May 2, 2006

Thousands Turn Out, but Support Is Mixed Among New York's Immigrants 

By MICHELLE O'DONNELL
At his corner grocery on Coney Island Avenue in Ditmas Park, Brooklyn, Tariq Asheik minded the store alone yesterday morning, having given his two Mexican employees the day off to join rallies in support of immigrant rights.

"I love immigrants," said Mr. Asheik, who is from Pakistan. "Everyone's an immigrant here." 

Along the unusually quiet commercial strip, dozens of Hispanics and Pakistanis joined hands to form a human chain. 

But up the street at his sign store, David Lanzman said he had no plans to close his business, despite the shuttering of other stores nearby in gestures of support. 

"Who's going to secure the store?" said Mr. Lanzman, a Romanian who immigrated to the United States more than 30 years ago. "Maybe I lose $1,000 or $2,000."

Across the New York region, thousands of people took part in demonstrations and an economic boycott called for by some immigration leaders and labor unions, culminating in a demonstration last evening by tens of thousands of people in Union Square in Manhattan. But despite the large turnout of Hispanics, there was far from uniform support for the rallies among all immigrant groups.

The divide was visible in New York City, where immigrants from different countries live side by side. In Ditmas Park, the door to La Nueva Union, a Mexican bakery, was locked, while a nearby film developing shop, owned by a Pakistani man, remained open. 

Denise Rodriguez, a Mexican immigrant who works as a maid, said she stayed home from work and kept her two young sons home from school yesterday to attend a rally. Education officials said attendance in city schools yesterday was down about 6 percent.

In the Sunset Park neighborhood of Brooklyn, which is home to large numbers of Hispanics and Asians, about 3,000 people, mostly Hispanic, turned out for a midday rally, although Asian-owned businesses largely remained open. That was to be expected, said Artemio Guerra, a rally organizer, who said legislation pending before Congress that would overhaul immigration law was a "racial attack on Hispanics." 

Some of the store closings and rallies took place at 12:16 p.m., a time chosen as a symbolic protest against the passage of the bill by the House of Representatives on Dec. 16 last year.

One of the most visible demonstrators in Sunset Park was Sylvia Garcia, an immigrant from Mexico, who held a large hand-lettered sign reading, "I lost my job to be here today." Ms. Garcia, 32, said she was dismissed from her job as a cashier at Cafe O in Midtown Manhattan, along with five co-workers, after attending the rally without being given the day off, an account confirmed by Patrick Lee, the manager. 

"They came last minute without a heads up," Mr. Lee, an immigrant from Korea, said yesterday as he worked a long day as cashier. "I understand their situation, but I don't understand why she didn't give me a heads up."

In Jackson Heights, Queens, an area with a large Central and South American population, thousands of people poured onto 37th Avenue, waving flags and holding signs adorned with a red apple reading, "I love immigrant New York!" 

In Albany, the State Assembly, controlled by Democrats, stopped business for the day to show support for the national rallies. Shortly after the session was called to order around 3 p.m., about two dozen Assembly members turned and walked out in silence. The Assembly adjourned several minutes later, without acting on any legislation.

On Long Island, where the most visible pools of immigrant labor are the outdoor sites where Hispanic men and women gather to wait for daily work, the boycott appeared more uniform. 

Along Willis Avenue in Roslyn, where a line of hundreds of Hispanic men awaiting work usually stretches for nearly a mile, there was no one yesterday, said the Rev. Allan B. Ramirez, an advocate for immigrants.

"It looked like the streets were abandoned," Mr. Ramirez said. 

Reporting for this article was contributed by Ann Farmer, Kate Hammer, Jennifer Medina and Mick Meenan.

