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INTRODUCTION

Make the Road New York (MRNY) is a statewide organization that 
provides holistic support to immigrant families in New York through direct 
services and community organizing. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit 
New York in the spring of 2020, MRNY lost more than 100 members in 
just the Queens office alone. An organizer and ten-year member, Aracelly 
Cantos describes the pain and hardship of the last year: “I live in Jackson 
Heights, Queens … the global pandemic’s epicenter. Friends, coworkers, 
family [were] dying everywhere. Every person in Queens has someone 
that is not here right now.” MRNY went into crisis. Members and leaders 
throughout the organization lost loved ones, income, employment, and 
stability to the crisis.  

Policymakers at both the state and federal level exacerbated the 
challenges MRNY faced. State and federal COVID-19 aid excluded 
1.2 million undocumented and incarcerated people even though they 
remained on the frontlines since day one of the state emergency. New 
York’s rent relief program also left out many mixed-status immigrant 
families, and 9 out of 10 Latina immigrants suffered job loss. Further, 
MRNY’s organizing model had the bottom pulled out from under it. How 
could an organization that built community through in-person committee 
meetings and shared meals sustain that community when people could 
not gather? What could an organization whose work depended on 
high-touch relational organizing do to meet the desperate needs of its 
constituency? “We all recognize that nothing that we do is possible if 
we’re not recognizing the dire realities particularly in this moment,” noted 
Daniel Altschuler, Director of Politics and Strategic Communications Civic 
Engagement and Research. How could MRNY respond to the dire need in 
both an immediate and holistic way?

Organizational Overview and History 
Founded in response to welfare reforms in the 1990s, MRNY is an 
organization with a 24-year legacy of community organizing and direct service — including 
education, legal, and health resources — across the state of New York. “We derive our name 
from the Spanish poem,” says former co-executive director Javier Valdés, referring to Antonio 
Machado’s [Traveler, your footprints]. “We make [the] road by walking through … it is something 
that we’re all learning, and we make the road together.” This ethos of collective unity, power, and 
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dynamic evolution shapes MRNY’s conceptual definition of “social home” and its power when 
responding to crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Over time, the organization has built up quite a significant base of members and resources. 
The organization employs around 240 staff members. Its constituency is made of working-class 
communities of color and undocumented immigrants. Between January 2015 and February 2021, 
47,549 people participated (i.e. had some contact) with MRNY, and its membership grew from 
15,513 to 24,311 people. 

Pathways to Participation
Among grassroots organizations, MRNY stands out for its 
ability to transform people who come to the organization for 
direct service into leaders advocating for systemic solutions 
to organizing and building power. “People come because 
they need a service and eventually stick around for years,” 
says co-executive director Jose Lopez. Understanding this 
framework exposes the organization’s high-touch relational 
model —in which staff, organizers, and members engage in 
intensive relationship-building with one another— and its 
important balance between scale and depth.

As a direct service organization, MRNY offers adult education classes, youth training and college 
access help, legal services, and health services. The legal services encompass housing, public 
benefits, employment and workplace justice, immigration, and civil rights as well as TGNCIQ 
(standing for trans, gender nonconforming, intersex, and queer – an intentional choice by MRNY 
to center trans and gender nonconforming identities first) justice. MRNY’s health services 
include health insurance 
enrollment assistance, 
TGNCIQ health advocacy, 
nutrition support and food 
pantry, and SNAP enrollment. 
On average, individuals 
engage with 2.5 services; yet 
these service enrollments 
are often only the beginning. 
MRNY’s direct service 
programming often serves as a 
stepping-stone to “stickiness” 
with the organization: 65.7% 
of members who participated 
in both service and organizing 
first encountered MRNY 
through a service. Further, 

MAKE THE ROAD NEW YORK BUILDS THE POWER OF IMMIGRANT AND 
WORKING CLASS COMMUNITIES TO ACHIEVE DIGNITY AND JUSTICE.
Make the Road New York deploys the multiple intersecting strategies necessary to eradicate poverty and 
oppression individually and at scale. Community members exercise leadership in all aspects of organizational 
decision making and stay engaged for the long term. This allows the organization to develop the solutions and 
power necessary to rewrite the rules of the game.

TARGET POPULATION: MRNY is a working-class people’s organization rooted in immigrant and black communities, especially 
strong in the Latinx community historically, but with doors open to all across downstate NY.

STRATEGIES AND SERVICES: Legal and Health Survival Services • Transformative Education • Community Organizing • Policy 
Innovation
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INITIAL ENGAGEMENT

• Campaigns win legislative advancements, public 
budget improvements

• Public pressure halts abuse from landlords and 
employers or secures peoples release from 
detention

• Individuals complete training and take on 
leadership roles in the organization (such as board 
members)

• 
to non-donor community members

• Individuals demonstrate educational gain on 
standardized tests

• 
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• Young people develop leadership skills and move on 
to college

MEDIUM-TERM OUTCOMES

• People attend ESL or other training 
classes

• Lawyer or paralegal advise client and 
assess legal options

• Health advocates assess family needs 
and determine eligibility

• Young people access peer counseling 
and training programs

• Press conferences, protests, legal 
drafting, and lobbying advance 
campaign strategy

• Similary impacted members form 
committees, meet regularly, and plan 
campaigns

• Members/participants become new, 
active, and retained 

• Members knock on doors for non-
partisan civic engagement
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Jose Lopez, Co-Executive Director
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79.6% of organizing participants (people who have participated in a committee meeting or 
action) had either a legal or health service case or a completed class. MRNY is able to go 
beyond transactional direct service because of its intentional approach to transforming people’s 
ability to take action.

After first talking with an organizer to better understand the direct need and case referral 
information, members are pushed to think about whether or not their issue is an individual issue 
or a systemic issue. This one-on-one contact serves as a crucial pivot in guiding the person from 
direct service to membership-based action. Julissa Bisono, Co-Director of Organizing, describes 
the process: “The organizers will sit with them, talk to them … hear them out, agitate them, 
and get them to commit to something.” This process of first listening so someone can tell their 
story — some for the first time — is strategic and impactful. “When I was the workplace justice 
organizer,” Bisono says, “I used to see … a lot of day laborers who are by themselves in this 
country, don’t even have a family member who they could come to talk or tell them about their 
status, because many are in fear … there’s also race, there’s their identity, there is their economic 
status. We’re all in this together.” At this stage, people are invited to “come to a committee 
meeting [and] join us for action.” According to Lopez, people soon realize that “[MRNY] is an 
institution that wants to help me address the need now, but also wants to help me understand 
and build power to make sure there’s not a need ever again for that kind of service.” The one-on-
one conversation provides an entry point into MRNY’s tri-support model, built on vital services, 
community organizing, and policy work.

For instance, Cantos immigrated to the United States from Ecuador when she was nine. She 
entered MRNY through participating in their three-month English class. Upon enrolling, she 
met Bisono, who then introduced her to the Basta committee for housing justice. Today, MRNY 
is Cantos’s “big passion” as a pivotal organizer and leader within the community. “I feel very 
grateful because I never imagined that my life would change 100 percent.” Cantos’s pathway 
from direct service to deeper social-home engagement and organizing represents a key part of 
MRNY’s power-building capacity. “When I started, I saw the big immigrant community, that we 
are so powerful and we are so strong,” Cantos says. “At the same time, not all know they have 
the power in their hands. It’s like, for example, if you had one million dollars in the bank but 
you don’t know and you think you are poor and have no money. But you’re rich. Our immigrant 
communities are very powerful [together].” 

Leadership Structures
Where the one-on-one meeting invites people-powered action through an initial sense of 
solidarity, MRNY’s holistic, decentralized leadership structure further encourages people to 
put their hands on the levers of change. The Youth Power program exemplifies the bottom-
up leadership that MRNY believes is pivotal to maintaining its mission. Since the program’s 
start, 80% of all the staff that have worked as paid employees for Youth Power are alumni of 
the program themselves; their personal experience equips them with the tools to continue 
connecting and leading. Antonio Alarcon, a Youth Power alumnus, reiterates that when joining 
MRNY, “you are not just a number in the organization. You are becoming a part of a structure 
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that … wants to build a network of future organizers and future leaders in the community.” 

The Youth Power program operates within four of the five community centers across New 
York City (Staten Island, Long Island, Queens, and Brooklyn). The program meets twice a 
week (at respective sites): One session is dedicated to political education and the other is for 
MRNY’s larger campaign work. Youth enter the program on a rolling basis. Some locations 
have long-standing relationships with local high schools that provide a direct line, but often 
youth are referred to the program through their peers, networks, or MRNY base organizers who 
understand the social fabric of the city. While there is no membership fee, there are membership 
expectations, including “working to transform your community,” in the words of program co-
director Kesi Foster. Political education workshops cover everything from “organizing skills” 
to “public speaking to recruiting members to identifying issues and analyzing issues … [to] 
restorative justice and how to build safe communities.” Each site can have anywhere from 10-–30 
young people coming consistently. 

The Youth Power program’s eight-week 
intensive summer program is modeled after 
MRNY’s leadership school, in which discussions 
about sexism, racism, and transphobia push 
members to “unlearn systems of oppression” 
that they have been taught. The school is 
constructed in three stages. The first stage 
is geared towards core 101-level instruction, 
which covers the organization’s history and 
exposes youth to basic community organizing. 
The second stage is a 201-level course that 
focuses on building organizing skills. The third 
stage (still in the planning mode with a hopeful 
2021 launch) is application and implementation. 
Paired with MRNY leadership, the organizer is 
tasked with executing campaigns and building a 
base committee. 

MRNY organizes its work by geography to 
ensure that people across New York have a 
place they can call a social home. MRNY’s 
organizing work is relational, but also takes into 
account scale and strategic geography. MRNY’s 
five community centers in Brooklyn, Queens, 
Staten Island, Long Island, and Westchester 
(note Table 1) provide a geographic base for 
MRNY’s multi-faceted “high-touch model.” 
Within each of these sites, MRNY organizes 
around seven issues: education, health justice, 
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Dear Ryann,

This week we witnessed with perfect clarity that white supremacy is here and thriving. 
Trump has enabled and encouraged his supporters’ hateful violence and has spent the 
past four years enacting white supremacist policies which directly harm so many of us. 

Grassroots organizing led by Black and Brown people is the way to build a better future — 
one that is truly democratic and grounded in values of freedom and justice. No matter who 
is in office in Washington, Make the Road is here. We are ready to continue Þghting for the 
respect and dignity of our members and communities across the country and here in New 
York.

We are urgently addressing the ongoing crises facing our communities. Immigrant, Black, 
Brown, and TGNCIQ+ communities are hurting more than ever from the impacts of the 
pandemic, struggling to make rent and feed their families. Meanwhile, New York's 120 
billionaires grew $77 billion richer during the pandemic — to a total net worth of $600 
billion. This tremendous disparity is another symptom of an economic system built on 
exploitation and white supremacy.

This week, we held our Þrst actions of the year. We launched the Invest In Our New York 
campaign along with over 100 grassroots, labor, and community organizations and state 
elected officials. The Invest In Our New York Act would be the most progressive 
legislation to raise revenue in New York State ever, by ending tax breaks for the 
wealthiest New Yorkers. As we continue to deal with the devastating impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it is important that New York State takes bold action to rebuild our 
economy.

The Invest in Our New York Act is a package of 6 bills that would raise $50 billion to help 
our New York recover. Learn more about the Invest In Our New York campaign here 
and take action!

This week has been incredibly overwhelming, but know that we are thinking of all of you 
with a lot of love and will continue to be bold to build the power of our people. 

We will win and we will do it along with all of you, our members, staff, and allies.

With love and solidarity, 

-- Javier H. Valdés & Deborah Axt, Co-Executive Directors

 Donate to Support Our Work! 

Make the Road New York (MRNY) builds the power of immigrant and working class communities to achieve dignity and justice through
organizing, policy innovation, transformative education, and survival services. We have 24,000+ members and operate Þve community

centers in Bushwick, Brooklyn; Jackson Heights, Queens; Port Richmond, Staten Island; Brentwood, Long Island; and White Plains,
Westchester County.
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Dear Ryann,

We have incredible news! In our federal lawsuit Batalla Vidal v. Wolf, Judge Garaufis just 
ordered the Trump administration to begin accepting new DACA applications for the first time 
since 2017!

We will begin submitting applications immediately, and we need your help. A generous donor has 
offered to match donations for DACA applications up to $40,000! Every dollar you give will be 
doubled!

The judge ordered that DACA must be restored to its 2012 original form--reopening DACA to 
first-time applicants, restoring work authorization and renewals to two-years and making travel on 
advance parole more widely available. 

Our legal team has been working non-stop since 2017 to fight this cruel policy in federal court, and 
to provide support to impacted members. Our lawyers have been working alongside co-counsel at 
the National Immigration Law Center and Jerome N. Frank Legal Services Organization at Yale 
Law School. Thank you to our partners for your hard work!

Our members, who were plaintiffs in the case alongside Make the Road NY, helped restore 
this program for hundreds of thousands of young immigrants across the country!

We want to take a moment to thank Martin, Eliana, Carolina, Antonio, Carlos, Johana, Ximena, 
M.B.F and Sonia. They demonstrated immense bravery--in the face of attacks by this 
administration--and brought their stories into the public, to help other young people secure safety 
in this country. 

As Johana said:

Immigrant youth have resisted this cruel administration’s continuous attacks, and once 
more we have won. Now, first-time applicants like me will be able to have access to the 
DACA program and current recipients will be able to breathe a little easier as DACA is 
restored to its original form. I am now able to look forward to returning to school, and feel 
safe that I won’t be separated from my community. 

Can you donate today to help us celebrate and get to work supporting young people like 
Johana in applying for DACA? Your donation will be matched dollar for dollar. A gift of $495 will 
enable us to cover two full DACA application fees. We greatly appreciate your support at any level.

All eligible individuals are encouraged to consult with an immigration attorney to apply or renew 
their DACA immediately. Learn more here at NYDACA.org & DACAClassAction.org

DACA has enabled so many of our members to work, go to school, travel and so much more. We 
can't wait for more young people to have access to the sense of security and opportunity that 
DACA brings. 

Thank you for your support!

In solidarity, 

-- Javier H. Valdés & Deborah Axt, Co-Executive Directors
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Make the Road New York (MRNY) builds the power of Latino and working class communities to achieve dignity and justice through
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Dear Ryann,

Today marks a critical win for immigrant New Yorkers. 

The Protect Our Courts Act (POCA) has just been signed into law. This legislation, which is 
a result of our organizing, makes it unlawful for any law enforcement officer, including 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) to make an arrest in or near state 
courthouses. 

For years ICE has intimidated immigrant communities by conducting arrests in state courthouses, 
and using abusive tactics. They have aggressively lurked at or around courthouses, arresting 
immigrants who are showing up for their court appearances. This instilled deep fear in immigrant 
communities, deterred community members from trying to access the legal system and 
undermined due process across the state. 

POCA is now law in New York, and will help ensure equal access to courts for ALL New 
Yorkers, regardless of immigration status. This is a critical step towards decriminalizing our 
communities.

Immigration enforcement is on the rise again and ensuring safe access to our justice system is 
absolutely critical. Will you donate to support our continued efforts to keep immigrant New 
Yorkers safe?

As ICE intimidated immigrant New Yorkers in our state's courts, we fought alongside community 
advocates and immigrants  We thank lead bill sponsors, Senator Brad Hoylman and 
Assemblymember Michaelle Solages, the Immigrant Defense Project, and the ICE Out of Courts 
coalition for all their work to pass this legislation.

Donate today to continue the fight.

¡Sí se pudo!

-- Javier H. Valdés & Deborah Axt, Co-Executive Directors
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Make the Road New York (MRNY) builds the power of immigrant and working class communities to achieve dignity and justice through
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housing and environmental justice, immigration, policing and criminal justice, TGNCIQ justice, 
and workplace justice. Committees represent each issue area, and they meet on a weekly basis 
at each location. Leadership teams constructed of 10-12 member volunteers from across the five 
community centers meet once a month to “help set the tone, strategy, and agenda for the issue” 
campaigns on the macro-organization-level. From 2015–2021, MRNY recorded 107,742 organizing 
attendances (i.e. participation at a committee meeting or another action) — an average of 1,456 
per month. 

Because of the consistent focus that MRNY brings to building constituencies and offering them 
pathways to leadership, the organization has a robust base of people organized to take action. 
Average attendance ranges between 40 and 120 people per week, per committee meeting. 
Such strong engagement stems from an underlying sense of community. MRNY staff members 
describe the organization’s strong “sense of family … people will say again and again how it feels 
like a second home.” Valdés says that after every meeting, “we all break bread and have dinner 
together. And we also provide childcare so the parents can actually participate and not worry 
about their kids.” This high-touch model allows [the organization] to be constantly engaging with 
the community and provide more leadership opportunities for members to step up. Valdés notes 
that “sometimes the most shy person starts by cooking and that’s the first inroad there.” 

MRNY’S Response to COVID-19
MRNY’s high-touch model — with its committee meetings, community centers, and one-on-one 
base conversations — provided the structure for a strategic pivot when the pandemic happened 
in March 2020. Leaning into its direct service and relational organizing pathway, MRNY 
distributed $4.5 million in COVID-19 relief to more than 6,000 families. Nearly half (49%) of the 
cash assistance went to Queens. 

Arlenis Morel, Co-Executive Director, says, “In the first two weeks when we realized we were 
not going back [to the office], we needed to shift; we had to create systems [to reach people]; 
we had to show up to our members and show up to our staff.” Part of showing up internally 
meant “stop for a minute and provide mental health support to our staff because everything was 
moving too fast.” Externally, MRNY took advantage of its newly established address database 
to help distribute food. Staff and volunteers transformed each of the five community centers 
into food pantries. Other members distributed food to neighborhoods by bike. “It was all hands 
on deck,” Morel says. “We wouldn’t have been able to do this with only one department, so we 
made sure all of our volunteers were trained and had access to the database. For periods of time 
we were just doing intake for everyone in the community.” This commitment to direct service 
extended to survival services such as transportation to medical services. More than 50% of the 
people receiving cash benefits from MRNY were new to the organization, a further testament to 
the social home’s deep roots across the city. Additionally, the service structure allowed MRNY 
to identify three new campaigns that grew from member demand to hold the government 
accountable and support their members through the crisis: Cancel Rent, Free Them All, and 
Fund Excluded Workers. This community solidarity and the organization’s steadfast commitment 
to following members’ needs provided the fuel it would need to achieve political wins.
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In April 2021, MRNY and its allies successfully won $2.1 billion of COVID-19 relief for excluded 
workers – for example, immigrants or undocumented residents who were not eligible to receive 
stimulus support and other unemployment benefits -- and a $2.4 billion emergency rental 
assistance program for tenants across New York. This fund was the first legislation of its kind 
in the United States, and it came at the heels of deliberate and persistent organizing. In early 
March 2021, MRNY members took over the Brooklyn and Manhattan bridges. Hundreds of 
people marched to protest more than 300 days of zero relief. In mid-March, excluded workers 
who were members of MRNY and allies launched a hunger strike to “put their bodies on the line, 
once again, to demand that New York provide relief for them and their families.” Cantos was one 
of the MRNY members who led the hunger strike that culminated in the legislation. “We went 
23 days without food, just water and coffee,” she says. Embedded within their determination 
and perseverance was the pain of loved ones, friends, and community members lost to the 
pandemic. “They were part of this movement and when we win they are and were the heroes.” 
For Cantos and MRNY, the Excluded Workers Fund further exposed the community’s strength. “I 
feel so proud that I am a Latina woman because this is history,” Cantos says. “Finally, we won. If 
we can do that, we can do everything. We can do everything.” 

TABLE 1: 

MRNY Community Center Participation: January 2015–February 2021

Community Center Service Participants Organizing Participants
% of Memebers who 
Participated in both 

Service and Organizing
Brooklyn 9,821 3,268 82%
Long Island 4,265 638 97%
Queens 20,629 5,660 48%
Staten Island 4,945 993 89%
Westchester 2,969 106 98%
Total 42,629 10,665


