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My name is Jumaane D. Williams, and I am the Public Advocate for the City of New 

York. I want to thank Chair Nurse and the members of the Committee on Civil and 

Human Rights for holding this very important hearing. 

 

“We, the people of New York city, declare that our city is a multiracial democracy, and 

that our diversity is our strength.” 

 

So begins the preamble to New York City’s Charter, the document that declares our 

city’s fundamental values and governmental functions. In 2022, New Yorkers voted 

overwhelmingly to add this preamble to the Charter, which continues:  

 

“We strive to be a city where… equity and inclusiveness, community empowerment, 

accessibility, and opportunity for every New Yorker are the unwavering standards to 

which we are held accountable in all aspects of governance”.
1
 

 

On the same day in 2022, New York City voters codified the independent Commission 

on Racial Equity (CORE) and a “true cost of living” metric, which together aim to put the 

values articulated in the Charter preamble into practice. This tasked the Mayor with 

developing and releasing biannual Racial Equity Plans and true cost of living metric by 

mid-2024 and updating these plans every two years to align with the release of the 

preliminary City budget.
2
 

 

Unfortunately the previous Mayor failed to live up to his Charter-mandated obligation 

and released neither. By now, we should have the original and updated versions of both 

the plans and metrics. Instead, CORE had to sue the previous administration over its 

illegal and immoral failure.
3
 

 

Two independent organizations, the Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies and the 

Urban Institute, took it upon themselves to create a “true cost of economic security” (or 

TCES) metric that reflects many aspects of the Charter-mandated measure. Following 

the TCES measure, the median New York City family with children would need to earn 

3 Commission on Racial Equity sues the mayor: Independent agency files case due to delay in mandated 
plan’s release 

2 Charter § 1151-c, Charter § 3403-d 
1 New York City Charter Preamble 

 

https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/commission-on-racial-equity-sues-the-mayor/article_d872736b-4c41-5f68-8a87-7639c72abf60.html
https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/commission-on-racial-equity-sues-the-mayor/article_d872736b-4c41-5f68-8a87-7639c72abf60.html
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/newyorkcity/latest/NYCcharter/0-0-0-5697
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/newyorkcity/latest/NYCcharter/0-0-0-6481
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/newyorkcity/latest/NYCcharter/0-0-0-4


 
 

$165,300 per year to be economically secure. This is $52,600 more than the median 

New York City family actually makes. 

 

This already-enormous disparity is even worse for New Yorkers of color. Using the TCES 

metric, 43% of White New Yorkers are economically insecure but for Asian, Black and 

Latino New Yorkers that percentage stands at 63%, 68%, and 78% respectively. These 

disparities are geographic, too: 50% of New Yorkers in Manhattan versus 80% in the 

Bronx.
4
 In the richest city in the richest country in the history of the world, it is a shame 

that anyone struggles to meet their basic needs and that after many decades of progress, 

New Yorkers of color face this burden so disproportionately. 

 

It will take a whole-of-government approach to shrink racial and economic disparities, 

ensuring every New Yorker can comfortably access their basic needs. We often say that 

“budgets are moral documents.Releasing the Racial Equity Plans and true cost of living 

metric will be a next step towards the City budget reflecting the morals outlined in the 

City Charter. 

 

I am encouraged by our new Mayor’s focus on affordability and my hope is that the 

administration will keep its promise to release the Racial Equity Plans within the first 

100 days,
5
 so that future City budgets can operationalize our commitment to ending 

racial inequities. I look forward to hearing testimony on this topic from the Commission 

on Racial Equity, from the Mayor’s Office of Equity & Racial Justice, and from members 

of the public. 

 

Thank you. 

5 Mayor Mamdani Appoints Afua Atta-Mensah as Chief Equity Officer and Commissioner of the Mayor’s 
Office of Equity & Racial Justice  

4 True Cost of Economic Security: Policy Implications for New York City 

 

https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2026/01/mayor-mamdani-appoints-afua-atta-mensah-as-chief-equity-officer-
https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2026/01/mayor-mamdani-appoints-afua-atta-mensah-as-chief-equity-officer-
https://www.fpwa.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/True-Cost-of-Economic-Security_Policy-Implications-for-New-York-City_9.29.25-1.pdf
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February 26, 2026 

 

The Legal Aid Society’s Testimony Regarding the Importance of the New 

York City Commission on Human Rights and the Crisis in Staffing that 

is Harming New Yorkers 

Submitted by Rebekah Cook‐Mack 

Thank you for the opportunity to present this testimony. I am a Staff Attorney in the 

Employment Law Unit of The Legal Aid Society.  

 

The Mayor’s preliminary budget proposal compounds, rather than addresses, the 

chronic underfunding the Commission has been subjected to since the pandemic. 

Funding the Commission at this anemic level and cutting their budget by almost 10% 

will not allow it to meet the needs of New Yorkers in this time of federal retrenchment. 

It will not be able to fully enforce the laws that have taken effect since the pandemic 

while simultaneously stepping up to fill federal shoes. To meet the needs of the most 

vulnerable New Yorkers today, we must invest in the Commission and ensure they can 

hire to fill the positions. We know that it is more essential now than ever. Funding the 

Commission at $25 million in FY 27 and committing to right sizing its budget for 

coming years is an essential part of our City’s response to the current federal 

administration. It is a necessary element to ensuring that New York City can hold the 

line and protect the rights of its most vulnerable residents – largely Black and Brown 

low‐income New Yorkers. By protecting these New Yorkers in this moment, the 

Commission will act as a bulwark for all of us. Cutting the budget, as the mayor 

proposes, is a mistake. 

 

We call on the Mayor to reverse course and invest in the Commission so that it is 

funded at $25 million in FY27. This is less than 0.02 percent of the City’s $127 billion 

dollar FY 27 preliminary budget – it is a rounding error.  Yet, these funds will ensure 

the Commission can rebuild so that it can meet the immediate needs of vulnerable New 



Page 2 of 6 
 

Yorkers in this unprecedented moment. Commissioner Clarke takes the reins at a time 

when the Commission is more important than ever. She cannot succeed if the City does 

not give her the resources necessary to do the job.  

 

The New York City Human Rights Law (NYCHRL), administered by the Commission, 

prohibits discrimination in employment, housing, and public accommodations. It 

protects against discriminatory lending practices, retaliation, discriminatory 

harassment, and bias‐based profiling by law enforcement. It is one of the most 

comprehensive civil rights laws in the country and applies to a long list of protected 

classes beyond those recognized by the federal and New York State governments.1 We 

commend City Council for its expansive view of civil and human rights, amending the 

NYCHRL over 40 times since 2013 to add additional protections for New Yorkers.2 

However, we must express our alarm at the chronic underfunding of the Commission, 

which prevents New Yorkers from receiving justice when faced with discrimination 

and is reflected in the Mayor’s preliminary FY27 budget.  

 

The Legal Aid Society is built on one simple but powerful belief: that no New Yorker 

should be denied the right to equal justice. We want to remain a beacon of hope for 

New Yorkers who feel neglected, regardless of who they are, where they come from, or 

how they identify. From our start nearly 150 years ago, our growth has mirrored that of 

the city we serve. Today, we are proud to be one of the largest and most influential 

social justice law firms in New York City and nationwide. Our staff deliver justice in 

every borough, working tirelessly to defend our clients and dismantle the hidden, 

systemic barriers that can prevent them from thriving. As passionate advocates for 

individuals and families, LAS is an indispensable component of the legal, social, and 

economic fabric of our city.  

 

Last year, LAS provided direct holistic legal services to 475,000 individuals and their 

families through our Civil, Criminal, and Juvenile Rights Practices. Over 2 million New 

York City residents benefited from our direct representation, affirmative litigation, 

 
1 https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/the‐law.page  
2 

https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/amendments.page#:~:text=A%20Local%20Law%20to%20amend,%2C

%20housing%2C%20and%20public%20accommodations  
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legislative and policy advocacy. Our work across these Practices provides us with 

unique insights into the challenges facing marginalized communities in NYC and an 

unparalleled ability to effect change on a greater scale. Our Civil Practice works with 

low‐income New Yorkers experiencing a broad range of civil legal issues that, without 

assistance, can escalate into situations with cascading effects that threaten their stability 

and keep families locked in cycles of poverty. Our specialized units cover the full 

spectrum of civil legal needs, including housing and homelessness; homeowner 

stabilization, family law and domestic violence; immigration; special education; health; 

community development; consumer issues; employment; government benefits and 

disability; taxes; and holistic services for vulnerable populations including the elderly, 

adults and children with disabilities, and people living with HIV/AIDS. 

The Employment Law Unit represents low‐wage workers in employment‐related 

matters such as claims for violations of leave laws, unpaid wages, discrimination, 

trafficking, and unemployment insurance. Our clients are overwhelmingly people of 

color living paycheck to paycheck. The Unit conducts litigation, outreach, and advocacy 

designed to assist the most vulnerable workers in New York City, among them, low‐

wage workers who are sexually harassed; discriminated against based on race, national 

origin, immigration status, pregnancy, disability, sex, sexual orientation, gender 

identify, age, domestic violence, or criminal background; or denied reasonable 

accommodations needed due to pregnancy or disabilities.  

The LGBTQ+ Unit of the Legal Aid Society seeks to address systemic issues impacting 

Legal Aid’s LGBTQ+ clients through public education, advocacy, legislation, and 

impact litigation. It also provides trainings to Society staff on the New York State and 

New York City Human Rights Law’s protections for LGBTQ+ people. 

LAS provides legal and related services to individuals and families experiencing source 

of income discrimination. As part of this work, we provide legal assistance to low‐

income New Yorkers who are facing housing discrimination based on their source of 

income. This work entails advocacy and negotiation with brokers, owners, and 

landlords on behalf of clients and litigation of selected cases to end systemic practices 

that exclude voucher holders. In cases where landlords continue to discriminate based 

on source of income after being informed of their legal obligations to accept housing 

vouchers, LAS proceeds to litigate against the landlords to compel compliance.  

Through this litigation, LAS seeks comprehensive remedies, including injunctive relief 
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requiring landlords to accept housing vouchers; policy changes to eliminate 

discriminatory screening and advertising practices; mandating fair housing trainings 

for ownership, management, and leasing staff; monitoring and reporting requirements 

to ensure ongoing compliance; compensatory damages for affected persons; and, where 

appropriate, civil penalties and attorneys’ fees. Beyond individual cases, the work is 

designed to produce systemic change. By pursuing strategic enforcement actions, LAS 

aims to deter future discrimination, expand access to neighborhoods of opportunity for 

voucher holders, and reinforce the enforceability of source of income protections.  

CCHR should be a critical partner in this work, helping to identify patterns of 

noncompliance, conduct testing and investigations, support outreach and education to 

voucher holders and housing providers, and coordinate advocacy to strengthen 

programmatic enforcement efforts. 

 

We call on the Mayor to abandon the proposed budget cut and instead increase the 

FY26 budget for the Commission by $10 million so that it is funded at $25 million in 

FY27. Investing in the Commission and funding them at $25 million is a rounding error 

in the City’s budget. This small amount of money ‐ just 10% of the $250 million increase 

the mayor proposes for the NYPD budget and under 4% in the proposed $681 million 

dollar increase to the “miscellaneous” budget line ‐ would have an oversized impact on 

the lives of New Yorkers if directed towards the Commission. Adequately funding the 

Commission –would allow it to meaningfully improve the lives of countless New 

Yorkers.  It will enable the Commission to: 

  

1. Resolve Eligible Cases Through Early Intervention Within Two Weeks by 

Hiring and Supporting an Early Intervention Team. This team should be at 

least 20 well‐compensated and experienced advocates. With adequate funding 

this team could act within two weeks to secure apartments that were withdrawn 

once a landlord or broker discovered the applicant’s rent was paid with 

government assistance or they had an old criminal record. They could keep 

people on the job or in their home by requiring reasonable accommodation.  

 

2. Appoint a Deputy Commissioner of Adjudications with appropriate staff in 

the Office of the Chair so that OATH Decisions Can Be Promptly and Timely 

Issued. Under the prior administration, OATH decisions have languished for 
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months and years at CCHR awaiting a decision. During this delay no monetary 

or injunctive relief can issue.  

 

3. Establish an Affirmative Litigation Team: to ensure patterns identified by early 

intervention efforts, public reporting, and case investigations are pursued by 

CCHR.  

 

The Mayor’s preliminary budget catastrophically reduces the Commission’s funding by 

almost 10% at a time when more is needed following years of disinvestment. In the 

absence of federal partners to protect the rights of the most vulnerable the Commission 

stands between undocumented workers and bad actors empowered by a federal 

government that is hostile to protecting their rights.  

 

Without increased funding and the ability to hire without impediment, the Commission 

will continue to fail our city’s residents. We call on our city to reinvest in the 

Commission so that it can occupy the field ceded by its federal counterparts. It is not yet 

too late for New York City to take decisive steps to protect vulnerable populations that 

have already been targeted by the federal administration. For Transgender, Gender 

Non‐conforming, Nonbinary, and Intersex (TGNCNBI) and undocumented New 

Yorkers, federal partners are no longer viable avenues for protecting their rights. For 

these New Yorkers, the City Commission, which enforces a broad array of laws – more 

protective than state or federal counterparts – has become an indispensable partner. 

The City should fund the Commission at a level commensurate with its heightened 

import.  

 

This is a moment of urgency. Without intervention, the situation will further 

deteriorate. Today’s underfunded and understaffed Commission is not positioned to 

meet the needs of New Yorkers as federal partners retreat. It is not positioned to meet 

the needs of the undocumented or TGNCNBI New Yorkers who may reasonably fear 

the repercussions of filing complaints with a federal agency or in court. The 

Commission is failing New Yorkers and must be rescued.  
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We thank the Council for its consideration of this testimony. For more information or to 

address concerns, please feel free to contact me at rcook‐mack@legal‐aid.org or (212) 

298‐5311. 
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The 18% and Growing Campaign:  

Fight For An Equitable Budget for AAPI New Yorkers 

I am Nikita Boyce and I am the Budget Policy Coordinator at CACF, the Coalition for Asian 
American Children and Families. Thank you to the Committee on Civil and Human Rights and 
City Council members for your time.​
 
Since 1986, CACF is the nation’s only pan-Asian children and families’ advocacy organization 
that leads the fight for transformative movements and policy, progressive systems 
change, and racial equity within government institutions to increasingly invest and 
equitably fund community based organizations and city initiatives that directly impact and far 
reach the Asian American and Pacific Islander Diaspora, which include: East Asia, Southeast 
Asia, South Asia, West Asia, Southwest Asia, Central Asia, Pacific Island regions, and the 
Indo-Caribbean diaspora. 

CACF leads the 18% and Growing Campaign, a critical and diverse city-wide campaign 
uniting over 90 AAPI-led and serving organizations across New York City to fight for a 
fair and equitable budget that protects the needs of our most vulnerable community 
members. We advocate as a collective in solidarity to hold New York City accountable in 
providing the necessary resources to serve and empower the diverse needs of all AAPI New 
Yorkers and other communities of color. 

The 18% and Growing Campaign is advocating for a more equitable budget for AAPI 
New Yorkers and that includes expanding the AAPI Community Support Initiative to 
$7.5 million, the Communities of Color Nonprofit Stabilization Fund to $7.5 million, and 
the Access Health Initiative to $4.5 million, among other key city-wide initiatives and 
investments.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The AAPI Diaspora is the fastest growing ethnic diaspora in New York City, yet, it faces 
the highest rates of poverty, linguistic isolation, rising inequities, and widening gaps 
between social services. We represent about 18% of the population of NYC after rapid growth 
over the last decade, but despite this growth, in the past few fiscal years, we have not seen 
many enhancements in critical city-wide initiatives though the needs on the ground have 
exponentially grown. AAPI organizations only receive a 6.25% share of discretionary funding 
(based on initial Schedule C data). As the needs of impacted communities become more 
diverse and require increased capacity, providers who are willing to do the work must have the 
resources needed to allow them to be able to best serve New Yorkers. That means AAPI-led 
and AAPI-serving organizations must be prioritized for funding opportunities. 

AAPI Community Based Organizations provide trusted, culturally responsive, accessible 
resources and support services across the city. We employ thousands and serve hundreds of 
thousands of New Yorkers. We not only deserve a more equitable fiscal investment because 
of the direct services provided, but because these services are provided in a manner that is 
culturally competent and linguistically accessible - far reaching our diverse communities when 
the widening gaps between social services and our most vulnerable are at its most apparent. 
 
Equity in budgeting is essential to receive the funding that our communities so 
desperately need in order to fill the gaps left by city government. Currently, 1 in 5 AAPIs 
live in poverty. We want to build a community that provides culturally competent and 
linguistically accessible social services to the 78% of AAPIs who are foreign born. A community 
where the number of Anti-Asian Hate Crimes that are reported, underreported, and unreported 
decline drastically. A community that emphasizes safety as the presence of wellness in our 
society and empowers social safety nets and opportunities for communities of color to achieve 
their full potential in life.   

That’s why CACF urges the New York City Council to uplift the collective priorities of 
the 18% and Growing Campaign which include expanding the funding provided to 
AAPI CBOs that provide culturally competent and linguistically accessible care to 
AAPI New Yorkers with expanding needs. In order to take further steps in not envisioning, 
but truly creating a more inclusive, safe, healthy, and sustainable society for our diverse 
diaspora, we need an equitable budget that leads to a more value driven, culturally 
representative, and human centered New York City. 
 
 
Thank you.  
 

 
 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4041495/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4041495/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4041495/







	MOERJ - Afua Atta-Mensah
	IBO - Logan Clark
	PUBLIC ADVOCATE JUMAANE D. WILLIAMS
	FPWA - Madeline Neighly
	The Legal Aid Society - Rebekah Cook-Mack
	CACF - Nikita Boyce
	Appearance Cards



