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INTRODUCTION

Chhaya is an organization dedicated to building the power, housing 
stability, and economic well-being of low-income South Asian and Indo-
Caribbean New Yorkers. In early 2019, the organization supported the 
launch of the Bangladeshi Tenant Union, the first South Asian Tenant 
Union in the country. Bangladeshi tenants in Queens were fighting 
against landlord harassment, as well as for greater language access, and 
organizers who were in relationship with Chhaya came in for support. 
As an organization seeking to build the power of South Asian and Indo-
Caribbean residents across the five boroughs, Chhaya suggested it 
may be useful to identify and build the union as a South Asian union 
— considering, for example, the usefulness of a unified political identity 
to engage with broader power structures within the city. Bangladeshi 
organizers, however, felt differently. Not only were the tenants in the 
buildings they were organizing predominantly Bangladeshi, they also 
pointed out the unique identity that Bangladeshi Americans possess 
within the South Asian diaspora in the United States, particularly with 
respect to religious and class-based oppression. Organizers also wanted 
to build upon already-existing, Bangladeshi-led mutual aid networks 
across the city. 

As Chhaya continues to 
grow as an organization, 
it has confronted this 
question of how to build 
trust with a broad diversity of 
communities that fall under 
the Indo-Caribbean and 
South Asian bucket — each 
with specific needs, issues, cultures, and ways of 
building community. In particular, how should the 
organization build a social home — and collective 
power — across this diaspora, while also enabling 
its members to organize within their own identities 
(i.e. nationality) and build power for their own 
constituency?

Key Question: 
How does Chhaya 
facilitate collective 
South-Asian/
Indo-Caribbean 
power while also 
enabling smaller 
constituencies to 
build their own 
power?

Homes within 
the Home

Theme

FIGURE 1: 

Bangladeshi Tenant Union Flyer
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Organizational Overview and History
With centers in the Queens neighborhoods of Jackson Heights 
and Richmond Hill, Chhaya provides direct services to its 
constituency while also organizing and advocating to remove 
structural barriers that constituents face. Chhaya has grown 
in parallel with the emergence of a South Asian identity 
within the United States — and a correlating power-building 
framework — over the past 20 years. Annetta Seecharran 
shares how this mirrors her personal experience as a South 
Asian leader: “My generation, in the mid- to late 1990s, saw 
that we were this fractured group of people from the diaspora, 
all waking up to this awareness like, ‘Our needs are great, we’re 
not represented. Nobody’s paying attention to us.’ We saw the 
need to come together and form a collective identity.”

Chhaya’s direct services fall into three core programming 
pillars: housing (down-payment assistance, home ownership programs), economic justice 
(accessing the Earned Income Tax Credit), and immigration (guidance through the citizenship 
process). Connecting across all of these pillars, Chhaya also mobilizes members around civic 
engagement — for example, conducting voter participation, organizing direct actions, and raising 
awareness of the 2020 Census. Chhaya’s organizational structure consists of 16 staff, including 
two paid organizers. 

Examples of the organization’s campaign work include:

 � Our City, Our Vote — Coalition of 50+ BIPOC and labor organizations (including several 
East and South Asian organizations) advocating for legislation that would permit lawfully 
present residents and those with work authorizations to join political parties and vote in 
municipal elections

 � 15% and Growing — Local advocacy effort targeting New York City Council to 
increase investments in language-accessible programs (digital inclusion, college and 
career readiness, legal services, mental health, older adult services, and neighborhood 
development) for low-income and/or foreign-born Asians in New York City

From Direct Service to Membership 
Chhaya cultivates its base by creating a pathway between its direct service provision, political 
education, and organizing. It also provides space for a population that is traditionally viewed as 
unwilling to engage in traditional organizing. Chhaya describes itself as a service organization 
first and foremost, and utilizes trust built via service provision to engage members in political 
education and organizing. “We think of all of our programs as part of a whole,” Seecharran says. 
“[An incoming member] may want to be a first-time home buyer, then they come in and realize, 
oh wait — there’s this thing called credit. And then they say, ‘Wait, you’re teaching English 
language classes? Maybe I need that.’ This is our framework.” 

Chhaya is an 
organization 
dedicated to 
building the power, 
housing stability, 
and economic well-
being of low-income 
South Asian and 
Indo-Caribbean New 
Yorkers. 
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Clients coming in to resolve a landlord issue are invited 
to think about how the issue may also be impacting their 
neighbors, to speak with their neighbors, and decide if they 
want to form a tenant association. Chhaya provides skills-
building and infrastructure to support this work, but focuses 
on individual member transformation and decision-making. 
“We’re not going to force you. You’ve got a job. You’ve got a 
family,” Seecharran says. “But if we can get them to door-
knock with us, then we’re developing tenant leaders — and 
then they’re census leaders for that building, etc.” 

Building Collective Identity While 
Accounting for Identity Differences
Centering the experiences and leadership of specific sub-
populations within the South Asian and Indo-Caribbean 
diaspora can sometimes make it easier to reach constituency 
groups that may not be inclined to engage in organizing 
work. Staff reflect these unique identities. “There’s a lot 
that gets communicated beyond words, beyond language, 
spoken language,” Seecharran says. “A sense of how people 
feel welcome. How they feel seen. How they feel valued. We 
have a Tibetan person running our first-time home buyer 
program and a large number of our clients in that program 
are Tibetans. That makes them want to continue to come 
back and participate.” 

Chhaya focuses on ensuring people “feel seen” as they build 
both individual power-centers and collective power. For 
example, Deputy Director Will Spisak points out that there 
is much work to be done internally to create relationships 
between members, but that this is secondary to meeting 
individuals where they are at and ensuring that their direct-
service needs are met as well. “To your brand new immigrant 
who comes from Bangladesh, or who doesn’t have 
particularly fond memories of Pakistan, or fond memories 
of a Pan South Asian identity — or Indian folks who don’t 
necessarily see Indo-Caribbeans as one and the same with 
them — we still have to break down those barriers somehow 
… We shouldn’t expect them to be where other folks are, 
but we have to figure out how we get there collectively.” 
This approach is distinct from traditional social services 
organizations that do not necessarily connect the dots 

“A sense of how 
people feel welcome. 
How they feel seen. 
How they feel valued. 
We have a Tibetan 
person running our 
first-time home buyer 
program and a large 
number of our clients 
in that program 
are Tibetans. That 
makes them want 
to continue to come 
back and participate.”

“[An incoming 
member] may want 
to be a first-time 
home buyer, then they 
come in and realize, 
oh wait — there’s this 
thing called credit. 
And then they say, 
‘Wait, you’re teaching 
English language 
classes? Maybe I 
need that.’ This is our 
framework.”
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between different experiences amongst nationality- or ethnicity-based groups to identify areas 
for solidarity and collective advocacy on structural issues.

Chhaya acknowledges that its work lies first in getting potential members in the door, and then 
in drawing clear connections between the direct services people are accessing and how power 
structures impact their communities’ conditions. One way that the organization achieves this 
is by simultaneously creating space for individual identity-based groups (by nationality, for 
example), to build their own power, while also providing a membrane of connectivity between 
the distinct groups. Chhaya believes this distributed power approach has led to concrete 
outcomes. 

For example, one pillar of the Bangladeshi Tenant Union’s platform focused on basement 
legalization. Many low-income immigrant and refugee New Yorkers coming into Chhaya relied 
on basement apartments both for affordable housing (for tenants) as well as extra income 
(for homeowners), but were finding these apartments ruled illegal by the city. Through the 
Bangladeshi Tenant Union’s efforts, a pilot program was launched in Spring 2019 in which 
low- and middle-income homeowners could apply for low- or no-interest loans to convert their 
basements into legally compliant rentals. In February 2020, Mayor Bill de Blasio included legal 
recognition of basement apartments in his Blueprint to Save Our City.  

Spisak reflects on this approach in terms of Chhaya’s ongoing strategic decision-making 
about where to invest its resources. “It’s like a chicken and egg thing — are we getting a lot of 
Bangladeshi tenants because we have a Bangladeshi tenant organizer? Or is it the other way 
around? … Part of the challenge of being such a wide umbrella and diverse organization is 
ideally we would have maybe one organizer from each community on each project.” This type of 
depth, however, has been difficult for an organization of Chhaya’s size and budget to achieve. 

Even without this level of infrastructure, however, 
Chhaya has seen a feedback loop develop from 
its “sub-home” work back into direct service. For 
example, several of the Bangladeshi members 
who came into the organization via tenant 
organizing are now also receiving one-on-one 
case management services, as well as booking 
appointments to meet with financial counselors 
and receive tax prep. This bidirectional pathway 
(Figure 2) — from direct service to organizing 
as well as organizing to direct service — is 
strengthened by Chhaya’s commitment to meet 
potential members in community spaces that 
they already belong to and are familiar with. 
“Some of our programs, wholesale, were pretty 
much just developed to get people in the door so 
that we can talk to them,” Spisak says.

FIGURE 2: 

Chhaya’s 
Bidirectional 
Pathway
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Chhaya has found success in working through that process backwards — organizing people 
and later offering direct services. “Our Bangladeshi tenant union members, for instance, are now 
receiving one-on-one case management service for their tenant issues. But they’re also booking 
appointments,” Spisak says. “We have about 40 of them, I think, that have booked appointments 
to meet with our financial counselor, just to talk about finances, particularly during this COVID 
time.” This depth of interaction speaks to the presence of trust and provides a foundation for 
Chhaya to continue building up engagement with members.  

Conclusion
Chhaya brought its commitment to supporting constituent groups and member leadership to 
their strategy on the Tenants Union. Seecharran speaks to the member-driven decision-making 
on the Union: “We internally came up with the idea of the South Asian Tenant Union. But 
[members] felt that it would be stronger if it was the Bangladeshi Tenant Union. I think both can 
exist — but I think that actually is indicative of an evolution, and a growing social capital.”


