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Under the banner “Nothing About Us Without Us,” several key community organizations and Springfield tornado evacuees will hold a press conference on the very spot in Court Square where Governor Duval Patrick, Congressman Richard Neal and Mayor Dominic Sarno addressed reporters on Thursday.  A rally begins at 11 am, with the press conference scheduled for 11:30 am.

“We are extremely relieved to hear that FEMA checks will soon be on their way to Springfield residents who were displaced by the tornadoes on June 1,” says Lara Shepard-Blue, from Springfield No One Leaves/Nadie Se Mude.  “We owe a debt of gratitude to our elected officials for working so quickly to make the federal disaster declaration.  Now there is real hope for our city to recover.”
Michaelann Bewsee from Arise for Social Justice adds, “We urge our elected officials not to rush into rebuilding without genuine community input.  It’s all too easy to overlook the people most directly affected by a crisis.  Everyone needs a voice, and low and moderate income residents have a lot to contribute.”

Bewsee and other community leaders share a concern that the displacement of so many families from low-income areas hit by the tornado, like the South End, Six Corners and Maple Heights may cause a severe increase in homelessness.  In 2004, Bewsee and Arise for Social Justice helped to organize the Tent City encampment that drew officials’ attention to Springfield’s homeless crisis.  “If we work together quickly, we may be able to prevent worsening of the crisis.  The “City of Homes” can do better.  We all need a seat at the table to find solutions, including unions, faith-based organizations, neighborhood councils, small businesses and low-income community-based organizations like ours.”

Springfield had a housing shortage even before the tornadoes hit on June 1.  The vacancy rate for rental housing was only 6%.  Then the tornado destroyed or seriously damaged an estimated 515 rental housing units in the city, many of them low-income units.  

Shepard-Blue just launched a Tornado Survivors Testimony Project.  She describes her past week of hearing stories from traumatized evacuees at the Mass Mutual Center’s Red Cross shelter.  “They are incredibly resilient, but still in shock,” she explains.  “Their world has been turned upside down and torn apart, and now they are being pushed to resettle in surrounding commuities like Agawam, Holyoke, South Hadley, and even as far away as Greenfield and Ware.  Besides transportation problems, this kind of mass dislocation of families is going to be a huge loss to Springfield.  We need to find creative solutions that keep our communities together.”

Malcolm Chu from Springfield No One Leaves/Nadie Se Mude, points out that Springfield has been a prime target for predatory lenders due to its high concentration of low-income residents and people of color.  “Springfield had a higher number of foreclosures last year than any other city in Massachusetts. Following foreclosure, banks move to evict families, leaving behind hundreds of vacant houses that destabilize our neighborhoods, depress our housing market and displace our neighbors.”

The No One Leaves/Nadie Se Mude coalition is calling for all banks to follow the lead of HUD, which last Wednesday announced an automatic 90-day foreclosure moratorium and forebearance on FHA-backed mortgages for those impacted by the tornado.  According to Chu, there is an urgent need to extend that moratorium to the entire city, and for all other banks who hold Springfield mortgages to follow suit.  “We support a resolution and ordinance that councilor Amaad Rivera will introduce in tonight’s City Council meeting.  Springfield can’t withstand more displacement of city residents in the wake of the displacement caused by the tornado.  Banks should immediately halt foreclosures and no-fault evictions of homeowners who are living in bank-owned properties.”  

In addition, the No One Leaves/Nadie Se Mude coalition has introduced the idea to key decision-makers that banks should turn over hundreds of properties to a public or nonprofit entity in Springfield that can rehab them for tornado evacuees.  “We’ll have to look at different models of home ownership and different parnterships.  But we’re convinced that bringing families back into boarded-up homes would be a better long-term solution than FEMA trailers, and might even cost less,” said Shepard-Blue.

Michael Runnells is a former resident of 128 Hickory Street, which was destroyed by the tornado.  Runnells’ extended family of 15 has been living at temporary shelter run by Red Cross at the Mass Mutual Center since June 1.  He and his immediate family members are preparing to move into a rental house they just found, but he is concerned about the rest of his family and neighbors who will remain in the shelter.  “None of us wants to leave Springfield,” says Runnells.  “This is where our kids go to school and where our family has grown up.  But we need a safe, affordable home.”  Runnells and other evacuees have begun to organize and speak to the media about their concerns.  “It’s been extremely stressful at the shelter every day, not knowing when we will all find a home.”  Last night, several families staying at the shelter attempted to find refuge at several hotels, who would be reimbursed by FEMA.  The hotel management insisted on waiting until Monday before making a decision.

The Runnells’ home has been condemned.  When the tornado struck, the family huddled together in a closet as windows smashed around them.  “We are still in shock, but we don’t want to be left out while other forces rush ahead to impose a plan for our devastated neighborhood.  We all deserve to be part of the decisions about how FEMA money will be used to rebuild our neighborhoods and our city.”

