
< neighborhood news

After an isolated downpour one Saturday, 
residents around the 1200 block of Mon-

tello Avenue in the Northeast Washington 
neighborhood of Trinidad slowly trickled out of 
their homes to enjoy a short-lived relief from the 
summer’s humidity. 

Some relaxed on their front stoops as neigh-
borhood kids gathered in the yards to throw 
balls around. One family got ready to barbeque. 
It’s hard to imagine that just the day before, this 
seemingly peaceful neighborhood was deemed a 
war zone.

Yet in a matter of minutes, reality set in as 
about four police cars quietly crept through the 
neighborhood. Nothing was said, but their pres-
ence was felt.

! e six-day-long military-style series of po-
lice checkpoints, implemented in Trinidad by 
Mayor Adrian Fenty and DC Police Chief Cathy 
L. Lanier as part of a region-wide Neighborhood 
Safety Zone initiative, was suspended June 12, 
leaving Trinidad residents critical and uneasy. 

After a wave of violence that left seven dead, 
including three in Trinidad, residents and public 
o"  cials alike felt that desperate times called for 
drastic measures. But at what cost was a question 
yet to be answered.

For all their di# ering opinions, the residents 
agreed that it was a much more complex issue 
than could be solved in one fell swoop merely by 
a week of aggressive police presence.

“I don’t like it at all,” said Sinnarga Douglas, 
an 18-year-old Trinidad resident whose friend, 
Melvin Seals, was shot 17 times across the street 
from her home on April 26. “! e checkpoints 
aren’t doing anything. It doesn’t matter if they 
live here or not, [the murderers] still can get in 
and shoot people.”

Ward 8 Councilmember Marion Barry 
voiced similar concerns to the Washington Post 
stating, “It’s clear that all of us are concerned 
about violence and murder, but the mayor
has no overall strategy. Do you think … mur-
derers are going to tell police they are there to
kill somebody?”

Frustrated residents cited a multitude of 
factors they believe are infl uencing the violence 
rate in their neighborhoods, such as lack of jobs 
and a# ordable housing, the closing of many area 
public schools and a shortfall in rehabilitation 
programs for inmates after they are released 
from prison.

“When they come out of prison there’s noth-
ing for them – no programs, no counseling, and 
even in jail, there’s no adequate counseling,” said 
! alia Wiggins, a resident who grew up right in 
the center of the checkpoint area. “You want to 
set up more programs for them, so they won’t go 
back to that life of crime, so they feel again as 
though they’ve been heard, and so they sort of 
turn over a new leaf.” 

According to Ward 5 Councilmember Har-
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More than 700 cars 
were stopped and 

drivers were asked to 
provide identifi cation, 
phone numbers and a 
“legitimate purpose” 

for being in the 
neighborhood at police 
checkpoints in Trinidad.
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ry ! omas, most of those committing 
crimes in the area are 20- to 40-year-
old men and women who have been 
in and out of the prison system. 

Some community members hope 
that the District government will also 
focus on youth services and activities, 
specifi cally at the Joseph H. Cole Rec-
reation Center on the corner of Morse 
Street and Montello Avenue, to pre-
vent crimes in the neighborhood. 
“! ey need to redo the recreation 
center and give something to those 
children to keep them o#  the streets 
and give them some jobs,” said former 
Trinidad resident Delma Walker. “Put 
them in vocational schools because 
some of them lack education, and all 
they know to do is just walk around, 
do drugs and kill people.”

Walker, who moved out of Trini-
dad in 2005 when her then 16-year-
old daughter was stabbed, still at-
tends the Holy Land Church in the 
neighborhood.

Trinidad’s checkpoint program 
ended earlier than planned when 
the Metropolitan Police Department 
moved checkpoints to nearby North-
east neighborhoods with similar vio-
lent problems. During the six-day 
period when Trinidad’s checkpoints 
were in place, more than 700 cars 
were stopped and drivers were asked 
to provide identifi cation, a phone 
number and “legitimate” purpose for 
being in the neighborhood. A num-
ber of civil liberties groups have ques-
tioned the program’s constitutionality. 

In fact, the Partnership for Civil Jus-
tice, a civil rights group, fi led a class 
action lawsuit June 20, Mills v. Dis-
trict of Columbia, seeking an injunc-
tion against the MPD’s checkpoint 
program. “! e District’s military-
style roadblock system was deployed, 
in part, to give the appearance that the 
government is addressing this deeply 
felt need. But it is neither constitu-
tional, nor e# ective,” states the class 
action complaint. 

According to reports on com-
munity activist Rick Rosendall’s
blog, the police task force failed to 
consult with the NAACP regarding 
signifi cant changes concerning the 
checkpoint, although this has yet to 
be confi rmed.

“I want crime to be down,” said 
Wiggins’ brother, Tyon Wiggins, who 
along with his sister, runs a dog care 
center out of their home in Trinidad. 
“But basically I want us, the good peo-
ple, to be free to do what we should
be doing.”

In the end, the Wiggins siblings 
would like to see more of the city’s 
elected o"  cials instead of an increased 
police presence.  

“I have mixed feelings because it 
just seems as though it’s a short-term 
solution for a long-term problem,” 
said ! alia Wiggins, 24. “It would be 
better if the mayor actually came and 
said, ‘Hey what’s going on Trinidad? 
What are your fears? What can we 
do to make things safer?’ instead of 
throwing this checkpoint at us.”  !

Delma Walker moved out of Trinidad in 2005 
after her then 16-year-old daughter was stabbed.


