The End of a Colonia
March 7, 2007

On Friday March 2nd I got a phone call from Orallia, the director of our Tres Palmas colonial school.  Located on the outskirts of Mazatlan at the foot of the city dump, Tres Palmas is the colonia for dump scroungers whose children attend our Vineyard provided school.  Come quickly she pleaded, there are police all over and they are evicting all the residents from their homes and forcing them to leave the colonia.  Call the press, I told her and then I began to rally the American and Canadian winter residents for the purpose of demonstrating "Gringo" presence, visibility and support in the colonia. 
When I arrived at the colonia, I was shocked by the number of police trucks with about a hundred police dressed in "riot gear" black and armed heavily with automatic weapons slung over their shoulders. They were telling all the residents that they had to leave immediately. Needless to say, chaos reigned and the residents were distressed to the max. 
How it works in Mexico: 

Land invasion or squatting has long been an accepted practice in Mexico. At times it has even been encouraged, approved and organized by the government. In fact, there are many colonias in Mazatlan that literally started out as illegal land invasions. 
If a land invasion is contested, it usually happens within a few months. In Tres Palmas, however, several families have been living there uncontested for thirty-five years or more.  During most of that time, the land was miles outside of the Mazatlan city limits and consequently worth very little. Being very rocky and not good for farming, the land appeared to be even less valuable.  However, as Mazatlan began to grow, the city limits incorporated Tres Palmas and during the last few years, it has become much more valuable real estate.  So after about thirty-five years, a prospective buyer contested this newly evaluated prime real estate with a legal challenge AND the "dump scroungers" lost!
Government Promises: 

Because the residents of Tres Palmas really trust The Vineyard, the police and legal officials asked us to gather all the people into our school building so they could inform them about what was transpiring. 
When we gathered the people together in our school, the officials made several promises:
1)      A shelter has been set up in which all the residents could stay until actually being relocated to new land to be provided by the government.
2)      When asked by one of the residents if the new land had water and electricity, the officials promised that the new lots would have water and electricity and that all they would have to do was to sign a utilities contract and they would be "hooked up".
3)      Additionally, they were promised that a room with bathroom would be provided for each relocated resident.
Broken Promises:

Several people decided to take them up on this offer and were taken to the shelter.  Since it was already late, the others pleaded with the authorities and were told they could spend one last night in their old homes if they would agree to begin removing their possessions by 7:00 am the next morning.  However, in the middle of the night, those who remained were forcibly removed from the colonia.  To add insult to injury, those who had chosen to go to the shelter were evicted the next morning and told that they would no longer be able to stay there. Everyone returned to the vacated Tres Palmas colonia only to find the entrance blocked by several police vehicles. After several hours, a fleet of dump trucks arrived and the residents were told to load their belongings into these trucks to be transported to their "new land".  After about a dozen families had left, we followed one of the trucks to the new land. 
The Promised Land:
When we arrived, we were shocked by what we witnessed. The land, an open field of brush and weeds, had been cleared by hastily burning off the grass, weeds and brush. Small lots had been marked off with chalk.  The displaced residents had been literally dumped off onto the barren ground with their few possessions.  There was no water, no electric service, and no sanitary facilities, just open fields and scorched earth! You could see a lonely bed surrounded by all the owner's worldly possessions. Stranded in the middle of an open field, with no roof, no walls and no floor, the displaced residents were totally vulnerable to the cold Mazatlan winter nights.  
The Vineyard Jumps into Action:

We took out clean water. Tarps were purchased and distributed to provide shelter.  Our Mobile kitchen was placed on location and began providing daily nutritious meals.  Love and support is being demonstrated daily by our presence, our prayers and our tears.  And, a very special offering was taken at the Sunday service which may provide for a roof and slab for a community center/school/church/feeding center in the middle of the new colonia, on land to be given to the Vineyard for such a purpose.
I Have the Light of Christ 

I was joking with some of the people saying "that the government wasn't lying about the lights, there really is light in this colonia", I would say as I pointed to the sun.  But, I warned them, that we turn the lights out at 7:00 pm and don't turn them on again until 6:00 am., which, of course,  closely approximates the time of sunrise and sunset.  One man I was talking to told me, "I'm not angry with the government, I have the light of Christ in my life, and I know that God is going to bless me". Then he began to share how grateful he was to the Vineyard for all we have done for him and his neighbors.  "You don't know how much we appreciate it," he said. 
So What do we Do Now?

· Pray for the former residents of Tres Palmas 

· Pray that the ownership and occupancy of our Tres Palmas school facility will be retained by the Vineyard 

· Continue to provide necessary services, as needed, which are not being provided by the Government. 

· Continue our personal and physical presence to show the displaced people that we really do care for them! 

· Contribute financially as God directs to help the people rebuild and to rebuild our Vineyard facilities
Thank you so much for your prayers, finances and support in this most trying time.  We know that "Greater is He who is in us than he who is in the world", and we are trusting God to provide even more blessing as we go forward in obedience to Him.
Blessings, 
Fred Collom
