Friday, March 7, 2008

Port-au-Prince, Haiti

-Hotel Oloffson

-SODA

-Chans Altenativ


The delegation landed in Port-au-Prince in the morning and we were greeted by our fearless translator Reagan Lolo and two drivers, Ricardo and Domond.  They quickly carted us over to the Hotel Oloffson where we ran into a myriad of foreigners and various human rights activists including Athena Kolbe, author of a report regarding violence in the period following the coup in 2004 published by The Lancet.  After settling into the Oloffson we headed over to Pétionville to visit with a neighborhood organization, called SODA (Sosyete Djòl Ansamn pou Demokrasi Partisipatiff).  The drive was educational in and of itself.  For example, Ricardo pointed out the President's home, which sits on top of a hillside covered with shanty and makeshift houses.  The dichotomy between the President’s estate and the slum directly below was one of many examples demarcating the vast divide between the wealthy and the poverty stricken in Haiti.  We also passed the French Embassy and several other colonial style foreign estates before arriving at the school in Pétionville.  At the school we were met by children of all ages who eagerly welcomed us into their space.  We learned about their educational wants and needs and some of their future desires.  At the conclusion, all of us were very eager to play some soccer and take lots of photographs.  


After spending several hours at the SODA school, we returned to the Oloffson and prepared for dinner with Chans Altenativ (Alternative Chance), a support group for criminal deportees.  The men and women who we met in this group came from varying regions of Haiti, and had lived in various parts of the U.S. before they were deported due to drug charges or burglaries.  They described the common experience of arriving in Haiti only to be imprisoned by Haitian officials in cramped jail cells with no water, food, or sanitary toilets.  Many explained the intense heat and odor that permeated the cells that they shared with upwards of 20 other people as nauseating and debilitating.  Most spoke of distant family members or friends who came to their rescue by providing them food while in detention and assisting in their release.  Some of the deportees were relatively new to Haiti and were still on provisional release, which requires them to periodically check in with the Haitian police forces.  Others had been back in Haiti for over a year.  Most of our dinner guests struggled with Kreyol when they returned to Haiti because although they were born in the country, most left for the United States when they were young and grew up speaking English.  Almost all of our guests discussed their difficulties in acclimating to life in their new home.  Everyone missed the families they left in the U.S. and were understandably frustrated by the impossibility of finding employment in a country without jobs and a severe animosity towards deportees.  Our guests reported intense discrimination from Haitian authorities and society in general, confiding in us that they were treated as if they had been murderers and rapists in the U.S.  All of the guests with whom we spoke expressed sincere regret for their crimes and a remorse for the lives and families they lost.  One deportee explained that he left behind two young children who he fears will never forgive him, while another explained how he had to abandon an engagement to a fiancée that he loved because their future became so unpredictable.


Sadly our guests’ struggles didn't end with their deportation from the U.S.  The following morning we learned that the Haitian police repeatedly stopped them as they drove home from the Oloffson because it was after 10 pm.  One man and two women were arrested and detained until 3:00 am by the authorities.  No charges were ever filed against them and their release took place after one individual explained that he worked for the Associated Press.  It was a vibrant reminder that we have to be conscious of how our presence in Haiti affects those around us.  


Chans Alternativ has been working on a program where the children of deportees, who are U.S. citizens, can visit their parents in Haiti under supervised conditions.  The first visit happened over the summer, which is a promising development given the pain the families live with being separated from their loved ones.  We look forward to their continued developments.
Saturday, March 8, 2008

Port-au-Prince, Haiti

-Haiti Soleil

-SODA


Pierre Clintandre painted a portrait of chaos, which hangs on a wall in the entrance of the community library, Haiti Soleil.  It seems odd that chaos is placed in the middle of a community library that exudes tranquility.  However, as Pierre explains, it is in the face of chaos that man finds his resilience, giving rise to a legacy of struggle and hope.  The painting is a constant reminder of the chaos that engulfed Haiti not too long ago.  Haiti Soleil is one of many examples of the Haitian people’s response to adversity.  It is a response that embodies the unity of people, working to create a legacy of hope, of dignity and self-determination.


Haiti Soleil was founded by Nadege and Pierre Clintandre, a father-daughter team in response to the economic and political instability of Haiti.  Such instability has not only led to violence, human rights violations and social injustice, it has set up obstacles for the growth of institutions of education.  Haiti Soleil was founded to support education and cultural initiatives in Haiti by providing a community library and a safe place for children to meet in the afternoons and engage in various academic and cultural activities.  While modest in its number of books, the library has a growing number of fiction and non-fiction works in French, Kreyol, English and Spanish.  It is Nadege and her father’s goal to continue the development of Haiti Soleil into a resource center in which Haitian youth can have access to books, computers, and other resources providing them with the opportunity to develop their literacy and critical thinking skills.  It is in this way that Nadege and Pierre hope to develop the future voices of Haiti and the world.  

We are lucky to have begun a partnership with Nadege who is a Phd student in the Bay Area.  She has provided us with reading lists and given lectures to our seminar every Spring.  She and her father have such a unique perspective and have been incredibly generous sharing with our delegation and we look forward to a continued relationship.

On the other side of town, is another example of the Haitian community’s response to the country’s instability.  SODA (Sosyete Djòl Ansamn pou Demokrasi Partisipatiff) is a collective of schools providing primary and secondary education and engaging in community development projects.  SODA was a developed through the collective experience of a group of young Haitians from the impoverished neighborhood of Jakè.  SODA was formed under the belief that the solution for Haiti must come from within.  While Haiti has been the epicenter for NGO’s and aid organizations to help the poor, there has been little improvement.  SODA is not an NGO or funded by an aid organization.  SODA is a collective of young Haitian men and women who are committed to empowering youth through education and civic participation.  The collective is grounded in unity—a responsibility to end the cycle of poverty.  The communal nature of SODA is reflected in its governing structure.  There is no one leader. Every adult takes a responsibility, has equal voice, and is held accountable by the community.  Indeed, on the day we visited there was a community meeting.  Participants included the SODA teachers, community members and children.  Organizational transparency is consistently exercised though the public accounting of SODA funds and donations.  Most striking was the excitement in the children.  Despite the language barriers experienced by some of us, they shared their school, their community, and a day in their lives.  One of the items brought was a soccer ball.  Some of the delegation members began to play with the kids in SODA’s small patio.  A large group of children clambered over each other, arms and legs flailing, each trying to get a turn at the ball.  The dust kicked up the sound of laughter, and in the middle of Jakè there was the legacy of hope.  

Sunday, March 9, 2008

Port-au-Prince, Haiti

- Wilson Mesilien of the September 30th Foundation

-Stations of the Cross

Breakfast – For breakfast today we met with Wilson Mesilien, who is the interim director of the September 30th Foundation.  In August, 2007, Lovinsky was kidnapped without a trace.  To date, there has been no investigation and the government has not issued a statement to the family.  Wilson was very hopeful that Lovinsky was alive, which is different from what we heard the night before.  He believes that unlike most kidnappings in Haiti, Lovinsky’s was not economically motivated, but politically motivated instead.  He blames the government for failing to conduct a thorough investigation into the kidnapping.  Wilson believes that we can help Lovinsky’s case by petitioning MINUSTAH and urging government officials to take action. 

Wilson himself is constantly in hiding due to the fear of being kidnapped.  There have been several prior attempts to do so.

During breakfast, the group also reflected on our thoughts from what we had seen and done the past few days.  The delegation members were enthusiastic about a new contact we had made with the schools and discussed the possibilities of continuing that relationship next year.  Students also reflected on the fact that we engaged with the kids and played games with them, instead of just handing objects out to them as gifts.  Others were touched by the meeting at the library where a man has dedicated his home to the community.

Stations of the Cross Tour – Following the meeting with Wilson, we went on the “Stations of the Cross” Tour in Port-au-Prince.  First, we visited the church where President Jean-Bertrand Aristide preached and where the movement “Til Eglise” started in 1986.  In 1988, the government burnt the church down and the community has yet to rebuild because the shell has become a symbolic centerpiece of the struggle for a better life.  There were many political slogans written on the walls, and it seemed as if people still went there to remember Aristide. 


After the church, the delegation visited Fort Dimanche, an old prison where the torture of political dissidents used to be a common practice.  It is currently closed down and dilapidated.  The prison is surrounded by one of the most destitute slums in the capital where people live in extreme poverty.  For example, inhabitants subsist on “mud cookies,” a mixture of mud and salt that is laid out to bake in the sun.  

The situation became uncomfortable when the residents verbally informed us of their discontent with our presence. People in the slums have been subject to extreme violence at the hands of the government, paramilitary groups, and foreigners like the UN.  It is no wonder that they were wary of us.  To decrease tension, Lolo explained that we were a human rights delegation.  Moreover, we witnessed Lolo serve as a community organizer when he asked what they were doing for themselves to better their conditions.  It appears the community was attempting to turn the prison into a school, despite the horrific past associated with the structure.  This meeting deeply affected our group and was a stark reminder of the potential negativity associated with our presence and need to approach our visit with care.  Before we left, Lolo got the name of a small boy who had a severe eye infection.  Lolo promised to return in order to provide some sort of medical care.  A roving medical clinic is just one of the other multitude of initiatives that Lolo has started, an inspiration to us all.    


Later we visited the Palais National, which is where the Haitian President resides. It is modeled after the American White House and is very majestic, especially compared to all the other buildings in Haiti.  Several demonstrations have occurred outside the Palais where many citizens have lost their lives in the struggle for democracy and justice.  


Finally we went to the National Museum, where our guide explained the 7 periods of Haitian History to us, beginning with the Pre-Columbus era all the way to the American Occupation.  Overall we had a very interesting and culturally enlightening day.

Monday, March 10, 2008

Port-au-Prince, Haiti

Jérémie, Haiti

-Bureau des Avocats Internationaux (BAI)

-Arrival and Presentations in Jérémie, Haiti

Pooja Bhatia and the Bureau des Avocats Internationaux:


Late this morning, the group was fortunate to meet with an attorney named Pooja Bhatia, who works for the Bureau des Avocats Internationaux (BAI).  The BAI is the foremost organization in Haiti working on issues of human rights and justice in Haiti
.


Today Pooja spoke with us about the education gap in Haiti.  Within Haiti’s constitution, there is a right to education, but it is a right that is largely determined by socio-economic class.  About 90% of education within the country is privatized, which means that the majority of children cannot afford to attend school.  The BAI is currently trying to determine the most effective method of holding Haiti legally responsible for breaching its duty to provide education to every Haitian child. 

Jérémie:


After our arrival in Jérémie, we headed over to the law school for a night of presentations.  One of the ESCDROJ students presented on the presence of women in the decision making sphere.  Women have traditionally been confined to the home and given responsibility of the children.  Today, however, Haiti is finding more and more women in positions with decision-making power.  Although women have come a long way in Haiti, a lot of ground remains to be covered before the power dynamic truly becomes equal.  We later discovered that the speaker
 was running for public office, the equivalent of a mayor of her town.  It is clear that Father Jomanas and ESCDROJ have a strong commitment to promoting women’s rights.  Each year the school graduates more women who then go on into important positions in their communities.  

The second presentation of the night discussed the topic of dual nationality, or being a double minority, a Haitian and a foreigner.  For political and economic reasons, thousands of Haitians fled Haiti in search of more stability and opportunity over the last 50 years.  Now, the problem with dual nationality is that those individuals cannot become political leaders within the community because those positions are reserved for Haitians with only Haitian nationality. 


Cathy Ongiri, a Hastings alumna and family law attorney, gave the last presentation of the night.  The presentation, about domestic violence dispute resolution, piqued the curiosity of many students who wanted to know if the law applied equally between men and women, black and white, or the wealthy and the poor.  Not only did all of us students learn more about the laws, but we also learned how to spot abusers and how to protect ourselves from them
.

Tuesday, March 11, 2008

Jérémie, Haiti

-A visit to the Palace of Justice

-The police commissioner

-Prison

-Presentations.

The Palace of Justice (criminal court and holding jail)

Everyone is sweaty from the walk over in the sun.  The courtroom is in session. Even the lawyers wear black robes!

The District Attorney, a short man, in a gray suit, walks in and announced, “This is the prosecutor’s office!” He waits a few moments, apparently for dramatic effect.


“And I am the Prosecutor!”


Smiles, some nervous, all around.


“Yesterday, I was the professor,” he continues.  “And today, I am the prosecutor.”


The group absorbs this statement.


He leads us into the court, which as mentioned, is in session.  There is a civil case going on, the victim of an assault is asking for compensation.  Behind the seated judge hangs a wooden crucifix with a gilded Christ attached.


The prosecutor takes us to the audience pews to answer question, with interruption ever so often from the judge or his clerk, who ring a bell instead of wielding a hammer.  Out of the blue, the prosecutor walks across the court, and points from point-blank range at a man sitting in the front.  The prosecutor walks back to us, and the man follows with a “what, me?” expression.


“This man,” the prosecutor explains, “he is the victim.”


The man nods in agreement, and waves a smiling hello to us.

***


The docket registrar tells us that it takes anywhere from a few hours to a month to get to court.  Out of 100 cases submitted, maybe 30 will end up getting a hearing.


“We also do weddings here!”

***

Two interesting cases: 


An old man (in his 60s) has a sexual relationship with a 16 year old girl.  Big gossip began when his wife, also in her 60s, came into the local high school and attacked the underage “mistress.”


The teenager’s mother ended up suing the man for pedophilia, and her father flew back from the U.S. to oversee the case.  The lawyers for both sides were ready for a relatively high profile case (as the older couple was very rich), but they ended up settling for $4000 US dollars.


Another case: A political candidate was upset with his campaign manager who took a heavy salary but ran an ineffective campaign.  The political aspirant happens upon his old campaign manager at a party having drinks and laughing with his opponent.  He is further enraged when the two make fun of him, pointing out that he gave them lots of money but never had a chance of winning.  One of the two seated men had a gun, which the ex-political candidate, let’s call him Mitt, lunges for.  Mitt grabs the gun and shoots at the two, but misses.  Instead, he injures a woman at the party.


The two proceed to beat the pulp out of Mitt, burn down his car, and burn down his house.  To add insult to injury, only Mitt is charged with a criminal offense, ostensibly because he started the mess, but in reality, because he’s not politically connected.

***

The last murder in Jérémie was in August 2007.

In 1987 Haiti abolished the death penalty.

***

The Police Commissioner: 


We walk through an immense courtyard littered with the rusted remains of old fire trucks, flatbeds, and cop cars.  The police commissioner, a tall, confident man wearing blue pants with a yellow stripe down the side, greets us at the front.  He is a former economist and banker who changed careers when the opportunity arose.  A smiling picture of him and his daughter hangs behind his desk.


His police department is responsible for 1970 square kilometers.  He has 160 cops working that area.  Over half the cops in Haiti are posted in Port au Prince.  They are a national police and can be posted across the country.  For example, he has worked in the north of the country and just outside Port au Prince as well.


Re: MINUSTAH, they have a working relationship with the Haitian police.  The main crimes are assaults and rapes.  The suspects generally range from 18-35 years old.  


Out of 24 reported rapes last year, 21 were handed over to the district attorney with enough evidence to prosecute.  However, the commissioner cautioned that this number did not reflect the true number of rapes, since many go unreported.  This is less of a problem in his district, since the person in charge of the rape division is a woman and is considered more accessible by women victims of rape.


However, the lady in charge of the rape division recently went on maternity leave.  It has been difficult finding a female replacement since there is only one other woman out of 160 cops in the division.  Apparently, women cannot pass the physical test to become cops, according to a police chief at the prison (see below).


Domestic violence is a frequent occurrence.  To be sure, this is not unique to Haiti, however, recourse for women is minimal and it is still taboo.  Most of the time, the women complain but retract the next day.  He’s not sure if there are any convictions for domestic violence.

In Haiti, instead of 911, you call 114.

***

Prison:


In the back of the Palace of Peace, in downtown Jérémie, sits the town prison.  It actually serves the entire district.  Designed for 50, over 170 prisoners live there today.


We are escorted around the tiny grounds by the warden; a very friendly and honest looking man with immaculate attire, a fresh-ironed shirt, and rimmed glasses.


Inside the complex, men are stuffed into dank, dark cells, their faces out in the light to look at the curious visitors ambling through their jail.  I ask one man how long he has been in jail, and he says “10 months, and I still haven’t had a hearing.”  


“Is this normal?” I ask the warden.


“No, this is not normal,” the warden replies.


A MINUSTAH worker is interviewing prisoners with the help of a translator.  She is there to systematically track the length of time prisoners are in jail, their conditions, and listen to any complaints or potential human rights abuses they may have to report.


Re: plans to expand the prison to accommodate the extra prisoners: the warden says that there is not enough money coming in from the central government to pursue such a plan.


The prisoners are fed twice a day, rice, spaghetti, and normal Haitian food (according to him).


Toilets and showers are central, and the inmates cannot leave at night, so they can only use the restrooms during restricted hours.

The prison conditions in Haiti are abysmal.  We are told they are even worse in Port au Prince, which is hard to believe.  Before we leave, Lolo provided a couple of the prisoners who were standing near the exit some cash.  Lolo’s low-profile generosity does not go unnoticed.  As mentioned, without family or your own source of income, prisoners often go without food or other necessities.  
***

Presentations:

Introduction: Professor Joseph Jaysal, the prosecutor from this afternoon,

Hastings law students, Pamela Diamond and Rachael Maxwell, presented on issues of incarceration in the United States, the Prison Industrial Complex, and its adverse affects on communities of color, specifically African-Americans. 

Professor Chris Knowlton presented and implemented an exercise illustrating various methods of negotiation.  The exercise required students (US and Haitian) to “think outside the box” in order to come up with solutions as to the most effective method of sharing an orange between 5 people.  The exercise was used to demonstrate how efficient negotiation could be when both sides communicate with each other.  It was a really great experience for us to engage with the Haitian students through problem solving.
Chris donated the book, Getting to Yes, in French to the law school’s library. 

**Chris Knowlton’s husband, Steve, Akeson, accompanied our delegation this year in order to perform much needed computer maintenance in the school’s computer lab.  He removed hundreds of viruses from the network and taught students how to maintain the network themselves.  Even before we went to Haiti, he refurbished computers and provided batteries and other accessories such as wireless routers.  Further, since returning to the U.S. he has continued to field technical questions and even fixed up and mailed computers to Haiti.  

�Maybe add a hyper link to BAI and IJDH?





http://ijdh.org/bureau.htm


�We need to get her name and exact info about what she was running for and the result of the election (I’m pretty sure she won)!


�I think we could add something about how rape only recently became a crime against the woman and notions of spousal rape is still taboo (I can’t remember if it’s even illegal?) 





