








This means few tax dollars for schools, transportation,
and other public services and little or no access

to nearby services, making it exponentially

more difficult to break the cycle Wholesale
gentrification is then seen as revitalization.
Frequently, however, this means existing residents

are priced out and poverty migrates elsewhere.

Our challenge as a nation is to tackle
fundamental community issues on the front-
end: bringing the housing activists, the
transportation activists, the education activists,
and the health care activists together to create
vital communities from the ground up.

Houston, TX: Jobs, Affordable Housing, and Communities of Color
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MR. PERERA: In Miami, we can use the Right
to the City to hold back the city from transforming
into a place that's only made for a few. What

is happening in Miami is that people are being
pushed from the inner city to the suburbs, to the
exurbs, to everywhere else. But in Florida, there
is no place to go. We have the Atlantic Ocean

to the east and the Caribbean to the south, and
then we have the Everglades, which is a river, to
the west. The development interests wanted

to actually build out into the Everglades and to
destroy the Everglades in order to be able to

deal with the people who are being displaced.

MS. HELLER: The proposed expansion into
the Everglades was obviously an opportunity

to work with local environmentalists. This gets
back to our discussion about the progressive
movement and the tendency to work in “issue
silos.” So how did you engage the environmental
community in Miami or greater Florida?

MR. PERERA: The first thing the developers
presented was actually a threat, and it was a
threat to both the environmentalists and people
in our communities. The threat was posed like
this: under the conditions of hyper real estate
price increases, the only way to build affordable
housing—in this instance particularly for low-income,
black, and latino residents—was to be able to
push the urban development boundary out into
the Everglades, ostensibly the only land that

is now available for such developments. And

PARTNERS

they got a former congresswoman who had
been a leader in the civil rights movement to
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represent the developers’ case. They framed

the argument for why the urban development
boundary needed to be moved as a civil rights
issue for black people. And the environmentalists,
of course, mobilized their entire white base to
oppose the urban development boundary.

MS. HELLER: A classic strategy of divide
and conquer.

urban development. We said that the solution to
affordable housing wasn’t to move black people to
the Everglades. In fact, people wanted to rebuild in
their own communities, which had plenty of land
that had been vacant because of disinvestment

or riots for decades. Why should that land now
become condos instead of houses for the people
who have gone through all this? And our members
then testified that they didn’t want to move out to

“What is happening in Miami is that people are being
pushed from the inner city to the suburbs, to the exurbs, to
everywhere else. But in Florida, there is no place to go.

MR. PERERA: Completely. It was set up 100
percent as a black versus green issue. The developers
brought in black people who needed houses to testify
on their behalf because they couldn’t afford housing
in their neighborhoods anymore, which was a really
difficult situation. It was a terrible situation not just
for the Everglades. It was also terrible for us because
it meant we would give up our neighborhoods to
come move to the Everglades to get cheap housing.

But that double threat provided the opportunity.

The community organizations reached out to the
environmentalists to establish an alliance around this
issue. And the environmentalists were clearly poised
to lose the argument about protecting the Everglades.
So we mobilized around the hearings talking about
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the Everglades and they didn't feel like they needed
to. We argued that the solution was much closer to
home and that we opposed the urban development
boundary being moved because it was a clear
attempt to displace people from their neighborhoods.

MS. HELLER: What about longterm relationships?
Were you able to build lasting connections with
the environmentalists? That's what's it’s all about.

MR. PERERA: Yes, of course. Once the victory
was ours, they were very supportive. But they
didn’t think about the connection at first.

MS. HELLER: They didn't see the value in
those neighborhoods?
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MR. PERERA: Right. The idea that people would
not want to move out of those neighborhoods

in the first place never occurred to them. They
thought that black people would be jumping to

get out of the neighborhood. They never thought
about fighting to stay in and what that looked

like. And we talked to our members as well, saying,
“This is not a black versus green issue. This is an
affordable housing issue and an environmental

“In fact, people wanted to rebuild in their own communities...
Why should that land now become condos instead of houses
for the people who have gone through all this?”

issue. Our fight for our neighborhood is key to
this —and this is how we can win.” It completely
changed the debate, which meant we had a brand
new set of friends in the environmental activists.

And it built a relationship between us and several
key environmental groups in a way that hasn’t
even been built between the environmental groups
themselves. And it doesn’t stop there. For example,
we won a major agreement to actually rebuild
housing in the neighborhood, something like 2- or
3,000 units. Over the course of time it will be a
$100- or $200 million endeavor. But to actually
implement this, we're going to need a ton more
political support than just our neighborhood forces.
These houses are now going to be built, and that
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should take pressure off expanding the development
boundary. That's good for the environment. But we
also want those houses built on a green basis. And
we will need the political support of many groups

to build these houses on a green basis. And we

also want these jobs to be well paying jobs, union
jobs. So we're also reaching out to labor groups.

We know that if we are alone we are vulnerable
because we've been fighting the good fight, alone,
for 8 to 10 years—and that's not been enough.

MS. HELLER: Absolutely, because dominant
politics don’t recognize all the resources that different
communities bring to the conversation. For example,
I've been able to spend time with academics who

are spending their lives studying race and race
theories. They are trying to figure out how, as a
country, we could use race in a positive, constructive
way—as opposed to as a negative, dividing tool.

Which brings me to another component
in all of this: educating funders.

If somebody is interested in moving funding to
support community-based work, then let’s educate
that person. They should be able to speak to the
issues they are funding eloquently and clearly. When
| identified that | was interested in social justice
and racial issues, people recognized the value of
helping me to get grounded in the work. In the
course of a year, I've been fortunate enough to
receive a “crash course” in structural racism, race
relations, movement building, and organizing. I've
learned so much more than | ever could have if |
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had just been simply reading about these topics by
myself. | wouldn’t even have known which book to
read to learn about these things. (Now | am trying to
figure out ways that | can help share this information
with others, particularly other individual funders.)

Through this process, it became very real for me how
different communities bring resources to, organize
around, and think about systemic relationships.

And | also realized that | haven't become as

well versed in other areas, such as the women'’s
movement or the LGBT movement, which are
equally important. But the point is, even though the
resources are not always financial, there are ways

in which we can connect and support each other.

MR. PERERA: You're right. Even in this case
where we're trying to build this environmental/
labor/community coalition, there is a low road

and a high road to that coalition. The low road is
labor wants jobs; the environmentalists want green
buildings; the community wants houses. Traditional
organizing theory is, “Just match up those self-
interests and there you've got your coalition.”

But | feel like we are at the end of being able to
operate at that low level of self-interest because

if we don't adopt each other on a higher plane,
the coalition is going to be limited to that self-
interest. So, for example, if the environmentalists
are happy that they are building green houses but
don’t understand the importance of supporting
the African American community’s political power,
it will not be a solid coalition. Once that project

is over, if the threat to the African American



community still continues, those concerned about
environmental issues may not be there with support.

So our job is to keep the conversation going. Yes,
you're here for green buildings, but you also have
to be doing this to actually build the power of

a black community. That also has to be in their
interest—not just for the green piece, but for the
race and political power piece. That has to be
central to their consciousness as environmentalists.

MS. HELLER: And that work has to take place
on all sides.

MR. PERERA: Exactly. The same of course is
true for us, and for labor, and for the health care
advocates, etcetera. So it's going to take work in our
organization to talk about what the environmental
relationship to our community organizing is, what
the relationship is with the LGBT community, and

so on. That's not going to happen overnight. But
there are leaders and members who are starting

to get it and understand it at a deep level.

25

REACHING FOR THE TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE:

THE GREEN JOBS ACT OF 2007
Economic prosperity, environmental sustainability,
social justice: How can we reach that trifecta?

The need for the United States to tackle
global warming is now part of the national
conversation. The next topic needs to be how
to create a truly green economy that will both
combat global warming and generate secure
employment for low-income communities.

The Green Jobs Act of 2007 (HR 2847) is a great
first step. The bill aims to help train workers for

jobs in the renewable energy and energy-efficiency
industries, thus creating “green pathways out of
poverty” for tens of thousands of Americans seeking
job opportunities in the booming green economy.

As of August 4, 2007, HR 2847 has been passed by
the House and is being considered in conference
committee. The Green Jobs Act of 2007:
e authorizes $125 million per year for green jobs training,
o reserves $25 million of this for creating pathways
out of poverty for low-income adults, and

e provides funds to link research and development
in the green industry to job standards and
training curricula for new workers.

The Green Jobs Act is supported by a broad
coalition of organizations, including The Ella
Baker Center, Apollo Alliance, the Workforce
Alliance, and the Center for American Progress.

To learn more, visit: http://ellabakercenter.org


http://ellabakercenter.org

AND ELECTORAL
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POLITICS
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MS. HELLER: | spend a lot of energy and

time around the electoral process, and these new
relationships you have just described have real
ramifications. There are ballot issues, legislative
issues, or policy issues where environmentalists and
community organizers need to work together.

MR. PERERA: Yes, because all of the different
progressive groups are in something of a crisis.

Even if one has more resources than others or an
agenda that the media is friendlier to—despite us

all having different resources and strengths—we're
all generally losing. Which doesn’t mean that we
automatically figure out how to get together to

form a block that can win, even if that's the “duh”
answer. Rather, we first need to discover how we
can build trust and relationships to foster the process
of consciousness-raising. That will translate into
victories. If we can move this green-labor community
partnership around a housing project, maybe we

can get out of our relative ghetto-ization to take

on something broader in scope. Maybe we can
expand to countywide or regional-wide challenges.

To figure out how to make that real seems
overwhelming. It's difficult to decide where
to start. But we have to start on whatever is
in front of us today. That will lead to bigger
things—to being able to make alliances that
make real impact at the electoral level.

MS. HELLER: Can you breakdown the basic Right
to the City frame with regards to electoral politics?



MR. PERERA: The major progressive centers
throughout the country are formed around cities;
that’s where they are now. But through this
widespread gentrification, not only race and class
demographics are being shifted but also political
demographics. We've been calling it redistricting by
development, where longtime progressive voting
bases are basically being wiped off the map. And
generally what they're being replaced with is a

much more affluent and generally much more
conservative voter base. And so whether we choose
to do anything about it or not, this process of
gentrification is actually changing modern-day politics
and political bases both in cities and nationally as
well. It's also essentially about being able to preserve
and strengthen communities’ political power.

MS. HELLER: Much of this comes in at a
high level. Does the coalition actively work
with communities to do the simple things like
register people to vote, educate people on the
issues, have them educate their neighbors?
Are you involved in any of that work in

the context of the Right to the City?

MR. PERERA: Yes. There are a number of
organizations in our alliance that do that work.
In a number of cities, groups are beginning to
figure out how electoral work becomes a tool in
their overall agenda. That may mean registering
voters, significantly increasing voter turnout,
voter defense, and using the electoral season to
educate and shape public opinion on issues.
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The greatest impediment that we have around civic
engagement, electoral or not, is a sense of people’s
complete separation from the overall political process.
And this of course is directly related to their isolation
from community life, from civic life, that comes

with the loss of neighborhoods and longstanding
communities. The Right to the City frame and all

the organizations at its core are increasing the

level to which people within our communities are
democratically participating in everything around
their lives. If they‘re active in a housing struggle, in

a transportation struggle, in a struggle to maintain a
public space, then they can become active in politics.
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“We've been calling it redistricting by development,
where longtime progressive voting bases are hasically
being wiped off the map.”
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MS. HELLER: One of the current hot topics
that seems to intersect directly with this is
immigration. Our cities are and have always
been changing a lot due to immigration. Today,
however, it looks like it may become the next
“third rail” or wedge issue. How does the Right
to the City frame address immigration?

MR. PERERA: There is a theoretical answer and a
very practical answer to that question. They go hand
in hand in some ways. | think the theoretical answer
is to recognize that our cities are now global cities.
They operate within the United States in a relationship
to the global economy. To understand a city is to then
understand its relationship to the global economy.

Take New York, for instance. To really understand
the economy and the structure of New York, you
need to understand its role in finance and real
estate not only in New York but throughout the
globe. San Francisco, of course, has an impact on
the West Coast, but also in the entire Pacific Rim.
It's not just a city that exists within California in the
Bay Area. It also plays a particular role in relationship
to how the Pacific Rim is emerging. Miami holds
almost every bank headquarters in Latin America,
and most decisions about investment are happening
in cafeterias across the street from those banks

on Brickell Avenue in Miami. And it's from that
context that investment and economic and policy
decisions are being made throughout the world.

The question of immigration needs to be addressed
from the context of this global economy. People
are migrating, by choice or by desperation, in



relationship to decisions that are being made in
global cities. Those decisions are impacting lives
throughout the world. So in a sense you can no
longer look at a city as a simple municipality; you
can't even look at a city as simply being within

a country. We have to look at cities in their
relationship to the global economy. And that
requires us to reimagine the question of citizenship.

In this context, the national citizenship standard
doesn’t work. Even the present immigration
debate is an attempt to make national policy out
of something that's ultimately an international
situation. Managing what it means to be in a
global economy through different types of guest
worker programs would demand the development

Photo: Peter Gi Svarzbein / WPN
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of different gradations of national citizenship. But
right now we need to reimagine citizenship on

our terms. For instance, using the scale of a city

to be able to redefine citizenship holds a ton of
potential. What we have been talking about in the
Right to the City alliance is a municipal citizenship
where we can, practically, open up the possibilities
for forms of citizenship and civic engagement

that are not just tied to national citizenship.

Boston, for example, is trying to move legislation
that would give immigrants the right to vote in
municipal elections and put them on their actual
voting list. In New York, there have been similar
efforts. In a number of places, immigrants have the
rights to vote in school board elections. And on the
one hand, that seems radical and revolutionary—
giving immigrants the right to vote. But in fact, it's
common sense. If your kids go to school, if you're
paying taxes, why wouldn’t you be able to vote on
who is on the school board? There are so many
forms of electoral work that are not national or
state level that would be huge openings to start
creating avenues for electoral participation and
general civic participation. We are constrained by
this national immigration debate. But if we actually
took on this concept of municipal citizenship, we
could break the ice on that entire paradigm and
start creating a new definition of civic participation.

MS. HELLER: Given where the citizenship
discussion is today, how has the frame helped you
in dealing with tensions between people who have
had long family histories in this country and people



who have relatively new histories but are potentially
competing, for similar job or similar skill level jobs?

MR. PERERA: What the Right to the City frame
has done is allowed us to have a common dialogue
between those communities. In the story | told you
about the housing victory in the African American
community, the members there received their Right
to the City based on their historic relationship

“This frame can bring together people across race lines,
cultural lines, class lines and foster understanding about
Interconnected fates in the city.”

over decades to that land in that community. In

a nearby neighborhood, we have another Latino
organization, mostly Caribbean and Central-
American folks. And their neighborhood is also being
gentrified, but they are much more recent arrivals

to the city. And they are fighting for rights based

on the fact that they're working in the city. The
premise is, if | work here and I'm actually helping to
build the city, why should | be pushed out of it?

MS. HELLER: What's compelling to me is the
idea that this frame can bring together people across
race lines, cultural lines, and class lines and foster
understanding about interconnected fates in the city.

PRoto: Ken Heyman
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MR. PERERA: Yes, but we haven’t worked it all
out. In this case, the migrant workers are basing
their right to the city on helping to create the city;
and the African American community is basing

its right on the historical relationship to the land.
Well, those two rights could also be in competition
with each other. As Latinos move into the African
American community, how does the right to live in
the place that you work relate to someone’s historical
relationship to that area? There are no easy answers.

But the frame has allowed us to actually talk about
it in that way, which also helps us have a historical
understanding. Why is the African American
community there, for example? They migrated for
work, from Georgia and Alabama, to build the
railroad to transport agriculture to the north. And
their original right to that land was because they
were there to work, right? And in that process,
Native Americans, who originally occupied that
land, were displaced. Well, the migrants were
pushed from their lands as well, so it provides a
frame to have that conversation, to figure out a
relationship between these rights, understanding
the common roots and what we're up against.

MS. HELLER: And common humanity.

MR. PERERA: And common humanity. | mean,
ultimately, the Right to the City frame is trying to
urbanize and make very practical the human rights
frame. It's taking this general declaration of human
rights and making it real to people who live in cities.
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JOIN THE CONVERSATION

YOU CAN BE A PART OF THIS
ONGOING CONVERSATION.

At Tides Foundation, we have a history of
bringing together people, resources, and
ideas for positive social change.

You can learn more—and contribute ideas—about
how we can maximize the potential of our
network of partners through shared knowledge,
gatherings, and collective grantmaking.

Contact us at: Right2City@tides.org

Momentum conferences:

You can also find out more about our
Momentum conferences at Tides by searching
for “Momentum” at www.tidesfoundation.org

Our conferences aim to:
e Build a diverse, inclusive community of
philanthropists, activists, and other change agents.

e Engage in conversation and critical dialogue
across the spectrum of issues and strategies.

e Forge partnerships to create momentum
for social change.

We are currently preparing for Momentum
Leadership Conference 2008. Check our
website for up to date information or contact
us at: info@tides.org or 415.561.6400


mailto:Right2City@tides.org
http://www.tidesfoundation.org/
mailto:info@tides.org

THIS PUBLICATION

THE RIGHT TO THE CITY IS PART OF TIDES
FOUNDATION’S SERIES OF PUBLICATIONS ABOUT
PROGRESSIVE ISSUES AND SOCIAL CHANGE.

Other publications include:

Changing the Social Climate:

How global warming affects economic justice,
the future of the progressive movement, and
whether your child walks to school.

Global Change:
A Donor’s Guide to International Grantmaking

The Momentum Papers:
Funding Strategies for the Progressive Movement

Arcing Toward Justice:
The Evolution of the Living Wage Movement

Words That Work:
Messaging for Economic Justice

You can download these publications at
www.tidesfoundation.org/resources

Tides helps forward thinking philanthropists,
foundations, activists, and organizations work with
greater efficiency, insight, and impact to make the
world a better place. We are a group of nonprofits
that brings together people, resources, and an overall
vision for creating a healthy and just society—a
society based on principles of social justice, broadly
shared economic opportunity, a robust democratic
process, and sustainable environmental practices.

Tides Foundation brings together people,

resources, and vision through donor advised
philanthropy, Tides Initiatives, funding collaboratives,
gatherings and learning opportunities, foundation
management services, comprehensive and

flexible program services, and a framework for
strengthening the progressive movement.

For more information about Tides Foundation,
visit us at www.tidesfoundation.org

Tides Foundation
www.tidesfoundation.org
National Office

The Presidio

P.O. Box 29903

San Francisco, CA 94129
415.561.6400
415.561.6401 Fax
info@tides.org

New York Office
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New York, NY 10005
212.509.1049
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