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ISSUE 1      1 OCTOBER 2015  “I was man 

enough to 

pay my debt 

to society  

in full,  

yet I am still 

penalized” 

-Florida resident 

and former inmate 

Better Together is the national 

quarterly newsletter prepared by 

and for the 10 communities part-

nered with the non-profit Neigh-

borhood Associates Corporation.  

See back page for more infor-

mation and to get involved. 

IN THIS ISSUE 

 Florida’s  

Clemency Process 

 Coming Full Circle to 

Paradise 

 Summer Camp at 

Carver 

 Buckingham  

Community Festival 

 Bass Summer Camp 

 Visiting Thomas Paine 

 Excellence Corner 

FLORIDA’S  CLEMENCY PROCESS :   
A Broken System Disenf ranchises More 

Than A Mi l l ion F lor ida Ci t i zens  

 Above:  Bradenton Village residents conversing during a restoration of  

 rights workshop, held in August 2015. 

by Rodney Jones, Bradenton Village Community Coordinator 

Debt is something owed or a state of owing.  With that defini-

tion, one lives under the premise that once a debt is paid, 

one is free of what has been deemed owed.  Not so in the 

state of Florida, where one million convicted felons are cur-

rently still paying the price for their crimes, even after suc-

cessfully completing incarceration and all court ordered 

sanctions of probation and/or parole. Florida is one of eleven 

states that does not automatically restore civil rights after 

one pays their debt to society.  For those not affected by  

or unfamiliar with the rights restoration process, one may  

not fully understand the true cost to those impacted by this 

policy.   

Michelle Alexander, a prominent and former attorney for the 

nonpartisan American Civil (story continued page 2) 
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(continued from page 1)  Liberties Union (ACLU), 

describes in her book The New Jim Crow how de-

bilitating these laws are to many citizens of our 

country, and likens the current conditions in Florida 

and ten other states as similar to the sweltering op-

pression of the Jim Crow era.  Currently under Flori-

da law, once a person has completed their felony 

sanctions, they still are not eligible to vote, hold 

certain licenses, qualify for many government pro-

grams, and are considered ineligible for many jobs 

or to lease housing in certain communities.  In 

many forms, the current legislation disenfranchises 

close to a million residents in Florida, with the ma-

jority of the impacted minority residents and the 

poor. 

The restoration of civil rights is not granted for any 

felony conviction, regardless of the offense.  All 

individuals convicted of any felony will have to ap-

ply for executive clemency after a five year wait-

ing period.  Many first degree felonies require a 

seven year wait and then a review by an execu-

tive clemency board, to determine whether or not 

one has regained the ability to vote and have 

their rights restored. What is even more disturbing is 

after the five to seven year wait, the actual clem-

ency process takes several years, with no guaran-

tee of a restoration of rights.  To put it in perspec-

tive, in Florida, one in five, or 23% of Blacks are dis-

enfranchised due to felony convictions. 

Closer to home, such policies have proven to be 

devastating.  We spoke with some local residents 

from our community who have been impacted by 

this legislation.  John (who did not want his real 

name used) states it has been hard for him to get 

on his feet.  He states not only is the job market dif-

ficult as many employers do not hire convicted 

felons, but he also feels alienated and discour-

aged at not being able to vote and unable to get 

help (loans) to go to school.   John states, “I am 

man enough to admit the mistake that I made, 

and I was wrong for what I did.  I was also man 

enough to pay my debt to society in full, yet I am 

still penalized, and suffer for the same mistake that 

I paid the debt for.  It just does not make sense to 

me.”  John is not alone. Many others in our com-

munity share similar feelings and experiences, ex-

pressing that the process has severely debilitated 

their quality of life and their opportunity to pursue 

the American dream. 

Susie Copeland, the president of the Manatee 

NAACP, relayed that voting should not be a politi-

cal bargaining chip.  She stated that “All citizens, if 

they have paid their debt to society, dependent 

on the severity of the offense, should be allowed 

to freely engage in the political process, and enjoy 

the full restoration of their civil rights”.  “If we are 

going to affect change, it begins and ends at the 

ballot box.  Each of us has power when we vote, 

as it determines who will represent us, and vote on 

the issues that impact every aspect of our life.   

Stripping a person of their right to vote, strips them 

of their power.  No vote, no power!” 

In Florida, the NAACP and several other groups 

have banded together in a petition-signing cam-

paign in an effort to get the issue on the 2016 bal-

lot.  If successful, and if the good people of Florida 

chose to adopt an automatic restoration of rights 

process, we will finally put an end to part of a bro-

ken system.  The million currently disenfranchised 

citizens and those soon to be released and com-

ing off sanctions may finally enjoy a full restoration 

of their rights.  Other barriers and impediments ex-

ist, but this will be a step in the right direction for so 

many who call Florida home.  

FLORIDA’S  CLEMENCY PROCESS  

Many convicted felons have found  

regaining their civil rights in  

Florida next to impossible.   

“Stripping a person of their right to 

vote, strips them of their power.  

No vote, no power!” 
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On July 1, 2015, I proudly became one of 

the newest residents of Paradise At Parkside 

apartments in Washington, DC. Oddly, the 

journey that led me here started more than 

30 years ago. As a teenager, my work histo-

ry started with CT management; cleaning 

halls and doing landscaping on various 

properties in the Maryland area. My boss at 

that time, Chancy Spruell, was also my dad, 

and what a tough boss he was. I was learn-

ing a lot from him, but that tutelage came 

to an end in 1985 after I was arrested, tried, 

and convicted for a murder in New Jersey 

that I did not commit. I was sentenced to 30 

years without parole. 

Needless to say, the trial and conviction 

was a heavy blow to my family, and my 

dad did all he could to reverse the injustice, 

becoming a freedom fighter in his own 

right. Unfortunately, however, he passed 

away 8 years into the battle, leaving the 

proverbial torch to be picked up by Marilyn 

Melkonian (founder of Telesis Corporation) 

and Neighborhood Partners. After nearly 25 

years of fighting to establish my innocence, 

the hellish journey through New Jersey’s pe-

nal system came to an end on February 17, 

2010. The governor of New Jersey at that 

time, Jon Corzine, granted what was a very 

persuasive petition for executive clemency. 

Today, sitting in the center of Paradise, 

which consists of more than 600 units of 

housing, is the Chancy Spruell Community 

Center. The community center was built in 

honor of my dad more than 20 years ago 

because of his work with the CT Group in 

helping to transform Paradise and the sur-

rounding community, a community that 

was gripped by violence and dubbed the 

largest open drug market on the east coast 

during the 1980s. My dad’s work in this com-

munity lead to death threats against him, 

and I’ve heard his peers and colleagues 

describe his efforts as “courageous” as he 

helped establish the standards that the CT 

Group prides itself on today. Fortunately, 

Paradise at Parkside is not the same com-

munity it was in the 1980s.  

During the summer of 2013, I partnered with 

Ms. Crystal Hughes, founder of Wig Capital 

Foundation, to organize and host a Health 

and Job Fair at the Chancy Spruell Commu-

nity Center. (story continued next page) 

Coming Full Circle – A Personal Reflection 
by Quincy Spruell 

Left:  Paradise at Parkside.   

Right: Quincy Spruell standing at the door to the Harmony Courts apartment building. 
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Children’s Summer Program at Carver 
by Karen Billet, Carver Terrace Community 

Coordinator 

The Patsy Hartsfield Community Center here 

at Carver Terrace in Washington, DC is a very 

busy place. From July 27th to August 7th, we 

hosted our 10th Annual Bonds & Bridges Sum-

mer Enrichment program. This program was 

for 24 children of the Carver Terrace/Langston 

community who were between 5 and 12 

years of age and ran from 9:00am to 3:30pm 

daily. During the 6 weeks that the camp was 

run, we did arts-and-craft projects, were physi-

cally active in our dance and motion classes, 

and learned how to cook healthy, fun foods 

during our weekly cooking class. The children 

also learned the scientific concepts behind 

how salt enables food to freeze, the density of 

different liquids, how rock formations in caves 

come to be, and the elements of a rain forest. 

Although many of the activities were educa-

tional, it was clear that the children also had a 

lot of fun. We had time for board games and 

video games, learned the techniques of Afri-

can drumming, and had field play with the 

Youth Division of the Metropolitan Police De-

partment. We went on a few great field trips 

to the movies, had a picnic at Allen Pond in 

Bowie, Maryland. Attended the pool at Chil-

lum Recreation Center and attended Rolling 

Crest Splash Park in Hyattsville, MD. 

Of course, Carver Terrace staff could not 

manage all 24 kids alone.  We were supple-

mented with youth from the Marion S. Barry 

Summer Youth Employment Program who 

served as Junior Counselors.  They were each 

partnered with adults who were on staff or 

consultants in our summer camp program.  

The Patsy Hartsfield Community Center also 

served as a free DC Summer Meals site.  This 

enabled us to provide free breakfast and 

lunch to all of our campers and other youth in 

the community who were in need of a meal 

during these weeks in the summer.   

The goal was to help ameliorate some of the 

health and employment disparities that exist 

within the surrounding community. Ms. Hughes 

and I received invaluable support from my 

friend and colleague at Telesis, Zaccai Free. 

Among other things, Zaccai issued a press re-

lease about the fair, and two days before the 

event, Ms. Hughes and I were interview by Tony 

Richards of 96.3 WHUR FM, a local radio person-

ality who hosts a popular program called 

“Taking it to the Streets”. Tony Richards helped 

promote the event, and we brought in a num-

ber of potential employers and health care pro-

viders from the D.C. area. There were job op-

portunities for qualified residents and free health 

screenings related to diabetes, hypertension, 

HIV, hepatitis, and obesity. Because of my dad’s 

legacy in the area and because of the location 

of this event, it meant a lot to me. 

Today, as one of the newest residents of Para-

dise, my goal is to continue the work that my 

dad helped to initiate 30 years ago.  It’s like 

coming full circle. 

Above: The Chancy Spruell Community Center at 

Paradise at Parkside.   
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by Delia Montecinos, Buckingham Gardens 

Community Coordinator 

Buckingham Village is located in Arlington, Vir-

ginia.  Many residents are members of BU-GATA 

(Buckingham Gates of Arlington Tenants Associ-

ation), which serves the neighborhood residents 

and actively advocates for the community’s in-

terests. 

Annually, the BU-GATA Tenants Association host 

the Buckingham Community Festival, where the 

community comes together to celebrate and 

learn about different cultures in their community. 

Held in the neighborhood on North Perishing 

Drive between North Glebe Road and  North 

Thomas Street, it has been a yearly community 

event for over a decade.  This year the Bucking-

ham Community Festival took place on Sunday, 

August 23 from 1 to 6 p.m. and featured five live 

dance performances from a variety of countries. 

The dance performers included two Guatema-

lan groups called Awal and Flor De Maiz, a Sal-

vadorian dance group, Chaukas, a dance that 

comes from Bolivia, and Danza De Los Vejitos, a 

Mexican group.  The main attraction of the 

event was the band Quimbao, which played 

throughout the festival with their amazing and 

motivating music that had the community danc-

ing all day long.   

Not only did the performances demonstrate and 

share the different cultures in the community, 

but so did the food and the artisans. This year 

there were three artisan vendors both from Cen-

tral and South America that exhibited the differ-

ent kinds of arts and patterns that each country 

produces. In addition to all these amazing activi-

ties, the Buckingham Community Festival is well-

known for their raffles and scholarship awards.   

Thanks to the many donations, the Buckingham 

Community Festival was once again able to raf-

fle out great gifts (story continued next page) 

Sharing Cultures And Joy With the Neighborhood 

Above:  A performance during the Buckingham Community Festival captivates the audience. 
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by Caprice Casson, Community Coordinator 

Photo above:  Summer campers enjoying a day out 

at Cameron Run Waterpark.  

Bass Circle’s first Community Summer Camp got off 

to a slow start. Unfortunately, not many children 

had been signed up before the camp start date, 

and the first day of camp was in the middle of the 

week. So, for the first three days, there were no chil-

dren. However, things started to pick up on the first 

day of the second week when five children trickled 

in, bringing Bass Circle’s first community summer 

camp into bloom. 

To get things started, the students were required to 

complete icebreaker activities and team work pro-

jects to get to know staff members and other chil-

dren.  By the time week three had rolled in, there 

had been an increase of about 10 additional chil-

dren enrolled to attend the camp. During week 

three of camp, we went on field trips to the Natural 

History Museum and went swimming at a neighbor-

hood pool. The children were also given free time to 

play educational computer games and make dif-

ferent types of arts and crafts. In fact, some of the 

children were so excited about the camp and get-

ting out of the house, they would meet me at work 

to open the center. 

Week four included a wonderful trip to the Air and 

Space Museum where each child had the oppor-

tunity to go in the children's section to touch the 

various displays. The campers also had a chance to 

create a paper parachute. The test was to see if 

the parachute could stay in the air for 5 seconds. 

Week four also included a community trip to Cam-

eron Run Waterpark.  

Along with other activities, week 5 allowed every 

child to tie-dye a shirt. The shirts were collected and 

then returned to the children at the end of the 

camp. The last week of the camp did not damper 

the children’s spirits, however, for there was a great 

water balloon fight on a hot day during the final 

week of the camp. On the last day of camp, the 

children had an ice cream party and watched a 

PowerPoint of themselves that featured the entire 

month in camp. The children enjoyed themselves. 

Bass Circle’s Community Summer Camp was a rich 

experience that served 24 children, with 9 commu-

nity members helping as staff. The support from 

community members and management was invalu-

able, allowing for a great camp experience.  

Bass Circle’s First Community Camp 

(continued from previous page) and awarded two scholarships to upcoming college freshmen. Overall, the 

Buckingham Community Festival was a great success.  As always, the efforts of community staff, volunteers, 

and the Buckingham Youth Brigade to organize the event and to ensure participation paid off.  The residents 

were able to learn about different cultures in their community, while others were able to provide help to their 

community by volunteering at the festival.   
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Meeting of Community Leaders 

by Velma Landers, Resident Services Coordina-

tor 

Thomas Paine Square Apartments is a 98 unit di-

verse community, conveniently situated just 10 

blocks from downtown San Francisco.   

We were very excited that Vicki Lopez, a justice 

reform advocate, took the time out of her 

schedule to come and visit Thomas Paine and 

try to understand our challenges, to tour our 

community, listen to residents, and to meet with 

a group of leaders from community organiza-

tions and city agencies.  In attendance were 

representatives from The Western Addition Fami-

ly Resource Center, Workforce Development, 

the Youth Guidance Center, the Sheriff’s Depart-

ment Five Keys Charter School, and the Western 

Addition Neighborhood Access Point.  The 

outcome was very positive. Residents realized 

it was ok to let go of their fear and speak of 

their challenges, and community leaders real-

ized they could come together and talk out 

their challenges.  This exercise proved that we 

really are “Better Together”. 

A Diamond In the Rough Western  

Addition Neighborhood 

by Vicki L. Lopez 

My visit to Thomas Paine in San Francisco from 

my home in Florida came on the heels of our res-

ident services, property management and de-

velopment Better Together conference in May, 

where a community coordinator described an 

unusual situation.  Despite the resources availa-

ble to residents, there appeared to be a discon-

nect between their ready availability and resi-

dents taking advantage of them.   Because of 

my background working with “returning citi-

zens” (those with criminal histories that often 

face sanctions as a result), I am familiar with 

those struggling to find or gain access to the re-

sources they need to advance their careers or 

living situations.  The situation in Thomas Paine 

piqued my interest and prompted me to sched-

ule a visit in July to explore in greater detail what 

was happening there.  

During my visit, I interviewed two single mothers; 

Patricia*, an African-American mother of four, 

and Loretta* (*names have been changed), a 

Hispanic mother of two.  Interviewing these two 

courageous women greatly helped inform us of 

the needs of many of our residents, particularly 

those who are parents.  

Loretta works at a law firm, and was working on 

the computer at the community center the day I 

interviewed her because her youngest was 

home sick and she does not own a computer.  

Her greatest fear is that she will lose her job be-

cause of the lack of stable, safe, and conven-

iently located childcare.  In addition, while Loret-

ta has the opportunity to advance at her job by 

taking professional development courses, she 

has been unable to do so because of the lack 

of childcare and transportation.  A resident of 

Thomas Paine (continued on the next page) 

The Thomas Paine Community 

Above:  Units at Thomas Paine 
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IN THE NEXT ISSUE:  Black Lives Matter 

A Diamond in the Rough Western Addition neighborhood 

(continued from the previous page) for the last 

five years, Loretta rarely interacts with any of the 

other residents, nor does she participate in the 

services or programs offered in the community.  

She believes that the cultural differences be-

tween tenants present a challenge for Hispanic 

residents.   

Patricia is known as the “neighborhood mom” 

because of her dedication to bettering the lives 

of those around her.  She has been a resident of 

Thomas Paine for over ten years.  She cares for 

her sick mother, who also resides in the commu-

nity, and provides in-home health care services.   

She is very involved in her children’s lives, includ-

ing their school, and feels a lack of parental in-

volvement with their children is one of the chal-

lenges facing the community. Patricia also sug-

gested that a playground within the community 

would be an asset, enabling the children to 

safely play within the property’s boundaries. 

The visit to Thomas Paine gave rise to several im-

portant issues facing that community.  It is my 

guess that these challenges and needs are the 

same or similar for all of the communities we 

partner with across the country.  As we spend 

time getting to know the individuals and families 

within them, we will better understand the spe-

cific needs of each community.  It is then that 

we will be able to better address and serve our 

residents with the thought that we are, in fact, 

Better Together.   

Excellence Corner 
Adults, youth, and children alike:  Please send us a  

profile of a fellow community member who practices  

excellence at school, in a skill, at work, or at being a won-

derful neighbor so we can feature it here in the Excellence 

Corner. 

STORYTELLERS AND WRITERS  

The goal of this newsletter is to share stories and news of 

significance and relevance to the individuals and fami-

lies residing in communities across the country.  If you 

would like to share a story or write an article for this 

newsletter, or if you would like to advertise an upcoming 

community event, please send us an email at  

newsletter@neighborhoodassociates.org, or contact us 

using the details provided on this page.  

Neighborhood Associates Corporation (NAC) partners with communities to help inspire and create the kind of 

social organizations and networks that sustain long-term community investment and development (business); 

our impact is currently being felt in 10 beautiful communities across the country, where a system of core val-

ues–civility, livelihood, education, health, housing, green living, cultural leadership, and democracy–serve as a 

guiding points for long-term community sustainability (values). 

Quincy Spruell 

Rodney Jones 

 

Velma Landers 

Samira Bender-

Gould 

Contact Us  

Neighborhood Associates  

Corporation 

1101 30th St NW 

Fourth Floor 

Washington, DC 20007 

(202) 333-8447 

contact@neighborhoodassociates.org 

www.facebook.com/

BetterTogetherNewsletter 

www.neighborhoodassociates.org 

NEIGHBORHOOD ASSOCIATES  

CORPORATION 

President:  Dr. Bobby Austin 

Executive Director:  Gloria Cousar 
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