides a broad range of
recommendations from working-class immigrant New Yorkers that mayoral and other
candidates should incorporate into their platforms. While New York City is often
considered a model city in terms of offering protection and support to its immigrant
residents, our immigrant communities’ experiences have shown that, in reality, the City can
and must do more. This white paper proposes a number of ways in which New York City
can take critical steps to protect immigrant community members, ensure durable rights,
and provide models for progressive cities and states around the nation. For example,

by pioneering models to hold local law enforcement officers accountable when they

work with federal immigration enforcement, supporting initiatives that provide access to
counsel for immigrants facing deportation, and expanding the bounds of unemployment
programs for workers, incoming elected officials can steer our city towards innovation,
safety, community empowerment, and inclusive growth. This white paper then focuses

on entrenched problems that make it difficult or impossible for immigrant community
members to live safe and healthy lives, and steps that the City must take to ensure access
to these basic survival rights. Through this framework, the City’s next leaders can make a
transformational impact on the lives of immigrant New Yorkers and the City as a whole,
and they can lead other cities across the nation in supporting immigrant communities.
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Overarching Recommendations:

Access to Voting

Expand voting rights in municipal elections to include noncitizens—
regardless of immigration status—and individuals who were previously
incarcerated as a result of felony convictions and are on parole; ensure
that the voting process in municipal elections is accessible to all New
Yorkers, and prioritize voter education.

Pass Legislation Expanding Voting Rights, Including by Eliminating Any Requirement

of Citizenship or Immigration Status.

8

Expand Access to the Polls by Modernizing the Election Process.
Implement a Targeted Public Education Campaign to Increase Civic Engagement.

Disentanglement of Local Law Enforcement and Federal Civil
Immigration Enforcement

Commit to drawing a clearer line between City functions and federal
immigration enforcement; promote genuine transparency in the City’s
interactions with the Department of Homeland Security (DHS); and
ensure that the public can hold local law enforcement

accountable for violations of the City’s disentanglement laws.

+ Completely and Clearly Prohibit Local Law Enforcement Agencies from Supporting
Federal Immigration Enforcement Actions.

«  Mandate Rigorous Public Reporting.

» Create First-of-their-Kind Enforcement Mechanisms to Allow the Public to Hold Local
Law Enforcement Accountable for Violations of the City’s Disentanglement Laws.

* Limit Interactions Between Local Law Enforcement and Immigrant Communities.

 Ending Transfers to ICE.
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Access to Counsel for Immigrants Facing Deportation

§ Foster and support access to legal representation for noncitizens
facing deportation.
o dep

* Foster and Support Access-to-Counsel Initiatives for Noncitizens Facing Deportation.
* Maintain Funding for Crucial Counsel Programs that Keep Immigrant Families and
Communities Together.

Healthcare
Create a healthcare platform that ensures community-centered
programs to enhance access to health care, emergency food

assistance, and treatment-focused responses to mental health needs.

* Provide Sustainable Funding for Community-Based Organizations to Conduct
Outreach and Education to Immigrant Communities.

* Ensure Sustainable Municipal Funding for Community Health Workers.

* Increase Funding for Emergency Food Assistance Programs.

* Create and Fund Non-Police Response to Mental Health Emergencies.

Housing
Create a community-centered housing agenda that ensures all New
Yorkers have access to long-term, safe, and affordable housing free

from poor conditions and landlord harassment.

* Create an Integrated Housing Plan that Prioritizes Long-Term, Needs-Based Solutions
Over Numbers.

«  End Housing Segregation and Improve Access to Affordable Housing.

*  End Real Estate Speculation by Supporting Local Owners.

* Ensure Housing Quality for All New Yorkers.

e Center Local Knowledge in Planning Decisions.
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Workers’ Rights

Create an action plan that expands relief for all workers who have
% lost some or all of their income and provides support and services to

protect workers from wage theft and abuse.

« Launch an Unemployment Insurance Equivalent Program and Ensure Access to City-
Run Relief Programs for Excluded Immigrants.

* Increase Funding for Legal Services for Workers Subject to Wage Theft and Abuse in
the Workplace.

* Leverage Municipal Power as Market Participant to Disincentivize Forced Arbitration
Clauses and Other Nefarious Employer Practices.

« Implement Legal Protections Against Firing Workers Without “Just Cause.”

Adult Literacy, Job Training, and College Access

Promote English language acquisition, higher literacy levels and
@ educational attainment for all New Yorkers through the expansion of
adult literacy and college access programs.

* Significantly Increase Funding for Adult Literacy Programs to Serve the More than 2.2
Million Adults in New York City who Lack a High School Diploma, English Language
Proficiency, or Both.

e Utilize Adult Literacy Programs as Empowerment Hubs for Know-Your-Rights
Campaigns and Information.

*  Remove Work Authorization Requirements from Job Training Programs to Allow
Students to Participate Regardless of Immigration Status.

* Increase Funding for and Expand Access to College Access Programs and Summer
Youth Employment Program (SYEP) to Include Undocumented Youth.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has created devastating economic impacts for New York City
residents, with restaurants and small businesses closing and breadwinners suddenly
without paychecks to put food on the table. While it is still too early to tell the full
extent of its impact on New York City’s 3.1 million immigrant community members,! it
has already become brutally clear that the pandemic—coupled with exclusionary federal
and state policies—has exacerbated an already dire and deeply inequitable situation for
immigrants and mixed-status families. Immigrant, Black, and brown communities were
marked by inequity well before this pandemic, but this crisis has laid bare the magnitude
of this problem. The very people who have sustained our city and served as frontline
and essential workers have been shut out of critical housing, health, employment, and
educational supports, and now live on the brink.?

The City must step in to ensure that immigrant New Yorkers are not systematically
excluded from the collective effort to recover and rebuild and to guarantee equal access
to the basic human rights necessary for them to survive, grow, and thrive.

“Dignity, Community, & Power: A 2021 Vision
for NYC’s Immigrant Communities” lays out
a visionary and vital plan for the new leaders

who seek to heal and build back a more
equitable and inclusive New York City.

This white paper focuses on New York City’s immigrant community, a large and important
part of the City, and one that has been impacted particularly severely by COVID-19.
Immigrant New Yorkers—especially those who are undocumented—have been hit hardest
by unemployment during the pandemic; while they previously were employed at greater
rates than U.S.-born New Yorkers, they now face a higher unemployment rate than their
U.S.-born counterparts.®> While these job losses have affected many across the nation,
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the pandemic’s impact on immigrant communities has been especially pronounced:
immigrants are often uniquely shut out of critical federal and state programs—from
unemployment insurance to rent relief to cash assistance to health care coverage—that
sustain and support their U.S.-born neighbors during these difficult times.* And the data
make clear that immigrant New Yorkers are not getting the help they need: a May 2020
survey of immigrant communities conducted by Make the Road New York (MRNY) found
that 92% of respondents had at least one member of their household lose their job or
income since the pandemic began, but only 5% received unemployment benefits and a
mere 15% reported receiving government assistance of any kind.®

In short, the message to the City’s immigrant communities has been they are good enough
to clean, deliver food, and even provide care for those who are sick, but do not deserve
basic human rights such as adeqguate housing, food, workplace protections, and healthcare.

Recognizing that immigrant New Yorkers confront unique challenges—threats that
preceded the Trump Administration and will follow it as well—this white paper first
proposes a number of ways that New York City can take bold action to protect immigrant
community members, ensure durable rights, and provide models for progressive cities and
states around the nation.

New York City now has the opportunity to right a longstanding wrong that has denied
critical community members—indeed the very people who have sustained our City during
the COVID crisis—a voice in municipal government. At present, noncitizens and certain
people who have interacted with the criminal legal system are prohibited from voting,

and therefore from having any say in the policies that govern them. Dignity, Community,

& Power: 2021 Vision for NYC’s Immigrant Communities demands that the City eliminate
these exclusionary and inequitable voting restrictions, modernize the election process,
and invest in public education to ensure that previously disenfranchised communities have
a voice in our city.

The City can protect and empower immigrant communities by drawing a clearer line
between City functions and federal immigration enforcement and limiting the presence
of local law enforcement in immigrant communities. It should commit to genuine
transparency in its interactions with DHS. And it can create first-of-their-kind public
accountability mechanisms that ensure that the community can hold the New York Police
Department (NYPD) and other municipal law enforcement accountable when an officer—
or the City itself—steps out of bounds in collaboration with ICE.

“DIGNITY, COMMUNITY, & POWER” c



New York City can also make profound changes for New Yorkers facing deportation.

The City is a leader in access-to-counsel initiatives for individuals facing removal, and
these programs are all the more critical when, as now, immigrant communities are so
severely financially impacted by the pandemic. As this white paper explains, the City must
continue on this pathbreaking trajectory by continuing to foster and support access-to-
counsel initiatives for individuals who face removal and maintaining funding for other
critical counsel programs.

Given that the fallout from COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted immigrant communities
and intensified existing inequities, this white paper next focuses on entrenched problems that
make it difficult or impossible for immigrant community members to live safe and healthy
lives, and the steps the City must take to ensure access to these basic survival rights.

Long entrenched health inequities such as inadequate access to healthcare, for example,
have worsened as COVID-19 rates have soared in the City. This current crisis has shown all
too clearly the devastating effects when immigrant New Yorkers are forced to confront

a complex and overburdened health care system without adequate assistance to guide
them through critical questions like financial costs and the immigration-related risks of
seeking medical care and public benefits, such as the concerns created by the recent
federal public charge rules. As Dignity, Community, & Power: 2021 Vision for NYC’s
Immigrant Communities explains, the City must provide sufficient resources for the vital
community-focused programs that connect immigrant New Yorkers with safety-net health
programs, increase funding for community food assistance, and ensure that people with
mental health needs are provided care rather than criminalization.

Housing insecurity also permeates immigrant communities struggling to make ends
meet every month. These communities face harassment by abusive landlords, dangerous
housing conditions, and related displacement from quickly-gentrifying neighborhoods
with skyrocketing rents. Dignity, Community, & Power: 2021 Vision for NYC’s Immigrant
Communities demands that the City create and implement an integrated, inclusive, and
equitable housing plan that prioritizes long-term, needs-based solutions to improve
access to affordable housing and to ensure that no one is displaced due to poor housing
conditions or harassment.

Inadequate support for immigrant workers also threatens the very survival of the City’s

immigrant communities. Our current recession has not only made it clear that immigrant
workers are critical to our workforce, but also uniquely vulnerable to economic crises due to
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job loss, increased wage theft, and other forms of employer discrimination. This white paper
outlines an action plan for the City to provide support that these workers need and deserve,
including launching an unemployment insurance equivalent program, addressing gaps in
financial relief and access to legal services, and leveraging the City’s power as a market
participant to disincentivize employers from engaging in unfair labor practices. It also lays
out a blueprint for how the City can promote adult literacy, job training, and college access
programs to ensure financial stability and growth in the community as a whole.

Ultimately, the City must take bold action to advance the rights of immigrant community
members in New York City and beyond and to ensure that its immigrant community
members are not denied the basic human rights necessary for their survival and growth.
This white paper explains how.
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Access to Voting for
All New Yorkers



As New York City rebuilds its way out of the COVID-related recession, we will be guided
by its constituents’ voices in directing resources and crafting policies and programs that
will lay its new foundations. The loudest and most time-honored way for constituents

to participate in this process comes from voting in municipal elections. However, many
New Yorkers—in particular many immigrants—who have long played critical roles in

our city life are now ineligible to vote and excluded from this process. Despite their
longstanding role as essential health and service workers who keep our city safe, healthy,
and supported, many immigrants cannot directly influence city policy through electoral
politics. Indeed, undocumented immigrants alone contributed over $1.4 billion in state
and local taxes in 2018, and comprised over 5% of the City’s workforce,® yet are deprived
of representation in their local government. Similarly, New Yorkers who were previously
incarcerated for felony convictions and are on parole are also barred from voting, a form
of disenfranchisement that disproportionately prevents people of color, especially Black
and Latinx individuals, from participating.”

In addition, because the congressional gridlock on immigration reform has left many
longtime New Yorkers with no path to citizenship, they have been denied any means of
participating in local government. While local leaders have called for Congress to create
pathways to citizenship, the City need not wait for the federal government to use its own
authority to ensure the democratic inclusion of noncitizen New Yorkers.

Expanding voting rights to permit New Yorkers to vote, regardless of immigration or
parole status, will center and amplify the voices of those with a deep stake in their
communities and an important role in the City as whole. By enfranchising these New
Yorkers, the City would give many more New Yorkers a voice in civic governance, end

the inequitable exclusion of these important community members, and increase civic
engagement. To make voting accessible and inclusive, the City should adopt the following
recommendations:

@ #1 Pass Legislation for Expanded Voting Rights

The City should pass legislation that permits people to vote in municipal elections
regardless of their immigration status or any prior involvement with the criminal legal
system. Eliminating current voting restrictions such as the requirement of U.S. citizenship
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will allow critical community members to play their important and rightful role within the
city they call home. In so doing, New York City should follow the lead of cities like Takoma
Park, Maryland, which removed citizenship voting requirements altogether, thus allowing
both documented and undocumented immigrants to vote in local elections.®

9 #2 Expand Access to the Polls by Modernizing the Municipal Election Process

In order to hold free and fair elections accessible to the voting electorate in New York City,
the City must modernize the voting process for municipal elections. To expand access to
the polls, the City should remove barriers to voting by taking the following steps:

Implement Ballots on Demand & Vote Anywhere. Ballots on demand should be used
instead of pre-printed paper ballots, the vast majority of which are never used. Ballots

on demand technology, coupled with existing electronic poll books, would enable poll
workers to print individualized ballots upon registration and allow New Yorkers to vote at
any polling site instead of a specific polling site. The City should also expand the ability
to vote anywhere in municipal elections by implementing early-vote drop-off ballot boxes
at early polling places, board of elections offices, and other community spaces that can
serve as voting sites.?

Maintain Current Absentee Ballot Procedures. The COVID-19 pandemic forced New York
to ease the process of casting absentee ballots to make it easier for residents to vote
without risk or fear of illness.© The reforms implemented by the state included extending
the amount of time voters have to request absentee ballots and extending the acceptable
timeframe for which mailed ballots must be accepted.” The result was a record-breaking
turnout and an unprecedented number of absentee ballots cast in the November 2020
election.” Most of New York’s sweeping reforms, however, are only in effect until January
1, 2022, and others already expired at the end of 2020.® The City should make these

into permanent reforms that expand voter access for future municipal elections, thereby
encouraging the state to follow suit.

Permit No-Fault Absentee Ballots. Right now in New York, voters must provide a valid
reason for requesting an absentee ballot, like being out of the county on Election Day
or suffering a temporary illness. Last year, the state temporarily expanded the definition
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of illness to include the risk of contracting or spreading COVID-19. The City should allow
residents to cast no-fault (also known as "no-excuse”) absentee ballots in municipal
elections, in which voters may request an absentee ballot without stating a specific
excuse or reason. Adopting no-fault absentee ballots would help expand access to voters
who are unable to vote on Election Day, and set an example for the state.

e ' #3 Launch A Three-Year Targeted Public Education Campaign to Increase
/ Civic Engagement

It will take more than new systems to drive up participation rates and change the

culture of voting in New York City. The City must affirmatively create a culture of civic
participation by investing in a three-year public education campaign that targets formerly
disenfranchised communities to promote awareness of their newly expanded voting
rights. The City should do this by leveraging its existing partnerships with community-
based organizations (CBOs) and funding CBO outreach in underserved communities. The
City should also use its power as a market participant to incentive corporate partners to
adopt policies such as paid Election Day holidays to promote greater voter turnout.
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While the fallout from COVID-19 has taken a heavy toll on immigrant communities in

New York City, the pandemic is not the only threat to their freedom and wellbeing.
Aggressive immigration enforcement and policing has sown fear in these communities
and, all too often, separated families. The City, to its credit, has long been a leader in
creating models for municipalities seeking to disentangle local law enforcement functions
from federal civil immigration enforcement. However, despite the City’s laws generally
prohibiting local law enforcement from collaborating with ICE™ for purposes of federal
civil immigration enforcement, reports have indicated that the NYPD and other local

law enforcement agencies are nevertheless supporting ICE in certain ways, whether by
actively participating in arrests, offering back-up support for ICE enforcement actions,

or playing a less clear role at the scene® And just recently it was revealed that the
Department of Correction transferred a young man into ICE custody in violation of the
city’s disentanglement law.® At least as problematic, neither the NYPD nor any other City
agency makes the full scope of information about these interactions public, and there is
no independent agency or actor playing an oversight role in regard to the implementation
of these laws. These reports of local law enforcement’s collaboration with ICE and the lack
of transparency raise significant questions about the extent to which the City continues to
collaborate with ICE to further civil immigration enforcement.

This problem—and the fear that reports of this collaboration sow in immigrant
communities—is compounded by the absence of mechanisms to hold NYPD and other
municipal law enforcement officers accountable for violations of the City’s disentanglement
laws. This leaves the community and victims of these violations with little hope for redress
when the NYPD and other law enforcement officers collaborate with ICE, and unable to
prevent it from happening again. Lastly, limiting police presence in immigrant communities
will reduce the risk of a triggering event that leads to later immigration enforcement.

The City should take the following steps towards completely divesting from policing in
immigrant communities (and in communities of color more broadly), disentangling local
law enforcement agencies from federal civil immigration enforcement, and empowering our
communities to take action if and when those lines between the police and ICE are crossed.
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9 ' # Completely and Clearly Prohibit Local Law Enforcement Agencies from
/ Supporting ICE Immigration Enforcement Actions

While current municipal law prohibits New York City law enforcement officers from
working with ICE in many circumstances, it nevertheless permits the NYPD and other
city law enforcement agencies” to work with ICE in some respects. For example, City
law enforcement can work with ICE and other federal law enforcement agencies in the
context of cooperative arrangements so long as they are “not primarily intended to
further immigration enforcement.”® In addition, local law does not prohibit municipal law
enforcement from working with DHS on matters that do not further civil immigration
enforcement,® and the City has concluded that municipal law permits it to work with ICE
where it identifies a “public safety” need.?° Moreover, recent reports of the NYPD and ICE
working together in connection with ICE’s enforcement actions have revealed a troubling
lack of clarity about the extent to which the NYPD has and/or believes it can provide
some form of support to ICE during civil immigration enforcement actions. Given this,
the City should draw a clearer line between the local law enforcement and immigration
enforcement by:

Eliminating the Cooperative Arrangement Exception. The past four years have
demonstrated like never before the brutality and lawlessness that permeate DHS and
made it clear that DHS—and ICE in particular—cannot be relied upon to adhere to limits.
New York City must fully disentangle itself from cooperative arrangements with DHS.
The City should follow the lead of other cities that have done away with cooperative
arrangement exceptions altogether.?

Prohibiting Any NYPD Support for ICE Enforcement Actions. Given recent reports of the
NYPD providing assistance for ICE enforcement actions in the name of public safety,?? the
City should come into compliance with existing law: the NYPD should not be involved in
facilitating ICE enforcement actions and public safety will not be accepted as a pretext.
The City should make clear at every opportunity, including through the NYPD patrol guide
and training for officers, that ICE alone is responsible for adequately staffing its own
enforcement actions and avoiding the creation of public safety concerns.

Taking Action Against ICE “Ruses” Impersonating the NYPD. Ruses?® are a direct affront
to the City’s efforts to disentangle itself from immigration enforcement. The City must
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take strong and bold action to prevent these deceptive enforcement tactics, including
through community education, advocacy with federal officials, and, if need be, changing
the NYPD uniforms to distinguish municipal officers from ICE and/or affirmative litigation.

Ending Transfers to ICE. While the City prohibits its officers from using time to provide
information to ICE or transferring people to ICE custody in many instances, it still permits
some notifications and transfers to ICE based on a person’s criminal history and other
factors. This exception is unjust. It also creates the unnecessary risk that municipal officers
will erroneously provide information about a person or facilitate their transfer to ICE, and
it must be eliminated.

@ ' # Mandate Rigorous Public Reporting and Institute Independent Oversight
of Interactions with ICE to Promote Transparency and Public Accountability
At present, the NYPD and other City law enforcement provide almost no publicly available
information regarding their communications with and assistance provided to ICE. This
is due in part to the fact that existing law imposes very few reporting requirements
upon city agencies, and even fewer that require reporting to the public. As a result, the
City denies the public critical information about the extent to which city resources are
being used to advance immigration enforcement and renders the public unable to hold
cooperating agencies accountable. Moreover, the City itself has no independent agency
that plays an oversight role in this respect. This unacceptably places the power over the
interpretation and implementation of New York City’s law in the hands of the NYPD and
related agencies. The City should eliminate these problems by:

Instituting a rigorous regime requiring detailed reporting on communications and
interactions with ICE. All city agencies should be required to report the details of any
communications with ICE—including requests for assistance and administrative subpoenas
and responses to those requests—on a monthly basis. This information, anonymized,
should be posted on a publicly available website.

Adopting a policy or law limiting city agencies’ use of certain exemptions under NY’s
Freedom of Information Law to refuse disclosure of records related to communications
with or interactions with ICE. New York City should dramatically limit the extent to

which its agencies invoke FOIL’s law enforcement exemptions and its interagency
communication exemption for these types of records by prohibiting agencies from
invoking certain provisions of the FOIL unless the disclosure of such records would clearly
and substantially harm an ongoing criminal investigation or proceeding.?

“DIGNITY, COMMUNITY, & POWER” @



@' # Create First-of-their-Kind Enforcement Mechanisms for Violations of
New York City’s Disentanglement Laws

New York City’s disentanglement laws serve an important function, but the way that they
are implemented—and therefore their efficacy—is often at the discretion of the NYPD
and other agencies. This is because these laws lack any mechanism that would allow the
public to hold city agencies and officers accountable when they violate these laws. This
disempowers our community members; makes immigrants rightly fearful that, when the
NYPD and others overstep, they cannot turn to our courts; and allows for the NYPD and
other agencies to be the arbiters of implementation, undermining a core purpose of these
laws. New York City should again be a leader in immigrant-protective policies; it should
become the first city in the nation to take the bold and important step of creating clear
mechanisms to allow community members to play a role in the implementation of these
laws and to vindicate their rights under these laws in court. The City should empower
community members, ensure access to justice, and hold bad actors accountable in four
ways:

Amend New York City’s disentanglement laws to create a private right of action

that includes monetary relief and statutory penalties. The City should draw upon the
approach taken in the recent package of local laws addressing police misconduct and
create a private right of action for violations of New York City’s disentanglement laws.?®
This private right of action should allow individuals to bring suit where city officers violate
these laws, and it should include a statutory damages penalty provision and attorneys’ fees.

Adopt an indemnification policy that imposes costs on those who violate
disentanglement laws. Because New York City virtually always indemnifies its officers in
damages actions, NYPD officers are rarely held financially responsible when they violate
important laws designed to constrain the discretion of law enforcement.?® City agencies
that violate these laws are also shielded from financial responsibility, as damages do not
even come out of the city agency’s coffers.?” This undermines the value of litigation as
an accountability mechanism. The City should adopt a policy of declining to indemnify
officers who violate the city’s disentanglement laws or rules implementing those laws due
to bad faith or malice.?® If any officer who is not indemnified does not have the financial
means to make the payment, New York City should commit to paying any portion

of the award that the officer cannot pay to ensure that the injured party receives full
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compensation. The City should also require that any damages awarded for violations of
the disentanglement laws come from the operating budget of the city agency responsible
for the violation, and that the agency is not given additional funding to compensate for
having to pay damages awards.?®

Impose rigorous pre-disclosure notification requirements and intervention rights

in the event of compelled information-sharing. Creating pre-disclosure requirements
would empower people to object and intervene—before their identifying information is
disclosed—if and when New York City believes that a particular disclosure is required by
law.

Establish an independent body charged with oversight of city agencies’
implementation of municipal disentanglement laws and interactions with ICE. The
City’s law enforcement agencies cannot be depended upon to police themselves when it
comes to compliance with New York City’s disentanglement laws, including their reporting
requirements. A new independent oversight body should be created to ensure genuine
accountability, responsiveness in time-sensitive situations, and transparency with the
public in interactions between city agencies and ICE.

@ # Limit Interactions Between Local Law Enforcement and Immigrant
/ Communities

Interactions between local law enforcement and immigrant communities increase the

risk that New Yorkers will be separated from their families.?® Divesting police from
immigrant communities not only has the benefit of decreasing the interaction between
these communities and the police, but has also demonstrated a general decrease in gun
violence.®' To protect immigrant communities from the federal and local criminal legal
systems, New York City should immediately end fare evasion enforcement,*? remove police
from homeless outreach and diversion, and remove police from public schools.3*
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While the 2020 pandemic wreaked havoc on the lives of immigrant New Yorkers, the

past four years have shown the worst excesses of a longer-standing threat: the federal
deportation regime. This regime, built on aggressive enforcement and punitive policies,
has thrust many immigrants in the United States—including in New York—into deportation
proceedings and forced them to face off against a trained ICE prosecutor, in English, in
one of the most technical areas of law, all without the assistance of legal counsel.*®

New York City has long led the nation in this arena. For example, it launched the nation’s
first public defender-type system of deportation defense, which has proven to be
enormously impactful. Immigrants represented by these attorneys have a 48% success
rate in their cases, compared to a 4% success rate by immigrants without an attorney.*®
This is a 1,J00% increase from the “observed” success rate for unrepresented cases before
this program existed.?” As these statistics show, the assistance of competent counsel is a
lifeline to ensure that people are not prevented from making their cases and vindicating
their rights to remain in their communities and with their families simply because they
cannot afford an attorney. And, given the economic fallout from the recession in immigrant
communities in particular, the cost of private attorneys will be out of reach for many.

New York City must prioritize ensuring counsel for community members who face
deportation, need critical immigration legal services, and who may otherwise face the risk
of permanent separation from their families, being ripped away from their homes, and
“the loss of all that makes life worth living.”*® The next administration should continue the
City’s pathbreaking efforts to ensure access to justice for all immigrant New Yorkers and,
in so doing, build durable protections for our immigrant communities and set an example
for the nation.

@ #1 Foster and Support Access-to-Counsel Initiatives for Noncitizens Facing
/ Removal

The stakes for those in immigration court are extraordinarily high, especially since the
conseqguences of deportation may be “a fate worse than death,”*® or even death itself.
This is crucial because a noncitizen’s fair chance in immigration court—and their ability to
remain in their coommunity and with their families—should never have to depend on their
ability to pay for an attorney. The City must prioritize access-to-counsel efforts to ensure
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that immigrant New Yorkers who face deportation are not forced to choose between
hiring a lawyer and feeding their children, especially when today’s recession has taken
people’s jobs and drained them of any savings. Doing so will also provide an important
protection to low-income immigrants who are otherwise vulnerable to immigration legal
services-related scams that allow fraud and deceptive practices to flourish in the City.

9' # Maintain Funding for the Immigrant Opportunities Initiative, Rapid
/ Response, ActionNYC, and Other Crucial Programs

The City must also commit resources to other areas of immigration legal services that prevent
immigrant New Yorkers from being unjustly deported. The next mayoral administration must
maintain funding for vital, gap-filling legal services that provide longtime New Yorkers a real
chance at remaining in their homes, jobs, and communities. These programs include, inter alia:

The Rapid Response Legal Collaborative (RRLC) is a first-of-its-kind program that
provides legal assistance to immigrants with final orders of removal who are in danger

of being ripped away from their families and homes without due process.*® As the past
four years have made plain, the federal immigration enforcement regime threatens

many longtime members of our communities with immediate deportations based on
deportation orders issued long ago. And the first few days of the new Biden-Harris
administration have shown that changing this enforcement regime will be difficult. RRLC’s
past and recent successes have shown how critical these services are for those at risk of
imminent deportation, and the City must maintain this program.

The Immigrant Opportunities Initiative provides legal services to help low-income
immigrants gain immigration status and move along the path towards citizenship. The City
must continue funding this initiative that leads to increased financial and familial stability and
prevents our community members from being drawn into the deportation regime entirely.

ActionNYC provides free, safe immigration legal help in a network of trusted CBOs,
hospitals, schools, and libraries in over 40 languages and indigenous dialects.” In a moment
of ever-changing immigration policies and practices, the City must sustain funding levels
for ActionNYC so that hard-to-reach immigrant residents continue to receive accurate
information and quality immigration legal services directly within their communities.
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The coronavirus pandemic has also taken a heavy toll on immigrant New Yorkers’

health. Immigrant community members have long faced a host of barriers to accessing
adequate health care: many find it difficult or impossible to navigate the complex and
expensive health care system due to language and other obstacles; many are shut out

of a significant portion of government-funded healthcare; and all too often, immigrants
are forced to contend with discrimination in healthcare services. To make matters worse,
misinformation and fear of incurring negative immigration conseguences as a result of
accessing government-subsidized benefits create additional hurdles for immigrants and
mixed-status households with health needs.*? Indeed, some advocates reported hundreds
of immigrant clients closing their Medicaid cases or refusing to seek treatment in the past
year and a half, a troubling phenomenon that has persisted even through the pandemic.*3
NYC Health + Hospitals recently projected that 62,000 immigrant patients may abandon
Medicaid and other coverage—with a corresponding loss of more than one million patient
visits—due to fear and misunderstandings about how seeking health care could impact
patients’ immigration status.** As a result of these obstacles, immigrant New Yorkers’
options for adequately caring for themselves and their loved ones remain limited, difficult
to access, and fraught.

COVID-19 has exacerbated these inequities and revealed the devastating—even grave—
consequences of a health care structure that does not adeqguately provide access to
essential health care to this community. While frontline and service industries have long
heavily relied on immigrant workers, the pandemic has put their contributions front and
center, as they have sustained the City while bearing an enormous personal risk as a
result of heightened exposure to the virus.*®> Now, these community members are left with
difficult choices between risking their personal and familial health, on the one hand, and
finding a way to feed loved ones on the other, and, even with so many unemployed, many
immigrants remain excluded from basic food assistance programs.*® While New York City
has taken some key steps toward increasing health care access and meeting the nutrition
needs of immigrant communities, it must do more.

9 #1 Provide Sustainable Funding for CBOs to Conduct Outreach and
/ Education to Immigrant Communities

Continue full funding for the NYC Care program of at least $100 million per year, which
includes funding for CBOs to conduct outreach and education. NYC Care—a health
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care program operated by NYC Health + Hospitals that offers low-cost or free health care
services for New Yorkers, regardless of immigration status, who would not otherwise
gualify for federal health insurance#’—is a lifeline for many immigrant New Yorkers. The
City should maintain at least $100 million per year dedicated to this program. As NYC
Care expanded, a portion of the NYC Care funding provided initial short-term funding

for CBOs to educate communities in linguistically appropriate and culturally competent
ways about the NYC Care program. However, the City has not guaranteed sustaining this
funding.*® Meanwhile health concerns continue to flare as COVID-19 has disproportionately
ravaged immigrant communities* and confusion about the immigration consequences of
accessing care is still rampant, so the need for outreach and education remains as urgent
as ever. The City must provide stable, long-term funding for this outreach, and it should
ensure that CBOs continue to be resourced to enroll people directly in NYC Care rather
than sending them into a confusing, multi-step enrollment process that may dissuade
people who lack the ability to navigate the process on their own.

Maintain at least $2.5 million and expand funding for Access Health NYC. Access Health
NYC is an initiative that funds CBOs to provide education, outreach, and assistance to all
New Yorkers about how to access health care and coverage.®® Access Health NYC plays

a vital role in New York City’s health network and the City’s public health more generally;
it focuses on individuals who are uninsured, disabled, difficult to reach, lack proficiency

in English, and otherwise face barriers to health care, and it provides them with culturally
competent information about and assistance accessing free and low-cost health services,
including primary and preventative care.® The City must maintain and expand funding for
Access Health NYC to ensure that all New Yorkers receive culturally competent, accurate
information about how to navigate the complexities of New York’s health care system and
achieve better health outcomes.

@ #2 Ensure Sustainable Municipal Funding for Community Health Workers

Community Health Workers (CHWs)—frontline health workers who are trusted members of
the communities they serve—have long played a vital role in NYC’s health care ecosystem
by connecting community members with culturally competent health services. For
immigrant patients, CHWSs are especially important. They are trained to navigate linguistic
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and cultural barriers; translate differences in health systems; and ask probing questions

to understand the root of problems and identify appropriate, workable solutions.>? The
City currently relies heavily on CHWSs, but the state and federal funding for many of them
has dried up, leaving communities in jeopardy of losing these essential health workers

at a time when they need them most.>® The City must take up the mantle and expand
upon existing models that place CHWSs at CBOs while embedding them into hospitals

and clinics. This will allow them to serve as a bridge between the health system and

the community, ensuring that community members can access the health services they
need. CHWSs will ensure that immigrant communities are able to access COVID testing,
treatment, and the vaccine. Individuals who are Limited English Proficient or who struggle
with technology or lack access to stable internet struggle getting appointments for the
vaccine. Considering that immigrant communities are already experiencing difficulty
accessing the vaccine during the citywide rollout, it is especially important that CHWs are
armed with the resources necessary to ensure successful and widespread vaccination.>
CHWSs can play a key role in providing one-on-one assistance helping to mitigate the fears
and concerns related to the vaccine, and helping individuals make appointments and
receive the vaccine. Beyond COVID, CHWSs can continue to play a vital role ensuring that
immigrant communities are able to access crucial health and social services.

@ #3 Commit $1.25 Million to Emergency Food Assistance Programs

Inadequate access to nutritious food has created and exacerbated health problems

in New York City’s immigrant coommunity, and the pandemic-related economic fallout

has dramatically increased food insecurity among immigrants, including mixed-status
families.®® Hunger and a dearth of nutritious food options have hit the immigrant
community especially hard,*® because undocumented immigrants are denied access to
“food stamps” and even immigrants and mixed-status families eligible for food assistance
have avoided or disenrolled from these programs in fear that participating will trigger
negative immigration conseqguences.> As a result, the immigrant community now depends
on emergency food assistance programs such as food pantries and soup kitchens like
never before.®® The City must do more to meet the dramatically increased need. It must
commit $1.25 million to food assistance, prioritizing difficult-to-obtain food products and
the needs of immigrant and mixed-status households.
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@ #4 Create and Fund Non-Police Response to Mental Health Emergencies

The COVID-19 fallout has further strained a mental health care system that already
provided inconsistent and inadequate care to immigrant New Yorkers.>® The anxiety

and stress it has created for many are well documented,®® but the additional toll it has
taken on immigrants and their families make these stresses especially acute in these
communities—and difficulties in obtaining mental health care leave many people to
grapple with these conditions on their own.?! This is particularly problematic for Black,
brown, and immigrant communities because of the way that the City has responded to
mental health emergencies: by deploying the NYPD, which has proven ill-equipped and
sometimes dangerous when called to respond to mental health crises.®? The City must do
more. It should:

Create and fund a citywide non-police response for emergencies. The City must invest
in developing non-police responses to non-criminal emergencies. This would include
following the recommendations in the Public Advocate’s report Improving New York
City’s Responses to Individuals in Mental Health Crisis to ensure that essential 24/7
mental health services are funded,®® as well as using mobile crisis intervention teams
modeled after successful programs such as the CAHOOTS (CRISIS Assistance Helping
Out On The Streets) program which relies on community relationships and the ability
for first responders to provide care and support, as opposed to having the NYPD serve
as the first responders.?* And, given that almost 25% of City residents have limited
English proficiency,®® it is critical that the medical response team personnel are able to
communicate in Spanish and other non-English languages.®®

Increase community education on any mental health-focused response program.

The benefits of any mental health response program will not be realized if immigrant
community members remain reluctant to call 911 due to fear that the NYPD will respond.
As a result, the City must fund community education so that immigrants and other
community members can seek help for mental health emergencies without the fear of
putting their loved ones or themselves at risk.
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New York City has long faced an affordable housing crisis, with skyrocketing rents,

the ever-present threat of eviction for many low-income New Yorkers, and rampant
displacement of low-income community members. However, housing inequality has
never been clearer than in this moment, as many wealthy New Yorkers escaped the City
to second homes during the pandemic whereas low-income New Yorkers—including the
many who have sustained our City through the pandemic—are now at risk of eviction
and homelessness at even greater rates.®’” Despite a temporary reprieve from the state
in the form of a short-term moratorium on evictions until May 1, 2021,%® the threat of
homelessness still looms as cash-strapped tenants consider how they will eventually pay
months” worth of back rent.®® Meanwhile, many of these renters encounter threats and
harassment by abusive landlords attempting to push them out.”

Immigrant New Yorkers have been particularly hard hit by the housing crisis. Because
many are prevented from receiving federal COVID-19 relief, state unemployment benefits,
and rent assistance programs, a disproportionate share of immigrant New Yorkers are
vulnerable to losing their housing due to the economic impacts of COVID-19.”" Indeed, a
recent survey of immigrant New Yorkers conducted by MRNY—which followed up on the
aforementioned survey—shows that out of more than two hundred respondents, 85%
were concerned about paying the next month’s rent.”?

The City must take the following bold steps to ensure a safe home for every New Yorker,
prioritize racial equity, and prevent the immigrant community members that sustain it
from being pushed into poverty and homelessness. For further detail on these and other
affordable housing and homelessness recommmendations, see Right to a Roof, a joint
report published by various organizations, including Make the Road New York.”s

9 # Create an Integrated Housing Plan that Prioritizes Long-Term, Needs-
/ Based Solutions Over Numbers

New York City has historically had a siloed approach to housing planning, with separate
and unequal approaches to private housing, public housing, and homelessness. The next
mayoral administration should create an integrated housing plan that brings together all
of the agencies involved in housing, building, and planning.” This plan should focus on the
shared goals of ending homelessness, promoting racial equity, and ending discrimination
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based on immigration status. The plan should also include shared metrics to ensure that all
agencies are working together efficiently to take into account the needs of all New Yorkers.
The integrated housing plan should prioritize providing permanent, affordable housing for
those who need it most, especially immigrant New Yorkers. This integrated plan and its
implementation should be overseen by a new Deputy Mayor for Homelessness, Housing,
and Planning. The next mayor can prioritize this in the following ways:

Provide more available and affordable housing citywide. Even with new affordable
housing construction such as Mandatory Inclusionary Housing,”” most new development
remains “as-of-right” with no affordability requirements; this allows developers to build
housing as they please without any real incentive to build affordable housing in an
economically feasible way.”® As a result, New Yorkers making less than 50% of the area
median income continue to struggle to find affordable homes, a disparity that will be
exacerbated due to COVID-related economic distress. The City must do more, especially
in high-opportunity neighborhoods.””

Invest in operating subsidies over tax breaks. Tax incentives—the primary tool for meeting
the housing needs of low-income New Yorkers—are insufficient for providing affordable
housing.”® The City should fund operating subsidies as a form of rent assistance that would
allow tenants to pay lower rents without compromising building operations and quality of life.

Prioritize affordable housing for project approvals. Utilize interagency coordination to
prioritize affordable housing in all necessary administrative approvals during development,
particularly Department of Buildings approvals for construction.

Create more supportive housing’® and tie unit size mix to need, especially for single
adults, by prioritizing supportive housing in new construction. The City should acquire and
convert existing resources, such as shelter hotels (hotels that contract with the City to
house homeless people) and vacant properties, into supportive housing.t® The City should
use a data-driven approach to ensure housing lottery units meet the need for people to
be housed appropriately.

@ #2 End Housing Segregation and Improve Access to Affordable Housing
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Currently, the need for affordable housing has dramatically outpaced affordability,

and those on the brink of homelessness struggle to find stable, permanent housing,
sometimes due to discrimination.?! The City should prioritize an interagency approach
to promoting fair, nondiscriminatory housing and streamline the process for finding and
securing affordable housing options. This can be done in the following ways:

Fund the Human Rights Commission (HRC) to enforce against discrimination violations
and provide fair housing counseling. This should ensure coordination between HRC

and Housing Preservation & Development (HPD) to punish landlords who discriminate,
including on the basis of one’s source of income.#?

Increase CityFHEPS voucher subsidy to fair market rent®® to provide more options for
holders.

Create a rapid rehousing system to reduce homelessness and allow local emergency
placements. The City should expand upon the model that reduced veteran street
homelessness by 90% through interagency coordination.®® It should also allow local,
mission-driven property owners to rehouse quickly and locally in emergency situations,
such as displacement due to fire.

Streamline and better fund assistance with accessing and applying for affordable
housing. The City should streamline voucher applications and Housing Connect, and it
should ensure that those who qualify, including people in shelters, can access assistance.
The City should also fund more Housing Ambassadors to help New Yorkers, including in
shelters, find and apply for affordable housing.

‘@‘ #3 End Real Estate Speculation by Supporting Local Owners

Speculation and displacement continue to threaten New York City’s low-income
communities, and Mayor de Blasio has favored for-profit developers over mission-driven
non-profits to develop public land.?® The City’s integrated housing plan should stabilize
neighborhoods by creating and preserving 100% permanent affordable housing that is
community-focused and working to keep existing residents in their homes. The City can
take action in the following ways:
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Utilize public land for public good and develop more public sites as affordable
housing. Require publicly-owned sites to be developed as 100% affordable housing, by
mission-driven developers, with deep affordability and space for community facilities.
Identify underutilized and underbuilt public sites for transfer to HPD, especially in high-
opportunity neighborhoods.

The City should build capacity of non-profit developers, including paying interest on
pre-development loans for non-profit developers and giving preference in requests for
proposals to those who have developed large portfolios of low-income housing in order to
encourage developers to take on these projects.

Assist struggling homeowners and small landlords. The City should fund foreclosure
prevention services, including legal services and counseling, community land trust
models,®” and expansion of the Homeowner Help Desk,?® and also fund programs that help
homeowners make repairs, such as HomeFix,?° to keep existing homeowners and their
tenants in their homes.

@ #4 Ensure Housing Quality for All New Yorkers

Immigrant New Yorkers are particularly vulnerable to poor housing conditions and other
harassment by landlords.®® This is especially true given many immigrant New Yorkers’
current economic fragility, and it is critical to ensure that no one is displaced due to poor
housing conditions or harassment. The City should ensure housing quality for all New
Yorkers by taking the following steps:

Hold bad landlords accountable for behavior such as harassment and failure to make
adequate repairs. Specifically, the City should create stronger rules to prevent abusive
landlords from doing business with the City. Landlords with demonstrated records of
tenant harassment and/or deferred maintenance should not be eligible to receive City
funding and should not have properties returned to them after going through City
programs such as 7A.9

Strengthen enforcement mechanisms against landlords. The City should recover civil
penalties when landlords fail to make repairs, and it should bring harassment claims
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against landlords on the tenants’ behalf, rather than relying on tenants and third parties
to conduct that type of enforcement. To make this initiative effective, the City should also
educate judges, court personnel, and City agencies on harassment, including existing law
and remedies.

Expand the Alternative Enforcement Program,®? a highly effective tool for addressing
distressed properties that identifies buildings with high numbers of violations for priority
repairs.

Expand the Housing Right to Counsel Program.®® The current Housing Right to
Counsel program should be expanded to cover anyone making less than 400% of the
federal poverty level to ensure that all low-income tenants in New York City will have
representation in housing court.

Expand Funding for and Legalize Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs). The City should
update the regulatory framework for ADUs, including basement and cellar apartments,
to provide homeowners with access to grants, subsidies, and abatements, to legalize
approximately 200,000 affordable apartments and to ensure the safety of the
populations already living in them.

@ #5 Center Local Knowledge in Planning Decisions

The de Blasio administration initiated rezonings in six low-income communities of color while
ignoring community-driven proposals to guide development in neighborhoods elsewhere.
The next mayor should prioritize community-centered planning by doing two things:

Create a Citywide Comprehensive Planning Framework that includes city- and
community-district-level targets for growth; affordable, supportive, and homeless housing;
public facilities; and infrastructure. Create a collaborative process that allows local
residents and stakeholders to direct implementation. Ensure that resource allocation is
tied to need rather than rezoning.

Mandate a Racial Impact Study for rezonings and proposed development projects,

and require analysis of community-based plans. Community-initiated plans should be
considered as alternatives to City and developer-driven proposals as part of the Uniform
Land Use Review Procedure.
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While COVID-19 created unprecedented job losses throughout the nation, the devastating
effects were most pronounced for immigrant workers.?* This is particularly true in New
York City, as immigrant New Yorkers have long sustained the industries hardest hit by the
pandemic.?®> Making matters worse, although immigrants comprised the largest proportion
of the City’s front-line workers during the COVID crisis,?® many immigrants have been
denied access to relief programs at all levels of government. For example, undocumented
New Yorkers have not only been cut out of federal relief programs, but are also ineligible
for critical forms of worker protections, including unemployment insurance and virtually
all forms of safety-net assistance.?” The conseguences of denying these supports during
this unprecedented recession have proven economically disastrous for many in New York
City’s immigrant community. While the City appeared to recognize this when it launched
the Immigrant Emergency Relief Program,®® that program did not come close to meeting
the community’s needs: the private funding for the one-time payment program quickly
ran out—covering an estimated three percent of the City’s undocumented residents—and
the single payments did not provide the ongoing, longer-term relief that many families
and individuals need, yet distribution still overwhelmed many service providers.®?

Given the job losses and inability to access relief that have destabilized many of the City’s
immigrant communities, immigrant workers are now even more vulnerable to abuse by
employers. Pre-pandemic, the Center for Popular Democracy estimated that wage theft
in New York State may impact 2.1 million workers and account for $3.2 billion annually in
wages and benefits unlawfully withheld;'°° there has been a significant uptick in reports
of wage theft in the City amidst the pandemic.® Undocumented workers are particularly
vulnerable to this type of workplace abuse, as they are often targeted by employers who
threaten to retaliate by firing or reporting them to immigration authorities if they seek to
vindicate their right to full and fair compensation for their work.°? And, although New York
State has adopted a number of laws to protect workplace rights such as $15 minimum
wage, equal pay, and protections against wage theft, it neither adequately enforces these
rights nor provides workers with the necessary resources to do so.°3 The City must take
action to support immigrant workers and ensure meaningful protections from wage theft
and abuse.
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@' #1 Launch an Unemployment Insurance Equivalent Program and Ensure
/ Access to City-Run Relief Programs for Excluded Immigrants

The City should launch a first-of-its-kind unemployment insurance equivalent program
that would pay a flat monthly rate—equivalent to existing unemployment benefits for
qualifying individuals—to individuals excluded from state and federal unemployment
benefits. This program should provide this type of support to community members

who are excluded from other unemployment benefits on the basis of their immigration
status and recently incarcerated individuals (in immigration detention, jail, or prison)

who lack the work history necessary to qualify for unemployment benefits. In this

way, the supplemental city program would provide necessary stability and support for
people—many of whom are in essential industries—who have been shut out of basic
relief programs. Additionally, to fill the gaps caused more broadly not only by loss of
work, but also by reduced hours, lack of access to essential medical care, and the host of
other pandemic-related challenges that have thrust immigrant New Yorkers into financial
distress, the City must create publicly funded disaster relief programs that provide reliable,
adequate, and ongoing financial assistance. Finally, if the City must rely on nonprofits to
distribute assistance, as it did with the previous round of relief, it should also scale up and
resource its non-profit partners to fully meet the need.

@ \ #2 Increase Funding for Legal Services for Workers Subjected to Wage
Theft and Abuse in the Workplace

One of the reasons employers perpetrate workplace abuses, such as discrimination and
wage theft, against immigrant workers is that, all too often, they can get away with it.
Low-wage immigrant workers are typically unable to rely on state agencies for redress
and unable to afford private attorneys, and therefore rely upon government-funded civil
legal services to help them vindicate their rights. Given the increased vulnerability of
immigrant workers now, the City must increase funding for pro bono legal services to
ensure that all immigrant workers who have been cheated out of wages, discriminated
against in the workplace, or subjected to health and safety violations at work have access
to representation to seek redress®* In particular, the City should stabilize funding for
important legal services programs, including by committing to increase funding for the
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Immigrant Opportunities Initiative'®> and committing to baselining $7.5 million in annual
funding to the Low-Wage Worker Initiative.

9 #3 Leverage Municipal Power as Market Participant to Disincentivize Forced
/ Arbitration Clauses and Other Nefarious Employer Practices

While federal and state preemption limits some of the legislative power of the city to
support low-wage workers, the City retains substantial power in this realm as a market
participant. The City should use this power to reward fair, transparent, and equitable
workplaces with its business. It should also require companies who seek to do business
with the city to disclose anti-worker practices such as forced arbitration clauses, non-
disclosure policies that silence whistleblowers, or other unfair or abusive labor practices,
and the City should consider these practices as negative factors when deciding which
companies to reward with its business.

9' #4 Implement Legal Protections Against Firing Workers Without
“Just Cause”

Under the current “at-will” employment scheme, employers enjoy free rein to fire a worker
for any reason or no reason at all, so long as the employer’s justification is not otherwise
prohibited by an anti-discrimination statute or other law.'°® With few safeguards from
arbitrary dismissal, and because under current law workers bear the burden of proving
that their dismissal was unlawful, workers are hesitant to speak up about workplace
concerns or violations!®” The pandemic has highlighted the extreme risks that at-will
employment poses not only to workers, but also to communities: workers without the
confidence to challenge a lack of personal protective equipment, overcrowding, or
rising infection rates in their workplaces may feel compelled to continue laboring in
unsafe conditions, and risk transmitting the virus to their families, neighbors, and fellow
commuters.®® The City should pass just cause protection legislation to provide New
Yorkers with a fair chance at stable employment and greater ability to contest poor
conditions or illegal practices.'o®
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Adult Literacy, Job Training,
and College Access for All



Because of the now precarious economic status of many within New York City’s
immigrant communities, English language proficiency, literacy, and educational
achievement—key determinants of social and economic outcomes—have become
important mechanisms for confronting the increased stratification and subordination of
these communities."® Higher English language proficiency, literacy levels, and educational
attainment are essential for equipping marginalized people with the tools they need to
navigate complex systems, overcome disparities and inequities in areas such as health
care and housing, become civically engaged, obtain employment, and/or advocate for
themselves and their children to attain a better quality of life. Yet, more than 2.2 million
adults in New York City lack a high school diploma, English language proficiency, or both."
English language proficiency, literacy, and educational attainment have become all the
more urgent now, in the midst of an economic downturn fueled by the global pandemic in
which lower-income people and people of color have been disproportionately affected by
job losses, and left behind in the shift to remote work and school. Remote work for many
people in these groups simply is not an option,™ and studies show that school shutdowns
caused by COVID-19 may be worsening already troubling student-achievement gaps."

Adult literacy classes and college access programs are especially important for immigrant
New Yorkers and children in mixed-status households. Half of immigrants and 63% of
undocumented immigrants in New York City are Limited English Proficient and thus
speak English less than “very well.”™ This dramatically limits their economic and other
opportunities, and is entirely changeable through access to basic education. However,
due to woefully inadeguate funding for adult literacy education, a tiny fraction—less

than 3%—of adult New Yorkers in need can get into adult basic education, high school
equivalency, or English as a Second Language classes.™ Similarly many students who are
immigrants or children of immigrants and seek higher education face unique barriers in
the college admissions process due to, among other things, a lack of family knowledge
about navigating college applications and financial aid."™® The City must increase and make
permanent funding for these essential programs. To continue with the status quo will only
serve to produce entrenched inequity, as immigrants and their children will be shut out of
entire job categories and denied any meaningful opportunity to achieve upward mobility.”
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@ #1 Increase Funding for Adult Literacy Programs

To address the unmet need for access to adult literacy classes, the City, alongside the

state, must commit to increasing investment in these programs by approximately six
times the current funding levels over the next five years to scale to $500 million in total
funding (including $90 million from the City for community-based literacy programs)."®
This increase in funding will expand access by adequately resourcing the key components
necessary to sustain stable, high-quality adult literacy programs: staff and personnel costs;
student supports; materials and tools; program space; technology; and organizational
management systems and support.” Not only would this additional investment in adult
literacy benefit immigrant communities by creating pathways to social and economic
mobility, but studies also predict a substantial benefit to the broader community at a time
when the City needs it: New York City would likely see a 10% increase in gross domestic
product if all adults were brought to at least the minimum level for proficiency in literacy.?°©

@ # Utilize Adult Literacy Programs as Empowerment Hubs for Know-Your-
/ Rights Campaigns and Information

Informational campaigns can play an enormous role in informing and protecting
immigrant New Yorkers by equipping them with the tools they need to: receive important
public health advice; protect themselves against community harm, including ICE raids
and consumer fraud; and to be civically engaged, for example in census outreach. Adult
literacy classes offer a better, more accessible way to share this information than do
informational campaigns conducted through, for example, employers or health providers
alone. Because of this, these classes should be used as community hubs where individuals
are not only taught English proficiency and literacy, but are also exposed to information
about their rights in general and in the workplace. By incorporating know-your-rights
information into the curricula of all City-funded adult literacy classes, the City can
maximize the use of these class spaces by providing important community information,
allowing it to reach, impact, and empower thousands of immigrants and their families.
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@ #3 Remove Work Authorization Requirement from Job Training Programs

Workforce development programs serve as another key component of city-funded education
for adults. Currently, the City offers training programs in the food service, healthcare, industrial
& construction, tech, and media and entertainment industries, along with accompanying job
training grants” However, individuals interested in these training programs often must have
work authorization to be eligible to enroll. This qualification means that immigrants without
proof of authorization to work legally are denied access to these important programs—even if
they aspire to regularize their status and even if they are merely waiting for their applications
for employment authorization to be approved. As a result, many immigrants are prevented
from gaining skills that are often critical for providing for themselves and their families. The City
should remove this barrier to participation and make these training programs accessible to all
New Yorkers, regardless of immigration and work authorization status.

e ' # 4 Increase Funding for and Expand Access to College Access Programs and
/ Summer Youth Employment Program (SYEP) to Include Undocumented Youth

The shift to remote schooling during the pandemic has led to substantial drops in
immigrant enrollment in schools’?? and less interaction with and guidance from college
counselors, adding to the hurdles holding back immigrant youth from pursuing higher
education.”® In addition, implementation of the New York State DREAM Act, which
provides undocumented and other students access to New York State-administered
grants and scholarships that support their higher education costs, has created
challenges,”* and complexities in the application process have likely discouraged some
otherwise eligible young people from applying.”® To address these gaps and ensure that
working class immigrant youth are equipped with the resources to get into college, the
City must commit to increasing funding levels for Student Success Centers and other
college access programs for immigrants, which are proven to successfully improve
outcomes for working class immigrant youth. Additionally, the City should expand
eligibility for SYEP—an important summer program that employs and provide career-
focused opportunities to young people—to undocumented youth and others, who are
currently excluded due to its current work authorization requirement.?®
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CONCLUSION

Now is the time for the City to step up and take strong action to support its immigrant
residents. New leaders of the City must ensure that immigrant New Yorkers have equal
access to the basic rights necessary for them to survive, grow, and prosper, and they
should take bold, progressive steps to make the City a leader in the larger effort for
immigrants’ rights, equity, and justice. Dignity, Community, & Power: 2021 Vision for NYC’s
Immigrant Communities offers these leaders a blueprint for achieving these vital goals.
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