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Camden open mic spreads ‘good

vibes’ and supports local rtist

by Charles Curtis II

During a recent event at the Parkside Learning Gar-
den, Tanisha Marie Marie spoke into the microphone
atop a stand adorned with brightly colored flowers--and
instructed the audience to: “Breathe in, breathe out.”

A calm settled as the crowd drew a collective breath
and then exhaled in unison. Everyone was gathered on
the small plot at 1220 Haddon Avenue. The Learning
Garden is positioned between the well-known Donkey’s
Place restaurant and Top Model beauty salon. What
would otherwise be an empty lot has been transformed
by the non-profit Parkside Business and Community In
Partnership (PBCIP) into a welcoming garden with a
modest stage that Marie makes full use of her neo-soul
music set.

Marie, a singer and songwriter, is also co-host of
“Good Vibes” open mic series, which invites local artists
to perform and showcase their works. Hosted on the last
Saturday of the month between March and September,
these events provide a space for Camden-based creatives
— singers, poets, rappers, and even painters— to hone
their talent and express themselves through artistry and
conversation.

“I believe in supporting the youth,” says Good Vibes
founder Ajeena Riggs. Born and raised in New York
City, Riggs is a trained vocalist and classical pianist who
attended LaGuardia High School of Music & Art and
Performing Arts. Since moving to Camden 8 years ago,
Riggs and her husband, Troy Riggs, have opened the
Camden Store, a custom print and embroidery shop.
She’d been looking for ways to engage the community
through their family-owned business when she remem-
bered one of her favorite programs growing up.

“I loved how they could have conversations about is-
sues concerning them,” Riggs says of BET Network’s
“Teen Summit,” a talk show that ran from 1989 to 2002.
She wanted to create a similar outlet for the youth of
Camden. So Riggs started hosting impromptu open mics
and began reaching out to local talent for help.

She soon came across Taquan Allen’s social media
content in 2014 and recruited the young poet and video-
grapher to help draw artists to the open mics.

“I still needed a name for the event and asked Taquan
to come up with one,” says Riggs. Within a half hour,
Taquan called back and pitched 'Good Vibes.” The name
stuck, and in September 2016, the first official Good
Vibes was held at the Camden Store.

The events are free to the public. The only require-
ment is that attendees sign up to reserve a seat. The for-
mat has remained the same, for the most part: a one-hour
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Good Vibes host and performer Tanisha
Marie sings during her neo soul set.

open mic, followed by themed group conversation that
runs about 20 minutes and a closing performance from
a featured artist. Over the years, Good Vibes has wel-
comed community members, including vendors and
guest speakers to amplify the event and showcase local
businesses.

“We’ve invited entrepreneurs, caterers, young vegan
chefs, and even [had] live painting!” says Christopher
Charles Hampton, who started attending the open mics
early on and now serves as director for the Good Vibes
programming. Hampton also works as the executive di-
rector of Camden Renaissance Leaders, a non-profit that
focuses on youth leadership, civic engagement, and free-
dom of expression. So, a driving factor for Hampton is:
“I want to see young people in our city have a voice.”

With Hampton as a partner, Riggs began taking steps
to help realize the growth potential of Good Vibes: “We
recognized that Good Vibes had outgrown the store, said
Riggs. “In 2019, we had a conversation about impact
and power. We decided to make it a program.”

That year Open Vibes moved away from its im-
promptu shows in favor of scheduled-seasonal events.
The venue also changed, with the open mic sessions
moved from The Camden Store to The Learning Garden
across the street. Good Vibes became a subsidiary of
Camden Renaissance in
2020- a transition that fa-
cilitates access to grants
and helps fund sustainable
growth. Most recently,
Ocean Bank awarded the
program $4,000 to aid
with operations.

Good Vibes also has
funding support from
local donations and the
personal investment of
hosts and organizers. Rut-
gers University, Camden
City, and PBCIP (Parkside
Business and Community
in Partnership) have all
contributed regularly to
Good Vibes over the
years.

DeAndre Viloria, who
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Keystone First provides
Legal Services at No Cost
to offset evictions for
members with disabilities

PHILADELPHIA, PA — Keystone First, the largest
Medicaid plan in southeastern Pennsylvania, has teamed
with a local non-profit to provide legal services at no
cost to help Keystone First Medicaid members with dis-
abilities or chronic health conditions mitigate the risk of
eviction and address health-harming housing conditions.

The Housing Stability Initiative, a collaboration be-
tween Keystone First and the Legal Clinic for the Dis-
abled, was formally launched last summer prior to the
expiration of the national eviction moratorium in Au-
gust. The Housing Stability Initiative aims to provide
members with legal representation if they have a case
that goes to court. It also helps those at risk of eviction
apply for available rental assistance and works with
landlords to remediate harmful living conditions for
members who reside in substandard housing conditions.

Currently, Keystone First members who rent in
Philadelphia and Delaware counties — and whom the
health plan identifies as being at risk of eviction — are
eligible. What’s more, members in those counties not at
risk for eviction; but who reside in poor housing condi-
tions are also eligible. About 1 in 14 renters faces evic-
tion annually in Philadelphia, one of the poorest big
cities in America .

Kathleen Mullin, who leads housing initiatives for
Keystone First, said eviction can be a traumatic event
for vulnerable households, especially as millions of fam-
ilies are still recovering from the pandemic’s economic
fallout.

“For Medicaid managed care organizations, these
medical-legal partnerships can have a positive impact
on health outcomes by helping to stabilize housing for
those living in poverty,” she said. “We can integrate
legal services with care management support to stave off
the harmful effects caused by sub-standard housing con-
ditions and evictions.”

Keystone First care managers, or other member-facing
staff, can refer eligible Keystone First Medicaid mem-
bers to the program if engagement with that member de-
termines their housing situation meets program criteria,
including lead paint or lead pipes, pest infestation, or
leaky roofs.

Theresa Brabson, legal director for the Legal Clinic
for the Disabled, said the COVID-19 pandemic has
placed a spotlight on the nation’s affordable housing cri-
sis and increased housing insecurity for low-income
renters, who have been disproportionately affected by
COVID-19.

“It is critical that we recognize and address housing
insecurity as a social determinant of health. For renters
who have significant chronic health conditions or a dis-
ability, housing instability poses a risk to their physical
and mental health,” she said. “Through this innovative,
interdisciplinary partnership, we are better able to iden-
tify tenants in need of legal assistance and provide an
immediate, community-based access point for justice.”

When eviction cannot be avoided, Brabson said her
organization negotiates with the landlords on the tenant’s
behalf to reach a settlement.

“Keeping people in a stable home is a good strategy
to keep them out of hospital emergency rooms, shelters,
and to promote better overall health outcomes,” Brabson
said.

About Keystone First

Keystone First is a Medical Assistance (Medicaid)
managed care health product offered by Vista Health
Plan, Inc., an affiliate of Independence Blue Cross, in
five southeastern Pennsylvania counties. Here at Key-
stone First, we are mission-driven and dedicated to help-
ing members get care, stay well and build healthy
communities. For more information, visit www.key-
stonefirstpa.com.

Independence Blue Cross and Vista Health Plan, Inc.
are independent licensees of the Blue Cross and Blue
Shield Association.

About The Legal Clinic for the Disabled (L.CD)

The Legal Clinic for the Disabled (LCD) provides free
civil legal services to low-income people with disabili-
ties and to the deaf and hard of hearing in Philadelphia,
Bucks, Chester, Delaware, and Montgomery Counties.
LCD's mission is to promote inclusion, independence,
and justice by providing free, quality legal representa-
tion to overcome legal obstacles that would otherwise
affect an individual's independence, health, or quality of
life. Since 1987, LCD, a 501(c)(3) non-profit corpora-
tion, has helped thousands of Pennsylvanians with dis-
abilities.
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SRJ CLEANING SERVICES

CLEANING/SANTIZING
RESIDENTIAL
BUSINESS/OFFICE
APARTMENT TURNOVER
AIRBNB TURNOVER

DAYCARES
PHONE: 484-743-9112
EMAIL: SRISERVICESLLC@GMAIL.COM
WWW.SRJCLEANINGSERVICES.COM

* CLEANING *PLUMBING
*PAINTING =FLOORING

* LANDSCAPING = CARPENTRY
*POWER WASHING *ELECTRICAL
* TREE REMOVAL *ROOFING

*SNOW & TRASH REMOVAL
267.831.8092

Tony’s Shoe Repair
Leather Services

All Leather Goods
Shoes, Bags, Handbags, Jackets

Hours
Monday - Friday 8 am - 5:30pm

Saturday 8 am - 3 pm
e Sunday Closed
1822 Ludliow Street
Phila., PA 19103 i

Call to Find Out If We Can
321 5-760-3802
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Social Security

Patrick L. Robinson, Sr.|
SSA Manage
socialsecurity@
scoopusamedia.com
We have provided vital
benefits and services to
hard-working Americans
for nearly 90 years. Amer-
ica has an increasingly di-
verse population with a
variety of needs. To meet
those diverse needs, we’ve
created web pages that speak directly to groups of peo-
ple who may need information about our programs and
services.

Veterans (www.ssa.gov/veterans) - We proudly serve
wounded warriors and veterans who sacrificed to pre-
serve our treasured American freedoms. Many veterans
do not know they might be eligible for disability benefits
from Social Security.

Women (www.ssa.gov/women) - Social Security plays
an important role in providing economic security for
women. A woman who is 65 years old today can expect
to live, on average, another two decades. Since women
have longer life expectancies than men, they typically
live more years in retirement and have a greater risk of
exhausting their sources of income. Women also tend to
have lower lifetime earnings than men, which usually
means they’ll receive lower benefits. These are just a
few reasons why women need to plan early and wisely
for retirement. We’re here to make sure women have the
information they need to plan for those golden years.

LGBTQ+ (www.ssa.gov/people/lgbtq/) - Our agency

Social Security serves people like you:
W Veterans, Women, LGBTQ+, and more
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touches the lives of every American, both directly and
indirectly. Our commitment extends to lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual, and transgender people covered by Social Secu-
rity’s many programs and services.

Check out even more of our People Like Me web-
pages at www.ssa.gov/people. Please share them on so-
cial media and with friends and family!

Disclaimer: Produced at US taxpayer expense -Third
parties (Scoop USA) have permission to print or display
images that accompany this article. The image must be
used in conjunction with the accompanying article as a
completed “end-use project.” The image must not be used
separately or for any other intended purpose unless the
third party obtains a license agreement for the image.

Good Vibes

Continued from previous page

has performed under the stage name “Drey Viloria”
since 2016, credits the program with his growth as an
artist. “Good Vibes has been consistent and always fol-
lowing up. It gave me that platform to sharpen my skills
and public speaking,” he said.

“I was supporting them before I was doing music my-
self,” says videographer Khalif Holmes.

Seeing people that you wouldn’t expect [to] perform
motivated me to perform,” says Holmes.
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Good Vibes has also created spaces for artists' growth
beyond their open mic sessions by hosting workshops
that look to educate and empower the artist. “We have
workshops which teach artists how to protect their
music, creating LLCs around their work. We educate
them about their talent and how to take it to the next
level,” says Riggs.

While the open mic has remained consistent over the
years, it has adapted to embrace more community voices
and tackle more difficult but relevant themes. “We have
had some challenges like including suicide in the con-
versation,” says Riggs. So, “We make sure that there are
resources and a professional available.”

With its artist workshops and support for collaborative
projects, Good Vibes has evolved to not only host open
mics but also connect local creatives with training and
resources to support their talents. For some, it’s an in-
vestment that also inspires service.

“Good Vibes made me into the artist [ am today. It
took me out of my comfort zone," says Allen. “It devel-
oped my sense of character because this is how I give
back to the city.”

This story was produced as part of the Center for Co-
operative Media at Montclair State University's South
Jersey Information Equity Project fellowship and sup-
ported with funding from the Independence Public
Media Foundation.

A_gea"-!

agiie ) pVE- :
ST BIT D, 2V
" FREE Rx
Pick Up

EliiTry IXPA

o T Low
il DRUG

ScoopUSA Media Open: Monday - Friday 8am - 6pm PRICES
www.advertise- Saturday 8am - 2pm
wents@scoopusa- Sunday CLOSED Hrizs
wedia.com . DELIVERY
Call 215-309-3139 Pharmacy Manager: Francis Byron




