DIRECT ACTION IN THE CITY

Waking Up
From The Urhan
Nightmare

WHAT’'S A POOR CITIZEN
todo, trapped in the urban wilderness,
terrorized by landlords, speculators,
rush-hour traffic and a city gone out of
control? If you’re in awe of the law,
not much. But if you’ve got a yen for
taking things into your own hands,
then you can turn your street into a
playground for Social Revolution -
and perform a valuable community
service at the same time.

From small towns to the megalopo-
lis, the goal of direct action activists is
liveable cities. The methods: unlimit-
ed popular resistance at levels that
everyone can participate in.

We all know neighborhoods where
peace and quiet has to be wrestled
almost daily from four-wheeled death
machines. On this front, credit must
£0 to the often-unrecognized but he-
roic brigades of direct action-minded
housewives and mothers who, when
letters, petitions and all else have
failed, will march into the streets
head-on to stop traffic in highly-
organized campaigns. (See centre
poster in this issue of Open Road for a
re-creation of a tent-city blockade im-
posed by a group of low-income
mothers in a successful campaign to

*get an overpass of a dangerous rail

er they’re diverting traffic
from a residential area or pressing
demands for signal lights or stop
signs, groups like these resort to a
bagful of tricks to bring a halt to rush-
hour madness.

Occasionally, under the light of
dawn, backyard rubbish will be haul-
ed out and transformed into an effect-
.ive street barricade or speed bump to
slow down racing drivers and let the
authorities know the citizens want
action. Hand-painted cross walks and
neatly-lettered stop signs erected by
neighborhood work crews are also
effective. The unoffical means avail-
able as direct action options for im-
proving the neighbourhood are all
within organizing reach of even the
meekest citizens’ group.

Not only do citizens retake some
control of their own streets when they
take direct action, but also, the ac-
tions themselves help build a precious
sense of community and solidarity,
allowing neighbours to get to know
and trust one another.

Lacking green space but know of a
vacant lot? In the dead of night, inner-
city green space commandos can
transform vacant lots into welcome
communal spaces full of potted trees,
homemade benches, community food
gardens, and playground equipment.
The historic People’s Park in Berk-
eley represented the ultimate expres-
sion of this do-it-yourself city-
scaping.

The more community conscious
might try to erect “tent cities” of
custodians (just ordinary good-
weather squatters) to help caretake
these larger parks and gardens, pro-
!ectmg them from corporate vandal-
ism. Battles over control of the prop-

erty are inevitable, but as in any
squatting campaign, good public re-
lations pays off, especially in any
showdown with the authorities.

Squat or Rent?

Tired of endless tugs-of-war with
your landlord over rent or repairs?
Take a look at the do-it-yourself hous-
ing show across the sea (see Open
Road #11, 12, 13). The homeless of
Berlin, Paris and Amsterdam beat the
high cost of shelter by squatting. Des-
perate for homes, they don’t bother to
distinguish between legal and illegal
squats, they just take over empty
houses and livable buildings.

Moving day (starting to squat) is
lightning-quick; the more squatters
the merrier (a collective squat is eas-

See page 22

Grassroots On Rooftops

LOISAIDA, A 30-BLOCK,
mostly Puerto Rican section of New
York’s Lower East Side, is packed
with grassroots-controlled alternative
energy projects.

Vacant lots are now cultural plazas
and vegetable gardens. Abandoned
buildings are now tenant co-ops. Lois-
aida has rooftop gardens, a com-
munity centre with solar heating, and
scores of other environmental, educa-
tional and cultural projects.

The projects aren’t “experiments”
conducted by environmentalists. They
are the result of former street gangs,
schoolchildren and other people of a
neighbourhood who must take direct
action to make their community livable.

Local control, ownership and de-
cision-making are crucial to the suc-
cess of the projects. Alternative tech-
nology has gained a foothold in Lois-
aida because the people are involved.
Other attempts to introduce alternative
technology to the inner city — for
example, the Community Technology
experiments in Washington, D.C. —
failed because the direction came
from the top, not from the people who
lived in the neighbourhoods.

Chino Garcia, coordinator of
Charas, one of the community groups
involved in Loisaida, said, “Some
people...got the idea that the govern-
ment would provide for them. But
some of us came to understand that
we had to do for ourselves if we really
wanted to control what happens in our
neighbourhoods.”

The groundwork for most of the
projects was laid over the past five
years. Technical assistance was pro-
vided by a number of individuals and
groups, including Buckminster Ful-
ler, the Energy Task Force, the Green
Guerrillas and the Institute for Social
Ecology at Goddard College. This
collaboration between environment-

alists and the low-income Puerto Rican
community of Loisaida is unprece-
dented. The cooperation provides a
strong argument against those who
believe that environmental issues are
irrelevant to inner city people.

But, as Angelo Gonzales of Charas
says, “The solar energy is important
to us, but it is the human energy that
really counts.” The importance of
direct community participation in the
projects is also underscored by Chino
Garcia: “The outside must under-
stand that the community will make
the decisions about what goes on and
that we will own and control whatever
we build up.”

Spectre of Gentrification

Loisaida is not without its prob-
lems. The success of the projects has
made the area much more desireable
to outside commercial developers and
the process of “gentrification” — the
displacement of one income group by
a higher income group — has begun.
In Loisaida, young white people, art-
ists and the declasse, seeking cheap
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space, have begun to colonize the
neighbourhood, playing into the hands
of the speculators by displacing low
income residents. They are giving the
neighbourhood a “bohemian’ atmos-
phere that attracts the middle class,
which could replace them in turn.

Banks, city government and the
huge energy conglomerate Consoli-
dated Edison are playing a role in
uprooting the Loisaida process. Con
Ed even refused to allow wind power
from a renovated building to be used
until they were forced to do so by the
courts. Alternatives which allow com-
munities to control their own devel-
opment will not be permitted without
a fight.

In spite of future prospects, Lois-
aida has proven that an alternative
exists. People can build relatively
self-reliant communities that own and
manage their own resources, that gen-
erate much of their own food, energy,
decent employment and housing for
all their citizens.

(From Black and Green, the jour-
nal of the New England Anarchist
Conference: Box 373, Burlington, Vt.
05402.)
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" Vancouver mothers
blockade a dangerous railroad crossing.




