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Supporters of immigrant rights take to Pa. streets

Marchers join nationwide demonstrations

By SUMMER HARLOW, The News Journal

Posted Wednesday, May 2, 2007

KENNETT SQUARE, Pa. -- Maria del Carmen Bernabe marched for her children: her three children in Mexico whom she hasn't seen in six years, and her 3-year-old daughter, who hasn't met her siblings.

Dominga Vasquez also marched for her children: a daughter in elementary school and a son who's only 3.

Both women crossed the border from Mexico illegally, and both know the lives they've built in the United States are tenuous, dependent on staying in the shadows and out of immigration officials' grasp.

On Tuesday, they joined tens of thousands of demonstrators, from here to Los Angeles, marching on behalf of comprehensive immigration reform they hope will include amnesty for the 12 million immigrants living illegally in this country. About 175 protesters, including many from Delaware, marched through the streets of Kennett Square, many carrying signs demanding immigrants' rights.

While last year's historic May 1 marches drew more than a million participants across the country, this year's rallies saw lower turnouts. And many immigrants cited fear of potential round-ups as the cause.

"I know a lot of people were afraid to come today, but I needed to come, because I've seen the deportation cases on TV, and I don't want to be separated from my children," said Vasquez, who lives in Wilmington.

Last year, immigrants also were motivated by federal legislation that would have made it a felony to be here illegally. That legislation passed the House but was never signed into law.

This year, a bill introduced in the House, known as the Strive Act, would provide a path to citizenship for immigrants who meet certain requirements, such as paying fines and passing background checks. The bill faces opposition from both sides. Some critics argue the proposal is too stringent because of its penalties and border enforcement provisions, while others say it is too lenient and that "path to citizenship" sugarcoats an amnesty bill.

Pro-immigrant groups this year have made lobbying and voter registration their priorities.

With so many people dying in the desert trying to cross the border, and with so many families, like hers, divided by immigration status, Bernabe said she hopes that massive nationwide demonstrations two years in a row will help convince Congress that immigration reform can't wait any longer.

"People are going to continue coming," she said. "This is too important for politicians not to take notice."

Marchers' chants Tuesday ranged from demanding that President Bush listen up, to calling for "justicia ahora," or justice now.

Because last year's marches and displays of Mexican flags drew the ire of groups opposing illegal immigration, this year's march was led by three Latinos carrying Mexican and American flags, side by side.

Several marchers also waved small American flags.

Wearing a T-shirt proclaiming "no human being is illegal," Rachel McCormick, of Philadelphia, said the immigration debate shouldn't be so focused on legal status.

"This is a human rights issue we should all care about," she said. "Because of the militarization of the border, people are dying trying to feed their families and have a better life."

Calling for an end to raids that seemed to gain momentum after last year's demonstrations, marchers emphasized that immigrants aren't terrorists or criminals, but workers.

"We come of necessity," said Jose Martinez, who lives in Hockessin. "There's no jobs in Mexico."

Ivan Boothe, of Media, Pa., argued that the lack of jobs in Mexico is a direct consequence of U.S. foreign policy and free trade agreements.

"They contribute a lot to our society, and support us with their work and taxes, so it's fair that I support them by demonstrating today," he said.

Serafina Youngdahl Lombardi, a representative for the Kaolin Workers Union in Kennett Square and one of the organizers for Tuesday's march, said that despite the lower-than-expected turnout, the demonstration still was a success.
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