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TAKE BACK THE LAND.

adva
ich i sat.
which led our firse day on the land and the empowcri,

mpaceof watchin the police driving offthe o, lenving b hologe,

I anicy. Scanding with eesidents and neighbors oucsige and & the

Jooking in, I felt an inverse and proportionate impace ofdig the fenc,
e and cven defeat. Regaining control over the land, thep, o

o he psyche of our community and the movement. i)

roops, including residents, the Lake

assess our emotional state, and eve,

cage we had enjoyed while in control of Umoja ang
e

‘M“M

e gathered the o
: other suppOFters, ©o
> o damxious co fight for the land. Having tasted liberation anq :
. A runiing theie own affair,the transcion bac v el deter
8 o e residents was brutal and almost unbearable. Theiy sgpop
1% o % the land only deepened as they spent more time off ghe
% under the bridges or park benches. i,
25 We recommitted ourselves to the notion that the black
land—all of it—in our community,

Wordh kg, %

TYONE wag e

€ Strecgy
ments to.
land anq
must control the o) resi::';:"\uni
aon o reduce the siruggle to a single picce of real estare, Ther o
whether or not our attempts to re-take Umoja was successful, ul;i: fore,
we would liberate other land. atcly,
o esuit of our objective, we planned a week of action
cx[’(‘nﬁing through Friday. We targeted the land and scvcmf:,u[;::g:dil’_
publicly-owned lots in Liberty City Lictle Haiti and Overtown, o;:g":;
formal network reached out and secured commimmms"f;o;lv'
supporters, over a dozen of whom agreed to participate in arrest acti;
Afier making banners, flyers and other visual props, ‘!;c—"l |
spend the latter part of the weekend engaging the ¢ it
to door campaign to raise awareness and build support for our actions.
On Monday, we planned to retake the land, even if temy i o
ting through the fence engaging in arrcsr‘acfiqm__uw__
seant shantytowns on several lots around town, including in Over
close to downtown. In addition, the Miami Co: an annual
event in which upwards of 30,000 le—m the large

people—mostly through the large

corporations which employ them—participate ina Sk run/walk through

downtown, was scheduled dg{ig}_‘q’m
erect a shanty in the middle of the race.

We planned four arrest actions over five days, followed by a weckend

crecting shanties all over the Cig of Miami. When the powers attack
a people’s movement, t cy only off or change positions when the

uences of ons are greater o
BB e the CIty  pay for the-tand e O

en: d thiey wanted so
ficical consequences of our week of action would raise the

“the £° d and the city would have to decide if they were willing to

A MUTUAL FRIEND

 ing souches Wete added ro the plan, 2 good friend came to
ﬁ"“:m ’Districe 5 Commissioner Michelle Spence-Jones wanted
8 e thaE D o discuss granting the land o a group selected by
O one- OO eruct low-income housing While the idea .

? %Wzy T was going to meee with Spence Jones, abont

1 o any witnesses..
,,,5‘“5‘ cewithOT o the larger group and, afrer some initial conflic-
5 he d.-hs‘;'w,s that we should listen to the proposal and then
4 i conse™ whether to accept the offer. We established objectives
e w“““"‘f’ZQ e talks, such as securing two lots of land, one for
d“’k p‘ﬂm‘:’; d the other for building a shantytown until construc-

ﬁaﬂc@ e cash to assist with the development; and that the city -
comp €

Wms *ents until the construction completed. Most importantly,
Wo,“" . , We Were under no obligation to play nice, and
y *‘oﬂ'ﬂ‘ 10 €xpress our indignation and walk out of the meeting,

¥ eters, Umoja resident John Cara accompanied
e o businss for the tlls. When he offsed
&%, cly countered that one lot was insufficient. Antici-_
ﬂh""i ds, she was prepared to offer us the vacant ot that sat
o oy assured us staff was busy looking into available
o 17 with startup costs. Cata and 1 demanded the city provide
"'th?ach and every one of our residents in need and she agreed.
;ones explained that she was looking for commercial space on
&tm floor and residential units on the top. In addition, she said in
et for the deal to fly, we would have to partner with a reputable de-
oper, suggesting Carrfour Supportive Housing, a not-for-profit with a
track record of developing low-income supportive housing for the
tomeless and formerly homeless.
What Spence-Jones did not know is that Carrfour had contacted us
months prior asking to partner with us to build on theland. In prepara-
donor our six month anniversary, we started, but never consummated,

m
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TAKE BACK THE LAND

talks with Carefour regarding the development of

.
on the land, including ground floor commercial, .
Spence-Jones’s terms, we made no concessions as

'PPorr;
s such, v ot
carly stages of developing a vircually identical propeesy ™ féady 810
We explained that we had t bring the offer bacj. N the
we had more pressing issues on our mind. Whae we -, Boup, o
Know was when they were taking down the fences (o o VAt o
<Ople e
building our hexayures. The real reason we were chere, gy 1219 & ¥z,
in the larger group was cager to learn, was t0 find o e eryons
establishing the Umoja Village? 0 werg e
She looked at me like I done lost my mind. .

somewhere to stay and we were anxious to get back o of.
h

“There is no more shantytown. You cannot b
are giving you the land, you cannot build m_vl‘;\xf:::;yz:"m shanies, v,
Afccr several minutes of back and forth, if finally dawned o
chiswas thedeal. The shantyown was nothing buc a headache o 48
eye for the city, and, consequently giving away some land and st oSk
change for folding the Village was a great trade for them, I'm a big "‘b“'
rassed to admit that I never saw that deal coming, and probably SP::L;"
¢he extent co which I was still in denial about the loss we suffepen. -
‘The thought struck me again and yet, scemingly for the very first tim,
the Unoja Village is gone. And now che city is offeing us the and, b
not the Village that sat on the land. g
While some think parting ways with wooden shanties is a good thi
part of what forged the strong bond between the residents and their il
lage was the face that they built and maintained the village themselyes,
They did not move into a completed home or a community in which
they had no power. They loved their community because they built Umo-
ja themselves. Home was not a destination, it was a symbiotic process,
which impacted the resident and the community proportionately.
As I mulled over the offer, and its implications, over and again I won-
dered if we could ever recapture the magic and power of Umoja inside of
concrete walls, buile by hired hands. Perhaps the reason residents and sup-
porters loved Umoja so much was because they built it, employing a labor
oflove and belicf in something larger than ourselves. Iam certain that sense
of ownership and pride could not be duplicated in the context of indus-
trial construction. I could not help but to wonder if in trading up to stan-

dard housing, we would be giving up the inangibles that had transformed
Umoja from a series of wooden boxes into homes and a community.
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# ot ¥ o of events:

NATURAL CONCLUSIONS AND THE NATURE 0F v\mm

echer our Ore sUpporters to discuss the offer, even as ev-
led 04 chat the black leadership and residents would make
P ynder We engaged in heavy soul searching as we tried to re-

o
' a,‘;‘n d“_:}"":.,r fundamental goals and objectives in the face of this
wi

o i g point. there was um_nimous c!zxity around the fact that

d have no interest in becoming, developers. While we
2 non 2 orcant to build housing, ic was also imporant to
“ie was I ovement. We had to derermine what Take Back

a2 vas about—developing housing or building a
fundamCE ¥ sacrificed our time and energy to this project
B2 e e ¥ i the broader social justice movement. However,
T of 0BT T rmed or evolved from one of resistance to one
)“: £ ifferent ball game, and not all of us wanted to

#
i

an
W

e project
4% $7C e al of us supported the end result—new lowin-
ybéa sequent y wanted to continue their life’s work of resistance
m‘hgus'\ﬂﬂ’b ilding, and, therefore, would move on to other pro-
Zﬁ mov@m[ as the development phase took hold. I was one of them.
"&i« prole“s't o further, arguing that Take Back the Land itself,
omd::‘:dli viduals who support it, is fundamentally an opposition
P50 4, cherefore, should not be in the development game at all.
goremen” = should immediately proceed with another adversarial
fhey ¥ l::\cd- solidifying and building on our model. The debate
of respec and healthy, continuing over several weeks.
ﬂﬂ'#‘wwcmmcd around the ';\a;\}ral ;onc\usion‘ of aland takeover
Thedebate quently referred to South African and Brazilian land
= ‘most instances, that we knew of anyway, the “natural conclu-
% the land struggle was winning title to the land, even if that title
o t:mnslatc into a multi-million dollar development.
M};‘:‘ agT“d that accepting the land deal did not violate any of our
fndamental political objectives of 1) housing and feeding people; 2) as-
wrting the right of the black community to control land in our commu-
qie;and 3) building a new society. In fact, in some ways, it made those
jectives even more achievable, particularly over the long term.
The debate was further complicated by the social and political context
wder which we would be making our decision. Given the real questions
g S

arstruggle raised about land “ownership” in the US. and the state of our
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movement, it was not clear th.lf acquiring title, j, this seys e
et the same hing 3 auiring il in anorhe e e

ing. That i 052, chere are Signiicant difeemgog pr 7 poligeutly
peoplsecaming ehet own vacan rura L g S

I heeown cspcic and the hildien of im0
snd forced—winmingan b Lo inan i) oo O8N

s sgulonsimplied thercin, rom wha e ha
ally lang

from the Native Americans.
W aso debated the impact of the radical shif i gy
crong oppositional force o engaging with the govermpyens "
our own shift nsats rom occupir of and to devepey 4o
the deal meant shifting from occupying onc of the o Proes Bicing
donsinthe land seruggle movement, o becoming gy =SS pox:
The monumental shift from opposing corrupt 8Overnmene ag;r_ (ughy).
pracces o working withchose same corrupeofficil o g 1Al and
together was far t00 much for some of us to stomach, Mething
We also discussed the “nature of victory,” and the fine line, a¢ leageioil
context, which differentiate victory from sclling out. We trig . hElS
mine what consticuted viccory, what consticuted selling out o ghe sni“‘"
how to delineate the difference in a manner that made sense to usall, i
The debate brought two movement tendencics to the surface, Figg,
che opposition, it s difficult for us to accept victory, even when we w;:
Virtually any settlement between us and our political targets can be u
terpreted as a sell-out simply because there is an agreement or because
those in power no longer stand against the demand. Consequently, we as
amovement must clearly define what constitutes victory, particularly jn
the context of the USS. political and economic system.
The second, and related, tendency is to want, in a political settlement,
toensure that the system wins nothingarall. Given our lack of power, this
isan understandable tendency, but an impossible proposition. We nearly
declined the deal explicitly to prevent officials from pimping our work
for their own benefit. Specifically, we knew the same officials responsible
for the bad public policy and the squandering of housing funds which fa-
cilitated the crisis of gentrification and housing, and actively tried to shut
down the Umoja Village, would later use the success of our development
to demonstrate how they were addressing the crisis (“The government is
building more housing!”). It was infuriating just to think about.
In the end, however, we could not deprive our people of housing just so
that we could also deprive crooked officials a propaganda tool, particularly

ol
quireq ,
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o
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propaganda machine is so cffective, that they can claim vic.

aeir P B what actually happens. When they wia. they win, but

< occasions when we win and they lose, the propaganda ma-
5 of taking credit for that loss and turning it into a victory.
plated political realitics. If we refused the deal, what

¢ho!

60“::::,@,\3, in practical and perceived terms, to our resi-
you to live in boxes, even given the opportunity to sig-

e2 How would the residents feel (answer: they wanted
ups?f]moja and the quality of housing buil to code, just like
dom @ ed) and how would our supporters react?

ople eIy 1 ynne, who was unable to attend, submitted alet-
ingOn¢ ’:c recognition that this was “not my movement? a nod
e f;al Jeadership and the residents, but thoughtfully and
ed her points. Her letter was as much proof as her work.
indced, her movement as well.

138 the majority agreed the land deal was, in fact, a natural con-
ald.d 2 victory for the campaign. Therefore, we would accepe
10 30€ % ¢ i th, those who still believed we should reject the deal
land did not block the settlement, which, essencially,

were

over more

gl fire.
4 W@ﬂ compromising Take Back the
jal and oppositional posture, as well as our ability to forge

fard i

th hard core campaigns, would be mi[iw@

new 501(c)3, a separate organization, onl

¢ Land—but abl t of its mis-

-y affliated wi :
engage in constructive projects, such as development,

%m—:_i;would control the land and Take Back the

ercl = = ————
ould remain _entirely oppositional and be ready to resume our

gemission.

UMOJA RISING

Tt Monday afternoon, instead of protests and arrests, we announced.

the political settlement. The residents and neighbors were very emotion-

' Wemade-certain all-anderstood that construction would take years

advestillhad to complete a proposal, and then it must be passed by the
City Commission. ¥ RS

f_nnsequently. Take Back the Land, as an organization, faced three
major asks: first, to build a viable post-Umoja organization. Second, to
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serve the needs of our residents. And third,

che Tan
TInj punu.; of our post-Umoja organizati yrah, P e ltie
engaged in a process of discussing-organizational Ucture er. Ten or 5o residents moved into an aban-
and the role of members and supporters, and cngage, dozen blocks from the land, The

to build political hun\b ]rlhc groundwork for by § Wwas aWesome to v:l:;:(;nni the sing ‘:enm.\d\locmo; e

the Land beyond the Umoja Village. i€ €6 acc [owever, the conditions there
Serving the residents, however, was :h:nmox task thae and it was difficult to wacch peoy Emm
of Gigime and.energy. In order to touch a‘% concrete floors, with minimal lighting and inad

tings a lcw blocks fro, e

and the owner at nsk fm honsmg

cog in contact with us and cach other. ! .hg rules :hm wete strict. The circumstances took their

Based on her agreement to house the Umoja residents ungl | g P earned for the freedom they enjoyed at Umoja.
3 : re, more people came to live there than lef

; T enceJoncs handed off the i
them o the Liberty C ty Trust, an arm of the city, whose staffare n::“'"'! A 2 n, tired of the nighdy disruptions and antics,
ok fubi m\@% | 3 otel and moved into the warchouse. Also, because

rovide
After the firc, the Trust did step up and house over 3. SFouc o its entire allorment of rooms on the Umoja residents, l'.ht

idents in hotels. However, the residents wete clear] s #dquscd pping homeless people, mﬂ{“" ‘
s and dish out gossip abour the Umoja Vi meﬂ compelled to inform the Trust that -
for housing. While we were % © 'M
tou.nd bousmg the Trust used the ser umﬁnﬂwe\ !t// . provided f food on a daily basis at the warchouse, the Trust

nt L;m;ng a ;fhdgvvvivin_grr%% picke ed up their hotel residents and ds pped them at m at the warchouse
While the Trust played some of mndenn. some residents v were

at night and then
todo and say to get bg;umx, They inchuding ;uw:::g not turn anyone away unless they were ly and, therefore,
he . it e ——

Knowing they wert re talking ba
% d supply during the day caused a great deal of Fiiction,
whar was going on at the hotel o,

about Take Back the Land and

our existence there.
As we knew it would, the arrangement e"‘“‘“ﬂ!_"{d'td At vor
month, we cleared out and left the war nder stress PR B
the placement of residents not only h panic and loss. The residents who decided to stick to :ogcthcr—a S‘““P QT

[he residents cou]{{’;d_;b%w, ‘bout 10—began living in adjoining empty lo@
and, in :Ezcnd they lost C respect for Exacerbating matters, the Liberty C“!JL‘ELM&M

em. Consequently, there ad their responsibilities towards the residents. After we lefe the ware-
house, T warily rerurned to the Trust to reiterate our housing demands,
were not serious about housing our resi- _ butwas told that since they dxsperscd from d\gllyﬂmn&th
R in. The unhoused, and even. “Wete now “individuals” and no longera*

“group.” Because the Trustagreed.
“ohouse the * “group” of Umoja residents, it c claimed to have no responsic.
Tllm:e towards these lnamduals My jaw dmpped.

1w
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rounded up a5 many rsidents a5 L could,and, ae g5

. ed and angry homeless people to the Liber, - M brg
crate -
:(,IMJ them what was said, pointed to the office door :,y, d(j"f:' Truge
Halfan houelater L received a all informing me thay g T
e sric provide nd e up a intake i g o
the fyjjoe

e months of hough,rescarch and meetings, we oy
elopment proposal. We partnered with Carrfour Suppeb 4 Surde
a che developer and Neighbors And Neighbors Assarqut® H
22 che small business organization. While we devised 3 bagg - (NANA)
desils—such as what kinds of businesses were needed, o e the
s high, how many bedrooms should cach unit conesi, g

questions—were left to our outreach process, during which ﬂ;e Other

iy would shape the final ook and composition of the deyele MU
Compleing the proposal was quite a challenge for s begg PN
(o learn basic princples of development in order to properly s
community. We researched other projects, particularly the g CUF
«chemes, ultimately setcling on a land erust. ¥nership
In the process, I realized it would be more difficule than | initially
ticipated for me to drop out of the development phase and resu’, -
uppmizional political work, a prospect which stressed me dﬂeply iy

The work was tedious and, at ti trating, but in earl we
submitted our proposal to Commissioner §, ones for inclusion

in the July City Commission mccu‘ng.»%

Umoja Rising.

ing week.

Y sto.

THE “DOUBLE REVERSE END AROUND BACK T0 THE
OTHER SIDE” TRICK PLAY

After submitting the proj we sought confirmation the item would
appeat on MMW"LSL,‘*@M{’@@ as dhe board
does not meet in Am%w:s herself e-mailed to
inform me “the land will go out for bid," a complete and unacce table

change from ent we agreed upon
4 3 135 e D
The .  city’s position roblematic in many re-

respond to the turn of events: In

138

- da, T-bone and myself that her intention, the entire time, was to
ﬁ}{pﬁcﬁs transparent. As such, she was not able to respond to our

Instead of bringing supporters to the

. Commission mecting, we prepared to mob'lﬁsm
rests, instead. We were orced backinto war mode.
o «down, our mutual friend paid me another
from the ‘p‘@,&'ﬂwbnmn@
o  proposal, which would make us all very happy.
was so diserustful of Spence-Jones, she demanded the right to
tape the meeting, but settled on taking real time notes on h -t laptop.
n we arrived at her office, Spence-Jones informed Mamyrah,

red requests for clarifications and assurances over the course of the -

evious two weeks. It was for our own good.
she then provided us with her assessment of our opposition to win-

ningthe land, the vast majority of which emanated from the Eme
‘Housing Task Force, a task force she convened herself; specifically y for
the purpose of opposing the Umoja Village. She informed us that we
“Jso faced opposition from the Homeless Trust, particularly its powerful
‘ehair, the ethically-challenged lobbyist Ron Book. B
Spence-Jones went on to explain that this sizable opposition was pre-

dcly the reason she was forced, two weeks prior, to publicly say she

“would put the land to bid. She wanted to make certain the o on did
10t have the opportunity to mobilize their forces against us. Now that
she successfully de-mobilized our opposition, Spence-Jones announced
_ousthat she was putting the proposal to convey us the land back on the
\'City Commission agenda, just as she had planned allalong.
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TAKE BACK THE LAND

So the reason she went back on her commitmeng
wac o hat she could give us che land. Ahat O give
Unforeunately for us, instead of investing the Past twe
e sapporters s we planned, we were forced g o weeyy
sgainst the Commission mectin Now, it looked a j ““I"hlliu = r:'"'
s procest. We bit our tongues. sat on our hang © Woulg j S5t
O mainder of the mecting. S and rode g 10
ruscrated at the tum of events, but more im
cest and face another change of plans, Ory 2t
o andably upsct at Spence-Jones and Mayor Manny Breople we
e pulling scrings behind che scene. Nonetheless, we 42 Who, sy}
v situaion and resolved to focus on the July 26th s discusseg gy
-+ and then deal with the other issues afterwards iSion e
e evaluated our position, we recognized that our oppog
n a political jam by :?;:':lefl onthe
- given oy

e the

Ad g,

We were f
e un.

cancel the pro

S

Emergency Housing Task Force
community support, chey could not aford to oppe

*€ US open)
ly.

Jevel o

Thoe o us wich the infamous Ron Book. While Book and 14

along well, our direct interaction with each other was limj id not ger

G hcked real acrimony between us. I dic hayea ST

cionship with David Raymond, the Director of the Homelon g it

reached out to him directly in order to understand his persp:c(iv:u:,:'dsol
We

engaged in a frank and informative discussion.
Because the Homeless Trust scemed to have no direct i
11 3
ect interest in a deg]

between Take Back the Land, the City of Miami and the Lif
J Li
community, we decided that the opposition from Book w:s 0:,?;;";}2-‘:’
is-

sues with which we would deal after the July 26th meeting. The resid:

clowned me for agrecing to meet with the suits.

On July 26th, we arrived at the Commission chambers just before
5:00PM and waited until our item was called, shortly after 11:00pM. We
said a few words, and the Commissioners lavished praise upon us. It was
abit uncomfortable, to say the least.

That night, the Commission voted 4-0 for the agenda item and ordered
the city manager to hammer out the details required for direct convey-
ance of land, without a bid, to the partnership headed by Setve the Peo-

ple, Inc. Commission ordinances require two readings, so six days later,
on August 1, the Commission would take their final vote on the marter.

We sat in stunned silence. Spence-Jones looked at us in the front row
and insisted “you won, you can be b‘m‘ By virtually any standard, it
was an amazing turn of events. Less than one year ago, we seized public

pearly arrested, but on Thursday,July 26, 2007, the Ciey of

were
d mission voted 4-0 o give us that land.
ay the entire deal was dead.

ANATOMY OF A DEAL BREAKER

. after the vote, our development
1he mﬂf":";:: Book. In addition to g:ing‘d:r::;x?:d:t;d.w
s 00U, Book i the chair of the Homeles Trus s
(e 2. the county working on homelesness, s Caniour |
zllu’fd‘mmix'.:d eEo;t n; hlockbwhis h:ilzi;ﬂ: victory and dismandle the !
Pt T e
counY # :ssiwmﬂ of several big hitters, including. the ::o:x::y m:ns“l:r

ot B acts, refused toinclude the county land S
VM$5 the deal far less attractive I

' Kk is the prototype insider lobbyist, securing back room deals that
lphim and his dxf\ﬁ. often with honiﬁ.c results for the general pub-
e When corporate interests want so:f\::hmg done in Florida, and they
gnow their proposal is a loser, they hire Ron Book. No one knows for
arehow he closes those deals, but 1 would venture to guess that echical

constraints are not a major roadblock to his success.

Inaddition t lobbying for corporations, Book is the lobbyist of choice

forcities and counties across Florida, who hire him to lobby state officials
on their behalf. Book is the official lobbyist for the cities of North Mi-
forch Miami Beach and, of course, Miami, as well as Miami-Dade

und ﬂ‘:‘cmn
~(ia“: very neXt d

ami, N
County and a dozen other municipalities.
That means Book simultancously lobbies both to and for government
ations one day and repre-

bodies, lobbying officials on behalf of corpor:
senting those same officials the next. It should come as no surprise, then,
10 learn that Book contributes to and raises money for virtually every
sitting clected official, often contributing to multiple candidates in the
same race, just to be sure. The stories of unethical lobbyists simultane-
ously representing both sides of a dispute is childs play for Book, who
once represented all three sides of a three-sided dispute.

On the Umoja land deal, Book wo ked his magic in three ways: first,
he used his connections and inside information to advance his position
with Ciy and County Commissioners, the county managet and oth-
as. Second, he implied funding cuts for Cartfour if they remained in

w
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ot UMOJA MiSING.
he paremership. putting Cartfour in the
;rttu’p reviled in the halls of power and d,f""ru,n of,

ma, Chog,:
B nal budgee. And chird, Book announceq - *h0 aps it

o, P poprd e e
man heosE ; ing the deal, 2
r e Hrase would not sign ofFon our tax cr:ddi::“ if rhj:::;“ theyn, Hold 15 S mothing buta eynicalload of o
ecause ents on the proposcd developmen hF iation - esy P e o the facethat the land belonged nether o Book nor the
accommodate the residents of Umoja Villyge. o ™ tobe), 5, yside UL Lic policy implications of his position were significant, His
million mortgage o pay for construction, (;1: ;nu]d nop b/ Moy o s ant that any unclected board of a government agency could
cate tax eredies, 3 CmmON financing schepme O plan g 1o i
S ax credits and the funds are weed oo 1 WAk :

ich ¢,

ey 0% s made by the elected officials for whom the board works.

o b Corpgs 0y 0 dec ueting the power of clected officials, what happens if and.
ing, Carcfour anticipated atracting aboug uild very | Porag,, tlze ;; dicion £© 8

$20 mj|
1 ing a more manageable $4 million to fing, mil]

~1H

.7 Owg ns different agencies, unilaterally and in secret, adopt opposing
nce (o in it e When % do clected officials esolve the opposing mandates from
8 ing plan would allow the units to be rented gy e ther yaye. .n:f*nx, g P(,unmd" (lings? Further, if this power were granted to agencies, no one
-1 However, a prerequisite of the tax credi o Ty low incop, " finane. their U7 he mind would ever run for public office knowing tha the
s of the project in the local homeless “cont; PPlicatioy, ; o _'“idm: i thei” "gla in the hands of the unclected boards of government agen-
x e page leteer would cost the Homeless Ty Of Sare? g Mluioy s applicon of Book's docrine waspariculrly flawed becase
i‘n‘clﬁ\"rlm by the state. However, bcc;mcr:;: x Nothing, o thls'“"x :h: ces: Th.“ ;‘:ﬁc‘ the board preparing to overturn the Commission’s vote
cer is a requirement for the tax-credit npi:liCQ:jfon‘inUum o;ng”"n 2 d“;,“c‘vcn oversee an agency of the city, but an agency of the county.
% 5 % i : :
sign precluded the development from considcra;i:‘: ;"rusz's e ":J[“' ";:bic policy i"{l‘fl’;:’dm Sl ﬂ;;::g“fgh“ ¢ :de . i
lion in financing. Or the gy~ '8 we discover if he was asserting S ponticl R RS K vt
5 ; i at . himself.
Given the hfgh profile nature of this deal, losing oy devel, s libbiod gor;nohldd:ﬁl a 'u'.on aper on Book’s actions and Amanda
ner was no major ob:vm(l'lc, ;& we were practically bearing z‘:“; "n::l Tl We plfa:n:: to publisha posi ofl,me e e e
offers from companies looking to partner with us, 5 | liciteg argoed for i ithhi
to leave, we could find a rep]-zcemen[ developmen p";l:if::"fo“x chose isl!lY»‘nd the more she learned about Book the more disgusted with him
inability to Scee credit _ﬁﬂancmg meant we coyld buﬂ‘:lw Aot she researched the clients for whom Book lobbied before the
regardless of who partnered with us. Nothing, | M’m’“‘h fon which is public record because it involves elected of-
For the rscurd: none of the principals in Take Back the Lang, S ”“'E i Mnookiskading the fight to keep such information secret.
the People, Carrfour or. NANA, our small business d:vglopmm‘ carch paid off as we uncovered countless instances of unethical,
ner, hrxd any intention of living in the proposed housing, K‘H‘"Bd‘tm 2:‘ sﬂ'bﬂ‘“‘*" and numerous instances in which Book lobbied on
therefore, prim.lrf'l ly hu.rr our residents and other low income Peoplewho chalfof no-bid deals, of which two instances were particularly pertinent.
might have benefited from the development, the very people the Home. “The non-profic organization JESCA annually reccives hundreds of
less Trust is charged to help. " thousands of dollars in no-bid contracts, and still receives funding from
After discussing the latest developments, we realized that Carrfour

Book and the Truse, in spite of severe mismanagement at the hands of
would have no choice but to drop out of the project. From thebeginning, dheir director, and sell-out County Commissioner, Dorrin Rolle. Why
our disposition was one of non-desperation and a wﬂmmmw i is Book unconcerned by JESCA's ongoing no-bid arrangement with the
the deal before compromising our principles or dignity. Therefore, we county? Perhaps it is because Rolle, in his capacity as a Commissioner,
had nothing to lose by exposing Ron Book and his MM'IM voted to hire Book as a lobbyist for Miami-Dade County. So Rolle pays
We would win or lose fighting, not begging. T Book from County funds and Book pays Ro“e. fm‘m tthmstf\fn&-

Book justified his opposition to the deal by asserting that direct con- In the other instance, the non—pro.ﬁt organization New x‘:m
veyance of government land was bad government, and chatall such des ceived, in February 2006—less than six months previous—

L
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and answered questions. Commissioner Toour Criicisms of 5
on the Homeless Trust board, delivered an inm‘as ngzlado_ whoi:m?“
tory and perspective of the bad blo. SRl andtho W
0d between Take B Ughtfl .
Ron Book. In the end, the Commission did not gi ack the Lung g

pu(tin;.; it out for bid, and mandated unspecified g:v;“s thelang
sion of the Umoja Village residents. Participarion andiny,

Under other circumstances, compelli icipal

: 5 pelling a municipal .
land out for bid under a specific development fmmcwotk?;: MN
the participation ofa grassEoo orgaxllizan'on mighe qm,]jf"m‘%
H:)\\'u-\'cr. given our political orientation towards the adversarial posses-
sion of land as a path towards liberation, Take Back the Land s notsuited
or inclined towards the bid process. While there is nothing inherently
wrong with bidding on land, it is difficult to build a movement rooted
in the RFP and bidding process. Therefore, “‘MMP‘ eicipate n the

subsequent bid for the land on which the Umoja Village sat.
"

ey, che deal was blocked by the povcrs,the real power, ot
Y e is against no-bid deals, bu because i s againse black

5 P
ause P ommunities building their own power and controlling

% .
it ortant t© understand the political settlement in its historic and
s e Those in power consistently lecture the black commu-
e roving ous colecive ot by engaging the syscem, wieding
P 202 d working hard to convince or compelcity hall o heed oue
o0 P Thae s exactly what we did.
o sk, this seclemen was historic and marked a rare
ake 10 hich proressive forces beat the system. After sizing
o9 e land and building the Umoja Village, local govern-
cntr! O oly soughe o climinate out serdlement, to no avail. Con-
the city scruck a political settlement in which they traded
U land, and possibly some cash, in exchange for an end to the
SantyeOTR: d ted al, and the offici d
e eloped and presented a proposal. and the officals enteuse
N king decisions on behalff th iy agreed o he ropesal Based
Wit T own selfeinterest, city leaders deemed the deal a good one. From

:“i:::mumtf s perspective, we took control of land in our community
snd then won that land.
e worked the system and we won. Which is exactly why the real pow-

shad 0 change the rules.
CIRCUIT BREAKERS

OQutlets are designed to give power to single appliances or electronics.
demands associated with plugging multiple appliances into <

asingle outlet, however, would overwhelm that outlet, threatening the
entire power system.

To defend icself from those demands, power systems distribute outlets
throughout the home or office and strategically employ circuit breakers
10 act s secondary defense systems. When outlets are overwhelmed, the
circuit breakers kick in, overriding and shutting down individual outlets
asameans of protecting the power system itself.

To accomplish standard tasks, such as lighting a room, watching TV
or cooling off, we interact with the outlets. On occasion, we even change

the outlets, although, most of the time, the change is superficial, merely

replacing one faceplate with another.
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land movement. The two responses to the crisis were so fundamentally
different that only one could prevail. .
In the end, Miami Commissioners simply did not have enough pover
to implement their own settlement, involving the land they ostensibl
P g
owned and controlled. Consequently, after the community won ts batde
against the public face of power—the elected officials—the circuitbbreak-
ers of the power system kicked in and killed the deal.
The City of Miami voted to disburse their own land, echicaly legally

and openly, and the power systcm’s circuit breakers, led by a rich and

ity o
L outlery oo e hoyg
ets Oygj, 10
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¥ grear
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1 lobbyist: overturned the decision made by the elected officials
;""’“N,cis" unicipal government.
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e THENEKT STEP

4 way to sugareoat the loss of the Umoja Village. The land we
Ther® "d“(m just over six montchs is now out of our control, a tremen-
cu,,(ru“; {ox the communicy and the movement. Our cfforts to take
Jous 4 l‘“ Lvontrol over the land also ended in failure. However, none
dlegel <0 e Killing of a deal with the killing of a movemens.
shnulfl _“’:o[ only forged a model for the adversarial takeover of land,
established a potential conclusion to the struggle: community
L S‘;-ip of that land- 8 Y £
oW importantlys the principles that guided our decision to found the
M 'Kviuag in the first place—land, self-determination, the need for
umofe VIIOES e as valid roday as hey were on October 23, 2006.
hﬂ“’mg'mycm even more so.
lxl‘“':‘l;x writing, local governments here continue to resist mightily the
Al low.income housing, Shady back room dels esult in
‘¢ pork projects and boondoggles, but not more housing or jobs for
e black community. Local and federal governments, in the meantime,
‘:‘:M eir necks to bail out the specularors who lost on their

p:b:diﬁom as the economic pendulum swings in the other direction,
Miami-] ade county is the epicenter of the housing bust, resulting in
o of thousands of homes becoming vacant due to record foreclosures;
ands of high-priced condos are being completed, bu

while tens of thous:
yilllikely stand brand new and unoccupied. Tragically and ironically, but
not surprisingly, as more people become homeless or underhoused, more
‘homes are becoming vacant.

Recognizing the potential to make money when they see it, wealthy
speculators and developers lie in wait to snatch up the foreclosures and
restart the cycle of gentrification again. These vulture capitalists profit
handsomely off of the misery of the masses in an immoral and uncthical,
but perfectly legal, manner.

Some people own five, six, even ten or more pairs of shoes, some of
which are worn only once a year, at weddings or other rare occasions.

While such a practice is perfectly acceptable in the context of shoes, it is

notin the context of land and housing, While multitudes are homeless, a

w
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pilogue

s 18 THE Story of the Umoja Village. However, to be clear, the
Umoja Village is but one small piece of a larger puzzle, a larger smry\ an:
qruggle: the story af\d suug;le o'f opprfw.ed P‘PP“ for col\tfo\ over land.

Therefore, the point of this epilogue is identical to the point of the pro-

c: to reiterate that the situation and struggle in which we are engaged
?og\:,(v fundamentally about gentrification or segregation, but rather, it is
::‘dmmgzﬂy about collective control over land.

This concept is important not only in contextualizing the political
existence and significance of the Umoja Village, but also in developing
the road map forward. Understanding land as the fundamental issue un-
derlying the surface problems associated with gentrification is critical to
devising a strategy to confront and defeat gentrification itself.

Equally as important, many recognize this was neither the first, nor the
Jast, round of forced dislocation, as gentrification is a cyclical economic
phenomenon, inherent in economic systems that allow both the private
ownership of the arth and fantastic wealth for those who produce noth-
ing more than insightful speculation.

The notion of land struggle as fundamental takes on greater impor-
tance as the current gentrification cycle recedes, and we are forced to ask
ourselves what comes next after gentrification? How do we defend our
communities against block-busting and capital divestment?

“The fact is, by the time many of us started fighting gentrification, the
game was already in the fourth quarter. Our people will not be well

served by a movement swinging hard towards the shadows of gentrifica-

so ™!
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Preface

ON OCTOBER 23, 2006, at approximately 3:00pM, a coalition of activ-
ists, local residents and homeless individuals liberated a vacant lot on the
corner of 62nd Street and NW 17th Avenue, in the Li/bcrty City section
of Miami.

Over the course of six months, up to fifty-three people at one time, and
over 150 people in total, were housed and fed in an urban shantytown
situated in the United States.

~For six months, formerly homeless people not only found aphﬁe ©
sleep, but a place to call home. They voted on the rules of
in which they lived and partook in its development and
cooking and cleaning, and built shanties, a shower, a
come center. Some used the physical safety and food
their thoughts and save money before movingup and
or other living arrangements. Several residents became
school or found employment, while living on the lar

Neighbors of the Village first gawked, then do
Own meager belongings, volunteered their time and
and ate with the residents. Supporters from across the
came to visit, help and show solidarity. Students
re-igniting a level of student activism not seen in

Assense of ownership and community—call
8anized a segment of the population widely conside:

Virtually all who lived there o visited will at

ANtYtown wag something special.
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Umoja Village was part living protest, part street theater and parts,
lution to the problem. It was part militant, part loving, It was Simuly,
neously the most and the least radical response to a disturbing crisis |
was history, yet, the Umoja Village was but a continuation of Previog
historic acts and trends.

On April 26, 2007, just three days after celebrating its six monh o
niversary—during which an ambitious program to consolidate living
arrangements on the land and attack the vestiges of gentrification were
announced—the Umoja Village burned to the ground when a fire started
under circumstances that can only be described as suspect.

While the physical structures burned and fell, the sense of community
and empowerment that we built can never be destroyed. Umoja—the
Swahili word for ‘unity’—will rise again.

While land struggles are generally considered the domain of the Third
World, devolving material conditions in the United States compel social
scientists to examine this strategy for its use in the “Arst world.”

This book, then, is part history of the Umoja Village and part politi-
cal theory around land struggle and other campaigns that strike at the
heart of the power relationship between the poverty of working class

African people and the opulence of the wealthiest soci, ty i :
of planet Earth. ety in the history

Hopefully, some of the insights gained—the hard ot ot
road forward clear for those coming to finish the job. ay—will make the
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{1. The Fire

Ay PHONE RANG AT about 12:30 on Thursday morning: Lhad been aslecp

forlss than an hour, and suddenly realized the ringing was not a dream.
Jugg was on the other line screaming. “Max, shantytown is burned
down man-” I told him to calm down and tell me what happened. He
managed co repeat the claim, alking about a fire and erucks and people
runniing, I cold him I would be right there and hung up t0 get dressed.
Perhaps becase it had been monchs since the last time Leceived alate-
he land to problem solve, the words

Residents sift thro g
foaking fos pe,san‘;‘,";f;‘;‘::" | night call requesting my reruim to ¢
: “bumed down” and “fire” simply did not register in my mind they way
| theyshould have. As I rose to get dressed, it never occurred to me that the
| Village migh really have burned down.
Before I had a chance to get dressed. and tell Bernadette what the com-

motion was about, the phone rang again, this time with local activist Altine
Baki on the other end. “The shantytown’s on fire, bro! Get down here!” Be-
fore I could respond to her, the other line was ringing with a similar message.
Having just completed a three day fas, I grabbed some fruits to eatin
the car and sped off. During the short ride from my home to the
I starting thinking about what was goingon there. [was onlyafew blocks
from home when the phone rang again. I'm not sure
boe ss 1 hung up on chis fourch call in cen minutes,
thought the unchinkable: “could the shantytown have burned down?”
g s surprisingly dificult to imagine che Village completcly burned
o che ground, so | thoughe about sections being gone and parts burned
Jown, and how we would go about the business ‘of repairing those units.
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Rolling up 62nd Sircet, numerous police cars were i g
and ge, VO 2
More

the 15th Avenuc intersection, at least four more in viey,
around the comer. I realized chat Jugg was 1ot exaggeraging 3
on 15th Avenue and looked up 62nd Terrace, the street fnmﬁ; £
lage on the North side. The fir eruck scood with s fully-excend ‘;hc Vil
reaching inco the night sky, the hose oscillating back and Fomfdhdd"
waer downward on what would be the rear portion of the v 2 ing
My mind raced to recall all of the people who might haye gt
ning and geeting out of a difficult situation—Mr. Cara, My prest
Roosevelt, Lanish, Micah, Gypsy Bird, Jungle Queen. Any of; i ":drlck
get trapped in their room, cut off by flames and the commorigy, U4
The police would not allow me onto 62nd Terrace, 5o Tjogged yp 6
Street and saw residents congregating in the parking lot of the o : 2ngd
che srcet from the land. People were shocked, upsetand distraughe ‘i
endured the same range of emotions as anyone losing their home ror
hurricane or other sudden disaster. I hugged cach resident as I sqyy d.ﬁ"'
some cried; some were shocked into stiffness and non-responsiye,
I asked about each resident, we took a head count and Accnani
every soul. Not only did everyone make it out alive, we had only one n:’
nor injury; sustained by Jugg, who hurt his ankle as he heroically cagie
a sleeping Mr. Roosevelt out of his room and into safety. Claytonsong
of our neighbors in the apartment next door, did the same, clearing one
shanty afeer the next and carrying Lanish over his shoulders to the park-

i

Touble fun.

SN S
ONG® <o
Winy o,

ing lot across the street.
The heroism and compassion—dare I say love—displayed by our resi-

dents and neighbors for each other was heartwarming. Their actions dur-
ing and aftcr the fire epitomized the sense of community we had sought
to build. Two people walked into structures made of wood and cardboard
while those structures were (or were about to be) ablaze, in order to save

other people they knew only by sharing a vacant lot with them. Is there
a way to teach compassion and heroics? I don’t have the answer to that,

but I do know that we built something together, and what we built was
evident in the carly hours of April 26, 2007.

“| HAVE GREAT NEWS"

Asthe fire erucks pulled out, we came together in the bar parkinglot to discuss
and decide. While most were in the parking lot on the south side of tht.: land,
others were on 62nd Terrace to the north, so we waited on them toarrive.

124

supporters started to show
o‘fa’i";:ln‘:ommuniminns network, 2 :f;‘f,f,‘:“::‘f:nm their sleep
af0 ot wo call people in the middle of g 1oy PParendy,
1% ¢ called Julia Danicl, a serong, supl,,,,w;i‘:“:- Lupdared
€ 40 reed £ €Ome £ 0UT home and seay with g o O
10288 orning so that Bernaderte could come to o 1S
of e ehocked, some quic, some sobbing, some wrors:
B i denial Ldid notraaiie a0 i
e than € time, bue 1

] mysclf
chis in
o, whic

context, most residents lost everything they owned.

f might not scem like a big deal to people who ear

" "put for our residents, it was a significant loss. Clothes,

iy W“f,cssion al” and church gear, certificates of achievement,
«prol documents, family photos and other one-of-a-kind

5 There are no insurance forms to fill out nor a big check

%wa; of people, contained in the Village was everything they
i chis phase of their ives and, suddenly, those belong-
There is no way to over play the significance of the loss.
k. e E-Dl'l “he residents lost their community. They lost something
h.,;djﬂﬂ"’ ¢ source of pride, and for a growing number, an impor-
Mﬂlso:_ their identicy. Previous to their an'ivafl. most residents were
P i respected, suﬁcﬁng under the social stigma of homeless-
W’d > and classism- At Umoja, however, students, activists and the
pdsm tameo5cC and recognize them.
m‘:’:you say to people who lost everything in life, then recenly

W'h:‘d vanse dignicy and hope in an unlikely setting, and then lost it
S ragainina sudden, tragic ﬁre- 2 What do you say to people who vol-

o " ¢ hours of their lives to build a place—more than a place—that
@;ﬂpuc of charcoal and rubble? They gathered, some with soot on
:‘m fices and clothes, some with no shoes or socks on their feet and all
sibpain and confusion on their faces.

4sthe circle slowly took shape in the parking lot of a bar, it was ee-

quiet and desperate eyes peered at me from every direction. Are they

cching for answers, or detailed instructions or comfort or inspiration?

Whats there to say to people who lost all of their material possessions?

Treanswer came easily.

mln:z:;‘ gz:a[; r;:»:lsc‘; exclaimed. “Aft?r this devastating fire, L am happy
o not have one single casualty or injury!”

W e,
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| wondering why I was in my car at the breal
peaple Iooked a cach oche, smiled, clapped and gy Vdg::j;fd.c car window and achicved instang 1o ‘:;?:ZL:Q“_" up.
alpably aloered upwards as some smiled for the first time g
B resdents began Interacting with one another popmat®
mor We struck a collective epiphany: the fire was tragic ang M{ %
many material chings, however,in chis Village, in chis pey, o % 8
v ates,clothing, radios and other things we collected arg s \.ff,y
ot Imporant 0 usare the human beings and the qualy gt 4 i
o the cnd, we can get new donations, replace radios ang bcd:.'“’“"es.
more food. But we cannot replace human beings e !

ors, our friends, or our sisters and brothers,

90q
:;}e fire

|
1
i

S M chase v’:K- Pur.
D 1 neighb i . 3 g
7 O of our political objectives in taking back the lang gy
2 new society, one in which people were valued oyer Profits uilding
Throughout the existence of the Umoja Villyge w‘* miace,,
 we

rial things:
ad not done

2 23 I pands and gnashed our teech over the though that we 1
29 30 enough to root this ideal in our portion of the world,

e she frchghters gave che all clear for us to return to ghe ;
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As I watched the two dozen or so human forms—some coupled, some

bf singular—journey across the street, in the dark stillness thar is two oclock

in the morning, I mused over our quest to build a new society, and the

notion that we might have advanced our mission a bit further than we

initially suspected.

‘That night, we fed the remaining residents—the ones who did not take
the van to the homeless shelter—and prepared sleeping areas on the por-
tion of the land not impacted by the fire. I walked down to 15th Avenue
to retrieve my car and then parked on the land. I walked around our new

encampment to count the residents and ensure that everything was well.
prioritized our tasks for the morning and then took one more look at the
devastation, eager to begin the rebuilding process. The prospect of building
bigger and better than before was exciting and I relished the opportunity.

At about 4:00aM, I retired to my car, reclined my seat and fell asleep.

Not long after, a splash of sun woke me and, for a brief moment, I was
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Police arrest Amanda for causing “an
affray.” All charges are later dropped.
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fren with the will to fight, the truth was that our power was signifi-
andydiminished by the fact that we were off of the land. Our leverage
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rsidents prepared to fight for their homes and supporters willing to help.
Aferthe fire and our eviction from the land, we were no longer fight-
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