
















































































































































































































 

 

March 2, 2020 

 

Testimony to the City Council Committee on Finance 

Submitted by Sarita Daftary, Senior Community Organizer, JustLeadershipUSA 

 

Dear Council Member Dromm and Committee Members, 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today and your leadership on this issue. I’m an organizer with 

JustLeadershipUSA, working on the #CLOSErikers campaign. Today I want to highlight the opportunities 

New York City has, but is not currently taking, to immediately invest in the types of community resources 

that can create safety by strengthening and stabilizing communities. We can do this, even in the face of 

cuts from the state, by beginning the long-overdue work of divesting from overfunded systems of law 

enforcement.  

New York City has prided itself on uplifting the values of equality, fairness and respect for its 8 million 

residents. The great reduction of the number of people in New York City jails has been a testament to 

these values, and to the power of grassroots advocacy. But the city's misalignment of its budget priorities 

still flies in the face of those values, and needs to change. 

Each budget cycle, New Yorkers passionately and articulately make the case for desperately-needed 

funding for housing, education, libraries, healthcare, youth programs and more. In each budget cycle, they 

walk away with only a fraction of what is needed. Every time that happens, gaping holes widen in our 

social safety net, and law enforcement agencies are once again relied upon to respond to challenges they 

will never be equipped to address - challenges of public health, poverty, and inequality.  

This is a choice, and our electeds have the power to make a different choice. The choices that 

created this misalignment in budget priorities have had serious and sometimes deadly consequences. 

While we are well aware that the State and Federal government have contributed to funding gaps, the 

truth is that New York City has the resources to address many of the needs that currently go unmet. With 

vision and political courage, we can move those resources to where they are truly needed. The Mayor 

and City Council will need to decide that our city will once and for all stop relying on law 

enforcement agencies to address social problems. You must develop and implement bold plans to 

fund community resources and infrastructure to scale, and in doing so, create new living wage jobs in the 

social and human services sector. Only by making this shift can New York City truly end the tale 

of two cities. This shift will not be completed in this budget cycle alone, but New York City must start 

this process, and we can lead the nation in doing so. 

Decades of mass criminalization have extracted vast resources from Black, Brown, and poor communities. 

We all want to live in strong, safe, healthy neighborhoods, and our communities have long had the 



solutions, but not the support. The #buildCOMMUNITIES platform, launched in January 2019 and 

updated this month, draws on the collective wisdom of over 40 organizations and more than 200 

residents of communities most impacted by mass incarceration. The platform highlights areas of need, as 

well as many programs that are already working, but in dire need of greater investment. I’m pleased to 

share a copy of that platform with you today. [jlusa.org/buildCOMMUNITIES] 

 

We know that your committee would probably like to fund all of the areas named in our platform. And 

that New York City could. This year’s budget allocates over $14 billion dollars annually into the New York 

City Police Department, the Department of Corrections, the New York City Department of Probation, and 

District Attorneys. The majority of the money is spent on the NYPD and the Department of Correction. 

New Yorkers - and even some police officers themselves - are increasingly aware of the overreach of the 

New York City Police Department. The enormous size of the NYPD means that police officers are inserted 

in situations where they are at best not effective, and at worst cause serious harm. Furthermore, though 

Governor Cuomo has refused to address many of New York City’s most important urgent needs, he has 

insisted, despite broad opposition, on deploying 500 new MTA police officers to our subway system, at a 

cost of $249 million. The City should implement an NYPD hiring freeze this year which could, at 

minimum, balance out this unnecessary addition of law enforcement officers, and allow New York City to 

save our resources for things like the housing, education, and healthcare that the Governor routinely 

denies us. 

In terms of the Department of Corrections, New York City recently implemented a hiring freeze for DOC, 

to address the extreme excess of correction officers. The administration has planned to further reduce this 

workforce only by attrition. But this transition must be addressed more quickly, and more intentionally. 

The hiring freeze combined with attrition should result in about $150 million in cost savings this year, the 

FY 2021, but the budget still reflects an excess of 5,000 correction officers, at a cost of nearly $1.2 billion 

this year alone. Those officers work within the notorious culture of violence and failed leadership that 

exists within DOC, and many of them would consider a transition if one were offered. The City should: 

conduct an assessment to determine which agencies are in need of more staffing; determine what training 

and qualifications would be necessary to work in new or currently vacant roles in these agencies, and what 

counseling may be necessary for officers leaving the Department of Corrections to fill those roles; and 

establish a fund to help correction officers transition to other work. 

We need you, the Council members who understand the importance of resourcing other priorities, to urge 

the Mayor to make the boldest step he can towards a truly safer, fairer, and more progressive City.  

Sincerely, 

 

Sarita Daftary 

JustLeadershipUSA 






















