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My name is Jumaane D. Williams and I am the Public Advocate for the City of New York.
Thank you Chair Daneek Miller for leading this important hearing.

On December 6, Mayor de Blasio announced a vaccine mandate for private businesses, effective
December 27th of this year. I welcome this much-needed safety measure, which will apply to
approximately 184,000 businesses citywide. Mandates in other sectors have played a major role
in increasing the city’s vaccination rates, and amid the uncertainty of the Omicron variant and the
certainty of holiday travel and gatherings, this step can help save lives.

I am also glad that the Mayor has expanded the requirement under existing mandates to full
vaccination rather than a single dose. As incomplete protection is not nearly enough amid rising
cases, I have been in public support of this action since the emergence of the Omicron variant. It
is now incumbent upon the administration, in the next days and weeks, to advise and aid our
city’s businesses on issues of implementation and enforcement that have not been adequately
explained.

While New York City will now benefit from these policies, which build upon earlier measures
that we’ve implemented, I am concerned that New York State is lagging behind. The requirement
of vaccination screenings for business patrons has been in effect in New York City since August
17th of this year. However, as the State and other counties have chosen not to enact vaccination
screenings for business patrons, we have seen areas outside of New York City experience severe
spikes in cases. While the State’s December 10th announcement of an indoor mask mandate is a
positive step forward, it is not sufficient to address the current conditions. Amid the holiday
season, as people travel across the state and the majority of gatherings move inside, it is critical
that the Governor implement vaccination screenings statewide. We have the tools and the
capacity to prevent another deadly surge of the virus, now we must have the will to use those
tools, the urgency to act now, and the spirit of solidarity to protect our fellow New Yorkers.
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I’d also like to take a moment to acknowledge that we are not doing nearly enough to support our
small businesses who have had to endure an extended period of challenging and shifting
circumstances during this pandemic. Nor have we done enough to support their workers who
have put their health and safety on the line to keep New York City functioning. I am hopeful that
in the incoming legislative session that the Council will take up two priority bills that my Office
has introduced—Int. 1990, which would require the Department of Small Business Services to
create an interest-free loan program for small businesses, non-profit organizations, and freelance
workers forced to close or operate at reduced capacity due to the pandemic, and Int. 800, which
would require private employers with five or more employees to offer 80 hours of paid vacation
time per year. We can and we must emerge from this pandemic with both a thriving small
business sector and strengthened workforce protections.

Thank you for your time and consideration.
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Testimony of the Association of Legislative Employees (ALE) to the
New York City Council Committee on Civil Service and Labor

Delivered by Daniel Kroop, President, ALE
December 13, 2021

Good morning Chair Miller and members of the Committee, and happy holidays. My name is
Daniel Kroop, and I am the newly-elected President of the Association of Legislative
Employees, or, ALE. ALE is the New York City Council’s union, representing nearly 400 staff.
We are the country’s largest union of legislative aides.

We present this testimony in solidarity with all workers, in particular our public sector union
siblings, who have served New Yorkers with courage and dedication throughout the COVID-19
pandemic.

Like workers in transit, healthcare, grocery stores and schools, Council staffers also played our
part in keeping New York City running during the darkest days of the pandemic. Member aides
have provided direct services to thousands of constituents in need, as well as vital legislative
support. Finance analysts supported passage of two balanced, on-time City budgets. Staff were
infected with COVID-19 during this period, and tragically, one aide died in April 2020. It is
important to note that many member aides have been reporting to District Offices since July
2020 to serve our communities, some working five days a week in person.

We extend our thanks to Speaker Corey Johnson and his staff for their ongoing cooperation and
dialogue with ALE. We applaud the Council’s more careful return to office for central staff, unlike
Mayor de Blasio’s rushed return for City workers, which has led to burn out, an exodus of talent
from City agencies, and the feeling of unsafe workplaces.

Looking forward to 2022, our top priority is building a strong line of communication between the
next Speaker and every Council staffer, whether they work in District Offices or 250 Broadway.
We are one Council community, and should have one set of rules and standards that is clearly
communicated. The next Speaker should ensure that every Council staffer has received a copy
of the most current COVID health and safety plan, with a clear way to raise any issues or
concerns.
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The Council’s vaccine mandate demonstrates the Speaker’s authority to ensure health and
safety for all staff. With this authority established, the Speaker’s office should partner with ALE
to update and communicate workplace safety rules, monitor implementation, ensure
accountability when issues arise, and transparently report back. No one Council Member office
is an island. Union members and shop stewards in every office can and should be allies in
COVID safety. Joint union-management safety walk-throughs in offices would also be a smart
step, as 34 new Council Members begin next session and the Omicron variant is spreading
rapidly worldwide.

ALE also encourages the Council to pursue voluntary alignment with the New York State HERO
Act, which helps control airborne transmission of COVID-19. Although the public sector is
excluded from the Act, agencies and the Council should voluntarily adopt these standards.

The City owes a huge debt of gratitude to public servants who have served New Yorkers
throughout the pandemic. As collective bargaining agreements come up for negotiation, the City
must take swift and serious action to support us. That means prioritizing, at minimum,
cost-of-living adjustments that keep pace with 6.8% inflation, the highest in my lifetime, and full
staffing in agencies and Council offices depleted by hiring freezes and attrition.

One positive from the pandemic has been the shattering of the old norm of “5 days a week in
the office.” An internal ALE survey showed overwhelming support for maintaining at least some
ability to work remotely. At the same time, there is no substitute for certain in-person activity,
which requires strong safety guidelines. I urge the Council to support caregivers, promote
mental health and well-being, and ensure continuity of operations in the face of any future
emergencies by formalizing remote work policies next session.

On behalf of ALE, we look forward to a continued dialogue with you to ensure the New York City
Council leads from the front on workplace health and safety, and helps advance that mission for
workers citywide. Thank you, and I am happy to take your questions.
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Testimony by Irene Lew, CSS Policy Analyst

December 13th hearing on COVID-19 Safety Protocols in the Workplace

Before the NY City Council Civil Service and Labor Committee

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. My name is Irene Lew and I am a policy analyst at the

Community Service Society of New York, a nonprofit organization that works to advance the upward

mobility of low-income New Yorkers. We have supported the expansion of protections and benefits for

low-wage workers, including a key role in efforts to pass the paid sick days law in New York City. Today,

my testimony will be focused on the need to improve public outreach around the city’s paid safe and

sick leave law, and to expand sick leave to app-based gig workers and other workers misclassified as

independent contractors. These measures are key to reducing the spread of COVID-19 in the workplace

and improving the public health of all New Yorkers.

Improve public outreach around the paid safe and sick leave law

Seven years after the city’s paid sick days law took effect, data from our 2021 Unheard Third survey

shows that 42 percent of low-income workers covered under the law say that they still don’t receive

paid sick time from their employer, more than double the share of those with moderate to higher

incomes. Covered low-income workers least likely to have paid sick leave now include those at greatest

risk for contracting COVID-19 or being denied their rights: part-time workers, immigrants, those

employed in face- to- face industries with frequent exposure to the public and those working for smaller

businesses. Less than half of covered low-income workers with jobs in face-to-face industries such as

restaurant, hotel and construction reported receiving paid sick leave, compared to other industries (e.g.

professional or administrative services), where nearly two-thirds of those who are employed received

paid sick leave. We found especially large disparities in access to paid sick leave between full-time and

part-time workers: only 32 percent of low-income part-time workers said that they received paid sick

time, compared to 73 percent of those working full time.

The Department of Consumer and Worker Protection (DCWP), to its credit, has ramped up its public

education and enforcement efforts in recent years, especially during the pandemic. In 2020, DCWP held

nearly 200 worker-focused public education events and resolved 18 COVID-related sick leave violations

that led to $42,000 in restitution for workers. But low awareness of the city’s paid sick leave policy

persists nonetheless, and may be preventing New Yorkers from exercising their rights under the law.

According to the 2021 Unheard Third, half of low-income workers we surveyed still haven’t heard about

the city’s paid sick time law. This includes 47 percent of low-income workers in face-to-face industries

and 52 percent of immigrant workers who are unfamiliar with the law. Low-income part-time workers

are also three times less likely than those working full time to have heard a lot about paid sick days.

Increasing awareness of new labor standards is a critical part of employer compliance because



enforcement is largely complaint-driven and workers unaware of their rights are much less likely to file a

complaint against their employer.

For this reason, we urge the City Council to pass Intro 1797, a bill that would require DCWP to produce

posters for voluntary ongoing display at pharmacies and health care locations around the city informing

New Yorkers of their right to paid sick leave. These locations are a key interface point where workers

access healthcare and can be made aware of this fundamental right, especially during a pandemic. The

bill would also invite the NYC Health and Hospitals Corporation to distribute and display these posters at

its locations. With New Yorkers continuing to visit health care locations, clinics and NYC Health and

Hospitals sites for COVID-19 testing and vaccinations, Intro 1797 would institutionalize a simple, low-

cost way to get the word out and target the information to the right people at the right time.

Furthermore, we recommend that DCWP prioritize outreach and enforcement for smaller businesses

and those in face-to-face industries to ensure that employers are aware of the law and in compliance.

Expand sick leave to app-based gig workers and other misclassified workers

We also urge the city to pass Intro 1926, which would expand the definition of an employee under the

city’s paid sick leave law to cover gig workers and other workers misclassified as independent

contractors who have been excluded from this important workplace standard. Our Unheard Third survey

found that 54 percent of workers dependent on app-based gig work as their main source of income said

that they lacked paid sick leave, compared to 24 percent of other conventional employees who said they

lacked this key benefit. CSS’s previous research on the app-based gig workforce has highlighted the

consequences they face when they work without a single paid sick day: nearly 4 out of every 10 app-

based gig workers we surveyed last year reported that they or a family member had been infected by

COVID-19. Furthermore, a sizable share of the app-based gig workers we surveyed are in favor of

stronger workplace protections as a pathway to economic mobility: in 2021, nearly a quarter of low-

income New Yorkers dependent on app-based gig work selected stronger workplace protections as a top

measure for helping them get ahead, four times higher than the share of other low-income workers.

With new COVID-19 cases linked to the new highly contagious Omicron variant of COVID-19 surfacing in

New York City, raising awareness of the city’s paid safe and sick time law and expanding coverage of the

law to gig workers and other misclassified workers is more important than ever for protecting public

health and preventing another surge of COVID-19 infections this winter.





















Testimony of Professional Staff Congress/ CUNY 
Health and Safety Committee to  

the New York City Council Committee on Civil Service and Labor 
  

Oversight - COVID-19 Safety Protocols in the Workplace, December 13, 2021 
  
Introduction 
  
We, the PSC Health and Safety Coordinators, would like to comment on the COVID-19 protocol 
instituted by the City University of New York (CUNY). These protocols protect the 275,000 
degree seeking plus 250,000 continuing education and certificate students 
(https://www.cuny.edu/about/history/today/), as well as the 30,000 staff and faculty who make 
up our own union, the Professional Staff Congress (https://psc-cuny.org/about-us).  
  
When it comes to COVID-19, authoritative recommendations, whether from the CDC, the 
Harvard Healthy Buildings Program, or the developer of consensus ventilation standards, the 
American Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning Engineers (ASHRAE), all agree 
on one thing: effective control requires a layered approach that includes at a minimum– 
vaccination, testing, face-coverings, contact tracing, and critically, air free of airborne virus 
which can be accomplished through ventilation or sufficient distancing. Our testimony addresses 
CUNY’s failure to effectively provide the most basic of layers as we are well into our second 
year of the pandemic. They include:  
  
1. CUNY's unwillingness to release ventilation data, requiring us to submit a Freedom of 
Information Law (FOIL) request, only to discover that the data is not nearly what is needed for 
risk reduction as recommended by ASHRAE.   
  
We call upon CUNY to assess the ventilation in the spaces in which we work, and make room-
level data publicly available.  
  
2. CUNY's waiting until November 2021 to rollout a randomized surveillance testing 
program and once in place, requiring people to test only at a CUNY site presumably to maintain 
data quality. Yet, if those same people become ill with what they suspect is COVID, they are 
prohibited from using those same CUNY sites and must travel off-campus to be tested.  Those 
that do not test within the prescribed time are barred from campus until they provide negative 
tests, a practice that is confusing because it conflates the criteria for entry to CUNY sites with 
the data-gathering functions of the surveillance testing. 
  
We call upon CUNY to provide the randomized surveillance testing program needed to monitor 
COVID-19 infections by implementing positive incentives based on education of the CUNY 
Community about the benefits of such monitoring.  
  
3. Many campuses are doing a poor job of contact tracing, including telling members that 
they should not disclose a positive test to co-workers or students they may have exposed. A 
lack of close contact is the explanation most often provided for limiting tracing yet there is no 
definition for what constitutes “close contact”. This situation results in frustration, rumor, and 
hearsay about possible positive COVID-19 cases.  
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We call upon CUNY to create stringent guidelines for contact tracing and full disclosure of cases 
of COVID to all potentially exposed students, faculty and staff; and insist that these guidelines 
reflect current science and are adhered to consistently across all campuses.  
  
4. The deplorable state of many buildings  
The PSC’s Health and Safety Committee trained “Watchdogs” – worker activists – to conduct 
health and safety walkthroughs throughout the summer and continuing this fall. Enormous 
disparities were found in health and safety conditions across CUNY. On some campuses, staff 
are working in buildings without any HVAC systems – often they are told to rely on open 
windows for ventilation, an unacceptable solution, especially during the winter. Other buildings 
have inadequate or poorly maintained HVAC systems. Leaks are reported in buildings across 
the CUNY system, resulting in mold that is being inadequately remediated, sometimes with 
chemicals that are causing severe allergic reactions. Rodent infestations have also been widely 
reported.  
  
We note that some of the worst conditions are being reported at campuses serving the highest 
percentages of black and brown students – evidence, if more was needed, of the long-term 
effects of racist austerity funding. 
  
We call upon CUNY to allow remote work for all faculty and staff  in all buildings that lack 
ventilation systems that meet recognized standards for reduction of risk due to airborne 
aerosols, including percentage of outside air, air changes per hour, and minimum MERV 13 
filtration.  
  
5. People being forced to go back to work in these conditions (70/30 for spring) 
CUNY is standing by it’s requirement that 70% of classes should be held in-person in Spring 
2022, and that staff should also return to work, despite having shown that they can effectively 
do their jobs while working remotely. Given the lack of data on ventilation, the urgent need for 
repairing and upgrading ventilation systems, and the lack of consistently applied standards for 
social distancing, masking, and contact tracing, and failure to take into account the uncertainty 
created by the emergence of a new Covid variant, this inflexible guideline increases the risks to 
the health and safety of faculty, staff and students.  
  
We call upon CUNY to withdraw its 70/30 requirement for Spring 2022, and create guidelines for 
campuses that reflect the changing public health situation, as well as the needs of faculty, staff 
and students for greater flexibility and safety as they continue to maintain all the functions of the 
university system.  
  
6. Lack of timely communication about policies, and the changing covid situation. 
Throughout the pandemic, communication from CUNY has been unclear, late, and 
inconsistently applied across all campuses. While other colleges in the Northeast are taking 
steps to reduce the spread of the Omicron variant (such as cancelling in-person exams and 
events, and requiring booster shots for all students), as of the date this testimony is written 
(Dec.16, 2021), CUNY has yet to issue any communication mentioning Omicron. In addition, 
CUNY has failed to take the lead in requiring and amplifying the state’s mandate for vaccination 
of employees.  
  
We call upon CUNY to immediately inform faculty, staff and students as to how the university 
will respond to the current changing conditions, and enforce guidelines for masking, social 
distancing, testing, contact tracing, and vaccination.  



  
7. Many of the points above raise serious questions about how CUNY is using public 
funds, especially #1, #2, #4. We wholeheartedly support the request by the CUNY Board of 
Trustees for an additional $413 million in the next budget, and we demand that CUNY spend a 
significant amount of any additional funds on ensuring the safety and health of employees and 
students.  
  
We call upon CUNY to prioritize spending on making capital investments that prioritize buildings 
with inadequate or non-existent HVAC systems, structural deficiencies that are resulting in 
water damage, and are in need of mold remediation; this investment is necessary not only due 
to current pandemic conditions, but also for prevention of health issue in the future.  
  
Conclusion: CUNY has fallen short in its responsibility to provide a safe and healthy 
workplace.  
  
Jean Grassman 
Jacqueline Elliot 
Susan Fountain 
Carlos Parker 
Coordinators, Professional Staff Congress/CUNY Health and Safety Committee 
 



Dec. 2, 2021

Dear Councilmembers,

I’m Patricia, a student at the CUNY Graduate Center here in New York. For the past couple years I’ve

been organizing with the broad-based NYC coalition in support of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers –

an award-winning human rights organization that works to protect farmworkers from abusive conditions

in the agriculture industry.

I urge this committee and its chair, Council Member Miller, to set a hearing and vote on Res. 1156. This

resolution, introduced in 2019, calls on fast food company Wendy’s to join the Fair Food Program. This is

an internationally recognized workplace-monitoring program proven to eradicate human rights abuses

from the agricultural industry. Wendy’s is the only major fast food chain still holding out; its competitors

McDonald’s, Taco Bell, Burger King, and others have long joined. As this committee is aware,

farmworkers are among the most vulnerable essential workers in our economy. The Fair Food Program

has been essential to protecting farmworkers’ rights during the pandemic. So that Wendy’s joins now, to

advance and strengthen these protections, is more urgent than ever.

Resolution 1156 currently counts on 28 co-sponsors in City Council. My fellow New Yorkers and I have

done our part by ensuring that our Councilmembers come on board. Now it’s time for this Committee to

do its part and bring this resolution to a hearing as soon as possible.

Thank you,

Eeman Bhalli




