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Thank you Council Member Perkins and members of the committee for the opportunity to testify today on this historic legislation to re-enfranchise over 1 million New York City residents.  My name is Cheryl Wertz and I am the Director of Government Access at New Immigrant Community Empowerment, or NICE.  Founded in 1999, NICE is a civil rights and immigrant advocacy organization working to ensure that all immigrants are informed, active, and influential in civic, governmental and public affairs.  NICE works with thousands of new immigrants and new Americans in the City of New York.  I will take just a few minutes to briefly touch on the history of non-citizen voting, current non-citizen voting practices in other parts of the United States and around the world, and the differences between local and federal citizenship.  
When the United States was founded, eligible voters were white men who owned property, regardless of their citizenship status.   At one point as many as 40 federal states and territories allowed some form of non-citizen voting.  Each of those states and territories then passed legislation to actively disenfranchise their non-citizen populations.   
In southern and western states, there was a direct tie between non-citizen voting and the abolition of slavery.  Western territories were often forced to disenfranchise their non-citizen populations in order to gain statehood, as southern states felt that non-citizens were too likely to oppose slavery.  In fact, one of the first planks of the Confederate Constitution was that an individual had to be a native-born citizen in order to vote.   

Interestingly, in 1875, when American voter turn-out rates were at their highest, the largest numbers of non-citizens were voting.  It was after 1875 that elites in both parties, worried about losing their political control to burgeoning social movements and third parties, came up with poll taxes, literacy tests, felony disenfranchisement, and the elimination of non-citizen voting.   
Non-citizen voting is not a new right.  It is an old practice that was unfairly taken away.  The civil rights movement was in part about the removal of arbitrary barriers to political participation and Intro. 628 is the next step in this critical process.   

New York City also has an important more recent precedent for non-citizen voting.  Non-citizen parents were able to vote in school board elections from the time they were implemented in 1970 until the school boards were recentralized under the current administration.  The idea was that parents, no matter what their citizenship status, have a stake in their children’s education.  Intro. 628 simply takes that old and reasonable concept and applies it to City government more generally.  
Let me be clear.  The right to vote is not about, and has never been about citizenship.  It is about controlling who has a right to have a say in government.  Once we know the correct history and step outside of the conceptual box that ties citizenship to voting, the question becomes who should have the right to vote in local elections.  The obvious answer is stakeholders – those individuals that live, work, study, pay taxes, and raise children in a particular community.  In New York City, that group of stakeholders includes more than 1 million adult non-citizen residents.    

The notion that voting is a right of citizenship is no more universally true than it is historically accurate.  Non-citizens vote in at least some level of elections in more than 35 countries around the world, including Israel, Ireland, Japan, Chile, Colombia, Spain, Switzerland, New Zealand, the Netherlands.  In the United States non-citizens have been voting in municipal elections in 6 cities in Maryland since the mid-1990s and there are active campaigns to reinstate voting rights in more than 17 states including Massachusetts, Minnesota, North Carolina and California, and in Washington, DC.  

In the two years that NICE has been involved in this campaign I have frequently been asked why non-citizens who want to participate in the political process don’t simply become citizens.  The answer is two fold.  The citizenship and naturalization process in the United States is broken and the right to be an engaged participant on a local level should not be tied to national citizenship.   
Only legal permanent residents or green card holders ever have the opportunity to apply to become a U.S. citizen.  Although there are a few exceptions, generally only those who can prove that they fit the extremely narrow definition of a refugee, those lucky enough to win a lottery, or those with a direct family member or spouse who is already a U.S. citizen or a green card holder can gain legal permanent resident status.  The result is that thousands of people live, work and pay taxes, legally, in the United States for most of their adult lives and still never qualify to even apply to become a U.S. citizen.  

Even for those individuals who qualify for, and have made the emotional decision to pursue citizenship, there is still a long uphill battle to be fought.  Becoming a U.S. citizen involves thousands of dollars, particularly if you need to hire a lawyer; hours, if not days, taken off from work to stand in line; and the patience of a saint.  I met a woman at a community event in Brooklyn whose citizenship process had been delayed five years because she had moved from Queens to Brooklyn.  No matter how many forms she filled out, the Immigration and Naturalization Service continued to mail her notices to appear to her old address and she never got them.  Another woman from the Balkans that I met at an event in Long Island City waited in a line all day to get her citizenship application photos taken from an allowed vendor.  Then she waited for hours in line at the INS to be handed a memo, dated the day before that said that all photos must now be taken straight on rather than from the side as had previously been required.  These are not things that happen to some people.  These are things that happen to all people. 
In contrast to federal citizenship, “local citizenship” is almost immediate.  Non-citizen immigrants are an integral part of their neighborhood from the day that they move in.  They buy groceries at the corner store, gossip on the stoop, play in the local park and take the bus to work.  As a part of their neighborhood, non-citizens are affected by the same community concerns as their citizen neighbors.  They worry about the quality of public schools, struggle to find affordable housing, and want clean, safe streets.  If it doesn’t require federal citizenship for a neighborhood to affect immigrants, why does it require federal citizenship for an immigrant to affect a neighborhood?   

As New York City elected officials, I urge you to support this important legislation because you have been elected to serve your local community in this City Council.  Even if the federal citizenship process could be made more accessible and streamlined during this anti-immigrant administration, not all individuals want to become citizens, nor should they have to.  The right to vote in local elections should be about having a stake in your local community.  This legislation not only corrects a historic wrong and allows New York City to fulfill its rightful place as a leader in the world immigrant rights movement, but most importantly it gives 1.3 million voiceless New York City residents the power of political participation.  
Thank you.  
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