
 

In 2014, Mayor de Blasio appointed you to be the NYC Commissioner for International Affairs, the City's diplomat to the global 
community. How did your past professional experiences, including your work at the Clinton Global Initiative, prepare you for 
this position? 
 
I was at the Clinton Global Initiative (CGI) for approximately six years and was one of the first people hired who didn't come from 
the Clinton network. It was an interesting time and the work was similar to what I currently do for the City. When the Mayor 
reached out to me about serving as the Commissioner for International Affairs (IA) he had the intention of creating a global 
platform from which NYC and his administration could share best practices with other cities and countries. The Mayor supported 
my efforts to think creatively and be entrepreneurial when creating this platform, trusting my expertise and ability to bring a new 
approach to the agency.  
 
It's important to remember when I started that this agency focused primarily on the operational and administrative dynamic NYC 
has with the diplomatic community: incidents, security, and parking mostly. IA didn't collaborate with other City agencies, nor did 
the diplomatic community feel engaged by the agency. After a few months of assessing the needs of our constituency – the 
consular corps and diplomatic community, which spans 193 Permanent Missions, 115 Consulates, and over 70 international trade 
missions, I restructured the office and hired new staff. We spent the first two years as a start-up, launching innovative programs 
and creating new relationships and partnerships throughout the City. Now, we have a reputation with constituents, ranging from 
everyday New Yorkers to the entire diplomatic community, that we get things done. It has been a pretty extraordinary 
experience.  
 
In the past, you’ve used the term “woman’s lens.” Describe the approach of integrating a woman’s lens into the workplace, 
and what advice you would give to other women in City service.  
 
When I speak of a woman's lens, I am speaking about the female consciousness related to our experience as women. There is a 
particular way in which I approach programming and specific issues. I am a young woman of color, and I'm also a Commissioner 
of child-bearing age. I have directly benefited from the Mayor's parental leave personnel order, which is the reason I was able to 
take time off to care for my child; not being burdened with economic insecurity. Additionally, my background in women's rights 
has provided me with a heightened awareness, which is displayed in everything from how I hire to the kind of work this office 
does.  
 
Women in the administration need to own their experiences because it shapes the kind of boss/colleague/partner you are. For 
example, I'm a new-ish mom, and I want to make sure all my employees, male or female, believe they can be parents with a work
-life balance. It's about modeling behavior and supporting your colleagues.   
 
As a first-generation American, do you think your family’s immigrant background and experiences influence you in your role as 
a Commissioner?  
 
Absolutely! In diplomatic meetings I'm usually much younger than my counterparts from other countries. I'm also one of the few 
women and one of the few people of color. I bring the perspective of being an immigrant who is also as American as apple pie. 
One thing many people don't know about me is that I didn't have legal status for many years. The reason I was able to get a p ath 
to citizenship was because of Ronald Reagan's amnesty ruling back in the 1980s. I have committed my entire career to public 
service and now that lens, that empathy, and that understanding of what the American dream truly is, has shaped my 
understanding of what we do in the Mayor's Office for International Affairs. Without question, it reinforces why I am so 
committed to this administration and our progressive policies, which aims to protect all communities.   
 
Every day and in almost every conversation, IA navigates around a difficult political environment with some complicated 
countries and negotiates or interprets complex policies that impact our communities. And we show up to these conversations 
and face challenges with an open mind. I honestly don't think anyone is going to do it much better than an immigrant who had 
the privilege of growing up in America. 
 
You have an extensive network in the U.S. and beyond. Do you have tips for maintaining professional relationships with people 
across time zones?  
 
When working with the international community I can't always cultivate these relationships on a weekly, or even monthly, basis. 
However, I do make sure I am very present and focused when engaging with people, so the next time I interact with them they 
remember my authenticity. Here's a perfect example: I met with the ambassador to Denmark years ago for the first time. Over 
the past couple of years we partnered up on a few things. Sometime later, when I began working on a new project, I reached out 
to him for an informational meeting. Even though we hardly kept in touch, we had a very useful 30 minute conversation because 
he had such good rapport with my team and me over the last few years.   
 
What strategies do you use to shift someone’s thinking, while engaging with diverse cultures, people, perspectives, and 
individual sensitivities?  
 
You can never go into a conversation thinking you're going to shift someone's perspective. The most important thing is to be 
diplomatic and listen to the other side while figuring out what's worth agreeing on. I don't think I'm going to change anyone's 
opinion, but I can shift someone's interest in terms of hearing my opinion. The way I do it is by listening and participating in a 
conversation which feels authentic to them .  
 
Finally, what were the greatest accomplishments of your first four years?  
 
I've hired a totally badass team. From a leadership perspective, when you build a team like ours at IA it's something to truly be 

proud of. For us, it's important to build trust and work with our consulates. We are ensuring that New York City's voices are on 

the front lines when dealing with the global community. I will say that the larger concept of City diplomacy is something we have 

taken a leadership role in, and it's paying off in dividends.  

#LEADNYC Panel Event 

On June 12th, MOA hosted the LeadNYC Leadership Panel, “Diversity and 
Equity: The Hype, Promise, and Reality.” Employees from more than 60 City 
agencies and offices engaged in the conversation.  
 
Panelists included: Commissioner Gregg Bishop, SBS; Commissioner Marco 
A. Carrión, CAU; Assistant Deputy Commissioner Janine Gilbert, NYPD; and 
Commissioner and Chair Carmelyn Malalis, CCHR. Assistant Commissioner 
Martha Jackson, MOPD, gave the opening remarks and Director Jonnel Doris, 
M/WBE, moderated. The panelists discussed their efforts to advance 
inclusion and diversity in City government and shared personal anecdotes 
regarding how to navigate bias. The dialogue highlighted the need for more 
intentional conversations addressing race, gender identity, age, sexual 
orientation, and nationality identity. 
 
If you are interested in attending future events, please email  us at 
LeadNYC@appointments.nyc.gov.  
 
“Everything you do for inclusivity and diversity needs to be intentional and 
not left up to chance.” – Marco A. Carrión  
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The Mayor's Office of Appointments (MOA) is dedicated to advancing the Mayor's vision of a diverse and inclusive team of senior leaders in City government. Working across all City 
agencies and mayoral offices, MOA serves a critical role by providing talent recruitment and development support for all levels of employees in the Administration. Additionally, MOA 
advises the Mayor on over 300 boards and commissions that fall under his purview. Visit on.nyc.gov/resumeportal to submit your resume to MOA’s Resume Portal! 

SITTING DOWN WITH: 

COMMISSIONER  

PENNY ABEYWARDENA 

APPOINTMENTS SPOTLIGHT 
On January 25th, Mayor Bill de Blasio appointed 18 members to the revi-
talized Latin Media and Entertainment Commission (LMEC). LMEC will 
advise on strategies and initiatives to make New York City the preeminent 
municipality for Latinx media and entertainment. LMEC will work to culti-
vate the next generation of New York City-based Latinx media and enter-
tainment professionals, promoting enhanced Spanish language content 
on mainstream and emerging media platforms. The commission hopes to 
attract and retain major Latinx media events in New York City, and expand 
the audience for premier Latinx cultural content. The LMEC is comprised 
of professionals from various NYC industries including theater, marketing, 
literature, music, and digital media.  

Penny Abeywardena is the Commissioner of the Mayor's Office of International Affairs. Penny leads the office's mission to 
serve as the primary liaison between the City of New York and the diplomatic community, foreign governments, the United 
Nations, and the U.S. Department of State. In addition to the important formal functions of the office, she works to build a 
global platform through which the City can promote its equity agenda, share policies, and best practices. 
  

This interview has been condensed and edited for clarity. 

CHANGEMAKER SPOTLIGHT 

Highlighting a Flash Mentorship mentee who is doing impactful work in the City.  

Nichole Henderson-Roy is the Senior Manager for the NYC Parks Stewardship 
program, where she works to connect New Yorkers with the City's diverse ur-
ban landscape. Nichole leads a team that annually supports 300+ service pro-
jects and 7,500+ volunteers. Through these service projects, communities care 
for young street trees and support the restoration of valuable natural areas 
within the City; reshaping the communities' perceptions and relationships with 
green spaces. She began her career at NYC Parks in 2013 as a Queens Outreach 
Coordinator with Partnership for Parks. In this capacity, Nichole helped commu-
nity partners engage with their surrounding neighborhoods, doubling the num-
ber of service projects for Western Queens. A case study of her work, which 
highlights the developments of local partners, can be seen in the 2016 October 
issue of National Recreation and Park Association Magazine.   

Visit on.nyc.gov/resumeportal to submit your resume to MOA's Resume Portal. Once you've submitted your resume,  

explore hundreds of opportunities and apply for specific vacancies on the NYC's job website and Mayor’s Office Jobs. 
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