


















TESTIMONY OF Peter Fontanes ,Chair- Mission 51

New York City Council

February 10, 2011

Hearings on Resolution 626- calling upon the United States Congress to reinstate the
privileges, formerly held by the Puerto Rican Resident Commissioner and other delegates,

allowing them to vote on amendments and procedures in the Committee of the Whole.

My name is Peter Fontanes and I am Chairman of Mission 51, an organization based on the
mainland United States advocating for Puerto Rican Statehood.

We thank the Chair and the other members of this New York City Council Cultural Affairs
Committee for their assistance and support for holding these hearings on Resolution 626 calling
upon the United States Congress to reinstate the privileges, formerly held by the Puerto Rican
Resident Commissioner and other delegates that would allow them to vote on amendments and
procedures in the Committee of the Whole.

Mission 51 is comprised of thousands of American citizens throughout the nation fighting for the
civil rights of our 4 million fellow American citizens. Presently, we have representatives in 17
states that are active in our mission and our numbers grow each year. Mission 51 is comprised of
members who represent people who are from the business, religious, civic and political sector
and are leaders and activists not only from the Puerto Rican American community but from other
Latino and Non Latino communities as well.

We have heard from many witnesses today on the facts surrounding this gross violation of the
civil rights of our fellow American citizens residing in United States territories so I really do not
want to waste your time by repeating them again. We believe that our main purpose in testifying
today is to assist the members of this committee and hopefully anyone else within earshot to
begin focusing on at least two important collateral premises that these hearings could bring to the
surface. Unfortunately, this is typical of the debate surrounding the obstacles facing our fellow



American citizens in the United States territories that include not only Puerto Rico but the Virgin
Islands, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, Washington, DC, and American
Samoa. Time and time again, we get so engrossed in the collaterals of the debate surrounding
territorial rights and political status that we get stuck on peripheral issues such as taxation and
territorial definitions. So, today, instead of reiterrating old arguments, I intend to speak to the
heart of the problem inherent in these debates.

First of all, there is the importance of how this issue affects the future of the United States. In the
census data that is now just being released, it is clear that our nation has now become the focal
point for the dreams and aspirations of people from all over the world representing a myriad of
cultures, races, creeds and sexual orientations. Over the last 200 years, many have migrated to
our shores hearing the noble welcome inscribed at the bottom of the Statue of Liberty. They
came despite the hardships expected not only from the long journey but also from what they
heard from their friends and relatives who were already here. They came anyway and still they
come! Despite the horrid stories of exploitation and repression coming from this nation’s sad
legacy of racism, they brought with them their misgivings and their aspirations. Indeed, they
overcame obstacles and barriers thrown their way and persevered in ways unimaginable, in their
journey to the American dream. Yet, they prevailed because the constitution and the freedoms
and liberties so eloquently pronounced therein has also prevailed time and time again.

So again, we are faced with the evil that is now pervading our country and threatening the very
fabric of our existence.One only has to look at the debate over a comprehensive national
immigration reform bill. Let’s be real about what is happening here. It is not coincidental that the
Americans who are being deprived of their right to congressional representation are people who
either speak a different language or are of a different race or other persuasions that are not the
typical norm for those who profess a racist view of our nation. Is this a coincidence? We doubt
it!

Additionally, in a world where technological globalization is fast making our world smaller,
political symbolism is becoming more important in the worldwide political discourse. If our
nation is to begin leading by example, I can assure you that this move on the part of the
Republican leaders in the United States Congress does not bode well in the eyes of those who
now see that people of colors can still be systematically deprived of their basic civil rights as
citizens of the world’s oldest democracy.

According to a statement from Republican leadership, the reasoning behind denying voting
privileges to the territories was that the previous voting rights they had enjoyed were
unconstitutional. A spokesperson for the leadership said “only members of the House are eligible
to vote in the House.” They inexplicitly said that the Committee of the Whole was essentially the
same as the whole House, and therefore the votes of these quasi-representatives were
unconstitutional. It seems fair to point out that these voting rights were hardly the same as full
voting rights. Many refer to the voting privileges previously held by the territories as almost
purely symbolic, and in no way substantive.

Notwithstanding all the arguments about why the Republicans did this, the image has been
tarnished. Even if we take their most seemingly strongest constitutional rationale for taking this



action, it flies against reality because the Supreme Court has already affirmed the right of
Congress to allow for rule changes away from the floors of the two main chambers of Congress.

So we now have a few very petty partisans voting to strip the symbolic remnants of an already
constitutionally sanctioned rule that impacts on the civil rights of not only millions of American
citizens but stains the memory of tens of thousands of soldiers from these territories who have
sacrificed their lives so that we can enjoy our democracy. No matter how much rhetorical spin
and political double talk they put on this issue, the reality is that if this vote is left to stand, the
Republican leaders have dealt freedom and liberty in our nation a serious setback. It sets a
dangerous precedent that needs to be rectified.

Even here in the New York City Council, we have a symbolic meltdown. Though I laud the
Chair and this Committee on Cultural Affairs for having taken on this issue, it really belongs on
the committee dealing with civil rights not cultural affairs. With all due respect, though cultural
racism is one of the causes that lead to the Republicans unjust move, the core of the problem
here is that we have to recognize that this is just as much a civil rights issue as those that shook
our nation during the sixties. In order to be effective in this endeavor of protecting our fellow
American citizens in this instance, we need to stop putting this all paramount issue of civil rights
and the the future of our fellow American citizens living in the territories on the back burner.

Then, and only then, can we resolve this seemingly endless debate on what we finally do with
the United States territories!

Now some people may ask what the big fuss is all about. After all, the people of Puerto Rico do
not pay taxes. Well, the people of the District of Columbia do and yet they too have been thrown
into the purgatory of a constitutional political limbo. So the real issue is not taxes or voting for a
status that deprives people of their basic rights to representative government. It is about true
sovereignty as a human being within the political system under which you live in.

In fact, that issue was truly settled over two hundred years ago, when our forefathers declared
that all men were created equal and had the right to life liberty and the pursuit of happiness and
to representative government. It was further settled when Abraham Lincoln affirmed that this
government was” by the people and for the people”! Now, I do not know about you but those
resounding words are as inspiring to me as the first time that I heard them as it is again, today.
For this reason, I urge this committee, to seek further hearings in the civil rights committee.

Finally, if we are to seek sovereignty and justice for the citizens of the American territories, we
should seek to support a congressionally sponsored two tiered plebiscite for the United states
territorries to determine the political statuses that reflect these values: Statehood or
Independence. It is only when the citizens of these territories discard the present subservient
political yokes of our fellow citizens living in United States territories that we can say to the rest
of the world that America has shed the last vestiges of colonialism in the world. It is only then
that we, as a democratic society, can enter the twenty first century as a beacon for all free peace
loving citizens of the world.



In conclusion, this is not the time for publicity pandering or political showmanship. This is a
very real and serious issue that goes beyond what we have here today. I hope that this committee
will move aggressively forward and take the leadership role in this struggle. Hopefully, the next
timeI come down here to testifty is when we are before a more appropriate committee of the
New York City Council.

Thank you for your attention to this matter. God bless America!
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