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    Caribbean Immigrants and the New United States Immigration Laws:

                Background and Consequences
Caribbean Migration History
    Caribbean migration to New York City is not a new phenomenon of the 20th

century.  During the 17th century there was a constant migration of white

Caribbean planters between the Caribbean islands and the United States.

Invariably, they took the enslaved Africans with them( Wood 1974).  After

slavery was abolished in the English owned Caribbean islands in 1838, West

Indians continued to come to the United States to work.

     Beginning at the turn of the 20th century Caribbean immigrants came to

the United States in large numbers.   There were West Indian settlements in

cities such as Tampa, Miami, Boston, Philadelphia, and Chicago.  But, the

real mecca for Caribbean immigrants was New York City.  With its long history

as a haven for migrants it remains one of the largest target areas for new

black immigrants coming to the United states.  In the 1920s they joined

African Americans from the Southern  part of the United States to form a

vibrant community in Harlem.  Caribbean migration to New York continued at a

slower pace after the end of World War 1, and during the Great Depression

many of them returned home.  New anti-immigration laws in the 1950s also

contributed to the slow growth in Caribbean migration to New York.

    A change in the laws in 1965 ushered in a  new wave of immigrants from

the Caribbean (Toney 2000). Those persons who arrived in the United states in

the  post Civil Rights period met a society whose institutions were somewhat

more accepting  of people of color than had been the case  previously.  Many

Caribbean people were able to carve out little niches for themselves in the

newly emerging black middle class.  Yet, beyond the cursory glance of an

upwardly mobile group there were overarching problems that faced the new

immigrants.  This group referred to as the new  Caribbean migrants is the

focus of this paper.

     For these purposes I will look at some of the constraints that faced the

Caribbean community in New York during the debate over the 1996 immigration

and welfare bills. (Close up Foundations 1998).  Based on observation, and

documents from the period I conclude that the new immigration and welfare

acts of the 1990s subjected Caribbean migrants to a period of fear and

insecurity.  Yet, much as these laws were draconian in so many ways, they had

the unexpected effect of creating an increased political awareness in the

Caribbean immigrant community that ultimately led to greater political

empowerment.

Anti-Immigrant legislation: The States

    The 1996 immigration and welfare bills were indicators of an increasing

hostility to immigrants.  Much of this hostility was triggered by the

economic uncertainty that was evident in the country at that time.  With

unemployment and layoffs at a record high the anti-immigrant hysteria began

to resemble the nativism of the 1920s.

    This sentiment was most evident in California where voters overwhelmingly

approved Proposition 187, known as the "save Our State" amendment. ( Ibid 5).

The focus of the law was to deny public social services to undocumented

aliens.  This would include non-emergency health care and public education.

    Similarly, four New York State Republicans proposed a bill that was even

more sweeping than proposition 187.  The sponsors of the bill were Senators

Frank Padavan of Queens, John Marchi of Richmond, Michael Tully of Nassau and

Dale Volker of Rye. The bill recommended that the children of illegal

immigrants should be expelled from public schools after 90 days.  Teachers

and staff in the public schools were to report any suspected illegal aliens

to the authorities. (Carib News 1995).  Although such legislation was

destined for failure it enraged the members of the Caribbean community.

Council woman Una Clarke, a New York City Councilwoman and a Jamaican

immigrant referred to the sponsors as "klansmen and Nazis in three-piece

suits."  This piece of legislation was one of the first reasons for Caribbean

people to mobilize.  Roy Hastick head of the Caribbean American Chamber of

Commerce and Industry saw the pending legislation as a wake-up call.

Similarly, community leader leader Ernest Emmanuel and Assemblyman Nick Perry

emphasized the need to be on the alert and to organize the community.  (Carib

News 1995).

National Debate
    The most heated debate at the time surrounded the welfare bill.  HR 3734,

is better known as the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity

Reconciliation Act.  The Act was signed by President Clinton on August 22,

1996.  The debate over its passage carried a high emotional impact because it

applied not just to immigrants, but was a sweeping piece of legislation that

was largely the result of a Republican majority in Congress.  It could also

be perceived as part of Clinton's campaign pledge to "end welfare as we know

it." This new welfare Act would be as devastating to the immigrant community

as the pending immigration legislation. It cut many of the social programs

that had previously been available to immigrants.  Legal immigrants lost

their rights to food stamps and to Supplementary Security Income.  This is a

benefit that is available to older people, the blind and the disabled.

Undocumented aliens became ineligible for almost all federal and state

benefits excluding emergency medical care, immunization programs, and

disaster relief.

    The immediate response of the larger Caribbean community was one of

disbelief.  Throughout the debate in Congress, Caribbean people had hoped

that the bill would not pass.  In the last case scenario they hoped President

Clinton would veto the bill. Congressman Major Owens called the law

"draconian" and Council woman Una Clarke stated 'it's going to be tough on

the needy, but we must recognize that it's an election year and the President

is seeking reelection.'  In 1998 Congress, mindful of some of the criticism

against the welfare act restored eligibility to some immigrants, but about

600,000 immigrants lost federal food stamp eligibility.

    In addition to the problems with entitlement programs the welfare law

addressed some specific areas of the migration process. Previously,

sponsoring families were required to sign an affidavit of support for newly

arriving migrants.  Under the new laws the eligibility income of the

sponsoring family was raised.  Similarly, while under the old laws immigrants

could apply for food stamps after three years, under the new laws the number

was raised to ten years or upon the acquisition of citizenship .

    Most of the outrage against the welfare act was triggered by its effects

on legal immigrants.  It is much more difficult to argue a case for

undocumented aliens. While the former are perceived to be tax paying members

of society, some people see undocumented immigrants as law breakers.  They

violated the laws by over staying their time in the United States, or by

coming in illegally in the first place.  Yet, there were aspects of the

welfare bill that critics believed were inhumane.  For example, it was

possible for any city employee such as police officers, teachers or medical

workers to report illegal immigrants to the immigration department.

Immigrant supporters argued that the law could prevent the undocumented from

attending school or seeking help from the police.

    While the welfare bill had its immigrant component the discussion about im

migration was directly related to the lives of immigrants and their

relatives. The  debate on the federal level began early in 1995 with reaction

to proposals by a bipartisan federal commission.  The most familiar name on

the panel was former Congresswoman Barbara Jordan of Texas.  The report was

highly criticized by the Caribbean immigrant community.  They voiced

disappointment in the African American congresswoman who appeared to favor

European immigration over immigration from Africa, the Caribbean, Asia and

Latin America.  Much of the debate surrounded the proposal to curtail the

family ties aspect of immigration and emphasize the skills aspect.  Because

Caribbean immigrants are recent migrants they still maintain close family

ties with people at home.  This allows them to sponsor immediate family

members, parents and siblings. On the contrary, because European immigration

is older, many persons from Western Europe no longer have family members who

can sponsor them.  The proposals were interpreted as another method of giving

preference to Europeans over third world people.

    One of the most emotional aspects of the immigration bill was centered

around the Republican proposal to deny student aid to immigrants.

Historically, education has played a  major role in the upward mobility of

Caribbean  people at home and abroad.  As a matter of fact, it was the only

route out of poverty for blacks in the post emancipation Caribbean.   In the

United States, Caribbean immigrants were always praised for their emphasis on

schooling.  Up to today there are several private elementary and high schools

in the black community catering largely to Caribbean people.

    This new proposal was seen as hitting below the belt, so to speak.  If

passed, the law would have made it almost impossible to get Pell grants, for

example.  The bill would have been particularly hard on New York City where

40,000 immigrant college students live.  Most of the Caribbean students

attend the City University of New York.   This was one issue on which all of

the politicians in the Caribbean community could unite.  Congressman Major

Owens whose district encompasses most of the Caribbean immigrant community

called the bill 'racist, pure and simple.'  According to him 'up until now

this country treated legal immigrants as productive people who make a

contribution to society.  Now, because many of the immigrants are Black and

Hispanic and not European, there is an outcry from a certain group in

Congress who want to make it difficult for them to receive student loans or

grants."  According to Owens working immigrants would repay ten fold any

educational help that they received.

    Ed Griffith, a  Brooklyn representative to the New York State Assembly

drew a contrast between the spending on prisons and the spending on

education.  He said 'we are quite prepared to spend $30,000 a year to put

people in prison but we are unwilling to invest a third of that amount in the

education of people who will work, pay taxes and repay  the amount invested

in them." (Carib News 1995). That section of the bill was eliminated after

much furor.  However, it was easier for naturalized citizens to receive

educational aid than for students with Green Cards.

     The new immigration law went into effect on September 30, 1996. The

president agreed to sign it after the clause that would exclude children of

illegal immigrants from public schools was taken out.   Another compromise

surrounded the amount of money that an immigrant family had to show before

they could sponsor a relative.  The Republicans had originally asked for $34,

000 for a family of four.  This was reduced to 125 percent of the poverty

level or $18, 750.

    In spite of some compromises the immigrant community had much to fear.

Legal immigrants who are the recipients of food stamps for example,  will

lose benefits if they remain on welfare for more than 12 months.  Welfare

officials must verify the immigration status of applicants.   The main focus

of the law was illegal immigration.  The law doubled the size of the border

patrol, and provided stiffer penalties for fraud and alien smuggling.  More

emphasis was placed on fining employers who hired undocumented workers.

Partly as a result of the new enforcement of the laws the New York District

of the INS fined a cleaning service in Westchester, "Colin Cares" $1.5

million for hiring unauthorized workers.  (Carib News 1996)

Citizenship as a Form of Response

    Before the new laws went into effect there was not much incentive for

Anglo-phone Caribbean immigrants to become United states citizens. There are

several reasons for this.   Most of them migrated for economic rather than

political reasons, and very few have bitter feelings about their homeland.

Indeed, with increased communication between the home and host countries,

Caribbean immigrants use their relative close proximity to return home quite

frequently.  Furthermore, the government and people left behind continue to

encourage ties and connections between the immigrants and their home society.

 Another reason lies in the fact that Caribbean people are leaving a society

where racial discrimination is subtle and almost not discernible.  When they

become Americans they trade their identity for the identity of the

historically oppressed native African American.  In the past Caribbean people

in the United States had tried to shield themselves from the realities of

open racial discrimination by building cultural institutions that emphasized

ethnicity.

    As late as March 28, 1995 Caribbean immigrants were accused of political

lethargy.  The politicians were accused of ignoring the needs of the

Caribbean community.  However, when the debate on the immigration laws became

more forceful this would change.  (Carib News 1995).

    When the new laws came into effect citizenship became very important.

The Anti-Terrorist and Effective Death Penalty Act and the Illegal

Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act were particularly

galling to many immigrants.  The law stated that legal immigrants who had not

become naturalized citizens could be deported even for misdemeanor offenses

that resulted from possession of marijuana.  The government could deport

legal immigrants if they committed a crime in which a sentence of more than a

year in prison was imposed.  Persons who committed acts of indiscretion in

their youth could be deported even if they had lived very straight lives

since that time. (Fix Immigration forum 1999) Caribbean immigrants from

Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and Guyana were suddenly facing deportation

while they were being denied bail.  Many of the immigrants were detained at

airports after they went abroad for temporary stays.  Because of the language

of the law The US Attorney General did not have the authority to use

discretion when enforcing the law.  (Carib News  1996).  Joyce Dawson the

head of the Immigration unit of the New York Legal Aid Society had several

anecdotes to illustrate the harsh measures of the law.  (Carib News 1996).

    Caribbean leaders began to mobilize their people much more than they had

in the past, to become politically aware, and especially, to become American

citizens.  John Sampson, State Senator for the 19th district in Brooklyn

summed up the leadership opinion when he said 'our community needs  to become

proactive and leaders must create some of the conditions for this.'  Council

woman Una Clarke stated 'we must remain on top of things.  We have to read

and understand the laws and situation which confront us. . . . above all we

have to become citizens and register to vote." (Carib News 1996).

    The banner for citizenship was immediately taken up by several Caribbean

organizations.  Many of these organizations had existed in the past to help

immigrants from their home countries and to provide help for the people left

at home.  A typical example of this was the collaboration between Trinidad

and Tobago Working Women's Association and Sesame Flyers International, a

cultural group that is best known for its children steel band.  They

established a venue in the heart of the Caribbean community in Brooklyn to

help permanent residents to complete forms, and to take the finger prints and

photos that were necessary for citizenship.  The organizations held similar

drives throughout the New York/New Jersey area. (Carib News 1996).

    Other organizations were created specifically to counter the onslaught on

immigrants in the Caribbean community. The Council of Caricom Organizations

(COCO) was an umbrella group that brought together groups representing the

various Caribbean islands.  Although COCO had several other goals it

essentially became an organization that encouraged citizenship.  It was led

by two Jamaicans, Irwin Claire and a lawyer Winston Tucker.  They were

representatives to COCO from the Jamaica Progressive League.  Claire and

Tucker became vocal activists, appearing in the media  as spokespersons for

Caribbean immigrants.  They made trips to the Caribbean islands and met with

important politicians there.  COCO sponsored joint citizenship drives with

other island oriented organizations.  By doing this they were able to target

persons from a particular island on any given day.  These drives were carried

out across the metropolitan area and as far away as Pennsylvania.  They used

the facilities in the local churches and business places to take pictures, do

fingerprinting, and fill out forms.  Tucker was usually available to answer

any legal questions.  Complicated cases could be referred to his office.

    The new drive to encourage citizenship led to a greater political

awareness among the people.  The immigrants had to be informed about the

importance of citizenship.  Generally speaking, enrollment sessions began

with a pep talk and political discussion about the issues of the day that the

immigrants faced. The new interest in citizenship led to embarassing

questions for the current elected representatives.  A harsh editorial in the C

arib News of April 18, 1995 stated 'in the weeks and months since the

Republican dominated Congress declared war on immigrants by introducing a

series of measures designed to strip legal immigrants of their right of

access to a plethora of social services, some elected officials who represent

thousands of immigrants . . . have remained remarkably silent."   Sentiments

such as these from the immigrant community would help to energize the current

politicians and encourage others to run for office.

New York City Government and the New Laws
    The Caribbean community and other immigrants had some unexpected allies

in the New York City Administration.  Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, a Republican,

agreed with some aspects of the law including one which denies assistance to

some legal immigrants.  However, throughout the debate he continued to praise

the immigrant communities.  He emphasized their contributions, stating that

they had 'reinvigorated the city, and helped establish New York as the

capital of the world.  His support for immigrants included the illegal.  He

believed that like all immigrants they too had come to the United States to

improve their lives.  Giuliani was quoted as saying "Some of the hardest

working and most productive people in this city are  undocumented aliens.  If

you come here and you work hard and you happen to be in an undocumented

status, you're one of the people we want in this city.  You're somebody that

we want to protect."

    The mayor filed a suit against the federal government challenging two

provisions of the federal immigration and welfare acts. The suit was the City

of New York, and Rudolph W. Giuliani against the United states of America,

and Janet Reno. He pointed out that one provision of the immigration act

violated Executive Order 124 which prohibited city employees from disclosing

a person's immigration status to the INS, and prevented the police department

from reporting the immigration status of a crime victim.  This order was

originally issued by former Mayor Edward I. Koch and reaffirmed by former

Mayor David Dinkins.

    Mayor Giuliani argued that "the anti-immigration movement in America is

one of our most serious public concerns.  And Washington is only making the

problem worse."  He saw the threat to immigration as a threat to the future

of the country.  The suit drew attention to the fact that there were 449,000

undocumented immigrants living in New York State as of October, 1992.  The

majority of them reside in New York City.  According to a study by the Urban

institute as of October, 1993 21.6 percent of the total number of

undocumented immigrants in New York were children.  (Carib News 1996).

    In addition to the  undocumented aliens New York City was the home of

75,000 elderly and disabled legal immigrants who were in danger of losing

federal Supplementary Security Income and another 135,000 legal immigrants in

danger of losing food stamps. (Fair New York  1998).

Caribbean Immigrants and Politics today

    By the late 1990s the economy underwent a tremendous turn around.

Unemployment was a record low.  New York City's rate was higher than in the

rest of the country but there was an increasing demand for workers.

Immigrants were being perceived through more positive lenses.

    Increasingly, there is discussion about changing the laws of 1996 and

whether to give amnesty to undocumented immigrants who have lived in the

United states since 1986.  Frank Sharry, executive director of an immigration

advocacy group,  the National immigration Forum  said recently 'what we are

seeing is the beginning of a pro-immigration alliance that is likely to

reshape immigration policy.'  That alliance is made up of the private sector,

the Roman catholic Church and conservative and liberal politicians.  Dr.

Marco Mason head of the Caribbean Women's Health Association in Brooklyn

stated optimistically 'It's clear that the anti-immigrant tide which

dominated the debate on national policy in the 1990s, is being reversed and

one can only be but hopeful that something positive such as amnesty comes out

of the discussion and movement's activities.'

    The drive for amnesty is championed by Democratic liberal Henry Cisneros,

former secretary of Housing and Urban Development and conservative Jack Kemp,

a Republican. (Caribbean Life 2000). Together, they are advocating a more

relaxed  immigration policy to find workers for the most prolonged economic

boom since World War 11.  President Clinton has encouraged the Congress to

double the number of visas to 200,000 a year for the next three years for

high tech workers.  One of the more interesting aspects of the debate is the

recent decision by the AFL/CIO on the immigration issue.  In February 2000

the organization's executive council called for a repeal of employer

sanctions and amnesty for undocumented workers.  They also encouraged a

worker education program by  holding meetings around the country. (Ncmonoline

2000).  The AFL/CIO had changed its position since 1986 when they supported

sanctions.  Over the years they have come to realize that the new immigrants

are the key to a revitalization of the labor movement.

    The struggle over immigration in the 1990s had a lasting effect on the

Caribbean community.   jFor the first time this largely politically dormant

group was pushed into a new awareness of their position as immigrants in the

United States.  Prior to these events Caribbean people generally followed the

political direction of the larger African American community.  Caribbean

politicians had distinguished themselves in New York since early in the

century but there was no political Caribbean community, as such.  The issues

of the 1990s reminded Caribbean people that as immigrants, there were some

problems that they shared with other immigrant groups. There was more demand

for Caribbean people to join other ethnic groups in the fight for favorable

immigration legislation.

    Yet, throughout all of the debate, Caribbean people in New York are

constantly reminded that they are black people.  As members of the African

American community they share many of the social problems of other blacks.

The three  major cases of police brutality in the 1990s were directed against

black immigrants, Amadou Diallo, Abner Louima and Patrick Dorismond.  In all

of these cases the major activists who led the call for justice were the Rev.

Al Sharpton and other  Native African Americans.

    It is for these reasons that the Caribbean presence in New York provides

an interesting case study of the conflict between ethnic and racial politics.

 As the Caribbean community grows in numbers Caribbean politicians are forced

to toe the delicate line between the two.  They must cater to the needs of

the Caribbean people in their constituency, but at the same time they must

not divide black people along ethnic lines.

    Although the last words are not written on these issues it is clear that

Caribbean politicians are staking out positions for themselves along ethnic

lines.  The most recent example is the effort made by Council woman Una

Clarke to challenge Major Owens in the upcoming Congressional elections in

November.  With the institution of term limits in New York City the highly

effective Councilwoman has turned her attention to politics at the federal

level.  She argues that the incumbent Major Owens has not kept in touch with

the pulse of the immigrant community.  If she is elected  Una Clarke would be

the first Caribbean born woman to be elected to Congress.  Even if she is not

elected her career is an indication of the increased politicization that

occurred in the Caribbean community in the 1990s.

    The immigration and welfare laws of that decade were meant to discourage

immigration.  However, an improved economy and the newly naturalized citizens

gave Caribbean immigrants a new voice in the country.  George Dalley, a

registered lobbyist for Jamaica, credits the newly passed African-Caribbean

bill in Congress to the recent empowerment of Caribbean people.  He stated

that passage of the bill 'sent a strong message that  there is a large

Caribbean constituency in the country, which cannot be ignored.'
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