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My name is Melanie Kruvelis, and I am the Senior Manager of Policy and Advocacy at Young
Invincibles. Young Invincibles is a non-profit dedicated to elevating young adults in the political
process. I want to thank the New York City Council and the Committee on Finance for the
opportunity to submit testimony on the FY22 Executive Budget, and its impact on young New
Yorkers.

Young adults in New York have dealt with unimaginable loss and disruption over the last fourteen
months of the COVID-19 pandemic: from getting sick and losing loved ones, to multiple
semesters of distance learning, to increased isolation and mental health challenges, to even
more financial insecurity than young New Yorkers already faced before COVID-19. Without
significant and thoughtful investment in young people, the impact of these severe disruptions and
challenges could be long-running. As we begin to emerge from this public health crisis, it could
not be more urgent for the City to invest in institutions and programs that motivate and engage
young people, and move young New Yorkers into stability — including institutions such as CUNY.

Yet, the Mayor’s FY22 Executive Budget does not meaningfully invest in New York City’s public
colleges or its students — and in fact, includes dangerous cuts to programs needed more than
ever. As an organization that represents young people across New York, we are particularly
concerned by the following cuts and funding omissions in this year’s Executive Budget:

a) Cuts to academic support services that keep college students in school and on track to
graduate — including CUNY ASAP, CUNY remediation programs, and College For All:
The Mayor’s FY22 Executive Budget calls for a $10-million cut to the CUNY Accelerated
Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) program. CUNY ASAP is New York’s true free college
program, and provides students with tuition waivers, textbook support, individualizing
counseling, and other support to encourage their persistence and college completion.
Research shows that CUNY ASAP doubles graduation rates, and is a national model for
supporting working-class students and students of color through college. While CUNY
Chancellor Felix Matos Rodriguez has indicated in the press that the Mayor’s $10-million
cut for CUNY ASAP may be rejected in the enacted budget, the Council must ensure that
funding for CUNY ASAP is fully restored in the FY22 budget. We also urge the Council to
reject the Mayor’s $8-million in cuts for “non-core” programs at CUNY, including CUNY’s
remediation programs. In recent years, CUNY has worked to revamp its remediation
policies and practices to make students are placed into credit-bearing courses as early as



possible. Investing in these remediation programs means making sure college students
are staying enrolled, and spending less time and money on their degree.
The FY22 Enacted Budget should restore the cuts to the remediation courses, and
baseline $2 million for these programs, which would support approximately 9,000 CUNY
students each year. We also urge the Council to restore the College Access for All
program to $19.7 million to provide more support to high school seniors with college and
career readiness/post-secondary planning, assistance with financial aid and college
applications, and mock college and career interviews. Investing in College Access for All
would also support middle school students' transition to high school and plan ahead for
college. The FY21 City budget cut services for College Access for All, and combined high
school and middle schools components of this program; another year of cuts would put
students back even further on their postsecondary plans.

b) No serious investment in meeting CUNY students’ essential needs, including for food-
and housing-insecure students: Even before COVID-19, nearly half of CUNY
undergraduates experienced food insecurity, while 14 percent experienced homelessness
in a given year. An April 2020 survey from the CUNY School of Public Health shows that
COVID-19 had exacerbated the financial insecurities faced by CUNY students — with
serious implications for students’ mental health. In fact, the same researchers found that
the factors most strongly associated with depression and anxiety were financial stressors
— from not being able to afford healthy food to being worried about being able to make
rent this month. Lacking these basic needs undermines academic success, leaving many
working-class students and students of color without the credential often needed to
secure financial stability. Yet, despite the link between students’ essential needs and their
academic success, the Mayor’s FY22 Executive Budget does not allocate funding for
existing programs that help CUNY students access food and other supports — such as
the Food Insecurity Program, a pilot program launched in 2019 that provides eligible
CUNY students with cafeteria vouchers and checks to cover the cost of food and
groceries. The City should increase its investment in the CUNY Food Insecurity Program
from $1 million to $5 million, to help campuses distribute cafeteria vouchers or checks to
eligible students. The City should also work with local grocery stores to provide grocery
discounts for CUNY students with their campus ID. We also encourage the Council to
increase funding for CUNY’s Resource Centers (formerly known as Single Stop). These
Resource Centers help CUNY students apply for housing, Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP), social services, while providing support with tax preparation,
and referrals to legal services through the Legal Aid Society. Currently, these centers
operate on CUNY’s community college campuses, but only at one senior college: John
Jay. Given both the high financial insecurity CUNY students are facing, and the recent



expansion of SNAP eligibility for more CUNY students, the City should invest in these
resource centers, and make sure such a center exists on every CUNY campus.

c) Underinvestment in paid work experiences for young people: Research from the
Economic Policy Institute shows that young people across the country have faced some
of the steepest unemployment rates during the COVID-19 pandemic — with limited
savings, credit, and access to public assistance that can help buoy New Yorkers through
this crisis. Notably, the same researchers found the effects of the COVID-19 economic
crisis could create “serious and long-term labor market repercussions” for young workers
— unless equity-minded investments are made. We urge the City to make strategic
investments in programs that provide young people with paid work experience that
connect them with longer career planning and guidance. To support the next generation
of workers, the City should baseline $20 million in the FY22 budget for Work, Learn, Grow
(WLG), the City Council's year-round youth employment program launched in Fiscal Year
2016. WLG helps participants build work skills and aptitude by launching them into the
diverse work opportunities available, through direct exposure and access to a paid
workforce program. A permanent program should offer job experiences and training to
5,000 youth. Second, we urge the City to increase its investment to expand the Summer
Youth Employment Program to a truly “universal” program with enough slots for all
interested applications. Finally, we urge investment in the Job Training and Placement
Initiative, which provides  trainings, job placement, and small business technical
assistance and address specific client needs such as English to Speakers of Other
Languages (ESOL) classes, TASC preparation, computer literacy, and general work
readiness preparation as well as provide industry specific trainings. In FY220, the Job
Training and Placement Initiative faced over $2 million in cuts and similarly must be
brought back to FY20 numbers at minimum, if not expanded to respond to the needs of
New Yorkers locked out of the economy.

We urge the Council to reject the above cuts proposed by Mayor de Blasio, and make the critical
investments needed to support New York’s college students and young people out of this crisis.

Last, I want to address the federal stimulus aid currently being distributed to colleges across the
country, including CUNY. While it is true that federal aid is coming into CUNY campuses, the
incoming federal aid does not absolve the City from making much-needed investments into
CUNY. The federal aid is temporary, and one-time aid cannot reverse decades of disinvestment in
CUNY and its students. As state lawmakers propose transformative legislation like the New Deal
for CUNY, which would restore tuition-free education for CUNY undergraduates, the City must
consider its role in supporting this vision for a truly equitable public higher education system. The
City already plays a key role in supporting the quarter-million students enrolled across the 25
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CUNY campuses — from funding community colleges, to campus childcare, to its investment in
nationally recognized programs that get students to graduate like no other. As state lawmakers
reimagine Albany’s commitment to CUNY students, so should City Hall.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. If you have questions about this testimony, please
contact Melanie Kruvelis, Senior Manager of Policy and Advocacy, Young Invincibles:
melanie.kruvelis@younginvincibles.org.
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Submitted by Lia Guzman Genao, Sophomore, John Jay College of Criminal Justice

Good afternoon. My name is Lia Guzman Genao. I’m a sophomore at John Jay College of
Criminal Justice, pursuing a Bachelor's degree in Law & Society. Thank you for allowing me the
opportunity to be here and share my story.

I am here today to demand that the City Council increase investments across CUNY in this year’s
budget. This will allow students to not only perform better but also uplift their communities,
especially after this pandemic. We must understand that CUNY students come with many layers
of intersectionality. Many of our students are from low-income communities and are people of
color. Our diverse community of student leaders must be further supported by the City.

As a CUNY student, I have had the opportunity to share a classroom with folks from all
backgrounds. I have seen the passion and the drive students come into the classrooms with, but
often their light is dimmed by financial burdens. CUNY students have long commutes, long hours
in the classroom, and often, long shifts working outside their studies in order to afford their
tuition. A lot of CUNY students must also go home and take care of their families, siblings and
even their own children. Despite all of these responsibilities and struggles CUNY students face,
they look forward to attending CUNY because of its affordability and accessibility to New Yorkers.
They hope to use their education at CUNY’s as a source of social mobility that seems so distant
from their realities. We must work to assure that these hopes and dreams are followed through. If
we want our students to thrive, we must create a truly accessible environment and campus. We
can truly make this happen by providing tuition assistance and support programs that aid CUNY
students.

We must start by restoring $10-million in CUNY ASAP funding. This program is New York’s  true
free college program:  it not only provides free tuition but it also provides textbook support and
counseling. This year, the Mayor’s Preliminary Budget called for a $10-million cut to CUNY ASAP,
and this is unacceptable and must be rejected by the City Council. This program has been
extremely successful, as it has doubled graduation rates for students. I believe that this program
should not only be protected, but also extended so that every CUNY student is eligible for it.

Sadly, the ways in which financial burden affects CUNY students go past not being able to pay for
tuition. An April 2020 survey from the CUNY School of Public Health found that nearly half of
CUNY students worry about running out of food and affording groceries. Even before the
pandemic, 48 percent of CUNY students faced some form of food insecurity. I believe that food is
one of the most basic rights. So why are we okay with anyone, let alone CUNY students, to face



food insecurity? The only way that we can address hunger is to increase funding and accessibility
of food programs in NYC. I’m here today to call on the City Council to increase its investments in
the CUNY Food Insecurity program to $5 million. These programs provide students with cafeteria
vouchers or paychecks to buy groceries. Increasing funding of this program would allow more
CUNY students to be eligible, or to give students a bigger voucher each semester. This would
help ensure that no CUNY student goes hungry, while allowing them to receive the education
that is deserved.

College itself brings many stressors, and the mental health crisis among students is only gaining
momentum as we speak. The COVID-19 pandemic has only deteriorated the mental state of many
CUNY students. I have dealt with anxiety and depression on multiple occasions while in college.
For a very long time, I debated whether to reach out for assistance on my campus, and I never
felt comfortable enough to do it. I had heard many stories from other students of how
inaccessible and overwhelming it was to even seek help. I felt that even reaching out for help
would be a trigger for me, as no one should ever need to fight to receive counseling. This story is
not unique to me: in fact, many CUNY students have reported that it took months for them to
receive counseling at their schools. Accessibility matters. The City Council needs to actively work
towards a system in which every student has access to mental health counseling and resources.
The way to do that is by guaranteeing that there is at least one counselor per 1,000 students. We
must also ensure that counselors at CUNY reflect CUNY’s student body and their identities. We
need counselors who truly understand the individual experiences of students. That means having
more counselors of different communities who will effectively target traumas. If we want our
students to thrive, we must recognize the intersectionalities of all these issues, and understand
the complexities that students face daily.

With rising costs of tuition, our students just simply can’t anymore. It is the moment for New York
City to fully provide all the support we can to our students. No CUNY student should ever go
hungry, no CUNY student should ever go without a home and no CUNY student should ever have
to wait months to get simple mental counseling. Alleviating the financial burdens that many of our
students face on a daily basis will give them a chance at a better quality of life. Every year we put
money on a variety of programs and organizations that further hurt our communities, such as the
NYPD. Can we finally start investing in those who have been historically left behind? Thank you
for your time.
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Submitted by Nikaury Urena, Freshman, LaGuardia Community College

My name is Nikaury Urena. I am a freshman at LaGuardia Community College, and I am majoring
in Criminal Justice. I would first like to thank the NYC Council and the Committee on Finance for
the opportunity to submit testimony and for letting our voices be heard.

I’m a first-generation low-income student and an immigrant. I had the fortune of being part of
various programs provided by the city — programs that helped me navigate and gain knowledge
that the adults in my life could not provide for me. When I was 16 years old I was part of the city’s
Summer Youth Employment Program (SYEP), where I worked as a teacher’s assistant with The
Jewish Institute of Queens. At the age of 17, I also started an internship at Make The Road New
York, which I was able to get in thanks to one of my teachers. Finally, when I entered college I
started an internship with the CUNY Service Corps. I am thankful that I was part of these
programs and that I was able to learn skills and develop my knowledge working with professional
staff that provides the young generation with the tools and skills needed to work in a professional
environment.

Even though I had the fortune to be part of these programs, it’s not always easy for students to
get placed into programs like these. When I was 18 years old, I tried applying for the SYEP and I
was not accepted. Most of my high school friends were also denied. For the CUNY Service
Corps, I had to wait around two or three months to be able to start the program, constantly going
to meetings just to be able to get in. Programs like SYEP and the CUNY Service Corps provide
meaningful work experience that helps students identify future career and education goals. But
there are not enough slots to meet student demand. The City should invest in programs like
SYEP and make sure that every eligible student is guaranteed a slot in the program.

I also believe that CUNY should invest more in resources like housing, Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) enrollment services, social services, and increasing the number of
mental health counselors, including hiring more diverse counselors on campus. CUNY is mostly
composed of low-income students that face economic hardship on an everyday basis, and
struggle to meet their essential needs. This pandemic has made life more difficult for every single
student in the CUNY system. That’s why the City needs to increase funding for CUNY’s mental
health counseling services, with a focus on bringing on more counselors of color. As students
who face economic hardship, having a counselor who can help us navigate our issues and where
we come from uplifts students, and makes it possible for us to succeed in college.



I once again want to thank the NYC Council and the Committee on Finance for the opportunity to
submit testimony and for letting our voices be heard. I hope these issues could be addressed and
solved for better opportunities for all CUNY students.


