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Oversight: The Role of Public Libraries in Support of Immigrant New Yorkers

I. Introduction
On November 19, 2019, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Jimmy Van Bramer, jointly with the Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Carlos Menchaca, will conduct an oversight hearing entitled, “The Role of Public Libraries in Support of Immigrant New Yorkers.” This hearing will explore services, programs, and resources, including cultural events and presentations, which are offered to immigrant communities in the Brooklyn, Queens, and New York Public Library systems. The committees expect to receive testimony from the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs (MOIA), the City’s three public library systems, and other interested stakeholders. 
II. Background 
a. Overview of Immigrants in New York City
	New York City is home to 3.2 million immigrants, the largest number in the city’s history, comprising nearly 37.1 percent of the city’s population, and making up more than 44 percent of the city’s workforce.[footnoteRef:1] Not only this, but nearly 60 percent of New Yorkers live in a household with at least one immigrant, and over 1 million New Yorkers live in households with at least one undocumented immigrant.[footnoteRef:2] The foreign-born population resides in all corners of the five boroughs, with certain neighborhoods, primarily in Queens and Brooklyn, and parts of the Bronx and Manhattan, having particularly high concentrations of immigrant residents.[footnoteRef:3] While the majority of foreign-born New Yorkers are naturalized U.S. citizens (56.2 percent), MOIA estimates that another 660,000 immigrant New Yorkers are lawful permanent residents currently eligible to naturalize, with a slightly smaller undocumented population of approximately 477,000.[footnoteRef:4] With more than half of all foreign-born New Yorkers (55.4 percent) hailing from just 10 countries,[footnoteRef:5] language communication skills may also present as a challenge to fully participating in city life. Despite collectively speaking over 200 languages,[footnoteRef:6] a full 50 percent of immigrant New Yorkers are considered Limited English Proficient (LEP).[footnoteRef:7]  [1:  Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, State of Our Immigrant City: MOIA Annual Report for Calendar Year 2018, (Mar. 15, 2019), at 9, https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/immigrants/downloads/pdf/moia_annual_report%202019_final.pdf. ]  [2:  Id. at 23.]  [3:  Id. at 9. ]  [4:  Id. at 10-11.]  [5:  Id. at 12.]  [6:  Id. at 12]  [7:  Id. at 13.] 

b. New York City Public Library Systems
Library services in New York City are provided through three independent systems: the Brooklyn Public Library (BPL), which serves the borough of Brooklyn; the New York Public Library (NYPL), which serves the boroughs of Manhattan, Staten Island, and the Bronx; and the Queens Borough Public Library (QPL), which serves the borough of Queens.[footnoteRef:8] Collectively, the three systems operate 216 local library branches throughout the city in addition to four NYPL research library centers, located in Manhattan.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  City of New York Mayor Bill de Blasio, Mayor’s Management Report: Fiscal 2019 (September 2019), 227, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2019/2019_mmr.pdf.  ]  [9:  Id.] 

New York City public libraries offer free and open access to books, periodicals, electronic resources, mobile technology, and non-print materials.[footnoteRef:10] Local branches also offer career services and internet access, along with educational, cultural, and recreational programming for adults, young adults, and children, including early child literacy development and after school initiatives, English for Speakers of Other Language (ESOL) classes, High School Equivalency test preparation, computer skills training, workforce development, and job seeker services.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id.] 

The City’s public libraries focus on equitable service delivery by ensuring that all New Yorkers have access to information, programs, and resources at locations throughout the five boroughs.[footnoteRef:12] Each of the three library systems maintains robust and diverse collections in multiple languages and provides access to computers, wireless internet, and other technology at no cost, serving as a critical utility for low-income and non-English speaking households.[footnoteRef:13] The three library systems also promote equitable access to mobile technology by providing widespread Wi-Fi access and lending of tablets and laptops.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.] 

BPL is the sixth largest public library system in the U.S. .[footnoteRef:15] It offers more than 4 million physical items and 700,000 digital materials to nearly 700,000 active cardholders, as well as cultural offerings, literacy, out-of-school-time services, workforce development programs, and digital literacy.[footnoteRef:16] System-wide, BPL welcomed 7.9 million visits to their branches, provided 1.8 million computer sessions on 2,600 devices, and circulated more than 14.3 million materials last year.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  About Brooklyn Public Library, https://www.bklynlibrary.org/about.  ]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.] 

NYPL is the largest public library system in the U.S., with four scholarly research centers and 88 branch libraries in the Bronx, Manhattan, and Staten Island.[footnoteRef:18] It provides free and open access to its physical and electronic collections and information, as well as to 103,000 free programs and services for New Yorkers of all ages.[footnoteRef:19] System-wide, NYPL serves more than 17 million patrons annually and millions more online, with more than 55 million accessible items, from e-books and DVDs, to renowned research collections.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  About The New York Public Library, https://www.nypl.org/help/about-nypl.  ]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id. ] 

QPL consists of 65 locations, including branch libraries, a Central Library, seven adult learning centers, a technology center, two universal pre-kindergartens, and two teen centers.[footnoteRef:21] It offers free access to a collection of more than 5 million books and other materials in multiple languages, access to computers and digital resources, and more than 80,000 educational, cultural, and civic programs a year.[footnoteRef:22] In 2018, QPL had over 11.4 million visitors and 904,000 active cardholders, circulated 12.4 million items, and provided more than 3 million computer sessions.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  About Queens Public Library, https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/queens-public-library-overview. ]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Queens Public Library Fast Facts, https://www.queenslibrary.org/about-us/queens-public-library-overview/fast-facts. ] 

c. Immigrant Services offered in the Library System 
1. Brooklyn Public Library (‘BPL’)
Under the supervision of experienced immigration attorneys, the Immigrant Justice Corps (IJC) at BPL’s Central Library provides a variety of free services, by appointment only, to individuals seeking information and referrals to trusted immigration specialists.[footnoteRef:24] IJC services include full screenings to assist in determining eligibility for immigration benefits and assistance in filing applications for Temporary Protected Status (TPS), naturalization, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), work permits, visas, and Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) petitions.[footnoteRef:25] Additionally, the BPL hosts citizenship classes, English conversation groups, family cultural events and adult literacy courses for adults,[footnoteRef:26] as well as special programming for older adults that include lectures, films, performances, and educational programs on internet technology, creative aging, and oral history projects designed to reach a variety of participants in different languages.[footnoteRef:27] All library programs are free and open to the public.[footnoteRef:28] The BPL also offers services for immigrant New Yorkers through the New Americans Corners (‘NAC’) program, described below.[footnoteRef:29]  [24:  Immigration Advocates Network, Immigrant Justice Corps at Brooklyn Public Library, https://www.immigrationadvocates.org/nonprofit/legaldirectory/organization.598313-Immigrant_Justice_Corps_at_Brooklyn_Public_Library_Central_Library.]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Brooklyn Public Library, Services for Older Adults, https://www.bklynlibrary.org/outreach/older-adults.]  [28:  Brooklyn Public Library, Immigrants, https://www.bklynlibrary.org/learn/immigrants.]  [29:  Office of the Mayor, De Blasio Administration and USCIS Announce New Partnership to Establish ‘New American s Corners’ at Libraries Across the City, June 10, 2015, https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/384-15/de-blasio-administration-uscis-new-partnership-establish-new-americans-corners-at.] 

2. New York Public Library (‘NYPL’) 
	In conjunction with the BPL and QPL, the NAC  program offered by the NYPL is dedicated to serving immigrants by creating a space to provide materials and informational resources on citizenship and other immigration-related topics of interest in conjunction with the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) and MOIA.[footnoteRef:30] Located in every branch in the library system, study materials and online resources are available to help individuals prepare for the U.S. History and Civics questions on the Citizenship Exam.[footnoteRef:31] Additionally, workshops are designed to provide informational overviews of the rights of immigrant New Yorkers for the following services: IDNYC (NYC's municipal ID card), ActionNYC (an immigration legal screening service), NYCitizenship (citizenship application guidance and assistance), We Speak NYC (English facilitation classes), and NYC Care (a health care access program that guarantees low-cost and no-cost services to New Yorkers who do not qualify for or cannot afford health insurance), as well as information about public charge and U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).[footnoteRef:32] Each class is followed by a question and answer session.[footnoteRef:33] According to the latest NYPL annual report, the NYPL has increased targeted outreach to recent immigrants, and further expanded its robust language and citizenship offerings to ensure immigrants can access free legal services if needed. Through its partnership with the IJC, and other service providers, the NYPL was able to connect more than 500 immigrant New Yorkers with free support for citizenship and immigration status issues in 2018.[footnoteRef:34] [30:  New York Public Library, New Americans Corners, https://www.nypl.org/help/community-outreach/immigrant-services/new-americans-corners. ]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  New York Public Library, Know Your Rights Forum for Immigrants, https://www.nypl.org/events/programs/2019/11/06/know-your-rights-forum-immigrants.]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  New York Public Library, Annual Report 2018, https://www.nypl.org/sites/default/files/18600_annual_report_2018v19_web.pdf.] 

3. Queens Borough Public Library (QPL)
Established in 1977, the Queens Library New Americans Program (NAP)[footnoteRef:35] has successfully assisted new immigrants in adapting to life in the U.S. while maintaining and celebrating the rich and unique ethnic history that has helped to make Queens the epicenter of cultural diversity in the U.S.[footnoteRef:36] The NAP program works closely with QPL’s Adult Learner Program offering ESOL classes,[footnoteRef:37] citizenship preparation classes,[footnoteRef:38] legal services,[footnoteRef:39] and offers informational workshops and cultural arts programming that include music, dance, drama performances, poetry, storytelling and crafts.[footnoteRef:40] Additionally, lawyers, teachers, counselors, and advocates present programs in English and other major languages spoken in Queens on such topics as immigration law, tenants’ rights, career planning, parenting, education, business planning, and health.[footnoteRef:41] International Programs at QPL geared towards adults, children, and families include a variety of topics including Computers for Beginners, Healing Circles, classes in music and song such as Qin (Zither) Song Arts, Microsoft Excel for Beginners, and Teen Arts Time classes that encourage young people to explore different artistic styles and create their own work in a supportive and collaborative environment.[footnoteRef:42] The QPL also offers services for immigrant New Yorkers through the NAC program, described above.[footnoteRef:43] [35:  Queens Library is for Everyone, Celebrating 40 Years of the New Americans Program, http://qleveryone.org/2193.]  [36:  New York City, Queens Overview, https://www.ny.gov/counties/queens.]  [37:  Queens Library, The New Americans Program at Queens Library, https://www.fdlp.gov/file-repository/fdlp-academy-video-supplemental-materials/3482-the-new-americans-program-at-queens-library-40-years-of-reaching-out-to-our-immigrant-communities-slides/file. ]  [38:  Queens Library is for Everyone, Celebrating 40 Years of the New Americans Program, http://qleveryone.org/2193. ]  [39:  Queens Library, The New Americans Program at Queens Library, https://www.fdlp.gov/file-repository/fdlp-academy-video-supplemental-materials/3482-the-new-americans-program-at-queens-library-40-years-of-reaching-out-to-our-immigrant-communities-slides/file. ]  [40:  Queens Public Library, Programs in Your Language, https://www.queenslibrary.org/programs-activities/new-americans/programs-your-language.]  [41:  Id.]  [42:  Id.]  [43:  Office of the Mayor, De Blasio Administration and USCIS Announce New Partnership to Establish ‘New American s Corners’ at Libraries Across the City, June 10, 2015, https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/384-15/de-blasio-administration-uscis-new-partnership-establish-new-americans-corners-at. ] 

III. Conclusion
	Combining existing linguistic barriers faced by immigrant New Yorkers and the fact that nearly a quarter of these individuals live in poverty as defined by the NYC Government Poverty Measure,[footnoteRef:44] immigrant New Yorkers also disproportionally experience overcrowding, rent-burden, lower educational attainment, and barriers to healthcare access, to name a few. At the same time, the federal government is strategically dismantling the U.S. immigration system, creating a climate of fear by voicing anti-immigrant sentiments and issuing federal policies that increase immigration enforcement and tear immigrant families apart. Noting this, the Committees are interested to hear from the three public library systems, MOIA and stakeholders, about the ways in which libraries can provide much needed support to this population, with sensitivity to the unique skills, needs, and barriers facing immigrant New Yorkers of all ages. As libraries are trusted spaces and resources in communities throughout New York City, the Committees are eager to examine existing partnerships between community-based organizations, the City, and the library systems to identify ways in which the City can improve access to services through libraries. [44:  Id. at 21.] 
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