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Our Stories
What is the Fourth of July for

Black Americans?

By Rosalee Martin

(VILLAGER) - On July 4, 2026, the United States
officially marks 250 years since the Declaration of
Independence proclaimed that “all men are created
equal,” even as many of its principal authors and sign-
ers enslaved African people. Across the nation, pa-
triotism will run high with celebratory speeches.
There will be parades, red, white, and blue decora-
tions, and barbecues at family gatherings. Fireworks
will illuminate the night sky—such festivities.

Yet when Thomas Jefferson penned those im-
mortal words about equality and unalienable rights,
hundreds of thousands of Black people were legally
held as human property. They had no liberty to cel-
ebrate, no voice in government, and no legal rights.
The Constitution counted enslaved people as three-
fifths person for purposes of representation while
denying them the rights of citizenship. For slaves,
1776 did not mark independence. It marked the birth
of a nation whose economic prosperity would be
built, in large measure, upon their unpaid labor.

Therefore, as America commemorates its 250th
birthday, we must revisit Frederick Douglass’ pierc-
ing question, asked in 1852: “What, to the American
slave, is your Fourth of July?”1 More than 170 years
later, that question still challenges our national con-
science. The answer begins with an honest reckon-
ing with America’s history of slavery, racial injustice,
and the long struggle for equality, still not achieved.
Rather than attempting to erase or minimize that
history, our nation’s leaders—and all Americans—
must embrace it, learn from it, and ensure that its
lessons guide our future.

Most Black Americans remember our painful
history of unimaginable suffering even while celebrat-
ing our ancestors’ perseverance. Ours is a remark-
able story of resilience, hope, courage, creativity, and
unwavering faith. Enslaved men and women resisted
bondage. Black soldiers fought in every American war,
often defending freedoms they themselves did not
fully enjoy. Educators founded schools when learn-
ing was denied. Ministers preached hope in the midst
of suffering. Entrepreneurs built businesses despite
legal barriers. Artists, musicians, writers, scientists,
judges, physicians, and public servants enriched ev-
ery aspect of American life. Despite slavery, segrega-
tion, lynching, voter suppression, discrimination, and
unequal opportunity, most Black Americans never
abandoned the belief that the ideals proclaimed in
1776 belonged to them as much as to anyone else.
Generation after generation challenged America to
live up to its own principles.

The Civil Rights Movement did not seek to over-
throw America’s founding ideals; it demanded that
the nation finally honor them. The right to vote, equal
protection under the law, access to education, fair
housing, and equal opportunity were not bestowed
as generous gifts. They were secured through sit-ins,
boycotts, freedom marches, courtroom victories, and
the courage and sacrifice of countless ordinary
people—some of whom gave their very lives—be-
cause they believed America could become better
than it had been.

‘America 250’ should honor Blacks and others
for insisting that its promises apply to everyone.
America should tell the whole truth about our past
failures, celebrate the progress we have made to-
gether, and recommit to the unfinished business of
building a nation where liberty and justice truly be-
long to all. In fact, genuine American patriotism re-
quires the courage to confront injustice while con-
tinuing to strive toward a more perfect union. By in-
sisting that the nation fulfill its promise of liberty and
justice for all, many Black Americans strengthened
our democracy and expanded freedom for every gen-
eration. And in doing so, the promise of democracy
lives on.

Furthermore, the celebration of America’s
250th birthday should inspire us to exercise one of
our most precious freedoms—the right to vote. That
right was secured through the sacrifice, sweat, and
blood of generations. As we approach the Novem-
ber 2026 election, let us be intentional in casting our
ballots, remembering that voting is the fundamental
democratic right upon which all others depend.

Black Americans, Latino Americans, Asian
Americans, Native Americans, White Americans—all
Americans—our voices and our votes matter. To-
gether, we can help ensure greater equality, justice,
and freedom for all Americans over the next 250
years. Freedom is never permanently won; it must
be defended and renewed by every generation. That
includes each of us. (Endnotes)1 Frederick Douglass,
What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July? (speech, Roch-
ester, NY, July 5, 1852), Library of Congress.

CapMetro Workers Authorize
Strike as Contract Talks Stall

By Villager staff

(VILLAGER) - CapMetro’s frontline workforce
has voted to authorize a strike, escalating a months
long standoff over wages, scheduling, and safety
conditions that operators say have deteriorated as
ridership rebounds. The vote does not trigger an
immediate walkout, but it gives union leaders the
power to call one if negotiations continue to stall
— a move that could disrupt daily life for thousands
of riders across East Austin who rely on buses as
their primary mode of transportation.

The workers, represented by the Amalgamated
Transit Union Local 1091, say the agency’s current
offer fails to keep pace with Austin’s rising cost of
living and does not address chronic understaffing
that leaves operators working long shifts with lim-
ited recovery time. Several operators described con-
ditions as “unsustainable,” citing increased incidents
of passenger conflict, heat exposure, and route de-
lays that fall hardest on drivers and riders in histori-
cally under invested neighborhoods.

CapMetro officials acknowledge the staffing
challenges but say they have put forward a “com-
petitive and responsible” package that balances
worker needs with the agency’s budget constraints.
They emphasize that buses will continue running
while negotiations proceed and that both sides re-
main at the table. Still, the strike authorization
marks the most serious labor escalation the agency

has faced in years.
For East Austin residents, the stakes are high.

A strike could halt or sharply reduce service on
routes that connect working class neighborhoods
to jobs, clinics, grocery stores, and schools. Many
riders have no alternative transportation. Commu-
nity advocates warn that even a short disruption
would deepen existing mobility inequities and iso-
late elders, disabled riders, and low income fami-
lies.

Union leaders say they hope the vote sends a
clear message: operators want a contract that re-
flects the essential role they play in keeping the city
moving. “We don’t want to strike,” one driver said
after the vote. “But we need a contract that respects
the people who show up every day.”

Negotiations are expected to continue through
July. Both sides say they want to avoid a shutdown,
but the authorization signals that workers are pre-
pared to act if talks fail to produce meaningful
progress.

West Nile Virus Detected Near
Bee Caves and Surrounding areas

By Villager staff

(VILLAGER) - West Nile virus has been detected in Travis
County, marking the first positive mosquito pool of the sea-
son and signaling that the virus is now active across the re-
gion. Austin Public Health confirmed the detection in the
78733 ZIP code, but officials emphasize that mosquito borne
disease risk is not confined to the area where the sample was
collected. Mosquitoes travel, weather patterns shift, and in-
fected pools often appear in multiple ZIP codes as summer
progresses. For East Austin, where aging drainage systems,
creek adjacent housing, and persistent pockets of standing
water create ideal breeding conditions, the early detection
carries particular weight.

Although no human cases have been reported this year,
the virus’s arrival is a reminder of how environmental inequi-
ties shape health outcomes in neighborhoods east of I 35.
Many homes sit near Boggy Creek, Walnut Creek, and
Tannehill Branch, where shaded lots and slow moving water
allow mosquitoes to thrive. Outdoor workers, elders, and fami-
lies who spend evenings outside to escape the heat face
heightened exposure during the dusk to dawn hours when
Culex mosquitoes are most active. Last year, Travis County
recorded dozens of positive pools and several human cases,
including one severe neuroinvasive infection, underscoring
the virus’s persistent presence.

Most people infected with West Nile never develop
symptoms, but those who do may experience fever, head-
aches, body aches, joint pain, rash, vomiting, or diarrhea.
Adults over sixty and individuals with underlying conditions

such as diabetes, hypertension, kidney disease, cancer, or
compromised immune systems are at greater risk for severe
illness. Public health officials urge residents to take precau-
tions now, especially as warm, humid weather and recent rain-
fall have created ideal breeding conditions in yards, gutters,
recycling bins, flowerpots, and low lying areas that hold wa-
ter longer in East Austin than in other parts of the city.

Austin Public Health continues to monitor mosquito
traps across the county and is increasing surveillance in neigh-
borhoods east of I 35, where mosquito activity historically
spikes earlier and lasts longer. If additional positive pools are
detected, the agency may expand testing zones or issue tar-
geted alerts. For now, officials stress vigilance and preven-
tion: remove standing water, use EPA approved repellents,
and take extra care during evening hours. The virus’s arrival is
not unusual for this time of year, but it is a reminder that
environmental conditions and public health realities intersect
sharply in East Austin, where residents have long carried dis-
proportionate exposure to the city’s seasonal risks.

School Choice Funding Arrives; East
Austin Families Weigh the Consequences

By Villager staff
(VILLAGER) - Texas has released funding for

more than 73,000 school choice accounts, a move
that immediately reshapes the education landscape
for districts across the state and lands with particu-
lar force in Austin ISD’s East Austin campuses. The
accounts, designed to subsidize private school tuition,
home school materials, and certain education ser-
vices, arrive at a moment when public schools are
already navigating rising costs, staffing shortages, and
stagnant state funding. For campuses east of I 35 —
schools that have long carried the weight of historic
underinvestment and higher concentrations of stu-
dents requiring additional support — the shift in state
priorities raises urgent questions about stability, eq-
uity, and the future of neighborhood education.

AISD leaders note that even when students re-
main enrolled, the structure of the state’s funding
system allows voucher dollars to reduce the pool of
resources available to public schools. East Austin cam-
puses, many of which serve large numbers of low
income families, English learners, and students re-
ceiving special education services, are especially vul-
nerable to any reduction in state support. These
schools operate as community anchors, providing
meals, counseling, transportation, and wraparound
services that private schools receiving voucher dol-
lars are not required to offer. Educators warn that
the expansion of school choice accounts risks deep-
ening disparities between campuses that serve all
children and institutions that can limit enrollment
based on ability, behavior, or financial need.

State officials frame the program as an effort to
expand parental choice, but early data shows that
most applicants were already enrolled in private or
home school settings before the program existed. For
East Austin families who rely on public schools not

only for instruction but for stability and community
connection, the benefits of the program remain un-
clear. Many parents express concern that the program
may accelerate a two tiered system in which public
schools shoulder the highest need students with the
fewest resources, while private institutions receive
public dollars without public accountability.

AISD has not yet calculated the full financial
impact of the newly funded accounts, but adminis-
trators say they are preparing for potential enroll-
ment shifts and budget pressures. Campuses such as
Oak Springs, Norman Simms, Ortega, Allison, and
Govalle — schools already navigating academic turn-
around plans, staffing challenges, and facility needs
— could face additional strain if voucher expansion
continues without corresponding increases in public
school funding. Teachers and principals emphasize
that their campuses are doing the work of educating
all children, and they worry that the state’s growing
investment in private education undermines the sta-
bility of the very schools that serve the city’s most
vulnerable students.

As families begin spending the newly released
funds, AISD and community advocates are watching
closely. The long term effects will depend on how
quickly the program grows, how the Legislature re-
sponds to public school budget needs, and how fami-
lies weigh the promises of school choice against the
realities of neighborhood schools that have long
served as the backbone of East Austin. What is clear
is that the funding of tens of thousands of school
choice accounts marks a turning point in Texas edu-
cation policy — one that will shape classrooms, bud-
gets, and community life across East Austin for years
to come. Whether that’s negatively or positively re-
mains to be seen.


