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Good afternoon. I’m John Surico, the Senior Fellow for Climate and Opportunity at the Center 
for an Urban Future, an independent think tank focused on creating a stronger and more 
inclusive economy in New York. Thank you to Chair Dinowitz and this committee for the 
opportunity to testify. 
 
The Center for an Urban Future has published extensive research on opportunities for 
policymakers to strengthen CUNY as the city’s most important economic mobility engine—from 
launching CUNY Reconnect to expanding the vital CUNY ACE program. But policymakers have 
another massive opportunity ahead: to help that engine go green. 
 
Building a greener CUNY won’t just help the city meet its crucial emissions reduction goals. It 
will also modernize an institution that helps more New Yorkers achieve economic mobility than 
any other, but, sadly, is also home to an alarming number of buildings that are failing its mostly 
low-income students. 
 
CUNY’s nearly 300 buildings cover 28 million ground square feet. The majority are over 50 
years old, reliant on gas- and oil-fired boilers and window A/Cs. They are equipped with their 
original single-pane glass windows, insufficient insulation, and fixtures consuming far more 
resources than modern alternatives. Only about 8 percent are in a state of good repair. 
 
Even so, CUNY has made progress. After a pandemic lull, the system’s carbon emissions 
intensity continued to drop in 2022 and 2023. But the system now faces a 24 percent cut to 
capital funding, which was already woefully insufficient to meet basic needs, let alone help slash 
the system’s carbon footprint. CUNY has developed a smart five-year plan to meet its climate 
goals, but lacks the resources to see it through.  
 
Meeting the city and state’s commendable targets for carbon emission reduction will be all but 
impossible without a major new focus on helping decarbonize CUNY. 
 
Now is the time to act. State and federal legislation has catalyzed billions of dollars in new 
funding and financing for building retrofits. New York should leverage this moment to make a 
generational investment in CUNY’s net-zero future. 
 
Fortunately, this effort has a secret weapon: CUNY itself. The CUNY Building Performance Lab 
serves as a hands-on research center for New York’s decarbonization efforts. City College has 
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cutting-edge renewable energy and building electrification research centers. Students can earn 
degrees and certifications in everything from clean energy HVAC to solar power to sustainability 
in the urban environment.  
 
CUNY has the talent to realize this vision, with a sustained capital investment.  
 
The next steps are clear. First, this Council should lead a major new initiative to green CUNY 
and identify it as a key target for federal and state decarbonization funds. Second, City Hall and 
Albany should work together to boost CUNY capital investment in this and  future budgets, with 
a focus on decarbonization and state of good repair needs. Third, city and state leaders should 
work with CUNY officials to harness its immense pool of talent to build a more sustainable 
future. 
 
By tapping into this unprecedented alignment, the nation’s most effective public university can 
becomes its greenest, too. Thank you. 



 

 

 

Testimony for the Committee on Higher Education in Support of Better ADA 
Compliance on CUNY Campuses  

   
April 18, 2024   
  
To Whom it Concerns:   
  
My name is Molly Senack, and I am testifying today on behalf of the Center for Independence 
of the Disabled, New York (CIDNY) as their Education and Employment Community Organizer. 
This testimony is supported by Sharon McLennon Wier, Ph.D., MSEd., CRC, LMHC, Executive 
Director of CIDNY.  

 
True accessibility on college campuses is crucial for students with disabilities. According to the 
US Census 2022 American Community Survey, 21% of undergraduate students and 11% of 
graduate students reported having a disability during the 2019-2020 school year. Yet only 8% 
of students, or about a quarter of students who privately reported having a disability, registered 
as having a disability with their institutions. This discrepancy is consistent with a 2022 report 
from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), which found that only 37% of 
students who acknowledged having a disability registered with their institution. 

If the majority of students with disabilities on college campuses are choosing not to report, 
there has to be a reason. The National Center for College Students with Disabilities has found 
that the most significant barriers to access and participation on college campuses include fear 
of discrimination or feeling unwelcome, challenges navigating necessary campus procedures, 
being unaware of resources and services the student might qualify for, faculty being unaware of 
resources and services they might qualify for (or the faculty being aware of these supports, but 
being unresponsive or uncooperative in providing them), and receiving inadequate 
accommodations from the school. That same 2022 NCES report found that of the 37% of 
students with disabilities who reported their disability to their school, almost 40% did not 
receive accommodations when they asked for them. 

Under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), students with disabilities are entitled to an 
accessible college campus, but it is important to acknowledge how broad the definition of 
“accessible” is. Accessibility must exist in all forms (accommodations can be physical, 
technological, sensory, etc.), in all spaces, and at all stages of the college experience, from 
application through graduation.  

In recent years, New York State has made a significant effort to improve financial accessibility 
for students enrolled in the City University of New York (CUNY) system. The Accelerated Study 
in Associate Program (ASAP) provides textbook fees, transportation stipends, free tutoring, and 
tuition funds. The program has successfully improved graduation rates to 53%, versus 25% of 
a statistically matched group for the third of CUNY students who are enrolled in the program. 



However, despite the progress in this particular area of accessibility, many CUNY campuses fall 
short of what the ADA stipulates: classrooms, libraries, students housing, dining facilities, and 
offices are not always physically accessible. Signs, including on bathrooms and classrooms are 
not always available in large print or Braille. There are shortages in assistive technology (e.g. 
screen readers). Students with learning, mental, or developmental disabilities who are entitled 
to accommodations within the classroom must often depend on professors who do not know 
how to offer aid. 

A report published earlier this month by the office of the NYC Comptroller presents a 
comprehensive view of CUNY campuses. It breaks down the demographics of its students by 
age, race, the degree they are pursuing and how they are paying for it. It breaks down its staff 
demographics, its admission policies, and the industries its graduates joined. Disability is not 
mentioned. We urge the Council to consider the importance of ADA compliance on CUNY 
campuses, and ask that making all of CUNY’s campuses accessible for students with disabilities 
be central in any conversations regarding the fitness of CUNY’s facilities. 

Thank you for your time. 

Sincerely,   
    
Molly Senack (She/Her)   
Education and Employment Community Organizer   
Center for Independence of the Disabled, New York    
Email: msenack@cidny.org  Phone: (917)-415-3154 
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Testimony of Salimatou Doumbouya
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Dear esteemed members of the New York City Council,

My name is Salimatou Doumbouya, a proud student of the New York City College of
Technology and a graduate of Borough of Manhattan Community College. I stand before you
today not just as University Student Senate Chair or student trustee, but as a representative of the
future workforce that this city will depend on. I am here to advocate for the 225,000 students of
CUNY and to discuss the Preliminary Budget for Fiscal Year 2025, the Preliminary Capital Plan
for Fiscal Years 2024-2028, and the Fiscal 2024 Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report.

The City University of New York (CUNY) is more than just an institution of higher learning. It
is an economic engine that fuels the city's growth by educating its workforce and economically
uplifting families. Our students are the city's future engineers, teachers, nurses, and
entrepreneurs. Investing in CUNY is investing in the city's future.

The need for New York City to revitalize its workforce is apparent. CUNY students can serve as
the workforce needed to make city agencies more responsive to the needs of New Yorkers. In
response to a growing mental health crisis, CUNY students are in opportune positions to impact
the industry.

However, to continue playing this crucial role, CUNY needs to be fully funded. We need
additional funding for transportation, mental health services, support for students with
disabilities, housing, and food. These are not luxuries, but necessities for our students to succeed.

Transportation is a significant barrier for many students. Additional funding of $37 million
could subsidize MetroCards for students, ensuring that no student misses class because they
cannot afford the fare.

Mental health is another critical area. Balancing school, work, and personal life can be
overwhelming. By increasing funding for mental health services by $5 mil, we can provide
students with the reliable support they need to thrive academically and personally. Students can
also be trained as mental health service providers.



Students with disabilities face unique challenges that can hinder their academic progress.
Additional funding of $7 million can provide them with the necessary accommodations and
support services, ensuring that all students have an equal opportunity to succeed.

Lastly, no student should have to worry about housing and food. Yet, many of our students are
housing insecure or do not know where their next meal will come from. Increased funding of
student well-being initiatives of $7.5 mil can expand housing assistance programs and food
pantries, ensuring that all students have a safe place to live and enough to eat.

Esteemed members, I urge you to consider these requests as you review the budget and capital
plan. Remember that when you invest in CUNY, you are investing in the future of New York
City.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,
Salimatou Doumbouya
CUNY Trustee
University Student Senate Chairperson
Student Government President of New York City College of Technology

FREE METRO-CARDS FOR CUNY STUDENTS



New York City Council
Committee on Higher Education

Submitted by Clementina Jose, Young Invincibles
Wednesday, April 17, 2024

Good afternoon, everyone. My name is Clementina Jose and I am a NY Youth Advisory Board
member at Young Invincibles. I want to thank the New York City Council, especially the
Committee on Higher Education, for the opportunity to testify at today’s hearing concerning my
experiences with CUNY’s facilities.

During my two years at York College before transferring, I encountered significant challenges
with the campus facilities. I vividly remember instances where I couldn't occupy certain seats due
to deteriorating ceilings or sagging structures with fluids, which required frequent chair
relocations. Moreover, elevators and escalators would constantly malfunction, which created
constant inconveniences. It was a weekly bet among my friends and me concerning whether the
elevators would be operating that day, and they seldom were. It's essential to recognize that
while I am able-bodied, these challenges also impact my disabled counterparts, highlighting the
need for accessible infrastructure for all members of the campus community. These issues
significantly detracted from the quality of the academic environment and student experience at
York College.

If you ask any York College student about their experience, complaints are almost inevitable in
nearly every sentence. Many expressed plans to transfer out soon due to frustrations with the
campus infrastructure and their overall experience.

Eventually, I found myself at the Hunter Silberman School of Social Work, where the contrast in
infrastructure was striking. The facilities were modern and well-maintained. They also had highly
functional bathrooms and elevators; they didn’t have deteriorating ceilings or noticeable paint
chips. Not to mention, the academic atmosphere had inviting colors. This shift underscored the
importance of investing in quality infrastructure to enhance the student experience and foster a
conducive learning environment. Ultimately, every student deserves a safe and clean academic
environment.

Therefore, I implore the New York City Council to consider renovating CUNY campuses to
enhance their modernity, and accessibility, and address issues like deteriorating ceilings. Every
CUNY student deserves a quality experience, regardless of their borough of residence. It's
imperative to prioritize these improvements to ensure equitable access to education
.
Again, thank you to the Higher Education Committee for allowing me to speak with you today and
share my experiences.
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Good afternoon, my name is Malika Christopher, and I am a NY Youth Advisory Board 

member at Young Invincibles. I am a CUNY York College alumna and a senior at the CUNY 
School of Public Health. Thank you to the NYC Council Committees on Higher Education for the 
opportunity to provide written testimony of my firsthand experiences with CUNY’s facilities. 

I’ve lived close to CUNY York College my entire life and have been on campus for 
various iterations - whether it was for Science Engineering Mathematics Aerospace Academy 
(SEMAA) Saturday school in elementary school, attending undergraduate classes or voting 
during a local election. As a student, I have witnessed buildings, escalators, elevators and fields 
that need repair and maintenance. These issues pose significant challenges for students, staff 
and community members alike. The soccer and track field has been deprecated for about a 
decade. Once a thriving place to host soccer games and track meets, it has been abandoned 
and useless. I am a former Track & Field and Tennis athlete and have endured shin splints and 
pain from running in the outdoor space of the Physical Education building due to the uneven 
ground and hills instead of the designated area. I often spoke with fellow students about how 
the soccer/track and field area would make a great community space and could’ve been 
efficiently used during COVID-19 to encourage distant physical activity. In addition, the tennis 
court has weeds and torn nets and is inaccessible to students unless you’re on the team. Once 
facilities are updated, designated open hours should be established. I was often embarrassed to 
face off against other teams, especially after playing on their campuses. Because of my school 
and my neighborhood, I am used to people passing judgment about me. It’s difficult to have 
pride when the reputation of York worsens with the crumbling infrastructure.  

In addition, last year, I signed up for alumni benefits to gain access to indoor fitness 
center facilities. After a week, I didn't return. Much of the equipment remains unchanged from 
my undergraduate days in 2017, showing signs of wear with peeling paint, faded cushions, 
discolorations, and several machines being out of order. Lastly, I visited campus a few days ago 
as it was a designated polling site, and I was disgusted by the condition of the restroom. The 
toilets are discolored, and there aren't automatic soap dispensers or dryers. In 2024, this should 
be an expectation, as well as a basket for menstrual care products and feminine hygiene for 
student cleanliness. 

In contrast to my experiences at CUNY York College, I am currently a student at the 
CUNY School of Public Health, which has occupied its space for six years. The difference in the 
physical environment is stark. The computers are well-maintained and free of dust, contributing 
to a more pleasant and efficient workspace. This clean and organized environment has had a 
positive impact on my mental health, making my time on campus a far more positive experience 
than my years spent at CUNY York College. 
  



It is crucial for our elected officials to understand the physical state of our campuses and its 
direct impact on our academic environment and well-being. Neglecting these issues not only 
undermines the quality of education but also jeopardizes the dignity of everyone involved. I 
strongly urge our elected officials to prioritize investments in structure to ensure all students 
have equitable access to a conducive and clean learning environment. This is not just a matter 
of infrastructure, but a reflection of our commitment to excellence and our diverse student body. 
Thank you for the opportunity to advocate for these necessary improvements in CUNY 
campuses. Together, we can make a difference. 
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Submitted by Onyekachi Okeke, Young Invincibles
Wednesday, April 15, 2024

Good afternoon, everyone. My name is Onyekachi Okeke, and I am a member of the NY Youth
Advisory Board at Young Invincibles. I want to thank the New York City Council, especially the
Committee on Higher Education, for the opportunity to testify at today’s hearing. I am here today
to speak about infrastructure issues at my campus, Hunter College.

Attending Hunter as an undergrad, I always witnessed many students bustling through the
hallways, moving from classes to student clubs, cafeterias, libraries, offices and the like. Key
transportation methods were the elevators and escalators, which unfortunately have been
well-known for malfunctioning numerous times. Along with a large crowd of students, faculty, and
staff, I would be forced to wait for unreasonable periods of time due to having only two or three
elevators function properly out of the many elevators in CUNY Hunter College's North Building.
The elevators present were continuously broken for semesters long, rendering students late for
classes, such as myself, who would have to travel from the first floor to the highest floor, the
sixteenth. This inconvenience often proved time without number to be a major disservice when
needing to go to different classes, and in addition, resulted in the few elevators that did work
being packed with people; this could be regarded as both a health concern especially upon the
return to in-person classes during the COVID-19 pandemic and another hindrance, forcing people
to wait for even more additional time for the next available elevator to take. Coupled with this, the
escalators would often freeze mid-way, causing students to trek up the escalators, resulting in
“traffic jams” in which a staggeringly huge crowd of mainly students would be stuck, huddled
together on top of one another at often the busiest traffic points (the third floor of the East
building), and several other floors. This often resulted in potential safety hazards, such as having
many students packed on top of one another at busy times and points of entry and exit. Hunter
College which has the largest CUNY undergraduate population, should not endure having
malfunctioning elevators and escalators that will disservice the hundreds of undergraduates, staff,
and faculty that walk the halls daily.

It's important to recognize the progress made by Hunter College in enhancing its infrastructure.
The opening of the fifth floor of the Leon & Toby Cooperman Library in the East Building has
significantly improved the study and gathering spaces for students. This positive change has
been widely appreciated and has notably enhanced the overall experience for Hunter students.

Therefore, I strongly urge the New York City Council to prioritize the repair and maintenance of
CUNY infrastructure. Thank you once again to the Higher Education Committee for this



opportunity to share my experiences and stress the importance of continuous investment in
improving CUNY’s infrastructure.
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Good aŌernoon.  Thank you for holding this hearing and giving us the opportunity 

to share with you.   

My name is Jean Grassman and I’m an Associate Professor at the CUNY Graduate 

School of Public Health in the Department of Environmental, OccupaƟonal, and 

GeospaƟal Health Sciences  

I’m going to speak to the desperate need for funding to improve our building’s 

physical infrastructure so that the nearly 42,000 instrucƟonal and classified CUNY 

employees (of whom nearly 30,000 are PSC members) along with over 225,000 

students have safer and healthier condiƟons in which to work and learn.  

I’m well qualified to address this topic.  Professionally, I’m a cerƟfied industrial 

hygienist with experience in consulƟng, teaching and doing research in 

occupaƟonal and environmental health.  I’ve been a Health and Safety 

Coordinator at the PSC for 15 years and during that Ɵme, I’ve been to virtually 

every CUNY campus and done walkthroughs in dozens of buildings.  

From CUNY’s website, we know that the university has more than 300 buildings 

with an average age exceeding 50 years.  FiŌy of these were built before 1929. 

Their environmental controls are outdated — they’re oŌen extremely hot or 

extremely cold and more ominously, lacking adequate venƟlaƟon.  

It’s not surprising that upkeep is a challenge but what we experience at CUNY is 

the consequence of decades of deferred maintenance, which is not merely 

unsightly, it is dangerous.  

As an example, consider some of the infrastructure related problems at Bronx 

Community College.  BCC is a black and Hispanic serving school where the 

majority of students receive financial aid and 40% have annual household incomes 

less that $15,000.  

In 2019, heaƟng pipes in Colstan Hall froze flooding dozens of offices and 

classrooms raising concerns about mold and forcing relocaƟon for 6 weeks.    

You might say, well, that was a long Ɵme ago.   

Just last year, the heat went out in several buildings including Meister Hall leaving 

students, staff, and faculty shivering for weeks despite pleas for relief from the 
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cold.  It was only aŌer the situaƟon was covered in a naƟonal story published in 

Inside Higher EducaƟon, was a mobile boiler brought in to provide heat.   

You might say, that was an isolated incident but…. 

Early last year, a steam pipe broke in a classroom in Colstan Hall soaking rooms 

302 and 303.  Let me repeat that, a steam pipe in a classroom broke.  Luckily, no 

one was present and there were no injuries.  

So there’s a paƩern of failure.  Also consider  

When we were doing a COVID reoccupancy walkthroughs at BCC, one of our 

members was horrified by decayed condiƟon of the classrooms. I will include a 

photo with my tesƟmony.  It was so bad that the instructor was in tears and 

pleaded for a beƩer space saying “please do it for the dignity of my students” 

BCC is not the only campus with problems – I could tell you about the extremely 

hot studio temperatures or the black goo dripping from a ceiling at Brooklyn 

College, the water leaks and associated black mold at BMCC, Medgar Evers, City 

College, City Tech and so on but I only have three minutes.   

I urge you support the funding needed, as we at the PSC will, to correct these 

condiƟons. The focus on improving working condiƟons comes with many levels of 

benefits – not only does it reduce the burden of illness and injury for our 

members but also permits us to beƩer do the work that we love at CUNY. 
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Room 804 Meister Hall, Bronx Community College 

 



 

Richard Jones  

The City College of New York, Class of 2024 

 Double Major in Political Science and History 

Student Liaison with the CUNY Rising Alliance 

 

When I first saw City College in 2019 I was, frankly, underwhelmed. 

I chose this school because of the academics. I allowed myself to accept that college was 
simply class and home. Why spend time on campus when the college abandons upkeep of the 
public spaces and facilities?  

The North Academic Center at City College, for example, is an asbestos ridden monstrosity. 
When I began college, the upper plaza and bridge connecting to Marshak, across the street, 
was closed. The plaza is open now, with no work done, but the bridge connecting the two 
buildings is still closed, it took 5 years to start working on it.  

Elevators, escalators, and even the plumbing barely work, with buckets, trashcans, and ceiling 
tiles; moving, vanishing, and perpetually dripping. The outdated elevators and escalators are 
perpetually being repaired. I should not hear stories of professors being hurt because all the 
accessible options to get upstairs are out of service. 

My own experiences alone makes me consider keeping count if the train or having to walk up 
seven flights of stairs have made me more late for class. 

Your funds primarily benefit Community Colleges, and I’m here as an advocate for these 
Community Colleges too. They face the same issues as the four year schools like broken 
heating and bad ventilation perpetuated by chronic disinvestment from the city. 

CUNY graduates provide so much benefit to the city and so many of them stay to show their 
commitment to New York, in spite of the innumerable options in and outside New York City.  

As the Mayor continues to push for disinvestment, this makes CUNY a less attractive choice to 
prospective students.  

In the face of CUNY’s severe infrastructural issues, and pleas from faculty, students, and 
alumni, will you uphold the promise of CUNY and provide quality places of learning and working 
for New Yorkers? Or will you continue to disinvest and risk the educational pillar of modern New 
York City crumbling, literally and figuratively? 
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