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| Puente means “The Bridge.” But teens

tend to call this place “The Real Deal.”

7 The reason is that at El Puente, you tell it

like it is. In this transformed church

. building, people of all ages learn what is

going on in their community, for better or

worse, and how they can help make life better in their
neighborhood.

Today is a typical afternoon at El Puente: Young
people paint posters to protest the city's plans to
dump garbage in their neighborhood, Americorps vol-
unteers provide tutoring, Youth Organizers meet to
discuss opening a food cooperative, a dance troupe
rehearses a performance they will later take to the
streets, teenage boys write positive
rap lyrics to counter the industry’s
negative messages, and a room full of
citizens ages 16-06 strategize about
how to defeat a rezoning proposal.

El Puente is located in Williams-
burg, Brooklyn, a diverse community
of Latinos, Hasidic Jews, and African
Americans. Just one
subway stop from
Manhattan, Will-
iamsburg boasts a
beautiful waterfront
and New York City
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skyline. Yet in 1981, when more than 48 youth were
murdered in the same vyear, this neighborhood was
deemed “The Killing Field.”

That's when Luis Garden Acosta, along with other
Williamsburg residents who had a background in
community activism, decided to empower their neigh-
bors to improve Brooklyn. In 1982, they founded El
Puente, an interdisciplinary, intergenerational move-

ment to promote peace, social justice, and human
rights.

“When one tends to define a group, a project, or
an institution, they look to another as a model,” says
El Puente’s special events/public relations coordinator
Edgardo Miranda Rodriguez. “People say, “You're
either a school, an arts organization, a health organi-
zation, or a community development organization.’ It's
hard to find a word that means all these at the same
time. That word is El Puente.”

THE REAL DEAL

According to 16-year-old Rafael Planten, “El Puente
is teaching the real deal about life and culture, espe-
cially African American and Latino cultures. In my old
elementary school it's like get your education and
move on. Here you learn about your community and
you give back to your community. They don’t sugar-
coat the problems. I never heard of any other school
fighting for human rights. This is revolutionary.”

Planten is president of the student council and a
student at El Puente Academy for Peace and Justice,
which is attended by 155 students and is an accredit-
ed board of education high school focusing on the
theme of human rights. He is also a member of the
Youth Organizers (YO!), a group of eight teens and
two adult facilitators who work after school to protect
the rights of the community.

Like Planten, David Candelario, age 16, attends El
Puente Academy and is a member of YO! Candelario
explains that before coming to El Puente, he didn't
care what happened in his community. “My life was
all screwed up.

“In that march,” remembers Miranda

Rodriguez, “young Latinos marched along-

side young Hasidim children and in
Spanish, English, and Yiddish they were
saying, ‘A people united will never be
defeated.”
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“When 1 first came to El Puente, it
was like stepping onto a ship,” he says,
“Then YO! was the guiding light, the star
that is taking me places I've never been,
My whole personality, my whole atti-
tude, just about everything about me
changed from even nine months ago.
How I am with my everyday life has
changed,” says Candelario. “I can notice
everyday things more—how life is really
screwed up, and there are people who
need to change it. I can't say, ‘Oh, you
change it,” but me sit around and not do
nothing all. 1 can't tell someone to do
something if I'm not doing it.”

As a member of YO!, Candelario is
working with his peers to fight many
battles. They are trying to prevent the
city from erecting a giant garbage incin-
erator in Williamsburg. They are also
working to turn around a rezoning ordi-
nance, which they feel would raise rents
and force the Latino community to move
from the neighborhood.

Candelario says, “Everybody needs to
care, because you need to change for the
better, not the worse. With the waste
coming in and if no one cares, ten years
from now all the babies will be
deformed. With the rezoning, if no one
cares, Latinos in the community are
going to be pushed out. There's a
tremendous amount of culture in the
Latino community and it will be pushed
out.”

He says that at El Puente “it's a very
different way of learning. It's being more
active.” El Puente intertwines subjects
like math and the garbage, art and police
brutality. Candelario says that El Puente
helps him care because it “shows the
real deal, what's happening, and how it
affects your everyday life and how it
affects your future.”

THE BATTLES IN BROOKLYN

Confronting the real deal means
struggling with the racism, poverty, and
violence that are still too much a part of
Brooklyn’s streets. Because of the com-
plexity of the problems, the war for
peace and justice must be fought one
battle at a time. Here is a closer look at
how members of El Puente are s lving
just some of the problems in their com
munity.

Environmental Racism:
Getting Rid of Rezoning
According to members of Fl Puente

the city made plans 10 rezone the
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1 knowledge, YO! teens shared the results of their worl
i with the public. “We found ou
a lot of stuff about the com
munity that's not good,” say
Abreu. “We put the percent

L
—

f ages on charts and showe
them to the community at
e summer festival. We told th
g community what was up.”
S
0 Violence: Positive Hip-Hop
S. The El Puente studio is the sit
in where rappers work to perfec
o the sounds they hope will hel
Si- them start their own indeper
El dent label. “We're trying t
ot- start a record label to chang
TS things in the music industr
k- that are killing our commun
v tles,’.’ says Emilio Toro, who :
s 18 is an accomplished pe
ird former. Toro helps El Puent
e rappers like Omar Torres an
1’ Khristian Vasquez, both 1(
uia give voice to their values an
=aks rthythm to their lines. Torre
oke and Vasquez are part of Th
ell- Disciples, El Puente’s ra
- It group that mixes good me:
ons sages with great groove
ked Torres and Vasquez compose
a rap called “Sweet Freedon
vhat

when they were studying th
1ad to say, the Community  history of the Middle Passage and slavery as sophc
upported the rezoning plan, mores at El Puente Academy. The end of “Swe
espite the fact that it is far  Freedom” goes like this:
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