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INTRODUCTION
On Wednesday, April 17, 2024, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing entitled How Fit Are CUNY Facilities? Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from The City University of New York (CUNY) Administration, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, the Professional Staff Congress at CUNY (PSC), and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
Colleges are responsible for operating classroom buildings, dormitories, and other facilities in a way that keeps them safe for students, faculty, staff, and visitors; that keeps them attractive enough to recruit students, faculty, and staff who want to learn and to work in them; and that keep them protected as an asset of the college. At a time of tight budgets, facilities expenditures can get postponed and pushed aside—sometimes for too long.

The National Picture
According to the 2024 report The State of Facilities in Higher Education: Space, Spending and Staff, an analysis of 43,000 campus buildings, 1.1 billion square feet of space, and over $13.5 billion in capital and operating expenses yielded these findings:[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Gordian, The State of Facilities in Higher Education: Space, Spending and Staff, 11th Edition (2024), available at 2024-State-of-Facilities-Report-V3.1.20240325211423380.pdf (gordian.com).] 

· “Institutional investment in existing buildings has rebounded…but inflationary pressure and increased wages accelerated the cost to care for existing facilities by nearly 20%, leaving a continuing yawning need”;[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Id.] 

· “The pandemic presented an opportunity to rein in costs going forward, but service quality appears to be declining for the first time in a decade”;[footnoteRef:4] and  [4:  Id.] 

· “Facilities leaders suggest that finding talented staff is their greatest challenge, and without people to care for a facilities portfolio, the properties age more quickly.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Id.] 


The report notes that spending on existing facilities has increased enough since the pandemic that it now has surpassed spending on facilities in Fiscal Year 2019.[footnoteRef:6] But, even with that increase, the report claims that “[o]ne in every three dollars of need is going unmet.”[footnoteRef:7] The report explains that, while operating budgets have increased almost 10 percent since 2019, “minimum wage increases are eating up much, if not all, of that increase.”[footnoteRef:8] Further, over the same time period, the costs of building supplies and construction work have increased almost 20 percent.[footnoteRef:9] Thus, according to the report, “[b]uying power has effectively declined.”[footnoteRef:10] [6:  Id.]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  Id.] 

In preparation for the report, higher education institutions were offered the chance to inspect their facilities and to rate five elements on a 5-point scale: cleanliness, general repair, mechanical spaces, exterior, and grounds.[footnoteRef:11] Scores indicated a serious drop in quality—averaging about 0.5 on the 5-point scale—between 2021 and 2023, especially for mechanical spaces, which the report explains is indicative of “obvious leaks, failed or failing equipment and a general repair decline.”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.] 

The report notes that, nationwide, there is a “backlog of work that must be done to sustain the campus to meet community expectations.”[footnoteRef:13] The Committee hopes to determine whether that is the case with CUNY campuses and their communities. [13:  Id.] 



CUNY’s Mission
CUNY’s 25 institutions (11 senior colleges; seven community colleges; and seven graduate, honors, and professional schools) serve over 225,000 degree and nondegree students.[footnoteRef:14] Its legislatively mandated mission is to provide equal access and opportunity for all students—regardless of ethnicity, race, or gender—and to be “of vital importance as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the city of New York.”[footnoteRef:15] To fulfill this mandate to reach and serve diverse students across the five boroughs on 25 campuses, CUNY operates 309 campus and  central office buildings containing 29 million square feet of space—classrooms, labs, computer centers, theaters, athletic facilities, offices, and more—to support students, programs, and administration.[footnoteRef:16] Most of these buildings are over 30 years old, though some are over 100 years old; the average age of a CUNY building is over 50.[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report—Preliminary Fiscal 2024 (January 2024), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/pmmr2024/2024_pmmr.pdf.]  [15:  New York Education Law, § 6201.]  [16:  The City University of New York website at https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/fpcm/Introduction.pdf.]  [17:  Id.] 


CUNY Facilities Targeted in the New York City Council’s Response to the Fiscal 2025 Preliminary Budget

One section of the New York City Council’s Response to the Fiscal 2025 Preliminary Budget and Fiscal 2024 Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report (“Response”) is entitled “CUNY Capital Support.”[footnoteRef:18] Reasoning that “[f]acility conditions are a crucial factor in recruiting and retaining students and attracting high quality faculty and staff,” the Council calls for $333.1 million in capital funding from the Administration “to support CUNY in preserving the university system’s infrastructure, recapturing spaces that are under-utilized, improving technology, and meeting energy conservation goals.”[footnoteRef:19]  Additionally, the Council’s Response notes that CUNY is now working on an assessment of the condition of all facilities “that will give a more precise, holistic evaluation of CUNY’s maintenance needs” for each building.[footnoteRef:20] While maintenance expenses differ from capital expenses, incidents of building problems reported in the following section clearly address both maintenance and capital issues. [18:  New York City Council, New York City Council’s Response to the Fiscal 2025 Preliminary Budget and Fiscal 2024 Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report (April 1, 2024), available at https://council.nyc.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/FY25-Prelim-Budget-Response.pdf.]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.] 


ISSUES AND CONCERNS
Local Headlines About CUNY Facilities
For more than five years, CUNY campus facility issues have been the subject of headlines in New York City (NYC) media—both facilities that are in ill repair and those that are simply missing entirely;[footnoteRef:21] here are some of them: [21:  Zainab Iqbal, “CUNY Students Speak Out Against Inadequate Funding As The Facilities Crumble,” Bklyner (May 1, 2018), available at https://bklyner.com/cuny-speak-against-inadequate-funding/.] 

· “CUNY enrollment declines as billions in repairs are delayed” (Gothamist)[footnoteRef:22]—This article told of “black mold in classrooms, flooded libraries, and leaks that destroyed valuable lab equipment,” according to faculty and staff.[footnoteRef:23] Brooklyn College biology professor Peter Lipke said that it was difficult to recruit graduate students, given the poor condition of biology labs and equipment.[footnoteRef:24] According to the article, the ceiling in Brooklyn College’s Boylan Hall was in such bad condition that “one professor [wore] a bike helmet in case tiles [fell] down.”[footnoteRef:25] Instagram accounts from “Brokelyn College,” “Shity College of New York,” and more posted images of “broken toilets, glue traps covered in mice, and even a raccoon crawling out of a duct into a classroom.”[footnoteRef:26] At the time, PSC President James Davis remarked that poor facilities send “a strong signal to students about how much their education is valued and how much they’re valued.”[footnoteRef:27] The article also noted that there were a total of hundreds of NYC Department of Building violations across CUNY campuses and that CUNY estimated the cost of deferred maintenance at more than $4 billion.[footnoteRef:28] [22:  Sophia Chang, “CUNY enrollment declines as billions in repairs are delayed,” Gothamist (September 23, 2022), available at https://gothamist.com/news/cuny-enrollment-declines-as-billions-in-repairs-are-delayed.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Id.] 

· “Faculty, students call for more CUNY funding amid heat outages” (Spectrum News NY1)[footnoteRef:29]—This article explained that students at Bronx Community College (BCC) had to move to online classes due to lack of adequate heating in the buildings (staff members reported that their fingertips were turning blue, and classroom temperatures sometimes fell below 60 degrees)[footnoteRef:30]; but, with the boilers repaired, the classrooms then became too hot.[footnoteRef:31] Faculty noted that heating issues indicated “infrastructure neglect” and that “students [were] paying the price.”[footnoteRef:32] BCC English professor Sharon Utakis explained that “[r]epairs get deferred, and so then they become more expensive, and then they get put off even longer, and then they do like a half fix instead of fixing it completely.”[footnoteRef:33] [29:  Lori Chung, “Faculty, students call for more CUNY funding amid heat outages,” Spectum New NY 1 (December 14, 2022), available at https://ny1.com/nyc/bronx/education/2022/12/14/faculty-and-students-call-for-more-funding-for-cuny-amid-heat-outages-and-other-problems.]  [30:  Sophia Chang, “Bronx Community College heat outage has students studying in the cold,” Gothamist (November 4, 2022), available at Bronx Community College heat outage has students studying in the cold - Gothamist.]  [31:  Chung, supra.]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Id.] 

· “Hunter College Is Falling Down” (New York Magazine)[footnoteRef:34]—This article opened with a discussion of Hunter’s campus being overrun by rodents, including in the classrooms.[footnoteRef:35] Hunter gender studies professor Jen Gaboury noted that “you can’t keep duct-taping things together forever.”[footnoteRef:36] Speaking of Thomas Hunter Hall, the oldest, but “charming,” building on the campus, student Tatiana Mercer spoke of its broken windows, peeling interior paint, and broken drywall revealing pipes and more.[footnoteRef:37] The article also told of bathrooms and water fountains without water and ventilation systems that did not work even in newer buildings.[footnoteRef:38] Students pointed to broken outlets, broken printers, broken elevators, and broken escalators—all of which affected their education, especially for those students with disabilities who faced serious accessibility issues.[footnoteRef:39] Students launched the Hunter Cursed Images Instagram account to document facilities problem like these and more.[footnoteRef:40] [34:  Willy Blackmore, “Hunter College Is Falling Down,” New York Magazine (March 25, 2022), available at https://www.curbed.com/2022/03/hunter-college-cuny-state-budget.html.]  [35:  Id.]  [36:  Id.]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  Id.]  [39:  Id.]  [40:  Id.] 

· “CUNY Community Colleges in The Bronx Left Without Cafeteria Service” (THE CITY)[footnoteRef:41]—This article explained that, when A La Carte Menu Services suddenly pulled out of its contract to provide cafeteria services for BCC and Hostos Community College, more than 12,000 students were left only with vending machines and with Farmer’s Fridge machines for fresh salads and sandwiches.[footnoteRef:42] For students trying to juggle jobs and classes and family responsibilities, the lack of food options on campus became extremely inconvenient. As Hostos academic advisor Alba Lynch commented, “If your stomach is empty, how are you going to think about anything else other than food?”[footnoteRef:43] [41:  Jonathan Custodio, “CUNY Community Colleges in The Bronx Left Without Cafeteria Service,” THE CITY (March 4, 2024), available at CUNY Community Colleges in The Bronx Left Without Cafeteria Service | THE CITY — NYC News.]  [42:  Id.]  [43:  Id.] 



Recent Concerns About CUNY Facilities
Following a February 2024 meeting in which CUNY PSC members spoke about facilities that were no longer fit to use, the PSC collected written testimony from a variety of CUNY campuses;[footnoteRef:44] here are some of them:  [44: .Email from Professional Staff Congress to staff of the Committee on Higher Education, March 25, 2024.] 

· Library ceiling tiles are falling at York College. This is a particular concern because community members also use the library as an important community resource.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Id.] 

· Buildings at the New York City College of Technology (City Tech) have broken windows (one building has had these broken windows since 2016); signs at the windows warn staff not to open them for their own safety. Clear packing tape is sometimes taped over cracks in windows.[footnoteRef:46] There is no campus spot for faculty and staff to buy food, and the student cafeteria has a poor selection of choices, despite the recent installation of a Farmer’s Fridge.[footnoteRef:47] One faculty/staff lounge has baseboards with mold-like stains, peeling paint, frayed carpet, and cracked tabletops.[footnoteRef:48] [46:  Id.]  [47:  Id.]  [48:  Id.] 

· Sidewalks at the College of Staten Island are badly cracked, resulting in someone in a wheelchair getting stuck in a rut.[footnoteRef:49] Ceiling tiles are missing or broken in multiple classrooms and faculty offices.[footnoteRef:50] Black residue can be found in ceiling corners.[footnoteRef:51] Non-skid mats on stairs have been damaged, leaving spots of bare concrete.[footnoteRef:52] Some doors and door frames that are in need of painting are down to the bare metal.[footnoteRef:53] [49:  Id.]  [50:  Id.]  [51:  Id.]  [52:  Id.]  [53:  Id.] 

· For more than a year at Queens College, parking lot 14, a major location for student parking, has been closed due to structural concerns.[footnoteRef:54] Located directly above parking lot 5, a major location for faculty parking, parking lot 14’s leaks fall onto parking lot 5 and make parking spaces there unusable.[footnoteRef:55] Four of six urinals in the two men’s restrooms on the ground floor of Powdermaker Hall are not usable; soap and paper towels are no longer available in restrooms.[footnoteRef:56] A water fountain that was due to be replaced with a bottle-filling station has simply been removed.[footnoteRef:57] Until recently, biology students in Colwin Hall were dissecting pigs preserved in chemicals in rooms without any ventilation.[footnoteRef:58] [54:  Id.]  [55:  Id.]  [56:  Id.]  [57:  Id.]  [58:  Id.] 


CONCLUSION
The Committee is interested to hear an update from the CUNY Administration about its current assessment of all facilities. In addition, the Committee wants to hear from a variety of campuses in an effort to get an overview of the kinds of facilities issues students and faculty face as well as the effects those issues have on recruiting and retaining students and faculty. The Committee also seeks a general understanding of the budget implications of resolving issues like these. 

	
	
	



1
image1.png




