ADVISORY GROUP ON FORCED EVICTIONS

INFORMATION ON IMPORTANT CASES

Please, try to be analytical: this will help us understanding deeply the situation and the human dimension of the people involved in forced evictions.

>>> Send form to IAI: info@habitants.org <<<

A: Threat of Eviction

 w          Issues on the city, communities and families threatened with eviction

1.         Name and location of community threatened with eviction

            Kensington, and other North Philadelphia neighbourhoods. 

2.         Background on the city (size, location, etc.)

Philadelphia, population 1.5 million, is located in the North East of the United States, between New York City and Washington DC.  For decades, Philadelphia was an industrial hub, with the highest home ownership rates amongst low income people in the country.  Over the last 30 years, as the forces of globalisation have moved jobs to other countries, Philadelphia has lost much of its employment and population.  As a result, large swaths of Philadelphia neighbourhoods, once sustained by the industrial economy, were ignored and neglected.  The standard of living of Philadelphia's residents has subsequently declined over the years.

3.         Estimated number of families affected

      According to a study by the University of Pennsylvania, there are 60,000 in need of decent, affordable housing in Philadelphia.  Others estimate, a similar number of buildings in Philadelphia remain empty.  According to the Philadelphia Affordable Housing Coalition, "Household employment, health and debt crisis are continually driving families and individuals out of their homes in Philadelphia, generating record numbers of evictions (2500+), foreclosures (6,000+), and heating service terminations (35,000) over the last year."

       Many types of forced evictions occur in Philadelphia, to varying degrees.  For instance, the city is utilizing "eminent domain" to take control of over 5,000 buildiongs in Philadelphia, 250 of which are occupies.  Thousands others, as renters, have little recourse in a hostile landlord-tenant system.  Public housing residents can be evicted if they are arbitrarily connected to a minor crime.  Still more, see their homes foreclosed because of predatory loans backed by the country's financial institutions, or because of uncontrollable utility costs and soaring property taxes.  In sum, all low income residents of Philadelphia in some way face the threat of eviction. 

4.         Brief description of families background

43% of the city's population is African-American, and a disproportionate number of evictions occur in minority neighborhoods.  Families with people with disabilities or single parent households are also disportinately effected by evictions and the larger issue of the lack of affordable housing.

w          The case

6.         Background and history to the case

Poor residents of Philadelphia have always experienced housing discrimination.  Dating back to the 1950s, poor Philadelphians have often been displaced in the name of "urban renewal."  The most recent example is Mayor John Street's "Neighborhood Transformation Initiative."  The bulk of the money goes to demolishing houses and attracting middle class buyers.  Prior to the Prior to that, systemic forced evictions occured when nearly all of Philadelphia's projects were demolished.  Mass displacement of people who lived in projects occured across the country in the 1990s, and, as the Chicago request demonstrates, is still happening today  Philadelphia is also interntaionally known for the forced displacement of dozens of West Philadelphia residents, whose homes were damaged when the city firebombed MOVE in the 190s. 

      To this day, Philadelphia remains extremely segregated along color and economic lines.  Over the last few years, local city governments, in conjunction with market investors, have finally begun to pay attention to the city's poorest neighbourhoods, most prominently with NTI.  The city's policy is just another way to say "urban renewal" or "gentrification", two euphemisms for displacing poor people. 

 Community groups in Philadelphia have reacted to forced evictions in countless creative ways throughout the years.  The Kensington Welfare Rights Union, a member of the Poor People's Economic Human Rights Campaign, has squatted empty residential houses, churches, and erected tent cities, to make up for the lack of affordable housing.

7.         Minimum information on the legal grounds of the case

KWRU's claims to housing and the prevention of forced evictions rest in international law, which clearly mandates the right to housing, and prohibits displacement.  Forced evictions in Philadelphia violate the same international standards outlined by PPEHRC's Chicago affiliates in their request for an on-site visit.  A brief summary follows:

·         The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, of which the United States was a principal drafter and has adopted, provides: "Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and his family, including...housing.@ Art. 25(1)

 ·         The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, to which the United States is a signatory, Arecognize[s] the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living ... including... adequate...housing.@ Art. 11(1)

·         The United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has further clarified the right to housing (General Comment No. 4) such that the right prohibits mass, planned, forced displacement of persons against their will particularly when their displacement will result in homelessness. General Comment No. 7. Indeed, whole communities within public housing B against their will as part of a nationally legislated, locally planned effort, designed to reduce housing options and remove many housing subsidies for low-income Chicagoans constitutes a Aforced eviction@ under human rights law. Forced evictions are a gross violation of the human right to adequate housing.

 ·         The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, signed and ratified by the United States, includes a right to "life and the right to protection from arbitrary or unlawful interference with one's home. Art. 6 and Art. 17

·         The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, signed and ratified by the United States, prohibits actions with respect to housing that have the effect of discriminating against persons of color. Art. 5(e)(iii)

·         The International Convention on the Rights of the Child provides both a right to adequate housing and a right to an education. Art. 27 and Art. 28. There is an intimate relationship between housing stability and a child's readiness to learn. Families displaced by forced eviction from public housing have suffered from repeated educational disruption B recent research suggests a loss of 4-6 months of educational progress every time a family moves. The United States is the only country besides Somalia not to have ratified this Convention, although both Somalia and the USA have signed the Convention, indicating their intention to ratify it at a later date.

·         The American Declaration on the Rights and Duties of Man speaks of the right to life, well-being and personal security and the inviolability of the home, including the right not to be forced to leave against one's will. Arts. I, IX, XI and VIII.

·         Article 26 of the American Convention on Human Rights, signed by the United States, and Article 34(k) of The Charter of the Organization of American States, also binding on the United States, requires progressive measures on the part of governments to fully realize a universal goal of adequate housing for all sectors of the population.

8.         Reasons given for the eviction (official and other)

When it comes to its eminent domain policy, the city of Philadelphia claims by evicting people from "blighted" homes, newer, more adaquete residencies will be built in their place.  "The objective of the NTI demolition program is to protect the health, safety and general welfare of Philadelphia residents by drastically reducing the city's inventory of imminently dangerous buildings," reads NTI's website. "At the same time, NTI demolition decisions are targeted and data-driven, aimed at maximizing opportunities for future development of the resulting vacant land." What goes unmentioned is that these homes are usually mixed-income, a euphamism for middle-and upper-middle income houses. 

Others are forcefully evicted from their homes via drug raids by the Philadelphia Police department.  A large number of low income people loose their homes because they fell behind on loans that were designed to be impossible to payback, often called "predatory lending." 

Public housing residents live under the constant threat of eviction because the Housing Authority has full discretion in evicting anyone who is somehow related to a crime, ie, a women whose grandchild was caught by the police smoking marijuana.  The rationale is that the "criminal element" must be removed. 

9.         The main events that have taken place so far (with dates)

Since 1995, KWRU has orchestrated several major campaigns to challenge forced evictions.  A couple of examples include: November-December 2004 tent-city, 

10.        Names of authorities implementing the eviction

Landlord Tenant Court, The City of Philadelphia, Philadelphia Housing Authority, Philadelphia Redevelopment Authority, Sheriff's Department, and subprime mortgage lenders, Offices of Emergency Services and Shelter (OESS), Licenses & Inspections, Philadelphia Gas Works, Philadelphia Electric Company. 

w          The answer to the eviction

12.        Level of organisation of the affected community (including names of organisations, their approach, strengths and weaknesses)

The Kensington Welfare Rights Union (KWRU) is a multiracial organization of, by and for poor and homeless people. We believe that we have a right to thrive - not just barely survive. KWRU is dedicated to organizing of welfare recipients, the homeless, the working poor and all people concerned with economic justice.

While KWRU has spearheaded the national organization the Poor People's Economic Human Rights Campaign, we are based in Kensington, a neighborhood in North Philadelphia. Once a center for manufacturing, Kensington is now the poorest district in the state of Pennsylvania.

KWRU was started by a group of poor women in April 1991. We came together out of necessity - our communities and the survival of our families were threatened by Governor Casey's welfare cuts and we came together to do three basic things:

            1. Speak to the issues which directly affect our lives: poor people have been excluded from debates, such as welfare reform, which have huge impact on our families. We are committed to tell the stories of what is really happening in our lives and in poor communities across the country. We have testified at local, state and national hearings; we have spoken at welfare offices, college campuses, religious congregations, union halls, social service agencies, and anywhere we have had the chance. Our director, Cheri Honkala, was the only welfare recipient to speak during the Congressional welfare reform hearings. Recently a photo-exhibit by photographer Harvey Finkle, the book Myth of the Welfare Queen by David Zucchino and documentaries, Poverty Outlaw, Outriders, Battle for Broad by Skylight Pictures have helped us get our stories out to more and more people.

            2. Help each other, and all poor people get what we need to survive: We are committed to seeing that all people have the basic necessities of life - food, clothing, utilities, medical care and housing. We have assisted over 500 families in obtaining housing and utilities. We have set up tent cities when the shelter system was full and we have established "Human Rights Houses" as bases for emergency housing, free food and clothing distribution, and free medical clinics. We assist poor and homeless families with whatever problems they are having - all that we ask in return is that they join the KWRU to help others and to build a movement to end poverty.

            3. Organize a broad-based movement to end poverty: We know that there is enough to go around in this, the richest country in the world. We believe that the American people are a just and loving people and that we can build a movement, led by poor people, to end poverty once and for all. We struggle everyday to teach and organize poor people, and all those concerned with economic justice, to create fundamental social change. KWRU is an organization of, by and for poor people; however we work closely with the several groups: KWRU is an affiliate of the National Union of Hospital and Health Care Workers, AFSCME, AFL-CIO - this reflects the need for unity between the employed and the unemployed around issues such as workfare, downsizing, etc. KWRU has joined the Labor Party, a political party which is based in the interests of working and unemployed people. (We believe that neither the Democrats nor the Republicans are interested in meeting the needs of the poor -- and we believe it is time for a new political party in this country.) KWRU is a chapter of the National Welfare Rights Union. We also have growing relationships with students, the women's movement, lawyers, social workers, artists & musicians and a variety of community organizations. Our focus is in Kensington, but we know that this must be a national, and even international, movement. Today, through the Economic Human Rights Campaign, KWRU continues to teach, fight, and struggle to build a movement to end poverty, led by the poor.

13.        Names of supporting agencies working in alliance with the affected community

Community Legal Services, Women's Community Revitalization Project, Community Leadership Institute, Tenant's Action Group, Project HOME, National Association of Social Workers, and Social Workers Action Alliance. 

14.        Actions taken so far by the community and/or supporting agencies to resist the eviction and / or to develop creative, alternative solutions

Since 1995, KWRU, in conjunction with several other community organization and service agencies, has taken steps to address forced evictions.  Most famously are KWRU's Tent Cities, a place of refuge for families who have been left homeless.  KWRU has also taken over a church, and squatted countless houses across Philadelphia.  Many of KWRU's tent cities have had their residents forcably evicted by the police.  KWRU has also demonstrated at various local, state, and federal agencies, demanding adequate housing, a stop to all evictions, and dozens of other issues important to low income people. 

In 2003, a group of organizations including KWRU created the Philadelphia Affordable Housing Coalition, which took on as its first major issue the formation of an affordable housing trust fund, a dedicated source of funding for the creation and preservation of decent homes.  At this point, the Affordable Housing Trust Fund is making its way through the political process. 

15.        Consultations held and alternative housing and/or compensation offered by the authorities to the affected community (if any)

The overwhelming majority of people who have been displaced by the cities policys end up in homes of lesser value in even more segregated neighborhoods, or, in homeless shelters.  There is a small amount of money available in the city of Philadelphia to prevent evictions; however, their are immense beucratic barriers in accessing those services and for large parts of the year there is no money available.  Public Housing waitinglists are 10 years long and closed to new applicants. 

w          Follow up

17.        Strategies for future action discussed / developed / proposed to deal with the threatened eviction

As a PPEHRC member organization, KWRU dedicated to strategizing vis-a-vis the international human rights framework to highlight the serious human rights violations that occur when people are forcably evicted.  In Philadelphia, KWRU continues to actively challenge the housing authority via direct action.  KWRU is currently working on local, state, and national truth commissions on housing. 

18.        Important events anticipated (e.g. dates set for eviction, planned actions, court cases, development of alternatives, etc.)

As demonstrated, eviction in Philadelphia happens systematically and frequently.  Currently, KWRU and other community groups are challenging the city's plans to slash crucial social services, including transportation, utility assistance, and housing assistance.  Every cut program greatly increases the chance of eviction for working poor families.  Last year, OESS closed Philadelphia's "Homelessness Prevention Program," which counseled 14,000 households a year in preventing eviction. 

19.        Reasons why this is a good focus case for the Advisory Group. Ideas on what the Advisory Group could do to contribute to the successful resolution of the case.

Philadelphia unfortanately is the perfect example of how the standard of living amongst the poor in America's urban centers has drastically declined.  Affordable housing is under attack by Bush administration.  If Bush's budget passes, millions of dollars for affordable housing will be slashed, greatly impacting Philadelphia and other urban centers.  Philadelphia is a national tragedy, and many of its residents are experiencing unending human rights violations.  It is a crime that in the world's richest country, 60,000 people are without adequate shelter, yet the city's only response is to slate over 5,000 buildings for demolition.  An on-site visit by the committee will help build momentum in the housing rights movement, both regionally and nationwide, a crucial step for our plans on holding truth commissions.  It would be the first time an international observer stepped foot in Philadelphia to bear witness to the city's housing crisis. 

20.        Full address contact person

Cheri Honkala, National Coordinator PPEHRC

C/O KWRU 

PO Box 50678

Philadelphia, PA 19132

Kensington Welfare Rights Union kwru@kwru.org 

http://www.kwru.org
PAGE  
2

