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of the notice erroneously implied that the
evictions were immediate and that the tenants
were responsible for repairing the building,
not the landlord.

Some of the Latino tenants called the Central
American Resource Center (CARECEN). Saut
Solorzano, the group’s executive director;,
called city officials and was at least able to get
the Spanish-language version of the letter
rewritten. But the tenants still had to move.

2922 Sherman Ave. was one of the properties
listed on a March 14, 2009, press release from
the mayor’s office headlined, “Mayor Takes
Action Against Negligent Landlords.” The

. press release included the addresses of 32 “sub-

standard properties”—the so-called hot prop-

erties list. Among those, 2922 and six other

buildings were singled out as representing
“some of the most dangerous and unsanitary
conditions in the city.”

Raul Rodriguez, a CARECEN community

" organizer, visited 2922 shortly after the DCRA

notices were posted. He was infuriated by what
he saw. “There was filth in the basement.
There was filth in the main floor. There was
garbage in front of the building piled up,”
Rodriguez says. “There were old mattresses,
broken chairs and sofas. And there were a
whole bunch of rats. The building was infest-
ed with roaches and everything. The air that
you breathed was very thick and heavy, and in

order to keep from getting sick people had to

come out and breathe. It was very hard condi-
tions for people.”

The activists who began working with the
Sherman Avenue tenants found it galling that
the city didn’t take a more humane approach to
the crisis. The District, for example, could have
chosen to fix the most serious code violations at

- the buildings it cited, then place liens on the

properties. That would have been one way to
punish the landlords without subjecting the
tenants to imminent eviction,

Even Bernard Gray Sr., the lawyer repre-

_senting Stancil, says the fix-it-and-lien-it

approach would have been the preferred
method for dealing with 2022 Sherman Ave, “If
you wanted to help the tenants, you can’t put
them out,” says Gray. “What they should have
done, if anything, is go in, repair the building,
and charge it as a tax lien.”

Stancil, reached by phone at his upper-
Northwest home, refused to answer questions
for this story. But Gray says that cash-flow prob-
lems created when tenants withheld rent pay-
ments prevented Stancil from repairing the
problems that the tenants were protesting by
withholding their rent.

Lawyers at the Washington Lawyers’ Com-
mittee for Civil Rights and Urban Affairs say
that the officials have been told by District offi-
cials that they had been trying to work behind
the scenes with the landlords to get the problems
fixed, and condemned the buildings only when
those efforts failed. But city officials have
refused to submit any documentation of those
efforts in response to the lawsuit.

City officials have also refused to comment
on the specifics of the hot-properties closings
to the Washington City. Paper, citing the pend-
ing litigation. Chris Bender, a spokesperson
for the DCRA, says housing inspectors have
broad discretion on whether 4 set of code vio-

lations warrants imminent closure of a build- ,

ing. But if there is a building closure, there is no
formal process for connecting tenants with
assistance, either from other District agencies
or elsewhere, in obtaining alternative housing.
The agency offers information to displaced
tenants, but “it’s up to the tenants™ to figure
out what to do, Bender says.

They ﬁlaybr’s office identiﬁed 2922 Shetman Ave; NWAa»nd s:x
other buildings as representing “some of the most dangerous

and unsanitary conditions in the city.”

they also started meeting in the build-

ing’s second-floor hallway. Often, a staff
member of CARECEN or another community
organization would act as translator. When an
outside activist wasn’t around, one of the chil-
dren in the building would translate, )

“The thing was that the tenants there at the
time, they actually didn’t know what to do,”
Rodriguez says. Because the Spanish-language
version of the city’s letter seemed to hold the
tenants responsible for the building’s condi-
tion, Rodriguez asked if the tenants had in fact
created the problem. “And they said, ‘No, no,
1o, the owner has a manager who is supposed
to take out the garbage and was supposed to be
in charge of building maintenance.”” That
work wasn’t being done, the tenants alleged,
“‘but Mr. Rufus Stancil was still coming once
amonth to collect the rent.””

Meanwhile, a janitor hired by Stancil was
suddenly more active in the building, making
what were mainly cosmetic fixes. Tenants grew
concerned that Stancil might be using the jani-
tor as a spy. * :

“I knew it was awkward for all of us tomeet
in the hallway, and I knew my kitchen was
large enough, and I just thought, You know,
shoot, we could start having meetings here. And
I brought it up, and that’s how that began,”
Browne says.

Browne’s “large enough” kitchen is painted
yellow and has just enough room for some
appliances and a table that could cozily fit six
people. As tenants crammed into that kitchen
for meetings, emotjons ran high, Browne says.
“Everybody talked at one time, all loud. I did-
n’t know what they were saying,” she recalls,
laughing. “But it was nothing that got out of
hand. It was just everybody trying to make
their point.”

The tenants debated their options.” They.
could simply comply with the city’s order and
move out. But they didn’t feel that they had
anyplace else to go; they were accustomed to
paying rents averaging $400 a month. Browne,
as the building’s longest-running tenant, was
paying $271 a month because of the city’s
rent-control law. They were not likely to find
apartments with comparable rents nearby, so
they would have to leave Columbia Heights
and the support system that was evolving
around them. The parents in the building
were especially upset that they would have to
uproot their children from their classes late in
the school year.

‘Residents didn’t have much hope that Stan-
cil and the city would come to an agreement
under which the owner would fix the emer-
gency violations, the city would rescind its
eviction order, and the tenants could continue
asrenters. And they feared that if they left the
building to allow Stancil to make major repairs,
they would not be able to return.

Another option was to buy the building. The
tenants and CARECEN staff members dis-
cussed the prosand cons. But there wasn’t much
debate, according to participants in the meet-
ings. When it was time to decide whether the
tenants should form anassociation and attempt
to buy the huilding, “it was unanimous,”
Brownesays.

At 2922, the tenants started packing. But

Similar highly charged discussions were tak-
ing place in the other Columbia Heights build-
ings that the District governmerit attempted to
close in March 2000: 1458 Columbia Road, 739
Newton Place, 1418 W St., and 1430 W St. And
it was apparent that no one was buying the Dis-
trict government’s characterization of the
“hot-properties” offensive as an effort to help
poor tenants by cracking down on the city’s
worst buildings.

Was it mere coincidence, they asked, that 22
of the 32 addresses singled out as “substan-
dard properties” were in Columbia Heights,
Cardozo/Shaw, or Mount Pleasant? And that
those buildings were located in census tracts
where the Latino population ranged from 16
percent (around 2922 Sherman Ave. ) to over
50 percent (in the area of the Columbia Road
building)? And that five of the seven buildings
the District sought to close were within walk-
ing distance of the brand-new Columbia
Heights Metro station? .

The tenants and the housing activists who
worked with them saw collusion between the
District government and the building owners to
clear low-income Latinos out of properties that
could then be redeveloped into chic housing for
high-income professionals.

According to Solorzano, it was this anger
that prompted the-affected tenants’ associa-
tions to sue the city with the help of the
Lawyers’ Committee. Their suit cites “selec-
tive and discriminatory enforcement of [the
city’s] housing code by threatening to close and
barricade, and by closing and barricading,
apartment buildings with predominately His-
panic and Vietnamese tenants in the Columbia
Heights area.” The 2922 tenants, working
with CARECEN, joined the lawsuit.

The tenants elected Isabel Moreno as their
president. Moreno, an older man with a friend-
ly but serious demeanor, moved to the United
States from El Salvador 17 years ago. He used
to work in construction, but a minor stroke left
him disabled—and with plenty of .time to do
some of the work involved with the tenants’
association. “I did not offer myself. I-always
thought I was the new kid in town,” Moreno
says matter-of-factly in Spanish. “Some of
them thought I should do this job.”

Late in the summer of 2002, Moreno and
some of the other residents at 2922 agreed that
it was time for the tenants’ association to make
abold, public statement.

“The next thing I know, Mr. Moreno came
in here with that banner,” Browne says, refer~
ring to the banner now outside the building.
“The lettering was already on it. We spread it
across the dining-room table, and he and I
started painting it, along with my grand-
daughter.”

“One of the reasons we put that banner out
there was because we want everybody to know
that we are committed to buying this building,”
says Mario Cristaldo, a community organizer
with Manna Inc., a nonprofit housing organi-
zation for low-income families, “and we want-
ed to scare off some of the other developers
who might be interested in buying.”

Tammy Seltzer, one of the lawyers working
with the Sherman Avenue tenants, lives a

Tenants feared that if they left the building to allow Stancil
to make major repairs, they would not be able to return.

short walk away on Lamont Street. From the
very beginning, when she heard of the evic-
tion notices, she says, she thought that “this
whole thing smelled bad.” She would be
astonished at just how bad 2922 was once she
entered the building for the first time, in 2000,
“but I was immediately amazed by the ten-
ants, who were adamant about remaining in
the building.” .

tancil filed for Chapter 7 bankruptcy pro-

tection in the spring of 2003. A few

weeks ago, a deal that would transfer title
from a U.S. Bankruptcy Court trustee to the
tenants was completed by Manna Inc. for pre-
sentation to the trustee. (The building is
assessed at $319,770.) Financing is being
arranged through the Local Initiatives Support
Corp., a New York-based organization that
raises funds and invests them in inner-city
affordable-housing initiatives and other re-
development projects. An unspecified amount
of money saved by the tenants themselves will
serve as a down payment.

The deal is awaiting approval by the bank-
ruptcy trustee. “We feel we’re really close to
achieving something that any human being
would wish for: to become a homeowner,”
says Moreno.

If title is transferred to the tenants, D.C.’s
Department of Housing and Community
Development will give $300,000 toward a reha-
bilitation that is expected to cost $1.5 million,
says Cristaldo. The plan is to temporarily relo-
cate the tenants, gut the building, and when
renovations are complete, have the tenants
operate the place as a cooperative.

But the U.S. Bankruptcy Court is not bound
by the D.C. laws that give preference to a viable
offer from tenants to purchase the building they
live in, Webster explains. A developer could still
decide to play Scrooge and outbid the tenants’
association. And it is not clear when the court
will decide if the tenants’ offer will prevail.

Even less certain is the fate of the Lawyers’
Committee lawsuit. It was supposed to go to
trial on Nov. 4 after months of delays, but the
District won a request for more time to prepare
its defense. The committee’s lawyers, who have
filed several sharply worded responses to previ-
ous delays caused by the city, are steamed by the
latest roadblock.

“I’m frustrated myself, you know—it’s drag-
ging on and on and on,” Browne says. “But I
also know how court issues-are. It just takes
time, And like I tell the tenants and translators,
we’ve hung in there this long, and we voted to
try to buy the building. It’s taking a while, but
we can hang in there a little bit more.”

Near the end of the interview, Browne walks
over to a stack of boxes in her bedroom. A few
of those boxes were packed in March 2000 and
never unpacked when the threat of imminent
eviction receded. She says she has been gradu-
ally packing ever since, but lately it has been
more out of anticipation than urgency:

For me, the proposed renovation means that
the claw-foot bathtub will be gone, as will the
old gas stove, the linoleum floors, and the other
familiar sights of my childhood. For the tenants
who want the same thing that the tenants my
father served wanted—a decent place to come
home to after working hard for not much pay—
it’s good to let go.

“I would love, when we have to move out for
renovations, to be able to come back here, to live
back here, just tosee the newness of everything,”
Browne says, het voice rising with excitement.
Shelaughs. “I think I owe that tomyself.”  CP



