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Wherever men and women are condemned to live in extreme poverty, human rights are violated.

To come together to ensure that these rights be respected is our solemn duty.
October 17, 1987, Joseph Wresinski (1917-1988), Founder, International Movement ATD Fourth World
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Homes in Search
of aHouse
By CharlesCourtney

The holiday season, marked from Thanksgiv-
ing through New Year’s Day, isnow over. Fami-
liesand friendshave gathered in gaiety and grief,
warmth and wrath, love and loathing; we have
discovered anew thejoysand strugglesof being
together. Each and every one of us can appreciate
theold adagethat “ it takesaheap o’ livin' to
make a housea home” but, whether our experi-
encesthispast holiday season were good or bad,
how many of ustook thetimeto think about how
fortunate we wereto be ableto go back to these
houses and to visit such secure places?

Thearticlesin thisissue of the Fourth World
Journal tell of thosefamilieswhose experiences
all but turnthat old adage onitshead. Intheface
of great difficulties, thesefamilieshavebuilt homes
without the benefit of adecent houseinwhichto
do so. Conventiona wisdom assumesthat every-
body hasahouse and that thetask isto createa
home, but theredlity for thesefamiliesand many
otherslikethemisthat they don’t haveahouseto
beginwith.

Listen to the words of Ms. Damontein New
Orleans or Joshua Donchancein New York and
you will learn that Fourth World families do
not wait for good fortuneto turn their situation
around. Instead, they invest themselvesand their
energiesinthosethingsthat they know count
most: love, trust and support. Thisishow, inthe
midst of uncertaintiesof al kinds, thesefamilies
have made homes.

But these families deserve better than the
Stuationsthey find themselvesin. Thetruthisthat
their condition isunacceptable. Articletwenty-five
of theUniversal Declaration of Human Rights
states that, “ Everyone hastheright to a stan-
dard of living adequate for the health and
well-being of himself and of his family, includ-
ing food, clothing, housing and medical
care...” Housingrightly hasaplaceonthislist of
themost basic, most vital and most fundamental
necessitiesof life; it spellsout theredity that these
familiescan make homesfor themsalvesbut still
they will not enjoy well-being until they havea
house. The storiesthat they sharereveal hearts
that need adwelling place; a place with the
unique sights and smells of aroom, a stairway,
or akitchen that can beloved and remembered.

And what doesthe work of the Fourth World
Movement contributeto this? It isthrough stand-
ingaongsdeandlearning fromthoselivingin
poverty that the Movement can sharewith you
and with theworld thetruths contained inthese
pagesand inthesefamilies’ stories. Theseredlities
present uswith the challengeto acknowledgethat
weall havearoleto play intransforming society
so that humanity becomesour primary vaue, that
rightsarerespected and that all personsand
ingtitutionscan meet their respongbilities. Then,
and only then, will FourthWorld familieshavea
houseinwhichto build their homes.
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Eighteen Monthsin the Life of a Neighborhood

“There are Families Trying to Make Their Home Here”

By CorrinnaBain and Anne M onnet

Throughout the United States, thereare
many familiesliving in persistent poverty who
facetheharsh, daily reality of havingto raise
their childrenin difficult housing conditions.
However, thisreality often goes unnoticed and
the story of what these families endure remains
untold. But, through our experiences as mem-
bers of the Fourth World Movement Volunteer
Corps and our relationship with one disadvan-
taged neighborhood in New Orleans, we want
to sharewith you eighteen monthsinthelives
of some of these families and the declinein
their situation that we witnessed.

Our first contact with the neighborhood
camethrough the Damonte family, who moved
therefiveyearsago. The Damonte children had
grown up with Tapori and the family had been
actively involved in different Fourth World
Movement events. The neighborhood consisted
of eight wooden houses, four of which were
located at the back of an alleyway and hidden
from the main street. The houseswere old and
it was clear that their general upkeep over the
years had been severely neglected. The houses
themselves were long and narrow, one room-
wide and two or three rooms-deep, and are
often called ‘ shotgun’ housesbecauseitis
argued that one could fire ashotgun through the
front door and have the shot exit the back door
without ever having touched awall.

We werein touch with the Damonte family
every week through aHome Library, wherewe
would visit them with books and activities, and
over time we moved these visits outdoors onto
agrassy areanext to their home. AsMs.
Damonte began to introduce usto her neigh-
bors, other children in the area started to join
the Street Library which we had now begun.

In early 2001, Ms. Damonte |earned that we
weretrying to support another family intheir
search for aplaceto live. Sheinformed us that
the house next door was available and it was
thanksto her involvement that Ms. Rogersand
her family were able to movein.

The Street Library allowed usto maintain
our strong linkswith the Damonte and Rogers
families and helped us meet other familiesin
the community. We saw families come, stay for
ashort length of time and then leave asdis-
creetly asthey had arrived. It appeared that
many of thesefamilieslived under such pre-
carious circumstancesthat they had to move
from place to place.

Living conditionsin the neighborhood have
clearly never been easy. The housesrest on
cinder blocks and, over the years, trash has
built up and gathered under the housesto the
extent that rats and wild cats can often be seen
roaming there. Broken windows, rotten
wooden panelsfalling off the outside of the
houses, mold on thewalls, holesin the roof and

the collapse of ceilings have been just afew of
the problemsthat familiesthere have had to
deal with.

At the beginning of 2003, asthe state of the
housing continued to worsen, the owner of the
propertiestold Ms. Damonte that he was
thinking of selling the houses or possibly
renovating them for government-subsidized
Section Eight housing. We could feel the
families' insecurity asthey did not know what
was going to happen to them.

To better understand the situation and keep
track of what was happening in the community,
we would speak to the parents and adults that
we had cometo know, but the information that
we gathered from the familieswas often
unclear. We could sense that the landlord never
truly took timeto explain hisplansto the
families, leaving themto rely on their own
understanding of what was happening, which
itself was often based on rumor and hearsay.

Then, in the spring of 2003, the families
learned that the ownership of the houses had
changed hands. The new landlord came to meet
the familiesand promised that their houses

would be renovated and that conditionswould
quickly improve. Therewasabuzz of optimism
from thefamiliesliving there asthey were
asked to help clean up the areaand we could
see visible repairs being made to the outside of
their homes.

Asthe clean-up began, alarge dumpster
was placed in the main walkway to the houses,
meaning people had to squeeze past in order to
get to their homes. The dumpster wasfilled
within daysand, with the hot and humid
weather, it didn’t takelong for astrong smell to
start to linger asits contents began to decom-
pose. Thefamilies had little choice but to
endureit; four monthswould pass beforethis
obvious health hazard wasfinally removed.

Asthe summer of 2003 drew to aclose, we
could seethat the renovation work had cometo
ahalt and yet the familiestold usthat they were
still being asked to pay ahigher monthly rent. A
short time | ater, we heard that the owner had
handed out eviction noticesto some of the

See Eighteen Months in the Life... p. 2
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Eighteen Months... from p. 1
families, but no action would ever
betaken. Ms. Damonte shared her
sense of indignation at what was
happening to thefamiliesthere,
saying, “We're all trying to make
a home here. A house does not
make a home, it’s the family that
makes it a home and the family
works real hard to make it a
home. Some people only see the
houses; they don’t see that there
are families trying to make their
home here.”
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A month | ater, the situation
became much worse. The water
was cut off asthe owner had not
paid the bill, leaving the families
without water. By sheer luck, Ms.
Damonte’'shouse still had running
water as her house was connected
to another supply. She allowed the
other familiesto use her water
through an outside tap and water
hose which ran continuously. We

saw adults and children having to
fill up bucketswith water. It didn’t
takelong for puddles of muddy
water to form and run under the
houses.

The landlord was clearly
unhappy a Ms. Damonte sharing
her water supply with the other
families, even threatening her with
eviction if she did not stop. Ms.
Damonte continued to take that
risk. The familieswould be
without running water in their
homesfor almost six months.

By the winter of 2003, most of
the houses werelying empty and
the arealooked more and more
abandoned. Ms. Rogersvoiced her
sense of outrage at what was
happening to the neighborhood and
said, “ This placeis like hell on
earth... Nobody should have to
live like this.”

It was at thistime that Ms.
Damonte' sfamily had the opportu-
nity to moveinto ahouseinan-
other part of the city. Her children
moved out but Ms. Damonte was
torn: she wasworried by the
continued insecuritiesbeing
experienced by the other families
still living there and couldn’t bear
to seethem left without water. Ms.
Damonte planned to stay until the
situation improved but, for family
reasons, she soon moved inwith
her children. She continued to be

concerned for thewellbeing of the
families and would go and visit
them to find out what was happen-
ing.

Ms. Damonte wanted very
much to see the landlord be held
accountablefor the poor condition
of the housing that thefamilies
were being forced to bear. She
said, “ It's just not right. It can't
be legal what [the landlord] is
doing. He can’t get away with
this.”

Aware that the situation was
becoming critical, we began to
gather asmuch information aswe
could from anumber of different
sources—from publicinstitutions
such asthe city’s Sewerage and
Water Board and Department of
Health, from non-profit organiza-
tionsincluding Fair Housing
Action Center and Hope House (a
community center reaching out to
familiesin poverty), and from
friends of the Fourth World Move-
ment, one of whom isalawyer —
in order to better understand what
legal rightsthefamilieshad in
such circumstances.

It was clear that the families
could take thelandlord to court but
thiswould open the familiesto
great risk: acourt case could take
monthsor years, thefamilies
would haveto reveal much about
their personal circumstancesand

the owner would still be able to
ask thefamiliesto leave even if
they won the case. There was,
however, another possibility; the
families could write a letter to the
owner appealing to himto pay the
water bill and fulfill the promise
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of desperately-needed repairsto
the houses. We accompanied Ms.
Damonte as she spoke with the
other families about thisidea. As
we did so, we were acutely aware
that they were the oneswho were
running therisk of possibly losing
their homes. Ms. Moore, whose
granddaughter wasaregular
participant in the Street Library,
clearly expressed her reservations
against writing such aletter when
shesaid, “[The landlord] is
probably going to knock down all
these houses anyway, so what's
the point?”

In the early spring of 2004, the
families|earned that they had a
second new landlord. On doing
our own enquiries at City Hall, we

Appalachia: TheSory of theTiesThat Bind a Community and ltsLand

By Jason French

Images of old coal towns and
secluded housesthat arelittle
more than shacks hanging onto
hillsides may be the stereotypical
view of mountain communitiesthat
we all know, but so much more
existsin these areasthan that. The
people, the realities and the
imagesthat | have met go much
deeper than the stereotype ever
could.

Up ononeridge, | met aretired
couplewho havelived in their
present housetherefor forty years,
raising six children and plenty of
cropsand animalsinthat time. The
wife worked the land, raised their
children and made forty quilts per
year while the husband made his
living asamechanic. Their house
is perched on the very top of the
mountain, far from anywhere, and
they sharetheridge with all kinds
of wildlifefrom the mundane, such
as racoon and deer, to the more
exotic, such as bear and bobcat. In
spring and summer, itisidyllic;
winter can be harsh but beautiful,
and sometimesthey can’t get off
theridge for the snow and ice.
Fruit, vegetables and other
essentials are canned and frozen
for winter and hard times. All they
have for heating isawood burner,

for which they havetolay up the
wood during the year. Their sense
of attachment tothelandis
tangible; they say that they love
their mountain and will be buried
in the cemetery alittle up the way.
The contrast of thiswith the
town, where the identical houses
reminded me of the monotony of
inner-city social housing but here
set against abackdrop of soaring
ridgesand small, mountain creeks,
wasincredible. Like much around
here, itisaremnant of the coal

industry from when company
towns sprang up al over the
region, luring people away from
thetraditional country life by
promising aricher, brighter future
under theground. The coal
companies have moved on but the
old towns remain. People lost
many of their tiesto theland
during thistimeand, just likeinthe
inner-cities, social problems
spring up wherelifeis hardest.

Almost every other houseinthe
town isabandoned or burned-out,
and most of thosethat remain are
in asad state of repair. When
othersinthe areatalk about the
town, they invariably mention
drugs and acohol. Thereused to
beastoreintown but it couldn’t
stay open. Thereisafeeling that
the coal and lumber companies
took morefrom the areathan just
natural resources.

And yet, even with the
starkness of theseimages, seldom
have | felt morewelcomedina
strange place.

My family and | arrived herein
July, sent by the Fourth World
Movement. Asaway to get to
know the areaand its people, |
started to work alongside the
visiting church mission groupsthat
are hosted every summer by the
Binns-Counts Community Center
in Dickenson County, Virginia. The
groups come from far and wide,
likethe group of teenagersfrom
Chicago, lllincisand the
intergenerational group from
Mississippi, and many come back
timeand again, likethe group from
Richmond on their second visit to
the areaor the group from
Charlottesville which has been
coming for several years. They
cometo work for one week on

houseimprovement projectsin the
area co-ordinated by the
community center. Applications
are made the previous year by
householderswho fedl that they
need the help, either becausethey
cannot bear thefinancial burden or
becausethey are physically unable
to do thework. The projects are
usually financed by the church
mission groupsthemselveswith
support from the community center,
while households contribute to the
cost of materialsas much asthey
can.

The groups varied immensely,
but al had in common ared
desireto give the best of
themselvesand to takein the best
that the area hasto offer. One
group supervisor told me that these
tripsareimportant for his students,
who tend to come from affluent
backgrounds, asthey gainfirst-
hand experience of the problems
that peoplefacewhenlivingina
rural, depressed economy. For the
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families who were still living
there, this news sparked renewed
insecuritiesasto what might
happen. By thispoint, nearly all
of the houseswere empty. The
familieswho had stayed had to
endureyet morerumors, includ-
ing the possibility that they were
to be evicted by the end of the
month and the houses demolished
to make way for aparking lot.
Thisdespair then turned to
renewed hope; the water supply
was reconnected and the new
owner spoke of serious, long-
term renovation work for the
houses and said that those who
were aready living there would
be allowed to stay.

It can be hard to understand
why these families havere-
mained in the neighborhood,
endured such conditionsand not
simply moved elsewhere. But, in

housing and there are very few
sheltersor temporary housing
solutions available for families
living in poverty. Many of the
public housing projects are cur-
rently being torn down and families
have had to turn more and more
towards accommodation offered by
the private sector. Privately-rented
housing often asksfor asecurity
deposit and the first month’srent
usually hasto be paid in advance;
suchredlitiesmakeit extremely
difficult for familiesin deep pov-
erty to secure housing.

For Ms. Moore, the education of
her granddaughter, Alyssa, means
everything to her. Ms. Moore has
made it clear that she would love to
be able to move but wantsto stay in
the same area so that Alyssacan
continueto attend thelocal school.
For Ms. Rogers, it isher fear of
what moving to another neighbor-
hood might entail that keeps her
where sheis. Sheisafraid that the
conditions of the housing and the
community could be even worse
than what she and her family haveto
endure now.

The Rogers and Moore families
arenow theonly familieslivingin
the neighborhood,; all the other
houses are empty and have been
boarded up. We can see that the

contractor who isworking onthe
houses has told us that two will be
ready for familiesto moveinto by
early thisnext year. It isnot clear
however, if Ms. Rogersand Ms.
Moore will be given the opportu-
nity to moveinto these newly
renovated houses.

We continue to remain in close
contact with thesefamiliesand run
aStreet Library inthe area. Each
time we visit, we discover some-
thing new which helpsusto learn
more about the strugglesthat these
familiesin this neighborhood face.
We know that we haveto find
ways to remain close by their
sides. The story of these families
and familieslike them hasto be
told and their continued effortsto
make ahouseinto ahomefor their
children, whatever the circum-
stances, must be recognized.

Editor’s note:

To respect the privacy and protect
theidentitiesof thefamilies
involved, all the names have been
changed. Asaresult, the photo-
graphsthat accompany thearticle,
whiletaken at Street Librariesin
New Orleans, do not portray the
children of thefamiliesin the
article.

Maryvonne Caillaux

To learn more about the work of
the Fourth World Movement in
New Orleans, read Germaine by
Maryvonne Caillaux: the story of
one young girl and her family
that, in the midst of
homel essness, health problems
and neighborhood violence, never
lose hope for the future.
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“Living in a Shelter asa Teenager isNot Easy”

By Joshua Donchanceand Lisa Seinbrueck

Joshua: Living in a shelter as ateenager is not
easy. | know thisis true because my family and |
have lived in shelters for amost two years now. |
want to share some of my experiences because |
think it’simportant for peopleto know how hard it
isfor kids and their families. Some of you who are
here today might know alot about how hard
people'slives are in other countries. But the
might be situationsright in your ownneig
or your own city that you don’t know abgu

Lisa: I’ve been running a Tapori acti
children and young teenagersin ashelte
part of New York City for the last two
many strong familiesand creative, con
children. But | aso seehow limitedfa
privacy is. | see how much of thei
becomes public in the context of

Joshua: Where I'm living nG
little better than where | was be
for children and teenagers are fu
And our family and friends can co
just about anytime. But it wasn't al
For more than a year we lived in ano 3
where thingswere really hard. Our family could
not come visit, not even on holidays: And therei
not much space for afamily whenyou livej
shelter. | have abig family and we don’ tshave
much space at all. This means we have'almost no

. . L »
privacy. There's no privacy for usinside our own

family because all of usareliving insuch asmall
space. Also, the staff at the shelter come inte:our
apartment whenever they want, many times
without our permission. It'slikebeinginajail. You
don’t have a space you can call your own and
keep private.

It's also hard to stay peaceful with other kids.
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Agirl I know, who also lived in ashelter for along
time, said, “ If someone el se there wants to fight
you, there’'s no place to go to avoid them.”

Lisa: Living in ashelter can have bad effects on
children’seducation aswell. Families are often
faced with adifficult decision: do they keep their
childrenintheir old schools, to avoid the academic
and social difficulties of switching schoolsinthe
middle of the year, or do they choose a new school
closer to the shelter which might drastically
decrease commuting time but may not be close to
he apartment they find when they move out of the
er? One teenager | know spent four months
ool because of difficultiesin transferring
vell as school administrators who
0 have ‘ shelter kids' at their

n schooliin their old neighborhood.
an mean two holrrs’ travel time
direction. tremely difficult for
children in thissituation to sleep and food
they need, not to mention i ith their family...
Joshua: | believe parefts shouldibe the ones
ide what's best for their,chi

her kids taken aw
heard a social worker say to a parent, “ Be care-
ful! I'm not afraid to call the authorities who

will take your children from you and put them
in foster care.”
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amilies | know have chosen to keep

Lisa: We hope that the things we are telling you
give you amore accurate picture of some of the
challengesthat familiesliving in ashelter can face.
But we also want to remind you how strong and
compassionate people can be, evenin situations
like this, | told you about the teenager who missed
four months of school . Buring that time she
volunteerediin the shélter’s after-school program,
helping younger children with their homework and
facilitating poetry Workshops.

Joshua: Living in ashelter isnot something you
expect to da. i think people should know it’s
something that coul d happen to anyone, anytime,
anl/ day, any place. It's hard for me and for other
kids but, after awhile, you’' ve just got to get up on
your feet and bear with it. And even if your
Jparents make you mad, you' ve got to bear with
them too. Because your parents have to go
through the hard times just the same as you do, but
your parents arefeeling it more because they’re
feeling it for you AND for themselves.

The last thing | want to say is my wish for
everyone else in the world who is going through
hard times. | learned last year on October 17 how
hard some people have it in Guatemala. Every
year | come here | learn about things people are
experiencing all over theworld. I’m going to keep
coming, I’ m going to be a part of October 17
year. | think it's not fair, the things that some
are living. And my wish for those peoplein
acesisfor you to know that some people
ght here in the United States understand because
they go through the same things that you go
through.

Lisa and Joshua: Thank you.

Testimony given for the occasion of the Interna-
tional Day for the Eradication of Poverty on
October 14, 2004, at the United Nations.
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