TAKEROOT
JUSTICE

Testimony Concerning:
The Preliminary Budget for Fiscal Year 2026
March 25, 2025

Presented by:

Pilar DeJesus
Senior Advocacy Coordinator/Paralegal
TakeRoot Justice
123 Williams Street, 4th Floor
NY, NY 10038
(646) 459-3000 « Fax: (212) 533-4598

My name is Pilar DeJesus, and I am submitting this testimony on behalf of
TakeRoot Justice. TakeRoot Justice provides legal, participatory research, and
policy support to strengthen the work of grassroots and community-based groups
in New York City to dismantle racial, economic, and social oppression. TakeRoot
has a twenty-year history of partnering with grassroots and community-based
organizations that build leadership and power within New York City's low-income
communities, particularly communities of color, immigrant communities, and
others traditionally excluded from policymaking.

I work as part of our Housing Rights Team. Our work is deeply rooted in the fight
to prevent tenant displacement and preserve affordable communities for New
Yorkers who need it most. We work side-by-side with tenants as they fight against
gentrification to demand better living conditions, affordable rents, and a voice in
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the policies that shape their neighborhoods. This advocacy has resulted in millions
of dollars' worth of repairs in low-income housing and has kept New Yorkers in
their homes.

Our work would not be possible without critical funding from the NYC Anti-
Harassment Tenant Protection Program (AHTP), Right to Counsel (RTC),
Stabilizing NYC, and the Community Housing Preservation Strategies Initiative
(CHPSI). These programs are not just numbers in a budget—they are lifelines for
thousands of tenants who face unlawful evictions, harassment, and uninhabitable
living conditions. My colleague Paula Segal is testifying today on the (CLT)
initiative, whose work is critical to help build equity and limit speculation in our
neighborhoods.

TakeRoot Justice is also the founder and coordinator of Stabilizing NYC, a
coalition of grassroots organizations that combines tenant organizing with legal
representation to combat tenant harassment and preserve affordable housing. Since
2014, the City Council has recognized the value of this coalition by funding it
annually. Stabilizing NYC has been instrumental in preventing displacement and
ensuring landlords are held accountable for their actions.

To illustrate the significance of this funding, I want to highlight the story of a
group of tenants in East Harlem, who we have been supporting since 2021. This is
a 30-unit building with more than 200 code violations. HPD has had to spend
more than $33,000 in emergency repairs to make up for the landlord’s neglect.
The building is home to families who have lived there for decades —families who
helped build and sustain this city. Our involvement began when our community
partners reached out, alerting us that the tenants in this building were dealing with
severe neglect from their landlord, who had failed to maintain the property for over
20 years. These tenants endured inadequate heat, no hot water, rat and roach
infestations, lead, mold, a crumbling facade, and even landlord violence. At the
time we were contacted, some tenants had suffered from carbon monoxide
poisoning from a faulty boiler. After the Department of Buildings shut down the
boiler and ordered repairs, the landlord simply turned its back on, releasing more
carbon monoxide and sickening tenants a second time. The tenants sought to
understand their rights. With our support, they fought back. Through organizing,
legal action, and unwavering determination, they held their landlord accountable
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and now — after 4 years of struggle - are on the verge of securing a legally
enforceable agreement guaranteeing critical repairs, lease protections, and a
significant rent abatement. Their story is just one of many —without continued
funding, these victories would not be possible, and more New Yorkers would
endure harassment and risk losing their homes.

New York City is in the midst of an unprecedented housing and economic crisis.
Over 100,000 adults and youth are currently homeless. The lack of healthy stable
housing is not just a housing issue—it is a public health crisis. Housing instability
leads to severe mental health consequences for families, workers, and especially
children. When families do not have a safe, stable place to live, children struggle in
school, parents struggle to maintain jobs, and entire communities suffer. We
cannot expect our city to thrive when so many of its residents are living in fear of
displacement.

The City’s commitment to tenant protections must be unwavering. We urge the
Council to fully fund AHTP, RTC, Stabilizing NYC, and CHPSI to ensure that
organizations like ours can continue to provide essential services. Communities
that have long been the backbone of this city deserve stability, dignity, and the
right to remain in their homes. Another critical HPD program is the City Council’s
Community Land Trust initiative, which funds community residents to take their
neighborhood back from speculators and permanently preserve affordable housing
and community space through a proven ground lease structure, where terms are
enforced in perpetuity by grassroots organizations representing community
interests. We ask for your continued support to keep this work alive and if we are
serious about addressing this crisis, we must go beyond temporary fixes—we must
take root and address the problem at its core.

Thank you for your time and dedication to housing justice.
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Additional Comments by

Paula Z. Segal, Esq., Senior Staff Attorney, Equitable Neighborhoods Practice

psegal@takerootjustice.org | p: (646) 459-3067

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today as Staff Attorney in the Equitable
Neighborhoods practice of TakeRoot Justice. TakeRoot works with grassroots
groups, neighborhood organizations and community coalitions to help make sure
that people of color, immigrants, and other low-income residents who have built
our city are not pushed out in the name of “progress.”

My testimony focuses on the Community Land Trust (CLT) Initiative, the need for
robust staff support for CLT projects at Housing Preservation and Development
and an impact of the City of Yes Zoning Resolution edits on retail/storefront
conversions that is poised to extract huge costs from both the agency and from our
community-based organization clients.

We are also a member of the Abolish the Tax Lien Sale Coalition and are grateful
to the partnership of the Council in monitoring the administrative agencies’
compliance with promises they made to induce the Council’s reauthorization of the
lien sale in 2024, including annual funding of $2 million for outreach to property
owners and tenants in each year that a lien sale is scheduled. It’s not obvious from
the preliminary budget documents published this year that this money has been
allocated, or to which agency: HPD? Or possibly the Department of Finance? Or is
the administration signaling that there will be no lien sale in 2026 thus no need for
funding outreach?

Funding for CLT operations through the City Council CLT Initiative

Please see the attached two-page summary of the Initiative request. As articulated
there, the speaker initiative for CLTs this year should be $3M, an increase that was
promised last year and will allow groups already in the initiative to expand their
capacity and to expand CLT development capacity to new neighborhoods where
they are badly needed. This should be in addition to any other operations funding
from the State that was negotiated as part of City of Yes.

4 0f 6



HPD staff and capital support for CLTs

The HPD Capital Allocation should include dedicated funding for CLT projects to
make the City’s commitment to prioritizing permanent affordability and
community control tooth-ful. The agency must also reduce Office and
Management and Budget delays that lead to capital not being practically available
even where it has been allocated.

HPD’s staffing challenges must also be addressed urgently by adding lawyers and
compliance staff dedicated to the CLT program, so that delays in agency response
are not the cause of project delays that keep renovations and new housing from
reaching tenants that badly need them. A dedicated legal team for the CLT projects
would be extremely helpful to achieving results.

City of No for Storefront Offices

There is a provision of the building code that is explicitly written to make it easy to
convert storefronts to office use and back. Picture the spaces occupied by
neighborhood dentists, lawyers, community-serving organizations, and even our
City Council members’ constituent services teams. Those business establishment
office uses of retail spaces have been facilitated since the 1961 zoning resolution
by a specific interplay between it and the NYC Building Code.

Unfortunately the big rewrite to the zoning resolution has disrupted this practice
without any evidence that this council or the City Planning Commission had an
intent to do that. The Building Code has not changes is now and has been explicit
that it

“shall not be interpreted to require an issuance of a new or amended
certificate of occupancy for a change from a mercantile establishment
to a business establishment, or from a business establishment to a
mercantile establishment.. provided that the change is within the
same zoning use group.”

Last summer’s COY zoning resolution changes have created an unexpected
problem with how this section of the building code is read by DOB. Under the
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new code, retail, formerly 6A, is VI and office, formerly 6B, is VII, the first time
ever in the history of the zoning resolution that they have been in different use
groups.

On the basis of the COY renumbering and the new Roman numeral use group
sections, TakeRoot’s client was denied a Department of Buildings Letter of No
Objection regarding using a retail space as a welcoming community-facing office.
We were told that since these are differently numbered use groups now, the only
way the office space use would be allowed is getting a new Certificate of
Occupancy, which would be expensive for both my client and the agency.

There was of course no legislative intent to undo the section of the Building Code
that explicitly allows mercantile-to-office conversions without a new Certificate of
Occupancy to facilitate community serving and facing offices during the COY
process, but here we are. We urge the Council to do what it can to clarify with the
agency and facilitate continuing NYC’s history of enabling vibrant neighborhoods.
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Community Land Trust Initiative
FY2026 Discretionary Funding Request

The citywide Community Land Trust Initiative seeks $3 million in FY2026 City Council
discretionary funding to support 19 organizations working to develop community land trusts
(CLTs) and permanently-affordable housing, commercial and community spaces. The CLT
Initiative delivers in-depth education, organizing, and legal and technical assistance to
support the formation and expansion of CLTs in low-income, Black and brown neighborhoods.
By taking land and housing off the speculative market, CLTs combat displacement and
address root causes of NYC's deepening affordability crisis.

Launched in FY2020, the CLT Initiative has catalyzed the growth of grassroots CLTs across the
five boroughs; organized and educated thousands of New Yorkers; and brought land and
housing into permanently affordable community conftrol.

NEW! Explore our interactive map of CLTs, including their catchment areas, properties, and
community demographics: neweconomynyc.org/cltmap.
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Enhanced funding of $3 million in FY2026 will help us meet the growing
demand for CLTs. In FY26, the CLT initiative will:

Support the growth of 16 CLTs, half of which are stewarding or in active stages of
acquiring property for deeply affordable housing and other needs.

Expand organizing and technical assistance for emerging and established CLTs
citywide.

Provide 65 legal and technical assistance engagements to CLTs on matters, such as
incorporation, bylaws, property acquisition, developer partnerships, and financing

Conduct 200+ organizing, education, and planning sessions — in multiple languages —
for tenants, homeowners, small businesses, and other stakeholders.

Train 100 CLT leaders and residents on community and tenant governance, and
produce popular education material to support intergenerational organizing.

Organize with tenants seeking to take collective ownership of buildings, in partnership
with Stabilizing NYC and other coalitions.

The CLT Initiative is urgently needed to address New York’s affordability crisis and combat
displacement. With Initiative support, CLTs will continue to create and preserve thousands of
permanently affordable homes — including rental, shared equity, and supportive housing.
CLTs also will develop community and cultural spaces, affordable storefronts for small and
worker-owned businesses, community solar projects, and other infrastructure.

CLTs preserve public investment and affordability over generations. Manhattan’s Cooper
Square CLT and East Harlem El Barrio CLT steward more than 400 deeply affordable
apartments, as well as storefronts for two dozen community-serving small businesses. East
New York CLT, Mott Haven Port Morris Community Land Stewards, Bronx CLT, ReAL Edgemere
CLT, and others are stewarding their first properties — stabilizing multifamily buildings,
developing vacant City land, and more.

Community Land Trusts (CLTs) are non-profit

organizations that kreak land as a public good

Buildings are l

owned and
used by
organizations,
businesses, and
individuals.
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New Economy Project coordinates the citywide CLT initiative.
For more information, contact Will Spisak at will@neweconomynyc.org.

Learn more about NYC’s CLT movement at nyccli.org




