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I. Introduction

On December 12, 2023, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Chi Ossé, and the Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Shahana Hanif, will hold an oversight hearing on NYC’s Immigrant Communities and the Arts. Additionally, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries, and International Intergroup Relations will hear Proposed Resolution Number (Res. No.) 331-A, sponsored by Council Members Christopher Marte and Crystal Hudson, recognizing Lunar New Year as an annual school holiday and as an official holiday in the City of New York, as well as Res. No. 424, sponsored by Council Member Sandra Ung, calling on the United States Congress to pass, and the President to sign, the Lunar New Year Day Act (H.R. 6525). Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (NYC) Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA) and the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs (MOIA), as well as advocacy group members, community members, and other interested stakeholders. 


II. Background

a. DCLA and CreateNYC
DCLA, the City agency responsible for supporting arts and cultural organizations in NYC’s five boroughs, provides operational support to organizations through its Program Services Unit; this funding takes the form of grants, known as the Cultural Development Fund (CDF).[footnoteRef:2] DCLA announced on December 15, 2022, that it will be providing over $58 million to 1,070 cultural organizations through this year’s CDF grant process—“the most funding to the largest number of cultural organizations ever.”[footnoteRef:3] It is also significant that many of these grantees represent or serve the past and present immigrant communities that make up NYC.[footnoteRef:4] Mayor Eric Adams noted that more grants were awarded this year to “the smaller, local, and more diverse groups that reflect the histories of all New Yorkers”; he continued that “[n]o matter in what borough, New Yorkers can learn about some of the unique cultures in their own backyards or in locations across the city.”[footnoteRef:5] This means, in the words of one grantee, that CDF grant funding will enable institutions “to honor and share stories of historic immigrant, migrant, and refugee families to build learning, empathy, and connection in the world today.”[footnoteRef:6] [2: Cultural Development Fund at https://www.nyc.gov/site/dcla/cultural-funding/programs-funding.page.]  [3: “Mayor Adams, Department of Cultural Affairs Award More Than $58 Million in Grants to Over 1,000 Nonprofits Through Cultural Development Fund” (December 15, 2022), available at https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/912-22/mayor-adams-department-cultural-affairs-award-more-58-million-grants-over-1-000.]  [4: “NYC Department of Cultural Affairs Fiscal Year 2023 Cultural Development Fund Awardees,” available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/dcla/downloads/pdf/FY23-cdf-grantees.pdf.]  [5: “Mayor Adams, Department of Cultural Affairs Award More Than $58 Million in Grants to Over 1,000 Nonprofits Through Cultural Development Fund,” supra.]  [6: Id.] 

The Cultural Institutions Unit portion of DCLA’s budget goes to the 34 cultural organizations known collectively as the Cultural Institutions Group (CIG), which is made up of museums, historical societies, performing arts centers, botanical gardens, and zoos that operate in City-owned facilities and parkland.[footnoteRef:7] The list includes many of NYC’s best-known arts and cultural institutions, such as The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the American Museum of Natural History, Carnegie Hall, and Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts.[footnoteRef:8] This budget provides operational support (unrestricted operating grants and coverage of energy costs) for these organizations.[footnoteRef:9] [7: Cultural Institutions Group (CIG) at https://www.cignyc.org/.]  [8: Id.]  [9: About Cultural Affairs at https://www.nyc.gov/site/dcla/about/about-cultural-affairs.page.] 

At least since the development of DCLA’s CreateNYC, the comprehensive cultural plan for NYC drafted in 2017, the importance of serving NYC’s communities of immigrants has been officially recognized.[footnoteRef:10] One of the original objectives in CreateNYC, under the plan’s category of Equity and Inclusion, was to “support arts, culture, and science organizations as inclusive spaces for New Yorkers of all immigration status.”[footnoteRef:11] When translated into DCLA’s Action Plan in 2019, that objective became Objective 1, Strategy D: “Improve cultural access for historically marginalized groups of artists, audiences, and cultural workers.”[footnoteRef:12] One of the groups named specifically in the Action Plan was immigrants.[footnoteRef:13] For four fiscal years (FY 2018 through 2021), for example, actions taken to accomplish Strategy D included administering an average of $6 million per year through the City Council’s Cultural Immigrant Initiative, which supported an annual average of about 185 cultural organizations providing immigrant-related programs.[footnoteRef:14]  [10: CreateNYC—A Cultural Plan for All New Yorkers at https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us/the-cultural-plan/main/.]  [11: Equity and Inclusion at https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us/the-cultural-plan/issue-areas/eq/.]  [12: The Action Plan at https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us/the-action-plan/.]  [13: Id.]  [14: Id.] 

Since the adoption of CreateNYC, the commitment from DCLA and the City Council to NYC’s immigrant population has been clear. As a result of available funding, both small and large arts and cultural organizations have reached out to NYC’s immigrant communities in powerful ways.
b. Arts and Cultural Institutions’ Outreach to Immigrants in NYC
NYC’s arts and cultural institutions have, in recent years, welcomed immigrant artists, provided support for newly arrived immigrants, celebrated the cultures of past and present immigrant communities, and taken a stand to advocate for immigrants and immigrant artists. 
According to the Center for an Urban Future’s (CUF) December 2020 report The Changing Face of Creativity in New York: Sustaining NYC’s Immigrant Arts Ecosystem Through Crisis and Beyond, recent U.S. Census data showed that there were 50,964 immigrant professional artists in NYC—a 69 percent increase from 1990.[footnoteRef:15] Furthermore, the share of NYC artists who were immigrants also increased from 24 percent in 1990 to 29 percent in 2020.[footnoteRef:16] While countless famous immigrant artists in every field are often celebrated, they are not the only immigrant artists in NYC; as Peter Rushefsky, executive director of the Center for Traditional Music and Dance, explained, “We’ve got some of the world’s best artists here driving cabs in Brooklyn and digging graves in Queens.”[footnoteRef:17] [15: Center for an Urban Future, The Changing Face of Creativity in New York: Sustaining NYC’s Immigrant Arts Ecosystem Through Crisis and Beyond (December 2020), available at The Changing Face of Creativity in New York: Sustaining NYC’s Immigrant Arts Ecosystem | Center for an Urban Future (CUF) (nycfuture.org).]  [16: Id.]  [17: Id.] 

As newly arrived immigrants continue to flood NYC, arts and cultural organizations have become safe spaces for them to rest and regroup, whether they are undocumented individuals, English Language Learners (ELLs), or persons fleeing the ill effects of war and persecution in their home countries.[footnoteRef:18] Some organizations have even brought in immigration lawyers to assist new arrivals and have worked to increase their civic engagement, such as through participation in the 2020 Census.[footnoteRef:19] To take one example of an institution’s providing much needed support, El Museo del Barrio cooperated with centers for immigrant children separated from their families to provide art therapy as a coping mechanism.[footnoteRef:20] [18: Id.]  [19: Id.]  [20: Id.] 

The CUF report points out the economic benefits that come to immigrant communities from the local arts and cultural organizations that serve them, including, for example, revenues generated by food and craft sales at local festivals.[footnoteRef:21] But there are also the personal and social benefits that come from celebrating immigrants’ cultures—the traditional costumes, the music, the dancing, and the visual art—along with the “transferable skills” that immigrants can learn through the arts, including “public speaking, creative problem-solving, and project management.”[footnoteRef:22] [21: Id.]  [22: Id.] 

In a strong statement of support for immigrants in 2017, the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum took an activist stand and worked with the Association of Art Museum Directors to recruit more than 100 art institutions to fight former President Donald Trump’s ban against Muslim immigrants.[footnoteRef:23] Amicus briefs initiated by the Guggenheim called on the courts to act and noted that “art and performances…often foster the tolerance and understanding needed to deter the kinds of conflict” that President Trump claimed to be trying to prevent.[footnoteRef:24] The amicus briefs explained that the order had forced the cancellation of shows by artists from the banned countries and predicted that the order would cause the continued disruption of exhibitions and performances by such artists.[footnoteRef:25] Guggenheim artistic director and chief curator Nancy Spector wrote, “Within the art world, the ‘Muslim ban’ has threatened the values of cross-cultural exchange that lie at its very core.”[footnoteRef:26] [23: Sara Cascone, “The Guggenheim Teams Up With More Than 100 Museums to Fight Trump’s Immigration Ban,” Artnet News (September 21, 2017), available at https://news.artnet.com/art-world/guggenheim-immigration-ban-response-1087166.]  [24: Id.]  [25: Id.]  [26: Id.] 

The notion of activist museums is supported in the academic literature. For example, Museum Activism, a 2019 collection of writings by 50 contributors and edited by Robert Janes and Richard Sandell, examines the “inherent power of museums as forces for good, and as activists in civil society.”[footnoteRef:27] One chapter, “Dividing issues and mission-driven activism” by Maria Vlachou, focuses on contemporary issues, including migration and the refugee crisis, and “discusses the creation of empathetic, rather than safe spaces, where people are invited to acknowledge the existence of a plurality of views…so that we may negotiate living together in society.”[footnoteRef:28] In 2021, Museum of London curator Domenico Sergi’s Museums, Refugees and Communities added to “the developing body of research on museums’ increasing engagement with human rights” and the “growing debates on museums as sites of activism,” especially related to work with refugees.[footnoteRef:29] It seems that NYC’s own Guggenheim was ahead of the curve. [27: “Abstract” for Museum Activism, edited by Robert Janes and Richard Sandell (January 2019), available at Museum Activism | Robert R. Janes, Richard Sandell | Taylor & Francis (taylorfrancis.com).]  [28: “Abstract” for “Dividing issues and mission-driven activism,” by Maria Vlachou (2019), available at Dividing issues and mission-driven activism | 5 | Museum responses to (taylorfrancis.com).]  [29: “Abstract” for Museums, Refugees and Communities, by Domenico Sergi (February 2021), available at (PDF) Museums, Refugees and Communities (researchgate.net).] 

In 2020-21, a traveling U.S. exhibition, entitled Do you know where the children are?, featured the works of over 100 activist artists, who sought to publicize the frightening experiences of immigrant children who had been separated from their families and detained in U.S. border facilities and who provided their stories in their own words as the bases for the visual artworks.[footnoteRef:30] Proceeds from the sale of the artworks, matched by foundation donations, were designated to go to organizations dedicated to protecting immigrants’ rights and providing aid to asylum seekers.[footnoteRef:31] [30: Valentina Di Liscia, “Over 100 Artists Contribute to Benefit Exhibition Foregrounding the Experiences of Detained Children,” Hyperallergic News (January 15, 2020), available at https://hyperallergic.com/536746/do-you-know-where-the-children-are/.]  [31: Id.] 

More recently, as asylum seekers from the U.S. southern border and refugees fleeing Russia’s attack on Ukraine have come to NYC, arts and cultural organizations have sprung into action. For example, El Museo del Barrio served as a site in an emergency clothing drive last fall as asylum seekers arrived by the busload and posted on its website a variety of community organizations that were accepting donations to support the asylum seekers.[footnoteRef:32] The Ukrainian Museum in NYC supports the importance of displaying art celebrating Ukraine’s existence in the face of oppression, going all the way back to the Ukrainian genocide caused by the famine Stalin perpetrated there in the 1930s, known as the Holodomor.[footnoteRef:33] Last year, the Ukrainian Museum displayed the political works of Ukrainian-born artist Nikita Kravtsov as well as exhibits of Maks Levin, a Ukrainian photographer killed in Kyiv last April, and of photographs of museums bombed by Russians during the current invasion.[footnoteRef:34] [32: El Museo del Barrio website at https://www.elmuseo.org/asylum/.]  [33: Tanya Mohn, “Canvases, Clay and Cameras, Preserving the Spirit of Ukraine,” The New York Times (April 29, 2022), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/27/arts/design/museums-ukraine-united-states.html.]  [34: Id.] 

The City has also increased funding to projects that will support outreach on a long-term basis. Last May, Mayor Eric Adams announced that the City will invest $15 million in the People’s Theatre Project (PTP), a nonprofit led by immigrants and women, to establish and operate Inwood’s Immigrant Research and Performing Arts Center, a space designed to showcase theater performances that will represent immigrants and people of color more equitably.[footnoteRef:35] Mino Lora, PTP founding executive director said, “This center will be an exemplary space, where artistic excellence goes hand in hand with the centering of immigrants and people of color, welcoming the local community, and catalyzing civic action.”[footnoteRef:36] The space is intended to provide “a permanent home to honor the vibrancy and history of immigrant contributions to our cultural fabric.”[footnoteRef:37] [35: The Official Website of the City of New York, “Mayor Adams Selects People’s Theatre Project to own, Operate First-of-its Kind Immigrant Research and Performing Arts Center Coming to Inwood” (May 19, 2022), available at https://www.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/314-22/mayor-adams-selects-people-s-theatre-project-own-operate-first-of-its-kind-immigrant-research.]  [36: Id.]  [37: “New York City Economic Development Corporation, NYCEDC and DCLA Seeking Operator to Develop Immigrant Research and Performing Arts Center in Northern Manhattan” (Sept. 4, 2019), available at https://edc.nyc/press-release/nycedc-and-dcla-seeking-operator-develop-immigrant-research-and-performing-arts.] 

Finally, in February 2022, six acclaimed NYC artists were chosen by the Queens Museum to create a lasting welcome to immigrants arriving in NYC through Delta’s new Terminal C at LaGuardia Airport.[footnoteRef:38] According to New York Governor Kathy Hochul, the commissioned works will tell the immigrant history of NYC and applaud its diversity; she commented that “we are committed to making the new terminal a celebration of Queens as the most diverse county in the United States.”[footnoteRef:39] Now open, the $12 million worth of artwork includes Mariam Ghani’s Worlds We Speak, which captures in handmade ceramic tiles the over 700 languages and dialects spoken in metropolitan NYC.[footnoteRef:40] In NYC’s most diverse borough, the Queens Museum has undertaken additional initiatives. The Museum supports community organizing, with full-time organizers on staff—for example, by working with the Corona community to develop Corona Plaza, a public space now serving neighborhood immigrant families.[footnoteRef:41] The Museum also partners with the Queens Public Library on free, multilingual courses that can give immigrant artists the language and arts background they need to exhibit locally and participate in Queens cultural festivals.[footnoteRef:42] [38: Christian Murray, “Six NYC Artists Commissioned to Create Large-Scale Installations at LaGuardia Airport’s Terminal C,” Astoria Post (February 23, 2022), available at https://astoriapost.com/six-nyc-artists-commissioned-to-create-large-scale-installations-at-laguardia-airports-terminal-c.]  [39: Id.]  [40: Sarah Cascone, “New York’s LaGuardia Airport Unveils New Permanent Artworks by Mariam Ghani, Rashid Johnson, and Others,” Artnet News (June 2, 2022), available at https://news.artnet.com/art-world/laguardia-airport-queens-museum-art-2124894.]  [41: Center for an Urban Future, supra.]  [42: Id.] 

c. The Needs of Immigrant-Led Arts and Cultural Organizations
As originally reflected in CreateNYC, many small arts and cultural organizations, including immigrant-led organizations, face the difficulty of operating in a city as expensive as NYC; for example, they do not typically own a space to work or perform in, and even renting space can be prohibitively costly.[footnoteRef:43] Raising funds from immigrant audience members, who are often struggling financially themselves and have little discretionary income to attend arts events or donate to arts organizations, is challenging, and data show that immigrant-led organizations raise far less funding from local businesses and from board members than other arts and cultural organizations do.[footnoteRef:44] [43: Center for an Urban Future, supra.]  [44: Id.] 

Every artist needs an audience. Finding and maintaining audience members from immigrant communities can also be a challenge for these organizations.[footnoteRef:45] Sometimes there are just too few audience members from a given immigrant community to support frequent performances by an organization.[footnoteRef:46] Sometimes accessing immigrant communities can be difficult if organizations lack language-appropriate marketing materials.[footnoteRef:47] Sometimes changing neighborhood demographics disrupt consistent access to targeted immigrant audiences over time.[footnoteRef:48]  [45: Id.]  [46: Id.]  [47: Id.]  [48: Id.] 

Yet, despite these difficulties and despite the very real needs they have, immigrant-led arts and cultural organizations contribute profoundly to NYC communities every day. 



III. CONCLUSION
At today’s hearing, the Committees seek information about the breadth and depth of the City’s support for the immigrant arts and cultural community, including how DCLA’s funding is supporting that community of audience members and artists alike—including, most recently, asylum seekers. The Committees also aim to understand how the City Council can best support these efforts. 


Proposed Res. No. 331-A
 
Resolution recognizing Lunar New Year as an annual school holiday and as an official holiday in the City of New York.
 
By Council Members Marte, Hudson, Hanif, Gennaro, Ung, Joseph, Abreu, and Avilés
Whereas, Lunar New Year begins on the second new moon after the winter solstice, or typically on a date from late January through mid-February, and concludes 15 days later on the next full moon; and
Whereas, Lunar New Year, with its origins more than 4,000 years ago in China, is one of the most important annual celebrations in many East and Southeast Asian cultures that use a lunisolar calendar; and
Whereas, Although Asian cultures call this celebration by their own names, such as Spring Festival in China, the inclusive term Lunar New Year is now used to encompass festivals and festivities across many Asian cultures, including Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, Taiwanese, Malaysian, and more; and
Whereas, Lunar New Year is now celebrated worldwide in many countries, wherever communities with populations of Asian heritage exist; and
Whereas, a growing number of Asian Americans and new Asian immigrants has increased awareness of Lunar New Year in the United States (U.S.); and
Whereas, According to figures from the U.S. Census Bureau, as reported by the New York City (NYC) Department of City Planning in “2020 Census: Results for New York City,” almost 1.4 million residents identifying solely as Asian live in NYC and make up more than 15 percent of NYC’s population; and
Whereas, According to U.S. Census figures, the Asian population in Queens grew by 29 percent and in Brooklyn by 43 percent between 2010 to 2020; and
Whereas, Although different Asian cultures celebrate in their own ways, Lunar New Year festivities usually include traditional foods; cultural performances; parades, street fairs, and fireworks displays; and the giving of gifts or money in red envelopes to wish others good fortune, health, and prosperity; and
Whereas, Many Asian Americans travel to spend Lunar New Year with immediate and extended family, often participating in rituals to honor their ancestors, and contribute to what is the world’s largest annual movement of humans at more than one billion, according to National Geographic; and
Whereas, Asian-American communities in NYC often host Lunar New Year events that attract New Yorkers of all racial, ethnic, and religious backgrounds from many communities to enjoy the festivities in Chinatown in Manhattan, in Flushing in Queens, and in other neighborhoods, thus benefitting small businesses in those communities; and
Whereas, The increase in anti-Asian hate crimes in the U.S. has caused concerned citizens and government officials to look for ways to fight against anti-Asian bigotry and to support our Asian-American communities; and
Whereas, Federal legislation (H.R. 6525) was introduced in January 2022 in the U.S. House of Representatives by Representative Grace Meng (D-NY-6), along with 49 cosponsors, to establish Lunar New Year Day as a Federal holiday; and
Whereas, In June 2015, Mayor Bill de Blasio designated Lunar New Year a public school holiday, celebrated for the first time in 2016, and the NYC Department of Education (DOE) has observed the Lunar New Year school holiday since then; and
Whereas, The NYC DOE did not, however, designate the Lunar New Year holiday in the 2022-2023 school calendar because Lunar New Year falls on Sunday, January 22, 2023, and the DOE did not designate the following Monday (January 23, 2023) as a school holiday; and
Whereas, The designation of a holiday here in NYC honors the vital role that our Asian-American communities play in our City and their positive impacts on our City’s culture and economy; now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York recognizes Lunar New Year as an annual school holiday and as an official holiday in the City of New York.
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Res. No. 424

Resolution calling on the United States Congress to pass, and the President to sign, the Lunar New Year Day Act (H.R. 6525).

By Council Members Ung, Lee, Krishnan, Hanif, Won, Ossé, Yeger, Schulman, Hanks, and Avilés
Whereas, Lunar New Year begins on the second new moon after the winter solstice, or typically on a date from late January through mid-February, and concludes 15 days later on the next full moon; and
Whereas, Lunar New Year, with its origins more than 4,000 years ago in China, is one of the most important annual celebrations in many East and Southeast Asian cultures that use a lunisolar calendar; and 
Whereas, Although Asian cultures call this celebration by their own names, such as Spring Festival in China, the inclusive term Lunar New Year is now used to encompass festivals and festivities across many Asian cultures, including Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, Cambodian, Taiwanese, Malaysian, and more; and
Whereas, Lunar New Year is now celebrated worldwide in many countries, wherever communities with populations of Asian heritage exist; and
Whereas, a growing number of Asian Americans and new Asian immigrants has increased awareness of Lunar New Year in the United States (U.S.); and
Whereas, According to figures from the U.S. Census Bureau, as reported by the New York City (NYC) Department of City Planning in “2020 Census: Results for New York City,” almost 1.4 million residents identifying solely as Asian live in NYC and make up more than 15 percent of NYC’s population; and
Whereas, According to U.S. Census figures, the Asian population in Queens grew by 29 percent and in Brooklyn by 43 percent between 2010 to 2020; and
Whereas, Although different Asian cultures celebrate in their own ways, Lunar New Year festivities usually include traditional foods; cultural performances; parades, street fairs, and fireworks displays; and the giving of gifts or money in red envelopes to wish others good fortune, health, and prosperity; and
Whereas, Many Asian Americans travel to spend Lunar New Year with immediate and extended family, often participating in rituals to honor their ancestors, and contribute to what is the world’s largest annual movement of humans at more than one billion, according to National Geographic; and
Whereas, Asian-American communities in NYC often host Lunar New Year events that attract New Yorkers of all racial, ethnic, and religious backgrounds from many communities to enjoy the festivities in Flushing in Queens, in Chinatown in Manhattan, and in other neighborhoods, thus benefitting small businesses in those communities; and
Whereas, In June 2015, Mayor Bill de Blasio designated Lunar New Year a public school holiday, celebrated for the first time in 2016; and
Whereas, The increase in anti-Asian hate crimes in the U.S. has caused concerned citizens and government officials to look for ways to fight against anti-Asian bigotry and to support our Asian-American communities; and 
Whereas, The designation of a federal holiday honors the vital role that our Asian-American communities play in NYC and their positive impacts on our culture and economy; and
Whereas, Federal legislation, entitled the Lunar New Year Day Act (H.R. 6525), was introduced in January 2022 in the U.S. House of Representatives by Representative Grace Meng (D-NY-6), along with 49 cosponsors, to establish Lunar New Year Day as a Federal holiday; now, therefore, be it
	Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls on the United States Congress to pass, and the President to sign, the Lunar New Year Day Act (H.R. 6525).
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