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Getting It Together
Connecting Local Neighborhoods and
National Advocates

A REPORT BY THE 
NATIONAL NEIGHBORHOOD COALITION

Anne Pasmanick, Executive Director 

THIS REPORT WAS FUNDED THROUGH A GENEROUS GRANT FROM:  
THE METLIFE FOUNDATION
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Background on the 
National Neighborhood Coalition
The Voice for Neighborhoods

The National Neighborhood Coalition (NNC) is a national organization - with a grassroots focus - whose
mission is to build, maintain and strengthen neighborhoods, especially those of lower-income residents.  With more
than 120 members, who collectively reach literally millions of individuals, NNC forms a network of national and
local community development leaders working together to forge cutting-edge policies and programs that promote
healthy neighborhoods. Our strength lies in the versatility and reach of our members, which include foundations,
faith-based organizations, financial institutions, community-based groups and government agencies of all sizes.
Whatever their size or scope, all NNC members share a common goal - to maintain and bolster the vitality of our
nation's neighborhoods

The NNC serves as a crucial link to Washington, DC for neighborhood- and community-based organizations.  It
is also the single largest and most comprehensive networking resource for regional and national organizations
involved in community development, housing and other neighborhood issues.  The NNC convenes people and

organizations concerned about neighborhoods, serves as a conduit of information about programs and policies and
aggressively advocates for neighborhoods and community- and neighborhood-based organizations.  

NNC was founded in 1979 to represent the interests of low-income neighborhoods at the national level and to
promote to a strong role for community-based organizations in federal policies and programs. NNC has played
prominent roles in putting - and keeping - the revitalization of neighborhoods on the national agenda.
Accomplishments include shaping the national smart growth debate to reflect the needs of low-income
communities, ensuring that banks' community reinvestment exams be made public, and successfully advocating for
community representation on the Federal Housing Finance Board.

NNC strengthens neighborhoods and instills positive social change by providing community leaders and
advocates with current information used to foster neighborhood growth, an opportunity to learn from each other
and work together toward common goals and a powerful forum to make their collective voices heard by policy
makers, industry leaders, and the media.  

We believe in neighborhoods as the heart and soul of our nation and its communities.

iv Neighborhood Voices

"Your coalition of national organizations and legislative and grassroots leaders
provides a powerful voice in Washington, one that must continue to be heard."

- Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton
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Neighborhoods - and the importance of strong
communities to prosperity and cohesion - are often the
subject of platitudes from elected officials, business
leaders and other decision makers. But the political will
to address these problems and invest in neighborhoods'
success sometimes flags.

"The health and vitality of neighborhoods is a key
indicator of the quality of our life together," says John
Carr, executive director for social development and
world peace at the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops.
"Neighborhoods are very much a part of the rhetoric of
public life - but the resources go elsewhere;
neighborhoods are part of the culture of public discourse
- but often the policy and priorities lie elsewhere." 

Committed neighborhood residents have organized
neighborhood groups to address the gap between
rhetoric and reality, to champion the rights of families to
decent and affordable housing, access to health care,
quality education and fair employment. These groups
have mobilized citizenry for social change, built life-
saving social service programs, constructed housing and
generated hundreds of millions of dollars in community
resources. Over time, a movement of neighborhood-
based community activists has transformed itself into a
professional field engaging in community development
and policy advocacy in rural areas, suburbs and cities,
presenting informed arguments for change at City Hall,
in state legislatures and on Capitol Hill. 

Community development professionals and
neighborhood leaders and residents still work toward the
goals they have aspired to for decades. They want to
develop the inventory of resources that more well off
communities take for granted. They want to improve the
quality of life for people with low and moderate
incomes in neighborhoods where disinvestment has
stripped away resources and opportunities.
Neighborhood leaders, who share a history of
community advocacy, say they are particularly

concerned about affordable housing, job creation,
education, condition of housing stock, commercial
development and redevelopment, homelessness and
health care, according to a 2003 study by the Center for
Urban Research and Learning at Loyola University
Chicago commissioned by the National Neighborhood
Coalition (NNC). 

Increasingly, neighborhood leaders worry that these
many community challenges cannot be addressed
adequately and holistically until the complementary
relationship between local groups and the Washington-
based organizations they rely upon for representation in
federal advocacy becomes stronger. They say that a
more fruitful connection between groups operating in
these different contexts will require:

Greater collaboration and coalition-building efforts
on short- and long-term goals.

Bolstering of mutually beneficial divisions of labor
between local and national organizations, informed
by an identification of shared interests and strategic
priorities of both.

Shared response to a crisis in participation and
leadership development within low-income
neighborhoods most affected by limited resources and
opportunities.

This report, focusing on the national relationship to
local organizations, local and regional coalitions, and
the forging of complementary relationships, shows that
the work of advocates based in Washington can be
bolstered by a renewed immersion in the day-to-day
challenges of "local" groups. The frustrations of the
"local" groups can be mitigated with a deeper
appreciation of the constrained realities of federal
advocacy in a period of devolution, retrenchment in
social services and relentless assault on the role of
government in providing basic supports for people and
their communities.

Page 1 Neighborhood Voices
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DIFFICULT, BUT NOT IMPOSSIBLE
Getting It Together: Connecting Local

Neighborhoods and National Advocates highlights the
experience of organizations that have built
complementary relationships between local practitioners
and national advocates. Chicanos Por La Causa (CPLC)
in Tucson, Arizona, for instance, has found that its
influence and effectiveness has multiplied many times
over because of the strength of its collaboration with the
Washington-based National Council of La Raza. The
two groups worked together to mount a powerful voter
mobilization campaign in Tucson. Activists profiled here
from Albuquerque's Sawmill community drew upon the
technical assistance and bridge-building capacities of the
national Center for Community Change to pull off the
development of a successful energy-efficient low-
income housing development. Leaders of several Asian
American community development corporations found
that policy makers in Washington did not have a
sufficient understanding of the issues facing low-income
Asian American and Pacific Islander communities, and
so forged the National Coalition for Asian Pacific
American Community Development (National
CAPACD); rural Floridians working to hold on to
affordable housing found welcome assistance from the
Washington, DC-based Housing Assistance Council
(HAC).

In other instances, community development groups
need to strengthen linkages in the local or regional
context. This report shows how local immigrant rights
advocates in and around Washington, DC, found a way
to benefit from their pooled efforts; how concerned
parents in New York City learned that coalition building
in multiple neighborhoods within the city was key to
bringing about educational reform.

Such local coalitions and national-local
collaborations, however, remain sporadic and far too
serendipitous, as shown by the frustrations of

neighborhood leaders that found expression at NNC's
2003 National Neighborhood Leadership Summit and in
the Loyola University inquiry, Local Perspectives on
Current and Emerging Issues Facing Urban, Suburban
and Rural Communities.1  

CHALLENGES TO NATIONAL LOCAL
PARTNERSHIPS

NNC commissioned Local Perspectives in order to
increase its awareness and that of a comprehensive
national membership about the issues that local groups
identify as priorities and their perspectives on how to
generate neighborhood transformation in the current
climate. With the dramatic social, economic and
political changes experienced in the U.S. in recent
decades, many nationally based leaders no longer have a
unifying big-picture perspective to inform their social
change objectives and their relationships to local
affiliates.

NNC wanted to understand more fully the dynamics
that affect neighborhood leaders and coalitions in their
daily efforts, hoping these inquiries and discussions
would allow local organizations, often left out of
national agenda-setting discussions, to define their own
priorities, needs, strategies and challenges. These
expectations were realized when participants responded
generously with their time and enthusiastically
embraced the opportunity to provide input. Their
reflections can help advance the ability of national and
local organizations to combine their expertise and
vantage points to advocate more effectively. 

Tensions around communication, comprehension and
collaboration between "the base" and "the field" are not
unique to community development and neighborhood
advocacy. But the unique nature of progressive action -
dependent as it is on grassroots activity and fluid
hierarchies - requires more creative responses than, say,
a political party, a multi-layered corporation or even a

Page 2 Neighborhood Voices
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