


these principles distinguish effective
community organizing from other efforts.
The issue is nuclear power. In one town,
an environmental activist forms the No
Nukes Coalition. He writes a call to ac-
tion to environmental, civic, and church
groups; prepares a detailed study on the
economics and safety aspects of nuclear
power; and holds a teach-in. Twenty
groups agree to cosponsor the teach-in,
but only 10 send any participants.

The organizer hustles a foundation
grant to hire a lawyer to intervene in a
case pending before the Public Utilities
Commission on the construction of a
nuclear plant. He urges people to write
letters to their state legislators in support
of a ban on nuclear power.

The legislature fails to respond but the
Commission is persuaded by the lawyer’s
arguments and agrees to delay construc-
tion of the plant pending further study.
The coalition claims an important victory,
but hardly anyone is around to celebrate.

In a neighboring town, a community
organizer’s research uncovers the fact that
nuclear wastes are transported through
town on a highway running through two
low-income neighborhoods. She finds out
that there have been three serious truck
accidents on the highway in the past year.

The organizer puts the information to-
gether in a simple one-page flier and
begins knocking on doors in the neighbor-
hoods, talking to people about the danger
of trucks carrying nuclear waste right by
their homes. She organizes a meeting of
concerned residents and they plot a plan
of action. The group decides to pressure
the City Council to pass an ordinance
banning the transportation of nuclear
wastes through town.

The first action is a visit by 15 mem-
bers to City Council presenting the de-
mand. After two weeks of stalling by the
City Council, the group stages a demon-
stration on the highway with big banners.
The media covers it, the group keeps
pushing individual council members, and
in four weeks the ordinance is passed.
The victory is clearly the result of group
action and buoys the group’s spirits for
moving on to the next campaign.

The examples are oversimplified but
the contrast in process and results is sig-
nificant. While the environmental activist
was more concerned with the issue itself
and took the route of traditional civic
involvement and the use of experts, the
community organizer appealed to the self-
interest of neighborhood residents, in-
volved them directly, utilized direct
action, and, above all, built the organiza-

tion. Both effected change but the com-
munity organization will continue to
achieve more lasting results.

How To Start

Winning campaigns and building success-
ful community organizations is not as
easy as the example above; there are no
10 sure steps to success. Community or-
ganizing is a combination of systematic
hard work, creative strategizing, and
flexibility in reacting to changing circum-
stances. So where does the organizer
start?

The first task is identifying and con-
tacting potential members. Most com-
munity organizations are turf based,
structured along geographic lines. Initial

. . . anissue is not
a good organizing issue
unless the people in
the neighborhood care
about it.

contacts may include ministers, union
leaders, or other influential members of
the community who can, in turn, intro-
duce the organizer to more neighborhood
people.

The best method of recruiting mem-
bers, though, is door-knocking, visiting
every house in the neighborhood to ac-
quaint people with the idea of community
organizing and what it can do, and
soliciting their views on what problems
concern the neighborhood. One of the
chief values of door-knocking is that it
allows the organizer to identify a new
core of potential leaders rather than re-
lying on self-appointed neighborhood
spokespersons who may not genuinely
reflect the concerns of their neighbors.
Like everything else in organizing, door-
knocking should be done with a clear
agenda—asking people to join or come to
a first meeting—and in an orderly
fashion—keeping records of every door
knocked and the results.

Initial issues surface through door-
knocking and by simply looking around
and keeping eyes and ears open. In sur-
veying the neighborhood, the organizer
might find rundown vacant houses or
traffic problems or inadequate garbage
collection. But an issue is not a good
organizing issue unless people in the
neighborhood care about it. Test the issue
on people; find out which ones are of
most concern to the most people.

An issue also is not a good organizing

issue unless you can do something about
it. The more specific, the better. You
can’t cure urban blight, but you can go
after the city to board up abandoned
buildings or challenge a bank to invest
more mortgage money in the neighbor-
hood.

In the beginning, most community
organizations take on small issues that are
winnable. The purpose is to build a track
record for the organization and a feeling
among the membership that collective
action gets results. With a victory like
getting a traffic light installed, the or-
ganization will have the confidence to
tackle bigger issues.

With an issue in mind, the organizer’s
next job is research. Forget the academic-
style research you learned in school; this
time you need to think like a detective,
searching out the bits of information that
will inform your strategy and tactics.
Who are the decisionmakers? What ave-
nues are available for effecting change?
What are the opposition’s most vulner-
able points? Who are your potential
allies?

A critical piece of research is identify-
ing the targets for your campaign—the
individuals with authority to deliver what
your group demands or to apply pressure
to those who do. Specificity is in order.
Both the bureaucracy and the corpora-
tions specialize in sending people through
the never-ending revolving door. Under-
standing the decisionmaking process al-
lows you to focus on specific individuals,
concentrating the organization’s attention
and anger on a specific target. The rule of
thumb is to personalize the target, make it
real for people. It is difficult to direct a
campaign at New England Telephone
Company; it is easier to confront William
Musier, the $195,000-a-yedr president of
the company.

Researching the target means knowing
as much as you can about the individual.
What corporate or charitable boards does
he sit on? What country club and church
does he go to? What has he said in the
past about your issue? All of this infor-
mation will help you determine what
actions will exert the most pressure.

The other main research objective is
looking for what organizers call handles
—the points of entry into a campaign.
Handles come in all shapes and sizes.
Sometimes it is an obscure law that gives
you a new point of access—such as the
Arkansas statute that allowed cities, and
thereby voters, to set utility rates. Some-
times it is your target’s unkept promise
that justifies your position. Sometimes it
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