
- 6 -


[image: image1.png]




T H E  C O U N C I L

REPORT OF THE GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS DIVISION

Marcel Van Ooyen, Deputy Chief of Staff


COMMITTEE ON GOVERNMENTAL OPERATIONS


Chair – Council Member Bill Perkins

June 19, 2002

Res. No. 41:

By: Council Members Barron, Perkins, Liu, Foster, Sanders Jr., Seabrook, Martinez, Jackson, Davis, Rivera and Serrano; also Council Members Quinn and Vann

Title:



A resolution urging the establishment of a Commission on Queen Mother Moore Reparations for Descendants of Africans of New York City.

Res. No. 92:


By: Council Members Barron, Perkins, Comrie, Boyland, Davis, Foster, Rivera, Sanders Jr. and Liu; also Council Members Seabrook and Vann

Title:



A resolution declaring March 21, 2003 as “Reparation Awareness Day” and to recognize the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade and Slavery as crimes against humanity.

Res. No. 217:

By: Council Members Barron, Comrie, Davis, Foster, Rivera, Sanders Jr., Seabrook, Serrano and Vann

Title:



A resolution calling upon the City Council to declare its support for plaintiffs Deadria Farmer-Paellmann, Mary Lacey Madison, Andrea Carrington and all others similarly situated, in their efforts to seek restitution in a federal class action suit brought against the corporations that are alleged to have participated in and directly profited from the abhorrent institution of slavery.

Res. No. 219:

By Council Members Foster, Barron, Comrie, Davis, Perkins, Sanders, Seabrook, Serrano, Stewart and Vann; also Council Member Clarke

Title:



Resolution calling upon the Congress of the United States to hold fact-finding hearings to establish and define the bases and justifications for the government of the United States to pay reparations to African-American descendants of African ancestors who were held in slavery in this country, and its original colonies, between 1619 and 1865.

I.
Introduction

Today, the Committee will solicit testimony from various witnesses on how the City and the country may address the matter of reparations.  Specifically, the Committee will consider four resolutions – one declaring a “reparations awareness day,” another calling for a City commission funded by the City’s treasury to study the matter of reparations to descendants of slaves held here on the City’s soil, a third declaring support for the class action plaintiffs of a law suit that seeks restitution from corporations that have substantially profited from the transatlantic slave trade, and a fourth asking the United States Government to hold fact-based hearings on the issue of reparations.

II.
Arguments for and Against Reparations


The issue of reparations encompasses many legal, moral, economic and social concerns.  Many arguments have been made both in support of and in opposition to reparations.


A.  The Case for Reparations


The legal theories behind the efforts to achieve any kind of reparations for an injured class are human rights violations and unjust enrichment.
  In 1988, the United States Government awarded reparations to individuals that were placed in Japanese internment camps following the attack on Pearl Harbor.  Congress, in accordance with a special commission established to study the matter, authorized compensatory payments of $20,000 to every living victim, and an apology from the government.


The United States and various state governments have also made reparations to Native Americans in the form of restored land rights, monetary contributions, and tribal recognition.  Outside of the United States, holocaust survivors of Nazi Germany do and will receive billions of dollars in settlements paid by the Germans and the Swiss.


Some state and local governments have provided reparations to African-Americans in certain cases.  For example, in 1923 in Rosewood, Florida, a white mob massacred hundreds of black residents, and seized their homes and other property after hearing false accusations that a black man from the neighborhood raped a white woman.  Seventy years later, the Florida State Legislature established a commission to study the state’s role in the victimization of these residents.  The commission found that the state was grossly negligent in failing to protect the victims, and the legislature subsequently passed a reparations bill modeled after the federal legislation on the Japanese internment camps.  The legislation authorized monetary payment to the few survivors of the Rosewood massacre, and education scholarships for the descendants of the victims.


Legislative proposals concerning reparations include:


Congressman John Conyers of Michigan introduced a bill, H.R. 40, in Congress to establish a commission to study the matter.  The bill was first introduced in 1989, but has never been heard by the House Judiciary Committee.


In 2000, the Chicago City Council, with support from Mayor Richard Daley, passed a resolution supporting reparations to African-American descendants of slaves.  Illinois State Senator, Donnie Trotter, has also introduced reparations legislation.


Congressman Tony P. Hall of Ohio introduced the “Apology for Slavery Resolution,” HR 356.  Others in Congress have called for a national museum and a memorial in honor of the millions of victims of the transatlantic slave trade and American slavery.


In New York State, Assemblyman Roger L. Green of Brooklyn has introduced bills in the State Legislature, A9286 and A9912, establishing a reparations commission and commemorative day both relating to the State’s role in the slave trade and slavery.



B.  The Case Against Reparations


Despite the case for reparations, however, controversy abounds, and opponents argue that reparations will only create massive resentment.  Unlike the current proposal, reparations paid to survivors of internment camps, Nazi Germany, Rosewood, and Tulsa were to the victims, or their close descendants.  This matter also raises a legal statute of limitations issue, and it is not clear, based on current law and legal precedent, whether reparations will withstand the inevitable court scrutiny.  


Others argue that desegregation, affirmative action programs, and civil rights laws were supposed to repair the damage caused by slavery and that the best way for the country to rectify the problems associated with slavery is to provide African-Americans with a decent education, job opportunities and advancement, as well as legal recourse to address specific instances of prejudice and bias 


Still others, even if agreeing with the concept, fear that reparations will bankrupt the nation.  The accounting of trillions owed in unpaid labor rings a paralyzing tone for many Americans, especially during tight budgetary times.  Furthermore, a concern is raised that by simply paying reparations to African-Americans, people will assume that the issues or problems stemming from slavery will have been resolved and that other attempts to rectify the legacy of slavery will not be addressed. 

III.
The Resolutions

A.  Resolution No. 41 – Establishment of a Commission

Resolution No. 41 seeks to establish a commission, funded by the New York City treasury, comprised of individuals and organizations of the City’s Black community in conjunction with the Black and Latino Caucus of the City Council.  The Commission would be charged with studying and recommending compensation to the “New African Descendant Community of New York City.”  The term, “New African” and its meaning will be discussed at the hearing.  The Resolution also provides some history of slavery in this City, and points to examples to show that slavery and the slave trade was not just an atrocity that took place in the nation’s Southern states.


Finally, the Resolution also calls for the Commission to be named in honor of Queen Mother Moore, who for the major part of the twentieth century, from her base in Harlem, led a broad coalition in the quest for Reparations.  She died in 1997, leaving a brave legacy and foundation upon which the City and country may build a civil rights campaign for the twenty-first century.


B.  Resolution No. 92 – Establishing a “Reparation Awareness Day”

Resolution No. 92 calls for March 21, 2003 to be declared a “Reparation Awareness Day.”  It was on March 21, 1960, when 15,000 Black protesters gathered in South Africa, to demonstrate against the racist Apartheid system.  The South African police opened fire on the unarmed protesters, killing and injuring nearly 300 people.  The Resolution, in recognition of this solemn anniversary, which is observed by many throughout the world, selects this day to focus the City’s attention on reparations in order to promote discussion and understanding.


C.  Resolution No. 217 – Declaring  Support for the Class Action Suit

A class action suit has been brought in the Eastern District of New York to seek reparations from American companies that had profited from the slave trade and slavery.  The resolution provides additional history on slavery in New York City, and also supports this suit as one means of determining accountability.


D.  Resolution No. 219 – Calling upon Congress to Hold Fact-Finding Hearings


Resolution No. 219 calls for the United States Government to actively study reparations by holding fact-based hearings on the justification and bases of payment to African-American descendants of African ancestors who were held in slavery in this country, and its original colonies, between 1619 and 1865.

IV.
Conclusion

Reparations are viewed as a way to redress racism in America and achieve racial justice and harmony.  The Committee is seeking information about this effort, and the benefits and drawbacks of such proposals. 
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