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What are NGOs and non-profits all about?
A lot of different groups and individuals are active in the antigentrification struggle. Many of
these people and groups are
sincere about opposing gentrification and displacement, and
want to find ways to work together to do so. The UFAD itself
was founded to bring together all
those who are genuinely working to oppose gentrification, because the developers, city governments, big banks, and cops
are unified and organized. If we
want to fight back against gentrification and win we have to be
organized and unified too.
But one thing we have seen, in
the Bay Area, Boston, and NYC,
is that there are groups which,

although they claim to oppose
gentrification, are often actually
working against the people: nonprofits. They’ll often claim to be
a radical force pushing for big
changes, against gentrification,
climate change, or police brutality. But a closer look at what
non-profits actually advocate for
and how they actually operate
shows that they are really there
to guide people’s struggles into
a dead-end and ultimately ensure nothing changes.
Even if they wanted to really
take a stand against the current
system, there are lots of barriers preventing non-profits from
doing so. (cont. pg. 3)

Tenants Take a Stand
(Pg. 12)

From the Governors
Office to City Hall
(Pg. 15)

Bill and Melinda Gates touring Mozambique in 2003 to promote their efforts to bring
Africa under the control of Corporate America
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A Note from the Editorial Board On Our First Issue
We’re very excited to publish the first issue of
Dispatches Against Displacement, the official,
national publication of the United Front Against
Displacement. This newsletter is a big step forward for the UFAD, and we, the Editorial Board,
hope that it can help to advance the struggle
against gentrification all across the U.S.
Members of the UFAD decided, in Fall 2020, to
begin work on this national newsletter because
we saw an urgent need for it. The forces of gentrification are strong and well-organized. They
operate on a national level, from the big banks
to the federal government. To organize against
them we need to be operating on a national level
too, even if only in small ways at first. A key part
of this is sharing updates from the struggle in different cities. This way we can learn from each
other’s successes and setbacks, and so that we
can stand in solidarity with one another.
In Dispatches Against Displacement we will feature articles about the struggle against gentrification all across the country. We’ll also be writing
a lot about how we got into this situation, who is
responsible, and who has been profiting from it.
This is not always easy. As Malcolm X put it, “If
you’re not careful, the newspapers will have you
hating the people who are being oppressed, and
loving the people who are doing the oppressing.”
Some politicians portray themselves as “for the
people,” even as they work with the big banks
and the government to gentrify working-class
neighborhoods. For the struggle to win real victories we have to see through their false promises,
so unmasking the system pushing people out of
their homes and neighborhoods is essential if we
plan to struggle against it.
In our first issue we are including three articles
about the struggles UFAD has been involved in
so far in the Bay Area, Boston, and New York.
Since UFAD was founded in 2018 in the Bay Area
a lot has happened, and the struggle has taken
many twists and turns. The Boston and New

York chapters have both started more recently,
but nevertheless have also seen several twists
and turns in the struggle. Our hope with these
articles is that readers in all three cities can get
a sense of how the struggle against gentrification
has developed elsewhere, and think about how
experiences in other cities could relate to their
own. In each city UFAD members have come up
against big obstacles that they’ve had to struggle
through, and similar problems are bound to crop
up again in the future, so there is a lot that we can
learn from each other.
We are also publishing an article about nonprofits, also known as NGOs. These organizations are often big players in the struggle against
gentrification, but although they claim to serve
the people they are more often than not actually
working to undermine them. Since we have come
up against these groups so often we decided to
write about what they’re all about, since they
have been a key obstacle in the struggle.
This is our first issue, of many to come! We plan
to publish as frequently as we can, and we want
to include articles on as many topics as possible
relating to gentrification and the struggle. If you
want to write an article, or just want to let us know
about an idea for one, please reach out and let
us know.
We also want to hear your disagreements and
criticisms, about any typos we made, and generally about any way in which Dispatches Against
Displacement is falling short. We are just a few
people, and we are bound to make mistakes or
omissions. When we do we want to hear about
them so we can do better in the future.
We’re very happy to publish this first issue, and
we hope that you enjoy reading it!
In Struggle and Solidarity,
The Dispatches Against Displacement Editorial
Board
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What are NGOs and non-profits all about? cont.
Most non-profits receive funding from a relatively
small number of big donors. One of the biggest
ones is the Ford Foundation, founded by the
American capitalist, and notorious Nazi sympathizer, Henry Ford. Although the Ford Foundation
and its lackeys use and promote a
lot of language about “diversity” and
“inclusion”, historically the organization has resolutely opposed taking
strong stands against the oppressive forces in society. Non-profits
which are funded by the Ford Foundation have to re-apply for funding
every year, so any time they step out
of line a little bit they could lose all of
their funding and be forced to go out
of business.

the BMGF works to advance around the world
under the guise of charity. Though many view the
actions of the foundation uncritically and see it as
a way for one of the richest men in the world to
“give back”, the reality is quite different.

The elite of society, who put large
amounts of their money into the
Ford Foundation or the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, are people
who have spent decades exploiting
vast numbers of people to gain their
wealth. They are totally opposed to
the idea of the masses of people exercising real control and having real
(center) recieving the Grand Cross of the Golden Eagle, which was
power in society, and the work that Henry Ford
the highest award a foreigner could receive in Nazi Germany
their funded non-profits do actively
works to undermine the power of the
By funneling his money into the foundation,
people.
Gates not only avoids paying taxes on his
For instance, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foun- billions of dollars, he also puts that money
dation (BMGF) claims to be addressing a whole to work advancing U.S. corporate interests
series of real problems around the world, from around the world. For instance, the BMGF,
malaria to climate change. But all of the solutions alongside billionaire Warren Buffett and the
they propose involve “experts” designing solu- Rockefeller Foundation, created in 2006 the “Allitions which benefit massive multinational corpo- ance for a Green Revolution for Africa.” This was
rations like Monsanto. These “solutions” are then marketed as an effort to raise agricultural producrammed down people’s throats, whether they tivity in Africa and thereby prevent hunger, which
make any sense or not.
sounds like a positive thing to do.
The BMGF is the largest charitable foundation in
the world, with assets totaling over $40 billion.
The foundation has extremely close ties with
many major corporations such as Monsanto,
Bayer, and DuPont, corporations whose interests

The problem is that the BMGF and other corporate charities promote raising agricultural productivity through the use of high-intensity, industrial
agriculture, using seeds and pesticides sold by
multinational corporations. Once farmers start
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A diagram of the highest paid non-profit CEOs in the country. Non-profits and NGOs often pay their staff more money than they put into their
actual programs which do little to benefit the people they claim to serve

using these products they are under the thumb
of these corporations, who can force them to produce cash crops for the export market rather than
food.
Some non-profits don’t seek funding from the
Ford Foundation or similar big corporate charities, but even these small “grassroots” non-profits
quickly become tools for the maintenance of the
status quo. As a group begins to receive donations from people and starts hiring people, renting an office, and so on, it creates a group of people who make a living off the continued existence
of the oppression they are supposedly fighting.
Sometimes these people themselves are sincere
people, but the whole way the non-profit is set up
pushes them to prioritize keeping the non-profit
itself going over taking a strong stand against oppression.

We have seen firsthand how this manifests within
our work in many ways. The NGO City Life in Boston mostly focuses on “managing” the struggle by
presenting themselves as allies to tenants while
simultaneously collaborating with government officials. The Village in Oakland refuses to struggle
through different political ideas and then throws
shade at organizations they disagree with politically instead of engaging them in a principled
struggle around the correct path forward. The
non-profit Help USA is forcing homeless people
to live in terrible conditions in New York. These
are but a few examples of what we see as being a dominant trend in political work today and
represents a real threat to the struggle against
gentrification.
Non-profits also have to renew their non-profit
status every year with the federal, state, and local government. In addition to showing that the
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primary purpose of the organization is not to turn
a profit, organizations also have to submit declarations about their mission for the government’s
approval. So essentially the government has to
sign off on what the non-profit is doing, and if
they decide things are getting “too radical” they
will quickly pull their non-profit status.
These organizations, despite their progressive
and radical images, are really not for the people.
When non-profit activists get involved in mass
struggles, they always promote false solutions to
the problem. They’ll say that the best way to address a bad landlord is through mediation, that
the best way to change a city policy is through
back-room meetings with city councilors, and so
on. These strategies keep the people dependent
on the non-profit for help, instead of empowering
them to organize and confront their oppressors.
All of this raises a key question: what are these
non-profits really about, and why has there been
such a large increase in the number of them in
the last 30 or so years?
Non-profits play a key role in maintaining the existing oppressive and exploitative society. The
ruling class here in the U.S. has decided to promote them as a way to compensate for its austerity policies like cutting welfare, attacking public
housing, and so on.
The vast majority of non-profits are charitable
organizations (1.2 million as of 2019) which
provide social services and resources to underserved communities. These communities have
been further deprived by the closure and defunding of local and federal social service agencies, which have lost billions in funding since the
1980’s. Some of this funding has been shifted to
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non-profits, which have received a third of their
income from the federal government since the
1980’s. These austerity programs benefited the
rich, as government budgets were instead directed towards subsidies and tax write offs for big
businesses and wars abroad.
Non-profits themselves have become big business. At the turn of the 21st century, as much as
10% of employment in the U.S. and 9% of the
economy as a whole was in the non-profit sector.
In 2016, it accounted for over a trillion dollars of
the country’s Gross Domestic Product.
Beyond just providing meager services previously provided by the state, non-profits also serve
the ruling class by preventing rebellion and resistance. The ruling class cannot maintain this oppressive and exploitative system purely through
repression. In addition to the police, who are ultimately called in when people really get serious
about fighting for their interests, they also need
some dead-end initiatives for oppressed people
to join. These provide an illusion of fighting for
change, and can possibly lead to small changes
here and there, but they ultimately serve to prop
up the existing power structure by diverting people from organizing for real change. In our present moment, non-profits play this role.
The inequities in society are caused because
working people do not have power over this society. If we’re serious about changing this, and
about really opposing gentrification, we have
to recognize that although non-profits provide
some meager services and appear to support the
struggle, they are ultimately not here to serve the
people.
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The Shifting Tides of the Struggle: Bay Area Branch Update

Members of the UFAD Bay Area Branch lead a march to the Department of Public Works Headquarters in October, 2020

The Bay Area branch of the United Front Against
Displacement (UFAD) was founded in October
of 2018 in response to rampant harassment and
criminalization of residents of the West Oakland
Wood Street homeless encampment by the Oakland police, city government, and billionaire venture capitalist and biomedical executive Fred B.
Craves. The UFAD opposes gentrification in all its
forms, from evictions to the construction of luxury
condos in working class neighborhoods. We are
a mass organization whose membership wants
to see the end of homelessness, gentrification,
and the rotten system that allows it to happen.
We believe that our approach to organizing is different than many other organizations in the Bay.
While there are plenty of activists who claim to

struggle against gentrification and the various
social and economic forces that cause it, there
are very few who are willing to go amongst the
people and struggle earnestly with them rather
than just be a mouthpiece for them. We organize
at homeless encampments because we believe
that homeless people are in a position to both
understand the forces of gentrification quite well
and to oppose it.
Gentrification, much like all oppressive forces in
this society, can only be combated by building
power amongst the people. But what does this
mean? We believe that it is only when people
come together to unite in the struggle that real
progress can be made. We have to come together, imagine a better world, and take steps to
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make it happen. As Huey Newton said, “Power is
the ability to define phenomena and make it act
in a desired manner.” This can take many forms,
from demanding better conditions in an encampment, to creating tenants’ organizations, to protesting oppressive government policies.
In our attempts to build people power and combat gentrification we’ve learned that taking this
approach is not easy or automatic. We have
made many adjustments and shifts along the
way in our work, as we struggled to find a way
forward. For example, during the early days of
the coronavirus pandemic, we spent most of our
time participating in mutual aid projects. We built
a community shower and hand washing stations
and passed out food. These projects were somewhat successful as individual projects, but we
were unable to get residents of the encampment
involved in maintaining them. Because residents
didn’t get involved, these projects weren’t acting
as supporting parts of a larger effort to unite the
residents in the struggle. UFAD members were
providing a service to the residents, rather than
helping them to get organized.
And since we believe that organizing people in the
struggle is so key, we don’t want to just provide
services. Our primary focus at the Wood Street
encampment (or anywhere we work) has always
been going amongst the people, talking with
residents in the area, and building relationships.
These relationships are vital to the success of our
work. Since we have been out at Wood Street
at least three times a week, the people who live
there trust us and we have built a strong rapport.
When the police or CalTrans workers come to
harass or evict people at Wood Street, one of our
members will receive a call. People tell us about
issues they are facing, sometimes to ask for help,
and sometimes just to talk. This is a very positive thing because it means residents trust us.
Sometimes, these relationships might devolve
into just UFAD members providing a service like
food distribution or eviction defense. We want to
avoid these sorts of clientalistic relationships and
instead encourage people to work together.

Activists used shields to prevent the Oakland Police
Department, Alameda County Sheriffs, and hired goons
from displacing residents

Eviction defense
A major area of our work in the Bay Area has
been organizing eviction defenses at different encampments across Oakland. Many people view
evictions as one-off events, perpetrated against
individuals who should be pitied but not protected. However, evictions are a fundamental component of gentrification. People in the Bay Area,
and in every major city in this country, are consistently priced out of their homes which they’ve
often lived in for years, if not most of their lives. If
that does not work, landlords are quick to serve
eviction notices for seemingly inconsequential
things that might be hidden in the lease. These
forces, as well as others like de-industrialization,
low wages, and racist housing policies, have led
to many people in the Bay Area becoming homeless. One would think that the threat of eviction
and harassment would end there, but as we have
seen at Wood Street, the city and private industry
collaborate to evict homeless people from wherever they reside.
In 2016, billionaire venture capitalist Fred B.
Craves set up a shell corporation called Game
Changer LLC in order to get involved in speculative real estate. Later that year, Craves purchased
a section of land in the middle of the Wood Street
encampment and has been forcing people off the
lot over the past two years. During this time there
have been several eviction defenses with residents and activists standing their ground against
the police and private contractors.
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The situation escalated when Alameda County
sheriffs arrived in the early afternoon of October 29th in 2020 to remove people from the lot.
They set up a perimeter and did not allow anyone
into the Wood Street encampment. As the sheriffs guarded the lot, a group of private contractors reinforced the gate. However, due to UFAD’s
presence in the area, a group of twenty people
mobilized quickly and snuck their way onto the lot
to set up a picket line. Under threat of arrest, people were pushed to the street where 100 people
gathered to protest and prevent the sheriffs from
arresting residents. After a standoff that lasted
several hours, the sheriffs left, and while people
had technically been removed from their homes,
no one had trouble getting back onto the lot. The
sheriffs informed residents that they had fifteen
days to move all of their belongings out. This
turned into a month long struggle with activists
and residents of the lot on one side, the police,
private security, and contractors on the other.
Ultimately, the residents were removed from the
lot and forced to relocate to another section of
the encampment. The five remaining residents
only moved, however, after receiving a cash
settlement. During the October 29th push, Pat
Smith, who is Craves’ lawyer, said that a cash
settlement was impossible. On November 16th
(the final day of the defense) each resident received $2,500.
This outcome was only a partial victory, but an important one. The residents were able to get their
demands met and the activists who engaged in
the defense gained some valuable experience
from the struggle. However, it is not that simple.
Rather, this serves as an example of how limited
our power really is under the current system. The
state (represented in this battle both by the county sheriffs and the city police) has the means and
resources to threaten, arrest, and outlast protestors. The billionaire investor has the resources
to hire around the clock security. The residents
did not see the basis for resisting past the point
of compensation. Also, the cash settlement to a
certain extent has become a point of contention
amongst people at Wood Street. Residents who
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had been pushed off the lot in recent years were
frustrated that they had not received anything.
Instead of this defense serving as a galvanizing
force, in some ways, it only led to more division.
It is important to recognize that this defense was
a success given the circumstances and it does
demonstrate to people that victories can be won
through collective struggle. However, people on
Wood Street are still having difficulty seeing the
basis to come together even when they have
seen what is possible.
This last point is quite serious since gentrification is a dynamic and persistent force and any
resistance to it demands the same. Although the
lot has been cleared, there are still people living
on the street that runs parallel to it. Obviously
if Craves plans to develop this lot at all those
people will be removed to access the water and
electric lines. Therefore, there is a real basis for
these residents to work together and start planning a resistance to future harassment. However,
UFAD members have been unable to even get
people together for a meeting. People equivocate about meeting for various reasons ranging
from not being able to leave their belongings to a
belief that they will not get displaced. Residents
aren’t looking at the situation objectively and
have to a certain extent resigned to nihilism. We
still think that organizing against displacement is
important and possible. Our experience at Wood
Street has shown that eviction defenses can be
successful when people work together. Though
we still think getting residents together to resist
future displacement is possible, we need to be
objective about the present situation and what is
possible in this moment. Understanding this, we
have made a major shift in our work to focus our
efforts more on organizing tenants in the nearby
housing projects.

Coalition work
At first glance an eviction defense might look
like a relatively straightforward action. One might
think people just need to be able to rally in large
numbers in front of someone’s residence and
pressure the cops, the Department of Public
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Works, or different corporate lackeys to leave.
But in reality, it is actually a much more complex,
protracted struggle. Everyone involved has their
own prerogatives and objectives.
During the eviction defense outlined in the last
section, UFAD tried to work with several other
groups but it quickly fell apart. However, even before the first day of the eviction defense, it became
clear that some organizations had motives other
than protecting residents. One NGO in particular,
The Village, stated that it didn’t make sense to
have an eviction defense because it would end
up “causing more harm” to the residents we were
trying to protect if we didn’t get everyone’s consent. After we brought up that many residents
wanted us to help with an eviction defense, The
Village decided to participate but refused to talk
about how we could work together to make sure
the defense was as effective as possible. When
disagreements about tactics or political lines
arose, members of other groups jumped to personal attacks, deflections, and threw out wild accusations.
While this could easily be seen as an example
of interpersonal conflict, it is more complicated.
The eviction defense coalition did not fall apart
because people could not get along, it fell apart
because of political differences. When groups insist that the only pathway to change is to sit in
on city council meetings or collaborate with big
organizations, they are actually advocating for
“business as usual”. NGOs have a vested interest in keeping things the same, because if conditions change for people, some of these NGOs
(and their necessary funding) will become obsolete. Or, they care more about personal branding
than actually changing the situation. So when it
seemed like other groups in the coalition were
not actually interested in keeping them in their
homes, staying in the coalition no longer made
sense to us.
These same issues also came up in another coalition, one that supposedly opposed Oakland’s
new Encampment Management Policy. This policy deems nearly all of Oakland as “high sensitivity zones” and formalizes the sweeps and remov-

Cypress Village in Oakland

als of nearly every encampment in the city that
the City of Oakland has been doing for decades.
We know that this is not really anything new, rather merely a codification of the city’s actions over
the recent years, but it should certainly still be
fiercely opposed.
We wanted to organize a strong, united opposition to this draconian policy. However, other organizations in the coalition refused to engage in
serious discussions around the correct approach
to opposing the EMP. For example, some organizations wanted to spend the bulk of the group’s
energy petitioning city council members, sitting in
private meetings with them in order to ask them
to oppose the policy. Others only wanted to make
comments during public Zoom meetings instead
of mobilizing people to on the ground protests or
eviction defenses. When we argued that these
tactics would not be effective, the other groups in
the coalition again resorted to personal attacks.
This was what finally made us realize that we
needed to leave this coalition. And as we predicted, Oakland City Council voted unanimously in favor of the new Encampment Management Policy.
This was despite multiple council members stating earlier they would vote against it. This shows
how politicians will do anything to save face in
the moment but when push comes to shove, they
do not act in the interest of the people.
While members of UFAD want to continue working with other organizations, and want to unite
as many people as possible, these experiences
have demonstrated how difficult it can be when
people do not actually want to oppose gentrification. When people are not serious about building power among the people, coalition work can
quickly devolve into unprincipled name calling or
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petty drama. Real work must be done to oppose
gentrification, and coalitions can play a positive
role, but the member organizations must be interested in collaboration and principled work.

Turn to the projects
Recently, our branch has begun working with
tenants at Cypress Village (also known as Peralta Village), a housing project in West Oakland.
There is a lot of history of tenants in West Oakland struggling against their oppressors. This is
evident, but not limited to, examples like people
protesting inhumane conditions during the postwar era when thousands of Black families were
crowded into just a few blocks or when the Black
Panther Party declared in their Ten Point Program: “WE WANT DECENT HOUSING, FIT FOR
THE SHELTER OF HUMAN BEINGS”. The struggle for suitable living conditions has only intensified in recent years as developers and bankers
continue to push people from their homes to build
luxury condominiums that the working people of
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West Oakland cannot afford to live in.
In recent months, we have joined in this fight. We
were inspired to do this not only by the tremendous legacy of struggle in West Oakland but also
by our comrades in Boston. On the East Coast,
the Boston branch started organizing at the Grant
Manor complex during the beginning of the pandemic. Although UFAD members in Boston faced
a shaky start since many tenants were originally
uninterested in talking further, they continued to
knock on people’s doors and talk to them about
the situation in the projects. They soon found
success when tenants told them about a rent increase and their desire to fight against it. Since
then, tenants and UFAD members have worked
together to hold protests, door knock, and even
started a publication.
When the Bay Area branch decided to start talking to people at Cypress Village, we experienced
a similarly shaky start, mostly due to mistakes in
our approach. When we first started door knocking in June of 2020, we introduced ourselves

Members of the UFAD protesting in front of the law offices of Alan J. Horowitz who is one of the top eviction lawyers
in the Bay Area
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and then asked people to join us for a community meeting in a nearby park. We started holding
these meetings during the George Floyd uprisings to talk about police violence, white supremacy, and how to organize against these forces.
These broad topics are important to talk about,
but we assumed that they would be the most important for everyone we talked to. Essentially we
were strangers with clipboards, inviting people
to a park down the block to talk about big-picture issues, rather than talking about the specific
and pressing problems they were facing. Activist
types were often the only people who attended
these meetings and we were unable to get a single tenant from the projects to attend.
So we shifted our approach. We looked to our
comrades in Boston who were finding success
by listening to people’s concerns and proposing
ways people could come together around them.
We started knocking on doors and asking tenants about their experiences. They talked and
we listened. This simple approach led us to learn
about the real conditions in Cypress. Tenants told
us about rat infestations, rampant crime, and harassment by the Housing Authority. Perhaps the
cruelest thing we learned about was that while
the Housing Authority was slow to respond to
maintenance requests, they were lightning quick
to serve residents with eviction notices and other
penalties. Equipped with this knowledge, we were
able to transform our door knocking efforts. We
were no longer only strangers with clipboards,
we were people who had some knowledge about
the situation and could offer ideas for what to do
next.
So what came next? Tenants and UFAD members came together for weekly meetings. At
these meetings, tenants were able to voice their
concerns and, importantly, meet their neighbors,
often for the first time. And while only sparsely
attended (ranging from two to nine tenants) this
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working group has accomplished a lot. The major breakthrough has been that UFAD members
worked with tenants to create a petition to be
sent to the Oakland Housing Authority. This petition outlined the subpar conditions and put forth
several demands including reimbursement for
upkeep that should be the Housing Authority’s
responsibility and an end to harassment. Within
a month of circulating the petition, almost 100
residents have signed and tenants plan to host
a rally to present the petition to the Housing Authority.
Many tenants at Cypress Village see the basis for
consistent organizing and action. They have expressed the need for protests and direct actions
because they have seen firsthand how city officials hide behind bureaucracy to continue forcing
residents to live in oppressive conditions. This
takes the form of always referring people to another department, always working slowly, or just
flat out ignoring people. While some residents
have put forward questionable or even dangerous ideas (such as suggesting that no change is
possible or the idea that some people don’t “deserve” safe housing) ultimately most people see
the need to struggle against the Housing Authority.
We will continue working with tenants and all
working people of the Bay Area to oppose gentrification. In the last six months, our organization
has more than doubled in size and our work has
proliferated through the East Bay. As our organization has quickly grown, we have re-evaluated
the work we do, and taken seriously the various
issues that have become clear within our approach at different points in time. Only through
struggle and methodical organizing can we build
up the struggle against gentrification and win real
victories. We understand how important it is to
build strong power among the masses in order to
resist the advances of the forces of gentrification.
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Tenants Take a Stand: The Struggle in Boston
Gentrification has been reshaping Boston’s
neighborhoods for decades. Many formerly
working-class neighborhoods are now filled with
expensive condo buildings and pricey restaurants. The former inhabitants have either moved
to other, less-gentrified neighborhoods in Boston or have been forced to move out of the city
entirely to working-class suburbs like Lynn and
Brockton. The process of gentrification in Boston
has happened alongside de-industrialization and
a tech boom which has left many working-class
Bostonians without job prospects and facing rising rents.

go among the homeless population, who spend
a lot of time in a park in the neighborhood, and
to build up a struggle to force the city to provide
basic amenities for them. With the pandemic,
even the basic services that do exist were being
closed, cutting their service hours, many businesses were not allowing anyone to use their
bathrooms, and homeless people were being left
out to die from the virus. We hoped to get some
basic organization going among the homeless
people in the park, and to then link up their struggle with the struggle of tenants in the surrounding
buildings.

This onslaught of gentrification is being unleashed upon Boston’s working-class residents
by developers, construction companies, and the
city government. Although these forces clearly
want to gentrify the whole city and displace everyone they can, there are still large workingclass communities in Boston, especially in largely
Black and Latino neighborhoods like Dorchester,
Mattapan, and Roxbury.

Attempts at organizing with homeless
people

UFAD members in Boston started organizing in
such a neighborhood early on in the pandemic.
We knew that people were up against a lot, between the pandemic, the city’s meager services,
and the economic situation. Our initial plan was to

We started going to the park multiple times a
week to talk to people and familiarize ourselves
with the situation. We also distributed some basic
provisions to homeless people, but the key task
was to talk with people about the situation and
the basis for coming together and getting organized. People were generally very supportive of
the idea of doing something to change the situation for homeless people. The pandemic was
only worsening the situation, forcing people to
choose between risking contracting Covid in a
shelter and sleeping out on the streets.

Residents and UFAD members lead a protest against rent hikes at Grant Manor
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The cops were also regularly messing with people, allowing them to stay in the park for a week or
two and then forcing them to move on. They often
push people towards a part of the city known as
“methadone mile” because of the concentration
of methadone clinics. “Methadone mile” is not
somewhere most homeless people want to end
up, since there is a lot of stealing, violence, and
heavy drug use. The police know this stuff is going on and don’t do anything to stop it, preferring
to push homeless people from across the city
into a situation where they’re likely to get caught
up in violence, have their stuff stolen, or fall back
into addiction.
Given the heavy amount of oppression they face,
a lot of homeless people expressed enthusiasm
about doing something to change the situation,
but there were a lot of barriers to bringing people
together. Sometimes people would not be around
and we wouldn’t be able to find them. Other times,
people would be high or drunk, which made it
difficult to have conversations about the key issues and created issues when it came to followup. Some people in the park were also stealing
from people around them, or preying upon them
in other ways, which created a lot of conflict and
distrust between people. In particular, the homeless women in the park often experienced various forms of harassment, sometimes reaching
the point of serious beatings and sexual assault.

The Lenox Street apartments in Boston
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These dynamics have created significant divisions between homeless people in the park and
working-class residents of the surrounding projects and apartment complexes. Many residents
have grown frustrated after dealing with unsafe
conditions in the park for years, from needles left
on the playground to stabbings, fights, and other
violence. These problems have so far been a significant barrier to bringing residents of the apartments and the homeless population together.
The major divisions we saw amongst people in
the park and between them and local tenants are
not unique to this one part of Boston. They reflect
a larger strategy that the ruling elite use to keep
people down by creating conflict and division between people who really should be organizing together. For instance, the police push homeless
people to move into the park and the city fails
to provide services or sufficient shelters to them.
They do this knowing that it will lead to various
negative effects for people living in the area:
needles and broken bottles in the park, violence,
and so on. Then a section of the tenants will start
to blame the homeless for these problems, and
potentially support increased police patrols and
the like as a result. Then two groups of people,
homeless people and working-class tenants,
who have a common interest in opposing gentrification are at each other’s throats instead of
organizing together.
To fight gentrification we must
confront these issues and divisions and work to overcome
them. But although we aspire to
unite all we can in the struggle
against gentrification, we found
that after a good deal of time
talking to people living in the park
we weren’t able to make much
headway there. So, after several
months of work in the park, we
decided that it made sense to refocus our efforts on the tenants
in the surrounding housing complexes and project buildings.
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Tenant organizing
We heard from a tenant in
the nearby Lenox Street
project complex that tenants were facing a renovation which was likely to
displace a large number
of them. This project was
built with federal funding
in 1939, making it one of
the oldest public housing
projects in Boston. During its long history it has
played a central role in the
Black community in Boston, since it was one of the
first housing projects that
Black families were able
to move into. Recently
Grant Manor apartment building
the whole complex was privatized through the
thority they’ll sign a lease with Beacon itself. This
Obama-era Rental Assistance Demonstration
will let Beacon profit off the residents’ rental pay(RAD) program, which handed management and
ments as well as collect various federal subsidies
ownership of the buildings over a private comand tax-breaks, turning the complex into a cash
pany called Beacon Communities.
cow.
Beacon planned a renovation for the complex
We started working at Lenox Street, knocking
which was clearly aimed at furthering their conon doors to talk with people about the renovatrol over the complex and over the residents. The
tion and holding meetings to talk about what was
renovation plans require residents to move out of
going on. We had a lot of conversations about
the complex while their building is being renovatfrustrations with the management company and
ed, and the company openly plans for a number
their reckless decision to force everyone to move
of residents to not come back due to what they
for renovations during the pandemic. A number
call “natural attrition.” In addition to forcing resiof tenants expressed enthusiasm about coming
dents to relocate during the pandemic, they’ve
together to get involved in the existing Lenox tenalso created a series of rules which will disqualify
ant association, which has so far been acting as
some residents from returning after the renovaa rubber stamp for Beacon’s schemes. However,
tions are complete. This allows them to effectivethese efforts have been slow to get off the ground.
ly carry out evictions despite the federal eviction
Many expressed not wanting to stick their necks
moratorium during the Covid-19 pandemic. Resiout, worried about retaliation from the managedents will also not be allowed to return to their
ment and about being criticized by others in the
current apartment, so many will lose appliances
community for stirring up trouble. Although efforts
they’ve installed or renovations they’ve done.
to call for re-elections of the tenant board and
Beyond just evicting some tenants, the renova- challenge the ongoing renovations are still ongotion will also increase the amount of control that ing, these dynamics have made it challenging to
the company has over the residents. After they get a basic group of people to come together.
come back they will have to sign a new lease,
A breakthrough came when we heard, from a
but instead of being with the Boston Housing Au-
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tenant at Lenox, about a protest happening in the
park about conditions at Grant Manor, a nearby
subsidized housing complex. Tenants there angrily denounced the current management of the
building, who had signed off on a major rent increase which would increase the rent for some
tenants by over a thousand dollars per month.
The rent increase was justified by the management as “necessary and unavoidable” in order to
finance a renovation of the building, but no assessment of the needs of the building had been
completed, so it was neither clear this renovation
was necessary nor how much it would cost.

This rent increase is also about more than just
the rent going up. This building is located in Boston’s South End neighborhood, just on the edge
of a wave of gentrification spreading outwards
towards Dudley Square, Malcolm X’s one-time
stomping grounds. Many tenants have spoken
about how if they are forced out of the building
by rising rents they will, like so many others, be
forced out of the neighborhood to make way for
cookie-cutter condo buildings and expensive restaurants. Taking a stand against this process of
gentrification has inspired a lot of tenants to get
involved.

This building is formally owned in part by its resident association, the Grant Manor Homeowner’s
Association, which is supposed to put the residents in control of the building. Right now this is
control in name only, since the board of the resident association has been in the hands of one
older resident of the building for the past several
years. He uses his position to provide his family with apartments and jobs in the building, and
has filled the board with his relatives and cronies.
They run the whole building, and the attached
food pantry, like a little kingdom, and they intimidate and harass tenants who speak up about it.
Tenants have been dealing with his corrupt management of the building for years, and for them
the rent increase was simply the final straw. They
couldn’t tolerate him running roughshod over everyone else any longer.

To stop the rent increase we have worked with
tenants to organize a petition nullifying the current board of the resident association. Over half
of the units in the building signed on, and a lot
of people have gotten actively involved in the
struggle. After years of being intimidated and harassed by the management and the board, people are coming together and standing up. The
first few protests we organized were located in
the nearby park, but as tenants have gotten more
emboldened to confront their oppressors we’ve
organized several rallies right on the property.
The militancy and directness of the protests and
the strength of organization among the tenants
have gotten the management worried. So far
they haven’t given in to the tenants’ demands for
a new board, but they are clearly aware of the
threat to their power. They have resorted to trying to intimidate some of the key organizers by
sending them eviction notices, claiming without
proof that they are behind on rent. Tenants and
UFAD activists worked together to support the
targeted organizers when dealing with these notices, figuring out how to document that they had
in fact paid their rent and calling out the intimidation for what it is.

This has been the biggest change in the situation as people have gotten organized and as
the struggle has developed. When people are
alone it truly is daunting to stand up to the power
structure, and the oppressors can easily crush
Residents rallied behind Grant Manor in October to speak out
about how the plans for Grant Manor are part of a larger push to one person standing alone. But when people get
gentrify all of Boston
organized, and start supporting each other in
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the struggle, that changes. The oppressors will
of course still try to attack and intimidate people,
but when the people are organized their bonds
of solidarity are much stronger than the attacks
of the oppressors. We have seen this first-hand,
and it’s an inspiring thing to see.

Threats to the struggle
As the struggle has developed, various forces
have tried to come around and use the tenants’
struggle for their own ends. Several city councilors showed up, trying to reinforce their brand
of being “for the community”. Although these city
councilors talked a big talk and used a lot of progressive-sounding phrases, they ultimately have
not shown up consistently to support the tenants,
and multiple promises they made to follow-up
and help out have fallen through. This exposes
how they’re using the struggle opportunistically.
They didn’t come out to try to advance the struggle or even just to passively support the tenants,
but to build their street cred and convince tenants to re-elect them in the next election.
The mayor’s Chief of Housing and Director of
Neighborhood Development, a woman named
Sheila Dillon, also showed up and promised to
look into what was going on with the management of the building. At the protest she came to,
UFAD members challenged her and were able
to expose that she didn’t understand basic aspects of what was happening in the building. We
also did some research into her background, and
found that she was on the board of directors of
Massachusetts Housing Investment Corporation (MHIC), a front for big banks which allows
them to invest in low-income housing and get tax
breaks.
Not only is MHIC a shadowy agent of gentrification, it was actually the former part-owner of
the project building. So Sheila Dillon is not only
linked up with the big banks driving gentrification, she is also literally on the board of the corporation which is partially responsible for the
current situation of the building. Exposing these
connections really helped to expose the city government’s promises of help as silver-coated bul-
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lets, designed to sell the tenants the lie that they
could address their problems by working within
the system.
The city councilors and Sheila Dillon tried to present themselves as being on the tenants’ side,
but it was still clear to a lot of people where they
stood. The efforts of UFAD members who looked
into Sheila Dillon’s background, and especially
her connections with MHIC, also helped to dispel
illusions about where she stood.
A more insidious force which tried to sell out the
tenants struggle was a local housing non-profit
called City Life. This group was formed in the 70’s
and has since then built up a strong reputation
of fighting for “housing justice”. They often lead
eviction blockades when tenants are threatened
with eviction, and they provide free legal aid for
tenants to try to win victories in the courts. A lot
of progressive-minded people in Boston look to
City Life as a paragon of organizing which can
do no wrong.
What we saw in the struggle disrupted this happy
picture. When City Life was contacted by the tenants at Grant Manor they sent one of their main
paid organizers as a representative. He listened
to their concerns about the rent increase and how
it would make the building unaffordable for many
of them and force residents to leave. City Life
“acknowledged” these concerns, but told the residents they were wrong about the rent increase:
it was, in City Life’s eyes, a good thing because it
would “bring more money into the building.” They
said even if a few tenants have to leave it will be
better in the long run, so the tenants should just
accept the rent increase and move on.
Tenants were rightly insulted and outraged that
City Life treated them this way. How could this
organization claim to be opposing gentrification and displacement on the one hand, and tell
working-class tenants that they have “no choice”
but to accept a massive rent increase on the
other? What became clear to us as the struggle
developed was that there is actually a close relationship between the city government, the city
councilors, and City Life. When a tenant struggle
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gets going the city councilors and people from
the mayor’s office come and tell the tenants to
call City Life. City Life then comes in and “manages” the struggle, telling the tenants that they
are struggling for them while really working to
contain the struggle and ensure it doesn’t threaten local power holders.
When City Life told residents they would
have to accept the rent increase this really exposed the role they were playing, and tenants
decided to continue with the struggle and push
City Life out. This was an essential step to take,
because City Life was really a wolf in sheep’s
clothing that threatened to sell out the struggle.
Now the struggle at this building continues.
Tenants are still fighting to install a new board,
and even after the new board is in place the
struggle to beat back the banks and other forces
circling around the building will continue. Even if
the rent increase is successfully stopped at this
building, there are many other buildings in the
area which are facing similar issues. To truly build
up the struggle against gentrification in Boston
we will need to build links to those buildings too,
and build solidarity between the buildings. It is a
long-term struggle, but the successes that we’ve
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seen in the struggle so far show that people can
really come together to struggle for change, and
that a lot of people are excited to do so.
The struggles in these buildings and complexes in Boston are also not isolated incidents.
The same forces which are working to push tenants out of public or subsidized housing here are
also working across the country, and more and
more public housing is being privatized or simply
demolished. Across the whole country, 50% of
HUD buildings have been lost since 1990, so the
writing is on the wall. If people are going to defeat
this, and the wave of gentrification and displacement accompanying it, they will have to get organized and support each other in the struggle.
We’ll also have to link up struggles between different areas, share ideas, and discuss
what has worked and what has not worked in
our organizing. It’s in this spirit that the Boston
branch of UFAD has shared these reflections on
our work together so far. We hope that they are
helpful for people struggling against gentrification
and displacement in other areas, and that they
can inspire people to come together and fight
back!

From the Governors Office to City Hall: Organizing in NYC
The United Front Against Displacement has
been working to bring people together to build
the struggle against displacement in New York
City. Our chapter was formed at the protest encampment at City Hall Park this past summer.
The homeless folks, activists, and other people
dealing with the threat of eviction at City Hall Park
showed the potential to unite various struggles,
including homeless and tenant issues and the
struggle against police brutality. It also showed
the need for greater political discussion, organization and creative approach to struggle.
In the spring of 2020, during the early stages of
the coronavirus pandemic, a few of us helped
found a group which organized weekly protests
in front of NYC City Hall against ICE detention centers. This was a part of a larger coali-

tion effort against these detention centers. This
was one of just a few protests happening in the
city during the pandemic’s peak when protests
were officially banned. We were able to further
these protests beyond consistently showing up
at New York Governor Andrew Cuomo’s office
and chanting a few epithets, by increasing speak
outs, including our own analysis which targeted
not just the state government but the local government as well, and New York City Mayor Bill de
Blasio in particular.
In New York, the mayor and the governor are engaged in a never-ending tug of war over power,
but the range of political disagreements is relatively small. They mostly try to one-up the other
through repressing the people, in any way they
think can somehow bolster their progressive cre-

18

Dispatches Against Displacement

January 2021 • Issue 01

dentials or their standing within
the Democratic party. De Blasio
usually loses these battles, but
not for lack of trying. During our
weekly ICE protests at the governor’s office, it was the mayor
who had officially “banned protests”, and who trained riot police
on us to break up our protests almost as soon as we assembled.
Though this was months before
NYPD cracked down on the
George Floyd protests, it was a
preview of what was to come. As
our weekly ICE protest expandUFAD members helped form the Radical Assembly at the New York City Hall
Occupation. The Radical Assembly took aim at the politicians
ed, we incorporated members
rather than begging them for favors.
of a local anti-war coalition, and
protested at the mayor’s office as well. By call- vote for a one-billion dollar budget reduction of
ing out De Blasio and Cuomo, and connecting the NYPD, a “Radical Assembly” we formed took
the issue of ICE detention with U.S.-sponsored aim at the larger political system, calling out loforeign wars, we hoped to show how local, state, cal, state, and federal politicians.
and national politicians are all part of the same The Radical Assembly proceeded to host comrotten system.
munity meetings, discussion, studies, as well as
During the George Floyd protests we made sev- neighborhood outreach in various parts of New
eral attempts to build radical coalitions through York. In September, we held an event on New
working with people at mass protests. In the pro- York’s Lower East Side where we discussed the
cess we struggled to incorporate actions that ex- legacy of the 1989 Tompkins’ Square Park Police
posed the complicity of the Democrats in police Riot, and united with filmmakers, community garbrutality, as well as the relationship of the struggle deners and others.
against racism in the U.S. to the fight to end U.S.
wars and imperialism abroad. It was difficult to
sustain these efforts given the rapid mobilization
during the period, in which people would find their
energies quickly directed to “the main event.” In
rallies and the City Hall occupation that followed,
individuals would sometimes argue for limiting
messaging, and supporting a narrow idea of who
could speak at events. Despite these setbacks,
alongside members from the anti-ICE coalition,
we helped organize an occupation outside City
Hall in New York City. During the several-week
occupation, we helped bring together a large general assembly, where demands, were elaborated
and discussed. Whereas a prominent non-profit
active at the occupation sought to limit the scope
of the occupation to lobbying the city council to

Shelter & struggle

In August, we began organizing against an effort
to remove homeless residents from neighborhood hotels on the Upper West Side, where they
had been put up as an emergency COVID provision. Through this work, we learned of corrupt
practices in the hotel shelters. During the last six
months, the city has offered lucrative deals to hotel companies to house homeless people, which
have functioned as a sort of bailout for them since
tourism dried up. These hotels are charging the
city full-rates, hundreds of dollars per-night per
person, while treating homeless residents like
inmates in a jail. Homeless residents are not allowed to take food in from the outside and are
subjected to aggressive policing by private se-
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The belongings of family shelter residents in the Harmonia Hotel in midtown lined the street in huge piles after they were told they had to
leave within 24 hours to make room for other homeless people. We joined their protest and Mayor De Blasio was forced to let them stay.

curity which has also targeted working people
on the streets. Guards have prowled the Upper
West Side, stalking hotel residents and keeping
them in line. These are just a few examples of
the oppressive conditions homeless people find
themselves under.
After a group of Upper West Side residents
threatened to sue the city to remove homeless
residents from the neighborhood, the city capitulated, and set in a motion a nonsensical chain
of evictions: residents of The Harmonia, a family
shelter in Midtown, were to be kicked out to make
room for homeless residents from the Lucerne,
on the Upper West Side. On September 1, UFAD
organized a protest with homeless residents of
the Lucerne, and then joined residents of the
Harmonia, who had organized a protest of their
own. Due to folks’ refusal to move, evictions were
delayed for several months. But these were only
temporary wins, and as of this publication, the
city is now once again devising a plan to remove
residents from the Lucerne.
As part of this anti-displacement effort, we hosted several protests and community meetings,
and united with some people in the neighborhood

who were being harassed for sitting in traffic islands. A bunch of these people had been living
on the Upper West Side for years, long before
the shelters arrived. But opponents of neighborhood shelters seized on some particularly colorful characters (including members of our community meetings) to paint an image of chaos on
the Upper West Side, which they blamed on the
shelters. Unscrupulous reporters from the New
York Post boosted this fantasy, publishing a series of invasive photos of our friends on the front
page. In turn, the hotel shelters, fearful for their
contracts, began taking their own photographs,
so as to prove their residents weren’t hanging out
in public.
In uniting with local residents, including people in
the street medians as well as homeless residents
of the hotels, we learned that many people—even
Upper West Side apartment dwellers—were intimidated by or opposed to aggressive tactics of
security staff and the police. In our community
meetings, we decided to start a petition against
the harassment of people in parks and street medians.
We also worked together with an advocacy group
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which formed to counteract the movement to remove homeless people from the Upper West
Side. However, this group really felt the key thing
was to preserve shelter contracts between hotels and the non-profits. Homeless residents
were infuriated at the conditions of the hotels run
by these large non-profits, one of which, Help
USA at the Belleclaire Hotel, was controlled by
the sister of New York Governor Andrew Cuomo.
As mentioned, the non-profits treated the homeless like criminals: using security staff to stalk
them when they went about their daily affairs,
and searching them to prevent them from taking
outside food into the hotels. A few of those who
stood up in defense of homeless people in this
struggle were actually working with the corrupt
social service agencies to broker contracts with
the hotels, as opposed to demanding a longerterm solution that would best serve the interests
of homeless people.
Our discussion with shelter residents and other
people showed that temporary hotel shelters,
like the one in the Lucerne, are basically a win
for a few beneficiaries of large contracts: landlords and intermediary non-profits. During one
of our initial meetings, a homeless resident said,
“There is a ton of money in homelessness, everyone’s making money off of us but us”. This
has been especially true during the pandemic,
as new stop-gap measures created windfalls for
the right businesses.

Going forward
In political struggles since the start of COVID,
non-profits and NGOs (non-governmental organizations) have played a prominent role. Many of
us in the housing struggle here have been dealing with how to relate to these groups, especially
given that they are often able to dominate media
coverage of political actions. We have learned to
see a few common patterns behind these various
groups. One of the patterns shown by various
groups is a focus on “turf”: non-profits are often
quite insistent on being the center of the show, in
choosing who can speak at events, and in only
being comfortable with a relatively narrow politi-
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cal message—one that generally advocates for
reforms that are already part of the Democratic
Party’s existing political platform. The problem is,
we’re in a situation in which the system has been
giving less and less to the people every year. The
people have a world to win and we cannot settle
for mere handouts or accept getting chased from
one street corner to the other. Representatives
of the NGOs acknowledge some parts of this reality, but our experience has been that they generally focus on messaging which gets “an in” into
the system—such as more funding for shelters,
which is often the shelter their friends in power
are running!
It’s critical to fight back against the displacement
of shelter residents, especially the city’s reckless
policy of shoving people around in the midst of a
pandemic. At the same time, we must organize
for real systemic change, and real solutions for
the people being abused daily in shelters and on
the streets. To accomplish this, we must be clear
about the fact that luxury hotels, homeless nonprofits and “service providers”—and the politicians who wade into the fray—have a vested interest in the shelter system, and against change.
Some of these entities fought alongside us to
protest evictions from the Harmonia and the Lucerne. But they pursue very different goals so as
to keep people how and where they are. To really
solve these problems, we must fight eviction and
displacement while demanding solutions that
would end the corrupt swindling and abuse of the
people, and terminate shady shelters and other
housing scams used to carry out the exploitation
and eventual displacement of poor, homeless,
and working people all over the city.
Since December, we have been working to unite
with tenants in public housing buildings in Harlem, an area in which gentrification is rampant.
Even during the pandemic, the city is rushing forward with one of the key national housing scams
founded during the Obama-era, privatizing public housing under the RAD program, despite evidence from all over the city (all over the country) that this will lead to an increase in evictions.
For example, the first completed RAD scheme in
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New York, Ocean Bay Houses in Far Rockaway,
resulted the eviction of 80 families.
Mayor De Blasio, who initially opposed this plan,
has caved in to pressure from developers and
now pushes RAD as the only hope for public
housing. RAD privatization schemes in NYC (as
elsewhere) are thinly disguised collaborations
between banks, developers, and non-profits. By
privatizing public housing, developers can displace tenants and cash in big by raising rents,
and in the long run they can replace working class
homes with luxury housing. But people can fight
back! If folks come together, we can stop RAD in
its tracks, or at least make sure the people have
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some say in what happens. Unfortunately RAD
is just the tip of the iceberg, as working people
all over the city are threatened with displacement
all the time. But by coming together to discuss
what’s going on and how to struggle against it,
the bigger picture becomes a bit clearer.
After several weeks of talking with folks and door
knocking, we had a community meeting to discuss the situation in the projects and ways we
can unite to fight against oppression, gentrification, and displacement. We’ll be having a second one soon. This is just the beginning! We look
forward to updating readers on developments of
this struggle soon.
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