










 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Committee on Consumer and Worker Protection 

Wednesday, September 6, 2023 
 

 
Good morning, Chairperson Velázquez and members of the Committee on Consumer and Worker 
Protection.  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.  
  
Before I begin, I want to state for the record that the Alliance is not opposed to the legalization of 
cannabis, and we have had conversations both with OCM and with an entrepreneur looking to open legal 
dispensaries in Times Square.  However, the state’s delays and disorganization with regards to the legal 
sale and distribution of cannabis resulted in the unchecked growth in illegal cannabis shops in our 
district, and throughout the city.  This has been greatly detrimental to our neighborhood, and to the very 
people legalization seeks to benefit.  Unless we address the illegal operators, the legal operators will not 
survive, the state will forfeit much needed tax revenue, and our neighborhoods will continue to be overrun 
with illegal activity. 
  
This year, 30% of retail openings in Times Square have been illegal cannabis stores.  In five months, our 
district went from two illegal cannabis stores to 12.  The stores, which are largely cash businesses, 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.  
  
In addition to the violence, crime, and disorder surrounding these stores, many regularly market and sell 
their unregulated products to underage children.  The products sold are untested and unregulated. Lab 
tests on some of the products purchased contained Fentanyl, salmonella, and rat poisoni.  Finding 
effective solutions is critical to maintaining public health and safety.   
 
I want to thank the City Council for advancing this legislation.  Anything that will help address the 
proliferation of illegal cannabis stores in our city is appreciated.  While the bills being introduced today 
are helpful, much more is needed.  We feel strongly that the city should lobby Albany to grant the Office of 
Cannabis Management the power to shut businesses found selling cannabis without a license, as the 
State Liquor Authority does.  You can’t open a liquor store and sell without a license – you should not be 
able to open a cannabis store either.  In the absence of action by our state government, we ask that the 
Council consider the following:  
  
Bill 1001-2023 passed last month was a first step.  It holds landlords accountable.  However, we must 
go further.  Reports show a 2021 bill in California charging landlords $30,000 per day for illegal cannabis 
businesses has failed to slow the proliferation after two years.  We need to make sure landlords do not 
think the benefits of these leases outweigh the costs. 
  
We also need to hold the illegal operators accountable.  The Nuisance Abatement Law was 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 now harder to issue a closure order when illegal 
activity is observed taking place within premises.  I am urging the Council to revisit their action in 2017 to 
allow judges to immediately issue a closure order when two incidents of illegal sales to minors occur at 
the same location.  This narrowly tailored approach will help make our children and communities safer. 
  
The bills being introduced today are a first step in educating the public on the dangers of illegal cannabis 
purchases and empowering the public to report if they witness illegal activity.  But we need more 
resources dedicated to solving this problem.  The Sheriff has been doing an excellent job but he needs 
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more support.  The Sheriff is reporting 207 inspections year to date.  Based on those numbers, it will take 
over three years to inspect the 1600 illegal weed locations now operating in our city.  
       
To make our city safer, lawmakers and the administration must make the reforms necessary to deal with 
this crisis.  
  
Thank you for your time and consideration.  
 

    
Tom Harris 
President  
Times Square Alliance 
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My name is Ashley Jeffries and I am the Housing Specalist for HELP USA – Homebase SA 2, a 

non‐profit which provides homeless preven on services and housing financial emergency 

assistance to New Yorkers in the West and North Bronx of New York City.  

Thank you, Deputy Speaker Ayala and Chair Hanif and members of the Council, for allowing me 

to submit wri en tes mony. 

Thank you for holding this hearing today and for your leadership upli ing and protec ng 

services for unhoused New Yorkers. The impact of your heroic efforts to strengthen the 

homeless services safety net will be diluted by the Mayor’s 2.5% “Provider Flexible Funding” 

Budget Cut to all DHS and HRA contracted non‐profit programs, including shelters, street 

outreach, safe havens, drop‐in centers, and Homebase evic on preven on programs. Please 

join us in the fight to protect our programs, and hold strong against the Mayor’s proposed 

budget cut to homeless services! We need the Mayor to understand that the City budget 

shouldn’t be balanced on the backs of poorest New Yorkers!   

The Mayor’s 2.5% DSS Budget Cut will hurt services, as DHS is already telling non‐profit 

providers to plan to eliminate vacancies and non‐core services such as on‐site mental health 

services and clinical services, and collapse several job roles into one posi on to be able to meet 

this cost‐savings for the City.  

My office covers a vast zip code list of neighborhoods which con nue to need assistance post‐

pandemic in regard to rental arrears payments, street homeless preven on or families that 

might have to resort to entering a homeless shelter. There is limited occupancy in said shelters, 

and as we know, sca ered sites have been eliminated for the most part. Processing housing 

applica ons for the rental assistance programs FHEPS and CityFHEPS is the bulk and of what my 

team and I do and the volume of applica ons in the last quarter has been drama cally high. We 

need the proper number of staff and appropriate salaries to maintain and hire. A salary cut for 

the current staff, absorbing work amongst staff and implemen ng a hiring freeze could impact 

the NYC social services homeless preven on industry tremendously and it could lead to a major 

exodus of staff in ways never seen before. 

We applaud the Council’s unwavering commitment to protec ng all New Yorkers experiencing 

the trauma of homelessness and are extremely grateful for the landmark legisla on you passed 

which will revolu onize access to rental assistance.  Please stand strong against the Mayor’s 

2.5% cut. We stand ready and want to join you on the work ahead rehousing our neighbors.     

Thank you. 

 



My Name is Jessica Cabral and I am the Outreach Housing Specialist  for 

HELPUSA, a non‐profit which provides rental assistance to New Yorkers in the  

Bronx of New York City. Thank you, Deputy Speaker Ayala and Chair Hanif and 

members of the Council, for allowing me to submit wri en tes mony. 

Thank you for holding this hearing today and for your leadership upli ing and 

protec ng services for unhoused New Yorkers. The impact of your heroic efforts to 

strengthen the homeless services safety net will be diluted by the Mayor’s 2.5% 

“Provider Flexible Funding” Budget Cut to all DHS and HRA contracted non‐profit 

programs, including shelters, street outreach, safe havens, drop‐in centers, and 

Homebase evic on preven on programs. Please join us in the fight to protect our 

programs and hold strong against the Mayor’s proposed budget cut to homeless 

services! We need the Mayor to understand that the City budget shouldn’t be 

balanced on the backs of poorest New Yorkers!   

The Mayor’s 2.5% DSS Budget Cut will hurt services, as DHS is already telling non‐

profit providers to plan to eliminate vacancies and non‐core services such as on‐

site mental health services and clinical services, and collapse several job roles into 

one posi on to be able to meet this cost‐savings for the City.  

I work at an office site located at 815 Burke Avenue in the Bronx. This site 

currently has openings for Housing Specialists and Case Managers. If my 

organiza on must eliminate those posi ons, our caseloads will double. We are 

passionate and commi ed to helping our clients but no one can handle that many 

cases.  

 In this office we service clients within the community who are facing evic on. We 

also provide a number of services including, but not limited to, Paid Medical 

Training, CDL Driver’s License, OSHA Training. All these trainings are paid for by 

the agency to assist families be er progress their lives. We service families who 

face difficul es in obtaining employment due to lack of training and being unable 

to pay for trainings/licensing.  

We applaud the Council’s unwavering commitment to protec ng all New Yorkers 

experiencing the trauma of homelessness and are extremely grateful for the 

landmark legisla on you passed which will revolu onize access to rental 

assistance.  Please stand strong against the Mayor’s 2.5% cut. We stand ready and 

want to join you on the work ahead rehousing our neighbors.     



I am Kabir Gill, a rising senior at the Bronx High School of Science. Three years ago, my
parents bought me a dog named Cloud. Cloud brought us a lot of joy and responsibilities that I
willingly signed up for, including long evening walks where he would chase everything from the
city rats to dogs three times his size and sniff around every corner of the block and claim it as
his own.

These evening walks became a highlight of my day- something I looked forward to after a long
day at school. However, one night last fall was different. I came home from school and saw that
neither my dog nor my mom was home. This was strange- my mom should have been home
making dinner, and it wasn’t time for Cloud’s walk. I looked around for a bit and then called my
mom, who told me what happened. My dog was in emergency care, and the vet diagnosed him
with cannabis poisoning, which he probably consumed during his walk earlier in the day. I
rushed to the ER. When I finally saw my dog, he was extremely lethargic, and his veins were
pumped full of fluid the vet had administered. The vet told us our dog could have died, and we
were lucky to be within walking distance of a veterinary ER. Others are often not that lucky. The
vet also told us that cannabis poisoning in pets has become a leading cause of ER visits in the
city since 2019. This happens when dogs consume improperly disposed and often unlicensed
cannabis products from the street. My research revealed that, unlike other toxic products, dogs
are attracted to the smell of cannabis, and if there is something disposed of unsafely- they will
seek it through that sense. This pattern of pets consuming cannabis from the city streets and
becoming sick has become increasingly common and has been featured on local news
channels such as CNBC. Vets and experts alike suspect that the disposal of unregistered
cannabis products is at the heart of this problem.

Before I was affected by this issue, I had no idea how widespread it was. However, after I
looked into it further and shared my experience, I found that many friends had been in a similar
situation. I became very anxious when walking my dog, worried he’d eat some cannabis product
off the roadside. I asked myself, “Why didn’t I know about this before?” and “Are people going to
continue to watch their pets go through this awful situation?”. I had no idea this was a problem,
so I’m willing to bet so many citizens and lawmakers aren’t aware of it.

I offer and propose three potential solutions for our policy makers to consider. 1. Since people
are uninformed about the dangers of cannabis to pets, informational posters can be put up at
disposal areas. 2. Safe and strategically placed “disposal trash” should be placed around the
city as an option for the safe disposal of cannabis products. 3. Additional restrictions should be
placed on the use of unlicensed cannabis products.

Licensed cannabis use helps certain humans when used and disposed of appropriately.
However, an animal suffering from the irresponsibility of us humans is wrong and, in this case,
easily avoidable. I thank Councilwoman Julie Menin for supporting my cause and humbly ask
that policy makers do more to address this problem. I thank you all for your time and attention.



I have experienced the issues the unlicensed distribution of cannabis has 
caused our city. Undoubtedly, these products pose dangers to the 
consumer, but their disposal brings about even more. One night, I was 
coming home late from school and saw that neither my dog nor my mom 
was home. I found the absence of my family members strange since it was 
not time for my dog to walk, and my mom should have been home. I looked 
around for a bit and then called my mom, who told me what happened. My 
dog was in emergency care, and the vet suspected that he had eaten some 
cannabis product from the roadside. When I finally saw my dog, he was 
extremely lethargic, and his arteries were pumped full of fluid the vet had 
administered. The vet told us our dog could have died and we were lucky to 
live so close to a veterinary center. Others are often not that lucky. The vet 
also told us that the issue of dogs eating cannabis from the roadside and 
becoming sick has become increasingly common, and she suspects that 
the disposal of unregistered cannabis products is at the heart of the 
problem. Before I was affected by this issue, I had no idea it existed. 
However, after I looked into it further, I found that multiple friends had been 
in the same situation. I did not know this was an issue animals were prone 
to, and I am willing to believe that many people using these cannabis 
products are also unaware. Due to the lack of disposal options for cannabis 
products, individuals likely see no better option than getting rid of them in 
places where pets walk around. However, this can become an immense 
hazard to pets and potentially small children. An animal suffering from the 
irresponsibility of us humans is wrong and, in this case, easily avoidable. It 
is important not to purchase these products in the first place, but even 
getting rid of them creates a problem in the city's environment.  
 
Kabir Gill 
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