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New York City Council  
Joint Hearing of the Committee on General Welfare and the  

Committee on Government Operations  
May 11, 2015 

 
Testimony of Lena Alhusseini 

Executive Director, Arab-American Family Support Center 
 
My name is Lena Alhusseini, and I am the Executive Director of the Arab-American Family 
Support Center. I would like to thank Governmental Operations Chair Kallos, General 
Welfare Chair Levin, and members of the Governmental Operations and General Welfare 
Committees for holding this important hearing to improve data collection for the Asian-Pacific 
American community for the Asian-Pacific American communities of New York City.  
 
The Arab-American Family Support Center (AAFSC) is a non-profit, non-sectarian organization 
created in 1994 to provide culturally and linguistically competent social services to Arab, Middle 
Eastern, Muslim, and South Asian (AMEMSA) communities of New York City. These immigrant 
communities are often marginalized and underserved. Our mission is to empower new 
immigrants with the tools they need to successfully acclimate to the world around them and 
become active participants in your districts.  
 
During the past decade there has been a dramatic increase in the Arab immigrant population of 
New York City, our main client base. According to the NYC Department of City Planning, the 
number of Arab immigrants increased by one-third between 2007 and 2011, making it one of 
the fastest growing immigrant groups in the city. Additionally, New York City has the largest 
population of South Asian immigrants in the country, with the second highest concentration 
residing in Brooklyn. According to the Asian American Federation of New York, between the 
years 1990 and 2010, Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Indian populations in the city grew by 973%, 
210%, and 103%, respectively. 
 
AAFSC has established itself as the oldest and largest social service agency providing culturally-
specific services tailored to members of AMEMSA communities across the city. We promote 
equity for underserved populations while also helping them to address the many complex 
challenges they face related to language barriers, limited education or resources, and the 
emotional and cultural difficulties associated with migration and resettlement in an unfamiliar 
new country.  
 
As part of our effort to enhance our services to meet the needs of the communities we serve, 
our entire organization underwent trauma-informed training, and incorporated it into the 
cultural competency training that we provide to both new hires and volunteers.  We serve over 
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6,000 low-income people annually through seven major programs: the Youth Program, 
Preventive Services Program, Adult Education & Literacy Program, Health Program, Legal 
Services Program, Disaster Relief Program and Anti-Violence Program.  
 
SUPPORT FOR INTRO 251  
 
In order for us to play a critical role in the advancement of Asian-Pacific Americans (APA) of 
New York City, we need to have more detailed knowledge about them. However, with the 
current data policy, which combines and aggregates APAs into either “White” or “Other” 
categories, it is nearly impossible to learn about the current socioeconomic circumstances APAs 
are in. This policy means APAs are not categorized as communities of color.  
 
Through our extensive experience since opening our doors, AAFSC has gained an accurate 
understanding of the cultural and linguistic barriers Arab, Middle Eastern, Muslim and South 
Asian communities face. AAFSC’s services have largely been centered on the various Arab 
American communities of New York City, which is estimated to have 150,000 residents. 
According to the Office of English Language Learners 2013 Demographic Report, among the top 
five languages spoken in New York City, Arabic stood at 4th place, after Spanish, Chinese and 
Bengali, respectively. Arab Americans have historically faced challenges in data aggregations 
conducted by federal and state agencies. For many decades, Arabs have been classified as 
"White" and, at times, “Black” or “Asian” by the U.S. Census Bureau, thus contributing greatly 
to their overlooked social and economic status. Thanks to the efforts of various Arab American 
organizations across the U.S., the Census announced earlier this year that they will begin to test 
the new Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) classification for possible inclusion into the 
2020 Census.  
 
AAFSC and its partner organizations present today recognize that data collection, analysis, and 
disaggregation are integral components in properly identifying, monitoring, and addressing 
social service needs for the growing and diverse New York City APA community. With this 
critical information, numerous community-based organizations will be able to highlight the 
needs of these communities and provide detailed data and information about them when 
responding to Request for Proposals issued by various City agencies, thus allowing the City 
government to reach communities that and may still be invisible to them.  
 
As the City Council considers the amendments to the New York City Charter, we are asking that 
along with the 22 mentioned Asian-Pacific groups, a category is included for the Arab 
population. Such a move will ensure that City agency service delivery is based upon the actual 
need and diversity of the population, that programs are developed efficiently and timely, and 
that the City can better utilize funding streams dedicated to supporting new immigrant and 
emerging communities. Developments such as these give us great hope in removing the cloak 
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of invisibility that often shrouds the communities we serve, and gives us a chance to reveal the 
true diversity of New York City.  
 
KEY ISSUES & RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
We ask that members of the New York City Council Committee on Governmental Operations 
and the Committee on General Welfare consider the following recommendations in order for 
data disaggregation to truly lead to improved, targeted social services:  
 
Partner with community-based organizations to identify priority data needs.  

 Community-based organizations are embedded in neighborhoods and are often multi-
service providers who know their communities’ needs best. In order for data 
disaggregation to be successful, the City Council and City agencies should collaborate 
with community-based organizations and the larger APA community on a strategic, 
comprehensive process in order to engage agency leadership and staff at all levels of 
data collection, reporting and oversight.  

 
Use best practices that have been identified to ensure proper implementation.  

 Use rules set by the U.S. Census Bureau and legislation such as the Affordable Care Act 
Section 4302 (a policy for new data standards on race, ethnicity, sex, primary language, 
and disability status within the US Department of Health and Human Services) and 
Oregon’s House Bill 2134 (a policy that creates a standard for collecting race, ethnicity, 
and spoken language data for all programs within the state’s Department of Human 
Services and Oregon Health Authority) in order to develop uniform standards for data 
collection. 

 Establish an advisory board or committee to 
 o Ensure new standards are updated based on local, state, and national best 

practices  
o Ensure timely and successful implementation  

 It is critical that all City agencies and front-line staff are properly informed of the 
benefits of data disaggregation, why it is needed, and how it can be utilized to better 
serve the APA community. Having data that better reflects APAs in NYC is just the first 
step to advancing equity for our community. Therefore, it is crucial that everyone 
interacting with community members to collect and report data on APAs does so in a 
way that will make the data  

 
On behalf of the Arab-American Family Support Center, I wish to thank you for the opportunity 
to testify. We urge the New York City Council to pass Intro 251 with the proposed amendment 
to include the Arab population in order to ensure that city agencies improve and standardize 
data collection on Asian-Pacific and Arab Americans.   
















