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My name is Anna Arkin-Gallagher, and I am the Associate Director of the Civil Justice Practice 
at Brooklyn Defender Services (BDS). BDS is a public defense office whose mission is to 
provide outstanding representation and advocacy free of cost to people facing loss of freedom, 
family separation and other serious legal harms by the government. For 30 years, BDS has 
worked, in and out of court, to protect and uphold the rights of individuals and to change laws 
and systems that perpetuate injustice and inequality. After 29 years of serving Brooklyn, we 
expanded our criminal defense services in Queens. We are proud to bring the same dedication 
and excellence to Queens. We thank the Committee on Civil and Human Rights and Chair Nurse 
for the opportunity to address the Council about the New York City Commission on Human 
Rights (CCHR) budget. Increasing the CCHR’s budget will enable the agency to enforce the 
city’s anti-discrimination laws to protect the right to affordable housing and stable employment 
for all New Yorkers. 
 
BDS’s Civil Justice Practice aims to reduce the civil collateral consequences for the people we 
serve who are involved with the criminal, family, or immigration legal systems. Our practice 
combats housing instability in a variety of ways: we defend people from eviction in housing 
court, provide proactive relocation assistance and benefits advocacy, and help people navigate 
the shelter system. We also fight for the people we serve to keep their jobs and overcome 
employment discrimination. Through this work we see the profound challenges New Yorkers 
face in securing safe, affordable, and permanent housing and meaningful employment.   
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Discrimination Based on Criminal Records 
 
For many of the people we represent who are experiencing housing or employment insecurity, 
their options are limited by an old arrest or conviction history. Because of long-standing racial 
inequities in our criminal legal system, Black and brown people have been disproportionately 
impacted by employment and housing discrimination on the basis of an arrest or conviction 
record. By shutting people out of both the city’s limited affordable housing stock and the 
competitive job market, discriminatory background checks prevent people from stabilizing their 
lives and perpetuate cycles of homelessness. 
 
New York City’s Fair Chance Act establishes vital protections for New Yorkers with conviction 
and arrest histories from employment discrimination. However, many of the people we serve still 
face immediate adverse employment consequences from an arrest or conviction. Even though the 
Fair Chance Act came into effect over 10 years ago, in our experience, employers remain either 
unaware of their responsibilities under the Fair Chance Act or know that enforcement of the law 
is sporadic and slow. Often our best chance at getting redress for New Yorkers facing 
employment discrimination is to get involved quickly and – if we cannot get a person we 
represent back to work – to negotiate a settlement outside of the New York City Commission on 
Human Rights (CCHR) complaint process. Even when we file a CCHR complaint, the employer 
is able to continue its discriminatory practices while the case is pending before the Commission 
while the person we represent often remains suspended or terminated from their job for the 
duration of the years-long legal process. As wait times at the Commission have grown over the 
past several years, we have seen employers less willing to negotiate settlements, as they know 
that they are unlikely to face any repercussions as a result of our filing a complaint at the CCHR 
for years – if ever. 
 
Similarly, the Council’s passage of the Fair Chance for Housing Act in 2024 was an important 
milestone to combat housing discrimination against New Yorkers with conviction and arrest 
histories. This is crucial because access to housing lowers recidivism, allows people to support 
themselves and their families, and makes our city safer. We know that access to housing is the 
foundation of thriving communities. However, as with all of our robust anti-discrimination laws, 
these laws are only as strong as our ability to enforce them and to educate the public on their 
rights and responsibilities. 
 
Source of Income Discrimination 
 
BDS works with New Yorkers who are experiencing housing insecurity or are unhoused and 
works to help them find secure and stable housing. Through this work, the largest and most 
pervasive obstacle the people we represent face is source-of-income discrimination. The 
majority of people we work with in this capacity are voucher-holders. The housing search 
process typically starts with a voucher-holder reaching out to brokers via listings websites and 
private brokerage firms. Brokers then request a credit score and proof of income of at least 40 
times the monthly rent. Prospective tenants who respond with proof of their voucher rarely 
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receive a response from the broker or they are told explicitly that the landlord does not accept 
vouchers. Despite New York City’s protections again source-of-income discrimination, 
landlords and brokers know that enforcement is weak, and they are unlikely to be held 
accountable for denying housing to voucher-holders. Due to this unchecked source-of-income 
discrimination, the people we serve regularly spend six months or longer attempting to secure 
housing with their vouchers, unnecessarily prolonging homelessness and housing instability. 
 
Vouchers such as CityFHEPS and Section 8 are described by the city as the ticket to finding 
safe, affordable, and permanent housing. But vouchers themselves are meaningless if the 
agencies tasked with limiting discrimination by landlords and brokers are unable, due to lack 
of resources, to provide meaningful enforcement of these protections. Without this 
enforcement, our anti-discrimination laws are merely cosmetic, and the people we represent are 
unable to search for housing in any meaningful way. The Commission on Human Rights must be 
fully funded to enable voucher-holders to secure stable housing. 
 
Recommendations  
 
In light of these challenges faced by those seeking assistance from the CCHR, we urge the city to 
increase funding to the CCHR and to make the following investments and policy changes: 
 
The City Must Adequately Fund the CCHR. The City Commission on Human Rights, which 
is tasked with enforcing and educating the public about the city’s anti-discrimination laws, has 
been systemically underfunded. It is both underfunded and understaffed compared to similar 
agencies in smaller cities.1 We have seen how the current Fiscal Year 2026 budget of $14.9 
million has been drastically insufficient to enforce these laws and prosecute claims of 
discrimination, let alone engage in vital preventative and educational outreach.  

The Commission’s staff has consistently decreased, leading to ballooning workloads and delays 
in investigating complaints.2 Our understanding is that a significant backlog of complaints 
began at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, when many staff members left, and this 
backlog persists due to staff shortages. Although the Commission is supposed to conduct an 
investigation once a complaint is filed and answered, the case backlog results in significant 
delays. We have felt the CCHR’s diminished capacity in our practice. BDS has complaints that 
have been pending at the CCHR for years, with little to no progress made and no CCHR staff 
assigned. An investment of an additional $10 million dollars will allow CCHR to hire additional 
staff, and more quickly investigate and prosecute claims. 
 
Appropriately Staff the CCHR to Allow for Early Resolution of Claims. We believe that 
many of the cases we file would benefit from early resolution of cases through an early 
intervention team or through mediation. Early resolution or mediation – where appropriate –

 
1 The Seattle Office of Civil Rights had a budget of $7,863,947 in 2025 and serves a city of about 755,000. 
2 The City Council’s “Report on the Fiscal 2026 Executive Plan and the Fiscal 2026 Executive Capital Commitment 
Plan for the New York City Commission on Civil and Human Rights,” available at 
https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2025/05/Commission-on-Civil-and-Human-Rights.pdf, 
indicates that the CCHR had a vacancy rate of 24.6% as of March 2025. 
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would be an efficient use of funding because it would allow the CCHR to resolve complaints 
without the need for a full investigation or litigation.  
 
Ensure that the CCHR has sufficient funding to allow it to provide community outreach 
and education. It is critical that the CCHR receive full funding across the entire agency, which 
must also ensure that the Commission has resources to conduct comprehensive and ongoing 
community outreach and education about our anti-discrimination laws. The CCHR is charged 
with preventing discrimination by informing the public of their rights and responsibilities under 
our laws but is not equipped with the resources to do so. Therefore, responsibility for public 
education and outreach about the new Fair Chance for Housing law has fallen predominantly on 
advocates, including BDS. However, our organizations are not in a position to reach private 
housing providers. Until the Commission is adequately funded, housing providers will continue 
to conduct discriminatory background checks and violate the law simply because they are 
unaware of it.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The Commission continues to make laudable efforts to combat discrimination in New York City 
but cannot be expected to meet its mandate without a meaningful increase in funding. The 
mayor’s preliminary budget reduces the Commission’s funding by almost 10 percent, at a time 
when additional investments are needed to allow the CCHR to fulfill its mission. The Council 
passed the city’s Human Rights Law in order to provide broad and comprehensive protections 
for vulnerable populations, but it can only do so if the Commission is given the resources to 
enforce those protections.  

BDS is grateful to New York City Council’s Civil and Human Rights Committee for your time 
and consideration of our comments. We look forward to further discussing these and other issues 
that impact the people and communities we serve. If you have any additional questions, please 
contact Anna Arkin-Gallagher at aarkingallagher@bds.org.  
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Civil and Human Rights 
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Paul Keefe, VP of Legal Services 

 
Over its 180 years, the Community Service Society of New York (“CSS”) has 
powered a more equitable New York with a unique combination of research, 
policy advocacy, and direct services. CSS strongly encourages the Council to 
significantly increase funding to the New York City Commission on Human 
Rights (“CCHR”). CCHR’s budget should be raised to $25 million, which will 
allow CCHR to offer competitive salaries and expand its Law Enforcement 
Bureau to become a nimble and impactful enforcement agency.  
 
In 2015, as an attorney at CSS, I was the lead legal advocate behind the Fair 
Chance Act, which amended the City Human Rights Law to prohibit employers 
from inquiring into an applicant’s criminal history until after a conditional offer 
of employment and mandated a “Fair Chance Process” before someone could 
be denied employment based on their conviction history. I then left CSS for 
CCHR to enforce that law and other employment protections. I value the 
agency and its potential. Now back at CSS, a strong Commission is vital to 
protect our core constituency of low- and moderate-income people, 
particularly those searching for housing with vouchers and people with 
criminal histories seeking housing and employment.  
 
Unfortunately, the Commission remains among the top five agencies with the 
highest percentage of vacancies: Over 25% of its funded positions remain 
unfilled.1 CCHR wants to fill these positions, and people want to work there—
now more than ever because of the decimation of federal civil rights 
enforcement. The problem, which could be fixed by the Mayor’s Office today, is 
the City Office of Management and Budget (“OMB”).   
 
Even when titles are vacant and budgeted, OMB has imposed “allotment” on 
CCHR, meaning it can only hire one person for every two who leave. Also, in an 
attempt to save money, OMB delays individuals’ start dates. According to the 
Commission, five people accepted offers to work at CCHR last October. Zero 
have started work. Two withdrew their applications because they could not 
afford to go so long without employment. Three others still wait. What a waste 

 
1 N.Y.C. Comptroller, N.Y.C. Agency Staffing Dashboard, available at comptroller.nyc.gov/services/for-the-
public/nyc-agency-staffing-dashboard/dashboard/ (last visited Mar. 13, 2026). 
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of Commission resources reviewing all of those applications, interviewing 
candidates, and making hiring decisions.  
 
OMB maintains these policies despite CCHR’s ability to generate revenue for 
the City. When the Commission obtains civil penalties in an enforcement 
action, that money goes into the general fund. Over the past six years, LEB’s 
penalties have earned the City an average of over one million dollars each year. 
Not measured are the fiscal gains of moving people out of shelters and into 
housing—or preventing their entry into a shelter in the first place—through 
strong source-of-income enforcement. 
 
The Mayor’s preliminary budget is the first decrease in agency funding in the 
past five years. Longstanding and continued underfunding sets CCHR up to fail, 
and important benchmarks are headed in the wrong direction: Between 2025 
and 2026, the average age of its caseload has increased to 692 days, up 15% 
from 592 days, and there were 1,591 open matters, up 26% from 1,262.2 When 
“inquiry volumes remain historically high,”3 the City can expect these numbers 
to rise absent a funding increase that allows CCHR to dramatically increase its 
staff and a change in OMB policy that permits the agency to spend its 
budgeted funds immediately.  
 
The Commission’s jurisdiction covers all 8.8 million residents of New York City, 
plus anyone working in or visiting the City, and it does so in the three main 
spheres of our lives: at work, at home, and in public. Discrimination is rightfully 
prohibited in all of those areas; yet the City spends one ten-thousandth 
(0.0001%) of its budget to CCHR. Meanwhile, the NYPD takes up almost six 
percent when justice for a crime victim is no less important than that for a 
person who was sexual harassed; or a disabled person’s right to access their 
home and public spaces; or a person seeking a home with a housing voucher. 
The $10 million addition we request to the Mayor’s preliminary budget amounts 
to .01% of the NYPD’s budget—just for overtime. 
 
With rollbacks to worker and civil rights protections across the federal 
government, it is more important than ever that New York City maintains an 
effective Commission on Human Rights. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Paul Keefe 
VP of Legal Services 

 
2 JULIA KERSON & DANIEL STEINBERG, PRELIMINARY MAYOR'S MGMT. REPORT MARCH 2026 at 77, 
available at www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/pmmr2026/2026_pmmr.pdf. 
3 Id. 
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My name is Britny McKenzie, and I am the Policy Director at the Fair Housing Justice 

Center. I would like to thank Chair Sandy Nurse and the Committee on Civil and Human 
Rights for the opportunity to submit written testimony in support of increased funding for 
the New York City Commission on Human Rights (CCHR). Specifically, we:  

 
• Urge the Mayor to reverse the proposed budget cut and instead call on him 

and City Council to increase the CCHR budget by $10 million to bring the 
agency’s budget to $25 million; this increase can meaningfully improve the 
lives of countless New Yorkers in the areas of employment, public 
accommodations and housing, by addressing years of under-funding that 
have left CCHR without the ability to meaningfully enforce fair housing laws.   

• Affirm that CCHR has a critical role in enforcing NYC's Fair Housing Laws to 
eliminate source of income and disability discrimination and implement the 
Fair Chance in Housing Law. 

 
About the FHJC 
 

The FHJC is a non-profit civil rights organization based in Queens, NY. The FHJC 
service area covers over 8 million people across the five boroughs of New York City. Our 
mission is to eliminate housing discrimination, promote policies that foster open, 
accessible, and inclusive communities, and strengthen the enforcement of fair housing 
laws. The FHJC primarily serves low-income individuals and communities that have 
experienced historic and continuing patterns of segregation, discrimination, and exclusion 
in housing. The FHJC’s services are provided to the public free of charge and without regard 
to household income. Its investigations have led to over 170 successful legal challenges to 
discriminatory housing policies and practices by private housing providers and government 
agencies to bring them into compliance with fair housing laws. 
FHJC’s work has led to a monetary recovery of over $55 million and has opened over 
81,000 housing units to people that were previously excluded. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

About the NYC Human Rights Law Working Group  
 

FHJC is a member of the Human Rights Law Working Group, a coalition of over 20 
New York City nonprofits, grassroots organizations, think tanks, and legal services 
providers. The breadth of our coalition illustrates the critical work of CCHR in enforcing the 
City’s comprehensive Human Rights Law. The New York City Human Rights Law (NYCHRL), 
administered by CCHR, prohibits discrimination in employment, housing, and public 
accommodations, and protects against discriminatory lending practices, retaliation, 
discriminatory harassment, and bias-based profiling by law enforcement. The NYCHRL is 
one of the most comprehensive civil rights laws in the country and its list of protected 
classes goes beyond those recognized by the federal and New York State governments, 
including sexual orientation, height, weight and status as a veteran or active military 
service member.1 

 
We are at a critical time for civil rights in New York as executive actions on the 

federal level have threatened and will continue to threaten civil and human rights 
protections and enforcement. The Working Group asks the City to fund the Commission at 
$25 million, a level commensurate with its heightened importance and to compensate for 
years of under-funding. The agency’s budget grew every fiscal year under the previous 
Adams administration and this is the first agency budget decrease in four years. CCHR’s 
current budget, less than $15 million, is less than 0.1% of the City’s budget. With an 
increased budget, the Working Group recommends the following actions: 
 

1. Resolve eligible cases through early intervention within two weeks. 
2. Appoint a Deputy Commissioner of Adjudications with appropriate staff. 
3. Establish an Affirmative Litigation Team. 
 

In addition to increasing CCHR’s budget, the agency needs the ability to spend their money 
immediately and roll over unspent money from year-to-year. To fulfill their mission, CCHR 
requires adequate staffing, which is hampered by the Office of Management and Budget’s 
practice of allotment, the two-for-one hiring policy where the agency is only allowed to hire 
for half the number of people who left in the last two months. Currently, CCHR has 32 
vacancies and needs the ability to staff these positions promptly.  
 
CCHR Has a Critical Role in Enforcing NYC's Fair Housing Laws 
 

CCHR serves a civil law-enforcement role like that of the district attorney’s office in 
criminal matters, with both prosecutorial and punitive responsibilities. CCHR can 
investigate complaints, resolve cases, and refer matters to the New York City Office of 
Administrative Trials and Hearings (OATH). It may also assess fines, secure monetary 

 
1 The New York City Human Rights Law. 

https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/the-law.page


 
 
 

damages, negotiate remedies such as rehiring, policy changes, training, and accessibility 
modifications, and mediate reasonable accommodation requests. 

Unfortunately, CCHR currently operates with limited funding, which constrains its 
staffing and capacity and negatively affects NYC residents. Effective fair housing 
enforcement should foster accessible, inclusive communities, free of discrimination. 
While CCHR has a baseline infrastructure to support its mission, its impact depends on 
adequate resources. We have seen CCHR do commendable work, and its settlements 
have led to meaningful resolutions for victims of housing discrimination. For example, in 
2024, CCHR reached a landmark $1 million settlement with Parkchester Preservation 
Management and held the company responsible for an unjustified minimum income 
requirement that prevented voucher holders from accessing critical affordable housing 
opportunities.2 As a result of CCHR’s work and the City’s commitment to protecting the 
housing rights of New Yorkers, the settlement secured 850 apartment units to be set aside 
for housing voucher holders, the most ever secured in a CCHR settlement.  

We know from this experience that CCHR holds great promise to enforce fair 
housing laws; however, they are impeded by a lack of funding and staffing which has led to 
alarming delays. An audit by New York State Comptroller Thomas P. DiNapoli in December 
2025 found that CCHR cases experience substantial waiting periods and New Yorkers 
experiencing housing discrimination are not receiving timely action or prompt resolution.3 
Auditors found significant delays in case resolution, intake appointments, and filing 
complaints; the average time frame to resolve a discrimination case took nearly three 
years. The FHJC's intake department has heard from NYC residents who have been turned 
away after attempting to work with the agency on numerous occasions due to lack of 
efficiency. Only by bolstering funding and staff capacity can CCHR develop policies and 
implement the necessary procedures to process housing discrimination complaints and 
help victims in a timely manner.  
 
CCHR Needs Sufficient Funding to Eliminate Source of Income (SOI) discrimination   
 

The law has prohibited SOI discrimination since 2008; but despite this, landlords 
continue to refuse to rent to voucher holders.  SOI discrimination is CCHR’s most common 
form of complaint with over 600 claims filed in the last fiscal year.4 Without the staffing 
needed to process claims quickly, proper enforcement of the city’s fair housing laws 
remains impossible. The delay in processing these cases increases the likelihood that the 
vouchers are not utilized. This undermines the city’s investment in rental assistance 
programs, such as CityFHEPs and FHEPS, meaning that the City is not in fact expanding 

 
2 Mayor Adams Announces Largest Civil Rights Settlement in City History, Protecting New Yorkers from 
Housing Discrimination. August 22, 2024. 
3 Office of the New York State Comptroller, Thomas P. DiNapoli. “New York City Commission on Human 
Rights: Oversight of Housing Discrimination Complaints.” December 2025. 
4 NYCCHR FY 2025 Annual Report. 

https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2024/08/mayor-adams-largest-civil-rights-settlement-city-history-protecting-new-yorkers-from
https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2024/08/mayor-adams-largest-civil-rights-settlement-city-history-protecting-new-yorkers-from
https://www.osc.ny.gov/files/state-agencies/audits/pdf/sga-2026-24n3.pdf
https://www.osc.ny.gov/files/state-agencies/audits/pdf/sga-2026-24n3.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/cchr/downloads/pdf/publications/AnnualReport2025.pdf


 
 
 

opportunities as intended for New Yorkers facing housing instability. To realize CCHR’s full 
potential, the city must take immediate steps to ensure it is adequately funded and 
staffed.  
 
CCHR Needs Sufficient Resources Because Disability Discrimination is Rampant  
 

  New York City Human Right’s Law goes beyond the requirement of state or federal 
civil rights law, is a bulwark for thousands of New Yorkers with disabilities who need 
reasonable modifications to their apartments to be able to enter their apartment building 
or use their bathroom. Disability discrimination is the second most common form of 
housing complaint—CCHR receives an average of one report per day.5 In FHJC’s 
experience, it is difficult to find attorneys to help individuals with reasonable modification 
requests, making CCHR the ideal venue for investigating and resolving such claims.  But 
because reasonable modification requests are so time-sensitive, CCHR and their Project 
Equal Access (PEA) team, which is focused on accessibility for New Yorkers, needs to be 
adequately staffed to process these claims quickly.  Otherwise, individuals can wait 
months or years to have access to their apartment building’s front entrance with a ramp, or 
use their toilet safely with the assistance of grab bars.  
 
 
The Commission Needs an Increase in its Budget to Enforce the New Fair Chance in 
Housing Law (FCHA) 
 
  The Fair Chance in Housing provision of the City’s Human Rights Law, which took 
effect on January 1, 2025, requires a housing provider to follow a specific process if they 
choose to conduct a background check after a conditional offer has been made. Given the 
new expansion to the NYCHRL, CCHR requires an increased budget necessary to prevent 
discrimination under the law; CCHR submitted a fiscal impact statement in 2023 that 
indicated a need for $1.4 million to hire new staff and conduct a public education 
campaign for the new provision.6 The Commission is primarily responsible for informing 
housing providers and the public about their rights and obligations under the law, 
processing FHCA complaints, mediating cases, and filing enforcement actions, but the 
Commission has not received an increase in its budget to support this new protection. 
Early investigation of and enforcement of this law by FHJC has demonstrated that 
providers are either ignoring or uneducated about their obligations under the law. In 2025, 
FHJC filed its first complaint under the Fair Chance in Housing Act after finding systemic 
discriminatory screening practices that categorically excluded certain applicants with 
criminal records.7 CCHR has yet to file any cases, even with housing providers blatantly 
disobeying the law and discouraging prospective applicants from housing opportunities 

 
5 ibid. 
6 Testimony by The Fortune Society at the Committee on Civil and Human Rights Oversight Hearing – 
Budgeting for Equity.  
7 Criminal History Discrimination Alleged at Multiple NYC Apartment Buildings. 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/cchr/downloads/pdf/publications/AnnualReport2025.pdf
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=1389858&GUID=78922A0F-DC71-44CE-92DB-0E51E1E82A27&Options=info%7C&Search=
https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=1389858&GUID=78922A0F-DC71-44CE-92DB-0E51E1E82A27&Options=info%7C&Search=
https://fairhousingjustice.org/enforcement/fhjc-files-its-first-complaint-under-fair-chance-act/


 
 
 

because of their criminal background. As the primary city agency charged with this duty, 
the lack of action sends a clear message that CCHR is an enforcement agency without 
teeth. Staffing to educate, investigate and enforce discrimination under this law is critical 
to making the law a relevant tool in the City’s aspirations to fight discrimination and create 
meaningful housing opportunities for a historically marginalized and penalized group of 
NYC residents. 
 

We reiterate the NYC Human Right Law Working Group’s call to increase the budget 
to $25 million. With a well-funded CCHR, we believe that the Commission can properly 
investigate complaints and provide meaningful relief to New Yorkers experiencing 
discrimination. Adequate resources and staffing will ensure that CCHR’s enforcement 
keeps pace with the scope and complexity of housing discrimination facing New Yorkers. 
We need this enforcement to ensure that key city programs are not being undermined by 
discriminatory practices and that the promise of the NYCHRL is realized for all.  

 
Thank you again for the opportunity to testify on this year’s budget. We look forward 

to working with you this year to ensure that there is increased funding and staffing for this 
vital agency. To connect with us or for further questions regarding this testimony contact 
Britny Mckenzie, Policy Director at bmckenzie@fairhousingjustice.org and/or Yvette Chen, 
Policy Associate at ychen@fairhousingjustice.org. 
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We are grateful to Chair Sandy Nurse and the New York City Council Committee on Civil and Human Rights  

for holding this hearing concerning the Preliminary Budget for the New York City Commission on Human 

Rights (CCHR) and for the opportunity to provide written comments on behalf of FPWA (Federation of 

Protestant Welfare Agencies).   

 

FPWA is a leading anti-poverty, social policy, and advocacy organization dedicated to strengthening 

human services organizations and faith institutions and advancing economic security and justice for all 

New Yorkers. Since 1922, FPWA has driven groundbreaking policy reforms to better serve those in need. 

We work to dismantle the structural and systemic barriers that impede economic security and well-being, 

and we strengthen the capacity of human services agencies and faith organizations so New Yorkers with 

lower incomes can thrive and live with dignity. 

 

In addition to our capacity as advocates for economic opportunity and security, we offer this testimony 

as members of the Human Rights Law Working Group, a coalition of over 20 nonprofits, grassroots 

organizations, think tanks, and legal services providers that have met regularly for the past decade to 

advocate and strengthen our City Human Rights Law (CHRL) and Commission on Human Rights (CCHR).  

We are excited to work with CCHR’s recently appointed leader, Commissioner Christine Clarke, to ensure 

that New Yorkers are both preemptively protected from civil rights infractions and have access to CCHR 

to enforce their rights when violated.  

 

The CHRL, administered by CCHR, prohibits discrimination in employment, housing, and public 

accommodations, and 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 extends the list of protected classes beyond those recognized by the federal and 

New York State governments.1 We commend City Council for its commitment to an expansive view of civil 

and human rights, amending the CHRL almost 40 times since 2016 to add additional protections for New 

Yorkers.2 However, we must express our alarm at the chronic underfunding of CCHR, which prevents New 

Yorkers from receiving justice when faced with discrimination, and also reduces the ability of CCHR to 

create public education campaigns, trainings, and other preemptive work. We ask for the following 

meaningful improvements in support of CCHR: 

 

1) Increase the budget of CCHR to $25 million, up $10 million from the Mayor’s current proposal.  

2) Release Funds and Exempt CCHR from PEGs: Immediately require the Office of Management and 

Budget (OMB) to release CCHR’s entire FY26 budget so that it can fill all vacant staffing positions. 

Exempt CCHR from any future Programs to Eliminate the Gap (PEGs) so that its staff is not further 

diminished through attrition and turnover and exempt the Commission from having to appoint a 

savings officer to recommend further cuts to its budget. Over the last five fiscal years, CCHR has had 

 
1 NYC Commission on Human Rights. (n.d.). Human Rights. Retrieved March 10, 2026. 
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/the-law.page  
2 NYC Commission on Human Rights. (n.d.). Amendments to NYC Human Rights Law. Retrieved March 10, 2026. 
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/amendments.page#:~:text=A%20Local%20Law%20to%20amend,%2C%20hous
ing%2C%20and%20public%20accommodations  

https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/the-law.page
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/amendments.page#:~:text=A%20Local%20Law%20to%20amend,%2C%20housing%2C%20and%20public%20accommodations
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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a budgeted headcount of under 150 employees.3 Due to the small size of this office and its low level 

of funding, PEGs can be particularly destructive by drastically reducing staff capacity.  

3) Facilitate Hiring: Immediately exempt line staff hires from the OMB approval process to allow hiring 

to proceed without bureaucratic delay, and permit CCHR to hire at the top of its salary ranges for all 

lines, including both investigators and attorneys to ensure that CCHR does not lose quality 

candidates to higher paying legal services organizations who are not subject to the sometimes 

months-long OMB hiring approval process. 

4) Establish a Team Within the Law Enforcement Bureau (LEB) to Resolve the Case Backlog.  This 

team, led by experienced attorneys, would review all cases that are more than 18 months old and 

put them on a path towards resolution within a year. 

5) Resolve eligible cases through early intervention within two weeks. Early intervention can be the 

difference between having or losing a job or a place to live. With a permanent staff of at least 20 

well-compensated and experienced advocates, the Commission would be able to help secure 

apartments, keep people in their jobs by requiring reasonable accommodations, and end 

harassment and retaliation for people complaining about discriminatory treatment.  

6) Establish an Affirmative Litigation Team. Ensure patterns identified by early intervention efforts, 

public reporting, and case investigations are pursued by the Commission.  

7) The Human Rights Law Working Group has laid out a complete list of recommendations for the new 

administration. For year one, we have asked the Administration to include the following changes: 

a) Appoint a Deputy Commissioner of Adjudications with appropriate staff in the Office of the 

Chair. 

b) Authorize CCHR to Appear in Court. 

c) Ensure the Office of Policy Counsel is adequately staffed. 

d) Create a New York City Office of Administrative Trials and Hearings (OATH) Division specifically 

for CCHR cases. 

 

New Yorkers’ Civil Rights are Under Threat  

 

CCHR plays a singular role in investigating, prosecuting, and resolving complaints of discrimination in 

employment, housing, and public accommodations. The Commission also conducts public education, 

issues legal guidance, and works to prevent discrimination and promote equal opportunity for all New 

Yorkers. The work of CCHR has always been urgent, not only because anti-discrimination work is essential,  

but because there are protections that New York City residents enjoy that do not exist on the state or 

federal level. However, the urgency has increased substantially under a federal administration that is not 

only abdicating its duty to protect its citizens from discrimination but is, in fact, actively hostile to such 

claims.4 We are currently in a civil and human rights crisis, and New York City government must act with 

 
3 New York City Council. (2025). Report on the Fiscal 2026 Preliminary Plan and the Fiscal 2026 Preliminary Capital 
Commitment Plan for the Committee on Civil and Human Rights .  https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-
content/uploads/sites/54/2025/03/Commission-on-Civil-and-Human-Rights-2.pdf  
4 Agathocleous, A., Conway, K., & Moore, R. (2024). Trump on DEI and Anti-Discrimination Law. American Civil 
Liberties Union. https://www.aclu.org/trump-on-dei-and-anti-discrimination-law  

https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2025/03/Commission-on-Civil-and-Human-Rights-2.pdf
https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2025/03/Commission-on-Civil-and-Human-Rights-2.pdf
https://www.aclu.org/trump-on-dei-and-anti-discrimination-law
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urgency as the last line of defense against discrimination in a context where New Yorkers cannot rely on 

federal anti-discrimination law and policy.  

 

Over the last year, the Trump Administration has made several detrimental policy changes to the Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), which is tasked at the federal level with protecting workers 

against discrimination. The EEOC has shifted its priorities toward attacking diversity, equity,  and inclusion 

(DEI) initiatives, addressing “anti-American bias,” and removing protections from LGBTQIA, and in 

particular transgender, workers.5,6 The EEOC is also changing its data collection policies and ultimately 

dismantling its data and analytics office, which provides critical data necessary for it to investigate and 

address discrimination.7 The Trump administration has signed an executive order directing federal 

agencies to eliminate the use of “disparate impact” standards making it more difficult to enforce anti-

discrimination law.8 This impacts not only the EEOC, but also the Department of Justice (DOJ) Civil Rights 

Division as well as the Department of Education (DOE) Office of Civil Rights, both of which experienced 

extensive cuts during the first year of the Trump Administration. By May of 2025, 70-75 percent of DOJ 

Civil Rights Division attorneys had either left or planned to leave.9 According to the Government 

Accountability Office, between March and September of 2025 the DOE Office of Civil Rights received over 

9,000 complaints of alleged discrimination and resolved over 7,000. About 90 percent of these were 

resolved by DOE Office of Civil Rights dismissing the complaints.10   

 
5 Maye, A., & Wilson, V. (2025). Trump is making it easier for employers to discriminate. This stifles equity and hurts 
economic growth. Economic Policy Institute. https://www.epi.org/blog/trump-is-making-it-easier-for-employers-
to-discriminate-this-stifles-equity-and-hurts-economic-growth/  
6 Goldman T. (2026). The Trump Administration is Weaponizing the EEOC to Attack Civil Rights . National 
Partnership for Women & Families. https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-
attack-civil-
rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protecti
ons.  
7 Goldman T. (2026). The Trump Administration is Weaponizing the EEOC to Attack Civil Rights . National 
Partnership for Women & Families. https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-
attack-civil-
rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protecti
ons.  
8 Guillén, A., & Ali Kanu, H. (December 9, 2025). DOJ rolls back anti-discrimination rules. Politico. 
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/12/09/justice-department-discrimination-disparate-impact-00683362  
9 Lucas, R. (2025, May 19). 70% of the DOJ's Civil Rights Division lawyers are leaving because of Trump's reshaping. 
National Public Radio. 
https://www.npr.org/2025/05/19/g-s1-66906/trump-civil-rights-justice-
exodus#:~:text=toggle%20caption,to%20current%20and%20former%20officials .  
10 U.S. Government Accountability Office. (2026, February 6). Department of Education: Full costs and savings 
estimate needed for reduction-in-force and restructuring of the Office for Civil Rights . 
 https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-108320  

https://www.epi.org/blog/trump-is-making-it-easier-for-employers-to-discriminate-this-stifles-equity-and-hurts-economic-growth/
https://www.epi.org/blog/trump-is-making-it-easier-for-employers-to-discriminate-this-stifles-equity-and-hurts-economic-growth/
https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-attack-civil-rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protections
https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-attack-civil-rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protections
https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-attack-civil-rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protections
https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-attack-civil-rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protections
https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-attack-civil-rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protections
https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-attack-civil-rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protections
https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-attack-civil-rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protections
https://nationalpartnership.org/trump-administration-weaponizing-eeoc-to-attack-civil-rights/#:~:text=The%20agency%20scrubbed%20references%20to,these%20workers'%20civil%20rights%20protections
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/12/09/justice-department-discrimination-disparate-impact-00683362
https://www.npr.org/2025/05/19/g-s1-66906/trump-civil-rights-justice-exodus#:~:text=toggle%20caption,to%20current%20and%20former%20officials
https://www.npr.org/2025/05/19/g-s1-66906/trump-civil-rights-justice-exodus#:~:text=toggle%20caption,to%20current%20and%20former%20officials
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-26-108320
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Anticipating continued attacks against immigrants and essential funding streams, both New York City 

Council members and Mayor Mamdani have expressed a desire to “Trump Proof” the City.11,12,13 Those 

efforts must include a fully funded CCHR.  

 

Underfunding and Understaffing Limit CCHR’s Ability to Resolve Cases and Enforce the Law  

 

CCHR’s current budget is under $15 million, or less than .01 percent of the city’s budget. This paltry 

amount does not reflect its importance as the main civil enforcer of the city’s anti-discrimination laws. 

CCHR’s function as law enforcement in a civil context parallels that of the district attorney’s office in a 

criminal context, with both serving dual roles as investigator and prosecutor by initiating matters and 

handing down punishment. However, CCHR has a fraction of the funding of the district attorney. This 

limits agency staff’s capacity to fulfill their mandate of investigating complaints, settling cases, referring 

cases to the New York City Office of Administrative Trial and Hearing (OATH) for resolution, assessing 

fines, obtaining monetary damages, negotiating additional remedies including rehiring, policy change, 

training, and modifications for accessibility, and mediating reasonable accommodation requests. 14,15 

 

Further, capacity issues within CCHR are leaving New Yorkers with potentially viable discrimination claims 

without a forum to address them due to the backlog in cases. Cases in the CCHR may be closed one of two 

ways: by deciding the case on the merits, or by administrative closure. Cases are terminated through 

administrative closure when CCHR staff initiate a case because they determine there may be a viable 

claim, but are unable to determine in a timely fashion whether those cases should be dismissed or 

referred.16 In FY25, CCHR administratively closed 44 percent of the 379 cases that it closed that year, or 

approximately 167 cases. While this percentage is down from a 5-year high of 56 percent in FY22, the high 

rate of administrative closures means that these 167 cases were shelved without being decided on the 

merits. If New Yorkers must wait for years to have their discrimination cases reviewed, only to have them 

administratively closed, they are not adequately protected from discrimination.17 Without sufficient 

 
11 New York City Council. (2025, April 16). New York City Council Speaker Adrienne Adams, Finance Committee Chair 
Justin Brannan, and Governmental Operations Committee Chair Lincoln Restler Release Plan to Help Trump Proof 
New York City [Press release]. https://council.nyc.gov/press/2025/04/16/2839/  
12 McGibney, M. (2025, July 14). Council Members celebrate adoption of 'Trump Proof' budget. City & State. 
https://www.cityandstateny.com/nyn-media/2025/07/council-members-celebrate-adoption-trump-proof-
budget/406683/  
13 Meditz, S. G. (2025, November 13). Mamdani to ‘Trump-proof’ NYC from ICE. Queens Chronicle. 
https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/mamdani-to-trump-proof-nyc-from-ice/article_9033eb7a-f703-
5574-b79b-c2bb02f83da1.html  
14 NYC Commission on Human Rights. (n.d.). 2024 Settlement Highlights. Retrieved March 10, 2026. 
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/enforcement/2024-settlements.page.  
15 NYC Commission on Human Rights. (n.d.). The New York City Administrative Code, Title 8: Civil Rights Chapter 1 - 
Commission on Human Rights. https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/chapter-1.page  
16 New York City Mayor’s Management Report (2025). City Commission on Human Rights. New York City Mayor’s 
Office of Operations. https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/cchr.pdf  
17 New York City Mayor’s Management Report (2025). City Commission on Human Rights. New York City Mayor’s 
Office of Operations. https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/cchr.pdf  

https://council.nyc.gov/press/2025/04/16/2839/
https://www.cityandstateny.com/nyn-media/2025/07/council-members-celebrate-adoption-trump-proof-budget/406683/
https://www.cityandstateny.com/nyn-media/2025/07/council-members-celebrate-adoption-trump-proof-budget/406683/
https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/mamdani-to-trump-proof-nyc-from-ice/article_9033eb7a-f703-5574-b79b-c2bb02f83da1.html
https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/mamdani-to-trump-proof-nyc-from-ice/article_9033eb7a-f703-5574-b79b-c2bb02f83da1.html
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/enforcement/2024-settlements.page
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/chapter-1.page
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/cchr.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/cchr.pdf
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funding, CCHR cannot fulfill its mission to investigate and prosecute alleged violations of the law. The cost 

of this underfunding falls on New Yorkers who may have no other recourse for justice.  

 

Additional funding could both improve the capacity of existing teams within CCHR and allow for the 

creation of new ones. For example, increasing the capacity of the CCHR Law Enforcement Bureau (LEB) 

could both allow CCHR to resolve early intervention cases more quickly, and create the capacity for 

specialized teams to focus on reducing CCHR’s backlog and initiating affirmative litigation that focuses on 

pattern or practice cases.18,19 At the same time, improving case resolution will also require increased 

capacity at OATH. After LEB reviews a complaint and determines that there is cause for consideration, the 

case is referred to OATH for adjudication. There, an Administrative Judge oversees the trial and issues a 

Report and Recommendation that may include remedies.20 Establishing a division within OATH dedicated 

to CCHR cases could help ensure that these matters are heard and resolved more quickly, improving 

access to justice for New Yorkers at each stage in the process. 

 

Properly funded and resourced, CCHR has the opportunity to increase the safety and responsiveness to 

community concerns about discrimination in housing, employment, and general life to New Yorkers.  

However, the capacity issues within CCHR are leaving New Yorkers with potentially viable discrimination 

claims without a forum to address them due to the backlog in cases.  

  

Underfunding CCHR Undermines Affordability by Leaving Housing and Workplace Discrimination Claims 

Unresolved 

 

Underfunding CCHR exacerbates affordability issues by limiting recourse for New Yorkers facing 

workplace and housing discrimination claims. It is well documented that New Yorkers are experiencing 

an affordability crisis. FPWA co-founded the National True Cost of Living coalition to address the 

widespread nature of economic insecurity. The coalition commissioned the Urban Institute to develop a 

True Cost of Economic Security (TCES) measure, which provides a comprehensive view of households’ 

costs and resources detailed at the county level. Unfortunately, according to TCES, a staggering 62 

percent of New Yorkers do not have the resources necessary to meet a comprehensive set of regular 

household costs, set aside savings both for future planning and for short-term emergencies, and manage 

debt. For families with children, the rate is even higher: 72 percent are economically insecure. 21    
 

 
18 New York City Mayor’s Management Report (2025). City Commission on Human Rights. New York City Mayor’s 
Office of Operations. https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/cchr.pdf 
19 The New York Commission on Human Rights. (n.d.). The New York City Administrative Code, Title 8: Civil Rights  
Chapter 4 - Civil Action to Eliminate Unlawful Discriminatory Practices . Retrieved March 16, 2026. 
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/chapter-4.page  
20 The New York Commission on Human Rights. (n.d.) Steps in the Complaint Process. 
Retrieved March 16, 2026. https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/enforcement/steps-in-the-complaint-process.page  
21 Martin, B., & Launius, J. (2025). True Cost of Economic Security: Policy Implications for New York City. Federation 
of Protestant Welfare Agencies. 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  

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/cchr.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/chapter-4.page
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/enforcement/steps-in-the-complaint-process.page
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
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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Employment discrimination is costly to workers and limits their ability to attain economic security. It 

undermines career trajectories due to lack of promotions, loss of wages, job turnover, and the adverse 

physical and mental health outcomes associated with employment discrimination.22,23,24 Workers facing 

discrimination are put in a vulnerable position, afraid to speak out due to fears that they might not be 

able to find a new job if they are retaliated against and fired. These fears are rational when so many 

New Yorkers lack the emergency savings needed to sustain them during periods of unemployment.  

 

New York City’s workforce development programs and initiatives are equally undermined by the 

pervasiveness of employment discrimination. Providing training and education may prove to ultimately 

be meaningless if these workers are not hired or promoted or are unfairly disciplined because of illegal 

discrimination. Right now, job seekers across the country are struggling to find permanent positions, with 

20 percent of job seekers who were looking for employment in 2024 still looking as of 2025, and many 

reporting that they are applying for more jobs than ever and hearing back less. Among its many 

protections, CHRL protects workers against discriminatory practices including sexual harassment, 

retaliation, lack of disability accommodations, or failing to provide a place and time for lactating 

employees to pump breast milk. Female employees, workers of color, and LGBTQIA employees are some 

of the groups most vulnerable to these insidious and illegal practices. They are also groups with lower 

labor force participation and therefore most likely to be targeted by the city's workforce development 

programs.  

 

FPWA has been conducting research concerning occupational segregation, which refers to the systematic 

sorting of workers into different industries and roles along lines of race, gender, immigration status, 

disability, and other marginalized identities.  It results in the overrepresentation of workers from 

historically marginalized groups in low-wage, exploitative, and precarious jobs or industries, as well as the 

underrepresentation of those workers in higher-wage, secure, and influential occupations. Much of New 

York’s low-wage essential workforce, including home care workers and child care workers, are largely 

carved out of federal anti-discrimination protections due to working in domestic settings which often have 

under 15 employees. Anti-discrimination law, administered by the EEOC, generally does not apply to 

businesses with fewer than 15 employees, which excludes the majority of these workers.25,26 As New York 

 
22 Sanchez Cumming, C. (2021). The importance of anti-discrimination enforcement for a fair and equitable U.S. 
labor market and broadly shared economic growth . Washington Center for Equitable Growth. 
https://equitablegrowth.org/the-importance-of-anti-discrimination-enforcement-for-a-fair-and-equitable-u-s-
labor-market-and-broadly-shared-economic-
growth/#:~:text=The%20effective%20enforcement%20of%20anti%2Ddiscrimination%20laws%20is%20essential%2
0to,affects%20workers'%20labor%20market%20outcomes.  
23 New York City Talent and Workforce Development. (n.d.). Recent Initiatives. Retrieved March 10, 2026. 
https://www.nyc.gov/site/wkdev/recent-initiatives/recent-initiatives.page  
24 Blake. S. (2025, January 27).  Americans are struggling to find new jobs as market changes. Newsweek. 
https://www.newsweek.com/americans-are-struggling-find-new-jobs-market-changes-2021742  
25 U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. (n.d.). Coverage. Retrieved March 10, 2026. 
https://www.eeoc.gov/employers/coverage-0  
26 U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. (n.d.). Small Business Requirements. Retrieved March 10. 
https://www.eeoc.gov/employers/small-business/small-business-requirements.  

https://equitablegrowth.org/the-importance-of-anti-discrimination-enforcement-for-a-fair-and-equitable-u-s-labor-market-and-broadly-shared-economic-growth/#:~:text=The%20effective%20enforcement%20of%20anti%2Ddiscrimination%20laws%20is%20essential%20to,affects%20workers'%20labor%20market%20outcomes
https://equitablegrowth.org/the-importance-of-anti-discrimination-enforcement-for-a-fair-and-equitable-u-s-labor-market-and-broadly-shared-economic-growth/#:~:text=The%20effective%20enforcement%20of%20anti%2Ddiscrimination%20laws%20is%20essential%20to,affects%20workers'%20labor%20market%20outcomes
https://equitablegrowth.org/the-importance-of-anti-discrimination-enforcement-for-a-fair-and-equitable-u-s-labor-market-and-broadly-shared-economic-growth/#:~:text=The%20effective%20enforcement%20of%20anti%2Ddiscrimination%20laws%20is%20essential%20to,affects%20workers'%20labor%20market%20outcomes
https://equitablegrowth.org/the-importance-of-anti-discrimination-enforcement-for-a-fair-and-equitable-u-s-labor-market-and-broadly-shared-economic-growth/#:~:text=The%20effective%20enforcement%20of%20anti%2Ddiscrimination%20laws%20is%20essential%20to,affects%20workers'%20labor%20market%20outcomes
https://www.nyc.gov/site/wkdev/recent-initiatives/recent-initiatives.page
https://www.newsweek.com/americans-are-struggling-find-new-jobs-market-changes-2021742
https://www.eeoc.gov/employers/coverage-0
https://www.eeoc.gov/employers/small-business/small-business-requirements
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City expands its child care program and home care continues to be one of its fastest growing industries  

we must have a robust CCHR to protect the workers in these essential fields.27 

 

Stable housing is another foundational requirement for individuals and families to thrive.  CCHR is 

responsible for overseeing cases dealing with housing discrimination due to source of income and illegal 

denials due to the race or other qualifying characteristics of the tenant.28 Housing discrimination 

undermines both the budgetary investment that the New York City government has made to increase 

affordable housing, as well as the administration of the City’s services for low-income New Yorkers to 

improve housing security. Housing represents 28 percent of the average New York City resident’s budget, 

and for New York City families falling under the threshold of economic security, housing costs are a 

staggering 45 percent of their annual resources.29 In 2021, over 30 percent of NYC households were 

considered severely rent burdened, meaning they spent over 50 percent of their income on rent.30 This 

makes housing security a core economic security issue. This massive cost burden forces households to 

make trade-offs with other essentials, like food and health care, or can force households to live in 

crowded, poorly maintained or even hazardous conditions, which have a negative impact on economic 

security and health outcomes.31  

 

Source-of-income discrimination, when lenders and brokers refuse to rent to low-income New Yorkers 

because they are using housing subsidies to pay rent, is a key barrier to solving New York City’s 

affordability and capacity crisis and has been a priority for CCHR in recent years.32 The prevalence of this 

discriminatory practice is not only an injustice against the individuals and families who struggle to find 

permanent housing due to source-of-income discrimination, but creates an administrative issue for New 

York City that undermines housing voucher and subsidy programs and exacerbates homelessness.33 

 

At a time when civil rights are under real threat, a well-funded CCHR is more important than ever to both 

inform New Yorkers about those rights and comprehensively enforce them. A $25 million investment 

would stabilize and expand the capacity of the CCHR to adequately staff its office, review claims in a timely 

 
27 Shapiro, E. (2026, March 6). Mamdani announces first 2-K seats in Universal Child Care expansion. The New York 
Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2026/03/03/nyregion/mamdani-2k-nyc-child-care.html  
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/spotlight-care-workers-and-the-new-york-city-economy/  
28 New York City Commission on Human Rights. (n.d.). Source of Income Discrimination. Retrieved March 10, 2026. 
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/source-of-income.page 
29 Martin, B., & Launius, J. (2025). True Cost of Economic Security: Policy Implications for New York City. Federation 
of Protestant Welfare Agencies. 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  
30 Office of the New York State Comptroller. (n.d.). The Cost of Living in New York City: Housing. Retrieved March 
10, 2026. https://www.osc.ny.gov/files/reports/osdc/pdf/report-17-2024.pdf  
31 New York State Comptroller Thomas P. DiNapoli. (February 2024).  
New Yorkers in Need: The Housing Insecurity Crisis. Office of the New York State Comptroller, Office of Budget and 
Policy Analysis. https://www.osc.ny.gov/reports/new-yorkers-need-housing-insecurity-crisis  
32 New York City Commission on Human Rights. (n.d.). Source of Income Discrimination. Retrieved March 10, 2026. 
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/source-of-income.page  
33 Zaveri, M. (2022, May 25). Discrimination Weakens Tool for Reducing N.Y. Homelessness, Lawsuit Says. The New 
York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/25/nyregion/ny-vouchers-homeless-discrimination.html  

https://www.nytimes.com/2026/03/03/nyregion/mamdani-2k-nyc-child-care.html
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/spotlight-care-workers-and-the-new-york-city-economy/
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/source-of-income.page
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
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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https://www.osc.ny.gov/reports/new-yorkers-need-housing-insecurity-crisis
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/media/source-of-income.page
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/25/nyregion/ny-vouchers-homeless-discrimination.html
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manner, and better enforce critical protections. As the city moves towards an affordability model, it must 

not overlook the impact discrimination can have on raising the cost of living even further by continuing to 

underfund this office.   At FPWA, we are committed to advancing justice for those who face discrimination 

in New York City and look forward to continuing to work with the City Council to champion increased 

funding and staffing for this vital agency. Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony to this 

hearing. 

 

 

 

 



 
Testimony from Ella Grace Downs, Deputy Director of Policy & Advocacy at Girls for 

Gender Equity (GGE) before the New York City Council Committee on Civil and 
Human Rights 
March 13, 2024 

Good afternoon, Chair Nurse and Members of the Committee. My name is Ella Grace 
Downs, and I am the Deputy Director of Policy & Advocacy at Girls for Gender Equity 
(GGE). GGE is a Black feminist, intergenerational Brooklyn-based organization, 
reshaping culture and policy through advocacy, youth-centered programming, and 
narrative shift. 

As a small, Black, queer and immigrant-led nonprofit doing critical racial, gender and 
sexuality justice and liberation work in the context of today’s hostile world, the 
funding we receive is imperative to the development and growth of Black girls and 
gender-expansive youth of color across NYC.  We request continued support from 
City Council for our FY27 youth programming, so that GGE may continue to address 
the needs of young people across all five boroughs during this critical period.   

We are facing democratic erosion nationally and the normalization of sexual 
violence against girls and gender-expansive youth. The lack of accountability for 
perpetrators in the Epstein files paired with the continual presence of ICE in our 
communities is impacting the mental health of youth that attend our programs. 
Young people feel powerless, which our staff has to respond to in real-time by 
shifting program curricula, increasing 1:1’s, updating safety protocols, and developing 
a whole new organizing arm and campaign to tend to current, real-world needs and 
re-empower our young people. 

Furthermore, attacks against “DEI” and racial justice work have led foundations to 
steer away from funding our work. This year, GGE is facing decreased funding from 
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across the sector, with funders reducing investment away from gender and racial 
justice organizations. In response to these challenges, GGE has restructured by 
reducing staff and scaling back certain programs. This current FY, we are projecting 
a budget deficit of approximately $1M, which underscores the urgency of securing 
multi-year, flexible funding and a stronger partnership with City Council to stabilize 
operations and sustain impact not just for GGE, but for ALL small organizations doing 
this critical work. 

This is why we have formally launched the Alliance on Gender Equity, or AGE, and are 
requesting $300,000 in the form of a new City Council initiative to sustain this work. 
AGE is a youth-led space for political education, civic engagement, leadership 
development and community-building for Black girls, queer and gender-expansive 
youth of color. The coalition consists of our GGE youth participants, adult 
co-conspirators and non-profit allies. We convene with partner organizations on a 
monthly basis to see how we can support and uplift each other with our unique and 
shared priorities as we face growing attacks against our work and our communities.  

To help build the youth alliance, we held a Town Hall In November 2025 centering 
young BIPOC girls, gender-expansive and LGBTQIA+ youth from all five boroughs. We 
heard from them in six priority areas, with many issues coming up that are of direct 
interest to this Committee, specifically discrimination in school practices. AGE turned 
these grievances and recommendations into a List of Demands for New York City 
and State, which is now the School G*rls Demand campaign, launched this month. 
We will share our demands and list of city-specific requests in the written 
submission, to keep this brief. 

GGE is continuing to do the work and expanding our reach, despite financial 
constraints. With $300k in support from City Council through the AGE initiative, we 
hope to continue equipping young Black girls, queer and gender-expansive youth to 
fight for a NYC that is resilient against harmful national forces working against them.  

1.​ $350,000 towards our Young Women’s Advisory Council program funded by 
Young Women’s Leadership Development Initiative (YWLD) for political 
education and empowerment,  
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2.​ $200,000 towards our Sisters in Strength survivor program funded by the 
Domestic Violence and Empowerment Initiative (DoVE) initiative to support 
young survivors,  

3.​ $100,000 towards the Sports Training and Role Models for Success (STARS) 
Initiative to promote the physical, mental, social and emotional well-being of 
youth ages 12-24, and  

4.​ $250,000 in ATI funding to continue our youth organizing work surrounding 
racial disparities in disciplinary actions and school policies, and promotion of 
restorative and healing justice measures and Alternatives to Incarceration.  

We hope you consider supporting us in these endeavors. Thank you. 
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TESTIMONY OF LEGAL SERVICES NYC 

New York City Council, Budget Hearing 
for the New York City Human Rights Commission 

 March 13, 2026 
  
          

My name is Nicole Salk.  I have been a Senior Staff Attorney at Brooklyn Legal Services 

(BLS) for more than 29 years and have spent the last 20 years in the Workers’ Rights and 

Benefits Unit. I am also a proud member of UAW local 2320. As part of my job, I provide 

advice and representation to low-wage workers who have experienced employment 

discrimination.   I am testifying today regarding the preliminary budget for the New York City 

Human Rights Commission (CCHR) and the importance of CCHR to enforce the New York City 

Human Rights Law. 

 BLS is part of Legal Services NYC, which is the largest civil legal services provider in 

the country and is dedicated to fighting poverty and seeking justice for more than 100,000 low-

income New Yorkers annually. Legal Services NYC is part of the New York City Human Rights 

Law Working Group, a coalition of legal services organizations, civil rights advocates, and 

others which formed in 2014 to address the New York City Commission on Human Rights 

(CCHR)’ failure to enforce the New York City Human Rights Law (NYCHRL) effectively.   

Thanks to the City Council, New York City has the strongest anti-discrimination laws in 

the country. The CCHR is tasked with enforcing the NYCHRL and for most working and poor 

residents of NYC, who may not be able to afford private attorneys to represent them in court, the 
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Commission is one of the few places that they can turn to when they are the victims of 

discrimination.  

The Preliminary Budget for the CCHR is only $14,961,000. This would be the first 

budget decrease in five years for the CCHR.  To provide historical perspective, the CCHR has 

109 staff members, which is less than half the number of staff that the CCHR had under the 

Dinkins administration in 1992 - a time when the CCHR served fewer people and enforced less 

expansive laws. Under both the Giuliani and Bloomberg administrations, funding for the CCHR 

was decimated (in 2013 the CCHR had less than 60 employees) and the CCHR gained the 

reputation of a place to avoid if you wanted justice.  While funding increased during the 

DeBlasio administration and the CCHR was able to begin to work toward fulfilling its mandates, 

the CCHR has never been able to properly investigate many cases of discrimination or do the 

affirmative anti-discrimination work it has been tasked to do.  From the beginning of 2022 

through the end of 2025, the budget for the CCHR actually increased slightly each year.  

However, the CCHR was unable to fill many vacancies due to the City’s Office of Management 

and Budget (OMB) slowdowns, which cost them qualified candidates who were forced to wait 

months for approval, and the Program to Eliminate the Gap (PEGS).  CCHR currently has 30 

vacancies because of this.  

The inadequacy of the CCHR budget is born out in my own experiences advising and 

representing clients who bring cases to the CCHR only to have them languish for years.  As an 

example, I filed a case at the CCHR in 2022 for a client who experienced severe sexual 

harassment at a job where she is still employed.  Up until very recently, the CCHR failed to 

investigate the case. During the last almost 4 years, the case was transferred several times and 

then left unassigned due to understaffing. As a result of the case sitting for so many years, the 
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employer has not been held accountable, which is particularly problematic as my client continues 

to face sexual harassment at this same job.   

I also represented a client, sick with cancer, who experienced source of income (SOI) 

discrimination when she attempted to use a voucher for a new apartment as she was being  

evicted from her old apartment.  CCHR is the main agency tasked with enforcing SOI 

discrimination, which is an epidemic problem in NYC.  This epidemic has worsened because of 

a recent Appellate Court decision striking down the State law which will only embolden 

landlords to further discriminate against voucher holders.  Rather than file a complaint with the 

CCHR, with the likelihood of a long wait for an uncertain result, the client was forced to move to 

a location that was both precarious and far away from her son’s school. My client’s situation 

showcases the need for additional resources to enable pre-complaint intervention by the CCHR. 

The failure of the City to properly fund the CCHR means that housing insecure individuals are 

forced to make hard choices and/or remain in shelters for long periods of time.   

 I want to be clear, the CCHR staff are both dedicated and talented.  It is not for lack of 

commitment that cases are not resolved -- it is a question of inadequate resources. The 

Commission must be staffed up to properly investigate and prosecute the complaints it is 

receiving in a timely manner.  Cases filed with the Commission are taking far too long to come 

to resolution – not for lack of effort but for lack of personnel.  The Commission must increase 

mediation to resolve cases quickly but cannot do so without adequate staffing and the funding 

this requires.  

         It is crucial for all New Yorkers that the Commission be fully staffed so that it can 

properly investigate and adjudicate violations of the Human Rights Law, particularly now when 

the Commission may be one of the few places that low-income New Yorkers can seek justice.  
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Nicole Salk 
Senior Staff Attorney 
Workers’ Rights and Benefits Unit 
Brooklyn Legal Services 
105 Court Street 
Brooklyn, NY 11201 
(718) 237-5544 
nsalk@lsnyc.org 
  
 
 



 

Make the Road New York 

Testimony on the Preliminary Budget  

Committee on Civil and Human Rights 

March 11, 2026 

 

My name is Cristobal Gutierrez and I am a Lead Attorney for the Workplace Justice and Trans, 
Gender Non-Conforming, Intersex and Queer (TGNCIQ) Justice Projects at Make the Road New 
York ("MRNY").  

We are grateful to Council Member and Chair Sandy Nurse and the New York City Council 
Committee on Civil and Human Rights for holding this hearing concerning the Preliminary 
Budget for the New York City Commission on Human Rights (CCHR), and for the opportunity 
to provide comments on behalf of Make the Road New York. 

MRNY is a non-profit community-based membership organization with over 28,000 low-income 
members dedicated to building the power of immigrant and working-class communities to 
achieve dignity and justice through organizing, policy innovation, transformative education, and 
survival services, including legal services for workplace justice, immigration, and housing 
issues. MRNY’s five community centers, including centers in the New York City neighborhoods 
of Jackson Heights, Bushwick, and Port Richmond, provide a broad array of support to 
thousands of New Yorkers every year. Our workplace justice legal team represents hundreds of 
workers each year in cases to enforce their workplace rights and provides community rights 
education that reaches thousands more. 

The Trans Immigrant Project (TrIP) at Make the Road New York is dedicated to supporting 
TGNCIQ people of color who disproportionately face high levels of poverty, police brutality, and 
workplace discrimination. Against the backdrop of a worsening political climate, incidents of 
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hate violence are on the rise, with various states across the U.S. introducing new anti-TGNCIQ 
legislation. In response, MRNY is actively engaged in resisting these injustices by advocating for 
inclusive policies, providing vital support services to individual community members, and 
cultivating a nurturing environment where TGNCIQ lives are valued and honored. 

As a member of the Human Rights Law Working Group (HRL WG), a coalition of legal service 
providers and advocacy organizations, we are committed to advocating in support of a 
sufficiently resourced and staffed CCHR. The New York City Human Rights Law (NYCHRL), 
enforced by CCHR, prohibits discrimination in employment, housing, and public 
accommodations, and 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. We commend the City 
Council for its expansive view of civil and human rights, amending the NYCHRL over 40 times 
since 2013 to include additional protections for New Yorkers.1 However, we must express our 
significant alarm at the chronic underfunding of CCHR, which prevents New Yorkers from 
accessing justice when faced with discrimination, particularly given the horrendous attack on our 
civil liberties from the federal administration at this moment.  

The Federal Government has increased immigration enforcement against undocumented workers 
to a level that has not been seen in our country.2 Their surveillance of undocumented workers has 
included sharing information between federal agencies that had been protected as private for 
decades.3 As advocates, we cannot in good conscience advise our clients to go to federal 
enforcement agencies like the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) or the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development because of the risk that they could share our 
client’s personal information with immigration enforcement authorities. Further, the Division of 
Human Rights,  New York tate’s agency in charge of enforcing anti-discrimination law, does not 

3 Even though it was blocked later by Courts, the Internal Revenue Service provided certain information about 
taxpayers to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), such as people filing with an Identification Tax 
Number (ITIN). ICE and IRS reach agreement to share taxpayer information of suspected undocumented 
immigrants. Economic Policy Institute (Nov 24, 2025), available at 
https://www.epi.org/policywatch/ice-and-irs-reach-agreement-to-share-taxpayer-information-of-suspected-undocum
ented-immigrants/  

2 New Report Details ICE’s Expanding and Increasingly Unaccountable Detention System. American Immigration 
Council (Jan 23, 2026), available at 
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/blog/ice-expanding-detention-system/#:~:text=New%20Report%20De
tails%20ICE's%20Expanding%20and%20Increasingly%20Unaccountable%20Detention%20System,-Published:%2
0January%2023&text=The%20American%20Immigration%20Council%20is,of%20its%20mass%20deportation%2
0push. 

1Amendments, N.Y.C. Commission on Human Rights, available at 
https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/amendments.page. 
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have the capacity to take on these cases and advocates have been reticent to file there for years 
due to their lack of capacity.4 

New York City needs to protect all New Yorkers, especially the most  vulnerable members, from 
discrimination. “Perceived Immigration Status,” “Gender Identity,” “Gender,” “Race,” and 
“National Origin” are all protected categories under the NYCHRL that  demand CCHR’s 
protection in the current political climate and when immigrant workers of color, trans and 
gender-non-binary New Yorkers cannot seek the enforcement of anti-discrimination laws at the 
EEOC.  

Effective enforcement of the NYCHRL is key to protecting New Yorkers who are under attack 
and to advancing many of the City’s priorities including housing affordability and workforce 
development.  

Further, existing capacity issues within CCHR are leaving New Yorkers with potentially viable 
discrimination claims without a forum to address them due to the backlog in cases. Cases in the 
CCHR may be closed one of two ways: by deciding the case on the merits, or by administrative 
closure. Cases are terminated through administrative closure when CCHR staff initiated a case 
because they determined there may be a viable claim, but were unable to determine in a timely 
fashion whether those cases should be dismissed or referred.5 In FY25, CCHR administratively 
closed 44 percent of the 379 cases that it closed that year, or approximately 167 cases. While this 
percentage is down from a 5-year high of 56 percent in FY22, the high rate of administrative 
closures means that these 167 cases were shelved without being decided on the merits. If New 
Yorkers must wait for years to have their discrimination cases reviewed, only to have them 
administratively closed, they are not adequately protected from discrimination.6 Without 
sufficient funding, CCHR cannot fulfill its mission to investigate and prosecute alleged 
violations of the law. The cost of this underfunding falls on New Yorkers who may have no other 
recourse for justice. 
 
In 2019, Theresa,7 who worked at a massage parlor, was brutally raped by her employer. Fearing 
retaliation and the loss of her sole source of income, she was forced by her employer into 
performing sex work under threat of being accused of infidelity to her husband and termination. 
Despite earning just $60 per day plus tips, Theresa could not afford to miss a single payment. It 
took nearly a year of suffering before Theresa found the courage to report her employer's actions. 
He was tried and convicted in criminal court, but Theresa's journey to justice is far from over. 

7 Alias. Name has been changed to protect her privacy. 
6 Id. 

5 City Commission on Human Rights 2025 Report, available at 
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/cchr.pdf 

4 Auditors found lost human rights cases in file labeled 'Twilight Zone'. Brendan J. Lyons. Times Union (Oct 17, 
2024), available at 
https://www.timesunion.com/capitol/article/auditors-lost-human-rights-cases-file-called-19843703.php 
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Nearly five years later, her discrimination case remains unresolved before the Commission, 
leaving her to endure the lasting trauma. 
 
Stories like Theresa's are unacceptable in our city. Passing laws to protect the vulnerable is not 
enough - we must ensure those laws are swiftly and effectively enforced. The chronic 
underfunding of the Commission on Human Rights has allowed injustice to fester, eroding public 
faith and emboldening bad actors who know they can act with impunity. The time for change is 
now. As our city faces potential increases in the need for the Commission's services, we must act 
with urgency to provide the resources necessary for timely, robust enforcement of our 
anti-discrimination protections. The dignity and livelihoods of New Yorkers like Theresa depend 
on it. We ask you to prioritize increased funding for the Commission on Human Rights. 
Our requests of City Council, as a member of the HRL WG, regarding CCHR are as follows: 

As a member of HRL WG we are asking the Mayor and City Council for the following: 

1.​ Increase the budget of CCHR to $25 million, up $10 million from the Mayor’s 
current proposal. 

2.​ Release Funds and Exempt CCHR from PEGs: Immediately require the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) to release CCHR’s entire FY26 budget so that it can fill 
all vacant staffing positions. Exempt CCHR from any future Programs to Eliminate the 
Gap (PEGs) so that its staff is not further diminished through attrition and turnover and 
exempt the Commission from having to appoint a savings officer to recommend further 
cuts to its budget. Over the last five fiscal years, CCHR has had a budgeted headcount of 
under 150 employees.8 Due to the small size of this office and its low level of funding, 
PEGs can be particularly destructive by drastically reducing staff capacity. 

3.​ Facilitate Hiring: Immediately exempt line staff hires from the OMB approval process 
to allow hiring to proceed without bureaucratic delay, and permit CCHR to hire at the top 
of its salary ranges for all lines, including both investigators and attorneys to ensure that 
CCHR does not lose quality candidates to higher paying legal services organizations who 
are not subject to the sometimes months-long OMB hiring approval process. 

4.​ Establish a Team Within the Law Enforcement Bureau (LEB) to Resolve the Case 
Backlog. This team, led by experienced attorneys, would review all cases that are more 
than 18 months old and put them on a path towards resolution within a year. 

5.​ Resolve eligible cases through early intervention within two weeks. Early intervention 
can be the difference between having or losing a job or a place to live. With a permanent 
staff of at least 20 well-compensated and experienced advocates, the Commission would 
be able to help secure apartments, keep people in their jobs by requiring reasonable 
accommodations, and end harassment and retaliation for people complaining about 
discriminatory treatment.  

8 
https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2025/03/Commission-on-Civil-and-Human-Rights-2.p
df 
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6.​ Establish an Affirmative Litigation Team. Ensure patterns identified by early 
intervention efforts, public reporting, and case investigations are pursued by the 
Commission.  

7.​ Resolve eligible cases through early intervention within two weeks. Early intervention 
can be the difference between having or losing a job or a place to live. With a permanent 
staff of at least 20 well-compensated and experienced advocates, the Commission would 
be able to help secure apartments, keep people in their jobs by requiring reasonable 
accommodations, and end harassment and retaliation for people complaining about 
discriminatory treatment.  

8.​ Establish an Affirmative Litigation Team. Ensure patterns identified by early 
intervention efforts, public reporting, and case investigations are pursued by the 
Commission.  

9.​ As a working group, we have laid out a complete list of recommendations for the new 
administration. For year one, we have asked the Administration to include the following 
changes: 

a.​ Appoint a Deputy Commissioner of Adjudications with appropriate staff in the 
Office of the Chair. 

b.​ Authorize CCHR to Appear in Court. 
c.​ Ensure the Office of Policy Counsel is adequately staffed. 
d.​ Create an OATH Division specifically for CCHR cases. 

 
The survival of MRNY’s clients and members requires decisive action from the City Council to 
invest in combating the rampant discrimination of those who feel emboldened by the Trump 
Administration and its anti-diversity and anti-immigrant rhetoric. Our City prides itself in being a 
beacon of diversity in the world, which gives the city its economic, cultural, and social vitality. 
We ask you to act now and prevent further damage.  
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Mobilization for Justice, Inc. (MFJ) submits this written testimony to the New York City Council 
Committee on Civil and Human Rights. 

 
MFJ’s mission is to achieve justice for all. MFJ prioritizes the needs of people who are low-
income, disenfranchised, or have disabilities as they struggle to overcome the effects of social 
injustice and systemic racism. We provide the highest-quality free, direct civil legal assistance, 
conduct community education and build partnerships, engage in policy advocacy, and bring 
impact litigation. In fiscal year 2025, we handled more than 10,000 cases benefitting more than 
23,000 New Yorkers, partnered with over 150 pro bono attorneys and other volunteers, and 
secured $16 million in judgments for low-income individuals and families.  
 
As you know, the NYC Human Rights Law (NYCHRL) is one of the most comprehensive anti-
discrimination laws in the nation, protecting individuals from discrimination in employment, 
housing, and public accommodations based on a broad set of characteristics or protected classes. 
The majority of MFJ’s clients in the four key areas we focus on – Housing, Disability and Aging 
Rights, Children’s Rights, and Economic Justice - fall under these protected classes and would 
significantly benefit if the New York City Commission on Human Rights (CCHR), the agency 
charged with enforcing these laws, is functioning properly and able to fulfill its mission. 
 
MFJ’s Workplace Justice Project, which advocates on behalf of low-income and immigrant 
workers, including individuals with a prior criminal record, experienced significant delays when 
it last filed a discrimination case based on race and gender with the CCHR. The Law 
Enforcement Bureau (LEB) took five years to investigate the case before ultimately issuing a 
Notice of Probable Cause, but the case was never scheduled for a trial before the Office of 
Administrative Trials and Hearings. We took the lead in negotiating a settlement with the 
employer, but the LEB further delayed this process by another three years, insisting that the 
employer pay civil penalties to the City. Our client, who suffered race and gender discrimination, 
had to wait nine years from the time she experienced discrimination to the time she received any 
payment for backpay.  
 
In another case, CCHR referred to our office an unrepresented older worker with a disability for 
representation in mediation. The worker had previously filed a complaint with CCHR just a few 
months earlier against the same employer and then filed a retaliation complaint for denying his 
reasonable accommodation request and for his subsequent job termination due to his disability. 
The worker’s goal was to return to his job with the reasonable accommodation he requested. But 
after a year-and-a-half delay from CCHR, the case was never scheduled for mediation because 
the worker passed away while the case languished.   
 
These are appalling examples of an overburdened agency that is simply unacceptable. CCHR’s 
inability to promptly intervene to address discrimination in employment and housing, or to 
secure reasonable accommodations, results in homelessness and unemployment for vulnerable 
New Yorkers. In Dr. Martin Luther King’s Letter from Birmingham Jail, he writes “justice too 
long delayed is justice denied.”  
 
MFJ urges the Council to add $10 million to CCHR’s current budget so it can resolve eligible 
cases through early intervention within two weeks, continue to enforce rights and educate New 



Yorkers and employers about the city’s robust human rights laws, and it should expand the 
mediation program by establishing partnerships with law schools, legal services providers, bar 
associations and private mediators to ensure mediation is available to all interested parties and in 
appropriate cases.  
 
For any questions about this testimony, please feel free to contact Bernadette Jentsch at 

bjentsch@mfjlegal.org or 212-417-3772. 

 
 
 



 
 

Testimony on behalf of National Employment Lawyer Association/New York  
to the New York City Council  

Submitted March 2, 2026 

The National Employment Lawyers Association (NELA) is a national organization of 
attorneys dedicated to the vindication of workers’ rights. NELA/NY, incorporated as a bar 
association under the laws of New York State, is NELA’s New York State affiliate, has more than 
450 members across the state who represent workers—enforcing their rights under federal, State, 
and City laws.  NELA/NY is a member of the Human Rights Law Working Group, a coalition of 
legal service providers and advocacy organizations who advocate in support of a well-funded and 
sufficiently staffed CCHR.  

We submit this testimony to call on the Administration and the City Council to fully fund 
the New York City Commission on Human Rights, (CCHR) to ensure that it is able to fulfill its 
crucial mission to protect New York City workers from discrimination, especially the most 
vulnerable. 

The Mayor has proposed a reduction in the CCHR’s budget, despite pledging to fully fund 
it during his campaign so that staffing decimated by the Adams administration could be fully 
restored.1  We urge the City Council not only to reject this proposed reduction, but to increase the 
Commission’s FY 2026 budget by $10 million, so that it is funded at $25 million in FY 2027.  This 
small investment in the Commission — just 10% of the $250 million increase the mayor proposes 
for the NYPD budget — would have an oversized impact on the lives of New Yorkers.  

Funding at this level will allow the Commission to address four urgent priorities.   

1. Hiring New Staff & Addressing Backlogged Cases.   Without adequate funding or 
staffing, the CCHR’s backlog of cases has grown significantly. Many of our members 
have experienced this first-hand, with cases they have filed taking years to get any 
response at all from CCHR. Restoring staffing levels is critical so that the CCHR can 
aggressively tackle its backlog—because justice delayed is justice denied. 

2. Early Intervention.  With adequate funding, the CCHR could expand its early 
intervention program, and resolve cases early – keeping people in their jobs, allowing 
them to pay their rent and support their families.   

3. Deputy Commissioner of Adjudications.  With adequate funding, CCHR could appoint 
a Deputy Commissioner of Adjudications, so that OATH decisions can be issued 
promptly and timely.  Under the prior administration, OATH decisions have languished 

 
1 https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Dvs1d2mlFUostowEZzfr0CoCrbUQw99a/view at 6. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Dvs1d2mlFUostowEZzfr0CoCrbUQw99a/view
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for months and years at CCHR while awaiting decision, delaying monetary and 
injunctive relief for discrimination victims. Again, justice delayed is justice denied. 

4. Affirmative Litigation.  With adequate funding, the CCHR could establish an 
affirmative litigation team, to ensure that patterns identified by early intervention 
efforts, public reporting, and case investigations, are pursued by the CCHR.  

The New York City Human Rights Law (NYCHRL), administered by CCHR, 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. 2 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. 3  

The consequences of the chronic underfunding of CCHR, which prevents New Yorkers 
from receiving justice when faced with discrimination, is particularly acute right now.  The recent 
announcement by the federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) that it intends 
to stop or limit the acceptance, processing and investigation of charges brought by those who suffer 
from workplace gender identity discrimination, means that New Yorkers who experience 
workplace discrimination based on gender identity will look to New York State courts and the New 
York City Commission on Human Rights for protection of their rights. In addition, there are press 
reports that EEOC has instructed its staff to halt processing of all sexual orientation claims. 4   

This, of course, is occurring in the larger context of the new Administration’s stance on 
discrimination in general, which led former EEOC Commissioner Jocelyn Samuels to recently 
comment,  "I am deeply worried that the EEOC will no longer be an agency that is committed to 
protecting and vindicating the rights of vulnerable workers, and will instead be a barrier to their 
ability to be protected from discrimination.”5 

Background 

The New York City Human Rights Law (NYCHRL) has prohibited discrimination based 
on gender identity since 2002, with the passage of the Transgender Rights Bill. It ensured legal 
protection for people whose “gender and self-image do not fully accord with the legal sex assigned 
to them at birth, “with the intent to make explicit that the law prohibits discrimination against 
people based on gender identity.  Recognizing the profoundly debilitating impact of gender-based 
discrimination on transgender, non-binary, and other gender non-conforming people, the 
amendment makes clear that “gender-based discrimination—including, but not limited to, 
discrimination based on a person’s actual or perceived sex, and discrimination based on a person’s 
gender identity, self-image, appearance, behavior, or expression—constitutes a violation of the 

 
2 https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/the-law.page 
3https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/amendments.page#:~:text=A%20Local%20Law%20to%20amend,%2
C%20housing%2C%20and%20public%20accommodations 
4 Some reports indicate that the EEOC has decided to halt processing not just gender identity 
discrimination claims, but sexual orientation claims as well. https://www.hrdive.com/news/eeoc-tells-
employees-halt-lgbtq-discrimination-
cases/738853/#:~:text=Dive%20Brief%3A,with%20knowledge%20of%20the%20situation. 
5 https://www.npr.org/2025/02/09/nx-s1-5287582/trump-eeoc-dei-civil-rights-diversity 
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City’s Human Rights Law.” In 2018, City Council amended the definition of “gender” in the 
NYCHRL to reflect a broader and inclusive understanding of gender.” 6  

The United States Supreme Court held 2020, in Bostock v. Clayton County 7   that 
discrimination on the basis of gender identity was barred by Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964.  The EEOC, the federal agency charged with enforcing federal workplace discrimination 
laws, subsequently issued guidance consistent with Bostock: Commission’s Enforcement 
Guidance on Harassment in the Workplace8; the EEOC Strategic Plan (2022-2026); and the EEOC 
Strategic Enforcement Plan Fiscal Years 2024-2028, which included specifically, “targeting 
discrimination, bias, and hate directed against …. LGBTQI+ individuals.” 9 The EEOC in fiscal 
year 2023 received more than 3000 charges alleging discrimination based on sexual orientation or 
gender identity, up more than 36% from the previous year.10  

 The EEOC Reneges on Its Obligation to Trans and Non-Binary Americans. 

All this changed after January 20, 2025.  In a press release dated January 28, 2025, Acting 
EEOC Chair Lucas announced that pursuant to Executive Order 14168, one of her priorities for 
compliance, investigations, and litigation—is to “defend the biological and binary reality of sex 
and related rights, including women’s rights to single-sex spaces at work” in other words, not only 
to abandon claims of discrimination on the basis of gender identity, but to actively support those 
who carry out such discrimination.   

     “The Commission’s harassment guidance was fundamentally flawed,” said Lucas. “It ignored 
biological reality, effectively eliminated single-sex workplace facilities, and impinged on all 
employees’ rights to freedom of speech and belief. In unlawfully expanding 
past Bostock’s dictates, the EEOC exceeded its authority. The EEOC must rescind the guidance 
and protect the sex-based privacy and safety needs of women.” 11 

    The EEOC wasted no time to put these words into action.  On February 18, 2025, the news 
media reported that the EEOC  moved to dismiss six of its own cases on behalf of workers alleging 
gender identity discrimination. 12   One of these cases, Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission v. Boxwood Hotels, LLC (1:24-cv-00902), involved a housekeeper in a New York 
hotel who was fired after she complained about being the target of multiple derogatory comments 
by her supervisor, including being referred to as “it”.13 

 
6 https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/legal-guidances-gender-identity-expression.page 
7 590 U.S. 644 (2020) 
8 https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/enforcement-guidance-harassment-workplace#_Toc164808005 
9 https://www.eeoc.gov/strategic-enforcement-plan-fiscal-years-2024-2028 
10 https://www.cbsnews.com/news/eeoc-transgender-discrimination-cases/ 
11 https://www.eeoc.gov/newsroom/removing-gender-ideology-and-restoring-eeocs-role-protecting-
women-workplace 
12 https://www.cbsnews.com/news/eeoc-transgender-discrimination-cases/ 
13 https://www.eeoc.gov/newsroom/eeoc-sues-boxwood-and-related-hotel-franchises-discriminating-
against-transgender-employee 
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The EEOC has explicitly chosen, in direct violation of its mandate under Title VII and 
Supreme Court doctrine, to simply stop pursuing cases based on gender identity discrimination.  
Whether this takes the form of absolutely refusing to accept new complaints of gender identity 
discrimination, completely eviscerating employee rights under Title VII, or simply refusing to 
investigate them, the EEOC’s message is clear:  the federal government can no longer be relied 
upon to protect trans and non-binary New Yorkers.  Moreover, there have been press reports that 
sexual orientation claims are being “paused”, again in violation of Title VII.  And, as described 
above, as former Commissioner Samuels has warned, there is reason to believe that the EEOC in 
general will be shifting its focus away from protecting historically disadvantaged populations and 
even targeting them for discrimination.  

And just last week, the EEOC issued a decision allowing federal agencies to bar employees 
from using the bathroom that fits their gender identity.  The first sentence of the decision  quotes 
from Executive Order 14168 and reads, in derogation of the Supreme Court’s ruling in Bostock: 
“It is the policy of the United States that ‘intimate spaces [in federal workplaces] … are designated 
by sex and not identity.’”14 

While the EEOC believes that is the “policy of the United States” it is not the policy of the 
City of New York.  Now, more than ever, NYC’s trans and non-binary workers need a robust and 
fully funded CCHR.   

The EEOC Abandons Disparate Impact Liability 

Disparate impact liability – one important type of civil rights protection – has been an 
important tool in targeting policies that result in unjust discrimination.  More than 50 years ago, 
the Supreme Court adopted the disparate impact framework for proving discrimination, which 
Congress codified in 1991 in our federal civil rights laws.15   

Discriminatory workplace policies persist today.  For example, disparate impact liability 
successfully challenged Walmart’s physical ability tests for certain warehouse grocery jobs, which 
were not correlated to a person’s ability to do the work, making it more difficult for women to be 
hired for the positions.  The case resolved with a $20 million settlement, and Walmart agreed to 
stop using the tests, allowing more women to compete for relatively high-paying entry-level jobs 
at grocery distribution centers. 16 

In another example, in Johnson v. AK Steel Corp, a federal court allowed the disparate 
impact discrimination claim of a female crane operator to continue after she explained that crane 
operators had to urinate off the back of their cranes instead of taking restroom breaks. The court 

 
14 https://www.eeoc.gov/sites/default/files/2026-02/2025003976.pdf 
15 Griggs v. Duke Power Co., 401 U.S. 424, 424 (1971); 42 U.S.C. § 2000e–2(k). 
16 U.S. Equal Emp. Opportunity Comm’n, Walmart, Inc. to Pay $20 Million to Settle EEOC Nationwide 
Hiring Discrimination Case (Sept. 10, 2020). 

https://www.eeoc.gov/newsroom/walmart-inc-pay-20-million-settle-eeoc-nationwide-hiring-discrimination-case
https://www.eeoc.gov/newsroom/walmart-inc-pay-20-million-settle-eeoc-nationwide-hiring-discrimination-case
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found that this practice would have a significant discriminatory impact on women given the 
anatomical differences between men and women and women’s hygienic needs.17 

Disparate impact liability is an important element of the NYCHRL.18  But as of today, it is 
no longer an element of federal anti-discrimination law. On April 23, 2025, President Trump 
announced a policy directive to eliminate the use of disparate impact liability “to the maximum 
degree possible” and directed federal agencies to deprioritize enforcement of laws and regulations 
that rely on the doctrine—undermining a cornerstone of civil rights protections that has expanded 
equal opportunity for decades.19  The EEOC did as instructed and stopped pursuing disparate 
impact claims.20 

As it did for protecting the workplace rights of trans and non-binary workers, the EEOC 
has now also closed its doors to claims of workplace discrimination based on discriminatory 
policies.  Here, too, and now more than ever, the NYCHRL’s disparate impact liability coverage 
is an essential tool for workplace equity, and the Commission an essential part of securing that 
protection for NYC workers.      

The Role of the City Commission on Human Rights  

While filing with the EEOC is a prerequisite for bringing a lawsuit under federal anti-
discrimination workplace laws, New Yorkers may also exercise their rights under New York City’s 
Human Rights Law, by filing a lawsuit, or by making an administrative complaint to the 
NYCCHR.   Until the EEOC reversed its stance, New York employees could choose to file either 
with the EEOC or the NYCCHR (or with NYS State Division of Human Rights.)  For many 
employees, an administrative agency such as the EEOC or NYCCHR is the forum of choice – 
when working properly, these agencies can offer a faster, less expensive, more private alternative 
to litigation in court.  

Now that the federal government in general, and the EEOC in particular, have announced 
that they no longer protect the rights of employees to be free of gender identity discrimination, we 
can only expect that New Yorkers suffering from such discrimination will be forced to turn to state 
and local agencies.   With the EEOC turning back on victims of gender identity and sexual 
orientation discrimination, and its anticipated policy shift away from protecting members of 
disadvantaged communities, the CCHR will become a, if not the, critical administrative locus for 
protection of these New Yorkers and the vindication of their rights. 

Underfunding CCHR Undermines City Government Priorities and Services 

 
17 Johnson v. AK Steel Corp., No. 1:07-CV-291, 2008 WL 2184230 (S.D. Ohio May 23, 2008). 
18 N.Y.C. Admin. Code § 8-107(17). 
19 Exec. Order No. 14281, 90 F.R. 17537 (2025). 
20 Rebecca Klar, EEOC to Close Workers’ Disparate Impact Discrimination 
Charges, Bloomberg Law News (Sept. 19, 2025). 

https://news.bloomberglaw.com/daily-labor-report/eeoc-to-close-workers-disparate-impact-discrimination-charges
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/daily-labor-report/eeoc-to-close-workers-disparate-impact-discrimination-charges
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Effective enforcement of the NYCHRL is key to advancing many of the City’s priorities 
including workplace rights.  This requires a well-funded CCHR that has the capacity to take on 
these cases.  

Among its many protections, the NYCHRL protects workers against discriminatory 
practices such as sexual harassment, retaliation, lack of disability accommodations, or not 
providing a place and time for lactating employees to pump breast milk. Female employees, 
workers of color, and LGBTQIA employees, are some of the groups most vulnerable to these 
insidious and illegal practices. They are also groups with lower labor force participation21 and 
therefore most likely to be targeted by the City's workforce development programs. Providing 
training and education may prove to ultimately be meaningless if these workers are not hired, 
promoted, or unfairly disciplined because of illegal discrimination.  

New York City workers should be able to rely on CCHR to address their discrimination 
claims in a timely manner. Unfortunately, CCHR adjudications are not timely, and during FY24, 
CCHR had an “average age of complaint closed” of 593 days, up from 515 days in FY20 and a 5-
year low of 427 days in FY21.22 New Yorkers cannot afford to wait so long for workplace justice.  
In the experience of NELA/NY’s members. investigations often lag for many months, creating 
significant hardship for complainants, especially those who are still employed by the employer.  
By not effectively staffing and resourcing CCHR, the City does a disservice to all employees, but 
those who are already most vulnerable will bear the brunt of the agency's lackluster performance 
due to its lack of resources.  

By not fully resourcing a critical tool in its arsenal, NYC countermands its own initiatives 
and commitment to workplace justice. The NYCHRL is not simply a pledge for the City to be 
more equitable; it is a law that should be enforced with the full weight of the government behind 
it. Leaving workers exposed to the whims of discriminatory actors in the employment space will 
not only impede the City's goals of equity but undermine the resources it invests in these crucial 
areas. 

CCHR’s Enforcement Capacity is Limited by Its Underfunding and Understaffing 

CCHR has a law enforcement function in a civil context, that parallels that of the district 
attorney’s office in a criminal context serving both a prosecutorial and punitive role through 
initiating matters and handing down punishment. However, it has a fraction of the funding of the 
DA, which limits the agency staff’s capacity. At its best, law enforcement should garner a sense 
of safety within communities. CCHR has the infrastructure necessary to grant that for NYC 
workers, but that is meaningless if it’s not backed by sufficient resources to power its enforcement 
capacity.  

CCHR has the power to investigate complaints, settle cases, and refer cases to the New 
York City Office of Administrative Trial and Hearing (OATH) for resolution. It also has the 
authority to assess fines, obtain monetary damages, and negotiate additional remedies including 

 
21 https://www.osc.ny.gov/reports/osdc/new-york-citys-uneven-recovery-mothers-
workforce#:~:text=Child%20care%20issues%20may%20have,raises%20for%20women%20of%20color.
&text=While%20self%2Demployment%20can%20provide,benefits%20such%20as%20health%20insuran
ce.; https://nysdolreports.com/2023-tgncnb/ 
22 https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2024/cchr.pdf 
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rehiring, policy change, training, and modifications for accessibility. 23 CCHR plays an important 
role in mediating reasonable accommodation requests. Under the NYCHRL employers are 
required to engage in “cooperative dialogue” with employees who make reasonable 
accommodation requests, and CCHR can mediate these matters in the settlement process. 24 
However, the capacity issues within CCHR are leaving New Yorkers with potentially viable 
workplace discrimination claims without a forum to address them, due to the backlog in cases. In 
FY24 CCHR administratively closed 40% of the 447 cases that it closed that year or approximately 
179 cases. While this percentage is down from a 5-year high of 56% in FY22, the high rate of 
administrative closures means that CCHR staff initiated some cases, because they determined there 
may be a viable claim, but failed to decide if the cases should be dismissed or referred, or CCHR 
staff were unable to settle those cases.25 Consequently, these 179 cases were shelved without being 
decided on the merits. If New Yorkers must wait for years to have their discrimination cases 
reviewed, only to have them administratively closed, they don’t have adequate protection from 
discrimination.26 When it comes to discrimination CCHR is the administrator of justice, but City 
government has not funded or staffed this agency sufficiently to meet that mandate. Consequently, 
New Yorkers are living in an acute state of lawlessness concerning discrimination, because their 
enforcement agency is under-resourced.  

CCHR’s settlement capacity is also limited by the agency only employing one mediator. 
Mediation often speeds up settlement, but the limited capacity of CCHR due to having a single 
mediator, and limitation that pro se litigants, those who are unrepresented, do not have access to 
CCHR’s mediation, contributes to CCHR’s backlog of cases. These problems undermine the 
deterrent effect of having a watchdog agency with the power to enforce penalties against those 
who violate the NYCHRL, because failing to sufficiently fund CCHR cuts the teeth of the agency. 
It also wastes the efforts of the City Council to continuously amend the NYCHRL and expand 
civil rights to New Yorkers, because CCHR’s responsibilities continue to expand without 
sufficient staff and funding to carry out the work. In FY24 CCHR administratively closed 
approximately 6X more cases (179) than it mediated (31).27 The need for a sufficiently staffed and 
funded CCHR is also about creating proactive enforcement, to keep the caseload and backlog down 
through both deterrence and timely enforcement of the NYCHRL. 

  CCHR also needs funding to dedicate staff to publicizing its work and offering policy 
positions within its guidance. This policy guidance would clarify how the NYCHRL will be 
applied by CCHR and create a deterrent effect for those looking to discriminate against New 
Yorkers, while also educating New Yorkers about their rights. Without sufficient funding and 
staffing CCHR does not have the capacity to enforce these laws, leaving New Yorkers without 
essential protection. 

While it is clear that CCHR is underfunded and understaffed, it can be difficult to gauge 
the extent of the problem due to gaps in reporting. In FY24, CCHR received 13,360 inquiries up 
from 10,015 in FY20 and a 5-year low of 9,055 in FY21, and it initiated 868 matters, down from 
1,307 in FY20. CCHR also reported having 1,206 open matters in FY24, down from 2,398 in FY20 

 
23 https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/enforcement/2024-settlements.page 
24 https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/chapter-1.page 
25 https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2024/cchr.pdf 
26 https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2024/cchr.pdf 
27 https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2024/cchr.pdf 
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and a 5-year high of 2,411 in FY21.28 While there could be several reasons why the number of 
matters initiated by CCHR has plummeted, including an attempt to address the backlog of open 
matters, the reporting from the agency is insufficient to draw a clear picture. There is a need for 
greater transparency in reporting, because it is not clear how many of CCHR’s cases are held over 
from year to year. A worker experiencing discrimination at their job does not have years to wait 
for relief. This type of backlog is unacceptable and needs to be addressed with increased funding 
and staffing.  

CCHR’s Limited Capacity Leaves New Yorkers without Justice 

We are in the middle of a crisis, and the New York City government must act with the 
urgency of the last line of defense against discrimination in a context where federal anti-
discrimination law and policy can no longer be relied upon.  

To be clear, the work of CCHR has always been urgent, not only because anti-
discrimination work is essential for all the reasons mentioned in this testimony, but also because 
there are protections that New York City residents enjoy that don’t exist on the federal level. 
However, the urgency has obviously increased under a federal administration that is dismantling 
decades of anti-discrimination law.29  New Yorkers cannot afford a budget issue to stand between 
them and possibly their only forum for asserting many of their civil rights. City government must 
be accountable to its constituents. In this moment, recognizing a potential increased need for the 
services of CCHR, City government must act to increase funding.  

Creating a More Responsive and Better Resourced CCHR 

We ask that City Council allocate $25 million to give CCHR the resources necessary to 
work through its caseload to decide cases on the merits, including through a robust mediation 
process, prepare for the possibility of an influx of cases due to the changes at the federal level, and 
put resources towards educating the public about their rights and the work of CCHR. 

In the years immediately prior to the pandemic, CCHR’s budget peaked at $14 million, 
which adjusted for inflation is approximately $16.2 million today. This funding was clearly not 
sufficient before the pandemic, and City government has failed to allocate this level of funding 
since. With that amount of funding CCHR was administratively closing 51% of the cases it closed 
in FY20, 60% in FY19, 68% in FY18, 65% in FY17, and 62% in FY16.30  CCHR should also be 
staffed to address at least 10% of its cases through mediation to reduce the waiting times for 
complainants with viable claims. We believe the increase in both funding and mediation capacity 
is necessary to protect the civil rights of New Yorkers.  

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony to this hearing.  NELA/NY’s members 
are invested in advancing workplace justice for those who face discrimination in New York City. 
CCHR serves an important role in the protection of civil rights of New Yorkers. We look forward 
to continuing to work with the City Council to champion increased funding and staffing for this 
vital agency. 

 
28 https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2024/cchr.pdf 
29 https://www.axios.com/2025/01/22/trump-dei-lbj-rollback 
30 https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2020/cchr.pdf 
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Neighbors Together would like to thank the Chair of the New York City Council Committee on 
Civil and Human Rights, Council Member Nurse, as well as the other council members on the 
committee for the opportunity to submit testimony. 
 
About Neighbors Together  
 
Neighbors Together is a community based organization located in central Brooklyn.  Our 
organization provides hot meals five days per week in our Community Café, offers a range of 
one-on-one stabilizing services in our Empowerment Program, and engages members in 
community organizing, policy advocacy and leadership development in our Community Action 
Program.  We serve approximately 125,000 meals to over 12,000 individuals per year. Over the 
last five years, the number of meals we serve daily has increased fourfold. Our members come 
to us from across the five boroughs of New York City, with the majority living in central Brooklyn. 
Over 80% of our Community Action Program members have a rental assistance voucher, and 
have experienced homelessness.  
 
Over the last decade, our members increasingly report that homelessness and lack of affordable 
housing options are their primary concern. In our recent 2025 Community Action Program 
survey, over 85% of respondents said that housing is the main source of their instability. Our data 
backs the anecdotal evidence we see and hear from our members daily: an increasing number of 
our members are either living in shelter with vouchers for years at a time, ineligible for a voucher, 
or unable to find permanent housing due to rampant source of income discrimination and a 
vacancy rate of under 1% for affordable housing units in New York City.1 The intense need for 
housing that is affordable for low-income and extremely low-income New Yorkers was clearly  
 

1https://www.nyc.gov/site/hpd/news/007-24/new-york-city-s-vacancy-rate-reaches-historic-low-1-4-percent-demandin
g-urgent-action-new#/0 
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illustrated by the extremely high number of applications for the Section 8 waitlist. When the 
waitlist reopened for the first time in nearly fifteen years in 2024, over 633,000 applications were  
submitted in less than a week.2  Of the more than 633,000 applications, only 200,000 were added 
to the waitlist, and NYCHA is capped at 115,346 active vouchers.  
 
Our Work with Voucher Holders 
 
Neighbors Together has been organizing voucher holders since 2018. We conduct Know Your 
Rights trainings on how to identify and report source of income (SOI) discrimination, and Housing 
Search Workshops where voucher holders get additional support in their housing search and 
assistance with filing source of income discrimination complaints to the City Commission on 
Human Rights (CCHR) when needed. We work closely with CCHR to ensure that source of 
income discrimination reports are effective and have the best possible outcomes for our 
members. We also partner with CCHR on their restorative justice set-aside program3 to ensure 
that set-aside units obtained through settlements are most likely to go to people in need as 
efficiently and effectively as possible. Additionally, in partnership with Unlock NYC, we built and 
launched the Stop Source of Income Discrimination (SID) NYC website,4 which provides 
information about source of income discrimination and how to report it as well as a mechanism 
for reporting via the website.  
 
We work closely with Unlock NYC5 to improve New Yorkers’ ability to utilize their vouchers. 
Starting in 2019 our members worked with the Unlock NYC team to design and test an online 
tool to help voucher holders easily report source of income discrimination. The tool has enabled 
hundreds of our members to quickly and easily gather evidence and report source of 
discrimination to CCHR. In our partnership with Unlock NYC, we have released multiple reports 
on source of income discrimination and voucher efficacy, including “An Illusion of Choice,” the 
SOI visual online mapping tool, the “Serial Discriminators List”6, as well as ongoing budget 
advocacy to ensure CCHR is adequately funded to enforce against SOI discrimination.  
 
After over a year of collecting data through the Stop SID NYC website, running know your rights 
trainings and conducting housing searches for people with vouchers, Neighbors Together built a  

6 https://weunlock.nyc/data/ 
5 https://weunlock.nyc/ 
4 https://www.stopsidnyc.com/ 

3https://gothamist.com/news/nyc-requiring-landlords-set-aside-apartments-voucher-tenants-under-new-approach-enf
orcing-human-rights-law 

2https://nychajournal.nyc/new-nycha-section-8-waitlist-established/#:~:text=In%20total%2C%20NYCHA%20received
%20633%2C808,by%20the%20June%2028%20deadline. 
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grassroots organizing campaign of directly impacted people who had voucher shopping letters 
but couldn’t find housing.  The VALUE in Housing (Voucher Advocates Lifting Up Equity in  
Housing) campaign was created by voucher holders for voucher holders, to make vouchers more 
effective tools for securing housing, and to end source of income discrimination.  The campaign’s 
policy platform consisted of 5 reforms aimed at making vouchers effective tools for accessing 
permanent affordable housing. Since launching in 2019, the VALUE in Housing campaign has 
won a significant portion of its platform, including: 

●​ Ensuring that CityFHEPS voucher holders receive know-your-rights information about SOI 
discrimination upon receipt of their shopping letter 

●​ Increasing the size of the Source of Income Unit at CCHR 
●​ Increasing the payment standard of CityFHEPS to fair market rent 
●​ Improving income requirements for CityFHEPS vouchers so that recipients can increase 

their income until they are financially self-sufficient without fear of losing their voucher.7  
 
This year, the VALUE in Housing campaign is fighting to pass the MOVE Act (Making 
Opportunity for Voucher Equity) in the City Council. The MOVE Act includes 5 bills (Intros 
264-269) that will address and disincentivize source of income discrimination. The bills will: 

●​ Increase fines for bad actors who continue to discriminate and intentionally violate orders 
from the Commission on Human Rights.   

●​ Increase fines for housing discrimination based on landlord portfolio size, so that penalties 
for violating New York City’s civil and human rights laws will be meaningful to larger 
landlords.   

●​ Ban credit checks and minimum income requirements for voucher holders seeking 
apartments. 

●​ Create standards for transparency in tenant screening 
●​ Add source of income discrimination to the Certificate of No Harassment Program 
●​ Publicly list SOI discrimination findings 

 
We look forward to working with the Council to ensure these critical bills are passed, in order to 
help people exit homelessness and move into stable housing. 
 
Importance of the City Commission on Human Rights (CCHR) 
 
From early in our work with voucher holders, the City Commission on Human Rights has been 
one of our most important resources for getting our members housed. Rampant source of 
income discrimination is a nearly universal experience for voucher holders; the majority of our  

7 https://www.stopsidnyc.com/get-involved 
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members with rental assistance vouchers have searched for housing for months and come up 
empty handed because they experience SOI discrimination with nearly every call.  
 
The Commission on Human Rights is the only city agency that enforces against discrimination on 
behalf of the individual who was discriminated against. Other agencies can bring litigation 
against discriminators, but the penalties don’t go to the person who experienced the 
discrimination. CCHR is the primary means by which voucher holders can receive restitution. 
This restitution can take different forms; monetary compensation for damages, access to view an 
apartment or access to an application, or an apartment itself. 
 
One of the practices of CCHR that has been most beneficial for our members is the 
pre-complaint intervention (PCI).  If a voucher holder submits a complaint of SOI discrimination 
and there is enough evidence to support that claim, then the SOI Unit will intervene by reaching 
out to the landlord or broker to inform them about SOI discrimination and the city’s human rights 
laws. This is often enough to make the landlord or broker reconsider, and our members often get 
housed as a result.  PCI’s are one of the fastest ways our members can secure housing with 
their voucher.  
 
Another important tool that CCHR uses to help voucher holders secure housing after being 
discriminated against is their set-aside program. When negotiating settlements with landlords  
who discriminated against voucher holders, the Commission frequently negotiates for set aside 
units that will be held explicitly for voucher holders.  
 
Litigation is another important tool, and when CCHR is adequately staffed, in addition to pursuing 
litigation on behalf of voucher holders, it can pursue impact litigation. In fiscal year 2024, CCHR 
added additional staff lines, and with increased capacity they were then able to bring impact 
litigation against Parkchester Preservation Management. The litigation resulted in a historic 
settlement of $1 million dollars with 850 units mandated to be set-aside for voucher holders.8 
Neighbors Together members feel strongly that the civil penalties for discriminators should be 
increased. For corporate landlords, small civil penalties are just the cost of doing business - our 
members want the financial consequences for discrimination to be meaningful. Members want to 
see more impact litigation like the recent Parkchester settlement - they want bad actors punished 
and a clear message sent to others in the industry that discrimination won’t be tolerated. 
 

8 
https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/653-24/mayor-adams-largest-civil-rights-settlement-city-history-protect
ing-new-yorkers-from#:~:text=Parkchester%20Preservation%20Management%20required%20housing,to%20qualify
%20for%20a%20unit. 

2094 Fulton Street, Brooklyn, NY 11233 | Tel: 718-498-7256 | Fax: 718-498-7159       www.neighborstogether.org 



 
 
It is important to note that although members of Neighbors Together frequently want to focus on 
securing safe and stable housing before they pursue litigation, they still feel that formal litigation 
is important, including both litigation on behalf of an individual and impact litigation. For many, the 
stability of housing gives them the mental and emotional bandwidth to consider or follow through 
on bringing litigation against a discriminating party. 
 
When adequately staffed, the SOI Unit at CCHR is a life raft for voucher holders who are 
drowning in the unforgiving and inequitable sea of New York City housing. For that reason, it is 
critical that the FY27 budget increase CCHR’s budget to $25 million.  
 
Increased Capacity Improves CCHR Outcomes 
 
Discrimination doesn’t happen in silos - it is intersectional, and occurs in many different forms. 
SOI discrimination often overlaps with, or is a stand-in for, discrimination against other protected 
classes such as race, disability, gender, or presence of children, to name a few. With a robust 
and ever-growing City Human Rights Law to enforce, CCHR has a serious and large mandate. 
The Commission is tasked with protecting the rights of over 8 million people with less than 1% of 
the city’s total budget.  
 
After many years of advocating for increased funding for CCHR to bring on new staff to the SOI 
Unit and the Law Enforcement Bureau, Neighbors Together has been happy to see improved 
response times, and an increase in successful PCIs as CCHR has hired up. That said, the 
Commission needs increased funding support to continue its trajectory toward improved 
outcomes. Increased funding for CCHR to continue to bring on new staff, including critical 
support staff, as well as funding for OTPS, will help the Commission to meet its mandate. While 
Commission response times to inquiries have improved, Neighbors Together members have 
waited months at a time to hear back from staff at CCHR regarding formal complaints, and many 
have experienced their cases taking years to resolve. 
 
Equally as important as funding increases is the Commission’s ability to effectively utilize its 
funding and staff lines. Under previous administrations, austerity budgets, multiple rounds of 
PEGS, hiring freezes, and the 2:1 allotment process have made it difficult for CCHR to quickly 
and effectively staff up. Additionally, the city salaries for attorney positions are not competitive 
with the market, making the positions less attractive to potential applicants. This is compounded 
by only hiring at the lowest end of a given position’s salary range, and the extreme amount of 
time it takes for conditional employment offers to be made official. The Commission must be 
permitted to hire all budgeted staff lines immediately and be exempted from the 2:1 allotment 
process, which requires that two people leave in order to bring on one new hire. The 2:1 hiring  
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policy is counterproductive and illogical- it punishes CCHR for retaining staff, and it means 
CCHR will always be running below full capacity. OMB must expedite approval of all conditional 
hires at CCHR in order for the Commission to effectively fulfill its mandate. 
 
To help provide New Yorkers with justice more swiftly, it is important for the Commission to create 
a team within the Law Enforcement Bureau (LEB), led by experienced attorneys, to resolve case 
backlogs. This team would focus on reviewing cases older than 18 months old, with the goal of 
resolving them within a year.  
 
As a member of the Human Rights Law Working Group, Neighbors Together supports the 
working groups’ complete list of recommendations for the new administration. For year one, 
those recommendations include the following changes: 

○​ Resolve eligible cases through early intervention within two weeks. 
○​ Appoint a Deputy Commissioner of Adjudications with appropriate staff in the Office 

of the Chair. 
○​ Establish an Affirmative Litigation Team. 
○​ Authorize CCHR to Appear in Court. 
○​ Ensure the Office of Policy Counsel is adequately staffed. 
○​ Create an OATH Division specifically for CCHR cases. 

 
The City Commission on Human Rights has a mandate to cover the more than 8 million people 
who live in New York City. Given the current federal administration’s dismantling of federal 
agencies and civil rights, and the Commission’s ever-expanding scope of work, meaningful 
investment in the Commission is needed now more than ever. In order to effectively enforce 
the human rights law, the city must fund CCHR at $25 million dollars total, in order to 
bring the Commission back up to its pre-pandemic levels, adjusted for inflation.  
 
Recommendations 
 
The City Council must stand firm in its support for the City Commission on Human Rights, and 
champion increased funding for CCHR to effectively do its job. To that end, Neighbors Together 
strongly recommends that the Council: 
 

●​ Fund CCHR at $25 million dollars total, including:  
○​ Increased funding for additional staff lines; both attorneys and other critical 

support staff positions 
○​ Increased funding for OTPS so that CCHR is able to run robust public 

education and outreach campaigns. This will allow CCHR to meet people who  
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might otherwise be scared to report discrimination, in their own 
neighborhoods and among trusted partners, where they will be more 
comfortable.  
 

●​ The city must classify staff positions at CCHR as “critical” positions and exempt 
them from any hiring freezes and 2:1 allotment process.  
 

●​ The Commission, whose budget is less than 1% of the total city budget, should be 
exempted from PEGS.  
 

●​ Salaries at the Commission need to be raised to competitive rates in order to attract 
and retain experienced attorneys, and CCHR must be allowed to hire at the top end 
of position salary ranges.  
 

●​ Create a team within the Law Enforcement Bureau to resolve cases older than 18 
months old, within one year. 
 

●​ Implement the following changes in the first year of the Mamdani administration: 
○​ Resolve eligible cases through early intervention within two weeks. 
○​ Appoint a Deputy Commissioner of Adjudications with appropriate staff in 

the Office of the Chair. 
○​ Establish an Affirmative Litigation Team. 
○​ Authorize CCHR to Appear in Court. 
○​ Ensure the Office of Policy Counsel is adequately staffed. 
○​ Create an OATH Division specifically for CCHR cases. 

 
In addition to increased funding for CCHR, the city must address deep staffing shortages in 
the Department of Homeless Services and the Human Resources Administration, as well 
as Homebase, all of which administer or process CityFHEPS vouchers. DHS, HRA and 
Homebase’s serious lack of capacity to meet the need of voucher holders also affects CCHR’s 
ability to effectively settle negotiations and close out cases in a timely manner.  Lack of 
communication, slow response times, and delays in processing voucher packets can draw out 
the timeline for securing housing and moving a voucher holder into housing negotiated through 
CCHR settlements. One member of Neighbors Together with a CityFHEPS voucher secured 
housing through a CCHR set-aside unit, but it took the city over a year to process and renew his 
voucher packet. He lost the unit because of the delays, and remains homeless to this day. To 
prevent other voucher holders from experiencing the same unnecessary fate, the city must:  
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●​ Increase Staffing In CityFHEPS Units at DHS and HRA 
●​ Improve CityFHEPS application processes to ensure the efficient administration 

and lease-up of vouchers.  
●​ Stop further PEGS to DHS/HRA and Restore Service Dollars for Shelters 
●​ Increase Staffing at Homebase Offices 

 
Conclusion 
 
In order to address the historic homelessness and housing crisis in New York City, Council must 
stand strong in their support of a robust social safety net. In particular, Council must ensure 
meaningful funding of at least $25 million for the City Commission on Human Rights.  Without a 
proper investment in CCHR, New York City will continue to see voucher holders languish in 
shelters as source of income discrimination and other intersectional forms of discrimination go 
unchecked. Budgets are moral documents, and the allocation of funds represent the values of 
our city. If New York City is truly a city for all, one that values equity and uplifting its vulnerable 
groups, then it must affirm those values by investing in the agencies that help protect those 
groups, particularly the Commission on Civil and Human Rights. The historic homelessness crisis 
that New York City is currently facing requires a bold willingness to invest in our city’s systems 
and its people, and the funding priorities outlined above will provide significant positive outcomes 
for tens of thousands of New Yorkers for years to come.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For questions regarding this testimony, please contact Amy Blumsack, Director of Organizing & 
Policy at Neighbors Together, at amy@neighborstogether.org or 718-498-7256.  
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Thank you, Council Committee Chair Nurse and Members of the Committee for the opportunity 

to provide testimony today. 

My name is Reggie Chatman and I am the Director of Policy at The Fortune Society’s David 

Rothenberg Center for Public Policy. The Fortune Society is a 58-year-old organization committed to 

providing alternatives to incarceration and supporting successful reentry. Our mission aims to strengthen 

the fabric of our communities by instilling a belief in the power of individuals to change. Through 

programs shaped by the experiences of our participants, we help rebuild lives. We also seek to change 

minds through education and advocacy to foster a fair, humane, and rehabilitative justice system.  

In my capacity as Director of Policy, I help lead Fortune’s policy and advocacy efforts, including 

co-leading the successful Fair Chance for Housing Coalition. I am also a formerly incarcerated person 

who spent 25 years in prison. As it did for many other people, my conviction record made it difficult for 

me to obtain housing. Thus, I have professional and lived experience with respect to finding housing.    

The Fair Chance for Housing Act (FCHA) passed the Council with a veto-proof majority on 

December 20, 2023 and went into effect on January 1, 2025. The FCHA prevents most private housing 

providers from discriminating against people with conviction histories. It is only one of a handful of 

such local laws in the country and national advocates for just housing celebrated its passage. We 

engaged in that campaign because we saw the need for those protections – and continue to see the need 

– on a daily basis. More than a quarter of Fortune’s new participants are homeless or housing insecure. 

We provide them with temporary housing via our emergency and transitional housing sites and we also 

provide them with services geared at helping them become economically and otherwise stable enough to 

apply for permanent housing. Unfortunately, however, housing providers deny their applications 

because of their conviction records. Now they can, in theory, seek relief from the NYC Commission on 

Human Rights (CCHR/the Commission) or the courts under the FCHA. 

Therefore, last year we were grateful when the City Council publicly called for an increase in 

funding for the Commission in the FY26 budget negotiations to strengthen its capacity to enforce our 

city’s robust human rights laws, including FCHA.1 To truly “budget for equity,” we urge the Council to 

reaffirm its commitment to our laws by negotiating to ensure that CCHR finally has the robust budget 

necessary to prevent discrimination through public education and provide redress through timely 

enforcement. Unfortunately, the Mayor’s FY27 preliminary budget proposal includes a $1.178 million 

cut for the already-underfunded Commission, reducing it from $15,436,142 in FY26 to $14,257,917 in 

 
1 New York City Council’s Response to the Fiscal 2026 Preliminary Budget and Fiscal 2025 Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report. 

Retrieved from https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2025/04/Fiscal-2026-Preliminary-Budget-Response-4.pdf.  
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have the capacity to effectively reach a significant number of private housing providers about their 

responsibilities; far too many remain unaware of the law and the penalties they may face for violating it.  

Non-profits cannot do it all, and we certainly cannot enforce the law. With increased funding, the 

Commission would finally be able to conduct public education campaigns and community outreach to 

ensure that housing providers understand their responsibilities and vulnerable people understand their 

rights. Expanding legal protections while shrinking the agency responsible for enforcing them risks 

turning rights into mere promises without concrete remedies.  

 

Family Justice  

Housing discrimination against people with conviction records is also a family justice issue,5 

contributing to homelessness and instability that affect not only individuals but their children and loved 

ones.6 Denying housing to a parent with a conviction record effectively denies housing to their entire 

family. At a time of rising homelessness and record numbers of unstably housed children in New York 

City, reducing CCHR’s capacity to intervene in unlawful denials would directly undermine family 

stability; now is not the time to scale back enforcement that keeps families together and safely housed. 

 

Racial Justice 

Because the criminal legal system disproportionately impacts Black and Brown New Yorkers, 

discrimination based on conviction history is inescapably a racial justice issue.7 Weak enforcement of 

the FCHA would allow de facto racial discrimination in housing to persist, deepening existing inequities 

in communities of color. Cutting CCHR’s budget at this moment would mean withdrawing one of the 

few tools we have to combat systemic housing discrimination; now is not the time to weaken that tool. 

 

Public Health 

The need for increased CCHR funding for FCHA education and enforcement is also a public 

health issue in that housing is a critical public health necessity and a social determinant of health. 

 
5 Fair Housing Justice Center, “Criminal Legal Records: An Impediment to Housing Choice,” July 4, 2023, 

https://fairhousingjustice.org/policy/criminal-legal-records-an-impediment-to-housing-choice/ 
6 National Low Income Housing Coalition, “Barriers to Housing for Formerly Incarcerated and Convicted People,” April 17, 

2022, https://nlihc.org/explore-issues/policy-priorities/housing-and-criminal-justice 
7   U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Office of General Counsel. “Guidance on Application of Fair Housing Act 

Standards to the Use of Criminal Records by Providers of Housing and Real Estate-Related Transactions.” April 4, 2016.   

https://www.fairhousingnc.org/2016/hud-issues-guidance-on-criminal-history-and-fair-housing/ 
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Research shows that without secure housing, individuals experience higher rates of chronic illness,8 

mental health challenges,9 and substance use disorders,10 all of which place an undue burden on our 

healthcare11 and social services systems.12 Fully funding CCHR so it can educate and enforce against 

discriminatory denials functions as upstream prevention; cutting the Commission now would increase 

downstream public health burdens rather than reduce them. Therefore, ensuring that people with 

conviction records can access stable housing is a social determinant and public health issue. Civil rights 

enforcement functions as prevention by reducing homelessness and its associated health costs.  

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

Fortune urges the Council to negotiate a budget that will allow the Commission to meaningfully 

implement and enforce laws like the FCHA. We request that CCHR’s overall budget increase from $15 

million to at least $25 million for Fiscal Year 2027 and that CCHR be exempted from any future budget 

cuts or hiring freezes, including the Program to Eliminate the Gap (PEGs). If CCHR is fully resourced, 

New Yorkers with conviction records, their families, and communities of color would actually be able to 

exercise the rights this Council has enacted instead of facing unlawful discrimination with no real 

remedies. In this moment of rising housing insecurity and retreating federal civil rights protections, 

investing in CCHR is not discretionary; it is essential infrastructure for a more equitable, safe, and just 

New York City 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide my testimony. 

 

 
8 “Housing Instability - Healthy People 2030 | Odphp.Health.Gov,” n.d. https://odphp.health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-

determinants-health/literature-summaries/housing-instability. 
9 Housing Insecurity and Mental Health: The Effect of Housing Tenure and the Coexistence of Life Insecurities” March 18, 2022. 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9033895/. 
10 In Flux: Associations of Substance Use with Instability in housing, employment, and income among young adults experiencing 

homelessness” May 13, 2024. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11090355/. 
11 “Health Care Spending And Use Among People Experiencing Unstable In the Era Of Accountable Care Organization” November 3, 

2017. https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7384249/. 
12 “New Yorkers in Need: The Housing Insecurity Crisis,” January 7, 2024. https://www.osc.ny.gov/reports/new-yorkers-need-housing-

insecurity-crisis. 
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March 13, 2026 

 

 

The Legal Aid Society’s Testimony Calling For Increased Funding for the 

New York City Commission on Human Rights 

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 New York City Commission on Human Rights (Commission) 

has been subjected to since the pandemic. Mayor Mamdani proposes cutting the 

Commission’s budget by almost 10%.  This would be the first budget decrease in five 

years for the Commission. Cutting the Commission’s budget means that New Yorkers 

will wait longer for justice and our Human Rights Law will go under‐enforced. 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 FY 27 

preliminary budget – it is a rounding error. Funding the Commission at $25 million 

and allowing it to hire and fill lines will allow Commissioner Christine Clarke to build a 

robust Civil Rights Enforcement Agency for New Yorkers at a time when the Federal 

Government has become hostile to these rights. If funded, a robust Commission could 

serve as a lasting legacy for the Mamdani administration – but building that legacy 

cannot wait. 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.  

 

I. The Legal Aid Society 
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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 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, 

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.  
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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 LAS 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 low‐income individuals and families 

experiencing 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 where 

landlords continue to discriminate after being informed of their legal obligations to 

accept housing vouchers. Through this litigation, LAS seeks comprehensive remedies, 

including injunctive relief 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.  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. 

 

II. The Mayor Has Inherited A Commission In Disarray That Does Not Serve 

New Yorkers In Crisis 

 

In FY2019 – pre‐COVID ‐ the Commission fielded 9,804 inquiries from the public. In 

2025 that number grew by 58% to 15,532: today more New Yorkers seek help from the 

Commission than they did before the pandemic.1 Yet today far fewer people – in actual 

numbers and percentages ‐ actually get help at the Commission. This is the moment to 

 
1 References to FY2019 data from: 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2019/2019_mmr.pdf 

References to FY2025 data from: 

https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/2025_mmr.pdf  
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change the narrative so that the New Yorkers who call the Commission for help actually 

receive assistance. 

 

Today just 3% of the 15,500 New Yorkers who called the Commission for help had 

complaints filed to be investigated by the Commission. More people called, fewer 

people got help. In 2019, 2,319 matters were initiated by the Commission to assist New 

Yorkers facing discrimination – that dropped by almost half to just under 1200 in 2025. 

Complaints filed by the Commission declined as well. And even for the lucky 3% of 

callers who get a complaint opened by the Commission – waiting periods for 

investigation and resolution have grown. Today the average age of a complaint with 

Commission is 614 days… over a year and a half. The Commission helps too few 

people too slowly. Commissioner Clarke has inherited a Commission that is not 

serving New Yorkers at a time when New Yorkers have nowhere else to turn. The time 

to reinvest is here, and we ask Council to join us in pressing the Mayor to make sure he 

gives Commissioner Clarke the tools necessary to do the work she was hired for.  

III. A Small Investment Can Spur Transformation and Return Meaningful 

Benefits For All New Yorkers By Ensuring Our Anti‐Discrimination Laws 

Are Vigorously Enforced 

 

In his inaugural address, the Mayor acknowledged the transformative moment we are 

in and promised to govern expansively and audaciously. We stand now — as we did on 

inauguration day — to ask Council to stand with us to demand the Mayor realign his 

budget to reflect our shared principles. Economic justice will not be achieved without 

funding – yet the Mayor has cut funding to the portfolio that falls under the purview of 

the newly established Deputy Mayor for Economic Justice, by over $250 million, the 

amount he proposes increasing the NYPD budget by. This is not audacious governance.  

 

With a budget of $25 million in FY27, the Commission will be able to rebuild and 

improve its service to New Yorkers by increasing staff so that it can: 

 

1. Resolve eligible cases through early intervention within two weeks. Early 

intervention can be the difference between having or losing a job or a place to 

live. With a permanent staff of at least 20 well‐compensated and experienced 

advocates, the Commission would be able to help secure apartments, keep 
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people in their jobs by requiring reasonable accommodations, and end 

harassment and retaliation for people complaining about discriminatory 

treatment.  

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

the Office of the Chair and ensure prompt follow up on OATH decisions. 

Following a trial at the Office of Trials and Administrative Hearings (OATH) and 

the ALJ’s resulting report and recommendation, this person would be 

responsible for promptly issuing the Commission’s decision. No monetary or 

injunctive relief can issue without this step, and cases have languished for far too 

long in recent years.  

3. Establish an Affirmative Litigation Team. Ensure patterns identified by early 

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

Commission.  

4. Ensure Office of Policy Counsel is adequately staffed: OPC must be fully 

staffed with subject matter experts so that it can pursuing strategic initiatives and 

issue rules, legal guidance, and public education materials. In the past, such 

guidance has provided a great resource for advocates, but CCHR is now too 

under resourced to continue to produce these materials. Ensure CCHR’s 

resources and toolkits help city residents and agencies understand how the 

CHRL can aid in identifying and combatting discrimination and that such 

materials are timely: for example, currently there is no fact sheet addressing 

antisemitism. 

 

Increasing the funding to the Commission 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. 

 

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 
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classes beyond those recognized by the federal and New York State governments.2 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.3 

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.  

IV. Importance of the Commission Expands as Federal Partners Retreat 

The Commission should be a key partner in protecting the people of New York City 

and bringing bad actors to justice. Unfortunately, today, the Commission is in crisis. It 

no longer meets the needs of New Yorkers. We write to alert you to this crisis and to 

implore you to take immediate action to increase its funding and staffing. Without 

adequate funding and staffing, thousands of New Yorkers – disproportionately low‐

income people of color – who have been discriminated against will go without justice. 

Unfortunately, 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.  

The Commission is an indispensable partner for New York’s most vulnerable residents 

seeking to enforce their rights. For low‐income New Yorkers, the Commission is likely 

the only way to protect their rights. Accessing the courts, without the assistance of 

counsel, is not viable for many New Yorkers. This is because court procedures are 

complex; litigation can be expensive and involve multiple appearances requiring low‐

income New Yorkers to miss work they cannot afford to forego; and language access 

can be a barrier. Often private attorneys will not take the cases of low‐income New 

Yorkers who cannot afford to pay an hourly rate or retainer. Non‐profits, like The Legal 

Aid Society, used to file regularly in the Commission because it allowed us to help more 

people. Today, we rarely do. We are hesitant to refer pro se individuals there because 

the waits are too long and the outcomes are poor. This leaves New York’s most 

 
2 https://www.nyc.gov/site/cchr/law/the‐law.page  
3 

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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vulnerable residents without an avenue to protect their rights, which disproportionately 

impacts people of color. 

Historically, employees facing discrimination could turn to the EEOC for help. Today, 

the federal workforce is experiencing an unprecedented retrenchment and filing with a 

federal agency now involves risks for the undocumented. For TGNCNBI people, the 

EEOC is no longer a viable partner; the DOJ has withdrawn from cases involving 

TGNCNBI individuals in its effort to comply with Executive Order 14168 which, among 

other things, withdraws federal recognition of transgender people. If the City of New 

York wants its civil rights laws to be enforced, it must fund the Commission charged 

with doing so. It can no longer rely on federal counterparts.  

Ensuring that our civil rights laws are enforced is important for all workers. By 

demanding that employers comply with our laws, we ensure that workplaces are free of 

discrimination and harassment. This benefits all workers. To meet this moment and 

ensure New York City’s laws are enforced, the City must invest in the Commission. 

 

V. New York City Human Rights Law, the Strongest in the Nation, Continues 

to Expand 

The Commission is a unique body in the City, entrusted with the authority and charged 

with the duty to “thoroughly” investigate allegations of discrimination and, to the best 

of its ability, “eliminate and prevent” discrimination in New York. The Commission’s 

budget has plummeted while its responsibilities have grown. In nearly every year in the 

past decade, the City Council has added to the protections of our Civil Rights Law in 

some way. Since 2013, the City Council has passed more than 40 amendments to these 

laws.4  Most recently CCHR took responsibility for enforcing the Fair Chance for 

Housing Law. This law expands the City’s commitment to ensuring that people with 

prior involvement in the criminal legal system are not unfairly denied housing 

opportunities. The Fiscal Impact Statement estimated the fiscal impact of this law at $1 

million for education and enforcement. Ensuring that the Commission has the resources 

 
4 See Amendments to NYC Human Rights Law 

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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to implement and enforce this new law is essential to realizing its promise and 

preventing discrimination against New Yorkers with arrest or conviction histories. 

Many of the more recent additions to the law have no equivalent protections at the state 

or federal level. Some of these expanded rights prohibit discrimination in housing that 

is rampant in the City, significantly increasing the Commission’s workload.5   

 

The failure to fund the Commission means our Human Rights Laws are under enforced 

and New Yorkers seeking justice endure long waits.  

VI. Staffing Crisis at the Commission 

The Commission is more important now than ever and it is in crisis. In 2018, the Law 

Enforcement Bureau (LEB) had 47 staff attorneys. In the summer of 2023, that fell to 

only 9 staff attorneys, today it has just 15 to serve the entire City. Support and 

managerial staff suffered similar reductions in personnel. Because limited staff means 

 
5 See Ishan Thakore, Plagued by staff shortage, NYC agency fails to make determinations in 

most discrimination cases, Gothamist (July 6, 2023) (noting that source of income 

discrimination is the most common form of housing discrimination), 

https://gothamist.com/news/plagued‐by‐staff‐shortage‐nyc‐agency‐fails‐to‐make‐

determinations‐in‐most‐discrimination‐cases. 
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limited intake appointments, the number of complaints filed at the Commission 

dropped substantially over this same period. The Commission administratively closes 

many of its cases rather than working with the parties to resolve them through 

mediation or completing investigations and making findings. Organizations like LAS 

no longer file with the Commission because its outcomes are so poor. 

 

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.  

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. 



Good day, City Council members, and thank you for your time. I come before you today to 

testify on the council’s efforts to support the critical work of the NYC Commission on Human 

Rights to combat unlawful discrimination in housing, employment, and public accommodations. 

My name is Aaron Horth, I am a Staff Attorney in the Brooklyn’s Comprehensive Rights Unit at 

Legal Services NYC (“LSNYC”, www.legalservicesnyc.org), the nation’s largest civil legal 

services provider with offices in all five boroughs. LSNYC’s mission is to fight poverty and seek 

racial social and economic justice for low-income New Yorkers. Through litigation, advocacy, 

education, and outreach, LSNYC has advanced the interests of our clients and created systemic 

changes that strengthen and protect low-income communities. We work to protect the rights of 

people with disabilities, veterans, immigrants, and the LGBTQIA+ community, and other 

vulnerable constituents. We are deeply appreciative to the city council for its many years of 

support for legal services and for its championship of our mission and our work. 

The New York City Commission on Human rights plays a vital role in the lives of vulnerable 

New Yorkers as the agency charged with enforcement of the New York City Human Rights Law. 

The City’s Human Rights Law provides the most robust protections of any human rights law in 

the country, and exceeds in many ways the scope of anti-discrimination protections in the state 

and federal law.  

When the Commission is working well, it provides critical assistance to our clients, and the 

Commission’s investigatory power allows us as a legal services provider to represent more 

individuals than we can in court, where we bear the burden of investigation ourselves. We prefer 

to litigate discrimination cases before the Commission rather than in court as the Commission 

has what we lack- investigatory powers and authority as a law enforcement agency. Further, with 

the Commission effectively and efficiently investigating cases, we are then able to use our 

resources to represent more individuals before the Commission. The Commission also provides a 

critical forum for unrepresented complainants, for whom the court system is much less accessible 

than the Commission’s complainant friendly process.  

The Commission is a vital resource for our clients, like Mx. C, a non-binary, transgender teacher 

whom we represented at the Commission in a discrimination complaint filed in early 2022. Mx. 

C taught high school History and Film at a girls’ charter school in Brooklyn from 2019 until their 

termination in May 2021. During their employment, Mx. C was harassed, retaliated against, and 

ultimately terminated in their efforts to advocate for proper pronoun usage, not for themselves 

but for non-binary transgender students at the school. When Mx. C requested permission to make 

an announcement regarding one student’s pronouns at a staff meeting, the Head of School 

rejected this proposal, and instead forced the student to attend counseling and then to make a 

presentation to the entire school about gender. In a further effort to support the student, Mx. C 

designed a curriculum for the class on gender identity, transphobia, and allyship, wherein the 

students discussed the ways in which the school perpetuated transphobia. Mx. C then shared the 

work with the school’s leadership. Thereafter, Mx. C was accused of indoctrinating students to 

believe the school was transphobic, disciplined in retaliation, threatened, denied paid leave for 

gender-affirming surgery, and ultimately terminated from employment at the end of the 2021 

school year.  



We filed Mx. C’s case at the Commission in early 2022 and went to mediation in November 

2023, where the parties reached a settlement agreement in principle. Thanks in large part to the 

work of the Commission’s mediator, Mx. C’s case was ultimately settled in early 2024, with Mx. 

C receiving a fair monetary settlement.  

While this is a good result for Mx. C, we rarely see cases at the Commission resolve this quickly.  

In FY24, the Commission closed 477 cases, which on average were pending a final resolution for 

911 days. Further, with only one mediator on staff, the Commission is simply not able to bring 

many cases to mediation. Indeed, in Fiscal Year 2024, the Commission only successfully 

mediated 31 complaints, or less than 1% of the 447 complaints closed. Mediation is an effective 

and efficient way to resolve complaints. Moreover, mediation allows our clients to tell their 

stories, have a meaningful dialogue, and avoid a public trial. Increased mediation resources for 

the Commission would greatly benefit our clients.  

In this moment, with much of the federal administration in tatters, the New York City 

Commission on Human Rights is now more critical than ever in ensuring New Yorkers retain 

their protections from harassment and discrimination and can seek redress when their rights are 

violated.  

This is especially true for New York’s immigrant and transgender communities who are not able 

to seek redress from the federal government.  

The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, charged with enforcing federal laws 

prohibiting employment discrimination, has publicly abandoned several pre-existing cases 

alleging anti-trans and gender non-conforming discrimination, and has signaled it will not pursue 

any further complaints on this basis. Similarly, the EEOC has announced plans to target 

employers who it believes are “part of the pipeline contributing to our immigration crisis” or are 

engaging in “abuse of legal immigration programs,” implicitly reflecting that it will not be 

investigating claims of national origin discrimination for immigrant employees. 

When it comes to Housing, the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s Office of Fair 

Housing and Equal Opportunity (“FHEO”), the federal agency charged with investigating 

housing discrimination and enforcing and administrating fair housing laws lost more than 50 

percent of its staff last year, eliminating resources of another forum where New Yorkers could 

previously pursue complaints of housing discrimination. This will likely result in more housing 

discrimination complaints filed at the Commission by complainants without other recourse, and 

we fear will cause more instances of housing discrimination by housing providers who feel 

emboldened by the reduction of the regulatory state.  

With the EEOC and FHEO both signaling publicly their intention to abandon discrimination 

protections for transgender, gender non-conforming, and immigrant New Yorkers, these 

individuals will have only the Commission and the state Division of Human Rights available to 

redress discrimination. If the Commission’s funding remains at its current levels, the backlog of 

cases only stands to increase and the delay for our clients is likely to get worse.  



Finally, while we laud the Fair Chance Act’s prohibition on employers and landlords inquiring 

into applicants’ criminal histories, the addition of this category to the Commission’s jurisdiction 

without corresponding funding to address enforcement means our clients wait for their 

complaints to be adjudicated will only increase as the provision goes into effect. 

The Commission is the most accessible forum for our clients to report discrimination and 

discriminatory harassment, and with bad actors feeling emboldened by the national political 

climate, we fear increased harassment and discrimination especially against immigrant 

communities, transgender, and gender non-conforming people. 

A stronger Commission on Human Rights will be a Commission on Human Rights that is better 

able to serve our clients, who represent the vulnerable New Yorkers it was created to protect. 

Thank you for your time.  
















	CCHR - Christine Clarke
	MOERJ - Afua Atta-Mensah
	EEPC - Jimmy Pan
	Brooklyn Defender Services - Anna Arkin-Gallagher
	Community Service Society of New York - Paul Keefe
	Enterprise - Jonathan Eber
	Fair Housing Justice Center - Britny McKenzie
	Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies (FPWA) - Jennifer Jones Austin
	Girls for Gender Equity - Ella Grace Downs
	Legal Services NYC - Nicole Salk
	Make the Road New York - Cristobal Gutierrez
	Mobilization for Justice, Inc. - Bernadette Jentsch
	National Employment Lawyers Association
	Neighbors Together - Amy Blumsack
	NYC CORE - Linda Tigani
	The Fortune Society - Reggie Chatman
	The Legal Aid Society - Rebekah Cook-Mack
	Aaron Horth
	zAppearances



