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Oversight:	Supporting Low-Wage Immigrant Workers in a COVID-19 Recovery



I. INTRODUCTION
	On December 14, 2021, the Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Menchaca, will hold an oversight hearing on supporting low-wage immigrant workers in a COVID-19 recovery. The committee expects to receive testimony from the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs (‘MOIA’), as well as advocates, legal and social services providers, and members of the public. 

II. BACKGROUND
A. COVID-19: Disparate Impact on Immigrant New Yorkers
Health Impact
The rapid transmission of the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) and the resulting infectious disease, COVID-19, first identified in late 2019, and the subsequent declaration of a pandemic by the World Health Organization on March 11, 2020,[footnoteRef:1] devastated New York City. As of December 6, 2021, there were 266,317,458 confirmed COVID-19 cases worldwide, and the disease had claimed the lives of 5,260,929 people.[footnoteRef:2] In the United States, there were 49,002,475 confirmed COVID-19 cases and 785,655 deaths as of December 6, 2021.[footnoteRef:3] On March 22, 2020, New York City was designated the epicenter of the pandemic, with approximately five percent of confirmed COVID-19 cases worldwide.[footnoteRef:4] As of December 6, 2021, New York State had confirmed a cumulative of 2,761,270 positive COVID-19 cases.[footnoteRef:5] Of those, New York City had reported 954,851 positive COVID-19 cases, and 29,697 confirmed deaths.[footnoteRef:6] [1:  WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION, WHO DIRECTOR-GENERAL'S OPENING REMARKS AT THE MEDIA BRIEFING ON COVID-19 (2020), https://www.who.int/dg/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020.]  [2:  JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY, COVID-19 MAP, https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html (last visited Dec. 6, 2021).]  [3:  CENTER FOR DISEASE CONTROL & PREVENTION, COVID Data Tracker (last visited Dec. 6, 2021).]  [4:  Jesse McKinley, New York City Region Is Now an Epicenter of the Coronavirus Pandemic, N.Y. TIMES (Mar. 22, 2020), https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/22/nyregion/Coronavirus-new-York-epicenter.html.]  [5:  NEW YORK STATE DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH COVID-19 TRACKER, https://covid19tracker.health.ny.gov/views/NYS-COVID19-Tracker/NYSDOHCOVID-19Tracker-Map?%3Aembed=yes&%3Atoolbar=no&%3Atabs=n (last visited Dec. 6, 2021).]  [6:  In addition to confirmed cases and deaths, the City tracks “probable” COVID-19 cases and deaths. As of December 6, 2021, there were 217,437 probable COVID-19 cases and 5,186 probable COVID-19 deaths reported. See NYC DOHMH, COVID-19: DATA, https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-data.page (last visited Dec. 6, 2021).] 

Immigrant New Yorkers have been uniquely harmed by the COVID-19 pandemic: geographic concentrations of COVID-19-positive New Yorkers were situated in predominantly immigrant neighborhoods, such as Jackson Heights and Elmhurst, Queens.[footnoteRef:7] Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) analysis highlighted that racial and ethnic minorities are far more likely to die of COVID-19 than white New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:8] At the same time, data on immigrant New Yorkers indicates that immigrant communities are at higher risk of COVID-19 exposure and poorer health outcomes than their U.S.-born counterparts, due to higher rates of crowded living arrangements, higher rates of poverty, and generally lower educational attainment and lower health insurances rates.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Annie Correal & Andrew Jacobs, ‘A Tragedy is Unfolding’: Inside New York’s Virus Epicenter, NEW YORK TIMES, Apr. 9, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/nyregion/coronavirus-queens-corona-jackson-heights-elmhurst.html.]  [8:  NYC Dep’t of Health & Mental Hygiene, COVID-19: Data: Deaths, https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-data-deaths.page (last visited August 31, 2020).]  [9:  Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, 2019 Annual Report (March 2020), https://www1.nyc.gov/site/immigrants/about/annual-report.page.] 

Economic Impact
While the effects of this public health crisis are widespread, touching nearly every facet of New York City’s economy, the fallout disproportionately affected already-vulnerable workers and communities. According to a report by the Migration Policy Institute, nationwide, immigrant workers were overrepresented in some of the industries that were vital to the COVID-19 pandemic response—working at high rates in occupations within the health-care, manufacturing, and agricultural fields, and keeping essential businesses like grocery stores and pharmacies open amidst the crisis.[footnoteRef:10] In New York City specifically, MOIA indicates that immigrants make up an even greater percentage of the essential workforce: while 44 percent of the total workforce are immigrant New Yorkers, 58 percent of essential workers are immigrant New Yorkers, and are over-represented in the following jobs: home health aides (81 percent), cooks (65.5 percent), janitors and building cleaners (54.3 percent), and dry-cleaning services (87 percent), and nurses (50 percent).[footnoteRef:11] While immigrants pay about a quarter of federal, state, and local taxes in New York City, they were largely left out of monetary relief efforts.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Migration Policy Institute, Immigrant Workers: Vital to the U.S. COVID-19 Response, Disproportionately Vulnerable (March 2020), https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/immigrant-workers-us-covid-19-response. ]  [11:  Notes from briefing with MOIA (on file with Committee Staff). ]  [12:  National Immigration Forum, Immigrants as Economic Contributors: Immigrant Tax Contributions and Spending Power, September 6, 2018, https://immigrationforum.org/article/immigrants-as-economic-contributors-immigrant-tax-contributions-and-spending-power/.] 

Immigrants were also overrepresented in some of the industries that saw huge declines in demand due to efforts to slow the spread of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:13] For example, many industries hard hit by social distancing requirements, such as accommodation and food services, construction work, and domestic work, rely very heavily on immigrant workers, including undocumented immigrants.[footnoteRef:14] As the COVID-19 crisis forced U.S.-born and foreign-born residents to face mass layoffs, with families struggling to afford food, medical care, and other necessities, immigrant workers had less access to COVID-19-specific relief and existing safety-net programs, and also faced additional vulnerabilities.[footnoteRef:15] For example, immigrant workers have lower incomes and larger families than their U.S.-born counterparts in the same industries, with 38 percent of immigrants living in low-income households (compared to 30 percent of their U.S.-born counterparts), 28 percent lacking health insurance (twice the rate of similar U.S.-born workers), 38 percent having a minor child at home (compared to 23 percent of U.S.-born workers), and 55 percent with limited English proficiency.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Migration Policy Institute, supra note 10.]  [14:  The New School’s Center for New York City Affairs, The New Strain of Inequality: The Economic Impact of Covid-19 in New York City, April 15, 2020, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53ee4f0be4b015b9c3690d84/t/5e974be17687ca34b7517c08/1586973668757/NNewStrainofInequality_April152020.pdf. ]  [15:  Migration Policy Institute, supra note 10.]  [16:  Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, supra note 9.] 

Since the height of the pandemic, low-wage immigrant workers have suffered significant losses of employment income, further pushing them into poverty, threatening their foundation of family economic insecurity, and placing them at risk for loss of housing and toxic stress.[footnoteRef:17] This impact was felt most acutely by undocumented workers who did not have access to an enhanced federal social safety net that has kept hundreds of thousands of other New Yorkers from experiencing poverty during the pandemic.[footnoteRef:18] As New York City transitions out of the pandemic, there is an urgent need to restore employment and continue to strengthen strong social supports that enable low-income New Yorkers to thrive.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Andrew Stettner, et al., Promoting a Rapid, Equitable Economic Recovery from COVID-19 for New York City, The Century Foundation, Jul. 22, 2021, https://tcf.org/content/report/promoting-rapid-equitable-economic-recovery-covid-19-new-york-city/?session=1. ]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id.] 

B. Government Response
Federal Response: CARES Act
Despite contributing nearly $460 billion in 2018 in taxes to federal, state and local governments,[footnoteRef:20] undocumented immigrants and mixed-immigration status couples were omitted from the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) that authorized checks of up to $1,200 to most taxpayers. The bill excluded nonresident aliens from eligibility, restricting eligibility to U.S. Citizens and work-authorized resident aliens.[footnoteRef:21] Only family units where both partners had valid Social Security numbers were eligibility for CARES Act aid.[footnoteRef:22] This relief excluded U.S. Citizen children whose parents do not have valid social security numbers.[footnoteRef:23]  [20:  New American Economy, Immigrants and the Economy in the United States of America,  https://www.newamericaneconomy.org/locations/national/, ]  [21:  Nicole Narea, For immigrants without legal status, federal coronavirus relief is out of reach, VOX, May 5, 2020, https://www.vox.com/2020/5/5/21244630/undocumented-immigrants-coronavirus-relief-cares-act]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.] 

State Response: Excluded Workers Fund
In May 2020, New York State Governor Cuomo stated there was no plan for New York State to provide additional COVID-19 assistance for undocumented immigrants who are ineligible for emergency aid or unemployment. Instead, he pointed to Washington, stating that “[t]he federal government has a number of programs to address that. If we get some state funding through the federal government, we’ll do whatever we can.”[footnoteRef:24] Almost a year later, this changed—as part of the state’s budget deal reached in April 2021, New York included the Excluded Workers Fund.[footnoteRef:25]  The $2.1 billion fund would grant up to $15,600—the equivalent of $300 per week for the last year—to undocumented workers if they can verify that they were state residents, ineligible for federal unemployment benefits and lost income as a result of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:26] Others who can prove at least their residency and identity, and provide some work documentation, could be eligible for a lower sum up to $3,200.[footnoteRef:27] While the fund, which closed on October 8, 2021, was designed to provide assistance to New Yorkers, there were unfortunately several issues with the rollout of the fund.[footnoteRef:28] Several individuals who applied had their applications denied repeatedly without proper explanations.[footnoteRef:29] The NYS Department of Labor states on its website that they had approved 130,516 applications out of 350,823.[footnoteRef:30]  [24:  Denis Slattery, Immigration advocates want Cuomo to do more for state’s undocumented workers, NY DAILY NEWS, May 19, 2020, https://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/ny-immigration-advocates-call-on-cuomo-to-help-undocumented-20200519-a3jrj7lkyjawtgtjfcyjew6eou-story.html]  [25:  Annie Correal and Luis Ferré-Sadurní, $2.1 Billion for Undocumented Workers Signals New York’s Progressive Shift, THE NEW YORK TIMES, Apr. 8, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/08/nyregion/covid-relief-undocumented-workers-nyc.html. ]  [26:  Id. ]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Daniel Parra, Long Wait For Some Applicants to New York’s Excluded Workers Fund, CITY LIMITS, Nov. 10, 2021, https://citylimits.org/2021/11/10/long-wait-for-some-applicants-to-new-yorks-excluded-workers-fund/.  ]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  New York State Dep’t of Labor, Excluded Workers Fund Data, https://dol.ny.gov/excluded-workers-fund-data. ] 

City Response
In response to the COVID-19 crisis, MOIA created a Resource Guide for immigrant New Yorkers impacted by COVID-19, in 25 languages including English.[footnoteRef:31] Additionally, City Hall created an Emergency Management Language Access Taskforce, led by MOIA, and including representatives of DOHMH, NYCEM, DSS, and MOPD.[footnoteRef:32] MOIA also worked with SBS to ensure information about the Paycheck Protection Program was available in-language, and with DCWP on work related to immigrant-targeted fraud and price gouging.[footnoteRef:33] The City instituted a temporary hotel accommodation program wherein eligible New Yorkers could receive free hotel accommodations, including transportation, food, and wellness checks, regardless of immigration status.[footnoteRef:34] MOIA also conducted outreach to ensure that high-risk neighborhoods (many with large immigrant populations) were aware of the resources available. [31:  Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, Resources for Immigrant Communities During COVID-19 Pandemic,  https://www1.nyc.gov/site/immigrants/help/city-services/resources-for-immigrant-communities-during-covid-19-pandemic.page. ]  [32:  Testimony before the Committees on Immigration and Finance, May 21, 2020, https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4452302&GUID=812D2014-9578-4678-9149-F980453A3BCB&Options=&Search=.]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  NYC.gov, COVID-19 Hotel Program, https://www1.nyc.gov/site/helpnownyc/get-help/covid-19-hotel-program.page.] 

Public Private Philanthropy
On April 16, 2020, Mayor de Blasio announced a partnership with the Open Society Foundation to establish the New York City COVID-19 Immigrant Emergency Relief program.[footnoteRef:35] This involved a $20 million donation that was to be allocated to 20,000 immigrant workers and their families who have largely been excluded from the federal COVID-19 relief programs. MOIA played an advisory role in assisting the Mayor’s Fund to Advance New York City in creating a citywide network of community-based organizations and worker centers that would disseminate one-time emergency relief payments to eligible New Yorkers in the following amounts:  [35:  Office of the Mayor, Mayor de Blasio Announces New York City COVID-19 Immigrant Emergency Relief Program with Open Society Foundations, April 16, 2020, https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/262-20/mayor-de-blasio-new-york-city-covid-19-immigrant-emergency-relief-program-open. ] 

· $400/individual; 
· $800 for couple or single parent with children;
· $1,000 for family with multiple adults and children; and/or 
· where identified, increased additional supports.
Several issues with this program were also raised by community groups and individuals applying, including lack of awareness on where, when, or how to apply for the program, and MOIA failing to disclose chosen CBO partners to the public; furthermore, specific data regarding the program was never released.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Daniel Parra, A Year Later, Here’s How NYC’s Immigrant Emergency Relief Funds Were Spent, CITY LIMITS,  May 6, 2021, https://citylimits.org/2021/05/06/a-year-later-heres-how-nycs-immigrant-emergency-relief-funds-were-spent/. ] 

City Council Legislation
At the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, when restaurants remained closed for dining in New York City, it was delivery workers who helped those businesses survive, as these low-wage workers, predominantly immigrant workers, risked their own safety to bring New Yorkers food.[footnoteRef:37] In an effort to protect their rights, the Council passed six bills, including: legislation to make bathrooms in restaurants more accessible for delivery workers; legislation which requires the Department of Consumer and Worker Protection (DCWP) to conduct a study to determine what delivery worker should be paid and establish minimum payments required for delivery workers; legislation that would make the process of providing gratuities to delivery workers more transparent; legislation that establishes standards for payment by prohibiting apps from charging delivery workers to receive payment of their wages and requiring that the apps pay their workers at least once a week; legislation that would require food apps to give delivery workers the opportunity to set a maximum distance per trip that they will travel, including parameters around bridges or tunnels; and legislation that requires food delivery workers to give insulated bags free of charge to delivery workers who have completed at least six deliveries for the company.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  New York City Council, Council Votes on Bills to Protect Delivery Workers, Sept. 23, 2021, https://council.nyc.gov/press/2021/09/23/2106/. ]  [38:  Id. ] 


III. CONCLUSION
The Committee on Immigration intends to highlight the continued disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on low-wage immigrant workers in New York City, and discuss ways in which city, state, and federal efforts can better serve such workers in a COVID-19 recovery. The committee hopes to hear how local investments in immigrant communities can positively affect health and economic outcomes as the City enters a time of recovery. 
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