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Good morning Chairman Perkins and members of the Governmental Operations Committee.  My name is Bryan Pu-Folkes and I am the Executive Director of New Immigrant Community Empowerment (NICE).  
I present testimony today, on behalf of NICE, in support of the New York City Voting Rights Restoration Act Introduction 628.  If passed, Intro 628 will enable all voting-age adults who are lawfully residing in New York City to vote in municipal elections.  We are asking you to support Intro 628 because it is the right thing to do, it is within your legal capacity, there is ample precedent in New York City and other cities in the United States and passage of the bill would help to ensure that the public interest prevails over special interest. No one believes that this bill is a panacea to the problem of political apathy and low voter turnout; however, it is a critical step toward creating a local governance process that is more inclusive, accessible and accountable.  Resident voting will not eviscerate the palpable fear and distrust that many immigrant communities have of government – however, by implementing a system whereby government officials need and vie for their support will give these vulnerable communities more of an equal footing in a City in which they have a vital stake.  Resident voting will not guarantee that everyone eligible for Child Health Plus, Medicaid and Food Stamps will enroll in these programs but it will help to develop a culture of more civically and politically engaged and sophisticated communities.  Resident voting will not ensure that government is truly accountable to all New Yorkers but by giving residents a direct recourse in the ballot box will go a long way toward increasing accountability.  

The current system is quite alarming.  Extremely large numbers of legal, taxpaying residents are cut from the franchise.  In New York City, 20% of New Yorkers or 1 out of every five adults are disenfranchised because of their citizenship status.  That amounts to approximately 40% of Caribbean New Yorkers, 45% of Chinese New Yorkers, 53% of Indian New Yorkers, 56% of Dominican New Yorkers, 57% of Korean New Yorkers, and 84% of Japanese New Yorkers.  In 22 of the 51 New York City Council districts over 20% of the voting-age population can not vote due to their citizenship status. In two City Council districts it is over 40%.  We do not have a truly functioning democracy when 28% of the voting-age population of Queens can’t vote and 44% of the voting-age population of a City Council district can’t vote and over 70% of the voting-age population of certain ethnicities and election districts can’t vote.   
The case for resident voting becomes even more striking when we put a face on the large numbers of people that we are now in the process of speaking for and speaking about.  Not only are they paying millions of dollars in taxes, not only are they making the ultimate sacrifice by serving in the U.S. military, not only are they sending their children to local schools and hospitals, but they are also volunteering in political campaigns and they are actively supporting or opposing important City initiatives such as the proposal to develop the Atlantic Yards in Brooklyn.  Like their citizen neighbors they believe that New York City should receive substantially more federal resources to counter terrorism.  We are talking about people who are not just legal residents of NYC we are talking about neighbors and allies who are vital stakeholders in NYC – vital stakeholders who should have a direct say in the local laws that govern them.
The quality, scope and appropriateness of government services must not be strictly dependent on the compassion and wisdom of the decision makers without direct accountability to the numerous stakeholders and taxpayers who happen to not have federal citizenship.  That is a system that is set up for failure where less compassionate and less wise decision makers will sacrifice and scapegoat the vulnerable and the voiceless. 
What will happen if we pass Intro 628?  Immigrant residents will be more empowered to fight for cleaner and safer streets, affordable housing and higher quality schools and hospitals just like everyone else.  Research shows us that residents will vote in municipal elections in the same manner and in the same proportion as their federal citizen neighbors.  Elected officials will have greater participation from their constituents and therefore a greater mandate.  Local government will be more accessible and accountable and ultimately, our democracy will be more democratic. 
This is an incredible opportunity for NYC to lead by example on such an important and fundamental matter. We urge all the members of the Government Operations Committee to support the bill and to do everything in their power to pass Intro 628 out of Committee for a full body vote.  
Thank you for the opportunity to testify.
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