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\dvocates view proposal as
ey for eviction pmceedmgs
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Onacold Friday moming in Yonkers, a steady flow
“tenants waited in court pews for their eviction cases
'be heard. Fewhad legal representation. Nearly every
ndlord present sat alongside an attorney.

Inside the third-floor courtroom, soimne tenants ap-
sared confused hearing Judge Ada Medina’s oxders
: the motions from landlords’ coumsels.

4 bill being considered in advance of New York’s
scoming budget deadtine aims to disrupt this imbal-
1ce by guaranteeing tenants’right to counsel in evic-
m proceedings across the state.

About a dozen people gathered in acirclein the hall-
ay otrtside the courtrooin. The group was there to see
dction cases. )

“They have to be advocates for themselves just to
1 basic due process,” said Katy Lasell, an organizer
ith the New York City Right-to-Counsel Coalition,
hich supports legal r.epresentatlon for tenants in
iction cases.

“It becotnes a full-time job,” Denms Hanraity, weat-
g & Yankees cap and a gold cxoss, replied. As the ex-
utwe director of the nonprofit Mount Vernon United
nants, Hanratlty has worked on eviction eases for
ore than four decades.

s would right-to-counse! work in New York?

The right-to-coumsel bill under consideration
wid establish a state Office of Civil Representation
provide tenants with attorneys in eviction cases.
Along with requiring information on tenants’ rights
ncluding written notice of the vight to counsel before
¥ court filing or proceeding ~ the office could con-
et organizations te represent people in coutt. Fail-
tto comply with the law could resultin vacating any
zctmn warrants, the bill said.

“Eviction is a complex legal procedure, and you

“We see the numbers, and we also know that there’s
a story behind every single number,” says Angel
Gray, Program and policy manager at the
Westchester Children’ s Association.
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shouldn’t expect any layperson to be able te navigate
it,” said Sen. Rachel May, D-Syracuse, who authored
the bill. “Landiords virtually always have a lawyer.

“if the tenant doesn't have a lawyar, then that's an
imbalance in the process.”

Gov. Kathy Hochul aims to build more housing for
New Yorkers amid negotiafions with Senate and As-
sembly leadership to pass a budget due April 1. Mean-
while, legislators have pushed for policies like “Good

Cause Eviction” to limit filings that proponents say al- -

ready inundate courts and shelter systems by forcing
people frorm theirhomes.

The Assembly one-house budget resolution inchad-
edlanguage to provide legal representation for tenants
in eviction proceedings, But advocates said it fell shoit
on funding, as compared with the funding amomxt
that May’s right-to-counsel bill allocates, -

It's éstimated to cost $500 millicn orice implement-

ed; a Senate memorandum said. Costs are expected to

decrease, and proponents said it would save public
dollars with fewer people homeless or in shelters, or
famiiies being bused because students now lrve fur-
ther from school.

“We see the ntiinbers, and we also know that there’s
a story behind every single number,” Angel Gray, the
program and policy mauager at the nonprofit West-
chester Children’s Association, told gatherers outside
Yonkers City Court.

Less than 10% of Wes&zhester tenants hawe
legal aid

In January, attorneys from two legal aid nonprofits
— Legal Services of the Hudson Valley and the Hudson
Valley Justice Center — represented tenamts in about
12% of appearances for eviction cases in Yonkers, the
ofganizations tallied. Some tenants sought private
counsel.

But less than 10% of tenants across Westchester
Coumty have legal representation in. eviction cases,
compared with more than 90% of landtords, according
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to analysis of state court system filings from the local

" right-to-counsel coalition. These numbers reflect

statewide trends,

Former Yonkers Councilwoman Lotraine Lopez, 57,
recently experienced an eviction proceeding.

“I didn’t think something like this would happen to
me,” Lopez said.

In January 2022, she broke her leg on ice outside
her third-floor walkup. Lopeg’s landlord worried she -
would sue, Lopez said. She was served an eviction no-
tice, for what she described as not having a lease and
renting month-to-month. She put it off, but she Te-
ceived a notice to appear in court this past Valentine’s
Day. - .

In court, her attorney, from the nonproﬁt Lega] Ser-
vices of the Hudson Valley, resolved the matter with
the landlord’s attorney for het to move out in May, Lio-
pez said. She’s found a new apartment.

What other localities Ihawe increased legat zid
for tenants?

In 2017, New York City passed right-to-counsel for
low-income temants. A 2018 city Gffice of Civil Justice
report found 84% of tenants represented by lawyers in
eviction cases were able to remain in their homes.

Since then, renters who have attormeys under New
‘York City’s law have reportedly dmpped partly due to
the sheer number of pending cases elogging courts
since pandemic-era eviction moratoria expired. There
are also too few attoineys to represent tenants, and
fudges are moving ahead with eases.

I 2021, Westchester legislators moved to study
right-to-counsel m the county. County Execuiive
George Latimer told the USA TODAY Network New
York he didn't need a study to support the méasure. Tn
May 2022, he proposed an Office of Housing Counsel
to give legal counsel to low-income tenants in eviction
pmceedjngs The bill has remained in committee.-

“What we're asking here is for a level playing field”
Iegislator Chris Jobnsen, D-Yonkers, said. “You have
an attorney, I have an attorney, And let’s come to the
facts”

A state measure could be the best option amid case
increases returning to pre-pandeimnic levels, advocates
said. A county law could only do so much, Johnson
added. B

Walking to panhandle, Bryan Leonardoe, 50, saw
people gathered in front of Yonkers City Court. He
joined their toux, entering the courthouse that he sadd
evicted hire from his home in 2018.

“I'mhomeless,” he told the group. “Now that I know
about advocatmg for yourself and seeking counsei ...

don’t think T would have been evicted”

As the group readied to sit in the eourtroom pews,
one man emerged from the clerk’s office across the
hall. He stood outside the circle of people. He had
guestions about his case, too.

Eduarde Cuevas covers race and justice for the USA
TODAY Network of New York. He can be reqched at EM-
Cuevasl@gunneit.com and fo!lowed on  Twiiter
@eduardomeiievos. -
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ATTENTION MOUNT VERNON TENANTS!!

‘_We’re fighting for you!

. We're fighting for all Tenants!

-MVUT Processed over Four Hundred and Fifty (450) Emergency Rental Assistance Program {ERAP}
Grants- Stopping virtually all ev1ct10ns' :

-MVUT Stopped Dozens of other Evictions!
-MVUT Currently has Four (4) active Building Organizing Campaigns

-MVUT Is actively trying to get a Statewide “Right to Counsel” Bill Passed!

-MVUT Is Preparing to testify at the Westchester Rent Guidelines Board (WRGB) against rent increases

-MVUT Is assisting dozens of tenants every week in their Landlord /Tenant Battles

You can help us win more Battles!
You can help us Stop more Evictions!
- You can help us organize more Buildings!

~ You can help make the Building Dept. better ‘
enforce the Building Code and Improve Building’s Conditions!

You can help us fight for more affordable Rents!

How can you help? You can join MVUT (Just $20.00/Annual Fee} and make an additional contribution.
Plus, you can get others in your building to join and support MVUT!!

__ Yes, I want to help MVUT! Enclosed find my contribution of:
$25 $50 $100 __ $200 Other

N:ame: _ Address:

Telephone: Email:




