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Thank you to fellow Staten Islander, Chairwoman Hanks, for holding today’s hearing and 
to Council Member Schulman for introducing this important legislation at a time when 
communities around Staten Island and across the city are seeing an unacceptable proliferation of 
unlicensed stores selling tobacco, marijuana, and other controlled substances. Simply put: these 
stores, sprouting up like weeds in our commercial corridors and as accessible as our beloved delis, 
barber shops, hardware stores, and any other retail establishment, pose significant public safety, 
economic, and health risks to our city and those who call it home. Government must act to attempt 
to put this genie back into the bottle before this above ground black market becomes impossible 
to reign in.  

 
While I greatly appreciate Council Member Schulman’s legislation and effort to provide 

solutions to this issue, I would be remiss if I did not point out that this legislation perhaps would 
never have been necessary if leadership at the state level had more thoroughly prepared for the 
legalization of recreational cannabis in New York, and the eminently foreseeable consequences of 
creating an Office of Cannabis Management (OCM) without enforcement powers and a Sheriff’s 
Office without added manpower and technology to hold accountable these store owners and the 
landlords who lease their space to these shops. We are encouraged that some additional powers 
were granted to OCM in this year’s budget, in particular the ability for law enforcement to seize 
these entities’ ability to collect sales tax. We hope and expect this will be an effective tool to 
combat unlicensed sales. 

 
Despite these new strategies for law enforcement to utilize in stopping the unlicensed sale 

of tobacco, cannabis, and other controlled substances, more must be done to prevent these stores 
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from continuing to open across the city. That is why I am proud to support Int. 1001-A, which, if 
enacted, would prohibit any owner of commercial space from knowingly leasing or selling their 
premises to a seller of unlicensed cannabis, tobacco, or any other controlled substance. Any 
landlord in New York City who chooses to accept rental or other income from this source must be 
held accountable for supporting illegal activity and contributing to the decline of our 
neighborhoods, commercial centers, and the welfare of our neighbors, and it is my hope that the 
civil penalties contained in this legislation are sufficient to act as that urgently needed deterrent. I 
also wholeheartedly support the bill’s provision that the Sheriff create and maintain a report of the 
location and investigative activity into these shops around the city, so that law enforcement can 
more effectively and efficiently close them and hold all involved in these illicit enterprises 
accountable for their actions.  

 
This is important not only for the character of our neighborhoods, but for the work of crime 

prevention and the maintenance of public safety as well. Since May 2022, there have been between 
104 and 138 robberies at or around smoke shops on Staten Island alone. Further, there have been 
several incidents of gun crime, assault, and grand larceny all related to these unlicensed stores. 
These businesses are an obvious target for lawbreakers as they know these businesses will likely 
have a significant amount of cash and valuable contraband on premises. This violence and theft 
can be greatly minimized if these shops are identified, owners punished, and ultimately closed for 
good. 

 
Critics of these efforts or of this legislation may suggest that this is nothing more than a 

continuation of law enforcement’s inappropriate focus on marijuana as a public safety issue. I urge 
this Council to reject those arguments as nothing more than a distraction. Unlicensed sales of these 
products pose a health risk to those who purchase them, particularly our young people who are 
often targeted by playful, colorful packaging meant to make these substances seem safe and 
approachable. Without regulation, there is no telling what bacteria might be present in these 
products, let alone the fact that marijuana consumption by those under 25 has been proven to hinder 
cognitive development. Further, the ubiquitousness of these unlicensed stores is doing incredible 
harm to the fledgling state-licensed program that is only beginning to open across the city, and 
subsequently to the well-intentioned goals of the program to ensure those who were justice-
involved reap some of the benefits of now legal recreational cannabis. Simply: the very people our 
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elected leaders were trying to support are being directly harmed by the continued growth of the 
unlicensed cannabis industry.  

 
I reiterate my urge for the Council to pass this legislation, and for Mayor Adams to 

immediately sign it into law. Our city will be stronger and safer once its goals are acted on and 
achieved, and it will fill a gap left by the state’s poorly administered rollout of legal recreational 
cannabis. I appreciate the opportunity to offer my testimony at today’s hearing, and urge you to 
contact my office to discuss issues of public safety in the months and years to come.   

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 







 

 
 
 
 
 
June 5th, 2023  
 
City Council Committee Hearing on Public Safety 
 
 
Good morning, Chairperson Hanks and members of the Committee on Public Safety. My name is 
Tom Harris, and I am the President of the Times Square Alliance, the business improvement district 
that exists to make Times Square clean, safe, and desirable for all.   
  
First, thank you to the Council for this legislation. Anything that will help address the proliferation of 
illegal weed stores in our city is appreciated. In five months, Times Square has gone from 2 illegal 
weed stores to 12. These stores make Times Square less safe.  One has been robbed, there have been 
two homicides within 100 feet of another, a person was shot in front of a third.  I am sure the 
citywide crime data would show that these illegal stores make our city less safe.   
  
In addition to the violence, crime, and disorder surrounding these stores, many regularly market and 
sell their unregulated products to underage children. We learned that lab tests on some of the products 
purchased contained Fentanyl and others contained rat poison.    
  
While this bill is helpful, more is needed. The violence, potential health hazard, and inaction from 
Albany to effectively address the issue, should make this a top priority for the Council and the 
Administration. Multiple simultaneous actions from the Council are needed.   
  
While this bill holds landlords accountable, more is needed to hold the illegal operators accountable. 
The Nuisance Abatement Laws were used successfully in the 1990s to eliminate criminal activity in 
establishments. In 2017, the City Council changed the Nuisance Abatement Law such that it is harder 
to issue a closure order when illegal activity is observed taking place within premises. I am urging the 
Council to reverse their action in 2017 for illegal weed stores and allow judges to immediately issue a 
closure order when two incidents of illegal sales to minors occur at the same location. This is similar 
to the presumption for brothels and massage parlors. We also believe that the City Council, City 
Administration, and the community should lobby Albany to give the Office of Cannabis Management 
the same authority granted to the State Liquor Authority to shut down unlicensed liquor stores 
immediately – the same way they close unlicensed bars.   
  
In order to effectively deal with this crisis, we need to take the handcuffs off law enforcement and put 
them on the criminals who repeatedly violate the law and make our neighborhoods and city unsafe.   
  
Thank you for your time and consideration.   

 
Tom Harris 
President  
Times Square Alliance 
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