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We have just come through another low turnout election in New York City. Democracy needs a shot in the arm. And if we are serious about democracy, we have to be serious about involving the hundreds of thousands of immigrants who are not yet citizens of the United States, but are most certainly citizens of New York. 

These are not visitors. These are our neighbors. They live here, work here, send their children to school here, and pay their taxes. They are the backbone of many sectors of our economy. And they have enriched our lives immeasurably through the sharing of their cultures, cuisine, and new ideas. New York could not function without them, but New York could function a lot better with their full participation in our electoral process. 

I first proposed restoring votes to non-citizen residents of New York City in 2003 when I served on the Charter Revision Commission, whose lawyers said that it was not an appropriate issue for the charter. But the City ought to be able to expand the franchise for its own elections. 

We are not asking the City Council to do something radical. This City allowed parents who were not federal citizens to vote in our local school board elections for decades as long as they had children in the schools. 

If it was a good idea to welcome immigrant parents in the democratic process because they has a stake in the schools, why is it any less a good idea to open our municipal election process to them because they have a stake in their neighborhoods and workplaces? 
Five municipalities in Maryland allow non-citizen voting in local elections: Takoma Park, Barnesville, Martin's Additions, Somerset and Chevy Chase. Three towns in Massachusetts have passed bills similar to the one you are considering today—Amherst, Newton, and Cambridge, though they are waiting on a state bill to enable non-citizen participation in their elections to go forward. The law in New York State is less clear, but all our constitution says is that you have to be a citizen of the state to vote here. 
You can move here from California and register to vote in New York City elections immediately, without knowing anything about the issues or the candidates here. But if you moved here ten years ago from Canada or South Africa or India or Brazil and have contributed to the city for a decade culturally and economically, you have no say in how your town is governed unless you have achieved federal citizenship. But I ask you, who is more of a New Yorker and who is better qualified to vote in local elections? The Californian who got here five minutes ago or the Brazilian who has dwelt here for a decade?
New York is different from the rest of the country and this is another chance to show it. While other localities worry about the influx of new immigrants, New York welcomes and integrates them. This modest legislation is just one more step in that process of bringing new people into our civic life. 

I come from a community that knows something about legal barriers to voting. African American slaves were once counted as three-fifths of a human being in order to enhance the electoral strength of the South, but were not permitted to vote themselves. We fought a Civil War over that. African Americans were stopped from voting by racism, poll taxes, and burdensome tests. We fought in the Civil Rights movement to end that. So we know something about legally being kept from voting for reasons that had nothing to do with justice and democracy and everything to do with keeping power in the hands of a few.
This bill asks us to share power with our neighbors—people who live next door to us and in some cases have been here longer than us. The Council should pass this bill not just because it is the right thing to do, but because it promises to greatly enrich our civic life. We NEED the participation of hundreds of thousands of immigrant voters. We NEED them to not just feel that they have a voice in public affairs, but to have it in fact. 

This bill is long overdue. Let’s make New York a leader in the fight for justice once more. 

