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The housing crisis is rapidly deepening
throughout the United States.  Virtually
every year there is an increase in the

number of American families who cannot
afford decent housing.  While the rate of
homeownership has risen to new heights, the
supply of housing which low and moderate
income families can afford is dropping rapid-
ly.  Few new affordable units are being built,
and the sale prices and rents on existing
units are soaring to new heights.  And the
federal government is quietly but surely with-
drawing from its historic role of subsidizing
units so that lower income people can afford
to live in them.

The statistics are clear.  Last year decent
housing was "out of reach" for at least one
third of the US population.  In just four years
there was an increase of 37% in the incomes
needed to afford a two-bedroom rental apart-
ment.1 In no state can an extremely low
income family afford two bedrooms -- one for
the parents, another for the children -- at the
fair market rent.2

In Chicago, the "housing wage" is $18.29.
This is the amount a full time worker must
earn per hour to afford such an apartment.
This is 355% of the minimum wage.  Fair
market rents are six times the rent SSI recipi-
ents can afford.3

This situation is worsening rapidly as the
number of rental units drops year after year.
And yet the federal government has steadily
reduced its commitment to affordable housing
under both Democratic and Republican
administrations.  Thirty years ago 625,000
affordable housing units were added to the
stock in a single year, thanks to federal gov-
ernment subsidies.  In 2004, the likely num-
ber is xxxx, a decrease in annual production
of  bbbb%.4

More vivid than these statistics are the
images we see in city after city.  Gentrification

is proceeding at an incredible pace, trans-
forming neighborhoods in just a few years
and displacing lower income people who must
move from community to community in
search of rents they can afford.  Public hous-
ing which had been allowed to deteriorate and
decay is suddenly replaced or renovated,
almost always with a great reduction in densi-
ty and with only a small percentage of the
replacement units affordable to lower income
families.  Privately owned, federally subsidized
housing is being converted at an equally fast
rate, displacing working families and seniors.
And a search beneath the surface quickly
reveals an increase in the overcrowding and
slum conditions which first generated public
outrage almost a century ago when reformers
and muckrakers focused on the dangerous
and unhealthy tenements and rural hovels
which housed so many of America's poor.

The progress which we had made over the
last century is rapidly being eroded, and there
is little public outcry or even awareness.

It is against this backdrop that thousands
of nonprofit groups work on housing issues
throughout the U.S.  As poor and working
people build their own organizations and set
their priorities, housing is very often at the
top of their agendas.  They organize around
housing issues and work hard to improve or
develop housing to meet the crisis.  Their
accomplishments are significant.  Nonprofits
now play a major role in producing the afford-
able housing which is produced (xxx yyyy ),
and grassroots groups tackle absentee land-
lords, city neglect, banks and other powerful
interests in their determination to have an
increasing impact in turning around the
housing crisis.

However, they face daunting obstacles.
Market forces inevitably will have a powerful,
usually injurious, impact in determining the
future of housing in their neighborhoods and
who will live there.  Government agencies all
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too often are unresponsive, ineffective, and
short of money.  The economy is squeezing
government budgets, and the stampede to cut
taxes and then cut programs is accelerating.
Despite all this the public at large is comfort-
able and generally far more concerned about
their own housing needs and costs than those
of lower-income people.

Facing these obstacles, grassroots groups
must make sure that they direct their ener-
gies in the most effective ways possible.  They
cannot afford to do business as usual, even
when that business is of unquestionable
value.  They must instead concentrate on the
strategies which will enable them to maximize
their short-run impact while building the
power, capacity, relationships, and strategies
they will need to have even more significant
impact in the years ahead.

This will place great demands on grass-
roots groups.  It will require tough reassess-
ment of their current operations, a daring
openness to new priorities and ways of doing
things, and a willingness to introduce major
new work to their organizations' agendas.  It
will require dedication, candor, courage and
judgment, and it will sometimes require
changes in direction and leadership.

This is certainly not easy but it is essen-
tial.  The thousands of groups which people
have built to work on housing issues must
seriously consider how they can best con-
tribute to turning around the housing crisis.
They must look with fresh eyes on the lessons
which can be drawn from organizations which
are pioneering new ways of increasing their
impact on housing conditions and housing
policies.

This paper concentrates on two especially
promising approaches to these difficulties.
Each is proving to be invaluable, and each
needs far greater support and replication.  

The first approach is for groups to stress
community organizing and the building of
power as the sine qua non to having a major
impact on housing issues.  Several organiza-
tions which have emerged out of strong
organizing traditions, which have a mass
membership and substantial power vis-a-vis
government and private sector institutions,
are demonstrating that their power base
enables them to move to the kind of large-
scale impact on housing which other nonprof-
its seldom, if ever, achieve.  Chapter I
explores several case studies of such groups
and draws lessons from their experience
which can be instructive for other organiza-
tions.

Chapter II studies another strategy for
aggregating sufficient power to achieve major
impact.  It reviews the experience of nonprof-
its, including community development corpo-
rations, in several locales which have devel-
oped strong coalitions and public policy cam-
paigns, and won major victories which facili-
tated their housing development work while
contributing more broadly to improving hous-
ing conditions in their areas.

Both these approaches are demonstrating
that there are ways in which nonprofits can
greatly increase their impact.  They provide
useful guidance for other local and statewide
groups, and for the funders and support
organizations which provide crucial support
for those groups.  If these lessons spread rap-
idly to other locales, the constituency for the
massive policy changes which are desperately
needed will be strengthened immeasurably,
and we will have taken an important step for-
ward toward reversing today's worsening
housing crisis.
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Over the last four decades, people in
thousands of low income communities
have come together to create their own

organizations and tackle issues which govern-
ment and the private sector have long
ignored.  They have built a remarkable array
of organizations which range from informal,
all-volunteer groups to highly sophisticated
organizations which have a powerful impact
on their communities and broader public poli-
cies.

While these groups share certain funda-
mental characteristics -- they are rooted in
their communities, with local leadership and
with agendas which address local needs --
they vary enormously in their strategies for
bringing about change.  In particular, while
many stress community organizing, mobiliza-
tion and the building of sufficient power to
pressure major institutions to cooperate with
them, others follow a less controversial path.
They concentrate on developing friendly rela-
tionships and in-house expertise so they can
attract the resources they need to provide
services, develop housing or make other com-
munity improvements.

For almost forty years, as this movement
has matured, there has been a raging debate
among people working in low-income commu-
nities -- Can a single organization effectively
combine organizing a mass-based constituen-
cy with taking on responsibility for developing
housing and operating other programs?  Can
a group combine protest and program?  Or
are these approaches fundamentally con-
tradictory, requiring different talents, rela-
tionships and leadership?

This battle still rages today.  However, in
recent years there have been two little noticed
but significant trends which provide impor-
tant new insights on the classic issue which
has often been framed as "community organ-
izing vs. community development."  First, a
number of "organizing groups" have taken on

development responsibilities, moved to scale,
and yet kept organizing as their central
thrust.  Second, a number of community
development corporations (CDCs) have decid-
ed to refocus and emphasize organizing their
communities, building coalitions and exerting
collective power, finding this expands rather
than reduces their access to cooperation from
government and the private sector.

This chapter focuses on the first of these
trends -- the increasing number of organizing
groups which are playing significant roles in
developing housing, often with successes
which dwarf the gains of most CDCs.  The
second chapter concentrates on the lessons
which are emerging as CDCs experiment with
"organizing" techniques to add to their organi-
zations' power to gain the cooperation,
resources, and policy changes they need to
have a substantial impact on housing in their
communities.

This chapter is based on a series of inter-
views and case studies focusing on grassroots
groups which are developing housing, directly
or through partners.  After briefly reviewing
the historic debate on organizing and develop-
ment, the paper concentrates on the lessons
community groups, support organizations and
funders can learn from organizations which
combine these often conflicting roles in new
ways.  It concludes with recommendations for
funders and other supporters of grassroots
groups and affordable housing.

Background on the Debate

The battle lines are often stark.  Some
organizers flatly rule out ever taking on
responsibility for running demanding

programs.  They feel that organizations are
inevitably weakened if they devote heavy con-
centrations of staff-time and resources to
designing and operating programs -- especial-
ly complex housing development projects
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pleted or are in the process of developing
other very large scale projects. Greater Boston
Interfaith Organization has lined up a $6 mil-
lion loan fund as the first step towards simi-
lar scale development in that city.

How have IAF affiliates done this?
Through using their organizing strength and
their capacity to "build relationships" to gain
the cooperation from government and the pri-
vate sector which makes large-scale develop-
ment possible.

On all the Nehemiah projects, the commu-
nity groups have relied heavily on the expert-
ise and capacity of developers whom they
have introduced into the communities.
Starting with I. D. Robbins in New York City,
and then involving other private developers or
the Enterprise Foundation as the actual
developers, IAF affiliates have depended on
the expertise of their development partners as
they've made decisions about the design,
materials, density, and construction of the
Nehemiah projects.  While the affiliates feel
that this relationship has worked well for
them, others have raised questions about the
wisdom of relying on an outside developer to
act in potentially conflicting roles as both the
developer and the organization's main advisor
on such issues as how they can cut costs and
what construction techniques and materials
they should use.

ACORN, Northwest Bronx, East Brooklyn
Churches and other IAF affiliates -- these are
examples of highly successful marriages
between organizing and development.  They
go against the conventional wisdom.  Each
has initiated and controlled housing develop-
ment on a substantial
scale.  Each did this by
developing partnerships
with the public and private
sectors which opened
access to the resources
they needed. And the

organizers attest that their development work
has strengthened rather than weakened their
ability to organize large numbers of people,
develop new leadership and confront local
officials and private sector institutions when
necessary.

Furthermore, all these organizations have
stood the test of time.  It has been many
years since they began linking organizing and
development.  Both the organizing and devel-
opment work are still flourishing, and the
organizations' staffs and leaders are enthusi-
astic about how the two sides of community
change are reinforcing and strengthening
each other.

This, however, is not to say it has been
easy.  Groups which have succeeded in com-
bining these often conflicting roles are still
relatively rare.  Many organizations which
tried have failed, and the cost of these failures
has often been devastating to the groups and
communities which could not find a success-
ful formula for mixing these volatile ingredi-
ents.

Lack of Recognition

There has been little recognition of the
remarkable successes which some
organizing groups have had with hous-

ing development.  This is for three reasons.

First, when describing themselves,
organizing groups stress their overall suc-
cess in building their constituencies,
developing leaders and building power
rather than their achievements in any one
area like housing development. In a sense
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since their central purpose is organizing and
empowering people, housing development or
work on other substantive issues is a byprod-
uct for these multi-issue organizations.

Second, CDCs and the support organiza-
tions and funders which help build and
sustain them have virtually no relationship
with community organizing groups and
networks. They live in parallel universes,
with different funders, different infrastruc-
tures of support, different conferences and
training systems.  When there is contact, it is
at the local level, and those contacts are sel-
dom friendly as organizers and developers
usually disdain each other's approaches.

Third, even organizing groups with sub-
stantial track records in housing develop-
ment see development as only one tool
they use, and see their development proj-
ects in the context of their broader work
on housing issues. It is striking to find
grassroots groups which have developed thou-
sands of apartments pointing to their work on
broader housing issues as even more signifi-
cant and far-reaching.  ACORN, for example,
has acquired and rehabbed over 600 units of
housing in New York and done significant
development in several other cities -- a major
achievement.  However, its Executive Director
and housing staff point to its track record
pressing banks on community reinvestment
issues, cracking down on predatory lending,
and providing mortgage counseling services
which have helped over 45,000 people move
into homeownership as even more significant
in impact and benefit for lower income fami-
lies.

Gleaning the Lessons

This variety of experiences poses two cen-
tral questions for the field of community
change.

First, what are the lessons which we can
glean from the experience of groups which
have successfully mixed "protest" and "pro-
gram," organizing and development?  What
works and what doesn't?

Second, are these successes replicable?
Or are they unique, dependent upon a key
individual or other highly unusual circum-
stances which cannot be duplicated by oth-
ers?  Does experience help us identify a mix
of key ingredients and approaches which oth-
ers can replicate with a high likelihood of suc-
cess?

The remainder of this paper addresses
these questions.  It concludes that other
groups can gain greatly from applying the les-
sons which these pioneers have learned. 

Overall the paper illustrates how organiza-
tions can gain in three ways from successfully
combining organizing and development.  Such
a marriage makes it possible for groups to:

1. increase the scale and impact of their
progress on housing by applying sufficient
power to convince government and the pri-
vate sector to provide the resources, policy
changes and other cooperation which are
needed for development;

2. broaden their constituencies by demon-
strating they can produce concrete bene-
fits in new and rehabilitated housing for

their communities; and

3.add to the organiza-
tion's sophistication,
credibility and impact on
broader housing and
neighborhood issues and

12 Moving to Scale in Improving America’s Housing

Organizations can gain in three ways from successfully combining
organizing and development.

It is striking to find grassroots groups which have developed
thousands of apartments pointing to their work on broader housing
issues as even more significant and far-reaching.



make such gains as changing public poli-
cy to facilitate homeownership or save
troubled projects, or winning commit-
ments of community reinvestment funds
and additional public dollars for neighbor-
hood revitalization.   

The following sections therefore concen-
trate on surfacing these lessons so that other
groups will have an opportunity to learn from
these experiences.  They include three case
examples and a summary of lessons from
these successes, and a review of the difficul-
ties and failures which some groups have
encountered.

Moving to Scale in Sacramento: A
Case Study of Housing Development

IAF's affiliate in Sacramento has developed
a remarkable track record in housing
development, using organizing rather than

traditional CDC approaches.  However,
Sacramento Valley's approach has been dis-
tinctly different from the approach other IAF
affiliates have used in developing Nehemiah
projects.

First, rather than adopt a single model
like Nehemiah, Sacramento Valley Organizing
Community has developed a number of dis-
tinctly different housing developments,
including rental as well as homeownership
units, rehab as well as new construction.
SVOC has tailored each project to the needs
and conditions of particular communities,
working with local residents to decide what
mix of units, density, design and tenure best
fit local needs and aspirations.

Second, on the first projects, SVOC itself
acted as the developer and project manager
because no local nonprofit thought the proj-
ects were feasible.  Because of SVOC's
accountability to a very low income con-

stituency, the organization set out to serve
people with incomes of 40-60% of the median
rather than the 80% which local nonprofits
usually served.  Furthermore, SVOC members
wanted homeownership rather than rental
units.  This would require breaking prece-
dents, attracting several layers of subsidy (five
in the case of the first project in Dixon), and
gaining concessions from local officials on
density and other issues.  Local nonprofits
scoffed at their prospects.  SVOC's Director
paraphrases their view as being, "The cities
and counties never did it for us; they sure as
hell won't do it for you."13

However, after initial reluctance, "The city
negotiated with us from a very different per-
spective because (1) we have power, (2) there
are a number of good people in government
who want to deal with real people, and (3)
there is a frustration among public officials at
the competency level of nonprofits."14

After SVOC succeeded with several such
projects, they found nonprofits became willing
to partner with them as long as SVOC contin-
ued to provide the organizing strength needed
to convince public agencies to provide the
several levels of financing and expedited
approvals which were needed -- a stance
which demonstrated that they shared SVOC's
conviction that organizing had been critical to
success.  SVOC gladly turned over responsi-
bility for the direct project management and
concentrated on what it does best -- develop-
ing leaders and building power to make devel-
opment possible, involving the community in
planning and setting policies to ensure the
housing benefits the community and helps
build the organization.

Third, SVOC has had access to highly
expert technical assistance from an organiza-
tion which had no economic self-interest in
the project.  This has given its leaders and
staff independent advice as they defined
terms and conditions for the nonprofits and
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all other partners.  They knew they had
unsurpassed expertise and knowledge as
well as power as they made deals with peo-
ple highly experienced in the arcane world
of finance and development. They therefore
"knew they wouldn't be taken for a ride" by
other parties to the deal.

Sacramento Valley's track record is
impressive.  In only eight years, SVOC has
initiated and controlled the development of
seven housing projects and a child care cen-
ter.  Six of these projects offered new homes
to very low income homebuyers, including the
first Section 8 homeownership development in
the nation.  Community leaders have con-
trolled every stage of the planning and devel-
opment on all the projects, including those
developed by other nonprofits which were
chosen by SVOC.

SVOC leadership sees this approach as
highly successful.  They have led from
strength -- their strength in organizing and
involving the community.  They have assumed
roles which have enabled the community to
decide the most important issues -- which
income groups and family sizes are served,
what special needs (e.g. farmworkers) are met,
the location, form of ownership, design, and
sale or management policies.  And they have
quickly achieved scale.

All this has been accomplished in ways
which helped the organization enlarge its con-
stituency and its impact.  SVOC has avoided
being burdened with complicated and long-
term programmatic responsibilities which
could overload the group and weaken its con-
centration on organizing.  In fact, during the
time SVOC has played this key development
role, it has expanded its constituency enor-
mously and established new chapters and
allied organizations in several new cities and
rural communities.

This track record is even more impressive
considering the fact that housing is just one
of many issues SVOC has been working on.
Sacramento Valley's organizing has also
addressed issues of jobs, welfare reform,
health care, education, child care and other
service needs.  And on housing its impact has
been well beyond the units it has built or
rehabilitated on its own or in partnership
with other nonprofits.  While catalyzing the
development of over 300 units in eight years,
reaching income levels no one else was assist-
ing, SVOC has also:

Convinced several city governments to
adopt down payment assistance programs
which have enabled almost 200 families to
buy their first homes; and

Leveraged the relationship it built with the
Sacramento redevelopment agency to con-
vince the agency to create a five year pro-
gram committed to making homeowner-
ship possible for 3,000 families whose
incomes are 65% of median or below.

Reversing Decline in the Northwest
Bronx: A Case Study

Anetwork of groups in the Northwest
Bronx provides another instructive
example of the potential of combining

organizing and development work with skill
and commitment.

Over the last thirty years, the Northwest
Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition and
the CDCs which it helped create have had an
extraordinary impact on a major section of
New York City.  They have organized and
assisted the residents of ten neighborhoods
which three decades ago seemed to face a
grim and inevitable future.  The South Bronx
was burning as paid arsonists finished a
process of disinvestment, abandonment and
profiteering.  The northern sections of the
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Bronx were rapidly going through the earlier
stages of decline including redlining, disin-
vestment by the banks, and the withdrawal of
city services.  The apparently unavoidable
future for the Northwest Bronx -- uncontrol-
lable abandonment and massive displacement
resulting in vast tracts of vacant buildings,
empty lots and social chaos.

That future has been avoided.  The people
of the Northwest Bronx have fought battle
after battle to save their neighborhoods, and
they have won extraordinary fights on many
different fronts.  It has been an impressive
and dramatic struggle involving the organiz-
ing of hundreds of tenant organizations, the
creation of neighborhood associations for
every section of the community, and the
establishment of new institutions to develop
housing and address other neighborhood
needs.  Collectively this network of organiza-
tions has used a combination of confronta-
tion, litigation, negotiation, collaboration and
partnerships to reverse the "inevitable" and
save the Northwest Bronx as a good, stable
place to live.

This miracle has been accomplished by a
network of organizations which play different
roles in the story of successful racial transi-
tion and neighborhood stabilization.  But all
the partners in this network agree that the
central role has been played by the Northwest
Bronx Community and Clergy Coalition -- the
group which has spearheaded the organizing
of the neighborhood.

The Northwest Bronx Coalition was estab-
lished in 1974 by religious leaders who were
determined to help their community avoid the
South Bronx's fate. With
initial help from the Roman
Catholic Church, the coali-
tion quickly became ecu-
menical and hired skilled
organizers to begin organiz-

ing the community building by building,
neighborhood by neighborhood.

From the beginning housing has been a
central concern for the Coalition.  As disin-
vestment changed the financial picture for
buildings throughout the community, making
it difficult for landlords to renovate or even
maintain their properties, building owners
reduced repairs and upkeep on their apart-
ments.15 Meanwhile the City withdrew serv-
ices, reducing code enforcement and leaving
owners free to let their buildings deteriorate.
Tenants became increasingly desperate and
began moving farther north, and owners
became more aggressive in milking their
buildings.  Therefore, the first order of busi-
ness for the Northwest Bronx Community and
Clergy Coalition (NWBCCC) was to organize
tenants and help them push the owners, the
City and the financial institutions to improve
conditions in their apartment buildings.

The organizing challenge was immense.
The Coalition gradually built up its staff to
the point where it was organizing 200 build-
ings a year, helping tenants come together,
research their buildings' ownership and
financing, agree on the first issues to tackle,
and press their case with the owners, man-
agers and public and private institutions
whose cooperation they needed.

They used every tool in the organizers'
handbook -- rent strikes, public protests, liti-
gation, press campaigns, and pressure on city
administrators, politicians, and private
lenders.  They trained leaders on the issues,
involving them in the research and preparing
them to lead the negotiations directly.  They
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forced unscrupulous landlords to sell their
buildings, pushed other owners to bring their
buildings up to code and retrain their man-
agers, and pressed the city to reform many
programs so they would function effectively in
the Northwest Bronx.

At first the organization's primary focus
was on city programs -- code enforcement
and loan and grant programs which, collec-
tively, were supposed to provide the negative
and positive incentives to ensure that build-
ing owners maintained them well.  It took
immense efforts over many years for the
Northwest Bronx to gain improvements in
these programs, as the City was unrespon-
sive, in financial crisis and often handicapped
by bureaucracy, incompetence or corruption.
It also required that organizers and residents
master the intricacies of city programs so
they could understand exactly what the
obstacles were, which officials were their
allies, who resisted reform, and who had the
power to make the decisions which would
lead to real change.

One small example illustrates the sophisti-
cation which NWB had to develop on often
arcane issues.  In the early 1990s the
Coalition involved hundreds of residents in
winning a major battle in pushing for reforms
in the way the City Housing and Preservation
Department handled cash flow.  Cash flow in
a public agency is certainly neither a glam-
orous issue nor one on which it's easy to
mobilize large numbers of people.
Nevertheless, when it learned that reforming
cash flow procedures was essential to speed-
ing up the financing of building renovation,
the Coalition engaged large numbers of people
in devising a practical solution to the problem
and providing the power needed to bring
about that reform and speed access to needed
financing.  The result -- apartments were
rehabilitated more quickly, helping to reverse
the decline which was afflicting the Northwest
Bronx.

The organization began tackling private
lending policies soon after it started address-
ing city government issues.  Northwest Bronx
leaders learned how redlining was dooming
their apartments to deterioration and aban-
donment.  This awareness grew from direct
experience with their own buildings and from
being part of National Peoples' Action as it led
remarkably successful grassroots anti-redlin-
ing campaigns to win passage of two land-
mark federal laws.16 Building owners could
not get their mortgages renewed or borrow to
improve their apartments.  This halt in mort-
gage lending blocked them from selling their
properties at a reasonable price.  The most
rational choice for landlords therefore was to
stay, keep collecting rents, stop investing in
building repairs and even routine mainte-
nance.

As this pattern became clear, residents
learned they needed to tackle private lending
issues as well as city code enforcement and
repair policies.  As they approached disinvest-
ment issues with help from NWB organizers
and attorneys, they soon discovered that the
mortgages held by private lenders and such
secondary market institutions as Freddie Mac
included "good repair clauses".  Those clauses
gave the financial institutions the power to
insist that buildings they financed be main-
tained in good repair.  They also had the
power to enforce such clauses by foreclosing
on borrowers who failed to comply.  With a
constituency of tenant groups and neighbor-
hood associations, Northwest Bronx therefore
initiated an extensive series of campaigns to
force reforms in lending practices by banks,
savings and loans and the secondary market.

The first campaigns were aimed at major
lenders in the community.  The Coalition
used strategies similar to those being adopted
by grassroots groups elsewhere.  In the words
of one report, they won by "fighting, praying,
marching, meeting, and negotiating".17 They
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conducted research, identified key lenders,
and documented code violations and other
abuses.  They approached the lenders and
asked them to enforce the "good repair
clause".  When lenders refused, the Coalition
organized protests at the lenders' offices,
appealed for support from politicians, went to
the press and escalated the battle, but got
nowhere.  They kept up the pressure and,
when landlords stopped paying for heating oil,
they dramatized stories of freezing pipes and
shivering tenants for the press.  Finally, in
1980 five banks entered into agreement with
the Coalition. They agreed to make a commit-
ment to the neighborhood to finance improve-
ments in 200 buildings, including recasting
mortgages and granting moratoria on debt
service to make repairs possible.

Northwest Bronx then focused on convert-
ing those commitments into real deals for
specific buildings, giving priority to improving
conditions in buildings which had severe
problems and where they had strong tenant
organizations.  As part of this emphasis, it
was a natural step for the Coalition to create
a number of CDCs to concentrate on build-
ings NWBCCC had organized and to involve
residents in making key decisions about their
future.  These CDCs became the Coalition's
partners in working to turn around the
threatened housing stock.

Early in the Coalition's life, it almost cre-
ated a CDC as a subsidiary.  When NWB
leaders raised issues about the City's
Community Management Program, Mayor
Beame promised them funding so they could
themselves manage and repair buildings, and
the Coalition took steps toward creating a
CDC.  However, a massive budget crisis
forced the City into receivership and the pub-
lic funds were frozen.  NWBCCC therefore
continued to concentrate solely on organizing
tenants and neighborhoods.

When NWBCC next faced the issue of
community-controlled housing development,
it decided to help create independent rather
than subsidiary development corporations.  In
the opinion of one CDC Executive Director,
the cut-off of the funds which Mayor Beame
had promised may have been fortunate
because it allowed the Coalition to concen-
trate fully on organizing.  "Organizing had a
chance to flourish without development con-
cerns or management obligations."18

Several CDCs emerged as part of the
"Northwest Bronx Network" in the late 1970s
and early ‘80s.  While two have had remark-
able success records and are vital actors in
the community today, others had a more diffi-
cult time. One in particular has an instructive
history.  The housing development corpora-
tion in Morris Heights was staffed by commu-
nity organizers who focused their organizing
efforts on particular buildings they wanted to
acquire and improve.  This caused them to
lose much of the broader community base
which had been developed, gravely weakening
the organization.  This experience taught
Northwest Bronx leaders a tough lesson con-
cerning the need to make sure that organizing
energies do not get channeled into developing
particular projects while other community
concerns are neglected.  People in the
Northwest Bronx applied this lesson when
they decided that the new CDCs should be
separated from the organizing and thus from
NWBCCC itself.  Each therefore is an inde-
pendent entity, but the different organizations
have strong relationships with each other
which enable them to complement each other
and to flourish.

University Neighborhood Housing Program,
for example, was established with a board
which represented two member groups -- the
Coalition and Fordham University.  The board
was divided 50/50, and board members were
chosen by each member group.19

17A Report on Strategies for Organizing, Developing, and Advocating on Housing Issues

When NWBCC next faced the issue of community-controlled housing
development, it decided to help create independent rather than 

subsidiary development corporations.



Furthermore, the long-time Executive Director
of UNHP was trained as an organizer, served
as Executive Director of the Northwest Bronx
Coalition and strongly believes in the primacy
of organizing and accountability to the com-
munity.  Furthermore, he maintains strong
friendships with the Coalition's long-time
Director and others who built this series of
organizations and "network" relationships.

Fordham-Bedford Housing Corporation
maintains a similar relationship with NWB,
and is also directed by a person who's strong-
ly committed to organizing and the partner-
ship with the Coalition.  He has directed
FBHC for twenty-three years, and has long-
term friendships with other key actors in the
Northwest Bronx network.

The obvious question is -- Will the strong,
mutually beneficial relationships among the
organizations in the network survive future
major changes in their staff leadership?
Currently each key player is deeply committed
to keeping the organizations working together.
Each sees clear benefits from this working
relationship.  They all agree that priority
should be given to organizing a mass con-
stituency which can mobilize around immedi-
ate issues and lengthy campaigns.  They give
this priority because of their commitment to
community accountability and their convic-
tion that organizing enables the Northwest
Bronx to attract resources, change policies,
and gain cooperation which are essential to
having a major impact on community issues.
And they know in practical detail how organ-
izing and development can fit together and
the dangers of letting a development agenda
be determined solely by considerations of
financing and deal-making rather than the
community's needs and priorities.  This com-
bination of common bonds and mutual
understandings is not easy to replicate.

Network leaders point to the extraordinary
breadth and depth of the organizations'

impact as illustrating the great advantages of
stressing the development of a powerful con-
stituency, and supplementing its strength
with the specialized roles and skills of CDCs.
A brief recounting of highlights of the
Northwest Bronx network's combined accom-
plishments provides powerful evidence of the
potential of such a marriage of power and
expertise.

First, in housing development terms, the
organizations have been responsible for the
repair, rehabilitation, weatherization or con-
struction of over 11,000 units of housing in
the Northwest Bronx.

Second, going beyond development to
broader housing and neighborhood issues,
the Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy
Coalition has had even greater impact.  Some
of this impact goes well beyond the ten neigh-
borhoods to help lower income people else-
where in the city and even nationally.

To briefly summarize just some of the
organization's major achievements on broader
housing and neighborhood issues, the
Coalition and the CDCs have:

organized tenants in hundreds of buildings

improved management and maintenance
in countless numbers of buildings

won a series of reforms in code enforce-
ment, emergency repair and city loan and
grant programs and the City Housing
Court, and vastly increased the extent of
city assistance in the community

saved scores of vacant buildings for reha-
bilitation and reoccupancy

ensured that vacant lots are disposed of in
ways which help rejuvenate the community

organized homeless people and created
coalitions which brought homeless families
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and neighborhood residents together on
projects which now provide transitional
and permanent housing in the community
for formerly homeless people

won innumerable tenants' rights cases
and driven many unscrupulous landlords
out of the community

reversed disinvestment trends in the com-
munity, spurred new investment and sta-
bilized the community sufficiently that
property values have increased 300-400%

convinced the City to create new housing
programs including ONTOP (Our Neighbor-
hood Tenant Ownership Program) which
permits tenants to become homeowners

convinced the state legislature to limit
rent increases on buildings undergoing
city-financed Major Capital Improvements,
and reformed the MCI program

been major players in national battles to
enact and enforce the Community
Reinvestment Act and to press financial
institutions to investment billions of dol-
lars in lower income neighborhoods

recently won a three year campaign to
force the City to crack down on three
landlords who own 102 buildings in the
Bronx and are systematically pushing reg-
ular tenants out so they can rent apart-
ments at $125/night to the City as tempo-
rary shelter for homeless families

There have been several massive cam-
paigns over time.  One example is the
"Freddie Mac attack," a campaign to change
the policies and practices of Freddie Mac, the
federal government sponsored enterprise
which provides a secondary market by buying
mortgages from financial institutions.
Freddie Mac was intensely active in the
Bronx, at one point holding mortgages on 700
buildings involving $740 million, servicing

those loans through the local banks, mort-
gage companies and other financial institu-
tions which had originated the loans.

In researching the ownership and financ-
ing behind problem buildings, Northwest
Bronx staff and leaders discovered how cen-
tral Freddie Mac was to financing in its com-
munity.  It also uncovered a major scandal:
dozens of buildings which Freddie Mac had
financed were being milked by their owners,
violating New York City codes and creating
terrible living conditions for their residents.
Their owners were getting them appraised at
inflated values, borrowing heavily and obtain-
ing second mortgages.  In many cases they
were financing major capital improvements
and inflating rents astronomically.  And
Freddie Mac -- a quasi-public agency -- was
buying up the second mortgages, and permit-
ting the properties to be milked by not
inspecting them directly and not enforcing the
"good repair clause."

The Coalition was convinced that this pat-
tern of overvaluation and excessive borrowing
would lead to a wave of foreclosures.  Trying
to convince Freddie Mac officials of the prob-
lem, they ran into a stone wall with Freddie
telling community leaders in effect that they
did not understand financing and were wrong
in pointing to possible abuses.  Over time
NWB escalated its campaign and joined with
community groups elsewhere which were fac-
ing similar problems.  Research, demonstrations
and an intensive campaign to convince the finan-
cial press to cover the story were not enough.

The breakthrough finally came when the
Government Accounting Office, an arm of the
US Congress, responded to pleas from the
Coalition and National Peoples' Action and
investigated the charges concerning Freddie
Mac practices.  Researching 35 of the 700
buildings financed by Freddie Mac in the
Northwest Bronx, GAO inspectors found that
27 of the 35 were greatly overvalued.  Facing
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this evidence from a federal agency Freddie
Mac finally acquiesced to the community's
analysis and agreed to cooperate.

In 1989 Freddie Mac agreed to alter the
all-important loan-to-value ratio from 80 to
70% on loans secured by a broker, and down
to 60% on unsecured loans.   This radically
altered the financial structure of each build-
ing it financed and greatly reduced opportuni-
ties for fraud and abuse.

In summary, the Northwest Bronx net-
work has achieved a staggering amount in
saving and improving housing throughout its
multi-neighborhood target area.  It has
achieved this because it has:

1. the strengths of a large organized con-
stituency;

2. community leaders who have learned the intri-
cacies of housing finance and policies; and

3. development corporations with technical
expertise and the greater access to private
and public resources which organizing
campaigns have made possible.

At the same time, in part because it was
not burdened with ongoing responsibilities for
developing and managing housing, the
Northwest Bronx Community and Clergy
Coalition has been free to fight on many other
sets of issues as well.  Recently, for example,
it won control of redevelopment for a $30 mil-
lion armory site on which they are seeking
commitment that five small schools be built.
They have worked on issues of neighborhood
safety, narcotics, education, child care, jobs,
jobs and job training, youth programs, the

whole range of community issues.  And they
have won victories on these issues which are
as impressive and important as their wins on
the housing front.

It truly is a remarkable record. And it is
abundantly clear that this record could only
be established through a strategy of intensive
community organizing, backed up by the spe-
cial contributions which CDCs and communi-
ty-based social service providers can make to
improving neighborhoods.

It is a testimony to their commitment to
community organizing first and foremost that
the Coalition, like other organizing groups,
evaluates itself more in leadership and
human development terms than on the basis
of these victories on housing and other com-
munity issues.  The Coalition's fundamental
commitment is to helping people come togeth-
er, decide what issues matter most to them,
master those issues, learn to be leaders, and
build the power to prevail on the issues they
choose.  In the words of one leader who went
through this personal transformation and
helped win major victories for her community,
"I have stood and fought for what we wanted
and needed, and I will never be the same."20

Developing a Nationwide Capacity
to Combine Organizing and
Development: A National Case
Study

Over the last thirty-five years, ACORN
has grown from a fledgling effort
organizing Little Rock's neighborhoods

into a nationally known network of grassroots
groups in more than thirty states.  ACORN

follows a direct membership model
for organizing low and moderate
income people.  Organizers go
house by house, neighborhood by
neighborhood, gradually building a
dues-paying membership.  ACORN
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is particularly well known nationally for its
leadership in tackling such major issues as
living wages and predatory lending, and for
its commitment to the poorest neighborhoods
in our nation's cities.

There is no question about ACORN's
bedrock commitment to organizing.  Its staff
is almost exclusively composed of organizers,
and it concentrates on building membership,
developing leaders and building the power to
win on issues its membership identifies.

ACORN has been heavily involved with
housing issues since its inception.  Its work
has included squatting campaigns in aban-
doned buildings, challenging banks under the
Community Reinvestment Act and pressing
local governments to reallocate their
Community Development funds to projects
which really benefit lower income people.  In
each case it takes on issues which surface
from the community and mobilizes its con-
stituency to press for reforms in the ways
public and private institutions address their
issues.  They have, in short, followed a classic
organizing model.

ACORN's image therefore is as a network
which concentrates solely on organizing,
including efforts to influence public policies
and the practices of private institutions.  This
image is, however, somewhat misleading.

ACORN in fact is also involved in housing
development. Furthermore, the track record of
its sister development organizations is signifi-
cant, totaling more than 850 units and grow-
ing in numbers and variety of projects.

Like many other organizing groups,
ACORN moved into housing development
quite naturally.  As its chapters worked on
housing issues, opportunities arose for
ACORN to play a development role, and
ACORN decided that the best way to achieve
its organizing goals was to create a housing

development capacity in sister organizations,
and then to help those organizations gain the
resources and produce the good housing
which ACORN members were seeking.

One example of the tie between organizing
and development is New York City.   New
York ACORN organized low-income families
living in overcrowded apartments to "squat" in
nearby abandoned apartment buildings which
the City had acquired through tax foreclo-
sures.  ACORN started these campaigns
because the city government was leaving
these units vacant year after year, neither
rehabbing them nor selling them for renova-
tion, while the desperate need for low-income
housing grew worse.  The squatting cam-
paigns were geared to force the City to sell the
buildings so they could be renovated, with
ACORN committed to working to ensure that
many of the rehabbed apartments went to
their members who desperately needed hous-
ing and had worked hard on the campaigns.

The City eventually capitulated, set aside
funds for renovation, and offered ACORN the
chance to acquire and rehab the buildings.
ACORN responded by creating the Mutual
Housing Association of New York -- a non-
profit housing development organization with
its own tax-exempt status and board, with the
mission of owning, developing and managing
housing which is affordable for low-income
families.  It hired an experienced developer as
its Executive Director and she gradually built
up the staff and development program.

Similarly, in 1986 ACORN created ACORN
Housing as a separate tax-exempt corporation
to work on housing development on a nation-
al basis.21 It assigned one of its long-term
organizers to take the national lead on hous-
ing developments associated with ACORN.
Over the years he and his staff at ACORN
Housing have developed great expertise in
development, learning from working on com-
plex projects with advice from an expert tech-
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nical assistance provider and other develop-
ment partners.  They serve as national staff
resources for any ACORN chapters which are
considering initiating development projects.

ACORN Housing is currently involved in
the construction of new single family and 3-4
family homes as well as the acquisition, rehab
and management of 2-3 family houses and
older apartment buildings.  The organization
is also exploring the possibility of acquiring
and improving foreclosed properties and low
and moderate income developments which are
in danger of being converted to middle income
or luxury use.

These efforts have led to very significant
successes in development terms.  In New York
City corporations affiliated with the Mutual
Housing Association and ACORN Housing
now own over 140 buildings housing more
than 600 families.  They manage some build-
ings directly, and share management duties
for other developments with private firms, and
several other projects are now in the pipeline.

ACORN chapters in several other cities
have also taken the lead in getting housing
rehabbed and built.  In Phoenix, for example,
ACORN Housing is now building forty-two sin-
gle family homes which families with annual
incomes as low as $24,000 will be able to buy.

ACORN Housing is now gradually adding
development staff based in regions where
ACORN chapters are most active in initiating
development projects and where they do not
have easy access to housing staff in either
Chicago or New York.  This gives those chap-
ters greater continuity of support on manage-
ment as well as development issues, while
also fostering easy communication and close
working relationships between local organiz-
ers and the development staff.

In addition, ACORN Housing operates a
very large and successful housing counseling

program which is funded in large part with
federal funds, and which has helped over
45,000 families become first-time homebuy-
ers. ACORN Housing also conducts research
and policy analysis on issues of housing,
banking and credit for its sister organization
ACORN and its chapters, providing them with
data and analyses which inform and greatly
strengthen their organizing campaigns.  This
combination of responsibilities helps the
housing staff keep close to all the housing
issues which are emerging from ACORN com-
munities. It thus helps ensure that the devel-
opment staff's commitment to organizing and
issue work stays strong -- overcoming a dan-
ger many CDCs encounter as their development
staff-members become so preoccupied with the
intricacies of difficult development deals that
they lose touch with their constituency and
broader issues of community change.

There are other close ties between ACORN
and its sister organizations.  All are members
of the "Council of Organizations" whose direc-
tors hold periodic senior staff meetings to dis-
cuss common concerns and how they can
best collaborate in joint strategies.
Furthermore, the top housing staff people
within the organizations meet twice a year,
and staff involved in housing management
meet quarterly.

Thus ACORN has a different approach to
mixing organizing and development than
Northwest Bronx.  In the Northwest Bronx,
while the CDCs have a very collaborative rela-
tionship with the Coalition, they exist entirely
separately, setting their own agendas and
where they will concentrate their development
efforts.  ACORN Housing and the Mutual
Housing Association concentrate their atten-
tion on neighborhoods which ACORN has
organized and on projects which will benefit
ACORN members who are committed to their
communities for the long run.  They then set
up single asset single purpose corporations
for each separate project, including neighbor-
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hood residents on each board.  ACORN finds
this relationship works well, and that it
ensures the development work is clearly
under the control of ACORN's constituency
and inextricably linked to the central goal of
building power to bring about broad commu-
nity and social change.

ACORN-related staff cite several reasons
why this set of relationships works well for
them.

First, there is no danger that development
considerations will outweigh organizing priori-
ties because there is "such a strong organiz-
ing culture" that community development
cannot "overpower" it.22 Even in New York
City, which has the most development activi-
ty, the development work is a relatively small
part of the organization's overall program.
One recent example of this internal agreement
on priorities is cited by both organizers and
developers.  When Mayor Giuliani retaliated
against ACORN for attacking him, cutting off
City funding for ACORN-backed projects for
eight years, no one inside either ACORN or
ACORN Housing argued that they should
have held off on their organizing and policy
work which was (unsuccessfully) aimed at
gaining increases in funding for affordable
housing.23

Second, the staff people working on devel-
opment are personally deeply committed to
organizing and advocacy, to intensive resident
involvement in overseeing the development
and management of their own housing.
Several ACORN Housing staff-members were
organizers before they concentrated on devel-
opment.  While others came from develop-
ment backgrounds, they share this commit-
ment to working under the direction of com-
munity leaders and giving first priority to
organizing considerations  -- the building of
community leadership and power to be a
growing force for community and social
change.  In the words of the Director of the

Mutual Housing Association, "My goal is to
build the best possible housing, while moving
the leaders to the next level and the next
agenda."24

Third, each person working on housing
development works on housing issues and
services as well.  The national ACORN
Housing Director and his staff provide techni-
cal assistance, research help and advice to
ACORN as it works on predatory lending,
community reinvestment and issues emerging
from the housing counseling program.
Similarly the New York-based housing staff
provide advice and research assistance to
New York ACORN on housing policy issues
and other organizing and advocacy work.
This mixture of duties helps avoid an "us vs.
them" split between organizers and develop-
ers, as the top housing staff people are pur-
suing organizing as well as development goals
on a daily basis.

Finally, the top staff people working on
housing development are senior managers
who are at the table when ACORN makes
major decisions on housing.  They are knowl-
edgeable, respected and "able to speak out
clearly" and state their views.  Furthermore,
they are comfortable with the decision-making
process and the primacy given to building
ACORN's power so it can have even greater
impact in the future.

Two other aspects of ACORN's approach
are very instructive.  First, over the years
ACORN has developed sufficient internal
development expertise to pursue development
projects with little outside help.  Top national
staff who started without development expert-
ise have supplemented their initial experience
as organizers and become highly proficient in
development.  They learned on the job, at first
relying quite heavily on help from an experi-
enced consultant,25 and then gradually han-
dling all but the most challenging and innova-
tive projects on their own.  Because of their
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background as organizers, as well as their
continuing work on organizing and policy
issues, these staff members are particularly
well prepared to do development work in an
organizing context.

Second, ACORN has centralized this skill
nationally through ACORN Housing.
Therefore, the national staff can now provide
development expertise to its chapters any-
where in the country when that kind of spe-
cialized help is needed, and its sister organi-
zation MHANY can provide help in ACORN
communities near New York City.  This is a
highly efficient arrangement, enabling the
organizations to respond to needs in many
different communities with relatively few
development staff people.

The Difficulties of Combining
Organizing and Community
Development

In the community organization world as in
other spheres, there often is as much to
learn from failures and difficulties as from

success.

ABC26 was created to organize a low-
income neighborhood where thousands of
apartments and homes had been abandoned
as a result of the loss of jobs, growing pover-
ty, crime and private and public disinvest-
ment.  Early in its initial organizing the group
tackled the problem of vacant buildings which
added to panic and instability in the commu-
nity.  The group pressed the city officials to
take over these dangerous eyesores, secure
them, and then transfer ownership and pro-
vide funding so they could be renovated and
reoccupied.  The organization gained initial
commitments of low-interest loans from its
member congregations and unions and devel-
oped a general plan for how it could rehabili-
tate and manage the buildings.

Despite the newness of the organization
and its organizing, the group won a commit-
ment that the City would give them hundreds
of units for renovation and reoccupancy.  The
organization then faced an enormous chal-
lenge - developing the capacity to finance,
develop and manage dozens of vacant build-
ings while it was still in its initial organizing
stage with a relatively weak constituency base
and a small, not very experienced leadership
cadre. An exciting victory quickly turned into
an organizational nightmare.

There were three challenges which doomed
this effort to combine organizing and develop-
ment.  First, the organization's organizing
staff and constituency were small and the
group quickly shifted away from the process
which gradually builds a very sound and
broad base for collective action -- patient step
by step organizing, surfacing and tackling
whatever issues emerged from the neighbor-
hood's concerns.  Instead ABC concentrated
virtually all its energies on mobilizing a con-
stituency specifically to push for resources
and agreements which were essential to the
development projects.

Second, since the initial organizers were
working extremely hard to build the base and
establish the organization, the group had to
look outside for development expertise.
Unfortunately, it hired someone whose devel-
opment background was inadequate to the
highly sophisticated task of acquiring and
rehabbing hundreds of vacant apartments in
a tough neighborhood.  It was a dangerous
situation:  his skills were inadequate for the
position and the senior staff's inexperience in
development made it impossible for them to
supervise him.  Therefore, the organization
made fatal mistakes.  It failed to set a firm
price on the construction contract or to pro-
vide effective supervision of the contractors.
Costs doubled, creating a crisis which shook
the organization and damaged its credibility
in the community and with outside agencies.
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This eventually led to separation of the organ-
izing and development functions into wholly
separate organizations which now have little
sense of shared history or collaboration.

This case illustrates two old lessons which
organizers constantly emphasize.  First,
before taking on any extremely challenging
campaign or project, the group must first
secure its base and power and be prepared to
handle something at this level of difficulty.
Second, when taking on a highly specialized
issue, a group must have access to people on
its staff or as outside advisors who know that
issue cold and can make sophisticated judg-
ments on matters which require great expert-
ise.  Both power and expertise are needed.

In this case, the group was simply not
prepared for the victory it won.  It had neither
the breadth of constituency and leadership
nor the expertise to take on such a challeng-
ing set of responsibilities.  It therefore came
close to self-destructing when it tried to mix
organizing and development, a volatile mix-
ture which must be handled with care.

Another case illustrates a central chal-
lenge in combining organizing and develop-
ment -- the evidence that success may
depend upon having one or more individuals
in key positions who have a rare breadth of
approach and combination of skills.  Often an
organization blends the approaches success-
fully for a period of time, but cannot survive
the loss of the Executive Director or other key
person who made the combination work.
AHOP in Hartford is one example of such a
history.  Its founding Executive Director was
a skilled organizer who built a powerful
organization which then took on responsibili-
ties for operating substantial service pro-
grams as well as acquiring, rehabilitating and
managing housing.  He learned the skills he
needed incrementally, and did not add the
programmatic responsibilities until he and his
organization were ready to capture opportuni-

ties which grew directly out of their organiz-
ing.  They then created a subsidiary CDC,
hired staff and had substantial success in
combining organizing, development and serv-
ices.

However, when the founding Director left,
the organization simply could not find anyone
with the same breadth of experience.  It
therefore chose an organizer who was not
comfortable or skilled in overseeing the devel-
opment and services work, and the group
quickly lost control of those programs.
Without this leadership and constituency
support, the development corporation rapidly
lost its leverage, and the development work
ceased.  The services program suffered similar
reverses, and the organizing group conse-
quently soon lost much of its credibility and
backing.

This is quite a common story.  It takes a
somewhat remarkable set of circumstances to
support such a complex set of interventions
in a community.  In particular, it requires top
staff and volunteer leadership who under-
stand the interrelationships and have the
skills and temperament to sustain and bal-
ance them.

Challenging as it may be, it is clear that
this combined approach is leading to major
breakthroughs and deserves support and
replication.  It enables groups to move to the
scale which our nation's low income commu-
nities desperately need and which most com-
munity groups are simply not able to provide.
It does this by building on the core competen-
cy of community organizing -- the building of
a mass-based constituency with power and
increasingly sophisticated leadership.  It
strengthens that base by bringing to bear the
specialized knowledge and skills needed to
design and carry out innovative projects of
scale, and by producing the combination of
power and knowledge needed to reshape pub-
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lic policies and force major reallocations of
resources to low income communities.

This combination is highly effective.
Despite the challenges, it is of the utmost
importance that priority be given to helping
other groups achieve this balance of powerful
strategies. This requires isolating the lessons
from the successes and failures of groups
which have used this mixed approach, and
establishing systems of support which will
help other groups apply these lessons suc-
cessfully.

The Ingredients of Success

Different organizations have used differ-
ent approaches to ensuring that organ-
izing and development proceed in tan-

dem with each other.  In particular, they have
used a variety of approaches to structure and
governance, with some carrying out the
development function within the parent
organization or a subsidiary, while others sep-
arate out the development roles for CDCs
which operate with differing degreees of inde-
pendence from the community organizing
group.

Experience shows that either approach
can be effective.  Proponents of separate
CDCs see this route as allowing each organi-
zation and its staff to specialize in what they
do best.  Organizers and developers are "very
different occupations.  Few people can think
both ways at once.  The pace, discipline and
details are very different."27 Some advocates
of separate organizations see separation as
freeing the CDC to do more development proj-
ects, including projects which may not emerge
from the organizing or involve the community

heavily but which nonetheless are beneficial
for the neighborhood.  Furthermore, they cite
occasions when, because they are not identi-
fied completely with controversial organizing,
quasi-independent CDCs have been able to
maintain good working relationships with out-
side institutions which are opposed to the
organizing agenda.  They see a separate but
closely aligned relationship as giving commu-
nity developers the best of all worlds -- being
able to rely on the influence and resources
which organizing can provide, while also
being free to pursue financing and partners in
the less controversial ways which CDCs tradi-
tionally use.

Proponents of making the CD effort sub-
sidiary to a mass-based parent organization
have a different viewpoint.  They see this as
the only way to ensure a CDC is always
accountable to the constituency and always
puts organizing considerations first.  They
fear that separation sooner or later will lead
the organizations to diverge.  They worry par-
ticularly about that divergence happening
when an executive director or board chair
changes and personal loyalties and affinities
weaken.  They see organizing and develop-
ment as sufficiently different in their
approach, timeframe, mindset and relation-
ships with outside institutions that they easi-
ly grow apart over time, and they fear that this
weakens both sides of the community ledger.

There are strong examples of both
approaches succeeding.  Key to each success
is constant attention to ensuring the agendas
complement and do not conflict with each
other, and that board members and other
leaders constantly work to keep the strategies
and staffs together.

Whatever structure they
adopt, groups successfully mix-
ing these disciplines stress the
importance of having an orga-
nizational mission and cul-
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ture which stress the primacy of communi-
ty organizing and leadership development as
the foundation for all their work.  Groups
which do not have internal unity and clarity
on this question suffer from constant tension
as people disagree on fundamental strategic
issues, and organizing and development con-
siderations jockey for attention.

Organizations are far better prepared to
combine organizing and development produc-
tively if there is internal consensus on philos-
ophy and strategy and the ground-rules are
clear.  This helps organizations attract devel-
opment staff who are committed to intensive
community involvement and organizers who
are not ideologically opposed to development.
This clear direction provides a solid founda-
tion for following a common strategy -- organ-
izing people to build power, and then using
that power to foster development.

Community organizing groups which have
become successful developers, directly or
indirectly, are clear on this.  For example, as
mentioned above, ACORN's Executive Director
talks about his organization having such a
"strong organizing culture that community
development cannot overpower it", and hous-
ing staff share this philosophy. "I want to
work under community people.  My goal is to
build the best possible housing, but move the
leaders to the next agenda…. The visionary
has to lead the technical, or it's just techni-
cal….”28 In the Anti-Displacement Project in
Springfield, Massachusetts, "Everyone under-
stands that organizing drives the deal."29

Bernal Heights Community Federation in San
Francisco has such a strong organizational cul-
ture and clarity that, despite several changes in
Executive Director over three
decades, it consistently has followed
"a political model… (in which board
and staff agree that) building a con-
stituency and political power allows
you to compete for resources."30

Appropriate staffing is critical to success
in combining organizing and development.  In
particular, three considerations are especially
important in ensuring that organizations have
the right combination of staffing to combine
these approaches successfully.

First, the person who oversees housing
development must be committed to organ-
izing and leadership development. The for-
mer Director of New York's Fifth Avenue
Committee says, "We look to hire staff who
get community organizing."31 The reason
this is essential goes well beyond the need for
internal unity on philosophy.  It is also vital
because, as this paper demonstrates, the
organizing approach is proving to be the most
effective strategy for gaining the level of
resources and cooperation which are needed
to move to scale.  Competition for resources
and support is intense.  Government funding
for housing is shrinking, and the private sec-
tor has many alternative ways to make
money.  Only projects which can mobilize
massive support from their constituencies
and allies are in a strong competitive position
to attract the huge resources which are need-
ed to move to scale. Organizing groups are
particularly well-prepared to provide this level
of power.  That is their specialty, and it pays
off.

Second, the organizing staff must
respect and value community development
work. They must agree on the legitimacy of
pursuing development projects and respect
the role, expertise and needs of the develop-
ment staff.  Without such agreement and
mutual respect, the organizing and develop-
ment staff will clash, reducing the likelihood
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the group will fully benefit from combining the
approaches to improve housing in the commu-
nity.  Organizing "purists" therefore cannot fit
well in an organization which directly or indi-
rectly controls development projects.

Third, it is essential to find staff or con-
sultants with a sophisticated knowledge of
the intricacies of development as it is a
highly technical field in which mistakes can
be extremely costly.  Some organizations have
gradually developed those skills as they have
worked on projects, relying on consultants or
technical assistance providers to train them
on the job and ensure that their early deals are
good ones.  In many cases an organizer gradu-
ally builds expertise in housing development,
an approach which has often worked well.32

Most development specialists are "preoc-
cupied with how to do deals, caught up in
the frenzy of more deals, more deals, and
assessed on the basis of their portfolio."33

Other organizations have attracted skilled
developers who share their philosophy and
goals and integrated them successfully into
their organizing culture.  However, it is diffi-
cult to find developers who want to work in
organizations in which the primary goal
against which housing development and all
other activities are assessed is the extent to
which they help build the organization. While
this is "not normal" for most development
specialists,34 some developers deeply appreci-
ate the extent to which organizing creates the
preconditions and financing needed for scale
development.

"Organizing is needed to create real oppor-
tunities to develop.  It makes the banks
willing to develop new products which fit,
and local governments willing to support
housing rather than using their CD funds
for street improvements and fancy lights
in downtown economic development dis-
tricts."35

In some cases the Executive Director of an
organizing group has assumed these respon-
sibilities directly, supervising consultants and
developing expertise over time.  He/she brings
to the task a clear commitment to organizing,
skills in getting things done, and experience
building relationships, marshalling power and
gaining commitments.  These are great
strengths for a person spearheading an
expensive development project, and this
arrangement frequently works well.  It does,
however, risk overloading an already busy
director, as well as leaving the organization
vulnerable if that director should leave and
pass on too complex a set of roles and
responsibilities for the successor.
Furthermore, it will not work if the Director is
like some organizers -- so wedded to the inten-
sity and pace of organizing campaigns that
they cannot adapt to the tedious, detailed, and
often slow business of development.

However the group accesses it, there is no
substitute for highly sophisticated expertise.
Each housing deal now requires multiple lay-
ers of financing from disparate sources; each
has legal and financial complexities which a
generalist cannot quickly master; and each
provides opportunities for outsiders to profit

from shortchanging the
community group and the
residents.  If a group lacks
such expertise on staff, it
needs access to a consultant
or technical assistance
provider who is free from
conflicts of interest and ded-
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icated solely to giving the organization his/her
best advice. XYZ, a well-known organizing
group, now faces the deterioration of housing
it built to great fanfare because it relied on its
contractor for advice on cost-cutting and then
used construction techniques and materials
which are not holding up.36 Another group
with an inexperienced development staffer
failed to set an upset price on its construction
contract and experienced millions of dollars in
unnecessary overruns.

These mistakes point to one of the inher-
ent dangers in an organizing approach to
development:  it is easy for organizing groups
to believe that all they need is the power to
get something done.  Hubris and ego can
tempt them to ignore their need to have as
much knowledge as they have power.
Without understanding every aspect of financ-
ing and development, they risk having out-
siders who do know the game mislead and
shortchange the community.

Even with these ingredients -- structure
and governance, clarity on mission, internal
unity  and appropriate mix of staffing and
skills -- the combination of organizing and
development requires constant attention
and balancing. For example, several groups
have experienced difficulties as they have
strayed from "pure" organizing -- surfacing
and responding to whatever issues concern
the community -- to organizing around specif-
ic projects instead.  This is a natural tempta-
tion once an organization has committed itself
to tackling a particular vacant building or
unscrupulous landlord.  Progress may require
marshalling substantial numbers of people
around multiple "targets" -- a challenge which
may force the group to set aside
other pressing issues and divert
its energies and leadership to
achieving real gains in housing
development.  While this may
work in the short-run, sustaining

it for a lengthy period can undercut the orga-
nization's ability to address other issues and
thus weaken the group's responsiveness to
and backing from its constituency.

This danger is not unique to housing
development.  Major campaigns on such other
issues as school reform or living wages fre-
quently require a similar concentration of
resources and entail similar risks.  However,
the unique complexity of development which
requires cooperation from several institutions
should not be underestimated.  Neither
should anyone overlook the usually slow pace
and tedious work of housing development.

Groups must therefore carefully weigh the
benefits and costs of each project before they
proceed.  Like the later development work
itself, this requires that people with different
skills and perspectives reach consensus on
each development opportunity in the context
of the organization's overall priority on "build-
ing the organization."

As they have gained experience, some
organizations have become very accomplished
in using their development work to
strengthen their organizing. The Anti-
Displacement Project, for example, uses an
organizing approach throughout its work on
federally subsidized buildings which are "at
risk" of being converted to middle income
occupancy or deterioration.  A-DP organizes
the residents door to door, listens to their
concerns and brings them together. If resi-
dents have immediate concerns about
repairs or security or a rent increase, the
organization helps them address these
"bread and butter issues" through direct
action organizing.
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As residents become engaged, the Anti-
Displacement Project helps them understand
the longer-term issues which threaten their
future ability to stay in their homes.  One
technique A-DP has used for involving and
educating tenants is the "tenant capital needs
assessment:"  residents conduct a door-to-
door survey of repair needs, collect those sur-
veys in a book, and confront the owner and
the public agencies which finance the build-
ings with details on the poor conditions.  This
process educates and develops leaders while
arming the group with the data they need.  It
also ensures that, if the residents win the
opportunity to acquire and rehab the build-
ing, they will have a strong base of knowledge
and self-confidence and be able to work with
the architect, contractor and other profession-
als from a position of strength.

The CDCs in the Northwest Bronx "net-
work" apply their commitment to organizing
as they work with residents.  In fact, UNHP
recently had the experience of finding that the
residents wanted them to feel free to proceed
with the tenth and eleventh layer of financing
on a particular building without explaining all
the details to the resident council.  UNHP
staff found residents' "eyes glazing over" and
"tolerating" their presentation but really want-
ing to delegate responsibility for understand-
ing that portion of the deal to professional
staff they trusted.

Another key ingredient for success is
an ongoing process of reflection and learn-
ing which helps the organization's leaders
assess how well its combination of organizing
and development strategies is working and
how it should be adjusted.

Many organizing groups are very disci-
plined in internal reporting and reflection.
Typically organizers report on their work in
writing weekly or at least monthly, including
quantifying progress on such indicators as
the numbers of new people contacted, partici-

pating in meetings, being trained, or exerting
leadership for the first time.  Organizers also
are accustomed to reflecting in writing on the
progress they are making, the obstacles they
face and what they are learning.

This internal discipline provides a sound
foundation for reflective practices concerning
the balance of organizing and development
and such issues as:

To what extent are the organization's
members identifying the priority housing
issues?

Can the issues be addressed through
organizing alone, or do they naturally lead
the organization to consider adopting a
development role?

What are the pluses and minuses of act-
ing as the developer rather than finding a
nonprofit partner to do that work?

How are the leaders being trained to
understand and control development?

How is the organizing linked to develop-
ment?

Are new members being attracted because
of the development work?

Are leaders developing new skills?  Is the
organization's constituency being
strengthened as a result of the benefits
the group's gaining from development?

Are other issues being neglected or other
leaders being lost?

These are some of the issues the organiza-
tion should keep assessing as it moves for-
ward.
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The Implications for Foundations
and Support Organizations

As housing conditions worsen through-
out the U.S. and the affordability gap
grows, it is of the utmost importance

that funders and support organizations help
community groups vastly increase their ability
to have an impact on particular housing proj-
ects and on housing policy.  Without a refo-
cusing of resources to help groups move to
significant scale, conditions will continue to
worsen in the years ahead.

In this context, the strides which organiz-
ing groups have made in recent years take on
great importance.  By skillfully marrying their
skills in building a large constituency, policy
advocacy and development, these organiza-
tions are scoring major breakthroughs.  They
are achieving significant scale in developing
housing while multiplying their power to con-
vince public and private sector institutions to
reallocate resources and change policies to
benefit the community.

Funders and support organizations have
an opportunity to multiply these gains.  They
can play a major role in supporting expansion
of community-based efforts to pursue a dual
agenda, mixing organizing and development
in various ways to maximize their impact on
affordable housing.

In particular, funders, technical assis-
tance providers, training institutions and
other supporters of community initiatives
should increase support for a seven-point
agenda to strengthen efforts combining organ-
izing and development.

First, funders should provide core operat-
ing support which enables grassroots groups
to develop a balance of skills on staff as well
as restricted funding for community organ-
izing which is central to this whole strategy.
Such funding is often so difficult to raise that

groups are forced to adopt staffing patterns
which fully fund development but underem-
phasize organizing.  This pattern can lead to
internal tensions and gradually erode the
organization's capacity to remain accountable
to its community and to mobilize power when
it's needed.

Second, they should take steps to increase
the availability of technical assistance and
consulting help on organizational develop-
ment for grassroots groups which are think-
ing through their agendas for impacting hous-
ing in their neighborhoods.  This advice and
assistance should respond to the each organi-
zation's needs and priorities rather than
pushing a particular model inappropriately.
Nevertheless, it should include a fair assess-
ment of the advantages and possible appro-
priateness of placing organizing first, and
then adding development capacity to organi-
zations which prove successful in involving
large numbers of people on housing issues.
This strategy would reverse the conventional
wisdom and eliminate the current bias among
many funders, intermediaries, trainers and
other support organizations which deters
groups from organizing and advocacy.  It
would also increase the impact of neighbor-
hood residents upon housing conditions.

Third, special efforts should be made to
provide training and advice for boards of
grassroots groups so they are conversant with
development and have thought through the
relationship between organizing and develop-
ment in detail.  Combining these activities is
complex and there are many potential pitfalls.
It is especially important that boards be pre-
pared to keep the staff on track, avoiding
arguments on organizing and development,
and collaborating to maximize the group's
impact.

Fourth, they should take steps to ensure
the availability of housing development con-
sultants and technical assistance providers
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who can help groups understand the com-
plexities of development, represent their own
interests successfully, and, when appropriate,
develop their own internal capacity to control
or "do" development.  It is vital that such peo-
ple be available, have state-of-the-art knowl-
edge of development and have no financial
self-interests which conflict with the interests
of the community group they advise. It is also
essential that they "get into the trenches" and
help the groups do the work as they are
transferring skills, so that organizations get
the in-depth help they need from the begin-
ning.

Fifth, they should provide training for
community developers which stresses the
advantages and techniques of community
organizing and developing strong community
leadership, community accountability and
power.  At the same time they should support
training for organizers which helps them to
strengthen their organizing skills and to
understand development and how the
approaches can be linked most successfully.
Such training programs for organizers and
developers can help bridge the divide between
these approaches and build a common under-
standing of the dual approach to develop-
ment.

Sixth, current training programs are, how-
ever, not a sufficient long-term answer.
Because of the complexity and importance of
this work, there is a desperate need for major
new mid-career educational programs for
organizers, developers, and others working to
bring about substantial community change
through a combination of organizing, advoca-
cy and development approaches.  Good as
they may be, three-day or weeklong training
programs simply cannot provide people with
the analytical skills, theoretical and practical
knowledge they need to be fully prepared for
this demanding work.  Serious attention
should be given to developing new certifi-
cate and Masters' level programs on issues

of poverty, race, development and social
change through new partnerships between
academic institutions and practitioners.

Finally, funders and support organizations
should help organizations establish and sus-
tain systems for assessing how well the bal-
ance of organizing and development is
being achieved and how it can improve its
effectiveness on both fronts.  Rigorous self-
assessment, peer review and advice, and
assessments by evaluators who are commit-
ted to participatory learning and organization-
al development -- each of these approaches to
reflection and learning deserves support from
organizations which are committed to helping
grassroots groups succeed in moving to scale.
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In city after city, the same stark reality
faces community groups and others con-
cerned about issues of poverty, race, and

healthy communities.  Despite remarkable
efforts by community leaders and nonprofit
organizations, conditions for poor and work-
ing people are rapidly getting worse.  The
economy is sputtering and trends in employ-
ment, housing, and public policy are making
it increasingly impossible for people with lim-
ited incomes to get ahead.

It is abundantly clear that this situation
will worsen dramatically unless there are
major changes in public policy. Government
programs are in retreat everywhere despite
the clear need for massive new commitments
of additional resources to meet the needs of
the people and neighborhoods now being left
behind.

It is equally clear that -- if there are to be
major changes in public policy -- leadership
and pressure for these changes must come
from the people and organizations that are
most affected by the worsening crisis.  This
leadership must come from grassroots com-
munity groups, including community develop-
ment corporations and other groups which
have often shied away from working on policy
issues in the past.

Fortunately, there is increasing evidence
that community groups can have a substan-
tial impact on policy issues which matter to
them if they come together in coalitions and
broader alliances to wage concerted cam-
paigns. In particular there are many examples
of CDCs and their allies winning remarkable
victories in expanding funding for housing
development and changing other vital policies.

These successes have not come easily.
They depend upon three key factors:

the willingness of CDCs and other grass-
roots groups to make often wrenching

changes in their priorities, strategy and
culture;

the systematic building of strong coali-
tions and alliances; and

the strong backing of private philanthropy
for organizing and advocacy.

This paper focuses on the advocacy and
public policy work which CDCs, other non-
profits and housing advocates pursue through
coalitions and alliances.  This aspect of the
nonprofit housing movement is often over-
looked as attention focuses instead on the
role nonprofits play as developers of housing
and economic development projects.
However, as the economy and public poli-
cies pose increasing threats to any gains
which nonprofits have made through their
community development and service pro-
grams, the success of nonprofits in revers-
ing harmful public policies will be a central
test of their capacity to improve the lives
of the people they serve.

After briefly reviewing the history of the
CDC movement, this paper will focus on case
studies of CDC involvement in policy advoca-
cy and draw lessons from these case studies.
It will conclude with recommendations for
action by nonprofits and the philanthropies
which support them.

Historical Background

Four decades ago there were virtually no
community development corporations in
the United States.  Staffed community-

based organizations of any kind were rare,
and only a few had begun to pioneer in tak-
ing on responsibility for developing housing
or economic ventures in low-income commu-
nities.  Those early organizations had few
people or organizations to turn to for advice
and expertise as they tried to master the
intricacies of planning, financing, developing
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and managing complex projects.
Furthermore, they had little access to philan-
thropic support.

That situation changed greatly over the
years.  Now there are hundreds of CDCs
which have succeeded in developing housing
and launching other programs to benefit low
and moderate income people.  There also is a
substantial infrastructure of technical assis-
tance groups, trainers, intermediaries, and
funders which are committed to helping CDCs
succeed as vehicles for community develop-
ment projects.

During this history, there has been great
pressure -- subtle as well as open -- on
CDCs to avoid becoming involved in public
policy.  While some funders and support
organizations always valued grassroots
organizing and advocacy, most have tried to
deter groups from working on controversial
issues.  They have instead pushed groups to
build strong technical competence and close
working partnerships with government,
banks, and other institutions.  They have
encouraged CDCs to "mature" and move
"from protest to program", from "confronta-
tion to collaboration".  The main thrust of
the rhetoric, funding patterns, criteria for
evaluation, and literature which dominate
the CDC world has clearly pointed this direc-
tion.1 For example, in their recent book
Comeback Cities, Paul Grogan, former
President of the Local Initiatives Support
Corporation, and Tony Proscio wrote dis-
paragingly of groups with a "preference for
confrontation over visible results."  They
applauded activists who, "exhausted by the

antagonisms and fruitless turmoil, were
more than ready to turn their newfound
community-organizing talents to some prac-
tical redevelopment projects."

The daily work of creating and managing
community development projects reinforces
this pressure.  It requires financial and tech-
nical knowledge, the ability to plan and man-
age complex projects over time, and the abili-
ty to negotiate and work with government
agencies and the private sector.  Unless a
group has emerged from a community organ-
izing history, the staff people hired to handle
these complex tasks and relationships seldom
have a strong background in, or even affinity
for, organizing and advocacy strategies.  Few
of them have skills or experience in organiz-
ing people and allies to build the power to
confront, pressure and persuade others to
cooperate with their organizations.  Many are,
because of their own backgrounds and train-
ing, uncomfortable with such tough tactics.

The results are clear in the rhetoric and
behavior of most CDCs.  It is not uncommon
to hear a CDC director saying, "We are not an
antipoverty organization; we're a CDC"2 or
"We are not an affordable housing organiza-
tion; we are a development corporation."3

However, despite these pressures, some
CDCs have always stressed organizing and
advocacy as key strategies for community
development.  For example, since its forma-
tion more than thirty years ago, San
Francisco's Chinatown Community
Development Center has given high priority
to policy changes through its own work and

its leadership role in key coalitions.
In Chinatown itself, CCDC has seen
its central role as being a planning
organization which involves the
community in planning and control-
ling development throughout the
community.  Using its planning and
organizing strengths, the CDC's
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success in winning downzoning of the com-
munity more than two decades ago effectively
blocked speculators and conventional devel-
opers from replacing the community's shops,
residential hotels, and institutions with the
kinds of high-rise development which sur-
round it.  Without that policy victory
Chinatown would inevitably have been
destroyed, and the CDC's work redeveloping
property for the benefit of community resi-
dents would have become impossibly expen-
sive.

Chinatown also furnishes an early exam-
ple of how CDCs can have an impact on
broader policies.  The CDC was instrumental
in creating the Council of Community
Housing Organizations (CCHO) in 1978.
This was one of the earliest citywide coali-
tions of housing groups, and it has had
remarkable staying power and impact.
Through the years CCHO has enabled its
member groups to have a powerful voice on
decisions on the allocation of Community
Development Block Grants and other public
funds.  It led the drive which caused the city
to shift from city-wide to district elections for
the Board of Supervisors, thereby increasing
representation of people of color as well as
accountability to neighborhood concerns.  It
also has fought on a broad range of other
housing policy issues including the vital
local issue of standards and funding for
earthquake protection and retrofitting.  Its
small, underfunded staff has a combination
of research, organizing, public policy and
communications skills which greatly
strengthens the campaigns the member
groups launch.

CCHO's work on affordable
housing bond issues in 1996
and 2002 exemplifies its power
to mobilize people on critical
issues.  In 1996, after a major
organizing drive, it won
Proposition A for a $100 million

bond issue with a 67% vote.  In 2002, facing
much stiffer, heavily financed opposition
from real estate interests, the coalition and
its allies still won 58% of the vote, unfortu-
nately falling short of the two thirds require-
ment for a bond issue.  During that cam-
paign they had hundreds of volunteers
working every weekend, covering 500 of the
city's 640 precincts with almost a million
leaflets.  They visited households in the
neighborhoods served by their CDCs three
times, and had a major get-out-the-vote
drive. When they were blacked out by the
local media, they used street theater and
demonstrations to reach voters.

While CCHO failed to get the necessary
two-thirds majority in 2002, they view that as
just one battle in a longer term war for afford-
able housing.  San Francisco's CDCs fully
recognize that gentrification is making it
increasingly impossible for their residents and
other constituents to continue living in the
city, and they use each election and ballot ini-
tiative to educate voters for the long-term.
They "want them to fully understand the
issue."  They "worked with all the other non-
profits and all the other progressive groups
we could think of," including the 70-member
Human Services Network, to broaden their
constituency and reach new people.  Their
current strategy is to focus heavily on moder-
ate swing districts, trying to reach new people
because you "have to make a friend before
you need a friend."

Overall in San Francisco, with the heat of
gentrification and displacement, CDCs
have made a "significant shift back to
community organizing since the early
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1990s because there is real recognition
(that) survival of our communities
depends upon it."4

San Francisco is not unique in having a
long history of advocacy by CDCs and their
allies.  Chicago's rich history of work on
housing and economic development issues at
the local and the state level goes back to the
early 1970s, and includes remarkable victo-
ries by citywide and statewide coalitions as
well as by networks of community organizing
groups.5

CDCs in Boston and Seattle have almost
equally long histories and records of accom-
plishment.  Seattle groups, for example, took
the lead in forming the statewide Washington
Housing Trust Fund Coalition which brought
together CDCs,  housing activists and other
progressives to convince the Legislature to
create one of the nation's first Trust Funds.
The Coalition has maintained its advocacy
work, gradually expanding the size, sources of
funding, and usefulness of the statewide
Trust Fund.  Its dedicated funding streams
now generate tens of millions of dollars each
year to support development of  lower income
housing throughout the state. The Coalition
also has been instrumental in enacting a
Housing Levy in the City of Seattle, which
produces tens of millions of additional dollars
for affordable housing.6

Over the years there has been a steady
increase in the number of statewide coalitions
working on housing or community develop-
ment concerns.  Their growth has been

encouraged by two national coalitions:  The
National Low Income Housing Coalition has
supported the growth of statewide coalitions
on housing and homelessness in thirty-three
states,7 and the National Congress for
Community Economic Development has
encouraged similar growth of statewide coali-
tions of CDCs.  On housing and community
development issues some states like Ohio
have two coalitions; others have only a CDC
coalition or a housing coalition; and still oth-
ers lack any statewide vehicle for grassroots
attention to these vital issues.

"With the increase in federal cutbacks for
domestic spending and the impetus
toward turning or converting additional
federal programs into block grants… it
became essential for CDCs to have a seat
at the table when resources are divided up
at the state level."8

Several cities also have citywide coalitions
through which groups work on local policy
questions.  Being nearby, these coalitions
offer greater opportunities for continuing and
consistent of low-income community leaders
than statewide or national coalitions.  They
thus are frequently better equipped to mobi-
lize, involve and be accountable to grassroots
groups than are more distant policy organiza-
tions.

Despite the longevity and importance of
this policy work led by CDCs and other non-
profits, there is still remarkably little recog-
nition of or support for organizing and advo-
cacy work by nonprofit housing developers.

It still is common for
evaluations and reports
on CDCs to overlook
their organizing and
advocacy work com-
pletely, thus skipping
some of the most signif-
icant indices of a
group's breadth of com-
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munity involvement, responsiveness to com-
munity concerns, and impact on important
issues.9

The Current Crisis

Today, in an era of massive deficits in
federal, state and local government
budgets, it is even more vital for non-

profits to become active advocates for the
resources and public policies their communi-
ties and constituencies need so desperately.
Without their constant vigilance and involve-
ment, the fierce competition for public
resources will eat away at  funding for hous-
ing and other essential projects and services.
An increased focus on public policy will, how-
ever, require wrenching changes in priorities
for organizations which historically have not
allocated significant time or resources to
advocacy work.

New federal policies will make the struggle
for resources and helpful policies even more
difficult over the next decade. The
Administration and Congress have cut taxes
drastically during a time of national recession
and escalating military costs.  The results:
projections of a $1.9 trillion dollar federal
deficit over the next five years, massive addi-
tional deficits for the foreseeable future, and
inexorable pressures for deep cuts in domes-
tic spending.  Many conservatives in Congress
and the Administration clearly see creating
deficits as a central strategy for forcing the
reduction of spending on social programs,
including housing.

At the same time state and local govern-
ments are coping with their
own staggering deficits,
and -- because of the
unpopularity of tax
increases -- they too are
cutting spending on even
essential programs.

For CDCs and others concerned about
healthy communities and families, the crisis
in housing is particularly frightening.  Each
year the cost of housing goes up far more
rapidly than incomes, increasing the afford-
ability gap and placing good housing out of
reach for an increasing number of families.
Housing costs show no signs of abating as
the population grows, development pressures
increase, and the expense of land, lumber,
other building materials, oil and gas and
property taxes all escalate more quickly than
the overall cost of living. As interest rates
climb again this crisis will rapidly become
even more severe.

Furthermore, the federal government is
speeding up its withdrawal from its historic
commitment to housing.  It has been almost
three decades since the federal government
abandoned the direct subsidy programs
which financed development of new affordable
housing -- programs which at one point
added 625,000 subsidized homes per year to
the nation's housing supply.

In recent years, the government has
instead moved to dispose of the housing
which it has subsidized over the years.  With
little public notice, the last two
Administrations have presided over a step-by-
step reduction in the nation's stock of perma-
nently subsidized housing:  the supply of
public housing has been dramatically
reduced,10 and a rapidly increasing percent-
age of the privately owned subsidized housing
is being converted to middle income use.

Some families displaced by this reduction
in permanently subsidized units have been
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given housing allowances to supplement their
ability to pay rents for private apartments.
However, these subsidies are now also in
grave danger.  The new federal budget severe-
ly cuts funding for allowances.  Furthermore,
there is increasing talk in Washington about
placing time limits on all allowances -- thus
forcing families which had been living in per-
manently affordable units to shift to receiving
short-term help as they move into housing
where rents escalate far more rapidly than
incomes. There is also some discussion of
placing time limits on residency in public
housing, further reducing options for poor
families.

At the same time the economy is driving
more people into unemployment or low wage
employment. Efforts to increase the federal
minimum wage have failed, and competition
for even very low wage jobs is intensifying.
Recent projections indicate that, even if the
nation avoids a devastating deflationary spi-
ral, any recovery is likely to be slow and to
have a minimal impact on employment in its
early years.

Schools are in crisis; job training, day care
and Medicaid funds are being slashed; munic-
ipal services are being reduced to an even
lower level. The continuing pressures to
reduce deficits at all levels of government
ensure ever-deeper cuts in programs which
matter to poor people, further shredding the
social safety net.

Reversing these devastating trends will
require that CDCs and other supporters of
community organizing and development --
including funders, intermediaries, technical
assistance organizations, networks and coali-
tions -- reorient themselves and redirect their
resources. Further steep declines in living
conditions and opportunities for low-income
people are inevitable unless there is greatly
increased backing for coalition-building, advo-
cacy, and organizing on public policy issues,

and for voter registration and education
efforts to strengthen the influence of people
who are not now active in the electoral
process.

Increasing Resources for Housing:
A Case Study of Los Angeles

Against this grim backdrop, coalitions in
several parts of the country are winning
significant victories on policy issues.

They are doing this in a very conservative
political era with a faltering economy.  They
are prevailing despite the fact that housing
issues are seldom high on the public agenda.
And they are winning these victories despite
the shortage of philanthropic money to sup-
port major housing campaigns.

Housing Los Angeles' recent victory
demonstrates the scale of victory which is
possible despite massive deficits and an ini-
tial lack of interest among policy-makers.
Over a three year period Housing LA mount-
ed a systematic campaign which eventually
led to enactment of a new citywide Housing
Trust Fund -- the first significant new fund-
ing for housing in Los Angeles in many
years.

Housing Los Angeles was spearheaded by
the Southern California Association for
Nonprofit Housing, a coalition of housing
development corporations and CDCs from the
entire metropolitan Los Angeles area.  Tired of
constant battles to defend meager funding for
housing, SCANPH members were deeply wor-
ried about the future of affordable housing in
LA.  They also were concerned about the sur-
vival of their own organizations which were
suffering seriously from declining public and
private resources.

SCANPH's Executive Director drew from
her background as a union organizer as she
worked with her Board to assess how the
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Association could increase its impact on the
region's rapidly worsening housing conditions.
When an intensive campaign succeeded in
convincing officials to pass a "living wage"
ordinance, Breidenbach and others decided to
try to replicate this victory and to launch a
campaign for a city-wide Housing Trust Fund
which would create new public resources for
housing.

SCANPH members emerged from this
process with plans to campaign for a Trust
Fund which would generate $100 million per
year for affordable housing in Los Angeles.
They planned a three year campaign focused
on the election of a new Mayor and, they
hoped, enactment of a Housing Trust Fund
within the first six months of his inaugura-
tion.

Based on their power analysis, the
Association's leadership concluded that victo-
ry depended upon them greatly broadening
the constituency for housing in general and a
Trust Fund in particular.  SCANPH's analysis
was clear on this point:

"SCANPH's base of Community
Development Corporations (CDCs) is too
narrow to win a campaign on their own.
The strategy would be to bring together
different constituencies -- with different
interests -- to a common goal.  The leader-
ship of the campaign would be from three
major non-housing constituencies -- labor,
religious leaders, and tenants."11

SCANPH leaders then reached out and
held individual meetings with many promi-
nent Los Angelenos, seeking to create an
impressive Honorary Committee for the
Campaign.  This resulted in the Roman
Catholic Cardinal and the head of the County
Labor Federation agreeing to serve as Co-
Chairs.  Other community leaders, including
business, civil rights and community organiz-
ing leaders, also agreed to serve on that

Committee, adding their prestige and influ-
ence to the Campaign.

With funding from foundations and corpo-
rations, the Association then hired full-time
experienced organizers, and set out to wage a
concerted campaign to gain the attention of
media, the public, the City Council and can-
didates for Mayor.  They waged a classic cam-
paign, with a carefully crafted strategy for
marshalling maximum power at the crucial
time -- the elections set for 2001.  Their com-
mitment to a disciplined long-term strategy
was first demonstrated when they decided to
block an enthusiastic City Councilman's pro-
posal for a $20 million a year Trust Fund,
choosing to wait until the campaign had mar-
shaled its full potential and could win a far
larger victory.

Housing LA built a broad base of support
over time, including unusual allies.  Their
labor support was crucial to victory, but busi-
ness leaders also played a prominent role,
coming together at one point for a
Housing/Business Summit, and becoming
increasingly visible and supportive in the late
stages of the campaign.

The Campaign then developed a platform
which covered a full range of housing issues.
These included measures to save subsidized
housing threatened with conversion and to
replace homes which had been demolished.  It
also proposed raising wages so that people
would earn a "housing wage" -- income suffi-
cient to afford decent, safe and sanitary hous-
ing in the city.  This platform responded to
the priorities of their diverse constituencies,
and was then used as the basis for a
Candidate Survey on housing issues.  As the
primary elections for Mayor and City Council
approached, Housing LA distributed thou-
sands of copies of the Survey, creating pres-
sure on the candidates to pledge support for
HLA's platform.12
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In face to face meetings and larger gath-
erings, they sought support from candi-
dates for Mayor for all the planks in
Housing LA's platform.  Shortly before the
primary election they then disseminated
thousands of copies of a Voters' Guide,
explaining each issue and reporting the
candidates' positions.13

One key technique was taking potential
supporters on tours.  By the end of the cam-
paign, they had conducted more than a
dozen tours taking 46 candidates, top staff of
the Los Angeles Times, other media people
and influential leaders to visit both slums
and good affordable housing developed by
CDCs.  This demonstrated both the need for
the new Fund and the great promise it
offered.  They illustrated the need for funds
to save subsidized housing which was in
danger of being converted to middle income
use, provide good temporary housing for
homeless people, and develop permanently
additional affordable housing for families.
The tours also featured examples of the high
quality, successful projects which local non-
profits can develop when they have access to
adequate resources.  The tours proved to be
highly successful in persuading influential
religious and civic leaders as well as policy-
makers of the need for a Trust Fund.

The coalition pursued an "inside/outside
strategy."  While they focused most of their
attention on organizing a broad constituency
outside government, getting media attention
and pressing candidates to support the
Campaign, they also worked to enlist support

from inside government, including recruiting
supporters on the Council and in City depart-
ments.  This dual strategy maximized their
backing and influence.

Both candidates who emerged from the
primary as finalists endorsed Housing LA's
Trust Fund.  Both promised to enact it
within their first six months in office, and
to fund it at the level of $100 million per
year.

Four strong tenant and community organ-
izing groups mobilized large numbers of peo-
ple for highly visible mass demonstrations at
crucial times when the coalition needed to
"turn up the heat."  For example, after James
Hahn was elected as Mayor, he reiterated his
pledge to support a $100 million Trust Fund.
In his Inaugural Address he listed it as one of
his top three priorities, but then things
began to drag.  SCANPH decided that pres-
sure was needed, and ACORN brought 400
people to march around City Hall and enter
Council chambers.  This drew media atten-
tion, as did a series of events during the
Christmas season.  Hundreds of tenants
came to City Hall to sing Christmas carols
and to stage "La Posada" -- a Mexican
Christmas celebration during which families
go door-to-door looking for shelter.14

When the Mayor agreed to speed up
enactment of the Fund, Housing LA held a
"Home for the Holidays" celebration on the
City Hall steps.  This involved labor as well as
tenants in a mass demonstration.  The Mayor
introduced his bill within a month, and it was

enacted into law with the Mayor
giving full credit to Housing LA
for its passage.
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Winning a New City-Wide Housing
Policy: A Case Study of New York
City

New York's Association for Neighborhood
and Housing Development has existed
as a citywide coalition since 1974.  It

was initiated by eight community groups and
directed by Robert Schur, a long-time official
in the city's housing department.  As a gov-
ernment insider Schur had seen the limits of
what he could do from his position.  He
became firmly convinced of the need for out-
side pressure.  He therefore concluded that
community-based organizations must become
activist and deeply involved in housing policy
issues if the rapid decline in the city's housing
stock and neighborhoods was to be arrested.

In an article in City Limits entitled "Back
to Basics: Organizing in the Age of Austerity,"
Bob Schur set forth the need in clear terms:

"While state and city officials decry federal
cuts, it is clear that they are not going to
fill the gaps, especially not in housing pro-
grams, which are not only expensive but,
in today's political world, have low priori-
ties….  Put very bluntly, government pro-
vides benefits to the poor, minorities and
disadvantaged, not because they love
them, but because they fear them so….
Right now, government has little to fear….
To survive, and to achieve what they were
created to do, neighborhood housing
groups must become confrontational.  To
do so effectively, these groups must, first,
organize their communities…."15

The Association's initial membership was
composed solely of nonprofit groups which were
developing housing, and its
name in the early years was
the Association of
Neighborhood Housing
Developers.  It functioned as
a trade association as well

as a coalition, offering training, peer learning,
and such joint programs as a consortium for
purchasing fuel oil for nonprofit-owned build-
ings at a discount.

After several years, as the city faced both
bankruptcy and an extraordinary growth in
its inventory of apartment buildings in
receivership, ANHD decided to reinforce its
advocacy work.  In assessing the challenges
they faced, coalition leaders recognized that
they would have greater independence and
impact on city issues if they broadened their
membership to include housing activists and
community organizing groups which were not
dependent upon City contracts and grants.
The Association therefore reached out to
organizing groups with the power and inde-
pendence to strengthen the coalition's capaci-
ty to win on controversial issues.  It became
the Association for Neighborhood and
Housing Development rather than the
Association of Neighborhood Housing
Developers. It now has 97 member groups.

ANHD has fought dozens of policy battles
over the years as Mayors have come and gone
and housing policies have kept changing.
Throughout this period the scale and com-
plexity of New York's city government pro-
grams have been far greater than in other
American cities.  This largely was because of
the enormous crisis which New York faced as
thousands of buildings went through foreclo-
sure and receivership, a crisis which forced
the City to create a panoply of programs sup-
porting everything from emergency repairs to
gut rehabilitation and long-term nonprofit
management.  The scale of this crisis has
challenged ANHD and its member groups.  It
has also greatly dramatized the importance of
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advocacy and policy work to everyone working
on housing issues in New York City, a factor
which has undoubtedly strengthened ANHD
and its campaigns on policy issues.

Despite this immense crisis Mayor
Giuliani pushed housing far down on the
City's priority list:  funding for affordable
housing dropped almost 50% during the
decade of the 1990s.  Giuliani stressed police
protection and basic municipal services
instead.  Furthermore, he was oriented
toward the private sector and showed little
interest in helping nonprofits address com-
munity needs.  Because Giuliani was so dom-
inant in city politics during his term in office,
and so quick to cut off funding for groups
which challenged him, advocacy by ANHD
and others became very difficult.  ACORN's
Housing Development Corporation, for exam-
ple, was cut off from City funding and cooper-
ation as soon as it issued a report attacking
the Mayor's record on housing.16

With Mayor Giuliani facing mandatory
term limits in 2002, ANHD decided to move
quickly to influence the course of the election
and future housing policy.  In early 2000,
eighteen months before the election in which
Giuliani's successor would be chosen, ANHD
and its allies decided to create Housing First! --
a campaign to get housing back on the public
agenda as a major election issue and to con-
vince mayoral candidates to make significant
new commitments to housing.

ANHD established Housing First! as a new
vehicle which could attract broad and influen-
tial leadership reaching well beyond CDCs

and other grassroots groups.  With initial
funding from foundations and banks, Housing
First! hired staff and reached out to financial
institutions, religious leaders, unions, other
civic leadership and influential allies.  It
urged them to join in common cause with the
goal of greatly increasing public support for
affordable housing during the mayoral cam-
paign.

This broad new coalition hammered out a
platform which focused on the issues which
united all the groups, leaving aside many of
ANHD's other priorities.  There was an explicit
understanding that the groups would work
together on the common platform, but that
member groups -- including ANHD and its
members -- would be free to work on other
housing issues on their own.

At the beginning of the Campaign housing
was a very low priority for politicians and the
public.  Fights for more money for housing
only involved the "usual suspects" -- CDCs,
other grassroots groups, housing advocates,
and a few allies.

By creating a broad coalition with a uni-
fied agenda, substantial funding and skilled
staff, ANHD transformed this situation over
the eighteen months leading up to the may-
oral primary.  Coalition members and staff
used a broad range of strategies and tactics to
gain the attention of the public and influential
decision-makers. These ranged from one-on-
one recruitment of powerful allies, to public
demonstrations, media campaigns and formal
and informal meetings with mayoral candi-
dates and their staffs.

ANHD's own members
played a crucial role through-
out the broader campaign.
CDCs took politicians on neigh-
borhood tours, community
organizing groups pursued
direct action to pressure may-
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oral candidates and others for support, and
ANHD itself created a new 501(c)(4) organiza-
tion to increase its members' freedom to work
on policy issues.17

Housing First! was on its way to being a
spectacular success as primary day
approached in September 2001.  By primary
day, polls showed that Housing First!'s cam-
paign had moved housing up to being #3 on
the list of the most important issues for New
Yorkers.  Only public safety and education
were rated higher.

This is especially impressive in an era in
which housing is very low on most lists of
public priorities.  In most jurisdictions, it is
not a significant political issue.  In
Massachusetts, for example, the Republican
candidate for Governor won despite the fact
that he did not even include housing among
the 16 issues his web-site and campaign
addressed.18

Furthermore, by primary day all the may-
oral candidates, Democrats and Republicans,
had committed themselves to implementing
many of the planks of Housing First!'s plat-
form if they were elected.  The Democratic
nominee had gone one step farther.  He had
committed himself to appoint ANHD's candi-
date to be Commissioner of Housing
Preservation and Development.19 All candi-
dates were committed to allocating new
resources to preserve and develop housing
and, most significantly, to dedicate tens of
millions of dollars a year in perpetuity for a
Housing Trust Fund for low and moderate
income housing.  This Fund was to be sup-
ported from surpluses generated by rents on
space in Battery Park City
and/or the World Trade
Center.

Primary day was
Tuesday, September 11, now
known as 9/11.  The World

Trade Center -- as well as government
resources, public attention, and the candi-
dates' commitments -- disappeared in the
most dramatic setback in modern American
history.

Needless to say, in the aftermath of this
tragic crisis, concern about housing dropped
off the public agenda.  Furthermore, resched-
uling the primary contributed to the defeat of
the Democratic nominee who was committed
to appointing ANHD's candidate to direct the
City's housing and development programs.
For over a year it was impossible to convince
the public or government officials to focus
again on the city's housing needs.

To make matters worse, during this period
the US economy entered into serious reces-
sion, heightening the economic blow which
New York City experienced from destruction
of the World Trade Center.

Housing First! survived this crisis and
mounted a renewed campaign.  It took more
than a year, but, after private negotiations
and pressure, a new phase in the media blitz,
and extensive direct action involving church
and community leaders, newly elected Mayor
Bloomberg announced an ambitious Housing
Plan.  Despite the economic times and the
crises in the federal, state and local govern-
ment budgets, the Plan included a commit-
ment of $500 million in new money for afford-
able housing over five years.  The Plan also
included a commitment to continue allocating
other funding at current levels, an important
pledge during a time of budget cuts.20 The
total commitment was $3 billion over five
years to create 65,000 units.
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Housing First! and ANHD are enthusiastic
about the great gains they won against this
dramatic backdrop.  They are delighted to
have won half a billion dollars in new money
for housing despite the financial crisis facing
the City.  They are equally pleased to have
their victories codified in a formally endorsed
Platform which puts the Mayor on record in a
highly visible way and gives the groups an
agreement to enforce.  The Platform also pro-
vides a framework and reference point which
groups can use while they push for improve-
ments in particular parts of the agreement.

In addition to major campaigns like
Housing First!,  coalitions like ANHD are
exceptionally important for their member
groups on a host of smaller, but vital, policy
issues.  On a typical day this spring, the
Association was actively engaged with city
policy-makers on issues of the restoration of
$150 million to the city's capital budget for
affordable housing, a battle to restore over $1
million for community organizing by grass-
roots groups working on housing issues, and
a new citywide code enforcement policy.21 It
subsequently won the first two struggles, and
gained City Council hearings on legislation
which ANHD members, especially the organiz-
ing groups, essentially drafted.  ANHD hopes
to win this code enforcement battle in 2004.
It would include such important gains for ten-
ants as an increased number of inspectors,
better coordination of code enforcement, and
"inspections of right" -- a provision which gives
residents and tenant organizations a right to
demand and receive a rapid inspection.22

Building the Base for Further Gains:
Fortifying Organizing by CDCs and
Other Groups

As coalitions work on policy issues, they
face major choices about how they can
best build the power to prevail.

Some broaden their membership or create
new alliances to include a broad spectrum of
support, including labor, churches, financial
institutions, foundations, and other activists.

Others bring in community organizing
groups which care about housing and have
the ability to mobilize large numbers of people
to exert pressure on decision-makers.

Several coalitions are taking an ambitious
third step:  they are creating training and
support programs to help their member CDCs
organize and mobilize their own communities.

The Massachusetts Association of CDCs
pioneered this third approach.  Facing a
series of challenges in their own communities
and policy arenas in 1996, CDC leaders and
the MACDC staff decided to focus on
strengthening the CDCs' ability to organize
their communities and greatly increase resi-
dent involvement.

The statewide Association began by offer-
ing organizing training to its member groups,
bringing in experienced organizers to offer
workshops.   While this was helpful, it quickly
became apparent that it was insufficient.
CDCs needed funds with which to hire people
with the time and skills to serve as full-time
organizers, and they needed access to ongoing
training and consulting help for those organ-
izers.

MACDC therefore designed and raised
funding for a three-year $1.5 million program
to strengthen organizing at thirteen CDCs.
The Ricanne Hadrian Initiative for Community
Organizing (RHICO) provided funding for an
organizer on the staff of each participating
group, as well as centralized training and
consulting help. The goals were ambitious --
to transform the CDCs' internal cultures by
helping them develop stronger roots in their
communities, greater resident involvement on
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their Boards, and active, involved constituen-
cies.

"A core assumption of RHICO's program
designers is that placing community
organizing at the center of CDC practice
can help address … (various) dilemmas.
By involving area residents from the out-
set, a CDC can anticipate street crime,
drug dealing, and related community
issues.  Building a strong, organized base
of community residents will provide the
clout necessary for a CDC to win addition-
al resources for its community, even as
political leadership changes.   Likewise, a
community-organizing approach will
enable a CDC to respond to community
priorities when choosing development
projects.  Finally, since most CDCs oper-
ate in diverse communities, successful
organizing will allow each CDC to tap the
participation of new residents and to
achieve a diversity that accurately reflects
its community's profile and views."23

MACDC conducted an ongoing evaluation
of the Initiative with assistance from
Professors Phillip Clay of MIT and Lee Staples
of Boston University.  Among the indicators
the evaluators used to measure success were
the number of times during each six month
period that resident leaders participated in:

Lobby days

Visits to State Representatives

Meetings with State agencies

Meetings with federal agencies

Meetings with Congressional
Representatives24

MACDC recently mounted a second phase
for RHICO which incorporates changes based
on the evaluation, including an assessment of
the program's strengths and weaknesses by

the staff and Board.  One significant change
is that participants in the new program must
agree to join in a common campaign on
statewide housing policy.  This change
reflects the Association's desire to strengthen
the link between its organizing initiative and
its goal of increasing its power to influence
state policies during a period of deep state
deficits and retrenchment in government pro-
grams.  Even without this requirement,
MACDC attributes the increase in State fund-
ing for CDCs from $700,000 per year in 1996
to $2.9 million in 2002 in large part to the
organizing muscle which RHICO provided.25

Other changes in RHICO II reflect
MACDC's conclusion that most grantees in
Phase I had not gone through the internal
transformation which program designers
desired.  Phase II incorporates several new
features to deepen the organizing initiative's
impact.  It includes greater competition for
funds, with awards depending upon the
CDCs' demonstrating seriousness about deep-
ening their roots in their communities and
engaging in joint action on policy.  It also
requires participants to take part in peer
learning with other CDCs, a change based on
the Association's conclusion that frequently
bringing  CDCs together in peer learning cir-
cles is a particularly effective way to influence
CDC practice.  MACDC sees such mutual
support and learning as the best way for
groups to learn and change.26

The Housing and Community
Development Network of New Jersey (HCDN)
launched a similar program several years ago.
Like MACDC, the New Jersey Network wanted
to help its members build closer ties with
their communities and develop organized con-
stituencies which could be mobilized on
important community and policy issues.

HCDN is in the fourth year of a six-year
project.  They fund nine organizations for up
to $50,000 per year each.  Eight of the groups
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are CDCs, most with little experience organiz-
ing.  While the ninth group does not "do devel-
opment," it is actively involved in community
planning and using its planning and organiz-
ing strengths to control local development.

HCDN reports that its program has had
demonstrable impact on the work of a num-
ber of participating development corporations,
as well as on HCDN's own ability to influence
state community development policies.  La
Casa de Don Pedro in Newark, for example,
hired a seasoned and skilled organizer under
the program, who helped the CDC develop
new strengths and strategies by cross training
all La Casa staff in basic organizing skills,
and helping them integrate organizing and
outreach into all program areas.  This foun-
dation enabled La Casa to join with a commu-
nity organizing group in the Ironbound neigh-
borhood and other Newark CDCs to lead a
campaign against the City which saved sever-
al key sites for open space and new schools.
In this campaign the groups pressured the
Mayor into reversing sale of those sites to
developers of middle income housing, making
them available to meet the communities' high-
est priorities.  The groups continue to work
closely together to influence education and
land use issues at the local and state levels.

As they evaluate the initiative, Network
staff are concluding that younger organiza-
tions are often more receptive to change and
to introducing organizing. Not surprisingly,
many older organizations not already engaged
in organizing seem somewhat more set in
their ways and resistant to this redirection.27

In every case, a true commitment to organiz-
ing at every level of the organization -- board,
executive and staff -- is key to achieving con-
sistent results and sustained success.

When the Network started the regranting
program, it did not necessarily set out to run
the program on a permanent basis (although
its possible continuation beyond the initial six

years is currently being evaluated).  One of its
goals was to demonstrate the value of such a
fund to help convince other funders to start
similar grant programs for organizing and
participatory neighborhood planning.

The coalition has had some success in
this regard, the prime example being First
Union Regional Foundation (now Wachovia),
an early participant in the Network's regranti-
ng pool.  Early in 2003 this foundation
restructured its entire grantmaking operation
to create two new programs which support
community organizing, planning and plan
implementation by CDCs.  The Community
Planning Program provides grants of $25-
100,000 each to provide support for participa-
tory community planning including organiz-
ing.  The second program provides multi-year
grants of $100-750,000 to support implemen-
tation of the plans, which can include support
for organizing and development activity.

The Housing and Community
Development Network is very active and suc-
cessful in its policy work.  Recently, for exam-
ple, the coalition won approval of a new $10
million a year State Neighborhood
Revitalization Tax Credit to help CDCs imple-
ment participatory neighborhood plans, thus
providing a major new incentive for private
investors to support CDC housing and eco-
nomic development efforts, as well as a wide
range of other neighborhood improvements.
These funds (up to $1 million per neighbor-
hood/year) can also be used for community
organizing.  HCDN has repeatedly mobilized
its membership to save the State's Balanced
Housing Program and state funding for a vari-
ety of housing programs.  The Network also
has taken the lead in proposing and promot-
ing new state legislation aimed at preserving
rental housing, and making it easier to
acquire and rehabilitate abandoned proper-
ties.
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ANHD is creating a somewhat similar pro-
gram to promote organizing on housing and
neighborhood issues in New York City.  But
there are some interesting differences in the
approach which New York's Association is
taking, differences which are based on local
needs and priorities.

When ANHD broadened its membership
several years ago to include community and
tenant organizing groups, it broadened its pri-
orities to include opening up new sources of
public and private funding explicitly for
organizing.  They saw this as important sup-
port for their new members and an essential
step in fortifying poor people's voices in future
debates on housing and neighborhood policy.

To give organizing groups support and a
voice within the broader Association, ANHD
created a subcommittee which is called the
Neighborhood Organizing and Advocacy
Initiative, or NOAI.  This group balanced out
CHAMP, a CDC trade association already
operating under the ANHD umbrella.  Each
group now functions as a subcommittee of
the Association to eliminate the danger it will
go off on its own, and each has its own staff-
member, training workshops, technical assis-
tance, and key issues (e.g. code enforcement
is a high priority for the community and ten-
ant organizing groups in NOAI, while the
developers in CHAMP are preoccupied with
housing production issues).

Over the years ANHD has played a signifi-
cant role in opening up and protecting public
funding to support tenant and neighborhood
organizing.  The most useful and significant
of these government programs was the
Community Consultants Program (CCP) which
was specifically designed to foster resident
organizing.  The goal was to give tenants a
stronger voice so they could press their land-
lords to provide good management and main-
tenance, thus helping preserve the threatened
housing stock.  Mayor Giuliani folded CCP

into a new Neighborhood Preservation
Consultants Program which was far more ori-
ented to helping private landlords.  It provides
loans to owners and requires grantees to work
on landlord assistance programs.  Some of
the funding can, however, be devoted to resi-
dent organizing if groups meet the other grant
requirements.  This program provides con-
tracts for approximately $49,000 per year to
nonprofits.  $9,000 of this is a supplement
which was added by the City Council at the
initiative of ANHD.  These funds are appropri-
ated out of the municipal budget; they are
local rather than federal CDBG funds.

In addition to winning this important sup-
plement, ANHD and its members protected
the vestiges of the CCP program.  Under CCP
fifty-eight groups get funded at the level of
$39,000 per year specifically for tenant organ-
izing and advocacy on issues of the residents'
own choice.  ANHD has to fight for this pro-
gram's survival every year.  These annual vic-
tories have been very significant for the
Association's constituency and for fights on
issues ranging from code enforcement to rent
regulation to predatory lending.28

ANHD has also had important successes
in opening up private funding for organizers.
They have won CRA agreements with
Deutsche Bank and several other financial
institutions which include pledges of funding
for groups organizing residents to push for
improved conditions in their buildings and
communities.

The Association is excited about its recent
success in getting major private funding for
its new Initiative for Neighborhood and
Citywide Organizing (INCO).  This is a
regranting program designed specifically to
reinforce organizing at fifteen organizations.
The Rockefeller Foundation was the first fun-
der for this program, and the Ford Foundation
and others are substantial backers, but most of
the funding comes from banks.  Interestingly,
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many of these funders -- including the finan-
cial institutions -- "are changing their tune" in
their priorities.  They are very interested in
seeing an increase in "organizing", saying that
they value community groups most for their
roots in the community and their advocacy for
the poor, and that this is even more important
for them than their development capacity.29

Members of ANHD's Neighborhood
Organizing and Advocacy Initiative were
deeply involved in designing this new organiz-
ing support program.  Funding from the Edna
McConnell Clark Foundation financed the
planning, including a consultant's survey of
the organizing potential and needs of organiz-
ing groups in New York City.  While conduct-
ing her research, the consultant met with
organizing groups and helped them hammer
out a joint definition of "organizing" which is
proving to be very useful in guiding the grant
program.30 This research fed into ANHD's
strategic planning process and eventually led
to the new regranting program.

With involvement and advice from the
organizing groups in NOAI, ANHD construct-
ed a Request for Proposals for sufficient
passthrough funding to enable organizing
groups and CDCs which are really serious
about organizing to hire a full-time organiz-
er, as well as get centralized training and
technical assistance from experienced organ-
izers.  This will provide $750,000 per year
for four years.

The program is modeled in part on
MACDC's Ricanne Hadrian program.
However, there are significant differences.
First, much of the money will support organ-
izing groups which don't do development.
Second, changing the culture of CDCs is not
a primary goal for ANHD:  their principal goal
is to increase funding for community and ten-
ant organizing groups.  Third, like Phase II of
RHICO, ANHD's program requires that all
funded groups participate in a joint housing

policy campaign (supporting the Platform
which ANHD developed, including enforcing
the Mayor's pledge to add $500 million in new
funding for housing development).  The
regranting program  is called the "Initiative for
Neighborhood and Citywide Organizing" to
reflect this breadth.31

Funding decisions were made by the
Donors Collaborative, which previously made
decisions on and oversaw a five-year capacity-
building program for 35 CDCs.32 The
Collaborative includes representatives of sev-
eral banks and foundations who are used to
making grant decisions.  While ANHD recom-
mendations were important, this arrangement
enabled ANHD to avoid being placed in the
even more awkward situation of having to
decide directly which member groups should
be funded.

These new initiatives to support communi-
ty organizing all result from the conclusion by
CDC and coalition leaders that organizing is
critical to success in their work on issues of
public policy and institutional change.  The
initial results of the pioneering efforts in
Massachusetts and New Jersey are impres-
sive, and the lessons being learned from expe-
rience are leading to changes which appear
likely to increase their impact on policy.

The Challenges of Involving CDCs in
Policy Advocacy and Coalitions

Despite these promising developments
and the impressive results which
housing coalitions have demonstrated

in many parts of the country, there are no
signs of a trend among other CDC coalitions
to replicate their success. In many cities and
states CDCs are still uninvolved in policy
debates.  They concentrate fully on their work
as developers, lining up complex deals involv-
ing everything from land acquisition to
arranging as many as a dozen sources of
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financing, to working with architects, finan-
cial institutions, construction companies and
city agencies.  They measure their progress
largely by the number of units they build or
improve and the other concrete projects and
services they provide.

It is, however, predictable that a growing
number of CDCs will recognize that their very
survival depends upon them getting far more
involved in public policy debates where their
organizational self-interest is on the line.
With government support for housing and
CDCs inevitably threatened by tax cuts and
deficits, CDCs will be increasingly desperate
for resources and broader change in their
communities.

As these CDCs become more involved in
policy, they have much to learn from the non-
profits which have been the pioneers on hous-
ing policy campaigns.

As we have seen, these groups have found
coalitions to be crucial vehicles for policy
work. In addition to the obvious reason for
working in coalition -- the strength which
comes from numbers -- CDCs gravitate
towards coalitions because they feel less visi-
ble and vulnerable to retaliation when they are
one among many working on an issue. CDCs
in New York City, for example, created ANHD
as a vehicle for confronting the City on hous-
ing issues while member CDCs continued to
depend heavily on contracts with City agen-
cies.  And, to further increase their influence
and their "cover", ANHD, SCANPH and other
coalitions have found it extremely useful to
form broader alliances with other civic leaders
and organizations and to launch
unified campaigns on housing and
community issues.

These examples demonstrate
that CDCs can strengthen their
access to resources by being
tough, perhaps controversial advo-

cates as well as skilled developers. They thus
demonstrate that most CDCs have been over-
ly cautious when they have avoided advocat-
ing policy changes which they fear would
offend major institutions.

Nevertheless, it would be simplistic to say
there is no cost to engaging in direct advoca-
cy. There are a good many examples of
instances when local governments, for exam-
ple,  have looked beyond the façade of a coali-
tion or alliance to identify its members and
retaliate.  However, there are many cases in
which advocacy has led to closer relationships
instead of greater strain. It is therefore essen-
tial that any CDC or neighborhood organiza-
tion carefully analyze the particular institu-
tional and political situation it faces as it con-
siders how to be most effective in obtaining
increased resources and cooperation for
improving its neighborhood.

In some locations, CDCs which have been
reticent to take a public position on a contro-
versial issue have quietly encouraged commu-
nity organizing groups or others to do so.
Sometimes this encouragement is substantial
and carefully planned to ensure that the
advocacy serves the CDCs' purposes and has
sufficient resources to be effective. In such
situations the Development Corporations may
channel funds to the advocates or encourage
funders to support them. They may meet fre-
quently with the activists to discuss the kinds
of policy changes their communities and
development projects need. And, while playing
no public role on the issue, they may dis-
cretely mobilize their own supporters in the
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private and public sectors to back those
changes.

Community reinvestment furnishes the
most dramatic illustration of the massive
impact which organizing and advocacy may
have on development and, more importantly,
the broader flow of private capital.  Victories
won by grassroots groups from Chicago and
elsewhere three decades ago have provided
the foundation upon which literally hundreds
of reinvestment agreements and development
projects have been built:  enactment of the
Home Mortgage Disclosure and Community
Reinvestment Acts and decades of organizing
and advocacy have led to the rechannelling of
hundreds of billions of dollars in private capi-
tal.  This private investment has been essen-
tial to the vast majority of CDC projects
throughout the country, a remarkable demon-
stration of the extraordinary importance of
using the power and strategies of community
organizing and advocacy to "shake the trees"
and persuade major institutions to provide
the capital and cooperation needed to finance
preservation and development in communities
with limited incomes.

Nevertheless, most CDCs still shun advo-
cacy and play a more passive role on policy,
counting on others to promote their interests.
This approach is natural for groups which
shy away from controversy generally and are
burdened with many other immediate
responsibilities.

However, in this era of radically dimin-
ished resources, CDCs which play a passive
role leave too much to chance and may well
face policies which do not reflect the CDCs'
priorities. On Trust Funds, for example, CDCs

may place high priority on having Funds gen-
erate predevelopment capital or support for
staffing, while housing advocates may con-
centrate more on the need to maximize subsi-
dies to bring down the costs of shelters or
permanent housing.  Similarly, on CDBG
issues organizing groups may be more con-
cerned about funding for social services than
about increased operating or project support
for CDCs. Or housing activists mobilized to
influence the HOME program may not share
the CDCs' interest in pushing local govern-
ments to set aside 5% of their HOME funds
for operating support for CDCs.

Moreover, if CDCs play a "backseat" role,
they increase the risk that organizing groups
and activist coalitions will continue to lack
the resources and staffing they need to maxi-
mize their influence on housing and neighbor-
hood issues.  In the best of circumstances it
is difficult to raise funds for organizing and
advocacy.  CDC support for such funding
could be critical.

Therefore, to protect their own interests,
CDCs must be close enough to the advocacy
to influence its goals and negotiating stance.
If CDCs want to see strong organizing and
advocacy on their issues, they must approach
advocacy as they approach development proj-
ects.  They must develop thorough plans and
use their influence and staff-time to ensure
that the resources, knowledge, and organiza-
tional strength are in place to achieve success.

These local and statewide associations
and coalitions are of immense value to CDCs
and others committed to neighborhood revi-
talization. At low cost, with small staffs, they
often have a remarkable impact in increasing

the resources available for
low-income development
projects. Their impact can
be equally extraordinary in
creating such other essen-
tial policy reforms as
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reforming zoning policies, adding strong "first
source" hiring or affirmative action require-
ments to expand employment for those who
most need jobs, changing tax foreclosure and
property disposition policies, or convincing
financial institutions to change their under-
writing criteria or establish special reinvest-
ment programs.

Lessons

For CDCs and other nonprofits to be
effective as they turn to advocacy work --
to have a real impact on the policies

which matter most to them -- they must look
upon their new work as being as challenging
as any program or project they have tackled
in the past.  They must approach it with great
seriousness, knowing they have to make
tough priority choices as they take on this
demanding additional work.  They must rec-
ognize that some other activities will have to
be put aside and that significant resources
and staff-time must be committed to the
policy work so it can succeed.  They must,
in short, develop a plan and budget for organ-
izing and policy work with the same level of
deliberation they would use in planning a
housing development project or another ambi-
tious body of work.

This requires a careful measuring of the
organization's self-interest, weighing the bene-
fits and costs of specific policy work against
those of alternative allocations of time and
money.  The group must weigh the impor-
tance of the issue, the likelihood of success,
the dangers of retaliation or other adverse
consequences, the financial costs and the
opportunity costs.  Moreover, within the area
of policy change itself, the
organization must carefully
consider which issues
and which levels of gov-
ernment or private sector
institutions hold the

most promise for success.  For example,
despite their overwhelming importance as
threats to the group's projects and con-
stituency, national budget issues may simply
be beyond the influence of a particular organ-
ization or coalition.  "Less important" local
policy issues may, in fact, hold greater prom-
ise.  Alternatively, a group may find itself
stymied by the local Mayor but see opportuni-
ties for bypassing that roadblock by advocat-
ing passage of new State legislation or a new
federal program.

Although some organizations succeed on
policy issues on their own because of their
power, their contacts or the great appeal of
their cause, this is exceedingly rare.  Groups
are far more likely to marshal the kind of
support they need if they enter into coalition
with other groups which share their interests.
Coalitions are almost always essential to
victory.

Furthermore, it is vital that groups build a
constituency which broadens and deepens --
broadens by building broader alliances with
the widest possible range of influential
leaders and supporters on an agenda which
has very broad appeal; and deepens by being
linked to intensified community organiz-
ing which reaches into the communities
affected, brings in large numbers of people
who care about the issue, and develops their
leadership, strategy and power so they can be
major forces in the struggle to win.

ANHD, SCANPH, the New Jersey Housing
and Community Development Network, and
other coalitions furnish powerful examples of
groups which have gone well beyond the
"usual suspects" to enlist unlikely allies in
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common cause on housing issues.  This has
immensely increased their power and their
levels of success.  It also has educated civic
leaders and non-housing organizations on
various aspects of the housing crisis, an
important step toward recruiting them for
longer-term campaigns on even more funda-
mental housing issues in the future.

MACDC, New Jersey, New York City, and
other state and city coalitions have done
important spadework in developing proto-
type programs to strengthen organizing at
the grassroots level and link it to power-
building and policy change.  They are
demonstrating the clear value of providing
support for organizing linked with policy
work.  They are testing how it can be done
most effectively and learning as they experi-
ment.  It is time for others to follow their
example and raise the funds to do so.  And
it is time for support organizations to give
their full backing to all these important ini-
tiatives to place affordable housing back on
the public agenda.

These coalitions are also finding the value
of campaigns in focusing power and atten-
tion and achieving impact.  Highly profes-
sional campaigns, like those run by Housing
LA and Housing First, require skilled staff,
special funding, a unified platform, broad
backing, sufficient time, a skillful strategy
and good timing.  In Los Angeles it was a
three year campaign leading up to the elec-
tion of a new Mayor.  In New York, it was also
a mayoral election, and it took eighteen
months before the vote and an almost equally
long period of time afterwards ensuring that
the new Mayor lived up to his commitment
despite disaster, deficits, and competing
demands for funds.  In those cases, and in
the less dramatic but still impressive victories
which have been won by CDCs and other
nonprofits in all corners of the country, con-
certed action through focused campaigns has
been key to success.

Some groups are finding they must go
beyond coalitions and alliances to get things
done.  They see the power of an organized
mass of voters as being essential to adding
weight and persuasiveness to their collective
action.  They therefore do what they can with-
in the confines of the tax law to encourage
the registration, education, and mobiliza-
tion of voters who live in the communities
which are most affected by the policies they
promote.  Groups funded under RHICO, for
example, were heavily involved in Get Out the
Vote activities.  In the mayoral elections in
New York and LA, the coalitions decided to
use elections as focal points for getting
attention and winning support.  They devel-
oped written platforms and aggressively pur-
sued candidates for office to persuade them to
pledge their support for specific planks in
their programs.  They won the pledges, and
they then worked assiduously and successful-
ly to enforce those promises and win new
gains.

These cases illustrate the essential impor-
tance of monitoring and enforcing agree-
ments with policy-makers, whether they are
in the public or private sectors.  In both LA
and New York, the new mayors began to
renege on their promises on housing as soon
as they were elected.  They faced deficits and
competing priorities; they experienced the dif-
ficulties of taking charge of large bureaucra-
cies and working with city councils; they were
hit with crises in all directions.  It would have
been easy for them to forget housing and
campaign promises.

Nevertheless Housing First! and Housing
LA stayed on the case.  They kept up the
pressure, using a mixture of quiet persuasion
and public confrontation, enlisting their sup-
porters from business and labor, churches
and civic organizations, desperate tenants
and vocal advocates.  They also paid attention
to detail, knowing that definitions of who is
eligible and clauses about enforcement and
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the intricacies of interagency pledges to col-
laborate with community groups would make
all the difference in determining how effective
their victories would be.  These are all essen-
tial elements of success.

These organizations also were skillful dur-
ing their campaigns and during the monitor-
ing and enforcement stage in using
"inside/outside strategies" to bring about
change. With help from experienced organiz-
ers, they conducted power analyses at the
beginning of their campaigns, identifying
potential allies inside government as well as
outside.  They met individually with these key
people, enlisting allies wherever they could.
As the campaigns were launched they had
vocal and quiet supporters within government
who could help at important junctures, pro-
viding them with information or contacts or
open backing which helped them prevail.
Furthermore, they worked to convince candi-
dates from both parties to back their propos-
als.  This paid off.  In New York, for example,
this resulted in all the candidates for Mayor
endorsing their proposal to allocate surpluses
from the World Trade Center to a new
Housing Trust Fund.

It goes without saying that skillful use of
the media is essential.  ANHD's campaign
turned the press around, with housing issues
and the public pressure on candidates to
address the housing crisis so prominent in
the media that housing moved up the polls to
#3, the third most important issue for voters
on primary election day.  In Los Angeles,
SCANPH used equally clever techniques.  For
instance, when an apartment building col-
lapsed, killing one resident and injuring others,
Housing LA immediately turned the
press coverage around to seeing the
tragedy as dramatic proof of the need for
a Housing Trust Fund to increase safety
and avoid future disasters.

Research is also critical. This includes:

research and documentation on the des-
perate need;

research and publicity on the solutions;

power structure analysis to inform the
campaign strategy; and

participatory action research which
engages campaign leaders in analyzing the
housing situation and its solutions, and
thus educates and increases the depth of
their understanding of the issues.

Obviously, such sophisticated campaigns
require sophisticated leadership.  It is critical
that the coalitions and alliances which mount
such efforts have access to professional
organizers with extensive experience in
the special demands of conducting a long-
term campaign with broad backing and a
complex multidimensional strategy.  They
know what it takes to win.

It is equally important that the leadership
give serious attention to the building of
power -- sufficient power to overcome all the
obstacles and competition for attention and
resources.

The people who oversee and direct such
campaigns must also have great political
savvy and be excellent strategists who see
how they can assemble the broad alliances
they need and fashion a unifying agenda, and
how they can deploy members of those
alliances to intervene at critical times when
their particular approach or influence will be
most useful.  In Los Angeles, the Cardinal
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and business leaders were just the right peo-
ple to say the right thing at some stages,
while SCANPH's decision to ask ACORN and
the other tenant organizing groups to "turn
up the heat" as the Mayor faltered was critical
to enforcing the Mayor's campaign promises.

The Implications for Funders and
Other Supporters of Community
Development

Private funders face many challenges
today. Their assets and giving capacity
are down at the very time that the

nation's economics and politics are creating
even greater needs for their support.  They
must make very difficult choices between con-
tinuing support for current grantees or reduc-
ing these commitments to respond to other
pressing needs.

Against this backdrop, there is a strong
case to be made for increasing the share of
philanthropic support which goes for organiz-
ing and advocacy on policy issues.  Well
invested, a small amount of funding can have
an enormous impact on policies and
resources.  The leverage can be extraordinary.
For example, the Center for Community
Change estimates that the roughly $2.5 mil-
lion it has invested over fourteen years in
campaigns for Housing Trust Funds has
increased local and state government spend-
ing on affordable housing by over $600 mil-
lion per year.33

Core operating support and money
specifically for organizing and policy work
are essential. However, many funders are

nervous about supporting any organization
which tries to influence public policy, espe-
cially coalitions and organizations which con-
centrate primarily on advocacy. Sometimes
this reflects their funding guidelines or the
conservatism of their leadership; at other
times it is based on an overreaction to the
limitations imposed by the Internal Revenue
Code or to the political tenor of the times. The
Code in fact provides relatively great latitude
for groups to work on policy issues.

Coalitions and shorter-term alliances
and campaigns deserve special attention.
They have even more difficulty raising flexible
funding because they devote a higher propor-
tion of their time and resources to advocacy
than other nonprofits.  Furthermore, many
funders have difficulty understanding what a
coalition does and may not see their impor-
tance as vehicles which bring many actors
together to work on issues which are too big
for any one group.  And only a few founda-
tions understand how difficult and time-con-
suming the process of coalition-building is,
and how much staff-time, travel money, and
support it takes to be successful.

These obstacles add to the already formi-
dable constraints which are posed when any
nonprofit seeks operating support. These con-
straints include some funders' lack of under-
standing of the need for this flexible, capacity-
building money, and are unsure how to evalu-
ate the results of core support grants (as dis-
tinct from restricted funding for a defined
activity or product). This uncertainty about
evaluation is amplified when the donee is a
coalition, not a single organization, as it
sometimes is difficult to distinguish between

the impact of a coalition and
that of its individual member
groups.

However, such core sup-
port is especially vital for coali-
tions and organizations which
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are advocating on policy issues.  They need the
flexibility to keep adapting to new challenges
and opportunities in the policy arenas where
decisions are made. They must be able to move
quickly to deploy staff, consultants, and their
member groups as their campaigns unfold and
unexpected developments require rapid action.
They also need commitments which enable
them to plan ahead and retain the staff who
are essential to their effectiveness.

Therefore, a key building block for any
strategy for strengthening existing coalitions
must be to expand their access to core fund-
ing. In particular, it is essential that nation-
al funders play a leadership role in provid-
ing grant support to organizations and
coalitions involved in advocacy, and in
challenging local and regional foundations
and corporations to do likewise.

Local and state coalitions usually need
more than funding. They can gain a great
deal from learning from similar organiza-
tions elsewhere and from networks and
training and technical assistance providers
which have extensive experience in coalition-
building and in the substance of a coalition's
particular issues.  Groups find it especially
helpful to have access to practical advice from
those who have built coalitions before, as
leaders or organizers or technical assistance
providers, and who have grappled with the
special challenges of keeping large numbers
of diverse groups informed, involved, and
working together on a united agenda which
somehow serves the interests of all the mem-
ber organizations.  This assistance can be
invaluable for groups for which this is new
and unfamiliar territory, requiring them to
develop new skills in coalition-building, policy
and power analysis, lobbying, and
media relations.

The new challenges are of both
process and substance.

The process of building alliances across
neighborhood, racial, and economic bound-
aries, among groups with widely varying pri-
orities and styles is extremely challenging. It
requires strong organizing and coalition-
building skills -- in listening, analyzing each
group's self-interest and finding their mutual
interests, assessing the  coalition's power vis-
à-vis the institutions it seeks to influence,
surfacing and developing common leadership,
keeping disparate groups working together,
and identifying unifying, achievable goals.
Coalitions and community groups wrestling
with these issues or deciding how directly
they should be involved in advocacy need
access to people with coalition-building
and organizing experience who can help
them resolve these issues.

Groups also require access to knowledge
of the substantive issues on which they are
working. Specialists can help them consider
the pros and cons of alternative changes in
current policy. On housing trust funds, for
example, CDCs benefit from having advice
from someone who can review the more than
three dozen alternative sources of revenue
which groups elsewhere have tapped for their
trust funds, or analyze the comparative
advantages of alternative approaches to using
trust funds to provide operating support to
nonprofit developers.34

As groups make the transition to increas-
ing their emphasis on advocacy and/or organ-
izing, they can also benefit from having
access to organizational development spe-
cialists who have helped other groups go
through this substantial change.  Adding
these activities is not simple:  it has implica-
tions for the board's role and composition,
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If CDCs play a "backseat" role, they increase the risk that organizing
groups and activist coalitions will continue to lack the resources 

and staffing they need to maximize their influence 
on housing and neighborhood issues.

Grassroots organizations and coalitions can benefit
greatly from peer learning and support.



staffing patterns and compensation level, the
group's relationships with government and
private sector institutions, funding and the
internal culture of the organization.  The
board and staff can benefit greatly from
advice and assistance during this major
transformation in the organization.

Some national technical assistance providers
and organizing networks have great expertise on
these questions. Having observed many groups
facing these tough questions, they can provide
practical advice on tough questions of organiza-
tional development and coalition-building strate-
gies, and may be useful bridges to allies who can
help with a particular campaign.  Furthermore,
several organizing networks and support organi-
zations play a critical role in linking together
statewide and local groups to learn from each
other and/or to work together on vital national
policy issues.  Support for these organizing
networks and other support organizations is
critical to successful policy work.

CDCs, other grassroots organizations
and coalitions can benefit greatly from
peer learning and support. Organizations
facing issues of strategy or substance crave
opportunities to sit down with their peers,
learn how others are tackling tough issues
and resolving organizational or policy dilem-
mas, and share their own experience with
people who can benefit from the lessons they
have drawn.  Peer learning also very frequent-
ly has a powerful impact on morale and ener-
gy levels, giving participants new ideas and
enthusiasm as well as a sense of peer sup-

port. This is of incalculable value as people go
back to the policy struggles at home.

Since policy campaigns are particularly
difficult, with great obstacles and difficult
strategic choices, it is vital that groups devise
effective approaches to assessment and
learning to help them continually monitor
their progress and learn lessons which can
increase their effectiveness.  They need strong
systems for internal learning so they can keep
modifying their strategies to increase the odds
for success.  They also need stronger systems
to document their achievements and explain
them to the outside world, including policy-
makers and funders.35 Groups which come
from a strong community organizing tradition
often have developed strong disciplines for
self-assessment and reflection which include
rigorous reporting, weekly written reflection,
debriefing after each event and "action," and
sometimes tough and critical assessments
during those debriefing sessions.  These disci-
plines are seen as vital to building strong,
reflective leadership and increasingly success-
ful organizing.  They can be equally useful to
CDCs and coalitions.  Peer reviews and the
involvement of outside evaluators who com-
bine knowledge of the field with methodologi-
cal rigor can also be invaluable.36

One approach which has proven to be espe-
cially effective in helping local and state groups
and coalitions address major policy issues has
been to create a national project which can pro-
vide groups with operating funds, training,
research assistance, and structured opportuni-
ties for peer learning and support.

Particularly promising are
multi-site participatory
action projects which are
designed to involve low
income people and their
organizations directly in
research on a policy issue
they care about, becoming
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National budget issues may simply be beyond the influence of a particular
organization or coalition.  "Less important" local policy issues may, 

in fact, hold greater promise.

One approach which has proven to be especially effective
in helping local and state groups has been to create a national
project which can provide groups with operating funds, 
training, research assistance, and structured opportunities 
for peer learning and support.



57A Report on Strategies for Organizing, Developing, and Advocating on Housing Issues

intimately familiar with that issue while
also conducting a power analysis which
helps them develop informed strategies for
maximizing their influence.

The National Citizens' Monitoring Project
on Community Development Block Grants
(CDBG) furnishes an early prototype of this
approach.  The Monitoring Project was cre-
ated in the late 1970s to build on the suc-
cesses of a coalition of national organiza-
tions in advocating for changes in the Block
Grant program to benefit low-income people
and neighborhoods.  The coalition won
increased targeting of this $4 billion pro-
gram, and new emphasis on affirmative
action, neighborhood revitalization, and
stronger citizen participation.

The coalition then obtained a multiyear
federal grant which enabled it to assemble a
highly skilled national staff and launch a
major participatory action research project
designed to increase the sophistication and
influence of groups representing poor people
on local decisions on the allocation of CD
funds and other Block Grant policies.  The
Monitoring Project also gave those grassroots
groups a direct role in developing national
research reports on the CDBG program, and
working together nationally to influence feder-
al policy.37

The Monitoring Project eventually funded
coalitions and individual groups to research
CD policies in more than 80 jurisdictions.
The central staff developed a research design
which guided local groups in monitoring and
understanding the CD program, and then
selected, funded, trained, and assisted those
groups to carry out the research. At the local
level this gave organizations
the ability to hire staff, analyze
whether the program was
being administered in accor-
dance with the law and meet-
ing community needs, and

develop broad coalitions to address any policy
issues which emerged from the monitoring.
At the same time, the national staff aggregat-
ed and analyzed the locally collected data
and developed annual reports on the national
patterns of performance.  The reports high-
lighted best practices and abuses under the
program.

The Project brought the grassroots groups
together each year to examine the staff's find-
ings and tentative conclusions.  They further
refined the conclusions and developed recom-
mendations for action by the US Department
of Housing and Urban Development and
Congress.  Regular coalition meetings with
the HUD Assistant Secretary and his top staff
and close working relationships with
Congressional committees facilitated a series
of policy gains over time.

The Monitoring Project pursued its local
coalition-building in phases. In its first year it
focused on funding and strengthening coali-
tions which were already in existence. This
allowed Project staff the opportunity to build
a nucleus of relatively strong groups and
learn lessons from their experience which
could then be applied in cities without coali-
tions. It also gave them more lead time to fig-
ure out the most effective ways to stimulate
creation of new coalitions.

In the second and subsequent years, the
Project took a more proactive stance toward
coalition-building. It searched out and then
funded local catalysts for joint action, some-
times a key grassroots group, or local TA
provider, or even an individual who had the
organizing skills, credibility, and contacts
needed to bring people together to form a new

State and city coalitions have done important spadework in developing
prototype programs to strengthen organizing at the grassroots level 

and link it to power-building and policy change.

There would probably be no substantial reinvestment
movement without the key federal tools which groups use in
their research and advocacy.



alliance.  This enabled the Project to reach
unorganized parts of the country where it was
likely that the CD program would be most
subject to abuse because of the previous lack
of organized oversight and scrutiny.

The CD Project was designed specifically
to help local groups address issues at the
national as well as the local level.  Local
research was the basis for national reports,
which aggregated the data each year. Local
leaders were involved in analyzing the data
and developing conclusions and recommenda-
tions for national action. There was then a
transfer of power to these local leaders.  They
succeeded representatives of national organi-
zations as the leadership of the national coali-
tion. They became the architects of the
national policy work and the key spokespeo-
ple, and the national groups reshaped their
advocacy agendas to support the grassroots-
driven agenda.

Advocacy at the national level resulted in
many federal policy changes. These included
a federal requirement that 75% of the CD
funds be spent on projects which benefit low-
and moderate-income people. Stronger citizen
participation, civil rights, reporting, and other
important safeguards also resulted from this
struggle.

At the local level, the gains were equally
impressive, with many jurisdictions reallocat-
ing millions of dollars away from questionable
purposes and a higher percentage of the
funding going to projects which most needed
and deserved support.38

The Project led to great organizational
gains as well as victories on CDBG issues.
San Francisco's highly successful CDC coali-
tion (the Coalition of Community Housing
Organizations) is an example of the long-term
capacity-building impact of an initial invest-
ment in building coalitional capacity for
CDCs.  CCHO has fought and won countless

victories on housing, community development
and broader citywide issues since the Project
invested in its initial stages.  Philadelphia's
Tenant Action Group won a CDBG victory
which has now survived as public policy for
over three decades:  the initial monitoring and
coalition-building resulted in the City adopt-
ing a new policy requiring that 50% of all CD
funds be allocated to housing and that 75% of
the funds be used in ways which principally
benefit very low income Philadelphians.  That
policy still stands today.

There are many other examples of the
results community groups can gain by
focusing their advocacy on the national as
well as the local level. In fact, some of the
greatest successes have come from efforts
which carefully combined national and local
strategies.

For example, there would probably be no
substantial reinvestment movement without
the key federal tools which groups use in
their research and advocacy with particular
financial institutions -- the Home Mortgage
Disclosure and Community Reinvestment
Acts.  CDBG struggles at the local and state
level would be crippled without the federal
protections won over the years by coalitions of
local and national groups.

A recent example of the advantages of a
local/national strategy is furnished by the
National Campaign for Jobs and Income
Support, a broad national coalition address-
ing issues which have become even more
important as welfare reform has proceeded.

The National Campaign was established to
bring grassroots groups and networks togeth-
er with other allies to wage national policy
battles on welfare and employment issues.  It
was led and staffed by trained community
organizers and coalition builders.  Its
founders had extensive experience in linking
local organizing with policy struggles at the
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Groups need strong systems for internal learning so they can keep 
modifying their strategies to increase the odds for success.  

They also need stronger systems to document their achievements 
and explain them to the outside world.
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state or national level.  They knew the pitfalls
as well as promise of stretching groups to work
at higher levels.

Based on its leadership's collective experi-
ence, the Campaign's strategies included sev-
eral elements which were designed to
increase prospects for success.  These includ-
ed the following:

Extensive flexible financial support to cover
local organizing and policy costs

An emphasis on helping local groups
strengthen their local organizing work in
order to avoid weakening them by focusing
their time solely on national campaigns

Direct involvement of the local groups in
defining what national issues they would
work on, thus avoiding the common pat-
tern of Washington advocates setting an
agenda and asking local organizations to
provide "troops" to work on it

Selection of national issues which unified
the constituency, serving, for instance,  the
divergent needs of working and nonworking
poor people

Opportunities for different member net-
works and groups to be the visible leaders
of components of the Campaign, thus shar-
ing credit and strengthening them organi-
zationally

Significant support for media campaigns,
participatory action research and popular
education on key issues, and bringing peo-
ple to Washington39

These and other examples of local/national
projects demonstrate the great impact which
sophisticated multifaceted approaches can
have in enabling poor people and their allies to
have a major influence in changing policies.
At a time of increasing crisis for poor and
working people and their communities, and of

threats to the very survival of CDCs and other
nonprofits which serve those communities, it
is essential that new steps be taken to expand
massively the support which these policy
efforts require.

Conclusion

Community development corporations
and other grassroots groups have
often won their most significant gains

through strategies which are often dispar-
aged or overlooked - strategies which stress
organizing and advocacy. They have won
impressive victories in opening up major new
sources of government funding, massive
amounts of private investment, and very
important changes in policies to ensure that
lower-income people and neighborhoods and
the organizations which represent them are
treated more fairly.

Organizing and policy work are rapidly
becoming even more important as crises
mount as a result of enormous government
deficits and cutbacks.  All the gains of recent
years are in danger as this crucial struggle for
resources intensifies.  It is vital that CDCs and
the support organizations and funders which
help them move decisively to reinforce their
policy work, mass mobilization and coalition-
building.  These are necessities if grassroots
organizations are to develop sufficient knowl-
edge and clout to win this struggle for survival.  

At a time of increasing crisis for poor and working people and their 
communities, it is essential that new steps be taken to 

expand massively the support which these policy efforts require.
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