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Five years ago this past November, with the support of the Berkeley Fellowship 
of Unitarian Universalists and the Faithful Fools, we began raising money for the 
Chiapas Peace House Project. In 2003, we hosted our first delegation, hired our 
first Field Coordinator and opened our office in Mexico. Today we have two 
volunteer collectives, CASA Chapulín and CASA de la Paz, working in Oaxaca 
and Chiapas, coordinated by a staff of two.  
 

The end of 2006 is the beginning of new era in Mexican politics. The new 
president Felipe Calderon, viewed by many Mexicans as illegitimate, has little 
interest in pretending to support human rights. The beginning of his term of 
office was marked by the arrest of Flavio Sosa, a leader of the Popular Assembly 
of the Oaxacan People (APPO) who was in Mexico City to negotiate with the 
federal government. From it’s beginning the APPO has been a non-violent 
movement, and with Sosa’s arrest Calderon makes it clear that he will not respect 
human rights like the freedoms of assembly and speech.  
 

At the same time former presidential candidate for the Party of Democratic 
Revolution (PRD) Andrés Manuel López Obrador has declared himself the 
legitimate president of Mexico. Obrador maintains, and many observers agree, 
that Calderon stole the election. Obrador has gone so far to form his own cabinet 
and is now traveling around Mexico trying to organize support for a national 
movement of civil resistance.  
 

Against this backdrop both the civil resistance movements of the Zapatistas’ 
Other Campaign and APPO carry on. Over the last year the Zapatistas have 
sought to unite the various non-electoral movements across Mexico into a single 
entity working for a just, equitable and peaceful country. Their project has met 
with mixed degrees of success and whether it will ultimately succeed in its goal 
is open to question. Regardless of the long-term success of the Other Campaign it 
has exposed the shocking conditions under which many Mexicans live, the 
systematic lack of respect for human rights on the part of the Mexican 
government and great variety of civil movements across the country.  
 

In the face of so many troubling events in the political landscape of Mexico the 
work of CASA is more important than ever. Over the past five years we have 
placed more than fifty volunteers with Mexican human rights organizations, 
indigenous community projects and grassroots development efforts. Each and 
every one of our volunteers has made some small difference to both the 
communities that they have worked with in Mexico and their home communities. 
We hope that you will continue to support our efforts. 
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Anna Lifson      Monica Sandschafer 
Ann Garrison     William Kennedy 
Stephen Ongerth    Steven Lloyd Homer 
Colin Evans     The Faithful Fools 
Amber Stancliffe    James Offutt Denham 
Dolores Priem     John Miller 
Maurice and Juanita Melchart   Rev. Neil Gerdes 
Luke Bocher     Katherine Faulhaber 
Fred Hammond    Janet Sullivan 
William and Nancy Nichols   Edward Loomis 
Linda Krumholz    Tony Sanny 
S M Garmon     Rev. Lorakim Joyner 
Michael Beckman    Mary O' Shea 
Alexander Rocklin    Yakira Teitel   
Arthur Hillman    David Teitel 
Howard and Kathleen Bossen   Maisha Quint 
Suzanne Pineau Dulcan   Helen Loeser 
Judith Blake      
First Unitarian Church of Portland 
The A.J. Muste Memorial Institute 
Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sunnyvale 
Unitarian Universalist Church of Olinda 
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The Casa Board of Directors are Colin Bossen, Roxanne Rivas, Alfonso 
Tovar, Simon Walker, Rachel Wallis, Vann Miller, and Leila Whitney. 
Our two staff members are Diana Denham and Chris Thomas.  
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The CASA Collective remains committed to making international solidarity 
economically accessible to a broad range of organizers and activists. We charge 
volunteers a program fee of only $100, and ask that they make a sliding scale 
donation both to CASA and the organization they are placed with as a volunteer. 
We also offer volunteers communal housing in Chiapas for only $50 a month.  
 

Although we added a second office and staff member in 2006, we have remained 
committed to stretching every dollar, and doing the most with the individual 
contributions that make our work possible. Nonetheless, your end of the year 
donation will allow us to balance the books and enter the new year on firm 
financial footing. In 2007 we plan to increase our grassroots fundraising efforts, 
with the goal of improving the financial aid we offer to volunteers, and providing 
a more just stipend for our dedicated staff members.  
 

 

CASA Average Monthly Expenses: 
 
Rent = $325 per month 
Staff Stipends = $400 per month ($200 per staff person) 
Health insurance = $70 per month ($35 per staff person) 
Utilities = $100 per month  
Supplies, materials, etc = $100 per month 
 
 Average Monthly Expenses = $995* 
 
*This number does not include travel costs ($1020 in 2006), occasional capital 
investments such as furniture or equipment, or annual fundraising expenses 
($600 a year on average).    
 
CASA Income 
 
In 2006, CASA received 
 
15% of our income from grants 
11% of our income from delegations 
19% of our income from volunteer contributions 
8% of our income from the Board of Directors 
and 47% of our income from individual donations, 
which ranged in size from $5-$1000 
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Throughout the past year, leading up to and following the controversial July 2nd 
elections, state repression against social movements has been increasing across 
Mexico, most noticeably in Sicartsa, Atenco and Oaxaca.  In addition to these 
national hot-spots, repression against indigenous and campesino communities in 
Chiapas has heightened with the displacement of the Zapatista community Ch'ol 
de Tumbala, the recent massacre in Viejo Velazquez Suárez and numerous other 
cases.  With these growing conflicts in mind, the CASA Collective in Chiapas 
has been taking time to reevaluate our work, increasing our focus on publicizing 
the acts of political repression abroad, and coordinating human rights 
accompaniment in Chiapas to prevent further violence.  Since the mainstream 
media, both nationally and internationally, often fails to report accurately, if at 
all, on these situations, we have been working more closely with independent 
media collectives, which have continued to report truthfully on the gravity of 
these situations.   Additionally, we have taken initiative in situations like that of 
Ch'ol de Tumbala, organizing a new peace encampment at the request of the 
community, which was installed there after the community reclaimed their land 
in the beginning of October.   
 
CASA volunteers have been working with our partner organizations on a wide 
variety of projects this year, including: giving media workshops in Zapatista 
communities; coordinating publications for women’s' rights organizations; 
promoting ecumenical dialogue; translating reports and denunciations; working 
in educational after-school programs; and organizing and participating in human 
rights observation both independently and in collaboration with human rights 
organizations.  In addition to these projects, we have been working more closely 
as a collective to continue developing and presenting workshops on the history 
and political context of Chiapas, Oaxaca, Mexico, as well as a number other 
pertinent issues including globalization, neoliberalism, immigration and 
militarization.   Realizing that the political and social turmoil in Mexico is part of 
a larger process throughout Latin America and the world, we seek to not only 
support community struggle and our partner organizations, but to provide 
volunteers with the resources, information and networks to continue working and 
struggling as they return to communities in their own countries.  
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CASA Chapulín opened its doors as a center for international solidarity, 
education, and activism in September 2006, only to find itself in the middle of a 
conflict that captivated the nation. On May 22, 70,000 teachers declared a strike 
and occupied the streets of Oaxaca, with basic demands of salary increases and 
free books and uniforms for poor students. Rather than negotiating, the state 
decided to intervene with a massive state police operative, violently removing the 
teachers from the occupied historic center of the city with dogs, helicopters, tear 
gas and firearms. Shortly thereafter, the teachers regrouped and reclaimed the 
city's center from the police, but not before the violence triggered a massive 
public outcry out of which the People’s Assembly of Oaxaca (APPO), composed 
of 400 organizations, collectives, and individuals, was born. The political 
atmosphere in Oaxaca is extremely tense at present, with many movement 
leaders and participants bravely organizing, but at the same time fearing for their 
lives as the state government, with the aid of 7,000 federal police, wages a 
campaign of repression against activists and civil society in general. Many 
members of the Teacher’s Union and the APPO have been arrested, tortured, 
"disappeared", or assassinated by state police dressed in civilian clothing, as well 
as federal police.   
 

One of the most important roles CASA Chapulín has played is in disseminating 
information. The international press has tended to present a simplified version of 
local events, portraying a pacifist movement with basic demands for government 
accountability, transparency, and respect for human rights, as subversive 
revolutionaries. As a collective, we have written articles, given interviews, and 
submitted photographs for newspapers, magazines, and radios in the U.S., and 
Europe, as well as assisted in the efforts to organize solidarity actions in these 
countries.  We also continue to provide a safe space, including food and lodging, 
to activists who, amidst the escalating repression, fear being victims of the 
violence instigated by the government. In the midst of the crisis, CASA Chapulín 
volunteers have continued to work for local organizations that seek to address the 
underlying roots of social problems in Oaxaca, in the areas of women's rights, 
ecology, alternative education, community radio, and indigenous rights. We are 
finding that there is much to learn from this movement- that calls for democracy 
and social justice, where citizens take an active role in affecting public policy- 
and continue to explore the ways that we can provide effective support, 
recognizing that international solidarity is crucial to the survival of a persecuted 
movement.  
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We believe that the experiences volunteers have with the CASA Collective will 
deepen their commitment to activism and working for social change.  We 
encourage our alumni to return to their home communities and share the 
experiences and knowledge they have gained through their work in Chiapas and 
Oaxaca.  For many of our volunteers, the work they do in Mexico is one step on 
their path of working for justice.  They are addressing needs in their local 
communities, organizing around important national campaigns, and continuing 
their international solidarity work.  Here is a sample of the projects our alumni 
are currently engaged in.  
 

Melissa Mundt, who left the CASA Collective in July after serving as the 
Coordinator of the Chiapas Peace House for two years, is now a paralegal with 
the Florence Immigrant and Refuge Rights Project in southern Arizona.  The 
Florence Project provides free legal services to immigrants, refugees, and U.S. 
citizens detained by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), formerly 
known as the INS.  Melissa helps detainees navigate the legal system by 
educating them on the court process, offering “Know Your Rights” trainings, and 
providing access to legal representation.    
 

Former volunteer Diego Merino has recently taken a job with the American 
Jewish World Service. As the Latin America Program Officer, he is part of a 
team that makes small grants to grassroots organizations that work at the 
intersection of community developments and human rights. These projects 
include sexual and reproductive rights training in Haitian and Dominican 
communities, human rights education for preschoolers in El Salvador, and 
training in advocacy and organizing for women living with HIV in Peru.   
 

Alumnus Jen Lawhorne has stayed closer to Chiapas, working as a media 
activist in Mexico City with the Centro de Medios Libres (Free Media Center).  
She has worked with this collective to produce videos and disseminate 
information about the government attacks on popular movements in Atenco and 
Oaxaca.  Jen recently collaborated on a short video project documenting the 
popular take over of radio and television stations in Oaxaca city by a group of 
women from the Popular Assembly of the People of Oaxaca (the APPO in 
Spanish).  Titled "La Toma de los Medios en Oaxaca" (Take Over of the Media 
in Oaxaca) is available for download on the indymedia.org website.  Jen will 
return to Mexico in late December to continue her work.  
 

Susan Lightfoot served briefly on our Board of Directors after volunteering at 
the Peace House in Chiapas.  She is currently founding a sustainable gardening 
and education project in Fort Bragg, CA called the Noyo Food Forest.  The 
mission of this non-profit is to re-establish the connection between people, 
health, food, and the environment by creating a sustainable and just food system 
on the Mendocino Coast.   
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