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Community Organizations and Public Policy

Community organizing is the heart and soul of all organizing. Of the myriad community organizations in the U.S. ( from one- or two-person offices to large networks ( many are engaged in good local work but have virtually no impact on the broader policy debate underway in the nation. While their local efforts are valuable and necessary, this work is but a small current against a tidal wave of Right Wing encroachment in public policy.

There may be more organizing going on in the U.S. now than at any time in the 20th Century, partly due to the spread of community organizations. Yet community organizations, by and large, have not been able to build relationships with either each other or with other groups representing poor and working-class people, such as labor unions and the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP). There are a number of reasons for this:

· They lack the funding

· They compete with each other for both funding and recognition

· They lack the vision and concentrate solely on local issues

· They lack the capacity for leadership and organizational development

· They lack the ability to work the media

Some community groups, however, have been able to move beyond a narrow local focus by forming networks. One organization that has mobilized community organizations on the statewide level is the Leadership Organizing and Training Center in Massachusetts. This group began in Boston and expanded to 12-15 other cities, winning statewide policy changes largely due to that expansion.

Nationally, the two primary national networks of community organizations are The Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN) and the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF). The IAF has scored impressive statewide victories, particularly in Texas, while ACORN has been more effective in mounting national campaigns. In Texas, the IAF network won dramatic increases in state funding for inner-city schools. IAF’s Baltimore chapter, called BUILD, worked with other local groups to pass the first living-wage law in the country. Yet the IAF was not able to grow this success into a national movement, while ACORN (which was not initially involved in such efforts) was. ACORN has also worked at the neighborhood level on predatory lending and has expanded this work by successfully campaigning for city- and state-wide predatory lending laws, while its Washington staff pushes for federal laws to address this problem.

The success of these networks can be attributed to several factors, including:

· Their “federated” approach to organizing

· They juggle different issues and different levels of organizing: at the neighborhood, citywide, state and (sometimes) regional, and federal levels (at least in the case of ACORN)

· They build membership by keeping people active on several projects at once

· They try to cultivate issues that can animate large numbers of people

Community organizations that are part of networks do face some challenges. The networks have been said to sometimes ignore issues important to their local constituents or particularly thorny issues, such as racial justice and immigrants’ rights, in order to focus on the larger organization’s agenda. In addition, neither ACORN nor the IAF has shown much willingness to work with each other on a common agenda.

Nevertheless, becoming part of a network remains one of the best ways for community organizations to deepen and broaden the effects of their work. Issues will come and go, but to be more permanent community groups must build relationships and invest in leadership training, where community leaders who begin by working through their church or PTA can assume larger leadership roles.

Working with Unions

Collaboration with unions can also help community organizations expand their work. The prime example of where this has already worked is the living-wage movement. Another example, in Los Angeles, is a campaign by a coalition of unions, church groups, and community and tenant organizations two years ago to win a housing trust fund. CDCs in L.A. are mostly “developers with a conscience” and were willing to lobby for this funding but not to mobilize community residents. While the CDCs stood to gain the most from this fund, ACORN and the unions, such as the hotel workers, saw the campaign as an opportunity to build relationships and momentum in working with new groups. Leaders emerged during this campaign, which won $100 million a year for housing, and these same people are still working together 2-3 years later.

Partnerships with unions pose challenges as well as benefits for community organizations. Besides their history of racism and corruption, unions’ goals don’t always align with those of community residents and organizations.

The national AFL-CIO did take on the issue of immigrants’ rights after some local organizations and unions pushed the issue inside the labor movement. There are mutual benefits to such arrangements. With only 12 percent of the U.S. workforce unionized as opposed to 35 percent in the 1950s, unions don’t carry the weight they once did. But they often represent the same constituencies as do community organizations: poor and working-class people, especially immigrants and women. The handful of AFL-CIO unions heavily engaged in organizing, such as the hotel workers, are the ones currently growing and in the leadership of the national union movement. For community organizations, the AFL-CIO was able to bring the issue of legalization of undocumented workers the kind of attention they could not.

Organizing Around School Funding Issues

The lack of collaboration among community organizations can have drastic consequences. California is a case in point, in the midst of a fierce ongoing battle over school funding issues. Many community groups are engaged in effective local organizing around these issues but are so fragmented that they’re losing the larger fight. This is seen in not only cuts in statewide budget cuts to education but in the mass exodus of middle-class children to private schools.

Community organizations, in California and elsewhere, have their work cut out for them in forming statewide networks to push for progressive education reform, for the following reasons (among others):

· The Right has advanced the common notion that public education is so flawed that it’s beyond repair. Public schools actually do a better job than most people think, and community organizations, while continuing their efforts for school improvement, should emphasize this in their organizing.

· People in working-class suburbs rarely see that in the area of education they share many common issues with inner cities. Community groups working on education issues in inner city schools should build connections to working-class suburbs by stressing these similarities.

· There isn’t anything close to a consensus among progressive groups on public education issues. Community organizations must meet with other community groups and progressive organizations to move beyond defensive budget battles and toward progressive education reform.

Parent organizing in individual schools is critical to progressive education reform, as was the case with the IAF’s work in Texas. The statewide organization took this work to the next level, however, by bringing together its thousands of members in Austin to lobby legislators. Local members went back to their individual districts energized by knowing this work was going on elsewhere in their cities, counties, and state.

Increasing Impact

Funders who want to have multiplier effects in helping expand community organizations` efforts might look at the work of the Rosenberg Foundation in California. The foundation asked 25 others to help fund the National Campaign for Jobs and Income Support of the Center for Community Change (CCC). Similarly progressive funders might consider taking the following key steps.

· Begin a conversation with other progressive funders to call for a common vision and strategy in the way they’re funding. Seek to develop a common vision of where they want to be in 5-10 years and a policy agenda. For example, 10 progressive funders might agree to simultaneously fund a large-scale pilot project, along with a few others of small and medium size.

· Without ruling out new and interesting programs, concentrate less on funding “the next new thing.” Instead provide multi-year funding to help groups expand on good work.

· Attach strings to the organization they fund. Require community organization to have a plan for expansion, for staff and leadership development and synchronized work.

During the civil rights movement, progressive foundations worked together to drive voter registration drives and fund Freedom Summer. The current political climate is different and the issues are less clear, but community organizations and their supporters should consider addressing the fundamental (though tricky) matter of who is elected to office. A Democratic Congress could be moderate and may not lead to much progressive change ( as during the Clinton years ( but it is a pre-requisite for such change. In the current environment, community organizations and other progressive groups are locked into defensive battles to stem the tide of Right Wing policy. Community groups that see how a friendlier Congress could advance their work should join with unions, churches, and other like-minded organizations in key congressional “swing” districts to work to elect progressive legislators to office.

