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Introduction

On May 31, 2018, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will hold a hearing that will serve as an update on Local Law 161 of 2016, which established a task force to examine ways to increase the affordability of and admissions to the City University of New York (CUNY) as well as the feasibility of eliminating tuition. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives of CUNY, the University Student Senate, the New York City Office of Management and Budget, the NYC Independent Budget Office, higher education advocates and other interested parties.
Background
CUNY is the largest urban public university in the United States, providing accessible high quality education for more than 274,000 degree-seeking students and 260,000 adult and continuing education students at 24 campuses across the five boroughs.
 With over a half million students enrolled in more than 1,400 academic programs, 200 majors leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees and 800 graduate degree programs, CUNY offers learning opportunities at every level, from certificate courses to the Ph.D., in a single integrated system of seven community colleges, 12 senior colleges, five graduate and professional schools and an assortment of research centers, institutes and consortia.

CUNY has its origins in the Free Academy, established in 1847 as New York City’s first publicly-financed institution of higher education.
 Conceived by then-NYC Board of Education (BOE) President Townsend Harris as a college that would “[o]pen the doors to all [and] let the children of the rich and the poor take their seats together, and know of no distinction save that of industry, good conduct and intellect,” it provided male children of immigrants and the poor access to free education based on academic merit alone.
 
The merit-based tuition-free policy continued through the establishment of the nation’s first teachers’ college, now Hunter College, in 1870,
 the City’s first public coeducation liberal arts college, Brooklyn College, in 1930,
 and Queens College in 1937.
,
 The policy also continued for 9 years after the BOE established the City University of New York (CUNY), which united seven existing schools into a formally integrated citywide system of public higher education in 1961.
 
In 1970, CUNY shifted from its merit-based free tuition policy to a zero tuition policy for all students. This coincided with CUNY’s new open admissions policy that guaranteed all NYC public high school graduates admission to one of its colleges.
 However, CUNY was only able to operate tuition-free until the financial crisis of 1976 when the state of New York took over CUNY administration to help NYC avoid bankruptcy. The state imposed dramatic budget cuts and reinstituted tuition, limiting financial aid to students from families with an annual income of less than $20,000.
 
Currently, CUNY operates 7 community colleges and 12 senior colleges. For New York state residents, annual tuition is $4,800 for full-time community college students and, for part-time students, the rate is $210 per credit.
  For students at a senior college, the annual in-state tuition is $6,530 for full-time students and, for part-time students, the rate is $285 per credit.
 Senior college tuition rates represent an increase of $200 since Local Law 161 of 2016 was passed and, for part-time senior college students, an increase of $10 per credit over the same period.
 Full-time students are eligible for financial aid; however, part-time students remain ineligible.
 
Local Law 161 of 2016

Local Law 161 of 2016 established a task force of stakeholders from the CUNY community, government officials, experts in education finance and advocates to examine ways to increase the affordability of and admissions to CUNY. As part of this charge, the task force was required to consider the feasibility of eliminating tuition at CUNY altogether and, to the extent appropriate, develop recommendations for achieving this goal. In addition, the task force was required to issue a report of its findings, including an analysis of obstacles impacting admissions, affordability and timely graduation, that took into account the state of New York’s role in substantially funding CUNY.  The law was enacted in December 2016.
After the law’s enactment, the task force was duly constituted and co-chaired by Hercules E. Reid, Former Vice-Chair for Legislative Affairs, CUNY University Student Senate, and Stephen Brier, Senior Academic Technology Officer, Professor of the Ph.D. Program in Urban Education and Co-Director of the New Media Lab at CUNY’s Graduate School and University Center. Together with its members, the task force reflected a knowledge base of stakeholders best suited to undertake the analysis prescribed by law. The task force was required to meet at least three times before issuing a report to the Mayor and to the City Council Speaker regarding its findings, including notably the feasibility of eliminating CUNY tuition.
 This report was due on or before October 15, 2017
 but it remains outstanding as of the notice date for the Higher Education Committee’s May 31, 2018, hearing. 
At its hearing, the Higher Education Committee expects to learn what is causing the delay in publically releasing the task force’s report and what, if anything, can be done to expedite its release. Additionally, the Committee will seek background regarding the task force’s deliberative process, findings and recommendations. 
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