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I. INTRODUCTION
On April 29, 2022, the Committee on Governmental Operations, chaired by Council Member Sandra Ung, will hold an oversight hearing on the work of New York City’s Civic Engagement Commission (CEC). Those invited to testify include representatives from the CEC and interested members of the public.
II. BACKGROUND 
a. Creation of the Civic Engagement Commission
On November 6, 2018, New York City voters approved a ballot measure to create a new Civic Engagement Commission, responsible for promoting civic participation “in order to enhance civic trust and strengthen democracy.”[footnoteRef:1] The measure was one of three proposed by Mayor de Blasio’s 2018 Charter Revision Commission.[footnoteRef:2] According to the commission’s final report, the CEC was designed to help the City take a more holistic approach to civic engagement—one focused not just on voting, but also on other forms of civic participation, including volunteerism, stewardship  of public spaces, participatory budgeting, speaking at public meetings, participating in community  groups, and other related activities.[footnoteRef:3]  [1:  See Local Law 211 of 2018, § 2, Quest. 2, codified as Charter § 3200 et seq.]  [2:  See FINAL REPORT OF THE 2018 NEW YORK CITY CHARTER REVISION COMMISSION (September 6, 2019), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/charter/downloads/pdf/final-report-20180904.pdf.]  [3:  See id. at 47.] 

b. Commissioners and Staff
The CEC consists of 15 Commissioners appointed by various elected officials.[footnoteRef:4] The Mayor appoints eight of the Commissioners, including the Chair, the Speaker appoints two, and each of the five Borough Presidents appoints one.[footnoteRef:5] In appointing Commissioners to the CEC, the Mayor, Speaker, and Borough Presidents are required to consider individuals who are representative of, or have experience working with, immigrants, limited English proficient individuals, people with disabilities, students, youth, seniors, veterans, community groups, good government and civil rights groups, and groups of residents that have been historically underrepresented in or underserved by city government.[footnoteRef:6] The Mayor’s appointees must also include at least one Democrat and one Republican.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  See Charter § 3201(a).]  [5:  See id.]  [6:  See id.]  [7:  See id.] 

Under the Charter, the Chair of the CEC also serves as the Executive Director and is authorized to hire officers and employees as may be necessary to carry out the Commission’s duties.[footnoteRef:8] The Executive Director/Chair is required to serve on a full-time basis and is entitled to compensation for such service.[footnoteRef:9] The other 14 Commissioners all serve on a volunteer basis, but are entitled to reimbursement for necessary expenses.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  See Charter § 3201(c).]  [9:  See id.]  [10:  See Charter § 3201(d).] 

As of the CEC’s most recent Annual Report (released September 30, 2021), there was one vacancy on the Commission, corresponding to the seat to be filled by the Staten Island Borough President.[footnoteRef:11] Based on the information available on the CEC’s website, it appears that this seat remains vacant today.[footnoteRef:12] The CEC is currently chaired by Dr. Sarah Sayeed,[footnoteRef:13] who was appointed to her role by Mayor de Blasio in April of 2019.[footnoteRef:14] For Fiscal Year 2022, the CEC’s budget included $1.3 million in personal service (PS) funding for 21 staff positions.[footnoteRef:15] [11:  See NYC CIVIC ENGAGEMENT COMMISSION 2021 ANNUAL REPORT, at 19 (September 2021), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/civicengagement/downloads/pdf/CEC_Annual_Report_09292021.pdf. ]  [12:  See NYC Civic Engagement Commission, Commissioners, https://www1.nyc.gov/site/civicengagement/about/commissioners.page (last visited April 19. 2021).]  [13:  See id.]  [14:  See Office of the Mayor, Press Release, Mayor de Blasio Appoints Commissioners to the Civic Engagement Commission (April 23, 2019), https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/212-19/mayor-de-blasio-appoints-commissioners-the-civic-engagement-commission.]  [15:  This information was provided by the New City Council’s Finance Division.] 

c. Powers and Duties of the Commission
Sections 3202 and 3203 of the Charter set forth the powers and duties of the CEC.[footnoteRef:16] Under these provisions, the CEC is empowered to develop new initiatives to promote civic participation, including through partnerships with city agencies and private organizations.[footnoteRef:17] In addition, the CEC is tasked with implementing three defined programs, each of which is described in greater detail below. [16:  See Charter §§ 3202, 3203.]  [17:  See Charter §§ 3202(a)(2) and (a)(5).] 

i. Citywide Participatory Budgeting 
Section 225-a of the Charter requires the Mayor to establish a citywide participatory budgeting (PB) program.[footnoteRef:18] This provision was enacted as part of the 2018 Charter Revisions and was designed to complement the PB program started at the Council in 2011.[footnoteRef:19] Whereas the Council’s PB program allows city residents to influence how their local Council Member spends discretionary funds,[footnoteRef:20] section 225-a contemplates a process whereby city residents can influence the budgetary decisions of the Mayor.[footnoteRef:21] Under section 225-a, the Mayor must a establish a program for city residents to “identify[ ] and express[ ] preferences among” local projects, which the Mayor must “consider . . . for inclusion in the executive budget.”[footnoteRef:22]  [18:  See Charter § 225-a.]  [19:  See FINAL REPORT OF THE 2018 NEW YORK CITY CHARTER REVISION COMMISSION, at 50 (September 6, 2019), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/charter/downloads/pdf/final-report-20180904.pdf.]  [20:  See New York City Council, Participatory Budgeting, https://council.nyc.gov/pb/ (last visited 04/20/2022).]  [21:  See Charter § 225-a; see also FINAL REPORT OF THE 2018 NEW YORK CITY CHARTER REVISION COMMISSION, at 50 (September 6, 2019), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/charter/downloads/pdf/final-report-20180904.pdf.]  [22:  Charter § 225-a.] 

Section 3202(a)(1) of the Charter tasks the CEC with implementing the Mayor’s PB program.[footnoteRef:23] As part of this responsibility, the CEC is required to: (i) provide opportunities for public participation throughout the City;[footnoteRef:24] (ii) coordinate with Borough Presidents, Community Boards, and other city agencies and elected officials;[footnoteRef:25] (iii) establish a “participatory budgeting advisory committee” tasked with providing recommendations for implementing the participatory budgeting program;[footnoteRef:26] (iv) establish multiple methods by which members of the public can participate in the program;[footnoteRef:27] (v) allow all city residents over the age of 16 (or such younger age as the CEC may establish by rule) to participate without regard to immigration status;[footnoteRef:28] and (vi) collaborate with other city agencies to encourage participation by a wide cross-section of New Yorkers, including “non-citizens, members of immigrant communities, residents under the age of 18 . . . students, seniors, veterans, people with disabilities, and limited English proficient individuals.”[footnoteRef:29]  [23:  See Charter § 3202(a)(1).]  [24:  See Charter § 3202(a)(1)(a).]  [25:  See Charter § 3202(a)(1)(b).]  [26:  See Charter § 3202(a)(1)(c).]  [27:  See Charter § 3202(a)(1)(d).]  [28:  See Charter § 3202(a)(1)(e).]  [29:  See Charter § 3202(a)(1)(f).] 

ii. Poll Site Language Assistance 
The NYC Board of Elections (BOE) is required by federal law to make Spanish, Chinese, Korean, and Bengali interpreters available at select poll sites throughout the City.[footnoteRef:30] In 2017, after the BOE declined to provide interpretation services in additional languages, the Council funded a pilot program to have the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs (MOIA) provide poll site interpretation services in languages not served by the BOE.[footnoteRef:31] The 2018 Charter Revisions made this pilot program permanent and tasked the newly-created CEC with running the program beginning in November 2020.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  See 52 U.S.C. § 10503; 86 Fed. Reg. 69615 (Dec. 8, 2021), available at https://www.justice.gov/crt/page/file/1460416/download. ]  [31:  See N.Y. City Council, Committee Report of the Governmental Affairs Division, Committee on Governmental Operations, Oversight: Early Voting and Poll Site Interpretation in New York City (April 30, 2019) available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3908102&GUID=36C23C20-635D-48C1-8EF0-ADD656F126A0&Options=Advanced&Search= ]  [32:  See § Charter § 3202(a)(4); see also FINAL REPORT OF THE 2018 NEW YORK CITY CHARTER REVISION COMMISSION, at 51-55 (September 6, 2019), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/charter/downloads/pdf/final-report-20180904.pdf.] 

Section 3202(a)(4) of the Charter sets forth the CEC’s powers and obligations with respect to the poll site interpreter program.[footnoteRef:33] Under this provision, the CEC is required to develop a methodology for determining the languages to be served by the program, and the poll sites where interpreters will be made available.[footnoteRef:34] Such methodology must be consistent with the following requirements: [33:  See § Charter § 3202(a)(4).]  [34:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(c).] 

· The methodology must target poll sites with a “significant concentration” of New Yorkers who (i) are limited English proficient (LEP) and (ii) speak one of the “designated citywide languages.”[footnoteRef:35] The designated citywide languages are the top ten non-English languages spoken throughout the City.[footnoteRef:36] Currently, they include Spanish, Chinese (including Mandarin and Cantonese), Russian, Bengali, Haitian Creole, Korean, Arabic, Polish, Urdu, and French.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(c)(i).]  [36:  See Admin. Code § 23-1101.]  [37:  See NYC Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, Language and Disability Access, https://www1.nyc.gov/site/immigrants/about/language-and-disability-access.page (last accessed 4/20/2022).] 

· The CEC may provide interpreters in a language other than a designated citywide language only if: (i) the number of LEP New Yorkers who speak such language is greater than the number of LEP New Yorkers who speak the lowest-ranked designated citywide language; and (ii) at least one poll site in the City is likely to have a significant concentration of LEP speakers of such language.[footnoteRef:38]  [38:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(c)(iv).] 

· The CEC may provide interpreters in Voting Rights Act (VRA) languages—i.e., Spanish, Chinese, Korean, and Bengali—but only in counties where the BOE does not already provide interpreters in such languages pursuant to federal law.[footnoteRef:39] So, for example, the CEC is permitted to provide “Spanish in Staten Island and Bengali in the Bronx, because the [VRA] does not require assistance in those languages in those counties.”[footnoteRef:40] [39:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(c)(ii).]  [40:  See FINAL REPORT OF THE 2018 NEW YORK CITY CHARTER REVISION COMMISSION, at 54 (September 6, 2019), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/charter/downloads/pdf/final-report-20180904.pdf.] 

· Regardless of what the VRA requires, if the BOE expresses an intention to provide interpreters in a particular language at a particular poll site, the CEC may not provide interpreters in the same language and the same poll site.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(c)(iii).] 

The CEC was required to finalize its methodology by April 1, 2020,[footnoteRef:42] and will be required to review and update such methodology on September 1, 2022 and every five years thereafter.[footnoteRef:43]  [42:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(d).]  [43:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(f).] 

Section 3202(a)(4) also requires the CEC to establish a “language assistance advisory committee” (LAAC) to provide recommendations for developing and implementing the poll site interpreter program.[footnoteRef:44] To the extent practicable, the LAAC must include at least one fluent speaker of each of the ten designated citywide languages.[footnoteRef:45] In addition, section 3202(a)(4) requires the CEC to (i) establish minimum standards and training requirements for poll site interpreters who participate in the program,[footnoteRef:46] (ii) promote public awareness of the program and develop a plan to notify voters in advance of each election of the poll sites where language interpretation services will be made available,[footnoteRef:47] and (iii) develop a process for monitoring and responding to complaints regarding the program.[footnoteRef:48]  [44:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(b).]  [45:  See id.]  [46:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(g)]  [47:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(h).]  [48:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(i).] 

iii. Assistance to Community Boards
Section 3203 of the Charter requires the CEC to provide various forms of assistance to Community Boards.[footnoteRef:49] First, the CEC is required to assist Community Boards in identifying qualified, independent urban planning professional to provide advice and guidance on land use matters.[footnoteRef:50] Second, the CEC must, to the extent practicable, provide services requested by Community Boards to address the needs of LEP individuals.[footnoteRef:51] Finally, the CEC is required to provide training to Community Boards on issues such as utilizing technological tools and developing uniform meeting procedures.[footnoteRef:52] [49:  See Charter § 3203.]  [50:  See Charter § 3203(1).]  [51:  See Charter § 3203(2).]  [52:  See Charter § 3203(3).] 

II. ISSUES AND CONCERNS
a. Slow Progress on Participatory Budgeting
The 2018 Charter Revisions gave the Mayor and CEC a deadline of July 1, 2020 to establish and implement a citywide PB program.[footnoteRef:53] In February of 2020, as advocates were calling on the Mayor to set aside $500 million for the program, Gotham Gazette reported that the CEC had fallen behind on its implementation efforts and was expecting to miss the July 1 deadline.[footnoteRef:54] Shortly thereafter, COVID-19 dramatically altered the City’s fiscal outlook and policy priorities, and as a result, funding was not allocated for the citywide PB program in Fiscal Year 2021.[footnoteRef:55] With no funds set aside for a citywide PB initiative, the CEC implemented a small-scale PB program in the first half of FY 2021 using $100,000 it already had available.[footnoteRef:56] Branded the “It’s our Money!” initiative, the program focused on youth participation and funded five projects of $20,000 each.[footnoteRef:57] [53:  See Charter § 225-a.]  [54:  See Samir Khurshid, First Major Task for City's New Civic Engagement Commission at Risk, Gotham Gazette (February 5, 2020), https://www.gothamgazette.com/city/9108-first-task-for-new-city-civic-engagement-commission-at-risk-budget-battle-de-blasio. ]  [55:  See Elijah Manning, City Civic Engagement Commission Makes Slow Progress on Participatory Budgeting Program, Gotham Gazette (August 4, 2021), https://www.gothamgazette.com/city/10689-civic-engagement-commission-slow-progress-participatory-budgeting. ]  [56:  See id.]  [57:  See NYC CIVIC ENGAGEMENT COMMISSION 2021 ANNUAL REPORT, at 24 (September 2021), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/civicengagement/downloads/pdf/CEC_Annual_Report_09292021.pdf.] 

In FY 2022, the CEC received $1.3 million to conduct another small-scale PB program in collaboration with the Taskforce for Racial Inclusion and Equity (TRIE).[footnoteRef:58] Under this program, residents from the 33 neighborhoods hardest hit by the pandemic were able to vote on projects that would be funded in their communities.[footnoteRef:59] Although this program was larger than the one implemented in FY 2021, it was still much smaller than the $500 million program that advocates had called for prior to the onset of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:60] [58:  See id. at 57.]  [59:  See id.]  [60:  See Samir Khurshid, First Major Task for City's New Civic Engagement Commission at Risk, Gotham Gazette (February 5, 2020), https://www.gothamgazette.com/city/9108-first-task-for-new-city-civic-engagement-commission-at-risk-budget-battle-de-blasio.] 

The CEC’s 2021 Annual Report sets forth a number of goals for the citywide PB program going forward. These include (i) addressing equity issues in how the city spends public resources, (ii) promoting greater respect within city government for the lived experience of New Yorkers, (iii) building civic leaders and aiding grassroots efforts, (iv) bridging gaps in knowledge about public spending, (v) increasing civic engagement among underrepresented communities, and (vi) strengthening confidence and trust in local government.[footnoteRef:61] It remains to be seen, however, whether the Adams Administration will set aside sufficient funding to allow the citywide PB program to accomplish these goals on a significant scale. [61:  See NYC CIVIC ENGAGEMENT COMMISSION 2021 ANNUAL REPORT, at 63 (September 2021), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/civicengagement/downloads/pdf/CEC_Annual_Report_09292021.pdf.] 

b. Poll Site Interpreters: Evaluating CEC’s Selection Methodology
Consistent with its obligations under the Charter, the CEC has administered the City’s poll site interpreter program since the 2020 general election.[footnoteRef:62] The CEC adopted a methodology for selecting languages and poll sites to be served by the program in April of 2020,[footnoteRef:63] and subsequently updated such methodology in January and June of 2021.[footnoteRef:64] Pursuant to this methodology, the CEC provides interpreters in the following languages: Arabic, Bengali, Chinese (Cantonese and Mandarin), French, Haitian Creole, Italian, Korean, Polish, Russian, Urdu, and Yiddish.[footnoteRef:65] This includes each of the designated citywide languages except for Spanish, as well as two additional languages (Italian and Yiddish). Spanish is not included because the Charter prohibits the CEC from providing assistance in VRA languages—i.e., Spanish, Chinese, Korean, and Bengali—in counties in which the BOE is already required to provide such assistance, and the VRA currently requires the BOE to provide Spanish assistance in all five counties within the City.[footnoteRef:66] For the same reason, the CEC does not provide Bengali or Korean assistance in Queens, or Chinese assistance in Brooklyn, Manhattan, or Queens.[footnoteRef:67] [62:  See Id. at 33.]  [63:  See NYC Civic Engagement Commission, Methodology for Poll Site Language
Assistance (Preliminary Final) (April 1, 2020), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/civicengagement/downloads/pdf/nyccec-poll-site-language-assistance-program-methodology.pdf ]  [64:  See NYC Civic Engagement Commission, Amendment to “Appendix A” of the Resolution of the Civic Engagement Commission enacted April 7, 2020 (June 1, 2021), https://www1.nyc.gov/site/civicengagement/voting/poll-site-language-assistance-program.page. ]  [65:  See id. (paragraph 4).]  [66:  See id. (paragraph 5).]  [67:  See id.] 

Under CEC’s methodology, the CEC determines the total number of poll sites it will serve for a given election based on the resources it has available.[footnoteRef:68] The number of poll sites that will receive assistance in each language is then set based on the percentage of voting-eligible LEP New Yorkers who speak such language.[footnoteRef:69] Such percentages are set forth in the following chart:[footnoteRef:70] [68:  See id. (paragraph 6).]  [69:  See id. (paragraph 7). Note that such percentages do not include LEP New Yorkers who live in counties where BOE is required to provide language assistance in the speaker’s primary language.]  [70:  See id. ] 

	Program Language
	Percentage Share


	Russian
	38.6%

	Haitian Creole
	11.1%

	Italian 
	8.3%

	Arabic
	7.2%

	Yiddish
	6.5%

	Polish
	6.3%

	Bengali
	5.5%

	Urdu
	5.5%

	French
	4.9%

	Chinese
	3.9%

	Korean
	2.9%



Once the CEC has established the number of poll sites that will receive assistance in each language, it assigns interpreters to specific poll sites using a targeting formula.[footnoteRef:71] Such formula is designed to target poll sites with the highest concentrations of voting-eligible LEP New Yorkers in each program language.[footnoteRef:72]  [71:  See id. (paragraphs 8 and 9).]  [72:  See id.] 

	According to the CEC’s 2021 Annual Report, the Commission is in the process of reviewing its selection methodology based on the data it has collected regarding program utilization.[footnoteRef:73] As noted above, the Charter requires the CEC to review its methodology and make any necessary updates by September 1, 2022.[footnoteRef:74] One open question is how the enactment of Local Law 11 of 2022,[footnoteRef:75] which grants certain non-citizen New Yorkers the right to vote in local elections, will impact the CEC’s methodology and the need for poll site interpreters more generally.  [73:  See NYC CIVIC ENGAGEMENT COMMISSION 2021 ANNUAL REPORT, at 64 (September 2021), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/civicengagement/downloads/pdf/CEC_Annual_Report_09292021.pdf.]  [74:  See Charter § 3202(a)(4)(f).]  [75:  See Local Law 11 of 2022, available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4313327&GUID=DF600BDA-B675-41D8-A8BD-282C38DC4C62&Options=Advanced&Search. ] 

c. Poll Site Interpreters: Limited Early Voting Coverage
Currently, CEC poll site interpreters are not available throughout most of the nine-day Early Voting period.[footnoteRef:76] To conserve resources, the CEC only provides interpreters on the final two days of Early Voting.[footnoteRef:77] As the poll site interpreter program continues to expand, it will be important for the CEC to provide more consistent service during the Early Voting period, both to prevent confusion among voters who need language assistance, and to reach a greater number of voters overall. [76:  See NYC Civic Engagement Commission, Methodology for Poll Site Language
Assistance (Preliminary Final) (April 1, 2020), https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/civicengagement/downloads/pdf/nyccec-poll-site-language-assistance-program-methodology.pdf ]  [77:  See id.] 

III. CONCLUSION
At today’s hearing, the Committee on Governmental Operations will evaluate the CEC’s progress in implementing its various mandates under the Charter and explore some of the challenges the CEC has faced in its first three years. In addition, the Committee will seek to get a better understanding of the Administration’s plans for establishing a citywide PB program as required by the Charter, and the CEC’s efforts to evaluate its methodology for selecting languages and poll sites for its poll site interpreter program. In addition, the Committee may explore other questions, including whether the CEC has sufficient resources to fulfill its mandate, whether the poll site interpreter program needs to be expanded, particularly in light of Local Law 11 of 2022, whether the CEC is conducting sufficient outreach and public education regarding the program, and whether the CEC has been able to recruit a sufficient number of qualified interpreters, among other issues. 
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