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The great city can teach something that no university
by itself can altogether impart…a vivid sense of our
absolute dependence on one another.
Seth Low
Columbia University President, 1890—1901

LEGACIES and...

OPPORTUNITIES
For Columbia to be a beacon of justice and fairness, it must
be an exemplary neighbor, and our engagement in our
extended community must be of paramount importance.

Lee Bollinger
Columbia University President, 2002—present

Community Proposal:
A once-in-a-lifetime chance for Columbia University —
the largest landlord in Morningside Heights — to
meaningfully address our shared community’s
affordable housing crisis.
It would cost zero dollars.
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Line Commentary
Symbiosis

It’s a feature, not a bug. Communities depend on
mutually supportive relationships to succeed in
the long term. Though often seen as unusual,
they are, in fact, the essence of city life.
Ask any Morningsider and you’ll hear that a key

dynamic in our neighborhood is the interplay
among our numerous institutions and community members not affiliated with them.

Eight years before the subway

Long- and short-term residents, local business

May 2, 1896: An invitation to the Dedication of
Columbia’s Morningside Heights campus. The
seeds of our institutional-community relations
were sown on that day. We continue to collectively tend the fertile ground of our unique and
much-loved Manhattan plateau 125 years later.

owners and employees, municipal and health
care workers — each may have different assessments of these relationships, but all will
acknowledge their inescapable presence and influence.
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It has always been about give and take. What
does each party contribute to community life
and what does each take away from our shared
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4

Feature:

Symbiosis requires ongoing commitment to
communication and collaboration. In its absence, there is no real community and everyone
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loses.
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Let’s work toward the mutual-support option.
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Local Engagement
Comments & Questions
You can submit yours here.
•

Morningside heights has been home for myself and my family for over 50 years. I love my
neighborhood. I would love to get involved and help where I am needed. Stephanie W.

•

Your fight is our fight in the Seaport...I hope we can work together to save these irreplaceable
and important areas! Megan M., www.seaportcoalition.com

•

Volunteering: I am a social worker and administrator, now retired. I have experience in community organizing, as well. Joyce W.

MHCC Response:
•

It is critical that we develop effective and efficient ways to include more neighbors and fellow
advocates in our efforts to protect and improve Morningside Heights. It is in our shared interest as New Yorkers to connect with like-minded individuals and groups beyond this neighborhood and we will. Thank you for reaching out to MHCC.

Calendar

Volunteering

As COVID guidelines allow, we’re preparing

The vast majority of MHCC’s work is carried

for Morningside Revived, a community fair

out by volunteers — local residents, business

tentatively planned for this summer. This socially distanced event will allow us to recon-

owners, employees, students, and even visitors. We are grateful to them. If you’d like to

nect. We’re excited. Details are forthcoming.

be involved, please let us know here.

And...Action!
•

COVID vaccination appointments can be made here. Free COVID testing information is here.

•

In Morningside Heights, free COVID testing is available at:

•

•

Cathedral of St. John the Divine on 3/15-3/18 and 3/22-3/25, 9:30am—4pm

•

Manhattan School of Music on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays, 10am—4pm

•

The Riverside Church on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays, 9am—4pm

•

Health Center (21 Old Broadway) Mondays-Sundays, 9am—7pm

Please sign our petition to preserve Columbia University-owned rent-regulated apartments in
perpetuity for low-income, non-University-affiliated residents. (See pages 5-8).
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Columbia’s Golden Opportunity
Just as the University’s relocation to the high ground between 116th and 120th
Streets on the West Side of Manhattan was viewed as a singular opportunity
to enhance its standing and impacts during the Gilded Age, Columbia has
a unique chance to bolster its stature and contributions today.
It’s fitting that these circumstances have emerged six generations after the big move, during a new era of gross
wealth disparity in New York. If history rhymes, this is Alist rap.
We’ve all witnessed the gentrification on our blocks and,
in more recent years, the arrival of all-luxury residential
towers promoted by our institutional neighbors. These real estate deals have been eminently rational and lucrative.
They have also damaged our local culture, erased signifi-

cant portions of our architecture and history, and threatened the most important element of Morningside Heights’
notable — and diminishing — diversity: affordable housing.
No one lives in a vacuum and natural law dictates that
something can, must, will be done to address the challenges to our community. As pressure builds, local organizing
will gain momentum and committed neighbors will increasingly challenge the overdevelopment we are now experiencing. The practical aims of this
advocacy now include rezoning Morningside Heights, expanding our Historic District protec-

tions, securing Community Benefits Agreements with institutions and developers, and demanding more input on local construction projects.
Rest assured, these efforts will grow. However, a much
easier and more cost-effective way to begin addressing our
affordable housing crisis has emerged. In implementing it,
we can help secure our community’s diversity while addressing decades of misunderstanding and mistrust In our
neighborhood.
As Columbians will no doubt appreciate, this approach is
based on sustainability and the recycling of existing
resources.
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The Win-Win of 2021
ant, the University is able to return the unit to

It’s all very straightforward

market-rate status and multiply the monthly
rental fee. Again, this makes great sense, especially for an institution challenged in providing
accommodation to a growing population of stu-

During the Cold War,

dents and employees. However, at what point

Columbia purchased dozens
of privately owned residential
buildings throughout Morningside Heights. The University evicted hundreds, if not

does Columbia ex-

pand the practical application of its noble
sentiments on community-mindedness?

thousands, of tenants during
this process over several decades in order to expand the housing stock
available to its students and other University
affiliates.
This was an outrage to — and is still remembered bitterly by — many long-time residents
of our neighborhood. Some roots of the 1968
campus takeover can be attributed to these
practices. Through fierce community organizing, locally and across New York City and
State, tenancy laws were changed and Columbia was required to allow existing tenants to
remain in their

More urgently, when
does harm to the organic community of
Morningside Heights
become toxic, both to

non-affiliates and to
the University itself? It is likely that students
and other Columbians view and value our
neighborhood as more than just a campus. If
that is true, something must be done now.
Especially in the past year, the University’s students have become more active in local community issues, a deeply appreciated fact that

apartments under illustrates the nuances of local institutionalcommunity relations.
rent-regulation
legislation. For

Columbia could

years, though,

demonstrate our

Columbia has

“dependence on

used a legal

one another,” in

loophole which has led to the removal of

Seth Low’s words,

hundreds of units from the affordable hous-

by taking the fol-

ing marketplace.

lowing steps to

Today, when a Columbia-owned regulated
apartment is vacated either through the death
or voluntary relocation of a lease-holding ten-

protect our shared community. Many Univer-

sity affiliates already support these proposals.
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Here are the simple and cost-free actions that elected

officials and advocates are proposing to Columbia University:
1. End all current eviction proceedings against residents
of rent-regulated apartments owned by the University,
except in cases of disruptive behavior by residents;
2. Offer permanent, rent-regulated leases to non-leaseholding residents of Columbia-owned, rent-regulated
apartments;

3. Maintain the existing rent-regulated units as affordable
housing in perpetuity, offering leases to low-income local
families when the homes are vacated through the death
or voluntary relocation of current tenants;
4. Co-found and serve on a committee of community
members that meets regularly to meaningfully discuss
and address issues of shared concern to the University
and non-affiliated neighbors;
5. Join the effort to plan a celebratory announcement of Columbia’s acceptance of this pro-

posal and receive our community’s congratulations on the 125th anniversary of the University’s 1896 Dedication Ceremony.

Manhattan Community Board 9 and the Morningside Heights Community Coalition issued
resolutions in support of this proposal in 2020. This is the right time to agree on it. We are
thankful for the support of local and state officials who agree that the mutual victory in this
concept is unmistakable and will stimulate significant community development in our dynamic,
diverse, and unique neighborhood.

In the challenges of the past year, this can be a momentous silver lining — one which honors our
shared history and reinforces Columbia University’s legacies and opportunities.
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How You Can Help
If there were ever a perfect example of it “taking a village,” this is it.
MHCC appreciates the positive role Columbia University has played in our neighborhood over
the past 125 years. We also understand the University is not monolithic and embodies many,
often divergent, perspectives and agendas.

We believe it will take focused advocacy to achieve our objective of securing permanent rentregulated status for Columbia-owned apartments occupied by non-affiliates. We need input
and involvement from Morningside Heights community members who agree this is a critical
way of protecting existing affordable housing and taking an important step toward preserving
our neighborhood’s diversity.

Here’s how you can support this effort:
1. Please sign our petition;

2. Please help us with our tabling in Morningside
Heights, to ensure as many neighbors as possible understand and support our proposal;

3. Please join us at a socially distanced rally to express
our views to decision-makers at Columbia and convey our
good faith in proposing these changes to University policies, so they reflect current New York State tenancy laws.
(Details on this event are forthcoming.)

Thank you to all the Morningsiders engaged in efforts to protect and
improve our great community. Let’s now build on our momentum.
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News & Resources
Articles of Interest
Tribute -- Affordable Housing Advocate April Tyler -- Columbia Spectator
Force for Good in Morningside Heights (MHCC Executive Committee member Dave
Robinson quoted) – The Blue and White (Columbia’s undergraduate magazine)

Cornel West Leaving Harvard for Union Theological Seminary -- NY Times
New Restaurant Openings -- Robertas and Sapps -- Columbia Spectator
MHCC Pressures Columbia to Preserve Rent-Regulated Units (MHCC Quoted) -Columbia Spectator
COVID Outbreak at Columbia -- Columbia Spectator
111th Street Block Association Accomplishments (Featuring MHCC members) -Westside Rag

Local Support
This month we feature PA’LANTE, an esteemed tenants’ rights organization based just north of Morningside Heights. According to their website,
PA’LANTE organizes and empowers residents of New York City to hold
negligent landlords and property managers accountable for unsafe living

conditions through community advocacy, outreach, organizing effective
tenant associations, providing long-term technical assistance, and connecting individuals and tenant groups to legal services and housing benefits.
PA’LANTE’s s goal is to end tenant exploitation in order to enable lowincome community residents to remain in their homes and to ensure that
those homes are safe and affordable.
Thank you to PA’LANTE for representing those of us in need of support in maintaining our
homes in the local community.

A comprehensive list of local resources is here.
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Congratulations to the winners of last month’s trivia contest: Curt A., Jeff S., and Doug L.
(The correct answer was the Works Progress Administration.) Our winners received gift
certificates to Janoff’s Stationery, Hungarian Pastry, and University Hardware*

Morningside Profile
Along with puzzles, art, trivia, and Morningside Diary entries, we’re now adding community
profiles to our Back-Page Diversion. Please let us know if you’d like to recommend someone.

Here are Alexandra Kirk and Andrew Thomas, students at Columbia College from Rye, NY
and Reading, PA, respectively. Alex and Andrew have become active volunteers with a number
of campus and community organizations in Morningside Heights.
“"I immediately fell in love with Morningside Heights and couldn't help but get involved in supporting our neighbors and community, especially during COVID-19," said Thomas.
“As students, we’ve had a tough time during the pandemic,” added Kirk. “Because of this, I feel
a greater sense of connection now to long-time community residents.”
Thanks for being part of our community and for helping out, Alex and Andrew!

*This marks the unofficial start of MHCC’s formal support for local businesses. Stay tuned for an announcement
on our NYC Small Business Services grant to establish the Morningside Merchants Association (working title).10

