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Roughly 200 community members gathered for a recent “Community Conversation about Violence in 
Ward 8,” called in response to a spate of shootings, including two fatalities just days apart. Educational 
needs were underscored throughout the conversation, as was the effect of violence on student lives.

Some at the Jan. 22 meeting were mourning Philip Jones, 17, shot to death on Jan. 14 following a 
basketball game between Anacostia and Ballou, rival Ward 8 senior highs; and Kevin Owens, 22, 
gunned down just minutes after participating in the MLK Day Peace Parade on Jan. 19.  Shots fired 
toward the end of a Jan. 21 vigil for Jones, although hitting no one, increased outrage, fear, and grief.

The gathering drew diverse 
participants: younger and older; 
newcomers and lifelong residents; 
poorer and better off; institutional 
representatives, candidates for office, 
long-term community advocates, and 
a few young #BlackLivesMatter 
activists. 

The over-capacity room pulsed with 
energy, hope for change and sighs of 
“this again!” in nearly equal measure. 

Missing from the room, however, a 
number of observers said, were some 
of the most affected youth.

Solutions were identified and committees formed through a series of small group discussions. Some 
labeled the process “chaotic,” while others called it “engaged.” One of the few points when a speaker 
captured the entire room's focus came as two mothers spoke about the violence faced by their children...
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Mothers Seeking Justice and Opportunities
Cynthia Hinnant described how her 
son, now 19, was severely attacked by 
a large crowd in the neighborhood and 
forced to change schools for his safety 
when he was 17; justice eludes the 
family, and conditions remain unsafe. 
MPD has the “resources to jump out 
on speeders,” Ms. Hinnant lamented, 
but cannot keep young people safe.

Patricia Owens, mourning for her son 
Kevin, decried the closing of local 
schools and the loss of recreational 
activities in the neighborhood. “We 
need more,” she said, suggesting, “this 
might never have happened...And this 
violence needs to stop. I don't want to see           Patricia Owens (L), Monica Ray, Cynthia Hinnant (R)
another parent go through this.”                     

In a separate interview, Ms. Owens said the open investigation into Kevin's shooting limited what she 
could say, but she confirmed that he was just leaving the Martin Luther King Day parade when he was 
killed. She added that Kevin grew up in Ward 8, attended several high schools, including Shadd 
Alternative, and was the father of five children. Ms. Owens said Kevin had not been in any kind of 
trouble or fearing for his life: “He never had troubles. He was the most happiest, up-going person you've 
seen in your life.” 

Problems and Solutions from Different Vantage Points
The meeting followed a process designed to 
identify problems and solutions from different 
perspectives. The small-group design was 
intended to keep the meeting result-focused and to 
allow more people to share, said facilitator Monica 
Ray, president of the Congress Heights 
Community Association. 

Some of the blunter participants called the design 
an attempt to avoid “one more bitch session” with 
the same people saying the same things. Many 
residents also expressed a pre-meeting concern 
that the event could become a candidate forum in 
the sudden, special election to replace the late 
Councilmember Marion Barry,

“Depending on what group you're in, things look 
very different,” Ms. Ray explained. She offered 
the example of a youth identifying lack of safety 
as a problem and a solution as carrying a gun, 

while a community organizer might say gun 
violence is a problem and a solution is gun 
control. The process did not provide discussion 
across perspectives, though, instead adopting 
common problems and solutions for action.

Four groups focused on perspectives from parents 
and seniors, youth, community organizers, and 
government agencies. Five areas for action were 
decided:

➢ Parent Involvement, 
➢ Mental Health and Drug Prevention, 
➢ Youth Employment, Workforce 

Development and Mentorship, 
➢ Government Accountability, and 
➢ Public Safety, w/safe passages for teens. 

The first volunteer for developing an action plan 
was 16-year-old Jasmine, who took on the issue of 
safe passages.
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Youth Needs
“I stepped up because we need safe ways to get home,” Jasmine said later. The 11th grader at Phelps 
Architecture, Construction, & Engineering High School in Northeast explained that students, like her, 
who remain for after-school activities, are left to travel alone through neighborhoods with “shooting and 
robbing,” in the evenings. Fellow student, Acara, agrees. Both work toward change through their school.

Lack of safety, particularly, “beefs – neighborhood conflict,” topped the problem list in the youth focus 
group. Next: lack of positive programs – “not just programs, good quality programs,” drugs-illegal 
substance, destruction of property, 
and “no parent involvement.”  

“How honest is that!” MPD's 
Diane Groomes exclaims as she 
sees the youths' list. 

“It's so important to include youth 
voice and thought,” continues the 
assistant chief in charge of MPD 
Patrol Services and School 
Security. “What we hear is lack of 
opportunities for them... that 
adults don't listen, government 
doesn't listen.” 

But Asst Chief Groomes says focus cannot be on 
teens in isolation. “We need to include the whole 
family....too many go home to chaos.” She adds 
that we should consider violence a “public health” 
issue rather than a matter of “public safety.” 

“I am glad that the room is packed – the com-
munity should be concerned,” Groomes says.

But she also notes that there were nine homicides 
at the end of January in 2014, making the current 
situation not entirely unique. 

 
“Why do we have these spikes? How do we 
manage the crisis?” Groomes says we must ask. 
“And then what do we do to manage beyond the 
crisis?” 

The youth focus group has a host of suggestions:
➢ Conflict resolution. 
➢ Night watch. 
➢ Mediation.
➢ Train vs. incarcerate – which garners 

pronounced community applause during 
report out

“We know the solutions, but they're hard to get to.” 
“I've been to these meetings as a crime reporter,” says newly elected at-large Councilmember Elisa 
Silverman. “It's so frustrating. We know that these kids want opportunities....We know the solutions, but 
they're hard to get to: Better schools that lead to hope and opportunity, mental health support, connecting 
young people to positive outlets. Tonight I'm here to hear community solutions as well as demonstrate 
that I want to work with Ward 8 and Ward 7.” 

“We removed art from the schools and anything will fuel the imagination, occupy their time,” says 
Monique Jackson, founder of the Ward 8 nonprofit, Children of the Light. She adds that we are too often 
“reactive rather than proactive in meeting student needs – we wait until a child dies.” 
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Reaching Lives Most at Risk: Another Approach
“Someone dies. We meet. Someone dies. We meet. Meanwhile, people in the trenches stay in the 
trenches,” says Treona Kelty, a community organizer. She attended the meeting along with her wife, 
Velvet Jacobs, and India Blocker, a fellow organizer with Beautiful U Yes U,  a group “created to 
empower girls, women and the lgbtq population.” The three women are among those believing that the 
meeting ignored the most important issues and the most affected people. 

“They're hearing from youth who are living OK lives, not from 
those at risk,” Ms. Kelty says as the meeting breaks up. In 
contrast, Ms. Blocker went out and spoke to young people, 
following Jones' death. The result was a Jan. 16 gathering of 
150 of the most affected youth, many “hungry for change.” 
Several community leaders participated, and, once television 
cameras were turned off, youth shared their concerns. Kelty 
and Blocker then took those concerns to a Jan. 18 meeting with 
Mayor Bowser. 

Beautiful U Yes U meets weekly with girls from the 
community, and the organization's “family tree” also includes:

• W.E.L.L. (Women Embracing and Loving Life"
• "Brown Boys Village": Empowering our Future
• "Vegan In da Hood"- Feeding the Community
• "Beautiful Rainbow"- A safeplace for all LGBTQ youth
• "M.A.S.C.V." Mothers Against Street and Crew 

M.A.S.C.V began organizing in late 2014. They call “anyone who is mother, sister, auntie, etc.” who lost 
someone to street/crew violence, as well as any “mother that would like to take back and protect our 
youth,” especially in Wards 7 and 8, to “unify and take back our streets.” Contact information below.

The opening prayer on Jan. 22 called for “sensitivity to the cause of community...sensitivity to the cause 
of unity.” It seems clear that unity will require sensitivity to a variety of needs and differing approaches.

FOR DETAILS, TO GET INVOLVED
For more on the January “Community Conversation,” the committees currently at work on reports, and 
next steps, contact Anacostia Coordinating Council at  202-889-4900 or ACC01@aol.com. 

Meeting co-sponsors: Congress Heights Community Association, River East Emerging Leaders, 
7th District Citizens Advisory Council, and Far Southeast Family Strengthening Collaborative  

For more on Beautiful U Yes U and M.A.S.C.V., call 202-413-4083, or find Beautiful U on Facebook.

A range of nationally-focused activists have been 
joining organizers in Southeast DC, participating 
in vigils to honor the dead – including Jones, 
Owens, and the victim killed by police on 
Christmas Eve  – and jointly organizing to call 

attention to overlapping needs of Southeast DC 
and Ferguson Action nationwide.

Follow #BlackLivesMatter, #DCFerguson, and 
#ThinkMOOR as well as #SEYouthMatter and 
#SouthEastMatters to stay informed.

https://www.facebook.com/beautifuluyesu?ref=br_tf
http://fsfsc.org/
http://mpdc.dc.gov/page/citizens-advisory-councils-cac
http://www.reeldc.org/
http://www.idealist.org/view/nonprofit/H8gjghBgCC2D/
mailto:ACC01@aol.com
http://www.anacostiadc.org/

