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Purple "Saj" Blackwell (PQ Radio 1 
founder & WHYY NICE partner) and her 
daughter Tommi at a groundbreaking 
ceremony (Nov. 25). 

By Jordan Levy

The African Cultural Alliance of North America 
received a $9 million state grant last month, 
adding to funds that will support the develop-

ment of Africatown in Southwest Philadelphia.

ACANA, a nonprofit that has provided social 
and legal support for African immigrants in Philly 
since the early 2000s, will use the funds to develop 
commercial and residential properties in a portion 
of Southwest Philly that has become home to many 
Philadelphians born in Africa. The area will be from 
S. 47th Street and Baltimore Avenue to S. 74th Street 
and Lindbergh Boulevard.

The $9 million check came from Pennsylvania’s 
Redevelopment Assistance Capital Program, which 
provides Office of the Budget funds for cultural and 
civic organizations that boost “employment, tax 
revenues, or other measures of economic activity.”

“This is city, state, federal, and private partners 
working collaboratively with a vision, and that vision 
is the Africatown project,” said State Representative 
Jordan Harris, who represents a part of Southwest 

LOCKDOWN LESSONS

SENIORS DRAW STRENGTH FROM COVID STORIES

Organizations like ours that 
conduct COVID-19 commu-
nity outreach might be feeling 

a little stuck. We have important public 
health messages to deliver and services 
to provide, but people feel exhausted by 
the COVID conversation. So how do 
you engage a fatigued audience?

We at SOWN (Supportive Older 
Womens’ Network) decided to call out 
the trauma at the root of our fatigue. In 
three separate sessions during October 
and November, SOWN partnered with 
the Southwest Senior Center (SWSC), 
the Northeast Older Adult Center 
(NEOAC), and the Firehouse Active 
Adult Center in West Philadelphia to 
host open discussions with members. 
We wanted to give older adults the 
space to express themselves and share 
their emotional experiences coping 
with life during the pandemic. 

We started each conversation by 
acknowledging COVID fatigue and 
recognizing that the underlying 
trauma has brought us to this period 
of burnout. Senior center members 
remembered the loss of physical 
and emotional safety caused by the 
pandemic. 

When asked how they felt when the 
senior centers shut down abruptly in 
March 2020, many recalled fear and 
sadness. Although a few older adults 
welcomed a break from day-to-day 
interactions with others, the isolation 

seemed to take hold of most people.  

“It was depressing not be able to go 
out, and then when you did go out, 
you had to worry about wearing a 
mask and being in crowds,” explained a 
Firehouse member. 

Life during the pandemic could also 
feel traumatic because one’s biggest 
fears may actually come true. Despite 
safety precautions, you could still get 
sick, and might even need medical 

intervention. A Firehouse member 
spoke candidly about her struggle with 
a severe COVID case. “I was hospi-
talized, and I was admitted for several 
weeks,” she told the group. At the 
time her adult children were at home, 
dealing with mild cases. During her 
hospital stay, she felt acutely isolated. 
“The worst was being alone, and not 
being able to be with my children.”

Since March 2020, the traumatic 
loss of our sense of safety and the 
comfort of human connection has 
been compounded by the concrete loss 
of human life. The older adults in our 
conversations pointed to the passing 
of neighbors, friends, and family due      
to COVID. 

A SWSC member addressed the 
desolating shift in former community 
sanctuaries, like our neighborhood 
places of worship. When services were 
able to return back to in-person, she 
noted, “You would go to church and 
look around and see the empty seats. 
They’d passed away.” 

During our three senior center 
conversations, several older adults 
mentioned the frustration, confusion, 
and suspicion that stems from conflict-
ing news sources. 

To this end, SOWN remains grateful 
to Joshua Lewis (RN) and his health 
department colleague and long-time 
SOWN collaborator, outreach coordi-
nator, Terri Clark. 

Clark and Lewis served as trusted 
educators at our events, addressing 
questions and concerns raised by the 
attendees. Reliable messengers like 
them help to alleviate the anxiety we 
feel when we aren’t sure where to get 
our information. Clark brought mul-
tiple educational hand-outs for senior 
center members that included facts 
about the virus, vaccines and boosters, 
as well as city resources. 

When asked about masking, Lewis 
acknowledged that people are feeling 
mask fatigued, but encouraged at the 
very least wearing a mask indoors, 
especially around those who have com-
plex health issues and are susceptible to 
hospitalization. 

Clark and Lewis also encouraged 

Philadelphians to access two under-
used COVID resources available 
for Philadelphians: 1) free Lyft rides 
available for COVID-19 vaccine 
appointments through December 31, 
2022 and 2) the Health Department 
Call Center at 215-685-5488 for any 
questions about PDPH services, 
including COVID-19 and the flu. 

When it came to working through 
the emotions brought on by COVID, 
they also highlight the benefit of 
face-to-face interactions, which can get 
us out of our own heads and alleviate 
anxiety. Our conversations showed that 
many older adults hold vivid memories 
of fear and distress from their period 
of isolation. 

However, our talks also revealed that 
older adults pursued joy and purpose 
when their social comforts were cut 
off. Listening to music, reading the 
Bible, and getting at least a few minutes 
of sun were popular ways to de-stress. 
A SWSC attendee told the group that 
she bought a sewing machine and 
found relaxation putting her focus 
there. While the world outside felt cha-
otic, another center member used time 
during the pandemic to take control 
of her health. She told the group, “I 
concentrated on my weight. I walked 
up and down the stairs every day. I lost 
55 pounds!” The other participants 
nodded her way and applauded. 

No matter how burnt out we feel 
thinking about COVID, dedicated 
public health workers like Clark and 
Lewis will keep offering support to you 
and your family with testing, vaccines, 
and boosters. SOWN will be there 
alongside them. After all, we know 
why we’re so tired. The loss is real. 
The trauma is real. Perhaps if we keep 
the conversation going and always 
allow space to voice our exhaustion, 
we’ll invigorate the compassion we 
all need to take care of ourselves and            
each other. 

Lori Latimer (MSW, LCSW) is 
SOWN’s Director of Programs. 

SOWN’s COVID-19 outreach is part 
of WHYY N.I.C.E.’s #BOOSTTRUTH 
campaign. For more info and resources, 
scan the QR code.

SOWN strengthens community support 
networks of older adults, especially 
women and their families. For more 
info – or to join or volunteer – visit sown.
org or contact them at 215-487- 3000 or            
info@sown.org. 

By Lori Latimer

Although a few older adults 
welcomed a break from day-
to-day interactions with 
others, the isolation seemed 
to take hold of most people. 

AFRICATOWN ADVANCES!

Philly that Africatown will run through.

The plans for Africatown are numerous. There’s a 
$16 million headquarters in the works that will house 
a community center, banquet hall, and health center; 
the imminent acquisition of an existing grocery 
store on Chester Ave; plus additional support for 
the Woodland Ave Commercial Corridor, which lies 
within the designated area’s bounds.

The official establishment of Africatown marks a 
relatively swift change — a 2018 Pew Trusts study 
shows that Africans were the fastest growing group 
of immigrants in the city between 2000 and 2016, a 
period where African immigrants in Southwest Philly 
tripled in number — that still feels like a long time 
coming to those leading the charge.

“It’s been Africatown since almost 2005. It’s just 
now being branded,” Voffee Jabateh, CEO of ACANA, 
told Axios, speaking of the decades of community 
support and building that took place prior to ACANA 
receiving the state grant.

Rep. Harris went to high school in Southwest Philly, 
and recalled seeing the growth and efforts of the 

African immigrant community as he was coming up. 
“What you haven’t seen was the same recognition by 
government in the area,” he said.

The grant funding, Harris says, is an example 
of state officials capitalizing on the growth in the 
area, that “not only benefits those brothers and 
sisters who can draw direct lines of a family relation 
to an African country, but really for the whole of                       
Southwest Philadelphia.”

Southwest Philly is still on the rebound from a 
rough few decades ending the 20th century and 
entering the 21st: In 2002, the city deemed 40 blocks 
of the Kingsessing neighborhood as “blighted” and 
followed in 2006 by certifying 3200 acres of Eastwick 
as blighted — Africatown will include hefty chunks of 
both neighborhoods.

ACANA’s work in Africatown, now boosted 
through this new grant, is “not just to give honor, and 
hope to the growing community there,” said Harris.

“But [it’s] also introducing others who may not 
know of all of the amazing things we have in South-
west Philadelphia.”

Jordan Levy is a general assignment reporter at 
Billy Penn, always aiming to help Philadelphians share 
their stories. Formerly, he has worked at Document 
Journal, n+1 Magazine, and The New Republic. He 
also has a background in audio engineering and                      
music production.
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