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Protesters Against Vieques Bombings
Rally at Westfield Methodist Church

By STEPHEN CHIGER
Specially Written for The Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD — It’s fascinating
how a cause rooted so far away can
rouse support this close to home.

One week before the Puerto Rican
Day parade was set to march up Fifth
Avenue in New York City, Vieques
supporters gathered in Westfield to
protest Navy bombing exercises on
the tiny island off the east coast of
Puerto Rico.

The rally, held at the First United
Methodist Church last Sunday, saw a
turnout of about 30 people from the
surrounding area.

“We’re hoping that our protest will
make people more
aware of what’s going
on in Vieques and [en-
courage them to] take
a stand against this,”
said Sylvia Zisman, a
member of the Union
County Committee
for Peace and Justice,
the main group behind
the event.

The day seemed
modest in comparison
to the recent media
storm surrounding
New York bombing
protester Al Sharpton,
who was arrested and
jailed along with oth-
ers for trespassing on
federally-owned land
on the island, but
speakers and those in
attendance agreed that
any support for the
once-obscure cause
was a positive step.

Attendee Evelyn
Quintana, a Union
resident who moved
from Puerto Rico 17
years ago, said that
mainland backing was
necessary because
Puerto Rico does not
have full congres-
sional representation.
Ms. Quintana, who
visited Vieques last
July, said that health
and environmental
damage to the island
were obvious.

Rally organizers wanted local resi-
dents to “look at the situation and ask
yourself, ‘What if this were
Westfield?’” said Laurie Weigand,
the event’s emcee.

Ms. Weigand said that health and
environmental concerns, such as the
Navy’s use of spent nuclear fuel, led
her group to start investigating

Vieques.
She said the situation was an “is-

sue of conscience” because the people
of Vieques have been denied their
right to self-determination.

Those protesting the Vieques
bombing alleged that high cancer
and asthma rates, environmental
damage, and economic stagnation
are consequences of the military’s
presence on the island. The Navy has
had a base at Vieques since it expro-
priated two-thirds of the island in
1941.

The Navy denies that their opera-
tions have caused health risks. It also
stipulates that bombing only occurs

on 3 percent of Vieques, and that
much of the land it occupies is envi-
ronmental conservation areas.

According to the Navy, Vieques is
a vital military base because it is the
only region in which they can con-
duct integrated Navy and Marine
Corp training.

Some of those opposed to the
bombing think the Vieques debate is

symbolic of U.S. treatment of Puerto
Rico.

“I think that as long as they’re
being treated as a colony we think we
have the right to do whatever we
want there,” said Colleen
Novosielski, a Rutherford resident
who attended the rally.

“There is a sense that our lives,
Puerto Ricans, are expendable,” said
speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito, co-
ordinator of “Toda Con Nueva York,”
a New York-based Vieques support
group.

Long-held tensions came to a head
in April of 1999 when David Sanes
Rodriguez, a civilian guard, died in a

bombing accident on the
Vieques range.

On April 30, the Navy
relinquished 8,100 acres
in western Vieques as part
of a 1999 accord signed
by former President Bill
Clinton to alleviate ten-
sions in the area. Train-
ing at Vieques was re-
duced from 180 to 90
days per year, and only
then with inert concrete
shells.

A referendum will be
held in early November
in which the island’s
9,400 residents can ei-
ther vote the Navy off the
island by 2003 or accept
$50 million in economic
aid, allowing live-ammu-
nition training to resume.

Vieques supporters
have called the choice
anti-democratic, because
neither of the options re-
flects the Viequenses’
desire to have the bomb-
ing stopped immediately.

Last Sunday’s event
garnered some local po-
litical support. Last
Thursday, the Union
County Board of Chosen
Freeholders resolved to
support efforts to stop
bombing in Vieques, cit-
ing the rally as a direct
reason for the statement.
Freeholder Angel
Estrada, who attended

and spoke at the rally, said the issue
was important because it could hap-
pen anywhere in America.

The rally marks the first official
function of the Union County Com-
mittee for Peace and Justice. The
group, created by county residents at
the beginning of this year, is com-
posed of approximately 10 people.
They meet once a month.

News Accounts Highlight Poor
Planning, Thinking on Deck Issue

Your articles regarding the proposed
parking deck(s) in the May 24 edition
highlight the poor planning and thinking
that has gone into this project.

Specifically three items bothered me
most. First, based on DWC Executive
Director Sherry Cronin’s comment, it
appears that she believes the high va-
cancy rate in the early and mid-1990s
will be repeated without additional park-
ing. Let’s not forget that we had both a
recession and slow consumer spending
in that time period. Any future, high
vacancy rates will more likely be a result
of slow consumer spending than parking
capacity.

Second, Councilman Goldman’s com-
ment about there “never going to be a
perfect location” for a parking facility is
irresponsible. Before Westfield spends
$12 to $20 million on anything, perfec-
tion should be a requirement (for that
comment, I will never vote for Council-
man Goldman again). Third, the Rich &

Associates’ original 10-year projection
of a 1,436 parking space deficiency is
only a forecast by a consultant who gets
paid whether he is right or wrong.

Based on Councilman Sullivan’s as-
tute comments, Mr. Rich’s predictions
may very well be wrong.

From my personal experience as a
downtown shopper, I have yet to not get
a parking space. It has not always been
easy, but I usually find a space. As a
commuter, I cannot say the same. There-
fore, the idea of two smaller lots makes
sense in the long run, even if more costly
in the short term. With two lots, both the
needs of shoppers and commuters can be
met.

Richard Landau
Westfield

BRAKES Group Reminds Drivers
Slow Down, Yield to Pedestrians

The BRAKES Group is pleased to
support operation Safe Operating Speed
(S.O.S.) initiated by the Westfield Po-
lice Department in March. It has been a
well planned effort to reduce traffic vio-
lations and increase safety in town.

Beginning with a month-long cam-
paign of public announcements through
newspapers, local TV and in flyers sent
home through the children’s backpacks,
the program moved out of the warning
phase in April.

Since then, according to Chief Tracy,
moving violations issued have increased
315 percent over the same seven weeks
the previous year. Underscoring their
actions is the reality that accidents for
the same period are down 12 percent

while accidents involving injuries has
been reduced by 40 percent. It has al-
ways been the BRAKES Group’s con-
tention that if drivers would observe the
speed limit, then accidents would be
less serious and fatalities could be
avoided.

We appreciate the effort of the police
officers who have the unpleasant job of
issuing tickets to irate drivers who have
been stopped. We also appreciate their
efforts in working with the NJDOT to
slow down the buses that serve Westfield
and surrounding areas.

The natural result of slower speeds in
towns and more diligent monitoring of
other moving violations is that bikers
and pedestrians can feel safer sharing
the roads with vehicles.

The next stage of the program is to
post unmarked police cars around town.

However they cannot be everywhere
all the time. The BRAKES Group asks
you to continue to improve the quality of
life for Westfielders. How?

Drive the speed limit; the world will
follow behind you!

Anticipate and yield to pedestrians
and report egregious driving behavior;
there are forms in the police dept. or
contact any BRAKES rep for a copy.

Become a part of phase two to begin in
the fall: a program similar to Neighbor-
hood Watch Programs involving safe
driving behavior. Watch the paper this
summer for details on how to partici-
pate.

Leave your car at home and walk or
bike to your destination. Enjoy the jour-
ney!

Jane Goodman
Sara Strohecker

Westfield

More Letters to the Editor

Westfield Needs to Address Condition
Of Playing Fields Throughout Town

This comment is directed to the com-
munity leaders of the Town of Westfield
and pertains to the maintenance of the
town’s ball fields.

Please do something! Yesterday (May
20th) my children and I were playing
tennis on the courts across from the Stop
& Shop. During a break in the action, I
took a few moments to watch the hotly
contested soccer game taking place on
the adjacent field, and I use the term
loosely. The field was overgrown in some
places, sparse in others.

Watching the game reminded me of
the two other incidents.

First, not long ago, I caught a girls
lacrosse game on channel 36.

Again, the girls were playing on a
field in pathetic condition.

More weeds than grass and badly over-
grown. Second, I recall driving by the

park on Dudley Avenue about six weeks
ago and seeing the field covered with
dandelions.

I know most of our property taxes go
to maintaining our schools but with
what we pay do the rest of the town’s
facilities have to go to pot? I do not
need another town committee, board
of education committee, joint com-
mittee, downtown committee, uptown
committee, or parking committee to
tell me that the fields in Westfield are
an embarrassment.

Our children deserve more than an-
other committee. Why should a little
fertilizer, a little weed killer and regular
mowing require such great scrutiny, in-
vestigation and discussion?

Barry D. Friedman
Westfield
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SPF PTA Council
Thanks Voters

For Passing Budget
On behalf of the Scotch Plains-

Fanwood PTA Council I’d like to thank
the voters of our community for their
support in passing the school budget.
We know that this year we as voters had
some tough decisions on the table. Our
community has shown that they value
public education for all our children and
we are grateful for their continued sup-
port.

Thank you.

Caren Goldberg Corresponding
Secretary

Scotch Plains-Fanwood PTA
Council

Scotch Plains

Girl Scouts Offer Thanks
To Community for Support

I wish to publicly commend the
Fanwood-Scotch Plains Girl Scout Com-
munity for their generous support of the
Washington Rock Girl Scout Council
“Gifts for Girls” Campaign.

In particular I thank Cathy Celello,
Gifts for Girls Chair and Kathy Alonzo,
Girl Scout Community Manager for their
efforts in this campaign.

A thank you also must go to the Girl
Scout parents who understand that their
daughters are important. They know
that the Washington Rock Girl Scout
Council supports their daughters’ lead-
ers with good training, advice and pro-
grams that benefit their daughters in
Girl Scouting.

The Washington Rock Girl Scout
Council owns a fine camp in Sussex
County. Many of the Girl Scouts from
Fanwood and Scotch Plains recently
enjoyed a fun-filled weekend at Camp
Hoover. The camp is partly supported by
the “Gifts for Girls” campaign.

Cena Pollitt
Gifts for Girls Chair, Washington

Rock Girl Scout Council

Ingrid McKinley for The Westfield Leader and The Times
APPEAL FOR PEACE…Area residents gather outside the First
United Methodist Church in Westfield Sunday afternoon to protest
Navy bombing exercises on the small island of Vieques, located off the
east coast of Puerto Rico.


