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TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO, CHANCELLOR CARRANZA RENAME QUEENS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TO HONOR HÉCTOR FIGUEROA

Mayor Bill de Blasio: Erica, thank you. I want to really express appreciation for the way this school went about it, for the way you led this process, because it’s so Héctor to have had a democratic discussion, to have engaged young people in thinking about what they cared about, what mattered, what was the right thing to do. And lo and behold, when those young people heard about his extraordinary life and what he stood for and his love of this neighborhood, which I can tell you, was extreme—

[Laughter]

So many times in just passing conversation he would say things about this neighborhood that expressed his – just passion for it. So the fact that you got the students involved and you showed them your voice mattered, it’s just exemplary and such a fitting way to honor him. Let’s thank Erica and everyone here at the school.

[Applause]

This is a very special moment for P.S. 398, a very special moment for Jackson Heights, and a very special moment for the City of New York. We are honoring someone who by every definition was great and did great and lasting things for our people. And we are making him today part of the permanent history of this city in a very physical way, in a way that will be remembered forever, in a way that will cause generation after generation of young people to learn his story and be inspired by him. We are doing something for the ages for someone who did something so great for all of us. And this school – this is a beautiful school, it’s an enlightened school, we just learned. It’s a school where great things are happening. The only thing left to do is to give this wonderful school a fitting name and let’s do that right now.

[Applause]

I will now make the announcement on behalf of 8.6 million New Yorkers – from this point on and through history, P.S. 398 will be known as the Héctor Figueroa School.

[Applause]

Now, I want to offer some thanks, starting with the members of 32BJ, the members of Make the Road, the community members, the parents, everyone who is here. Thank you.

[Applause]

Héctor would certainly not have minded acknowledging the elected officials which I will do in a moment. But Héctor would have put first things first and would have acknowledged the people, the activists, the residents, the unionists who make all the change in this world.

[Applause]

From my administration – look, so many of us felt that we were not only colleagues and believed in the same things Héctor did, and fought in many struggles together, we considered ourselves true friends, close friends of Héctor Figueroa. So, in City Hall this loss was felt deeply. Someone who is now in City Hall with us and worked so closely with Héctor and continues to bring his spirit into the decisions we make at City Hall, my senior advisor, Alison Hirsh – thank you, Alison.

[Applause]

And from the school district, I want to thank – from the DOE, I should say, I want to thank the Executive Superintendent for Queens North Mabel Muñiz-Sarduy.

[Applause]

And Superintendent for District 30 Phil Composto. Thank you to both.

[Applause]

I am going to name some of the elected officials. Others will be speaking in a moment but I want to thank them all. Everyone who is here, is here because they felt a bond to Héctor and they’re going to carry on his work in their roles as well. So, let’s thank them all. Comptroller Scott Stringer, thank you.

[Applause]

Assembly Member Cathy Nolan, thank you.

[Applause]

Assembly Member Catalina Cruz, thank you.

[Applause]

Assembly Member Daniel Rosenthal, thank you.

[Applause]

Council Member Donovan Richards, thank you.

[Applause]

Council Member Jimmy Van Bramer, thank you.

[Applause]

And he could not be present but he really helped to get us to this day – Council Member Danny Dromm. Let’s thank him as well.

[Applause]

And most importantly, there is no Héctor Figueroa without his family and that was so clear. I can’t tell you how many times we’re going to hear from you in a few minutes, Deirdre, but I can’t tell you how many times we were literally mid-discussion and he said, “I have to go to dinner with family,” and like just dropped the phone. And the love, the energy, the center of his universe, and everything was [inaudible] – let’s thank Héctor’s family for all they have done.

[Applause]

So, I’m only going to say a few words before turning to everyone else, but here’s what we think about when we name a school – something very, very fundamental – who do we want to remember, who is worthy of being someone that we will think about over and over again as an example of what is good and what is important about New York City, who is an example of the best of us? That’s what we think about. When we think about this city’s history, a city of immigrants, a city of people who have always believed we could do better, a compassionate city, a city of working people and labor unions, when we think of all we are, who epitomizes that better than Héctor Figueroa? I don’t know anyone – I don’t know anyone who lived a life that more powerfully took the values of this place and put them into action. 

I met Héctor almost 20 years ago and we met in what was absolutely regarded by the people around us an unlikely endeavor. 32BJ had gone through a lot of changes and it was starting to become a new and different union. Héctor wanted to create a strong, bold political program. He believed that a union that hadn’t necessarily been particularly politically central to the city would be one day soon. A lot of people, even who loved the idea, rather politely told him he was a little bit out of his mind and that it couldn’t be what he hoped it would be. 

And Héctor and I were teamed up and we both had a bit of the same optimistic streak and a bit of the ability to say just because things are certain way today doesn’t mean it has to be that way tomorrow. But what was so impressive to me, in the first few meetings he just brimmed with optimism and energy, and he was absolutely unconcerned about the naysayers. And he wasn’t negative to anyone. He wasn’t nasty. He was just going to show them a better way. Now, I was inspired. I immediately felt I was dealing with a very, very special person. And lo and behold even just in the course of months, things started to change. Now for all of you from 32BJ, can you even imagine there was a time when the union was not considered a powerful political force in this city?

Today, what Héctor started and all of you helped to build has made this union one of the most important unions, one of the most important locals not just in New York City but in the United States of America. That all happened in course of just a few years really, and that’s a credit to everyone from 32BJ but it really began with a dreamer and visionary who wanted that assignment. Everyone said it was a hard assignment, it was not easy, it would not happen, but he wanted that assignment.

Now, if you said, okay what does that tell you? Well, it tells me two fundamental things I saw time and time again from Héctor. One, he believed in the power of the people. He believed in the power of working people. He believed that even though he was very happy to work with elected officials, the real power, the real agents of change were the people. He believed the doormen and security guards and window washers could become politically empowered in a way that would shake the foundations of our city and our nation, and he was right. He was right. He never questioned that belief. 

He also loved to defy the odds. That little example I gave you – I’ll give you a much bigger one. Remember the first weeks of the Fight for 15 movement? Okay. How many times did we hear it could not be done? How many times did we hear it was a pipe dream?  “You’re aiming too high.” I remember so many people, even sympathetic people – that nice pat on the shoulder, “No, you’re barking up the wrong tree. This can’t happen.” And it’s a non-partisan setting so I will say, by the way, those doubting Thomas were both Republican and Democrat, and Héctor was absolutely unconcerned by their doubts and their criticisms. He knew he was right, and he knew it was just a matter of time. So he taught us. I’ve heard this from so many people in the last months what they learned from him. He would have been a great teacher also, and he was a great teacher in another way. 

And what they learned, I think, again two simple lessons – one, there is no challenge we cannot solve. And for the young people who go to this school, generation after generation, that lesson is so central, there is no challenge we cannot solve and the one that so many young people today think about is climate change. And they will benefit from Héctor’s example, that belief that we can always find the next solution, the next step forward. It was in everything he did, everything he said. And he believed that if we banded together we could do extraordinary things, that if the grassroots were activated and people believed in a cause, we could go to places we could not imagine. And that’s so powerful for the children of this school, for the community, but this example today will inspire people all over this city.

I’ll close with this. Héctor was a family man in the most beautiful sense of the word. Deirdre, Elena, to you and to your entire family, he expressed his love, he expressed – we’re having an electronic situation over there.

[Laughter]

Unknown: [Inaudible]

Mayor: We will authorize you to take their cellphone.

[Laughter]

You can keep it, it’s okay.

[Laughter]

Héctor loved you so deeply. Héctor loved his whole family so deeply. It was the center of everything he felt and talked about. You could hear it over and over again. And Héctor had a big, beautiful extended family in purple. And he loved the 32BJ family and the SEIU family so deeply. So [inaudible] for him it never felt like, “I happen to be the member of an organization, or the leader of an organization.” He was a leader of a family. 

To all of you in those families, today will not make the pain and the loss go away. But today I hope will give us a little bit of feeling that something eternal is happening because Héctor’s vision is alive and well and living in New York City and all over America. His vision is strong, right here in this neighborhood and so many other places, we are feeling it right now, and we will feel it for years and decades to come.

A few quick words in Spanish.

[Mayor de Blasio speaks in Spanish] 

With that I want to turn to the Chancellor, who – boy, you know, if anyone epitomizes Héctor’s beliefs and puts them into action in our schools, it is the man you will hear from now, Chancellor Richard Carranza.

[Applause]

Schools Chancellor Richard Carranza: Mr. Mayor, thank you very, very much for the introduction and your words, powerful moving words. I also want to thank the leader of this incredible educational place, our principal Erica Urena Thus. Thank you, Erica, for your leadership. 

[Applause]

And you’ve already mentioned all of our elected officials. It’s good to see everybody here and thank you for being here. Superintendent Composto, Executive Superintendent Muñiz-Sarduy, but also very specially to President Kyle Bragg from the 32BJ, it’s an honor to be here with you, sir.

[Applause]

And Deirdre, and Elena, this is a celebration of your family today. And we want you to know how proud we are.

[Applause]

By the way, Elena, I know that you’re not in school today, but I’ve got a note for you, okay. I’ve got you covered.

[Laughter]

Today is a celebration, my friends. The cornerstone of our democracy is education. It transcends all class, it transcends all backgrounds, it transcends all grievances. Education is truly the path forward. And today we celebrate that this school, this community will forever be known as The Héctor Figueroa School.

[Applause]

And let me just share with you why that is so important, because professionally for me, as a Chancellor of Schools of the New York City Department of Education, I couldn’t be prouder that on my watch, this school takes this name. But personally, this is personal for me. You see, as an English language learner, as a child of Journeyman sheet metal worker, who worked his way to make sure that his two sons, who are English language learners had a pathway to a better future, who never imagined that one of his children would someday be the Chancellor of Schools in New York City, from Tucson, Arizona. It was because he had a union job, because he was proud of his union work—

[Applause]

—that we had a roof over our head. We had medical insurance. He had regular pay raises. He had protections, and he was a first generation immigrant to this country. You see, it’s because we were union that gave us a path to a better future. And when I became a teacher, because I was part of my teachers’ union and fought for better working conditions because my working conditions were my students’ learning conditions, which is why we are so proud of the fact that a luminary like Héctor Figueroa will forever in this community be celebrated because there is a school named after him.

And let me tell you what’s so important. You’ve heard about the democratic process that our students went through to name this school, to select this name. But what I love about the vision of this school is that it’s not just the name on a building, you see the students, in every class of students that comes through this school, will always be studying, “who is Héctor Figueroa, why is he on our school name?” You see, we will continuously remember and celebrate what he did and what he continues to do for future generations. So right here in Jackson Heights, we are practicing the ideals of civics for all, of democracy for all. And if I can be a little personal, as a Latino male, living in this particular moment in the United States of America, where there are messages that are giving to Latino males and females and African-American males and females, and Asian American males and females, children of color who are told that their families are rapists and drug dealers, who are told they are here just living off of society, that they don’t contribute – how fitting is it that generations of children in Jackson Heights will see Héctor Figueroa’s name on this school and know that it does not stand for that—

[Applause]

—but it stands for the best ideals of our country.

[Applause]

How fitting is that? So I just want to say this is a celebration. We all should be thrilled today that we will remember our friend, and I feel blessed that in the 21 months that I’ve been in New York City, I got to meet him my first month, and knew that this would be someone that we could do some good things together, that I could learn from, that we would collaborate. And while I miss him, and I miss his voice, I know that 32BJ is in the very capable hands of our president, but I also know that the generation that comes, that will walk through these schoolhouse doors, will always remember the man that I met and the man that you all and we all love.

[Chancellor Carranza speaks in Spanish]

Congratulations.

[Applause]

[…]

Mayor: Michael DenDekker, beautiful thematic follow-through there. The – so, that’s a very – the point about seeing beyond the boundaries of just the members of the union that he loved so much and believed in so much – this is a really great point, Michael, thank you for making that, because Héctor epitomized that belief that it was about all working people. And I can’t tell you how many meetings I was in where he put as much passion and soul and energy and time into workers who were not represented by the union as he did the incredible effort he put into serving his own members. He believed that when working people were lifted up, everyone benefited, everyone benefited. 

[Applause] 

And we have an opportunity in the coming weeks to honor Héctor again and this is taking our words and making them real. This is not just thinking about his name on a building, which is powerful, but taking his ideas and putting them into action, ways that will reach hundreds of thousands of people. In the next few weeks, let’s all work together to pass the Paid Personal Time Bill and give that right to all New Yorkers. 

[Applause] 

Nothing would be a more fitting tribute to Héctor Figueroa than that. Let’s conclude with two energetic expressions of who he was and the spirit that lives on. The first, and I expect you all to perform with great energy here, I am simply going to say, 32 – 

Audience: BJ! 

Mayor: 32 – 

Audience: BJ! 

Mayor: 32 – 

Audience: BJ! 

Mayor: He can hear you. And in the great tradition of Latin America and of the progressive movements of Latin America to which Héctor was so deeply connected and believed in so profoundly, a simple phrase. I’m going to say his name and remember the phrase, “presente”, and say it loud. Héctor Figueroa –

Audience: ¡Presente!

Mayor: Héctor Figueroa -

Audience: ¡Presente!

Mayor: Héctor Figueroa -

Audience: ¡Presente!

Mayor: Thank you all. 

###
[bookmark: _GoBack]
image1.png




