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Introduction 

Good morning Chairs Williams and Menin, Public Advocate Williams, and committee members. 

I am JoAnn Kamuf Ward, Deputy Commissioner of Policy and External Affairs at the New York 

City Commission on Human Rights.  Joining me today for questions is Hillary Scrivani, Senior 

Policy Counsel.  Thank you for convening today’s hearing.  We are excited to speak about the 

New York City Human Rights Law, and highlight some of the agency’s work that addresses 

discrimination and advances equity.   

 

The Human Rights Law prohibits discrimination on the basis of more than 25 protected 

categories in housing, employment, and public accommodations.  Protected categories include 

age, disability, gender, race, national origin, religion, criminal history.  The most recent 

amendment adds height and weight discrimination protections.  In the past several years, the 

Human Rights Law was expanded in several ways to address critical barriers to equity for New 

Yorkers.   

 

I will give an overview of the Commission’s dual mandate and the Human Rights Law’s 

antidiscrimination provisions that operate to address historical and ongoing disparities, with a 

focus on employment and housing. 

 

First, the Commission engages in outreach and education to raise awareness of the Human 

Rights Law’s protections and to strengthen relationships with and between communities.  This is 

done primarily through our Community Relations Bureau.  In FY23, the Commission Relations 

Bureau reached 132,507 people through 2,172 workshops, trainings, and events.  The Bureau’s 

prevention work is done through a wide array of partnerships with community groups, sibling 

agencies, and individual stakeholders. 

 

Engaging with and hearing from New Yorkers is a critical component of preventing 

discrimination and translating legal protections into change in the lives of our community 

members.  To this end, we have engaged in participatory research projects to inform our work 

and the work of sibling agencies over the past decade.  For example, in this past year, the 

Commission partnered with the Center for Family Life in Brooklyn to bring together members of 

worker owned cooperatives for interviews and focus groups.  Participants, who were 

predominantly immigrant women, dedicated their time to share information about the 

employment landscape of cooperatives, identify avenues to ensure awareness of human rights 

law protections, and to highlight areas for greater collaboration and trust building.  The outcomes 

from that project are captured in a FY23 publication which is informing the Commission’s 

strategic planning.    
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Second, individuals who believe they have experienced discrimination or harassment in violation 

of the Human Rights Law can report discrimination directly to the Commission, or they can file 

a complaint in court.1. The Law Enforcement Bureau launches investigations, initiates 

complaints, enters settlements, and takes cases to trial to address discrimination.  In instances 

when there are antidiscrimination protections in state and federal law, individuals can choose 

additional forums to seek redress.  In FY23, the Law Enforcement Bureau fielded 12,548 

inquiries from members of the public.  The highest number of claims that come before the Law 

Enforcement Bureau relate to the protected categories of disability and gender.   

 

In light of the topic of today’s hearing, I want to spotlight portions of the Human Rights Law, 

and the Commission’s work that specifically seek to eliminate barriers to equity.   

 

Equity in the Workplace  

The Human Rights Law has a number of provisions that enhance equitable hiring and 

employment for New Yorkers.  The Human Rights Law was amended in 2022 to require 

employers post a good faith wage range in job ads.  This provision complements the prohibition 

on employer inquiries into applicant’s salary history during the hiring process.  Together, these 

provisions level the playing field for job seekers by enhancing transparency into pay practices.  

Pay transparency allows job applicants to assess whether salaries reflect the value of their work, 

and the salary history ban curbs hiring practices that have long contributed to wage disparities 

and hindered access to opportunities and economic mobility for women and people of color.  

There are two further employment provisions of the Law that are critical to economic mobility 

and are vital for New Yorkers to thrive.  Since 2015, the Human Rights Law has prohibited 

employers from asking about a job applicant’s credit history – recognizing that credit history 

typically has no relevance to the skills and qualifications of job applicants.  The Commission is 

also proud to enforce New York City’s Fair Chance Act, which prohibits employers from asking 

questions regarding an applicant’s involvement with the criminal legal system until after an 

employer makes a conditional job offer.  This is a matter of racial equity given the 

disproportionate impacts of the criminal legal system in communities of color – nationally and in 

our city.  These are just a portion of the Law’s employment protections.  Accommodations in 

employment are also a foundation of workplace equity. 

 
Equity in Housing 

In the arena of fighting discrimination in housing, the Commission has longstanding expertise.  

The Law has some of the most expansive protections for persons with disabilities, and ensuring 

accessibility in housing – at no cost to persons with disabilities – is one of the most active areas 

of Law Enforcement at the Commission.  The Human Rights Law’s prohibition on source of 

income discrimination in housing also constitutes a central piece of the Human Rights Law, and 

is a priority for this Administration because it is a cornerstone of access to permanent housing for 

New Yorkers.  Over the past two years, raising awareness of housing provider obligations, and 

voucher holders’ right to housing have been a significant focus of outreach, marketing and 

campaigns, and enforcement.  The Commission is also preparing to ensure that all New Yorkers 

– housing providers, and residents – know that NYC will prohibit discrimination based on 

 
1  NYC Admin. Code §§ 8-109 and 8-502. 
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criminal records in housing beginning in 2025, as the result of Fair Chance Housing Legislation 

adopted in December of last year.  The Human Rights Law also prohibits discrimination in all 

aspects of the sale and rental of housing. 

 
Equal Enjoyment of Public Spaces 

Finally, the Human Rights Law prohibits public accommodations from discriminating against 

individuals on the basis of a protected category.  The most prevalent types of discrimination that 

come to the Commission are in relation to persons with disabilities seeking accessible services and 

reasonable accommodations.   

 

Proposed Legislation  

Intro 401 seeks to address discriminatory lending by amending the City Human Rights Law to 

prohibit differential rates for loans and credit issued in New York City on the basis of several of 

protected categories.  Intro 401 also requires the Commission to undertake a number of tests and 

investigations regarding discriminatory lending practices.  The Administration supports the goal 

of ensuring equitable access to credit, and the objective of cultivating intergenerational wealth 

for all New Yorkers regardless of identity.  The Administration is currently reviewing the 

legislation and the impacts of city efforts to legislate in the complex area of credit, which is 

largely regulated by a patchwork of federal and state laws and where an array of government 

entities have oversight authority to identify and address discrimination, and other aspects of 

credit.  This hearing is a welcome opportunity to hear from stakeholders today on this important 

topic.    

 

Intros 242 and 279.  The Administration’s positions on these bills establishing a truth and 

reconciliation process and a reparations taskforce remain as expressed in testimony by the 

Mayor’s Office of Equity and Racial Justice at the Juneteenth bill package hearing this past 

September.  In summary, the Administration supports a truth, healing, and reconciliation process, 

as well as a taskforce to study reparations but would like to see greater alignment between these 

efforts, extend their timeline, and ensure adequate resources and expertise are imbedded into any 

commission or taskforce that is developed to effectuate these goals.  (Testimony attached).  

 

Intro 69 would render unenforceable and void any and all agreements that shorten the statute of 

limitations for filing a case with the Commission or filing a complaint in court, including 

agreements that are currently in place.  The Administration supports the public policy aim of 

preventing coercive contract terms that contravene the rights of New Yorkers to pursue claims of 

discrimination within the time frames allowed by the New York City Human Rights Law.  The 

Law Department continues to review how the current draft comports with Constitutional contract 

law principles and New York caselaw.  In doing so, the Administration is analyzing legal 

considerations regarding the bill’s retroactive application to contracts that are already in place. 

The Administration looks forward to working with Council to ensure New Yorkers maintain the 

ability to vindicate their rights.  

 

Conclusion 

In closing, the Commission is committed to preventing and combating discrimination in New 

York City, and ensuring that individuals who experience discrimination and harassment in 
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housing, employment, and public spaces in violation of the human rights law have avenues for 

redress.  We appreciate the Council’s attention and commitment to addressing these issues, and 

we welcome your questions.   
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