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Good afternoon, Chairman Perkins and members of the Governmental Operations committee.  Thank you for the opportunity to appear today before the committee to speak about Intro 628 and the issue of allowing legal non-citizens to vote in municipal elections.  While our organization has not yet come to a position on the legislation, or even the issue of whether or not to allow legal non-citizen immigrants to vote in New York City, we felt it was important to share our thoughts with the Council as Intro 628 receives its first hearing. 

As a century old good-government organization that works to inform and engage the citizens of New York to ensure local and state government values its citizens, addresses critical issues, and operates in a fair, open, and fiscally sound manner, we commend the City Council for holding a public hearing and elevating the level of discussion on this issue.  While reasonable people can disagree on the merits of the proposal, it is important for the city to discuss in a deliberative manner any such significant proposal that could lead to greater voter enfranchisement and greater civic participation.  
Since two of the cornerstones of a healthy democracy are voting and civic participation, we would be remiss as one of the country’s oldest and proudest cities, founded on these very principles, to not evaluate this proposal with an open-mind and a democratic spirit. 
In considering this issue, the following questions have been raised and need to be answered as the city reviews the matter: 

· Exactly what does it mean to be a citizen and where and what has shaped our perception of that definition?  Is this definition and perception flexible?   
· Are there pragmatic reasons for not extending the franchise to legal non-citizen immigrants and are these justifiable reasons for not extending the right to vote? 
· Are there systemic barriers to non-citizens voting that should be examined (i.e. longer than just waiting process for citizenship)? 

· If we are to allow legal non-citizens to vote, what is appropriate amount of time of residency before they are granted that right and should it be tied to their pursuit of citizenship?
· Could this be applied to certain segments, yet not all, legal non-citizens (i.e. those on waiting lists to become citizens, those who are actively seeking citizenship, permanent residents only, those living and working as opposed to those on extended tourist visas)?
· If voting was extended to non citizens, then what would be the defining characterization of being a citizen?
While we cannot answer all of these questions the following information has been revealed in our deliberations as an organization:
· NYC allowed non-citizen residents with children to vote in local school board elections until the boards were dissolved in 2002.
· Early debates over suffrage in New York centered on the highly contentious issues of property qualifications and race, not citizenship.
· Other jurisdictions in the United States do allow non-citizens to vote in municipal or school board elections (Maryland and Chicago respectively). 
· Other countries around the globe allow do allow non-citizens to vote in municipal elections (many European nations, Chile and New Zealand).
· There are more than 126,000 naturalization applications pending in New York City.  This represents 18.5% of the total 678,000 pending naturalization applications nationwide. (Source:  NY Immigration Coalition).
· The naturalization application process theoretically takes between 6 and 9 months, but lasts about 19 months in New York City; the nationwide median length of time from receiving permanent residency status to becoming a citizen was 8 years in 2003. (Source:  NY Immigration Coalition).
· 53,967 residents of New York City were naturalized in 2003 representing a decline of 32% from 2002. (Source:  2003 Yearbook of Immigration Statistics).
· Males 18-25 who are permanent resident aliens must register for the draft

Citizens Union plans to reach a position on this issue at some point in the future.  At the moment, the organization neither supports nor opposes the measure.  That said, we appreciate that a public debate is about to ensue as a result of the attention given the issue by this committee hearing.
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