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I’m speaking in reference to the University Budget Request (Calendar Item 3. F.) and in support 

of a CUNY budget that includes funding of contractual salary increases. My name is Lorraine 

Cohen, I am a Professor of Sociology and I am currently Chairperson of the Social Science 

Department at LaGuardia Community College. I have taught at CUNY for approximately 25 

years of my professional career. During that time I have been a witness to the dramatic decline of 

investment in public higher education. As a faculty member of a community college I am 

especially cognizant of the impact of budget cuts made by the state to the budgets of community 

colleges over a period of at least 5 years. As the 2016 budget request from CUNY management 

shows, the State base aid for the community colleges in 2014 is still less than the base aid the 

community colleges received in 2008-2009. 

 

How is CUNY functioning given the cuts in state and city funding? Increasingly CUNY has 

coped with this decline in public investment by passing the costs of funding the University onto 

the students and their families. If we look at the pie chart included in CUNY’s budget proposal, 

it clearly demonstrates that the city and state together are contributing 36% of the cost of CUNY, 

56% is covered by tuition which has continually increased over the last 5 years. For the 66% of 

students at the community colleges whose family income is less than $30,000 a year this is a 

huge hardship. Despite the myth that financial aid covers all of these students the facts are that 

thousands do not get financial aid for various reasons. Financial aid does not cover the full cost 

of higher education for large numbers of our students.  

 



The other strategy that CUNY has used to cover its costs has been to create a two-tier labor 

system that exploits thousands of part-timers who work for much lower wages than full-timers 

and without job security and full benefits. Though full-time instructional staff members are in 

much better shape than contingent workers, we too have experienced a decline in our standard of 

living because salaries have not kept up with the cost of living in New York City. Anecdotally 

from speaking to Chairpersons at the college, I have heard stories from my colleagues about 

faculty who declined job offers because they felt that the salary they were offered was 

significantly lower than what they needed at what we would call a “middle class” standard of 

living in the metropolitan NYC area.  

 

For faculty who did not buy coops or houses thirty years ago, or who do not live in rent 

stabilized apartments, the situation has reached a point of crisis. The Wall Street Journal reports 

that the average cost of rentals in NYC is now more than $3000 a month. The average price of 

rental in the rest of the US is $1000. The New York Times compares the cost of living in a city 

like Boston, which is not cheap, to the cost of living in New York. To live decently in Boston a 

family of 4 needs a salary of $68,000. In New York the cost-of-living calculator indicates that a 

family needs $89,204. The vast majority of assistant professors, the line on which the majority of 

new faculty are hired, do not start making that kind of money for many years. Even on the 

associate professor line faculty have to go up many steps to reach that salary level.  

 

We have not had a new contract for four and a half years. That means that faculty and staff have 

not had a raise, while food, shelter, and transportation costs continue to increase. Those at the 

bottom of each title are really suffering. It is not possible to live on one salary for $30,000-

45,000 a year. If a faculty or staff member is living alone, or is a single parent, the situation is 

really frightening. Even among those who are partnered the economic crisis has hit many two-

salaried couples as a result of layoffs of spouses or partners.  

 

CUNY has set its sights on hiring academic stars with much higher salaries than the rest of the 

CUNY faculty. This is the message between the lines in its own budget request. We believe that 

this vision of rewarding the few at the expense of the many demonstrates an utter lack of respect 

for the thousands of faculty and staff who work hard every day and are deeply committed to 



CUNY’s mission. CUNY’s proposed budget and its failure to compel the city and state to make a 

decent contract offer further contributes to the increasing inequality that plagues our city. The 

governor’s actions tell us that he cares more about the profit levels and personal wealth of his 

funders than the lives of the thousands of students that CUNY serves and the faculty and staff 

that make this university what it is. There are solutions out there in the form of restructuring the 

tax burden. You the trustees must become strong advocates for the funding of CUNY, arguing 

for tuition relief for our students, and a contract offer that includes good salaries and benefits and 

good working conditions for all of the employees of CUNY. 


