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Todd Wilson, 52, spends much of his life these days in and around 
Jefferson Davis Highway in some of Chesterfield County’s most 
poverty-stricken neighborhoods. 

As president of the Cornerstone Revitalization Center, Wilson gets 
an up-close look at how the poor live in a county that officials often 
tout as “First Choice.” The CRC is working to help revive some of 

the county’s poorest neighborhoods. 

This is a world of run-down trailer parks infested with feral cats and motels that have become home to families who feel 
forgotten and are losing hope. Alcohol and drug use and crime are a normal part of the landscape. 

How did you begin working with the poor along Jefferson Davis Highway? 

My involvement began in 2002 when a small group from our church began going door to door in the trailer park 
community of Shady Hill. I had previously been involved with some inner-city ministries and, like many suburbanites in 
Chesterfield County, was completely oblivious to the poor that were living right here in our own county. 

I was shocked and disturbed by the living conditions I witnessed, and yet I was completely drawn to the wonderful people 
who lived there. 

I don’t think I’ve ever “worked” with the poor; we simply became friends and began to share each other’s concerns. If 
anyone was “worked” on, it was probably me. Sure we have programs like most outreaches do, but mostly we have just 
been sharing life together and, when you do that, you start to see things from a different perspective. 

You’ve been doing this for 12 years. In that time, the numbers show poverty in that part of the county has 
significantly grown. What does that do to an area like this, and what are the ramifications for the people living 
there? 

Of course, the rise of poverty in the face of limited resources is going to produce an obvious effect. The families in the 
community that we serve live at half the income of the poverty line. What we have seen is more people moved from a 
level of sustenance poverty to stressed poverty to desperate poverty. 

One family I know has moved at least six times in the last year. Over 40 percent of the children that start the school year 
at Bensley Elementary School did not finish the school year there. Bessie Cooper, the principal there, describes these 
children as “educationally homeless.” 
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As impoverished areas persist, goods and services leave the area, forcing residents to travel farther for the necessities 
they need to purchase. This dramatically increases the cost and further stretches the limited income they have. As tax 
income decreases, those goods and services tend to decline as well. Schools in these areas are hard-pressed to offer the 
same educational experience as those in more affluent areas. 

What are the major issues affecting people living in that area? 

1. Lack of purpose is the root of most of the problems I see. 

In the process of caring for the poor, we have robbed them of their dignity and, in robbing them of their dignity, we have 
undermined God’s call and purpose in their lives. Children in these areas are not raised or educated with the expectation 
that they will grow up and have jobs, or get married, or do anything that is consistent with the requirements of contributing 
to society. 

2. Isolation is the next contributing factor. 

Even our road system in Chesterfield County enables most of its middle class to navigate throughout its geography 
without even having to see the impoverished communities it hosts. These areas become economic wastelands where little 
or no opportunities exist. Pair that with a largely driverless population without any means of transportation, or even 
sidewalks, and you’ve created a desert island of poverty that is “out of sight and out of mind.” 

3. A welfare system designed to keep you where you are. 

This is the definition of a trap. And it has all the characteristics of a trap: bait, snare and confine. 

Most sociologists will agree that employment and marriage are two of the most accepted cures to generational poverty, 
and yet for someone in the welfare system to move from unemployment to employment, or single to married, will come 
with the loss of support the system provides. 

There seems to be very little help for those trying to make the transition from welfare to contributor. We need to tear down 
the barriers that prevent upward mobility of those who do not wish to remain poor, and retool a system that literally 
rewards behavior counter to success. 

The county just announced that 2,000 jobs are coming to the eastern end of the county. What effect will this have 
on the poor people living along Jefferson Davis Highway? 

It will have no effect unless the entities involved decide to consider this opportunity as a means to address these issues. 
(Shandong) Tranlin (Paper Co.) received $5 million in grants and the support of the Virginia Jobs Investment Program 
specifically for training. Making this training available — and accessible — to those in this impoverished area could very 
well be a win-win for the company and the county. 

However, if Chesterfield doesn’t address the issue of transportation for its non-driving citizens, that new facility may as 
well be 100 miles away. The traffic nightmares associated with the new Amazon facility in the same area should be 
incentive enough for the county to consider transportation alternatives. 

What do you think can be done to help alleviate poverty in Chesterfield? 

We created this problem: an isolated populace, stripped of its dignity and sedated into taking whatever the system will 
give them. It’s taken us a generation to do this, and I don’t have any quick-fix solutions. 

I would encourage that as we explore the possibilities, that we include the poor themselves. Just because they lack 
economic resources doesn’t mean that they can’t be helpful to the process. The poor are often overlooked when us 
“experts” decide to help them, but there is no better expert than someone who has personal experience. 

We need to stop considering the poor as a problem, but rather an asset that has been mismanaged. We also need to look 
past the government for our help. Government certainly has its role, and I’ve already addressed several areas that 



 
government needs to do its part. But I believe that it is the church that needs to regain its rightful place among the poor — 
not just in providing basic needs, but in relationship, authority, presence and discipleship. 

God’s “mandate” to care for the poor is well-supported in Scripture. No less than 3,000 verses in the Bible are concerning 
the poor, and yet there is no comprehensive plan for the church’s role in the issue of poverty. According to Scripture, if we 
have a poverty problem, we have a church problem. And now the problem is in our backyard. 

Louis Llovio 


