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RES. NO. 183-A:


By Council Members López, The Speaker (Council Member Miller) and Council Members Rivera, Baez, Brewer, Clarke, Davis, Diaz, Foster, Jackson, Martinez, Perkins, Quinn, Reed, Reyna, Serrano, Stewart, Weprin and Yassky; also Council Members Gerson, Koppell and Sanders 

SUBJECT:



Resolution calling upon the United States Navy to vacate its training facility on the Puerto Rican island of Vieques and to cease and desist from violating the civil rights of the Puerto Rican people to peaceful assembly on the Island Vieques.


..Body

On Friday, September 20, 2002, the City Council’s Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Jose M. Serrano, will conduct a hearing on Resolution No. 183-A, which calls upon the United States Navy to vacate its training facility on the Puerto Rican Island of Vieques.  The resolution also calls upon the United States Navy to cease and desist from violating the civil rights of the Puerto Rican people to peaceful assembly on the Island of Vieques.  A copy of Resolution No. 183-A is attached. 

BACKGROUND


Christopher Columbus landed in Puerto Rico during his second voyage to the New World in 1493 and claimed the island for the Spanish Empire.  Puerto Rico remained a vital part of the Spanish Empire for over 400 years until the United States defeated Spain in the Spanish American war in 1898.  After its defeat, Spain ceded Puerto Rico to the U.S.  In 1900, the Foraker Act made Puerto Rico an unincorporated territory of the U.S.  The Foraker Act also established a civil government and free commerce between the U.S. and Puerto Rico.


The Jones Act of 1917 granted Puerto Ricans American citizenship and Puerto Rico became an organized but unincorporated territory of the U.S.  Since then, Puerto Ricans (from both the island and the U.S. mainland) have fought in every major American war since World War I.  In 1952, voters in Puerto Rico approved a new constitution that established the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, termed in Spanish as Estado Libre Asociado de Puerto Rico.  This status made Puerto Rico a self-governing free associated state of the U.S.  The approximately 4 million people living there, although American citizens at birth, cannot vote in presidential elections and they do not pay any Federal income tax.


Geographically, Puerto Rico is the smallest and easternmost island of the Greater Antilles in the Caribbean.  Several smaller islands that belong to Puerto Rico also surround it.  Among these islands are Vieques, Culebra, Culebrita, Palomino, Mona, Monito and several others that are isolated.  Since World War II, the United States Navy (the “Navy”) has occupied almost three-quarters of Vieques island, which is located off the Southeast Coast of Puerto Rico and is approximately 21 miles long and four miles wide with an area of about 33,000 acres.  


As a result of the Navy’s presence, the island of Vieques is split into three areas.  The Navy uses approximately 8,000 acres on the western side of the island to house munitions in their Naval Ammunition Support Detachment.  The Navy also uses approximately 15,000 acres in the eastern part of the island to house Marines at Camp Garcia, to perform military training exercises off the coast and shore line with live weapons and munitions (until April 1999), and to conduct naval training, amphibious landings and other practice exercises.  In the remaining acreage, approximately 9,300 people reside in the middle part of the island where there are also small hotels and restaurants in the area. 


On April 19, 1999, during one of their live weapons training exercises a Navy pilot launched two 500 pound bombs from an F-18 Hornet jet into a bombing range.  Unfortunately, the two bombs missed their intended target and instead hit an observation post located on Cerros Matias.  The mishap killed David Sanes Rodriguez, a civilian employee of the United States Department of Defense, and also injured four others.  Immediately after this incident, many people who already had an existing dissatisfaction with the Navy in Vieques were galvanized into action and held protests and demonstrations near Camp Garcia and the bombing range. 
 


The former Governor of Puerto Rico, Pedro Rosello, issued an Executive Order on May 11, 1999, appointing a “Special Commission on Vieques to Study the Existing Situation on the Island Municipality with Regards to the Activities of the United States Navy.”  On June 25, 1999, the Commission issued a report that included among its recommendations that the Navy immediately and permanently cease all military activities on Vieques and transfer, in an orderly and rapid fashion, all the property controlled by the Navy on Vieques to its people.


On December 3, 1999, former U.S. President Bill Clinton issued a statement outlining a plan that he hoped would resolve the situation in Vieques.  The plan included an end to training on Vieques within five years, unless the people of Vieques choose to continue the relationship with the Navy through a referendum vote, and an end to live fire training during the five-year transition period.
  On June 13, 2001, President George W. Bush released a plan that calls for ending all military exercises and bombing runs on Vieques by May 2003.
  However, opponents criticized both plans for not going far enough because neither plan called for the immediate end to the bombing and for the Navy to vacate Vieques immediately.  


Since the time that former President Clinton announced his plan, the Navy has held numerous training exercises using inert or dummy bombs.  These training exercises have been for the most part met by protests and peaceful demonstrations.  However, some demonstrators also stormed and occupied the bombing range and had to be forcibly removed.  In their efforts to quench these protests, the Navy has attacked participants with pepper spray, tear gas and rubber bullets, physically harming them and causing some to be hospitalized.  Numerous others, including activists and elected officials from Puerto Rico and the United States, have been arrested and imprisoned for participating in the demonstrations.


On July 29, 2001, 70% of the voters in Vieques overwhelmingly supported an option in a non-binding referendum that demanded the Navy to stop the bombing of Vieques and to vacate the island immediately.
  After the vote, however, the Bush Administration issued a statement indicating that they were sticking to their original scheduled date of May 2003 to stop the bombing practices and the Pentagon announced that they were going to start a new round of training exercises on August 2, 2001.  These actions were viewed by many as an attempt to usurp the desires of the voters in Vieques and were once again met by protests and peaceful demonstrations. 


On September 3, 2002, the Navy once again began military training exercises that the Pentagon indicated would last for several weeks.
  In addition, U.S. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld recently indicated that the Vieques bombing range was “an important training location and that the government plans to continue operations on a basis consistent with their obligations.”
  This statement has been construed by many as meaning that the Navy was not going to pull out from Vieques as it had originally planned.  As a result, current Puerto Rico Governor, Sila M. Calderon, has urged President Bush to put in writing his verbal promise to withdraw Navy forces from Vieques by May 2003.
 

RESOLUTION NO. 183-A


Resolution No. 183-A, as noted above, calls upon the United States Navy to vacate its training facility on the Puerto Rican Island of Vieques.  The resolution also calls upon the United States Navy to cease and desist from violating the civil rights of the Puerto Rican people to peaceful assembly on the Island of Vieques.  The resolution further requests that copies of Resolution No. 183-A be sent to President George W.  Bush, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, the United States Congressional Delegation of the State of New York, Puerto Rico Governor Sila M. Calderon, and the Mayor of Vieques Damaso Serrano Lopez.
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