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DEAR TENANTS:
Like the saying goes, there are eight million stories in 

this naked city, and in this booklet we have shared 

several of them! This project was a partnership 

between graduate students at the New School, the 

Tenants & Neighbors staff, and a group of Tenants & 

Neighbors member leaders.

As many of you know, Tenants & Neighbors is an 

invaluable resource to tenants. Tenants look to our 

organization for assistance, advocacy, legal referrals, 

organizing support, and basic information.

Through active participation with Tenants & 

Neighbors, the members in these pages have evolved 

from tenants to Tenant Leaders! As members, no 

matter the type of housing we live in, we work 

together to provide support in numbers so that tenant 

rights are not compromised. Whether we reside in rent 

controlled, rent stabilized, Mitchell-Lama or project-

based Section 8 housing, we each have a before and 

after story to tell because of Tenants & Neighbors.

In these pages you will find stories from tenants, 

including my own, but what I REALLY want you to 

focus on is the space in between the lines, of how 

Tenants & Neighbors EMPOWERED us. We hope after 

reading our stories you will join Tenants & Neighbors 

as a tenant association or individual. Become 

empowered, PUSH BACK, and then share your story 

with tenants and neighbors all over New York! Join us 

as we build a tenant movement to preserve affordable 

housing and strengthen tenants’ rights!

Sincerely,

Melissa del Valle Ortiz

HUD Tenant Leadership Committee, Board of Directors

Rent Control Leadership Committee member 

Bob Amsterdam; Yonkers Tenant Coalition at 

the Westchester County RGB; Tenants & 

Neighbors members and allies at a rally



THE TENANTS & 
NEIGHBORS MEMBER-
LEADERS WHO 
PARTICIPATED IN THIS 
PROJECT:

1. Emanuel Hickson

Hunts Point, Bronx

Project-Based 
Section 8 

2. Hilary Saunders

Harlem, Manhattan

Former Mitchell-Lama

3. Norma Schreier

Upper West Side, 

Manhattan

Rent Controlled

4. Maxine Zeifman

Upper East Side, 

Manhattan

Rent Stabilized 

5. Steve August

Hell’s Kitchen, Manhattan

Project-based 

Section 8 

6. Marie Christopher

Lower East Side, 

Manhattan 

Project-based Section 8 

7. Melissa del Valle Ortiz

Sunset Park, Brooklyn

Project-based Section 8 

8. Lucy Levy

Greenwich Village, 

Manhattan

Rent Controlled 
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Building Community and 
Sticking Together
Steve August, HUD Tenant Leadership 

Committee

I lived in Brooklyn, and it was a renovated 

HUD building. One day we came home and 

all the lights were out and there were signs 

that said the landlord didn’t pay the bills so 

there are no lights. That was the beginning 

of the most beautiful tenant association that 

ever existed. We would meet in the hallways 

in our chairs, people would bring food, and 

if someone was ill we would go visit them, all 

those kinds of nice things. It was a great 

community of neighbors working together. I 

will always remember that building as my 

first home.

Starting 25 years ago, I would have these 

hospitalizations. With surgeries and 

medications on top of the symptoms, I was 

debilitated. I met other people who, because 

of their disabilities, lost their housing and 

were put in shelters. It was horrible, they 

were so vulnerable…. I told people in the 

building of my experience and told them 

look, we’ve got to stick together. I saw the 

vulnerability but also I saw that when tenants 

band together, they are going to be 

stronger, and if you have a connection, no 

one will be effective when they try to mess 

with you. I started to talk to people, and I 

saw that Section 8 tenants needed 

organization and advocacy on a broader 

scope. I called around and asked for 

suggestions on organizations to help, and 

found out about Tenants & Neighbors.

Building on 
Neighborhood 
Activism
Hilary Saunders, HUD 

Tenant Leadership 

Committee, Member of

the Board of Directors

I got started with Harlem 

community churches…. One of 

our first victories was when we 

were picketing a supermarket. 

We talked about how the 

produce in the supermarket 

just wasn’t up to snuff, and 

how people had to travel 

distances just to get fresh 

produce. We went to 

managers of local 

supermarkets. Of course, after 

we picketed, the manager 

agreed to meet with us, and 

we told them we were going 

to monitor their produce 

section on a weekly basis, and 

things just improved. And more 

importantly as the parishioners 

of several churches, we got 

together, and we felt we could 

do something if we just stuck 

together, and it shot up from 

there. “We did this,” we said, 

“and we can tackle other 

things.”

Hilary Saunders, HUD Tenant 
Leadership Committee and 
member of Board of Directors

 “I told people in the   

  building of my 

  experience and told

  them look, we’ve

  got to stick

  together.”

-Steve August, HUD Tenant 

Leadership Committee



Rising Up and 
Demanding Respect
Emanuel Hickson, HUD Tenant 

Leadership Committee

I’m a tenant leader in the 

Hunt’s Point section of the 

Bronx. We were one of the 

buildings that was doomed for 

disaster. We found out that we 

could be homeless in a matter 

of months. But then we decided 

to rise up. That’s when we 

started working with Tenants & 

Neighbors…. I’ve managed to 

gain respect,and being that I’m 

affiliated with Tenants & 

Neighbors- that name scares 

them and shakes them up. … 

And I’ve learned enough to 

defend myself, I know my 

rights.

Preserving our Homes and Building Power
Maxine Zeifman, Rent Stabilization Tenant Leadership 
Committee

I’m 84 years old. I lost my husband 26 years ago. He had 

Lou Gehrig’s disease so a tremendous amount of money 

went into taking care of him. I was left with no money 

when he died. I was working around the clock…but then I 

had to help six members of my family…so I really need 

my rent regulated apartment…I’ve had roommates for 22 

years. They’re all students; they come and split my rent. In 

1997, just before the sunset (of the rent laws), the 

legislature was going to vote to end rent regulation. I 

heard that Tenants & Neighbors had brought up buses to 

Albany I thought, hey, I want to join that organization!

Maxine Zeifman, Rent 
Stabilization Tenant 
Leadership Committee

“I’ve learned enough to defend 

myself, I know my rights.”
Emanuel Hickson, HUD Tenant Leadership 

Committee, member of Board of Directors

Emanuel Hickson, HUD Tenant Leadership 

Committee, member of Board of Directors 



Joining Together and 
Raising Our Voices:
Lucy Levy, Rent Control Tenant Leadership 
Committee, member of
the Board of Directors

As rent controlled tenants, we’re far 

apart, we don’t know each other. I got 

frustrated with the high rent increases 

rent controlled tenants pay and I called 

my legislator to complain. He referred 

me to Tenants & Neighbors. Through 

Tenants & Neighbors I found others just 

like me…We started talking about what 

our rents were and I realized I was not 

alone with the financial problems I was 

dealing with. Together we rent 

controlled tenants now have a voice.

“Together we rent controlled 

tenants now have a voice.”
-Lucy Levy, Rent Control Tenant 

Leadership Committee, member of 

Board of Directors

For Our Neighbors 

and Ourselves
Melissa del Valle Ortiz, 

HUD Tenant Leadership 

Committee, member of 

the Board of Directors

One time one of my 

neighbors told me “you 

know, our neighbor is 

moving in with me in my 

two bedroom apartment 

with my three kids” and I 

was like “you’re kidding 

me, why?” and it turned out 

management failed to 

renew her documents…she 

was literally packing boxes. 

It hit me: “Oh I gotta help 

her.” I called her in, got her 

story, did a big news blast, 

and sent it out to everyone. 

She kept her apartment. 

That was the most blessed 

day in all my tenant 

organizing: to keep 

someone in their 

apartment.”

Melissa del Valle Ortiz, HUD 
Tenant Leadership Committee, 
member of Board of Directors



OPENING EYES AND 
OPENING DOORS:
Norma Schreier, Rent Control 

Tenant Leadership Committee

A lot of people have no 

idea what the difference is 

between rent control and 

rent stabilization. And now 

I can explain; I open their 

eyes. My own senator had 

no idea. It’s very 

empowering. The fact that 

I can educate a legislator!

We visited every single 

person on the Housing 

Committee. A group of us 

went to Brooklyn to meet 

with the chair of the 

Housing Committee. It was 

an excellent meeting; I 

had never been to any 

kind of meeting like that in 

my life. 

Subsequent to that, on a 

trip to Albany last year, 

the Chair invited us to sit in 

on the Housing Committee 

and listen to one of our 

bills being passed. And I

said: “This is amazing. This 

is something I was part 

of.”

“It’s very empowering. The 

fact that I can educate a 

legislator! ...This is amazing. 

This is something I was a 

part of.”

-Norma Schreier, Rent Control 

Tenant Leadership Committee
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“Tenants & Neighbors' fight is really the fight for New 

York”

“When I think of Tenants & Neighbors, I think of two 

things:  empowerment and back up. Tenants & 

Neighbors empowers tenants and backs us up. 

“When I was growing up, we had a sense of 

community that everyone should be responsible for 

everyone else, that we’re all in it together, that 

there’s strength in numbers. I’ve got your back and I 

know you’ll have mine. Tenants & Neighbors still has 

that value. Tenants & Neighbors has our backs.”

“Tenants & Neighbors knows how to organize.”

“Together, we are powerful.”

“I see Tenants & Neighbors as a vehicle for making 

change”

“We  are doing things that matter to people: fairness 

and dignity.” 

“Tenants & Neighbors is always in the know about 

what’s going on”

“Tenants & Neighbors put me in contact with a lot of 

elected officials; I get notices to come to Washington. 

It’s very exciting.”

“There is space provided for fun.”

What’s your story? 
Join the fight for 
tenants’ rights in 

New York! 
Call 212-608-4320 

or visit our 
website: 

www.tandn.org.

http://www.tandn.org
http://www.tandn.org


236 WEST 27TH STREET
4TH FLOOR
NEW YORK, NY 10001

PHONE: 212-608-4320

FACEBOOK: 
TENANTS & NEIGHBORS

TWITTER: @TENANTS&NEIGHBORS

INFO@TANDN.ORG

Get 
involved

Become a member:
Support Tenants & Neighbors 
by becoming a member of 
Tenants & Neighbors: 
Legislative Action. Annual 
membership dues are $35, or 
$10 for low income people 
and youth under age 25.

Join a leadership 
committee:
Tenants & Neighbors has 
leadership committees for 
tenants in all types of 
housing. For more 
information, contact Katie 
Goldstein at 
kgoldstein@tandn.org or 
212-608-4320 ext. 400.

mailto:info@tandn.org
mailto:info@tandn.org
mailto:kgoldstein@tandn.org
mailto:kgoldstein@tandn.org

