
California’s moms 
on frontline of
battle against
homelessness
OAKLAND: When Dominique Walker
moved back from Mississippi to her native
California last year, she planned to pursue a
nursing degree while caring for her two
small children. But she and other moms and
their children ended up living as squatters in
a bold, high-profile protest against home-
lessness.

And today the 34-year-old has come to
symbolize a crisis that has reached historic
proportions in one of America’s wealthiest
states. Walker became the latest casualty of
the housing crisis after moving back to
Oakland, about 13 miles east of San
Francisco, last April to escape domestic vio-
lence. She initially stayed with family and in
hotels as she looked for housing but quickly
realized she could not afford sky-high rental
prices in the Bay Area.

“There are programs to help but nothing
worked,” said Walker, who now works full
time as a community outreach organizer for a
tenants rights group. “I tried different agen-
cies and got no help. “In order to afford a
two-bedroom house, you need to earn
$40.88 an hour and the minimum wage is
$14.14 an hour.” With nowhere to turn, and
aware that she was on the verge of homeless-
ness, Walker and several other mothers in the
same predicament occupied a vacant house
in Oakland in November, hoping to raise
awareness about an epidemic ripping com-
munities apart. Their gamble worked.

The group, known as Moms 4 Housing,

were evicted from the house last month but
not before their initiative garnered national
attention and prompted officials to vow to do
more to address an issue that has become
the Democratic state’s most vexing and
shameful. Walker lived there with her one-
year-old son Amir and five-year-old daugh-
ter Aja. Along the way, during the 58 days
they and the other moms and kids lived in
that house on Magnolia Street, little Amir
took his first steps.

Numbers keep going up 
The owner of the house, real estate invest-

ment group Wedgewood, eventually agreed
to sell the property to a non-profit that
acquires land and property for affordable
housing. “The attention that our movement
has gotten is indescribable,” said Misty
Cross, 39, one of the mothers who occupied

the house and now lives in a shelter while
working as a caregiver. “We didn’t see any-
one trying to fight for the little people so we
decided to step up and put our lives on the
line to speak up for the ones that are not
being spoken for.”

According to city officials, an estimated
4,071 people were living on the street, in
shelters or in their cars in 2019 in Oakland, a
47 percent increase in two years. Activists,
however, estimate the number is probably
higher than 6,000, as many people in the city
that has a population of 425,000 sleep on
someone’s couch or in a hotel and are not
included in the official count. “Homelessness
in Oakland has grown at a faster rate in the
last few years than we’ve seen at any point in
our history,” said city council president
Rebecca Kaplan, who has been working
closely with Moms 4 Housing.  — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Millions in the Indian capital voted
yesterday in a key regional election, with exit polls
suggesting a big defeat for right-wing Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) was a distant second behind the
upstart Aam Aadmi Party, or Common Man’s Party, led
by former tax inspector Arvind Kejriwal, according to
exit polls released after voting ended. An average of
nine exit polls showed Kejriwal’s party was likely to
win 52 out of 70 seats.

“We are winning by a huge margin,” tweeted
Manish Sisodia, the deputy chief minister of Delhi.
Federal Home Minister Amit Shah, who had cam-
paigned vigorously for BJP highlighting his tough
stance on national security, called a meeting of party
members late yesterday. Earlier in the day long lines
had formed outside New Delhi polling stations amid

heavy security as a weeks-old protest by women
against a new citizenship law took centre stage.

In an often vitriolic election campaign, Modi and
other BJP leaders had slammed opponents of the law
who deem it anti-Muslim. The BJP had been seeking
to oust Kejriwal, the capital’s chief minister whose
party took a record 67 of 70 Delhi assembly seats in
2015. While Kejriwal focused on local issues including
the heavily subsidized electricity, water and health-
care he introduced, BJP leaders sought to turn the
vote into a referendum on the women’s protest.

Hundreds have been blocking a main road through
Shaheen Bagh district since December 15 in protest
against legislation that offers a fast-track to Indian
nationality for persecuted religious minorities from
neighboring countries but excludes Muslims. On the
eve of the elections, the BJP sent out messages telling

people to vote for the party if they wanted an end to
the Shaheen Bagh demonstration. With the BJP on the
back foot after failing in recent state elections in
Maharashtra and Jharkhand, analysts said the Delhi
result will be a key test of opinion on national issues.

Protest referendum
Near the women’s protest site, food company sen-

ior executive Maroof Ahmad said the “BJP has only
two agendas - Shaheen Bagh and Pakistan. They have
nothing else to talk about.” “GDP is falling, the econo-
my is in a mess and they are only bothered about tem-
ples and mosques,” he added. But others lined up
behind the prime minister. In the affluent Jangpura
neighborhood, flower garlands and balloons decorated
the polling station as financial consultant Vinod Kumar
came to vote. 

“I am not biased towards any political party but I
don’t endorse the Shaheen Bagh protest. Mahatma
Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru believed in and sup-
ported the citizenship law,” he said referring to India’s
revered independence leaders. Thousands of extra
security officers were on duty for the election with a
large contingent at five polling stations near the
Shaheen Bagh protest.

Women’s safety has increasingly become an issue
in Delhi since a 2012 gang rape murder made interna-
tional headlines. In a bid to persuade more females to
vote, authorities set up dozens of women-only “pink
polling booths” across the capital. “I still don’t feel
safe in Delhi, a lot more must be done,” said Shweta
Laxmi. More than 14 million people were eligible to
take part in yesterday’s vote. The results will be
announced Tuesday. — AFP 
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NEW DELHI: People queue at a polling station to cast their votes during the Legislative Assembly elections in New Delhi yesterday. — AFP 

Delhi exit polls predict Modi defeat 
Capital votes in test for Modi and women protesters

OAKLAND: Carroll Fife, the director of the Oakland office for the Alliance of Californians for
Community Empowerment walks outside a homeless encampment in Oakland.  — AFP 

Clashes leave
eight dead in
Kazakhstan
MASANCHI: Eight people were killed,
dozens hurt and property burned during
clashes in southern Kazakhstan, prompt-
ing concern yesterday from authorities
who portray the country as a beacon of
stability. Kazakh President Kassym-
Jomart Tokayev held an emergency gov-
ernment session yesterday to tackle
Friday’s violence in an ethnically-mixed
pocket of the Jambyl region, near the
border with Kyrgyzstan.

A commission of enquiry was also set
up. “Eight died, more than 40 were
injured” in the clashes, Interior Minister
Yerlan Turgumbayev said in the capital
Nur-Sultan. An AFP journalist who visit-
ed Masanchi - one of the villages where
clashes took place - said few people
were out walking on streets lined by
smouldering houses as fire crews put out
the remaining fires. 

Some residents could be seen gather-
ing belongings from houses partly
destroyed by fire as they prepared to
leave the village, which is under the
guard of police and special forces. The
clashes that saw 47 people detained
occurred close to the Kyrgyz border
where an AFP journalist saw over a thou-
sand people queuing to get into oil-rich
Kazakhstan’s poorer neighbor. Border
authorities were only letting women and
children through, he said. 

Kyrgyzstan’s health ministry said that a
hospital in the city of Tokmak close to the
border admitted 18 patients following the
clashes, 10 of whom were still being

treated. President Tokayev said the fight-
ing that subsided overnight occurred in a
number of settlements in the Kordai dis-
trict of Jambyl region. “Unfortunately
there are injuries and fatalities. I express
my sincere condolences to the close ones
of those who died,” Tokayev said during
the emergency session. 

A government commission set up to
“determine the reasons for the conflict,
decide questions of a socioeconomic and
humanitarian character, and determine
the scale of the damage” arrived in the
area yesterday. Deputy Prime Minister
Berdibek Saparbayev visited a hospital in
Korday and pledged that “the guilty will
be punished.” “The main question now is
ensuring stability, the law and security in
the region,” he said in comments pub-
lished on the prime minister’s website. 

Bazaars closed
Footage posted on social media late

Friday showed scenes of young men,
some armed with clubs, marching along
the road of a village with buildings
ablaze either side.  The conflict is widely
believed to have pitted Kazakhs against
minority Dungans. Dauren Abayev,
Kazakhstan’s information minister, said it
had been sparked by an “everyday con-
frontation.” Abayev also said that key
bazaars in Almaty had been closed to
ensure the conflict did not spread.
“There were calls for violence at these
markets,” he told journalists in the capital
Nur-Sultan. 

“Accordingly, precautionary measures
were taken,” he said of the markets where
ethnically diverse populations of traders
sell wares from China, Turkey and other
countries.  A Dungan lawmaker, a chair of
a Dungan association and the deputy
chairman of the Kazakhstan’s Assembly
of the Peoples are among those included
in the commission.  — AFP 


