Hundreds attend rally at county building
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PHOTO:  Local immigrants rallied for recognition of their rights Monday outside the Albemarle County Office Building in Charlottesville. (Andrew Shurtleff / Daily Progress)  

Outside of the Albemarle County Administration Building, a little boy with wild dreadlocks danced and did cartwheels. The tiny boy’s feet seemed to hardly leave the ground, but behind him crowds cheered, drivers honked and people sang.

The little boy and the crowd came out Monday, lined along the corner of McIntire Road and Preston Avenue, to celebrate Un Dia Sin Inmigrantes - A Day Without Immigrants.

Across the nation, demonstrators came together to call attention to the role immigrants play in America’s history and the current economy. In Charlottesville, more than 350 people stood outside the Albemarle office building, holding signs and cheering when cars drove by.

Tim Freilich, the managing attorney for the Virginia Justice Center for Farm and Immigrant Workers, spoke at the event in English and Spanish. He has spent the last several years fighting for better treatment and protections for immigrant workers.

“After seven years of work, it’s really exciting to have the immigrant community find its own voice and its own power,” he said Monday, clapping as another honking car drove by. “It’s really a great day in Charlottesville.”

As part of the national event, some business owners closed their shops for the day and some employees stayed home.

Tony Polanco, owner and chef at Caribbean Malecon on U.S. 29 said that he closed his restaurant for the day in support of the activities.

“It’s no business for me but it’s good for the Latin American Community,” said Polanco, who is originally from the Dominican Republic. Not only were his employees at the protest Monday night but many of his friends from the University of Virginia and even some of his customers attended. “The community’s here - it’s great.”

At the Amigos Mexican restaurant on 14th Street, Sandro Padilla said they had considered closing the restaurant. “We were gonna do it, but we need the money, so we didn’t close,” Padilla said.

Across Virginia Monday, success was mixed.

In Danville, all but one Mexican business shut down to support the boycott, each plastering signs of solidarity onto the front doors.

Yet, Carlos Castro, owner of Todos Market in Woodbridge, staunchly opposed the strike.

By about 10 a.m., all but one of his employees had come to work.

“I think it’s going to fail,” said Castro, who juggled phone calls from customers worried his business wouldn’t be open Monday.

At Perdue Farms Inc., the nations third-largest chicken producer, the impact was clear. The producer closed more than half its processing locations, including a plant in Accomac.

Company officials blamed anticipated absences. Spokeswoman Julie DeYoung said the workers would not be fired.

Locally, no protesters showed for a planned noon protest at the Charlottesville Pavilion.

Alan Addington, manager of the Labor Ready office in Charlottesville, which provides day laborers for manual or skilled construction jobs, said that he did see a drop in the number of workers who showed up Monday, but that it probably had little to do with the protests.

“It could be that it was the first of the month and everybody was getting their social security checks,” Addington said. “We see that every month.” Polanco said some people had been too afraid to come in to work for the last few days. Rumors about arrests and roadblocks set up by Immigration and Customs Enforcement had kept some of Polanco’s workers out for three days.

Mayor David Brown said he had also received e-mails about the rumored arrests. “I think there is a lot of fear in the Hispanic community,” he said. In an e-mail to Brown and other officials, Freilich wrote that he had looked into the matter and that the immigration agency said there have been no large-scale enforcement actions in Charlottesville.

Although Brown could not attend the event Monday night because of a city council meeting that started at the same time, he said he supported the cause. “I am not someone who supports closing our borders and sending everyone home,” he said. “I think the people who are here and that are working and contributing to our economy - that we should treat them with respect.”

Today, the boycott portion of nationwide demonstrations is supposed to continue to emphasize just how important the immigrant contribution to the economy is.

“America is the land of the immigrant people,” Polanco said. “It is not only the opportunity land or the money land, but the freedom land.”
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