
AMERICAN DEMOCRACY  
BELONGS TO US ALL 

By Daniel Mateo, Katherine Culliton-González and Jorge Luis Vasquez, Jr.

Washington, DC - This Fourth of July, like all Americans, 
the Hispanic National Bar Association (HNBA) celebrated 
the birth of our nation. In 1776, the founders declared 
independence from monarchy and tyranny, and boldly set 
forth the great American concept of a democracy founded 
on protection of important fundamental rights: “We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and 
the pursuit of Happiness.” 

The Declaration of Independence further states that 
governments “derive their powers from the consent of 
the governed.” As our organization of Latino lawyers 
celebrated Independence Day across the nation with 
our families and communities, we did so with a great 
appreciation for and commitment to these essential 
principles of American democracy. Latinos represent 
nearly one-in-five Americans, 36.2 million eligible 
voters and 15 percent of the 2024 electorate—yet Latino 
voting rights and our ability to participate as equals in 
American democracy are under threat. Further, Latino 
voter registration is historically low. To address these 

issues, the HNBA formed a Special Committee on 
American Democracy and convened national Latino 
civic engagement and civil rights groups to discuss 
barriers and strategies to overcome them.

Although Latinos were certainly present at the birth of 
our nation, and great leaders such as Jorge Farragut 
and Francisco de Miranda fought in the Revolutionary 
War, the unfortunate truth is that Latinos—and 
Latinas—were not included in the early vision of 
“men created equal” and in the roster of voters whose 
consent was needed for a president to be elected. It 
was not until after the Civil War that our nation began 
to include people of color as equals, not until after the 
Reconstruction Amendments (1865–1870) that Latinos 
were promised equal access to the right to vote, and not 
until 1920 that women were guaranteed the right to 
vote and participate in American democracy. 

Because issues of access and participation persist 
today, we declare our essential belonging to this great 
nation—and we will work to help protect our collective 
right to vote. 
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More than a century since the 1917 Jones Act provided U.S. 
citizenship for Puerto Ricans, we remain deeply concerned 
about Puerto Rican voting rights. Voter turnout on the Island 
is over 99 percent—demonstrating that our communities 
want to vote and do so when it is accessible.  But, turnout 
drops precipitously when our citizens move to the mainland, 
impacting families who arrived long ago as well as the many 
thousands who fled to safety after Hurricane María. 

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 prohibits conditioning 
the right to vote on English-language literacy for persons 
educated in Spanish in Puerto Rico, and while Spanish-
language access has improved in recent years due to 
litigation, it is still lacking for some Puerto Ricans (and 
many other Spanish speaking communities) across the 
country. We urge the Department of Justice and election 
officials in every jurisdiction where we have Spanish-
speaking voters to ensure there are bilingual ballots and 
poll workers so that our communities can vote without 
the barrier of a modern-day literacy test.

Minority communities face new voter ID laws, limitations 
on access to mail-in and in-person voting, groups who 
have made preposterous, false allegations challenging and 
intimidating Latino who show up at the polls.  Clearly, 
these barriers will have the most impact on first-time 
voters, the majority of whom are Latino. Latino citizens 
turning 18 face a dearth of civic education and newly 
naturalized citizens face a maze of new systems and 
rules that make voting more complicated. Both groups 
represent millions of voters with families who have fled 
political persecution and worked hard to be part of the 
American dream. Most election officials are helpful, but 
some are swayed by mis- and disinformation and do not 
understand the barriers faced by first-time Latino voters.  

Young voters and newly naturalized citizens are part of 
many HNBA families. We believe in familia and have 
not only participated in key cases before the Supreme 
Court and advocated in other legal arenas, but we have 
also leveraged bilingual voter protection and assistance 
programs since our founding in 1972. This year, we 
agree with those who have noticed that American 
democracy is in a crisis.  We recognize the need to train 
and deploy our members to help Latino citizens register 
and exercise their right to vote across the nation. This is 
our duty as lawyers. And this Fourth of July, it is self-
evident that being 25 percent of the next generation of 

our great nation, the Latino community is a fundamental 
part of American democracy and must be fully included 
in the debate on who will lead this country and how we 
will move forward in the coming years.

KATHERINE CULLITON-GONZÁLEZ is Chair of the 
HNBA Special Committee on American Democracy, 
where she is leading our efforts to uplift the important 
role of Latinos in American democracy and to protect 
our nation’s constitutional democracy for the next 

generation. She is a bilingual civil and voting rights leader and a widely 
published expert in civil rights and inclusive democracy in the 
Americas. She served as a Presidential Appointee starting on Day 1 of 
the Biden-Harris Administration, where she was an agency 
representative to the President’s Gender Policy Council and the White 
House Domestic Policy Council and developed new policies to 
advance race and gender equity and increase access to voting. 

DANIEL MATEO is a litigation and business disputes 
attorney with over 30 years of experience. He has 
considerable experience handling commercial 
litigation and arbitration matters across a range of 
business sectors, with a particular focus on the 

pharmaceutical and life sciences industries. Dan has served as 
both first- and second-chair in numerous proceedings. 
 
Recognized for his strategic approach to achieving successful 
outcomes, Dan tailors strategies based on the unique aspects of 
each case, including the nature of the dispute, client objectives, 
risk tolerance, adversary dynamics and venue considerations. 
 
As a native Spanish speaker of Puerto Rican descent, Daniel is 
actively involved in the Hispanic legal community. He is President 
of the Hispanic National Bar Association and a former president 
of the Hispanic Bar Association of New Jersey, where he mentors 
young attorneys and supports diversity and inclusion initiatives 
within the legal profession. 
 
Daniel is licensed in both Florida and New Jersey and has 
significant practice in both state and federal courts in New Jersey.

JORGE LUIS VASQUEZ, JR. is a founding partner at 
Vasquez Segarra LLP where he leads several of the 
firm’s practice areas including cannabis, real estate, 
civil rights and government affairs. Prior to forming 
Vasquez Segarra LLP, Jorge led a national legal defense 

funds voter protection, redistricting, rights restoration and democracy 
initiatives throughout the United States. Jorge has been recognized for 
his work as a national civil rights lawyer, policy influencer, and 
democracy expert.  Currently, he is the co-chair of the HNBA’s Voting 
Rights Section and Afro-Latinidad Section. In 2023 he was named top 
500 Employment and Civil Rights attorney in the US by LawDragon 
and was named by NJ Cannabis Insider 2023 Cannabis Law 
Employment Lawyer of the year.  Jorge was also fall 2020 resident 
fellow at Harvard Institute of Politics, Harvard Kennedy School.   
 
Jorge was the lead attorney for CAURD Intervenors in Fiore et. al. v. 
NY Cannabis Control Board, et. al., and has been featured as a legal 
expert on national and local news networks including CNN, ABC Live, 
NPR, NBC Telemundo, Univision, Spectrum News 1, and he has been 
an opinion contributor to USA Today, The Hill and other digital and 
print news outlets. You can follow is work @JorgeVasquezNYC.
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