WESTERN NEW YORK
LISTENING SESSIONS REPORT

The passage of the American Rescue Plan Act was a recognition
on the part of our Federal government that communities across
the country needed significant investment in order to recover
from the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.
According to the National League of Cities, Buffalo received over $300
million dollars as part of this legislation. Knowing this significant infusion of
resources was imminent, Citizen Action of New York’s volunteer members in
Buffalo organized a series of community town hall forums to explore the impacts of the pandemic on our residents and how the federal resources could
be used to meet the needs facing Western New York families.
Three town halls were held that explored topics like public education, the
criminal legal system, economic justice, and climate justice. Each forum was
hosted by prominent community leaders who are members of Citizen Action.
More than 100 Buffalo residents attended the forums, all of which were held
by video conference.
The following pages are a reflection of the needs that were heard during the
forums, and include policy demands for both the City of Buffalo and the New
York State governments. In order to ensure that the residents of Buffalo who
have been most impacted by this crisis are the people who are prioritized in
the recovery, the City of Buffalo and New York State must enact policy and
create programs that center Black, Brown, and low-income residents. In order for this to be accomplished, Buffalo’s funding from the American Rescue
Plan and any future resources made available by New York State must be
directed into the communities that need it most, with a focus on policies that
create an infrastructure for community control and ownership.
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EDUCATION
N

ew York State received a total
of $12 billion in Federal funding
through the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations (CRRSA) and the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA), to spend
over the next three years. Buffalo
public schools are receiving an additional $289 million from the federal
stimulus. The ARPA funding requires
school districts to go through a public
engagement process to show how
stakeholders including families, educators, and students want the funding
to be spent. This engagement process was to take place in the month
of June, and districts are required to
have a plan posted on their websites
by July 1, 2021.

•

Support student & staff mental
health: Create and implement a
holistic plan that includes support
for mental health, social, emotional
needs, tutoring, virtual learning,
in person learning with an overall good communication system,
based on collaboration. Ensure
that all students and staff have
access to mental health programs
and support. Mental health supports are hugely important for all
communities and particularly for
communities of color. The Center
for American Progress notes that

“Amid concentrated job losses and
financial insecurity, disproportionate
rates of contracting and becoming
seriously ill from COVID-19, and naWe applaud the school district’s
tionwide protests in response to cenefforts to reach out to parents and
turies of racial injustice and anti-Black
get their feedback, but Buffalo public racism, the past few months have
schools have failed to post their three exacerbated the already disparate
year plans by the July 1st deadline.
mental health needs of many Black,
We anticipate the district’s immediate Indigenous, and non-Black people
compliance with this requirement.
of color (BIPOC). In particular, BIPOC
Buffalo parents, students and com- students are experiencing all of these
munities, after working tirelessly
traumas on top of the isolation of soto secure these critically-needed
cial distancing and remote learning.”
funds, deserve transparency and
• Recruit & retain racially, ethniaccountability.
cally, linguistically, and culturally
diverse educators: Having eduThe Buffalo parents and community
cators that are representative of
members lifted up solutions which are
the community they are in, that are
rooted in their assessment of what
from diverse race and ethnic backBuffalo students need, and are also
grounds leads to a deeper unrooted in research.
derstanding of the students they
are teaching. Ed Week notes that
In summary, Buffalo parents and
the Center for American Progress
community members want the
finds that
school district to:

4

“Black teachers are less likely than non-black
teachers to perceive Black students’ behavior as “disruptive,” and more likely than nonblack teachers to have a higher opinion of
Black students’ academic abilities.”
•

•

•

and most have been for two school years,
providing small group instruction or oneon-one instruction will boost student confidence and success.

Equity and racial justice must be central to
Safe and supportive schools through
these efforts to help ensure that schools do
restorative practices that eliminate the
not return to the old systems that did not
use of suspensions for minor behaviors: work for so many of our children. With this
The Buffalo Code of Conduct that was
in mind, education leaders must listen to their
revised and implemented in 2013 was
constituents. This will inform leaders’ future
touted as one of the most progressive if
actions and initiatives. There can be no one
not the most progressive code of conduct size fits all approach to building back better,
in the nation. Ensuring that adequate rebut student needs must be at the forefront
sources are invested into training and staff and in ways that build on the assets they and
to continue along the roadmap that code
their communities bring.
of conduct laid out is not only attainable
now, but necessary.
Collaboration with parents and community
is key to long term success. Collaboration
Invest in infrastructure: food courts,
with early education providers and programs
playgrounds, outdoor classrooms. Bufensures a continuity of care and learning that
falo parents and community members
simplifies the demands on parents, children,
identified the need for investment in
students, and the institutions. A perfect exinfrastructure that would allow students
ample of this is the creation of the learning
to have access to food that is appealing
pods in Buffalo that required the collaboration
and nutritious, as well as culturally appro- of the school district, the community, and the
priate, and access to playgrounds and
early education community and providers
facilities that allow for outdoor classrooms. who ensured that essential workers and first
The pandemic shed light on the fact that
responders could continue to work while their
there are many outdoor spaces that are
children were being cared for. The same is
not utilized by schools thereby missing
true for higher education programs. Ensuring
the opportunity to engage more students that the school community has constant comin person and provide a safe environment munication with higher education programs
for students and teachers to return to in
leads to accessing more teachers, more supperson learning and teaching.
port, and better outcomes for students.
Invest in accelerated learning and “high
dose” tutoring: Accelerated learning
and “high dose” tutoring are indisputably
effective in boosting student learning.
As many students have been out of the
classroom for more than a calendar year,
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HOUSING

A

>50%

lthough the passage of the Emergency Rental Assistance
Program is an important first step in triaging the rental crisis
created by the pandemic, our community has had a housing crisis since long before COVID-19. According to an analysis
of tenants in Buffalo are rent-burdened
of the American Community Survey in 2016, over 50% of tenants in
(American Community Survey, 2016)
Buffalo were rent-burdened and nearly 80% of low-income tenants
were rent-burdened. We know this disproportionately impacts
people of color, and we see it evident in statistics on homelessness as well. While Black people make up 11% of the general population in Western New York, they make up 47% of the population of low-income tenants are rent-burdened
of homeless individuals.
(American Community Survey, 2016)

80%

Buffalo residents have identified key areas in housing that can address this crisis in the short term, while also helping to build wealth
stability and achieve greater economic equity in the long term. Our
community identified these priorities:
• First, federal money must be invested in community ownership of housing. This should be in the form of deep investment
in existing public housing, funding for community land banks
and land trusts, and new revenue streams to allow for the formation of residential cooperatives.
• In addition, Buffalo must end the pattern of funding wealthy
developers by opting out of 485-a, a program which funnels
billions of dollars in scarce city resources into creating luxury
units as opposed to affordable housing.
• The City of Buffalo must also pass local Good Cause eviction
legislation, which will ensure that tenants are able to advocate
for safe and stable housing without fear of retaliatory evictions,
and that residents can actually benefit from resources that are
brought into historically disinvested neighborhoods instead of
being displaced by the development that they might promote.
• Lastly, it is imperative that the city prioritize a significant
amount of funding towards eliminating the lead crisis that
has existed for decades and creates generational harm within mostly Black and Brown communities. The city should create a robust remediation fund, enact strict policies of accountability for landlords who knowingly poison their tenants, and
create a system of proactive inspection which ensures that the
children of Buffalo are not the testing strips for lead exposure.
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47%

of the Western New York homeless
population are Black individuals...

11%

...despite making up just 11% of the
general population

ENDING MASS
INCARCERATION
T

he crisis of mass incarceration is systemic in Buffalo, but is felt primarily in Black,
Brown, and low-income communities. The
impacts of this crisis were repeatedly identified
in our town halls as a key mechanism in advancing and maintaining massive economic inequity.

Residents agreed that the primary goal for the
Federal funding should be a systemic shift in
how public safety is defined. They shared a
vision of a Buffalo that provides for the safety of
all, with a focus of resources on intervention and
support services. We know that acts of harm are
committed due to unmet socioeconomic needs.
Buffalo should utilize the Federal funding
to create harm reduction programs such as
mental health support services, substance abuse
programs, and family support programs. Simultaneously, we must divest from programs which
prioritize militarized responses to crisis situations, surveillance, and gender violence. In order
to create true public safety in Buffalo, we must
invest in the roots of the crisis, not respond to
them in a punitive and violent manner.
In our town hall addressing justice issues, we
repeatedly heard about issues beyond the
scope of what is traditionally considered part of
the criminal legal system. Concerns were raised
about access to healthy food, housing, support
for elderly residents, and health care issues.
It’s clear that the mass incarceration system,
which primarily harms Black and Brown people and families, is intimately connected to
economic security, stability, and equity. Residents demanded that governmental leaders
address this topic in a holistic way, grounding
justice in meeting people’s needs rather than
punishment.

In addition to investing these new resources
in programs that promote economic equity in
our neighborhoods, residents want the City of
Buffalo to take an active stance in supporting
policies that begin to reverse the impacts of
the mass incarceration systems at the state
and federal levels.
Fair and timely parole and elder parole policies must be passed so that our elders who
languish in the prison system despite posing no
threat to public safety are given the opportunity
to participate in the Buffalo communities for the
benefit of all.
We must end the system of predatory fines
and fees that causes Black, Brown, and low-income residents of Buffalo to be incarcerated and
re-incarcerated due to poverty, not due to any
danger they pose to their neighbors.
The Clean Slate Act is an important step toward ensuring that residents of Buffalo who are
formerly incarcerated are given an opportunity
to successfully re-enter society, as opposed to
being forced into situations of reincarceration.
Lastly, we need significant funding to be devoted
towards a community board that has power
and authority over the creation of systems
around public safety. Resources should be
spent on public education and engagement
throughout the city where public feedback is
sought to define the creation of policies. Community leaders should have decision making
power in terms of police accountability, intervention programs, and all policies that address
issues of harm within their neighborhoods.
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CLIMATE
JUSTICE
E

nvironmental violence disproportionately impacts communities of color,
and this has been an intentional design rooted in our country’s history of
racism. Public and low-income housing is sited in industrial areas and neighborhoods that are exposed to toxic byproducts; these communities also contain
fossil fuel facilities that harm the health of residents.
In our climate justice town hall, residents repeatedly noted health and safety
concerns that stem from environmentally reckless practices, including construction and energy projects. Residents want more robust study of new projects and
a more community-centered approach to approving projects that could pose an
environmental risk.
At the state level, the concerns of residents can begin to be addressed with
the just implementation of the Climate Leadership and Community Protection
Act. The City of Buffalo must use resources to promote the reduction of greenhouse gases and oppose the building of local fossil fuel projects. In addition,
at least 35% of the funding for these programs should be targeted towards job
creation for low-income and Black and Brown communities.
In addition, Buffalo must take an active role in passing the Climate and Community Investment Act and begin to form policies which are outlined in this
legislation. This includes funding a transition to a renewable energy economy,
and ensuring that priority is given to Black and Brown communities through job
creation and project location.
Lastly, Buffalo must use funding to ensure that utilities that serve Buffalo are
both affordable and environmentally sound. This means opposing rate hikes,
the creation of programs to provide assistance to low-income households, and
opposing ratepayer funding for local fossil fuel projects.
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HEALTH CARE

T

he lack of access to health care has always been a factor which disproportionately impacts communities of color in Buffalo, and the COVID-19 health crisis exposed this in a manner which demands it no longer be ignored. The City of Buffalo must use some of the Federal resources
to ensure that access to quality health care is equitable for every resident regardless of race or
income. We heard ideas that included funding for public education efforts about access to health care
services and how to afford them, resources for nutritional support, and investments that could encourage
health care services to be provided in the neighborhoods where services are not currently provided.
The City of Buffalo must also support legislation which ensures that our undocumented neighbors
are able to receive coverage under federal and state law. In addition, all cuts to Medicaid must be
prevented at the state level, and Buffalo should be a leader in the fight to end the arbitrary Medicaid
spending cap. Predatory billing practices are unconscionable, and medical debt forces countless residents of Buffalo into long term situations of poverty. The city needs to support both state and local policies which ensure residents are not the victims of overbilling or other deceptive or abusive billing or
collections practices. Lastly, the city should create local programs which provide assistance to residents in accessing coverage under the Affordable Care Act, supplementing coverage for the lowest
income residents, and increase funding for clinics that service those who are uninsured.

CHILD CARE

T

he lack of access to child care ensures that women, and predominantly women of color, continue
to be placed at a disadvantage when it comes to equity in the workforce. Buffalo residents pointed to challenges regarding child care as a major driver of economic challenges during our
economic justice town hall.
Buffalo parents and child care providers identified significant challenges they face that have led to inadequate child care services in Buffalo. Some of the challenges include costs to become certified, delays
in subsidy payments, and finding and retaining staff given the very low salaries that providers are able
to pay. These challenges are consistent with what we have heard from parents and providers in other
communities across New York.
The City of Buffalo has an opportunity with these federal funds to directly inject resources into child care
providers and networks to support the financial challenges they face. This would expand access, and
put Buffalo on a path towards universal access to child care.
Residents also suggested that the city invest in multilingual outreach to refugee and immigrant communities to better understand their needs. Similar to our town halls, residents encouraged the city to
invest in community meetings in low-income neighborhoods so that solutions are provided through the
direct impact of those who are affected. This outreach should result in the allotment of significant funds
to the creation of child care facilities in low-income neighborhoods.
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“
10

Federal funding must be utilized in a manner which
puts resources directly into the communities which
need it most, and centers policies which create an
infrastructure for community control and ownership.”

