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Good evening. My name is Jerry Vattamala, and I am a staff attorney of the Asian 

American Legal Defense and Education Fund. AALDEF is a 39-year-old New York-

based national organization that protects and promotes the civil rights of Asian 

Americans through litigation, advocacy, community education, and organizing.  

 

This past year, in coalition with LatinoJustice PRLDEF, National Institute for Latino 

Policy, and the Center for Law and Social Justice-Medgar Evers College, we developed a 

Unity Map for New York congressional, state senate, state assembly and New York City 

Council.  The Unity Map for New York City Council was submitted to the Districting 

Commission on August 30, 2012 and is the only full 51-district citywide proposal that 

has been submitted to the Commission.  The Unity Map complies with all legal 

requirements, including one person one vote, the Voting Rights Act, and all requirements 

of the City Charter. 

 

The New York City Charter explicitly lists the criteria to be considered in redistricting, 

prioritized in list order.  The first priority is keeping districts within a 10 percent 

deviation.  The second priority requires this Commission to ensure the fair and effective 

representation of the racial and language minority groups in New York City which are 

protected by the Voting Rights Act.
1
  The racial and language minority groups protected 

by the Voting Rights Act are African Americans, Latinos and Asian Americans.
2
  The 

Charter then requires this Commission to keep intact neighborhoods and communities 

with established ties of common interest and association, whether racial, economic, 

ethnic or religious.
3
  The Commission is required to ensure that Asian Americans will 

have a full and fair opportunity to elect candidates of their choice, in accordance with the 

Voting Rights Act of 1965
4
 and the New York City Charter. 

 

The Commission has stated that the reason certain Asian American neighborhoods could 

not be kept whole as illustrated in the Unity Map, was because the surrounding 

communities of common interest had to be protected, which resulted in the Asian 

                     
1
N.Y. CITY CHARTER, ch. 2-A, Section 52(1)(b) (2004). 

2
 Native Americans are also protected by the Voting Rights Act, however New York City does not have a 

significant population of Native Americans. 
3
N.Y. CITY CHARTER, ch. 2-A, Section 52(1)(c) (2004). 

4
 42 U.S.C. § 1973(b). 



   

American communities being divided, specifically in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn and 

Bayside, Queens.  The Commission has followed a procedure that violates the Charter by 

reversing the prioritized redistricting criteria, specifically reversing items 2 and 3 on the 

priority list.  Asian Americans are a racial and language minority group protected by the 

Voting Rights Act, and must first be ensured fair and effective representation, before the 

Commission considers the surrounding communities of common interest.
5
  The Unity 

Map was submitted by advocates from all of the racial and language minority groups 

protected by the federal Voting Rights Act and per the mandates of the Charter, the Unity 

Map should be considered and implemented first, ensuring fair and effective 

representation to these protected groups, before the Commission considered the 

surrounding communities of common interest.  

 

We are disappointed that the Commission's revised map, released on December 4, 2012, 

failed to take into account the statements made by numerous advocates and community 

residents during the first and second round of public hearings in August and October 

2012. At the Manhattan, Brooklyn and Queens hearings, Asian Americans repeatedly 

pointed out the changing demographics of their communities and urged the Commission 

to keep Asian American neighborhoods together within single districts wherever 

possible. Those statements were not reflected in the preliminary and revised drafts.  

 

QUEENS 

 

1- Bayside (Districts 19 and 23) – Bayside continues to be divided between districts 

19 and 23 despite numerous community groups and residents testifying that 

Bayside should be whole in district 19, as illustrated in the Unity Map. 

 

The Commission violated the Charter by first considering the surrounding 

communities of common interest before ensuring fair and effective representation 

to Asian Americans in Bayside.  District 19, and Bayside in particular was the 

center of a racially charged city council race between an Asian American and a 

white candidate in 2009.  Asian Americans were assaulted, intimidated, had 

property destroyed and were disenfranchised at poll sites.  AALDEF documented 

these incidents and submitted a letter to the Department of Justice (“DOJ”).  The 

Asian American candidate lost the election by a very narrow margin. 

 

This Commission is required to ensure fair and effective representation for Asian 

Americans before considering the surrounding communities of common interest.  

Dividing Bayside in half has moved a substantial portion of Asian Americans into 

district 23, violating the Charter’s mandate of fair and effective representation for 

racial and language minorities.  The violations of federal and local law that 

occurred in 2009 are exacerbated by moving the Asian American community in 

Bayside into district 23, preventing this community from electing a candidate of 

their choice.  To comply with the Charter, Bayside must be kept whole in district 

19, as illustrated in the Unity Map.  AALDEF’s redacted letter to the DOJ and 

media release are attached for reference. 

                     
5
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2- Richmond Hill South Ozone Park (Districts 28 and 32) - The South Asian and 

Indo-Caribbean communities in Richmond Hill/South Ozone Park, Queens have 

been improved to keep a substantial portion of this community whole in district 

28.  Many children from the community attend John Adams High School, which 

is currently located in district 32.  The Commission should include John Adams 

High School in district 28 and extend the western boundary of district 28 

westward towards Woodhaven Boulevard to the greatest extent possible. 

 

3- Elmhurst/Jackson Heights (Districts 25) - The Commission has kept most of 

Elmhurst and Jackson Heights whole and in one district, similar to the Unity Map.  

We are pleased with this configuration and would not like to see adjustments to 

this district. 

 

4- Briarwood and Jamaica Hills (Districts 24 and 29) – Briarwood and Jamaica Hills 

are one Asian American community of interest that was united in district 24.  The 

Commission divided these neighborhoods between districts 24 and 29 in the latest 

revision.  The Commission should keep these communities of common interest 

whole and together in district 24.  

 

BROOKLYN 

 

5- Bensonhurst (Districts 38, 43, 44 and 47) - The neighborhood of Bensonhurst, 

Brooklyn, with its fast-growing Asian American population, continues to be 

divided among four council districts – this configuration is unacceptable and must 

change.  The community defined boundaries of Bensonhurst, as submitted by 

AALDEF on August 13, 2012 to this Commission, should be kept substantially 

whole in one district, as demonstrated in the Unity Map, district 47. 

 

The Commission violated the Charter by first considering the surrounding 

communities of common interest before ensuring fair and effective representation 

to Asian Americans in Bensonhurst.  The Asian American community in 

Bensonhurst must first be afforded fair and effective representation before the 

Commission considers the surrounding communities of interest, as per the 

mandates of the Charter. 

 

6- Sunset Park (District 38) – The Commission improved district 38 by including 

more of the community defined neighborhood of Sunset Park, specifically 

including all of the 8
th

 Avenue commercial corridor.  District 38 is similar to the 

Unity Map configuration and we do not suggest adjustments to this district.  

 

MANHATTAN 

 

7- Chinatown and the Lower East Side (Districts 1 and 2) - In Lower Manhattan, 

Districts 1 and 2, which were created in 1991 as Asian- and Latino-opportunity 

districts, are now both predominantly white districts. District 1 is 45% white, and 



   

the Asian American population has dropped to 36%. District 2 is now 57% white, 

with only 20% Latino and 11% Asian American residents. It is possible to create 

an Asian-Latino coalition district to preserve minority representation in Lower 

Manhattan in the coming decade--without pitting incumbents against each other--

but this has not be considered.  Numerous community activists and residents from 

both Chinatown and the Lower East Side testified that the two neighborhoods 

were one community of interest and should be united in one districts.  The Unity 

Map illustrates how this configuration can be achieved. 

 

Once again, we urge the Commission to take a closer look at the 51-district Unity Map 

that AALDEF has submitted with its partners LatinoJustice PRLDEF, National Institute 

for Latino Policy, and Center for Law and Social Justice-Medgar Evers College, which 

reflects the changing demographics of New York City. We urge the Commission to 

ensure that Asian Americans have a full and fair opportunity to elect candidates of 

choice, in accordance with the Voting Rights Act and to ensure fair and effective 

representation to New York City’s racial and language minorities protected by the Voting 

Rights Act, as required by the City Charter. 
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MEDIA RELEASE 

 

For immediate release      For more information, contact: 

Wednesday, July 7, 2010     Glenn Magpantay, 212.966.5932 x206 

        Director, Democracy Program   

        gmagpantay@aaldef.org 

 

        Bryan Lee, 212.966.5932 x251 

        Voting Rights Coordinator 

        blee@aaldef.org 

 

AALDEF Complaint to U.S. Department of Justice Details  

Voting Rights Violations in Queens City Council District Election in 2009 
 

New York, NY … The Asian American Legal Defense and Education Fund (AALDEF) has submitted a 

complaint to the U.S. Department of Justice, urging it to commence an investigation of the 2009 New 

York City Council election in District 19 and to appoint federal observers to deter future discriminatory 

conduct and intimidation in this Queens district.   

 

AALDEF found that Asian American voters and volunteers for candidate Kevin Kim’s campaign for City 

Council were racially targeted and harassed, in violation of the Voting Rights Act (VRA).  Some were 

physically threatened and assaulted.   Korean American voters also faced racially discriminatory 

application of election procedures by New York City Board of Elections officials and were given limited 

access to Korean language assistance, which is mandated in Queens County under the VRA.  In past 

years, AALDEF has monitored several elections in New York City and found numerous violations of the 

language assistance provisions of the VRA and Help America Vote Act, as well as other barriers to voting 

for Asian Americans. 

 

Early in the 2009 campaign, the New York City Police Department investigated a hate crime committed 

by individuals supporting Dan Halloran, a white candidate in District 19.  A large group of white male 

teenagers verbally harassed and physically threatened two Korean American volunteers.  The group of 

white males used racial slurs and made disparaging comments about their Korean ethnicity, chanting 

"White Power!" and "White Supremacy!"  One of the white males assaulted a Korean American, injuring 

the volunteer's hand. 

 

Supporters of Kim also reported that their property was vandalized.  One resident of District 19 found her 

Kim campaign lawn sign was set on fire. 

 

Moreover, non-Asian supporters for Kim were targeted.  At a poll site in Whitestone, Queens, a 

Metropolitan Transit Authority employee in uniform ripped apart campaign signs for Kim.  He yelled at a 

white female volunteer for Kim saying, “Why would you support the locusts?”, referring to Asian 

Americans in his community.  When asked to stop, the MTA employee threatened her with violence and 

said, “Well if it keeps my community white. . .I’m going to punch you in the face.” 

 

AALDEF also discovered campaigners for Halloran made racial appeals: 

 

 Residents in District 19 received mailers with Kim’s face edited over a picture of Main Street, 

Flushing in District 20.  The picture of Chinese and Korean business signs exploited xenophobia and 

anti-Asian sentiments among the residents of District 19. 
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 At one poll site on Election Day, a white campaigner for Halloran told voters that “Halloran’s 

opponent is some Chinese guy,” even though Kim is Korean American.  He complained that the 

“neighborhood is getting really Asian.  Chinese people are taking over” and urged them to support 

Halloran. 

 

Election procedures were applied in a racially discriminatory manner against Korean American voters in 

District 19, and there was limited access to Korean language assistance on Election Day: 

 

 At a poll site in Flushing, Queens, a Republican New York City Election Commissioner, Judith 

Stupp, racially targeted and confiscated palm cards from Korean Åmerican voters entering the site.  

She did not take palm cards away from white voters.  As a result, Korean American voters with 

limited English proficiency had difficulty voting for their candidates of choice. 

 

 AALDEF monitors witnessed Commissioner Stupp block a Board of Elections interpreter from 

assisting a limited English proficient Korean American voter.  The Commissioner then challenged the 

the Korean American's eligibility to vote, even though his Korean name appeared clearly on both his 

ID and voter registration list. 

 

 An elderly Korean American voter who was limited English proficient was told by a poll worker to 

go to a different poll site.  However, the Board of Elections interpreter did not translate everything the 

poll worker had said to the voter.  The voter was confused and left the poll site without knowing what 

to do.  She was not offered a paper affidavit ballot.  As the Korean American voter left, Halloran, who 

was located inside the poll site at the time, yelled at her to get out. 

 

 The New York City Board of Elections is mandated to provide Korean interpreters at selected poll 

sites in District 19.  Several poll sites were missing interpreters in both the September 15
th
 Primary 

Election and November 3
rd

 General Election.  At one poll site, the site coordinator was so desperate to 

provide assistance to limited English proficient voters that a first-time voter with no previous training 

was deputized as an interpreter. 

 

AALDEF Democracy Program Director Glenn D. Magpantay said, “These incidents are a part of a 

history of Voting Rights Act violations in New York City.  All of these incidents, in the totality of 

circumstances, deny Korean Americans the right to vote.” 

 

AALDEF complained about these incidents to the Board of Elections in a letter sent on December 8, 2009.  

Moreover, AALDEF has repeatedly written to the Board about Election Day problems in numerous letters 

in previous years.   

 

The incidents in the District 19 City Council elections in 2009 violated both the Voting Rights Act and 

settlement agreement with the New York City Board of Elections in Chinatown Voter Education Alliance 

v. Ravitz.  AALDEF has urged the U.S. Department of Justice to investigate these incidents and to appoint 

federal observers in future elections to ensure Korean Americans can participate fully and equally  in the 

electoral franchise.   

### 

 
The Asian American Legal Defense and Education Fund (AALDEF), founded in 1974, is a national organization that 

protects and promotes the civil rights of Asian Americans.  By combining litigation, advocacy, education, and 
organizing, AALDEF works with Asian American communities across the country to secure human rights for all. 
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