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To: Dr. Martha Okafor, New Haven Community Services Administrator  
From: Yale Roosevelt Institute Equal Justice Center  
Date: September 4, 2017  
Re: Elm City Resident Card  
 
Executive Summary  
 
In 2007, the City of New Haven, in conjunction with Yale Law School, JUNTA for Progressive 

Action, and Unidad Latina en Acción, issued the nation’s first-ever municipal identification card, the 

Elm City Resident Card (ECRC). A multipurpose identification card available to all city residents, 

the ECRC serves as an identification card, library card, debit card, discount card and access card to 

public services. Amidst an increase in crimes targeting undocumented individuals as “walking 

ATMs,” community advocates and policymakers created the ECRC to address public safety 

concerns as well as strengthen the relationship between New Haven and its immigrant community.  

A novel concept, the ECRC garnered an astonishing base of 7,100 cardholders in its first year of 

implementation. While the needs of marginalized groups in New Haven continue to exist, today, the 

ECRC suffers from a sharp wane in demand. Potential reasons for its decrease in popularity include: 

(1) Failure to improve the card’s shortcomings (2) Lack of necessity for legal residents (3) Lack of 

outreach by the Community Services Administration. Therefore, to address the card’s intended 

purpose of bridging the gap between marginalized groups and the City of New Haven, we propose 

the following recommendation: (1) Partnering up with community banks to improve banking 

services (2) Organizing a promotional campaign.  

 

Background Information  

Reason for Creation 

In New Haven, there are an estimated 10,000 to 15,000 undocumented immigrants, which in total 

account for approximately 10% of the city’s total population. In October of 2006, an undocumented 

immigrant by the name of Manuel Santiago was stabbed to death in Fair Haven while he was cashing 

his paycheck.1 Without access to bank accounts, undocumented immigrants were known as “walking 

ATMs” and targeted in robberies. To address this public safety concern and help make marginalized 

																																																								
1 Elm City Resident Card Info, City of New Haven. 
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groups feel safe in their community, local organizations coordinated with New Haven Public 

officials to create the Elm City Resident Card.  

Eligibility and Features 

The ECRC sought to fulfill its intended purpose of fostering a safe community for marginalized 

groups through minimal eligibility requirements and maximum usages. For a cardholder to be 

eligible for the ECRC, he or she must indicate proof of identity (US or foreign-issued) and proof of 

residency (utility bill, proof of school enrollment, …). Features of the card include: identification 

purposes, library access, debit card ($150 limit), discount card, access to city services and 

allergy/emergency information for children holders.2 With multipurpose uses, the universal ECRC 

attracted all New Haven residents alike.  

Current Issues  

In its first year of implementation (2007), 7,100 New Haven residents applied to be ECRC 

cardholders. From 2008 to 2010, another 12,705 individuals became cardholders and from 2013 to 

2014, this number dropped starkly to only 900 new applicants.3 

Failure to Improve the Card’s Shortcomings 

In a 2012 survey* conducted by the City of New Haven’s Community Financial Resources, 73% of 

survey respondents claimed to apply for the ECRC for identification purposes.4 Yet, since the 

impetus for creating the card arose from the “walking ATM” issue among undocumented 

immigrants, many applicants perceived the card to serve as an identification means to opening bank 

accounts.  

																																																								
2	Elm City Resident Card Info, City of New Haven, p. 19-21. 	
3	Elm City Resident Card Info, City of New Haven.  
4 Survey Presentation Elm City Resident Card, City of New Haven Community Financial Resources 
(2012).  
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 *275 responses, on-line, 44% of individuals are cardholders  
 
 
Yet, the current state of the Elm City Resident Card’s Banking Services suggests that neither 

national banks nor local community banks accept the ECRC as a primary form of identification to 

open a bank account. Current banks that accept the ECRC as a secondary form of identification 

include: Bank of America, Chase Bank, Citibank, Sovereign Bank and Start Community Bank (which 

intended to accept the ECRC as a primary form of ID but never did).5  

Lack of Necessity for Legal Residents  

Another reason why the ECRC continues to wane in popularity is because of card is not attractive to 

the remaining general community (i.e. individuals who do not need the card as a form of 

identification). As seen in the same 2012 survey conducted by the City of New Haven Community 

Financial Resources, 58.5% of individuals were unlikely to apply for the card because of a “lack of 

necessity.”  

																																																								
5 The Elm City Resident Card: New Haven Reaches Out to Immigrants, New England Community 
Developments, Federal Reserve Bank of Boston (2008 Issue 1).  
Sanders, “New Haven Resident Card Program Reaches 5 Years,” New Haven Register (July 2012).  
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*275 responses, on-line, 44% of individuals are cardholders 
 
 
Originally, the CSA designed the ECRC to be a multipurpose card with universal features (discount 

card, library card, access card), however, without sufficient and consistent publicity, individuals 

remain unaware about benefits and stores lack incentive to participate.  

Lack of Outreach by Community Services Administration 

In 2007, the city had invested $200,672 into the ECRC program, most of which went into the 

salaries of the program supervisor and private resources. This funding stemmed from private 

resources and the sale of cards ($11/adult, $6/child). Program staff at the time included the 

Community Services Administrator, the Vital Statistics Registrar Supervisor, Elm City Resident Card 

Supervisor and Elm City Resident Card City Clerks. Today, the cost of the program remains 

unknown. While the Community Services Administrator and Vital Statistics Registrar Supervisor 

positions remain, the Elm City Resident Card-specific positions are nonexistent.6  

																																																								
6 Elm City Resident Card Info, City of New Haven, p.6.  
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Model Cities with “Successful” Municipal Identification Cards  

The ECRC was created amidst campaigns for increased public safety and gained much traction in 

local and national media outlets. Today, the ECRC has largely vanished from the public eye and 

remains a faint memory of a once successful effort to make New Haven a safer haven. While New 

Haven’s attempt at a successful municipal identification card may not have been as successful as 

hoped, cities like Oakland and New York City have followed New Haven’s lead and created their 

own, successful—defined as widely used, accepted by merchants and banks and credible—city 

identification cards.  

Oakland  

Oakland has its own version of the ECRC, known as the “Oakland City ID Prepaid MasterCard.” 

One of the greatest features of this card that has led to its popularity is its ability to be used for 

banking services. Created and implemented by SF Global LLC, a payments industry pioneer, “the 

municipal ID card is an initiative launched by the City of Oakland to provide all city residents with 

an official form of identification which incorporates optional Prepaid Debit Card banking features 

allowing city residents without bank accounts an affordable alternative to secured banking services.” 

The City of Oakland municipal ID card is recognized and accepted by all city agencies, departments 

and services as a valid form of identification.7 Additionally, unlike identification cards in other cities, 

Oakland’s card program does not burden the city with any costs. The implication of an identification 

and debit card two-in-one function is that the Oakland card can attract a wider audience, making it 

more versatile and more widely used. 

New York City IDNYC  

																																																								
7 Oakland City ID Prepaid MasterCard, http://www.oaklandcityid.com/.  
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New York City’s IDNYC is accepted as a primary form of identification by 12 financial institutions 

(smaller community banks), public buildings like schools, and employers (when submitted with 

proof of work authorization).8 NYC residents can obtain the card for free, receive free one year 

membership to museums, concert halls and botanical gardens, and can benefit from discounts at 

cultural institutions, entertainment events, drugstores, supermarkets, fitness centers and more.9 

Characteristics of “Successful” IDs 

Oakland and NYC’s success in implementing municipal identification card programs can be, in part, 

explained by the following two reasons: (1) Access to financial services (2) Attractive to a wider 

audience. The ECRC originally created to address the “walking ATM” issue. However, because 

banks did not deem the ECRC alone as sufficient enough to open bank accounts, New Haven was 

not able to fully expand financial services to undocumented immigrants. In Oakland and NYC, 

however, local community banks accept the card as a primary form of identification to open 

accounts and the card can also function as a debit card. Finally, because IDNYC especially provides 

so many additional perks to local attractions, almost all residents, regardless of legal status, are 

inclined to become cardholders.  

Recommendation 

If the Community Services Administration is interested in reviving the municipal identification card 

project it had once pioneered, it can learn from fellow model cities and adopt the following 

procedures.  

Partner up with Community Banks to Improve Banking Services 

The Federal Reserve and Treasury Department declared City IDs (when assessing IDNYC) as 

satisfactory for opening a bank account, but this decision ultimately lies in the hands of individual 

																																																								
8 McQueen, “Which Banks Honor IDNYC?”, Voices of NY (2016).  
9 IDNYC Benefits, http://www1.nyc.gov/site/idnyc/benefits/benefits.page.  
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banks.10 Since it is easier for community banks rather than larger national banks to make such 

localized decisions, smaller financial institutions should consider expanding banking services to 

marginalized groups via reforming their primary identification card standards.  

Promotional Campaign by the Community Services Administration 

 If the CSA rose public awareness about the ECRC and reformed the card to include a more 

extensive array of perks—discounts, access to city services—it would attract a wider audience and 

revive its usage. However, as great as the CSA makes the card, these improvement efforts would be 

to little avail without sufficient marketing, which can be done through collaborating with local 

businesses, advocacy groups and educational institutions. In 2007, the City of New Haven CSA 

implemented the Elm City Resident Card program, in part, as a symbolic gesture to affirm New 

Haven as a sanctuary city. Ten years later, New Haven remains a sanctuary city, but the future of our 

immigrants has never seemed more uncertain.  

  

																																																								
10 McQueen, “Which Banks Honor IDNYC?”, Voices of NY (2016).	


