“CRECIENDO JUNTOS – GROWING TOGETHER”

Plenary Meeting 

Friday, March 30, 2007

Albemarle County Office Building Annex

5th Street Extended, Conference Room B

I - Welcome

Rhonda Miska, Co-chair, CJ, opened the meeting by welcoming new members:  

Lindsey Holcomb (Sexual Assault Resource Agency), Bruce Boling (Southwood Boys & Girls Club), Berlinda Mills (MACAA/Head Start Program).  Also present for the first time was Bernice Ramirez (UVA Student, Coordinator of the weekly email newsletter Sabor Latino), and a new bilingual worker from Charlottesville Social Services.
II - Presentation: Southwood and the impact of its purchase by Habitat on the Latino population

A.  Presentation by Linda Hemby, Coordinator/Southwood Working Group.  She began her presentation by demonstrating how people can access the Southwood Working Group webpage:  http://www.cj-network.org/cjsouthwood/wysk_sw.doc She then shared the following:

Introduction

-Southwood trailer park is located on 100  acres; there are about 360 trailers, and between 1500 and 2000 residents, over half Latino

-evolved in the 1970s and most of the trailers are old and deteriorating

-before Habitat purchased SW on March 1, Southwood was owned by a family who typically failed to adhere to basic zoning, housing, and health codes and ignored warnings and fine notices from the County.

- the Southwood Task Force – a predominately government network – was organized and led by the Police Department that organized community meetings and fairs and significant clean up initiatives; the group  ended in April 2005

- CJ’s Southwood Working Group started in May 2005.  It quickly became a reference point for all issues relating to Southwood and its coordinator, who was a member of the Southwood Task Force, became consumed by inquiries, requests, and networking with government, residents, non-profits that were unwilling to come to the table together and by related individual meetings 

- the non-Latino part of the CJ Southwood Working Group was handed over to Habitat during a March 9  meeting organized by the working group to introduced Habitat to key government and non-profit actors

Problems

-for the past four years, rumors over the potential  sale of Southwood instilled  fear among low income residents who thought the property would be sold to a developer of upper middle class homes and  residents would be displaced

- public health safety, especially inadequate septic systems and some of these and others that have not been drained

- the identification of owners of trailers:  in some cases trailers have been abandoned and rented out by “squatters”; the former owners of Southwood kept no records on who owns the trailers

- the removal of unusable/abandoned trailers often used for illegal activities

-no leases, some residents have not paid rent for years

- excess trailer density – having more than 4 people – and the consequent stress on non-county septic systems

- abandoned cars, toxic materials – like car oil, trash

- the importance of Southwood’s Boys and Girls Club and its inadequate infrastructure and staff

- the polarization of  different sectors (documented Latinos vs. undocumented Latinos, older residents, disabled residents suffering from mental illness, etc.) and the lack of any resident initiative to improve the park

- speeding along narrow streets without sidewalks in a high population density area  of children and seniors

- illegal activities:  Police department reports drug sales and most recently a drug bust that included arms

- the limitations of the Police Department in enforcing laws since Southwood is considered a private community

Habitat Ownership

-Habitat has a buy and hold strategy that includes the purchase of the trailer park, learning about the property and its residents, dealing with the most pressing issues (identifying trailers, leases, septic systems, street lighting, etc.), and no structural change for 5 – 6 yrs

-long-range goals include a mix of townhouses, apartments and commercial space

-Habitat hopes to work with residents on “what the future will be” and to “engage them in the construction of their new homes”

-consistent with Habitat’s policy, current residents will not be displaced

-Habitat expressed a desire to work with both documented and undocumented Latinos, has translated its correspondence to residents and plans to continue to offer bilingual communcations

-Homeowners who are US citizens or have permanent legal residence status will be allowed to purchase new Habitat housing. Other homeowners and those who currently rent will be allowed to live in new Habitat rentals. 

-for trailer owners who can’t sell their homes (because they are old/uninhabitable/etc.), Habitat ”has budgeted money to help them dispose their trailers.”

- Habitat has forgiven overdue rents prior to March 1 but will require that rent be paid on time and not in cash.

- Habitat expressed concern over its water bill and have said that “rents may have to go up” in order to pay it

- because ordinances have traditionally not been enforced, Habitat plans to broach this issue “slowly and with plenty of notice” and hopes the County will act similarly

- after handing out a bilingual resident handbook in April, residents who do not pay rent and those who are involved in illegal activities and otherwise “do not live by the rules” will be asked to leave Southwood

- Habitat hopes to develop a Southwood newsletter to keep residents informed of Habitat’s plans and of available community services

- Albemarle Housing Improvement Program (AHIP) has been contracted by Habitat to manage the trailer park. AHIP consulted CJ – was referred to Southwood Working Group coordinator about a property manager and hired the person recommended by Linda Hemby, Anne Ternes

- the Minors, the former owners, will no longer be involved in Southwood; however, Kathy Minor will be allowed to lease the store, on a month-to-month basis, until Habitat decides the future of the store

-to help facilitate networking and collaborations in Southwood, Habitat will organize a “social action or steering committee” of agencies and other volunteers,  made up of subcommittees focusing on specific issues; the coordinator of CJ’s Southwood Working Group will participate in the committee

Latino Related Issues
-there is a Nuevas Raices article in which specific Southwood problems related to Latinos are discussed:  http://www.cj-network.org/cjsouthwood/wysk_sw.doc  Latinos are the ones

who speed through Southwood streets

who have added structures to their homes without obtaining permission

who live in overcrowded trailers 

who bother neighbors with noise

who have purchased trailers without a deed

engaged in illegal drug activities

-other problems include the growing population of children, especially Latino children, and the lack of support services (ESOL, homework tutoring, play areas, etc.) to respond to them

-the failure of County agencies to communicate with Latinos in Spanish and the resultant negative consequences

-these Latino related issues highlight the importance of the Southwood Working Group and its support of Latino residents and Habitat

-the next SWG meeting will be in two weeks and will be posted in the Alert and on the website; the person who has coordinated the group for two years needs to step down and hopes a new coordinator will step up

B.  Questions & Answers with Ken Hankins, Operating Manager for Habitat.  He repeated some of the information previously shared; mentioned how improvements to Southwood are costly (an estimate to trim trees is $10,000); and stressed that low income homes will be made available to current residents but was not able to specify price for new homes or rental units.

Southwood’s new [AHIP] property manager was present and mentioned that she is operating out of the office located next to the Southwood store, from 9 – 6.  Phone number:  979-0856; email:  southwoodcville@embarkmail.com 
An Albemarle County Public Schools employee mentioned how children have been affected by rumors and from overhearing their parents express concerns of their possible displacement.  

Rhonda Miska asked if anyone knows if there are other trailer parks with significant Latino residents and if so, if they face similar problems as Latinos in Southwood.  Linda Hemby mentioned she recently visited the trailer park at Berkmar /Rio Road:  this park is significantly more deteriorated than Southwood, trailers are surrounded by dirt and no trees; and where there were few or no visible Latinos in the park six months ago, the park has become increasingly Latino and these residents face even worse conditions and problems.

Rhonda Miska mentioned how bus service to Southwood started this week and how the community needs to pressure the County for funding to keep the service going.  Linda Hemby added the community also needs to advocate for extended service because many Southwood residents work in the service industry (hotels, restaurants, after hours office cleaning services) and require transportation in the evening.  The new service – Route 2B – runs from 6:45 to 6:00, Monday – Saturday.  CTS:  296-7433
Announcements

Sue Moffit, Charlottesville Social Services, was accompanied by a new bilingual worker who was introduced.
Rhonda Miska announced that the Church of the Incarnation will be offering bilingual income tax help from 5:30 – 8:30 pm.  It was unclear what days of the week or when the help begins.  For more information call Rhonda or the church at:  973-4381

A Honduran Southwood resident was arrested this week for not attending a court date.  His wife and three children are also undocumented.  Dilcia Colindres (MACAA/CHIP) agreed to accompany an Albemarle County Public Schools employee – who made this announcement -  to visit the family after the Plenary to ascertain what could be done to help them.  They will also consult Legal Aid Justice Center.

IV – Meeting was adjourned at 11:30.
As with other plenaries, many people stayed behind to network or to speak with Habitat.

