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The downtowns of cities are their immediate centers, the thriving hearts of urban spaces where people of all types exist together.  This downtown existence is intricate, for it extends well beyond its own geographical space.  Olympia, Washington: When I recall descriptions of the city during the time before I moved out here, I remember Olympia portrayed as a sleepy college town with countless antique stores.  That, however, may be a shallow perspective on what is indeed a thriving capitol city in the Pacific Northwest.  Despite its small size, Olympia has historically been a place where art and culture flourish— a charming city with a unique character, a downtown marked by graffiti walls and eclectic music on the street corners.  There is a weirdness in Olympia, an endearing weirdness that you will get to see and know, and maybe love, if you spend enough time here.  There is also a strong community of people who work and fight for social justice, a community that I have only just begun to feel a part of, and, a commitment to.  


I am situated in an unconventional place in "finishing" this project.  I have struggled immensely in being an advocate and an observer.  Advocating for disenfranchised people is challenging work—to do such work daily alongside the task of stepping back and examining the organization that I work for and the work that we do—it's an impossible task is it not?  To remove myself from work I have become obsessively attached to is complex.  Parents Organizing for Welfare and Economic Rights (POWER) is an organization to which I feel very connected.  As a result, I find that it is harder for me to be critical of the organization as a whole and easier for me to be critical of the organizations with which I have no personal bond.


The questions I hope to address within this paper are ones that revolve around social service and social justice work in Olympia.  For quite some time now, I have been involved with the Coalition for Low Income Power (CLIP), which is comprised of many different non-profit organizations in Olympia.  However, I will be focusing my attention on Bread and Roses, the Tenants Union, the Family Support Center, and POWER.  I will also examine the current City Council, and the ideological shift that took place in November with the election of two new city council members and our current Mayor, Doug Mah. 


The questions that have surfaced after all of my research into social service and social justice work in Olympia are:  While such work helps to fill the holes in the government's allowance of services, can it additionally challenge the systemic roots of poverty, and help to create an alternative?  Which organizations are simply providing services and which organizations are doing more radical work to break down stereotypes of the homeless and the poor and teach others in the community about the reality of poverty?  What are the “invisible” changes, playing a role in gentrification, happening in Olympia, and what are ways that we can fight them more proactively?  More so, how does this affect the work that the non-profits do?  What role has/does CLIP play in this, and what roles do the organizations that make up CLIP play individually?

What has been interesting about this process of interviewing the people who make up these organizations is that I have known most of them for awhile, but all of these people have known each other for a lot longer, both professionally and on a personal basis.  It has been an extensive process getting to know them as individuals.  Perhaps this is due to what I see as a barrier between activists in the Olympia community and student activists at Evergreen.  I have found that this comes from a perception that the Evergreen community holds: that of seeing themselves as distinct from the Olympia community.  There are students who have bridged that perceived gap, but for the most part, after graduation, students move on.  I see this disconnect as a problem.  I have only just begun to feel a part of this community and I have been at POWER for almost ten months.  I would love to see more students at Evergreen feel more of a connection to Olympia, to feel more motivated to vote here and to become involved in this community that I have come to see as being incredibly dynamic and fascinating.


Presently, the importance and relevance of CLIP as a united collective of groups in Olympia are clearly evident.  For me, it is as if there is a sense of urgency to do something else besides write this paper.  Although change in downtown Olympia has traditionally been a slow process, rapid change is indeed in the wind right now. "Development" is the buzz word of downtown; plans to rezone the isthmus between Water Street and the 4th and 5th Avenue Bridges are underway, as developer Triway has proposed building 120 waterfront condos priced from $600,000 to $1 million.  When a similar project was proposed six years ago, CLIP was instrumental in getting well over 600 people to attend a meeting to let the City Council know that such development was not what Olympia needed or wanted, and the project was successfully thwarted.  Currently, however, I see the Olympia City Council as decidedly development-ready.  When the economy is bad, people look to business and commerce to make things better.  Business owners are perceived as the engines of the community, as opposed to the citizens themselves.  As a result, it is not just building condos that means change for downtown. There are side effects of such change; for example, the sidewalk ordinance which made it illegal to sit down on the sidewalk downtown between 6 am and 11 pm was a huge blow when it passed.  And, of course, such effects are not limited to sidewalks— if you care to see a homeless person hassled for being alive, you can walk over to Sylvester Park where most likely, you will see a police officer telling someone  to keep moving.  Once these things start changing, once the city laws start reflecting the true values of the City Council and the business owners, the culture of our community will continue to change.    


The individual services each of the organizations provides to the community in Olympia are essential to sustaining the current culture of our city.  However, there are different ways of defining what this 'community' is—there is the community of people that the organizations provide services to (low-income people, homeless people, people living in poverty, welfare recipients, etc).  There is the community of people who donate to these organizations, people who live more comfortably and who are most likely housed on the Eastside, or perhaps the Westside.  There is the downtown community that can include all of the aforementioned people, and the people who live and work there.  Community is the physical space as well; community culture is created in how we utilize and control space: here is a public space for gathering, here is a bathroom for public use, and here is a place where people may sit down.  There are also the relationships that extend beyond the 'community' of people:  the more bureaucratic relationships with the government and our localized institutions, like the Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS), the Housing Authority or the Salvation Army.  Finally, there are the relationships between the non-profits themselves: they are all inter-related, some more than others, and some on very personal levels.  


My understanding of all of this begins with non-profit analysis—looking at the structure, the funding, and the style of some of the member organizations that consistently participate in the weekly CLIP meetings that are held in the POWER office.  I will study the services these organizations provide (both the quantifiable and unquantifiable services), the relationships they have with the city council, and the collective values they hold as organizations.  


I’d like to add one last note, before I begin my analysis:  Paul Kivel, social justice activist and author, in his essay entitled "Social Service or Social Change?" from the book, The Revolution Will Not Be Funded, clearly defines the differences between social service work and social change work: "Social service work addresses the needs of individuals reeling from the personal and devastating impact of institutional systems of exploitation and violence.  Social change work challenges the root causes of the exploitation and violence" (Kivel, 136).  This essay, which also examines the history of the non-profit industrial complex in the United States, is central to my understanding of the complicated role of people who do community work. It is crucial to make the distinction between social service work and social justice work; however, I see overlaps in this work in Olympia.  I want to reflect back on the following piece of his argument as I analyze the non-profits within this paper:   

Many of us are doing work which is defined as providing social services.  People in our communities need the services, and those of us who are providers need the work.  Others do non-service-providing work.  All of our work is situated within the economic pyramid, and in whatever part of the economy we find ourselves, we have a choice.  Either we can go along with a ruling-class agenda dictated through grant proposals, donors, foundations, government agencies, "best practices," quantified evaluations, standards, and traditional policies, or we can take on the riskier work of engaging in consciousness-raising, organizing, organizational and institutional critique, and mobilization for change. (Kivel, 140)

This is a powerful statement.  I want to find out if these organizations can be both the social service agency and the social change agents.  I do believe that there is potential to do both—but I want to understand how the people who work for these non-profits see their work in relation to Kivel's argument.  

Parents Organizing for Welfare and Economic Rights: POWER

POWER officially began in April of 2007, although it had been working as the Olympia chapter of the Welfare Rights Organizing Coalition (WROC), for ten years.  A split occurred between the office in Seattle and Olympia, so former WROC members and Monica Peabody, the current director at POWER, created a new mission statement for the new organization:  "POWER is an organization of low-income parents and allies advocating for a strong social safety net while working toward a world where children and care giving are truly valued, and the devastation of poverty has been eradicated."  This mission statement is a good place to start: POWER provides advocacy and legal help to those struggling with the welfare system.  Volunteers or interns do weekly outreach at the Olympia/Tumwater Community Service Office (CSO) and there is the toll-free hotline that people can call with questions or complaints.  These calls come from many parts of Western Washington.  The "Know Your Rights Clinics" is one service that POWER provides to various agencies and non-profits across Thurston County.  POWER also holds an annual POWER lobby day, where people from all over the state gather to march to the Capitol building and lobby for better anti-poverty legislation.  More locally, POWER members often times find themselves calling administrators of the various CSOs, to let them know when their caseworkers are not following the rules.  


The people who work in the POWER office (an inexpensive rented room in the First Christian Church) are comprised of student interns, volunteers, and Monica.  The office, though small, is warm and inviting to visitors who can come in and sit down.  There are toys and art supplies for children who are welcome at meetings and events, for which there is always available a paid childcare provider.  The office holds the weekly CLIP meetings, which POWER has been actively involved in since CLIP's beginning, as well as the weekly volunteer meetings.  


The majority of POWER funding comes from grants; Resist! and Women's Funding Alliance are two of the major funders right now, and we are currently awaiting an application with the Social Justice Fund.  POWER received an emergency grant from the city council for about $12,000, but, more recently, the Community Development Block Grant that was expected to be divided up between the non-profits went mostly to the streetscape improvement of Legion Way.  The Family Support Center and SafePlace, a domestic violence shelter in town, received $20,000 each.  Drexel House, Partners In Prevention Education (PIPE), and the Tenants Union, who had been funded in years past, were all cut.  And POWER was not allotted any of the money.  An interesting sidelight concerning the allotment decision is that on the evening POWER testified at the city hall to explain the merits of keeping POWER funded, two of the City Council members gave generous personal donations to POWER.  The members also spoke to Monica about the value of POWER's work in the community.  Individually, they can support POWER.  As part of the local bureaucratic body, they cannot.  Whether these donations came from a place of heartfelt support for the work POWER does or out of anxiety of what Monica would say to the press is not clear. 

When WROC mutated into POWER, funding became a major obstacle.  While there has been a handful of successful grassroots fundraisers, as well as a traditional letter-writing campaign, such efforts alone cannot solve the whole problem.  Funding such a small organization requires grant writing, a potentially effective source of funding. However, good grant writing is a huge job, and because POWER is not federally or locally funded anymore, finding resources for the grant-writing task is a problem. Monica and I are the only paid staff, and neither of us have any experience in grant writing.  It's an enormous amount of work, and it takes energy away from what I see as being the more critical work: welfare rights outreach and advocacy.  


Monica, personally and through her work with WROC and POWER, has been an incredibly strong voice in the community.  In the past, her efforts to improve the welfare system have been effective—perhaps the best way that she has done this is by making stories public, publishing things in the newspaper or going on a local television channel.  Story telling is something that Monica—and POWER—holds as a powerful way of making change; simply telling people’s stories of living in poverty is humanizing.  And the truth is that our society needs to hear these stories, to hear real people's voices that make our systems more humane.  When people can connect a face or a voice to the more abstract ideas of poverty or welfare, dehumanizing myths break down.  This is a crucial part of the creation of a movement.


POWER is well known throughout the community; it serves as a center for connecting young parents together.  Monica hosts a weekly potluck at her house where families congregate, as well as many other people from all over Olympia.  The warm-heartedness that people may feel coming from this organization is due, in my opinion, to the fact that POWER is made up mostly of mothers: mothers and their children and sometimes their partners, mothers who value care giving, mothers who want to see all families with the means to live well and with good health.  This is non-quantifiable work.  The quantifiable work that POWER does is important— the number of people who use the hotline, the number of clinics given in a month—the numbers that are written into grants.  But the hard-to-define space that POWER holds in the community is something I see as being invaluable.  The weekly presence at the welfare office, where coffee and pastries are given out, has an undeniable positive effect on the people in the waiting room and the people behind the counter as does the understanding and the sympathy people receive when they call the number to ask for advice, or just to get frustration off of their chests.  The simplicity of someone seeing our name and realizing there is a group of people in town working for welfare and economic rights is worth its weight in gold. 
The Tenants Union: Affordable, Decent Housing for All


The Tenants Union of Washington State was created by volunteers in 1977; the Tenants Union of Thurston County began in the late 1990s.  It is their mission to help protect the rights of tenants through empowerment-based education, as well as to challenge unjust housing policy.  Pat Tassoni, who has lived in Olympia and Lacey for his whole life, is the coordinator.  He has worked with the Tenants Union since 1997, during a period when a "volunteer movement" happened in Olympia.  When Pat begins to speak, it is clear that he knows an incredible amount about history, both locally and nationally.  He is passionate about what he does, regardless of the unassuming way he speaks about his work: "Housing was just.... I was a community activist anyways, working on things; it wasn't so much a calling as an opportunity."  Pat has become the person in town to whom you refer people when they are having housing issues.  It is a great deal of work for one person, assisted only by one work-study student.


The Tenants Union is an organization that serves a class of people that oftentimes are overlooked by their representatives.  Pat said, "Before the Tenants Union, people didn't know or didn't care about the composition of [Olympia].  They were shocked to find out that 40-50% of their city’s [population] rents...and so we've made that sort of a theme."  Pat told me that over the past ten years, some aspects of fair housing laws in Olympia and Washington have gotten better as a whole -- they now include inclusive language about sexual orientation and better definitions of disability. According to Pat, lot of work remains to be done:

No one enforces landlord/tenant laws.  When half of a city and a third of the state rents, they aren't considered consumers; there is no one for them to call.  Landlords really exploit this—they throw evictions around, don’t get repairs done, there are invasion of privacy issues...when someone moves here from the Midwest or from the east coast I tell them they have gone back in their rights about 100 years.

Whenever Pat begins talking about law, he references the names of acts and laws that have absolutely no meaning to me.  His knowledge is not limited to Olympia's history -- he is aware of the laws across the country, as well as amendments to those laws.


The services that the Tenants Union provides are information-based; they have walk-in hours as well as a number to call with any questions regarding tenants’ rights.  People call from not only around Thurston County, but also from all over Western Washington.  Additionally, they advocate on the city, county and state level to amend laws to better protect tenants.  They give tenants honest appraisals about where they stand and try to figure out what the outcome of people's situations will be.  Because Pat has also been a member of CLIP since its inception, he has been representing the Tenants Union at CLIP meetings for years. 


The Tenants Union also does unquantifiable work, just as POWER does. People who use the Tenants Union services learn about accessing the law, as well as the traps that tenants oftentimes fall into.  Empowerment-based education is grounded in the belief that the people themselves are their own best advocates; in the face of a society that views poor people as uneducated or incompetent at making their own decisions, practice and training based on such a powerful belief is sorely needed.  Pat is highly aware of the social implications of the work the Tenants Union does, citing the importance of "Allowing people to stay where they want to live, not slipping into homelessness.  Housing stability is something that we can help people attain." One major concern that families struggle with in relation to that stability is keeping their children in the same school for the whole school year, a concern that many people less experienced than Pat might not connect to having a Tenants Union in town.


Pat also sees a need for community reinvestment in effective landlord accountability measures. Landlords, according to Pat, must be held accountable for keeping up with repairs and upgrading housing conditions.  As we have seen, around 40% of the Olympia community rents, but only about 10% of the Olympia community are landlords.  This means that the fate of many is in the hands of a few.  There is an obvious need for the community to make sure the landlords hold up their end of the bargain—keeping the conditions of their rentals acceptable.  Here is where our definition of community reinvestment must change.  This may be something that we don't think about, making this aspect somewhat unquantifiable.  There is no real way to measure this part of the work, nor is there any part of the community that tries to do so.  


As I mentioned earlier, in March the City Council cut the Tenants Union funding from the Community Development Block Grant, which had been funding their work since 2001.  Such funding, in the past, was 85% of the Tenants Union $22-25,000 yearly budget.  This was the first year that organizations had to submit proposals and performance measures.  Jeff Kingsbury, a City Council member, was quoted in the March 31st Olympian, "So then we started asking some tough questions which were along the lines of … how do we track accountability?  Well, we didn't. There was no expectations other than you’re doing good work, go and continue."  The question becomes, then, how has the Tenants Union work in Olympia become less "good"?  Other reasons given by the City Council were that they are shifting their priorities, and do not want to be the sole financial support for organizations that provide services for people countywide. 


This is a complicated subject; if I did not know Pat personally, I could assume a number of different things about this decision.  Looking at all of the services that the Tenants Union provides, and the fact that virtually every organization that is involved with CLIP refers people to Pat on a weekly if not daily basis, it is confusing to see how that work wouldn't be considered worthwhile and needed.  Throughout the interview process, I asked interviewees why they thought the Tenants Union was cut completely.  Their responses, both varied and complex, will be highlighted as I look at the other organizations and CLIP as a whole.  


Pat, besides working at the Tenants Union and as a board member of Tulip Cooperative Credit Union, has been one of the most vocal opponents of the Olympia Downtown Association (ODA).  Three of the current city council members are former officers (along with two of those three serving as presidents) of the ODA.  Pat explained the defunding in this way: 

There is a collective personality of the council.  I think the council itself aside from their personalities -- they are not the brightest people.  Actually, nobody in any sort of bureaucracy is very bright which means they don't have any vision; they don't know how to get somewhere—even if they cared to help poor people, they wouldn't know how to deal with it.  


They try to maintain the status quo, which is reliance on marketplace economics to solve everything.  They can't even envision trying to buck the system.... That is most evident whenever you talk about community development with them; they always turn it into economic development.  Like the way to fix society is giving money to businesses because they will provide the jobs to poor people, that then they can lift themselves out of poverty!  It's an inefficient use of resource but it's what has always been done and it's what always will be done and they can't envision anything else.  

Pat would not put it past the city council to defund him based on his actions against the ODA, but it's clear that he believes there is something greater at work.  The push for “economic development” in downtown Olympia has been talked about and written about repeatedly since the city council election in November.  Here is what I see: The Tenants Union helps to maintain housing stability for renters, as well as keeping the conditions of buildings up to par; the city council does not see this work as necessary because they want to see market-rate housing development come into the downtown.  I asked Pat if he sees the problem in this way, and he seemed skeptical:

I don't think they have a master plan, despite what they really think.  I think they may have an understanding even though they won't articulate it, most people are afraid to talk about it...that housing is going to get worse.  Maybe they just see this organization as being a band-aid that's not going to stop the crumbling of time.

Pat's pessimism worries me.  He is a strong voice in this community; he is an incredible resource for the non-profits in town, and he has played a large part in organizing against ordinances targeted at youth and the poor that the city has tried to pass in the past.  


His pessimism, or his anger, is perhaps a result of being worn out.  Advocating and organizing for underrepresented people is time-consuming, low-paying work; to have your funding cut by people who don't have any kind of replacement plan for that very work is not an easy thing to accept.  Pat has one more theory on why the city council cut him: The Tenants Union's fiscal sponsor is Bread and Roses, which also has a history of being at odds with the city council.  He was the only person I spoke with who would go on record about this issue.  Pat briefly talked about the defunding as their form of retaliation: "Of course they don't say it, because they don't have the integrity to say that's why we are cutting your funding.  Because we just don't like your organization, or the people you serve.  We'd rather serve a different class of people."  Again, Pat has made it seem like a personal attack, but he then alludes to the larger perspective of the city council acting out of financial interest.  Is it both personal and political?  After all, he is the person who has been working against the ODA for the past ten years; he is the person who has helped organize town hall meetings and orchestrated clever campaigns exposing the relationship between the ODA and the city council.  But he has also been working for tenants’ rights.  I see these connections, members of the community see these connections, but the city council has failed to give reasons for defunding beyond "shifting priorities."


At the end of the interview, when I asked Pat about how he sees Olympia, he said he has nothing to compare it to.  I pressed him for more; he has lived here for all of his life, and surely he feels connected to this city and to protecting what makes it unique.  He repeated himself— how can he know what makes it unique if he has nothing to compare it to?  He laughed (perhaps at my persistence?) and said, "Olympia is the only city in Thurston County with a real downtown, which does make it the most dangerous downtown in Thurston County, but it is also the safest—because it's the only downtown in Thurston County.  It's everything and it's nothing."  Pat, although I am sure he would scowl if I told him, has the gift of what could be described as ironic profundity.  


The Tenants Union, if it does indeed cease to exist, would cause a great loss to the Olympia community.  Almost half of this city is renters -- who is going to represent their legal rights and their even more basic human right to being respected if there is no Tenants Union?  Other organizations don't have the capacity to do that; as funding for social justice work dwindles, so do the services they can provide.  This is the current model of non-profits in Olympia—it is what there is to work with, and it's not much.  I have trouble believing that the city council of Olympia would be heartless enough to defund an organization based on personal reasons, especially during a time when our local and national economies are so clearly pointing to a depression.  Is it not indisputable that housing stability is key for sustaining a healthy, livable community?  Would the city council fund the Tenants Union if they simply liked Pat more, if his beliefs and actions weren't so contrary to their own?  


In light of Kivel's argument, I do believe that what I am seeing is a catch-22.  Without the funding from the bureaucracy, Pat, as the acting force behind the Tenants Union, cannot engage in the "riskier work of consciousness raising, organizing, organizational and institutional critique, and mobilization for change." It is important to realize that someone like Pat, in his work for the Tenants Union and in his work organizing against the ODA, has been providing services to individuals while he has been working to inform the community in radical ways.  The future of the Thurston County Tenants Union is undetermined.  Pat's own strategy, him being the unfathomable member of the community that he is, is undetermined as well.

The Family Support Center


When I walked into the Family Support Center to interview Phil Owen, the Outreach Coordinator for this organization, I was genuinely impressed with the arrangement of the office.  There were multiple interns working at computers and speaking on the phone; there were leather couches next to shelves of toys and books.  People, mostly women and their children, were lining up to come into the office while I waited for Phil.  Overall, it seemed like a welcoming place.  I had heard from a few different people that the Family Support Center was the exact opposite: that the people who worked there tended to look at the people who come in strictly as clients.  Phil explained to me that when the past director of the Family Support Center left and a new woman took over, it became a much more family-friendly, accepting place.    


Phil has been working at the Center for close to a year; previously he had been working at Bread and Roses.  When I asked him how the move went, he replied, "It was different.  The staff and the administration are all really supportive. We have a lot of creative freedom; it wasn't like taking an awful job working for the man."  He also spoke about what a relief it was to work for a place where finances are not always a central struggle.    


The Family Support Center provides people with a number of different services.  Such services include a family resource specialist who will help families plan their goals and identify resources for specific problems.  There is also homeless advocacy for people who need help "improving life skills" to get housing.  Additionally, the center runs the emergency shelter network, which can provide overnight shelter based on need.  Unfortunately, as Haley, a Family Support Center intern, told me, there is no shelter right now in Olympia.  Finding shelter for people in this city is a constant struggle, much like it is in all cities across the nation.  This problem is two-sided; not only are there not enough shelter beds, but those beds are a very temporary solution to a situation that needs a permanent resolution.


Phil, as the outreach coordinator, has the capacity to be the "face out in the community," as he is active with CLIP, the Housing Task Force, Camp Quixote, as well as training his interns for weekly outreach at the Food Bank, the Other Bank, and DSHS, all of which helps the Family Support Center stay connected with the community. When I asked him about the Center's relationship to the community, he said: 

In terms of our clients, it's good.  There's probably more we could be doing out of our office, but the folks that come in are pretty happy with us.  We are not a Salvation Army.  In terms of the broader community, the Family Support Center has not been as visible or vocal as other organizations, like Bread and Roses is really known; it’s a household name in Olympia.  The Family Support Center hasn't hit that point.  We don't have the historic volunteer base that Bread and Roses has.  Before the Advocacy Center even opened up, the soup kitchen had like 400 volunteers a year.  Nearly everyone in the community had served a plate of food in that kitchen at some point.


I think that is one of the challenges of our organization—to find ways to really engage the community on a much bigger level, there are a lot of things that it does.  One is that it helps raise awareness on the issues; the second is that it gets us more labor; the third, when people are active and engaged, they are more likely to donate.  

Phil referred to the community development model of non-profits, which he claimed was “the future, the cutting edge of non-profits."  Phil appeared excited; he laughed nervously after he spoke about all the changes that he saw as possibilities for the Family Support Center.  The community development model basically necessitates that the people who are served by the organization are the same people defining the work that the organization does.  The way an organization can do this starts with participatory research – which is how Partners in Prevention Education (PIPE), was started by Rosalinda Noriega in the Olympia community.  Phil is sure that this shift is taking place in the way that the Family Support Center is run; it is transforming from the traditional, services-based non-profit to the more community-development organization.


I wanted to know how the Family Support Center's relationship with the city council works, as they were one of the few chosen for funding.  Phil's reply went immediately to that very issue: the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) that has caused such discontent among the non-profits.  He mentioned the awkwardness of the Family Support Center’s receiving the money while he has working relationships with the people whose funding was cut.  Phil also mentioned the loss to community such cuts will incur: "I can't do my job well if they [the unfunded non-profits] disappear.  The Tenants Union is an organization that I refer to almost every day; I don't have the knowledge he (Pat) does.... Our client base will increase, because there will be more homeless people."  When I asked Phil why he thought they cut the Tenants Union, he went off the record, which I found wasn't uncommon when I asked this question of others.  This is also a facet of the story that I can see many people are reluctant to disclose.  However, I personally enjoyed the process of sifting through all of the various theories.  It was a bit like a social justice soap opera. 


As I said earlier, The Family Support Center has had the reputation of being more of a "social service" agency than one that is working for social justice.  I approached this subject with Phil, and here is his response:

It is two sides to the same coin; I don't think that you can do either one very well without being very grounded in the other.  POWER doesn't see itself as a social service agency, but there is a whole lot that it does in terms of one-on-one, helping people find their way through the system.  If POWER wasn't doing that stuff, I don't think they would be as good as they are in the political advocacy stuff.  


I think the mistake a lot of social service agencies make is to ignore the political aspect of what they are doing—there are agencies where the staff is told, "Don't lobby; we don't want to piss off the people who are giving us money," and that is not acceptable.  If you are going to serve your clients you have to serve them at many different levels. 


This is one of my big criticisms of the non-profit world—that non-profit organizations are almost the only institution in our society that is not directly accountable to the people they serve.  With for-profit business, the idea is that if they don't make their customers happy, they go out of business.  And politicians are ostensibly accountable to voters, whereas non-profit organizations are accountable to funders.  The funders have almost no contact with clients, and so it creates a dynamic where an agency can say, "Don't try and advocate for change."

Phil's role as Outreach Coordinator allows him to be an advocate for change.  He has been active in organizing with CLIP against city council ordinances.  It's also evident that he has a keen awareness of the other organizations in town.  The problem, however, is that as the demand for CLIP to organize against ordinances grows, so does the level of work for the individual organizations themselves.  Phil put it this way:

I think that a number of us are a bit burnt out.  I know I am, when I think about organizing another big petition drive, it's like...give me a whiskey!  It slows us down; each of us are overwhelmed with our own work.  Monica is trying to fund her organization, Pat is trying to find a way to refund his work, and I'm working a part-time job alongside running a business.  Besides that, I spend a good deal of time trying to figure out my finances because Meta and I are both living off of my income, which is squat.  We can't pay our bills, I think that most of us who are really actively involved in CLIP have a lot of distractions from the organizing, and that's not an excuse.  

This is the sentiment that I heard many times throughout the interviews I gave: the self-condemnation of the organizers themselves for not being able to do enough.  This is sadly ironic: I do believe there would be a remarkable show of community support and volunteers who could help, but what such an outpouring of support takes is organizing, petition-drives, information sharing, and many other things.  The first step is, regrettably, the work that there are limited resources and energy for.  


I wonder if a line exists that Phil cannot cross as the Outreach Coordinator for the Family Support Center.  If CLIP does do some major organizing against development downtown, as I suspect it will, how much of a role will the Family Support Center play?  Is Phil limited in what he can do and say because of who he works for?  Am I reading too much into the funding they received from the city council; are there hidden strings attached?  As gentrification happens downtown, the needs of homeless and poor people increase and so will the workload for the Family Support Center, as well as the other organizations that make up CLIP.  This limits the work CLIP can do collectively.  In turn, the focus is pushed to providing individual, often temporary solutions to the problems in the community.  In this light, Kivel's argument about the limits of non-profits in relation to their reliance on funding is true.


Without wanting to be too critical of an organization that I see as employing excellent people, it seems that the majority of the work the Family Support Center actually provides is referrals for people.  This, in turn, can be translated into less actual work for the center and more work for the smaller, more specific, less funded organizations.  We know that government money is likely to be spent on more "service friendly" organizations, but it seems as though it's part of a systemic practice only to organize poverty and not eradicate it.  This is a problem that will be a part of the non-profit world until a real solution is found.  

Bread and Roses, "Love is an Action, Act"


My perception of Bread and Roses is that it is the most complicated of all of the organizations I have analyzed.  I came into this project thinking that my perception of POWER would be the trickiest because of my own involvement, but a number of factors have proven Bread and Roses to be the one that I find the most perplexing.  First, and foremost, Bread and Roses has a history of continual organizational change.  Second, everyone that I interviewed (including those who had never worked at Bread and Roses) had a different take on that history and on the current standing of Bread and Roses.  Last, my own personal and emotional reaction after interviewing Kevin VonMutant, Matt Kellegrew, and Cassi Burke, all of whom are currently staff at Bread and Roses, was unique.  


Bread and Roses has been active in Olympia for the past 25 years, born out of the tradition of the Catholic Worker Movement.  Physically, Bread and Roses has three locations.  Downtown, there is the Bread and Roses Advocacy Center (BRAC), which is where advocates are set up to help their guests navigate the social service system, as well as meeting basic needs such as laundry vouchers, bus passes, hygiene items, mail and telephone services, assistance in obtaining state IDs, internet access, and clothing and blankets.  They have a GED prep course, as well as a library.  The second location is the Women's Guesthouse, which offers six beds for single homeless women and two rooms for single women with children.  It is considered to be transitional housing, but there is no real limit on how long women can stay -- the longest they have had guests there was two years.  The third location is the staff house, where the staff members live.  The house offers hospitality and weekly dinners, as well as housing the bikes and carts for the Emma Goldman Youth & Homeless Outreach Project (EGYHOP). 


Bread and Roses is funded primarily through a Housing and Urban Development (HUD) grant, which is a federal grant.  They receive money from the combined fund drive, which consists of collected donations from state workers.  Their money goes to providing all of the services to their guests, as well as a $200 per month stipend to their staff members.  Private donations from community members are a part of their budget, too.  It's important to keep in mind that Bread and Roses is organized non-hierarchically, and is in many ways a radical organization, and yet is still funded by the government, perhaps this is because they provide a lot of services to people that can be documented and proven.   But there is much more to their work that goes unnoticed.


It was Matt who first put the terms "quantifiable" and "unquantifiable" work into my head.  He explained that it is the quantifiable work that you need to use in grant writing—funders want results that can be contained on a piece of paper.  Matt told me this with complete confidence:



We like to think at Bread and Roses that it is our goal to accomplish as much of the unquantifiable work as possible...we have a philosophy of personalism.  The goal of most of our work is getting beyond a relationship of needs where, like at DSHS, they related interpersonally with people based on their needs.  It is this foundation that the relationship is built, and it is not a very friendly or personal relationship, but a relationship nonetheless.



We have needs as individuals at BRAC, too -- we need for compassion, we need for friendship, we need for understanding, we need for a lack of isolation, an outlet, we need to be angry, we need to feel loved...I feel like my goal with Bread and Roses is to forge these relationships with people across class boundaries, intentionally.  It's not a matter of seeing the good in people, because not all people do good things; it's about, rather, seeing people for their basic humanity.  

I see this philosophy of interacting with people happening in other ways, in other organizations -- but here Matt framed the entire concept so eloquently.  He spoke with such fervent intelligence that one might think he was much older; his analysis is complex and true.  I was curious to see how the connection is made between working out of love, essentially, and the work that changes the system, but before I could ask this, he explained it himself:

     Places that come from a position of charity attempt only to manage poverty and not bridge the gaps between people that allows poverty to exist.  When you empathize with another human being, and you understand who they are and you value their life, you are no longer capable of impoverishing them anymore.  You cannot impose poverty on someone you love.  And, the goal at Bread and Roses is to build, to act in love and to be in love constantly, to acknowledge the role that love plays in interpersonal relationships.  In doing so, you set the foundation for a world that can exist without poverty.  You build the relationships necessary to actually serve as a valid challenge to poverty, as opposed to someone providing a shelter bed, which manages poverty and allows it to continue.  You cannot submit that to a HUD grant, although that's what we spend all of our time doing. 

This analysis of the work they do is powerful; to hear it spoken out loud and to then see in action is even more so.  The power of that statement, "You cannot impose poverty on someone you love," is real.  It's more authentic and affecting than the of number bus tickets given out in a month. 


As Phil noted, Bread and Roses does have a historic volunteer base in the community.  There are a lot of people who really love and value the work Bread and Roses does in Olympia.  However, there are also those in the community who have wanted to see Bread and Roses shut down; in the past, there have been problems with alcohol and drugs, so a common assumption about Bread and Roses is that it simply facilitates drug and alcohol abuse among the homeless.  Also, the people who make up the staff are overwhelmingly young, idealistic people: people who are vocal in the community, who are ready and willing to fight the city council on ordinances that target homeless people.  


My perception, as I have said, is complex because there is another aspect to this organization that must be examined.  Jade Souza, a woman I met originally through POWER, but who is active in CLIP representing SafePlace, worked at Bread and Roses a few years ago, with a different group of people running it.  She said, "I felt like I was on an island— an island, and it was just me and the people we worked with, all alone."  Jade sees a disconnect between the people who work at Bread and Roses and the Olympia community.  To me, this makes sense.  When a group of people live and work together, are close in age and share similar political views, that group of people, that community, will inevitably become insular.  Matt said, rather offhandedly, relating to others collaborating with Bread and Roses, "We are not opposed to working with people who are willing to work with us.  We are very opposed to compromising in terms of our vision."  Does this viewpoint limit their work, especially when the staff of Bread and Roses changes frequently, oftentimes to people who are relatively new to the Olympia community?  Is this mentality causing people to see Bread and Roses as detached?


I will not know for certain why the community has problems with Bread and Roses because I heard so many varying views of this organization.  I heard the concerns of people outside of it—that the organization is disconnected, that the finances of Bread and Roses are in ruins, that there are drug problems, etc.  But I see that the organization is indeed functioning; as Cassi put it, the “chaos of it all is one of Bread and Roses' strengths.”  Of course, running a non-profit with a non-hierarchical structure is risky, and mistakes will be made.  They appear to be figuring it out as they go along.  Kevin made clear the tangible benefits of this approach: "We are not strictly dependent on the perceptions of funding, or the community.... We are at greater liberty to do things like have a decentralized structure and to do direct action advocacy the way we do it, which is a lot more personable, more human."  Within that humanity lies the very meaning and reasoning behind Bread and Roses’ existence, that powerful meaning that I was so touched by.  I wonder if “acting out of love, being in love constantly,” while dealing with the challenges of advocating for the homeless, the challenges of all of the system – is possible for a young person to stay committed to for more than a few years.  I remain hopeful that their existence is a sustainable one.
CLIP, “Economic Development,” and the Steady and Unnoticed Process of Gentrification

I do think that our city council doesn't necessarily know what the majority of people want.  They have ideas, based on their own opinions or life experiences about what the majority of people in Olympia want, but they don't check in.  It's pretty clear to me that people want a livable downtown, a livable city...a viable downtown with public spaces that don't discriminate against people because they are poor or dressed badly or mentally ill; they want services, so that people are housed and fed and have a place to go to the bathroom...I have heard hundreds of people say these things and they are the majority and I really don't think that these developers are the majority.              –Monica Peabody, POWER

The city council can only make things worse.  The fact that they are making things worse is not particularly surprising.  It doesn't really change our work at all other than that it takes our money away, but our money is going away, anyway, because the world, this economic system is not one that is built to support poor people, so it wasn't like there was ever money for poor people.  The interests of elected officials will never correspond to the interests of poor people.         


       -Matt Kellegrew, Bread and Roses

For a lot of people, certainly for me...we are not used to thinking about things in terms of "your community" because you never had one.  I never had a community, being involved in local San Diego city politics would have been absurd...it's outside of my control.  Here though, we are in a tiny place, where you can meet the city council people on the street, or you know, if you happen to go to Capital Playhouse you may meet them there.  Olympia is unique like that -- that is exactly what is being threatened right now.  We are one of the last places in the United States that has the feel that we do, maybe the only place that we specifically have. This is a real place.  This is not some fucked up Disneyland.  People are capable of interacting with each other. 




-Kevin VonMutant, Bread and Roses

I am including these three quotes because they are all related to what I am focused on.  Our city council doesn't have our real downtown community's interests at heart—we know this, but just because they make the decisions does not mean people should feel unmotivated to do something about it.  Olympia is distinctly not a Disneyland; it is a “real place,” as Kevin said, a real place where people should know about what is going on, where there is the potential to prevent what is unique from changing.  


I would like to clarify where I think the city council stands on this issue.  What seems to be the biggest ideological split between the city council and the non-profits that make up CLIP is what development means.  As Monica said, the majority of people in Olympia want to see a healthy downtown; they want to see the services that are needed being allowed to continue.  The city council, since the shift I have mentioned in November, has fast-tracked their economic development agenda, which reveals itself more and more as an agenda for those who have money.  And right now, our community, as a part of the United States, is economically depressed.  I believe that as economies depress, so do the people.  When you have been relying on a system for your entire existence and it begins to fail you and what your family needs, people naturally become apathetic.  It's essential that people remember that we, the people, can affect the decisions of our representatives.  CLIP serves as a reminder of this.  There is some bit of hope in simply saying the full name behind the acronym -- the Coalition for Low Income Power.  


There are a variety of opinions about how CLIP can most effectively organize against the city council’s agenda.  Some people think that lunch dates are an effective way; that going out to lunch regularly with council members sustains a relationship with them and can influence their policy-making.  Others take a less friendly stance; as Pat Tassoni put it, "I just have a predisposed tendency to bite the hand that gives."  There is also argument about whether or not the city council has a true plan.  Pat put it like this: "It is a train that has been going since the city has been around, it's been going in one direction, there's nobody driving it, and it's just like, every once in a while, the mayor is the conductor...we're just trying to grab on the sides."  I had been recording this particular CLIP meeting for later transcription, and when I transcribed this interview, I could hear someone else say, "We are laying on the tracks," followed by another voice saying, "There is no driver."  Train metaphor aside, I agree with what came out of this discussion: that the city council members lack innovation and that they represent boring, middle-of-the-road politics.  However, those unimaginative politics rely on marketplace economics and "trickle-down" theories that don't work in real life.  They simply do not work because they ignore the fact that people are homeless and are living in poverty, and we see this in Olympia, just as we can see it in every city in the United States.


CLIP is strong, and its members are intelligent, hard-working people, but there needs to be someone who can do the organizing that will make all of this more public.  The people who make up CLIP now don’t seem to have the energy or time to do it.  The collective response is normally reactive as opposed to proactive.  CLIP needs to become more proactive – making everything public as soon as possible to raise awareness about ordinances before they are about to be passed.  Everyone agrees that there needs to be a stronger connection with other groups in town, environmental groups, and the Carnegie group, to have more clout.  CLIP has a history of railing against the city council, which has often times been effective, but I wonder how much longer CLIP will be allowed to come out in complete opposition and have any chance of being heard.  I also see the necessity of getting more Evergreen students involved.  If Evergreen students were more aware of the local politics of Olympia, I believe that a number of students would help organize and to show in numbers the resistance to gentrification downtown.   


CLIP is the collective, community response to Paul Kivel’s challenge of social service as being distinct from social change.  These Olympia non-profits, whether or not the government funds them, are collectively engaging in organizing work that challenges the local government’s decisions that affect all of us.   Additionally, all of these individual organizations have aspects of both sides of the social service/social change coin.  Sometimes it is the individuals who are motivated enough to take on more than one aspect of their job; sometimes it's the collective philosophy of the group.  And it seems to be working -- things are being taken care of for individuals as well as what I see as consciousness-building.  I feel as though Kivel's argument, and the more general argument against the idea of the "non-profit industrial complex," fail to acknowledge that something has to be done in the meantime.  It’s clear to me that these people who are doing social justice work in Olympia are providing both the services people need now and engaging in the larger struggle -- raising awareness, breaking down stereotypes, making poverty human.  We may never have a better social service structure.  The non-profit model is flawed, surely; but until our larger structures are improved, this work has to continue.  And I do believe the work can grow and become stronger.   

 
I would like to connect this back to the gentrification of Olympia.  As I have noted, the non-profits I examined in this paper are going to have more work to do as gentrification, that ever-present storm cloud, reveals itself.  In the past few months, not only have there been plans for the rezone to allow Triway to develop condos, but also there have been smaller, seemingly less significant ordinances being put forth.  The downtown noise ordinance, put forth by councilman Jeff Kingsbury, would set an allowable noise level of 60 to 65 decibels during the day (normal conversation is between 55 and 65 decibels). At night, the level would be 5 to 10 decibels lower.  Apparently, this ordinance is addressing the noise complaints from residents of downtown.  There has been strong opposition from the parts of the community – not just the owners of venues downtown, but musicians and students, who see music as being integral to the history and culture of downtown Olympia.  I see people playing music on the corners of downtown everyday, as well as in the number of venues that are scattered along Fourth Avenue.  Many of those bands who play shows downtown are people I know – this is a part of Olympia’s weirdness.  Just about anyone, regardless of formal training, economic standing, or musical experience, has the opportunity to feel like a true musician.   This idiosyncratic space that everyday musicians and their sounds take up is at risk of fading away.  Who, exactly, does this benefit?  Is it objective to ask if it is for the benefit of the current residents of downtown or the future residents of condos?  


There is another ordinance underway, more overtly related to the work of CLIP.  This ordinance would make it illegal for recreational vehicles (RVs) to park overnight on city streets, specifically between the hours of 3 to 6 am.  On May 25th The Olympian ran an interesting editorial asserting that, “The ordinance is a good start but so is an ongoing dialogue with churches and homeless advocates about more permanent solutions to the community’s housing needs.”  The article explains why RV camping is problematic for a healthy downtown but it recognizes that before the ordinance goes into effect, there needs to be dialogue.  Bread and Roses have been meeting with the people who RV camp near the Transit Center, on Franklin Street, the street that I also live on, to talk to them about their options.  There are people living there that are registered sex offenders or who have criminal records, meaning they can’t find housing elsewhere.  There are people there who can’t afford to rent out a space in a registered RV park.  There are families living there.  The article, while I appreciate that it mentioned community dialogue, went on to say, “And shoppers and other visitors shouldn’t have to compete with RV campers for parking spaces in the downtown area of Olympia.”  As I read it again, I feel like weeping.  This statement perfectly explains the relationship between the city’s ordinance agenda and commerce – and the lack of humanity that exists there.  


All of these people – busking musicians, RV campers, those who have been evicted, or put in jail for sleeping in a park or urinating behind a building – are people.  They are not simply a problem that needs to be “ordinanced” out of downtown’s sight.  This is gentrification; the pushing out of what isn’t pretty to look at.  These people don’t disappear, though; they get swept under a different rug that the city council doesn’t have to deal with.  I don’t mean to sound sarcastic or speculative, because after all of this research I feel as though it is a fair question: If the people RV camping in downtown get “lucky” enough to become renters, who will be there to advocate for their rights when their landlords discriminate against them for being poor?


Perhaps I am lacking the perspective of those who see these changes to Olympia as not solely paving the way for economic development, but as a part of community development as well.  I called Jeff Kingsbury and explained to him the purpose of my paper and my confusion on where the city council stands.  I asked him, rather bluntly, whether or not the council members stand to financially benefit from condos being built downtown.  Perhaps my approach was too assertive – for there was an uncomfortable silence, before he replied, “I suspect that the answer to that question is no.  What is your project about, exactly?”  In my frame of thinking, it makes sense – if they don’t stand to benefit personally from condominium development, why push for it?  The conversation grew more awkward; I realized that I would be able to better articulate my unanswered questions through email.  I wrote Jeff an email, straightforwardly asking him how he, personally as well as a city council member, sees the difference between economic and community development.  This was a part of his reply:

For the purposes of your class project, I certainly see a distinction between economic development, and community development.  The city council is responsible for setting policies that help to drive economy as well as provide opportunity for community development.  They are not "exclusive" in nature, and we have to consider all of it.  While you, and others, may favor one over the other, that is not our mission.  I disagree, however, that ANY housing project is either one or the other.  I also think you would have an entirely different take if the housing project was a subsidized, low-income project.  Likely you would take the position that such a project CONTRIBUTES to community development, based on the type of resident.  Surely you understand why policy makers simply can't administer public policy in that manner!  We need those, too.  But that has little to do with the merits, or lack of merit, of any particular project.

I also fail to see how providing market rate housing would detract from "community"?!?  On the contrary, I believe it would contribute to a more diverse, economically stable, vibrant community.  I suspect that there is fear that the "vibe" our downtown enjoys would be depleted.  But I strongly believe that it will be enhanced.

Would I be unfair in reading this as an unctuous, uninspired bureaucratic reply that doesn’t really answer my question?  Perhaps, but I am frustrated.  I felt patronized when I read this.  I should have written him back right then -- asking him exactly where the low-income housing project was on the council’s agenda, or how his noise ordinance will enhance our downtown “vibe.”  Or who he knows that I don’t know in our community that would be able to “enjoy” a brand-new, million-dollar waterfront condo.  Or for his explanation behind the Tenants Union being defunded.  But I didn’t.  I didn’t have the energy.  


At the end of my interview with Kevin VonMutant we had fallen into a heated discussion about the city council and their seeming lack of compassion for the work that we do: I was angry.  It didn’t matter that I already weathered the brutal realization that elected officials usually represent and defend economically privileged people – I was truly infuriated.  I told Kevin that there was this irrational anger boiling up inside of me and he replied with this:

People need to get angry about this and get motivated about this right now.  We are going to look back and say I didn't do everything I could to stop that from happening.  I'm so distracted with my life, I'm in love with somebody and I love to make rock music, all this other shit is going on -- I can't put a thousand percent, screaming from the hillside, that the robber barons are coming, I can't do it.  But we should be trying.

Kevin is right – we should be trying and we are trying.  One sunny afternoon, I helped Kevin canvass the Westside of Olympia with fliers explaining the plans for development downtown.  As we rode our bikes downtown, I came to the realization that I am a part of the group of the people that I have studied.  I am done with my analysis of social services, social justice, and the gentrification of Olympia and I am not done with it, because I am surrounded by it.  In a way, this project has fueled my anger.  This is reasonable, because that anger is motivation to keep working on this.  There is so much more canvassing to be done, more organizing and more people to reach out to.  I have so much more to learn but I also feel ready to educate others.  

Maybe no one will ever know or care why the council cut the Tenants Union, but I don’t know if it matters, because the subversive Pat Tassoni is downtown, right where he has been all along.  Bread and Roses may cease to exist one day, but at this very moment there are young people making human connections with people they may never have known as people and it makes me feel sorry for our Mayor Doug Mah, because he won’t ever get to experience that.  The Family Support Center could progress backwards and become another robotic bureaucracy, but right now they have people inside that nice building downtown that think and work with empathy – which can be taught and passed on.  POWER creates a beautiful mental and spiritual space for women, mothers and their children that cannot be privatized, gentrified or capitalized.  CLIP can come up with clever train metaphors to describe the way the city council works and then they can do something about it; I know that the city council is not half as clever as them.  That is the point of all of this – as long as this work continues in the spirit that is being done now, and as long as there are energized people that have hope in them to continue to do this when the older ones get tired and worn out – things will be okay.  


This summer I will live here, in Olympia; I will work at POWER and at CLIP and I will be a part of the downtown community, because it is where I live.  I will graduate from the Evergreen State College but I cannot graduate from the community of Olympia.  Its weirdness has gotten to me and I want to protect it.  

Afterthought, late in May

I am riding downtown in the backseat of my friend's car; it feels like the first true night of summer.  I lazily wave my hands out of the window, wiggling my fingers through the air as I did when I was young.  I sense my own personal calmness with Olympia, this strange little city I have come to call my home.  


We are driving down Legion Way, approaching my apartment building.  I notice the sidewalk construction on both sides of the street.  Right at that moment it dawns on me that this is indeed the "streetscape improvement of Legion Way" that the city council decided to use the majority of the Community Development Block Grant money for.  What does it really, truly mean when the people in charge put money into the sidewalk itself and not into the people that live on those sidewalks? and I am overwhelmed by a feeling of sadness and sadness is not the same as anger.  


And when I feel sad about the state of things and the unfairness of these sidewalks being renovated I have to talk about it with someone, I have to talk about it and or write it down and get it out and then maybe it will turn into anger and action.  If I don’t talk about it with someone I will be silent and I will have no energy and I won’t be able to email Jeff Kingsbury and ask him uncomfortable questions.  And I want to be able to email Jeff Kingsbury and ask him uncomfortable questions, eloquently.  


So I’m writing it down.  
