






Lee had recently moved to the neighborhood after doing 
Master’s work in restorative justice, a philosophy that 
emphasizes healing and rehabilitation instead of retribution 
and punishment. She worked to incorporate restorative justice 
into the court case.

“The judge denied us that opportunity, but we were still able 
to do some work with the guy who was not housed, and 
also tried to involve the guy who was housed and part of the 
neighborhood watch in some of this process.”

Lee realized there were many people working to implement 
restorative justice, but they lacked coordination, so she 
convened a meeting of activists to collaborate under the 
Detroit Area Restorative Justice Center.

The group works to educate the community about restorative 
justice concepts and techniques through a speaker series and 
one-on-one peace circle workshops. 

Until 2016, the group operated on a fully volunteer basis, and 
recently took on two part-time Americorps volunteers to help 
develop strategy and fundraising. Funding thus far has come 
from the community, supplemented by a small grant from the 
UAW. The group pays rent for space at the Peace and Justice 
House at St. Peter’s Episcopal Church. 

Operational funding is currently the fl edgling group’s 
greatest hurdle. 

“Money for buying envelopes and stamps, paying rent, paying 
staff. Paying to have training for our Steering Committee. 
Those types of things,” says Lee. “Finding funding that 
complements our project needs and programming needs, but 
also our operating costs is something that’s really important.”
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The Detroit Digital Justice Coalition (DDJC) originated out of 
a 2009 Allied Media Conference session on building a healthy 
digital ecology. A coalition was formed to figure out how 
to apply for and utilize federal economic stimulus funds for 
broadband development as a grassroots group.

“We realized that first people have to understand what the 
capabilities of media and technology are before they can 
critically think about it,” says DDJC co-founder Diana Nucera.  
“We had to both teach and learn from folks. Out of that came 
the DiscoTechs in 2011, which was an idea to create a space 
where different communities could come together and voice 
their opinion on what the role of media and technology can be 
in Detroit. The goal was to understand what the needs are to 
be able to utilize and harness these tools, and build up.”

The next step was the “Detroit Future” effort, which included 
Detroit Future Media, Detroit Future Schools, and Detroit 
Future Youth. The goal of the effort was to teach people to 
build businesses, community infrastructure, and storytelling 
capacity to counter “blank slate” narratives about Detroit 
emerging in the national media.

“We focused on organizers and neighborhood leaders, teaching 
them digital skills,” says Nucera. “I think that was the first 
time we really tried this idea of peer-to-peer learning at a large 
scale.” More than 3,000 Detroiters received training through 
the Detroit Future programs over a period of three years.

As stimulus and foundation funding came to an end, the 
effort was scaled back to focus on wireless connectivity, and 
was renamed “Digital Stewards.” To date, the group has built 
seven wireless networks in areas with low adoption rates. Sixty 
people have been trained in how to build, maintain, and design 
wireless networks. 

“They were learning how to build computers from recycled 
parts and how to do community organizing,” says Nucera. 
“People would come out with either amazing organizing skills, 
or really advanced wireless skills. We realized that we are not 
just building wireless networks, we are doing tech education, 
we are facilitating groups in understanding community 
technology, and we are training techies in how to work with 
communities. So that’s when we shifted to calling ourselves the 
Detroit Community Technology Project.”

The Detroit Community Technology Project (DCTP) is a core 
member of the Detroit Digital Justice Coalition, working to 
expand digital resources at the neighborhood level across the 
city. In 2016 they launched the Equitable internet Initiative (EII) 
with support from local and national foundations. The EII is 
a notable example of the philanthropic community trusting 
the leadership of grassroots organizations to design holistic 
solutions and one that should be studied and replicated. 

“There’s a privileged digital class emerging in Detroit, and the 
work of groups like DCTP and the Digital Justice Coalition is 
not just to build a bridge across the digital divide, but to build a 
healthy digital ecosystem. It can’t just be super fast internet and 
super slow internet. There needs to be a middle ground. There 
needs to be a culture where people think about how to use this 
super fast internet to solve their problems, and cultivate digital 
innovation from the ground up, not from having tech sector 
people come in and just be like, ‘Check out this app.’”

 Detroit Digital 
Justice Coalition

CASE STUDY: 
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A DiscoTech at the Kemeny Recreation Center in 2011. 
Photo by Nina Bianchi
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Southwest Detroit’s 48217 zip code has the dubious distinction 
of being Michigan’s most polluted zip code. Surrounded by a 
coal-fi red power plant, petroleum refi nery, steel production, salt 
mining, and bordered by the I-75 freeway, the residents of these 
neighborhoods bear more than their share of disease burden, 
with elevated rates of asthma and cancer, COPD, lupus 
and leukemia.

The residents here have been little more than an afterthought, 
says Theresa Landrum, co-founder of 48217 Community & 
Environmental Health. For example, one day in the late 1990s, 
the neighborhood started to shake; the ground began rumbling 
beneath homes and booming. People ran outside, convinced 

48217 Community 
& Environmental 
Health

CASE STUDY: 
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their chimneys were collapsing or their roofs were blowing up. 
“We tried to find out what it was,” Landrum recalls. “We called 
in the fire departments, the police departments, DTE Energy, 
contractors, and no one could tell us.”

Eventually, the residents figured it out: a long-dormant salt 
company had come back online and was blasting underneath 
people’s homes. The City of Detroit had given them 
permission, but no one had asked the residents for input, or 
even thought to warn them. 

Later on, the residents discovered an accident at the Marathon 
Oil Refinery that released toxic air emissions but was never 
reported to the neighborhood or to the City.

“This was when we started to make our concerns and 
issues known to City Council as a grassroots community 
organization,” says Landrum. “Born out of that came the 48217 
Community Environmental Health Committee. We started to 
fight for a better quality of life. All my life we’ve existed with 
these enormous, tremendous, stinky odors coming from the 
surrounding industry.”

Landrum is a cancer survivor. Her mother and father died from 
cancer. A lot of people on her block have died from cancer. 
She knows several people that have had three or four  
different cancers. 

The committee’s goal is to reduce pollution in the community 
and improve quality of life for those residents. It’s been a tough 
slog. The legal bar to prove harm is high, and for the most part, 
each industry is within federal guidelines.

“The laws have not kept up with industry expansion,” says 
Landrum. “The laws need to be fluid to expand and change 
along with changes in the industries.”

The group celebrated a victory in 2016 when Marathon applied 
for an expansion permit, winning $10 million in renovations 
and new equipment to lower pollution emissions of sulfur 
dioxide and other pollutants. 

The group is entirely self-funded and grassroots-run. Landrum 
often sees foundation money going to support environmental 
justice groups in the city that have little to do with what is 
happening on the ground.

“The only group that has really been there for us has been the 
Sierra Club, through their Environmental Justice Program,” says 
Landrum. “They have come in and helped us with resources 
and networking and been down in the trenches.” 

Landrum would like to see philanthropic organizations support 
grassroots groups like hers more directly. 

“We, the community residents, do a pretty good job of 
organizing ourselves,” she says. “We don’t have money because 
everybody wants to put the money through a nonprofit. Then, 
the nonprofit becomes the fiduciary but they are not in your 
community. They don’t know your issues. We’re intelligent 
people. We can speak for ourselves.”

Residents protest in Detroit’s 48217 zip code. 
Photo source: Michigan Daily
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When Lance Hicks began wrestling with his identity as a 
trans, biracial youth, he was lucky in many ways. His mother 
drove him to a support group at Affirmations, where he found 
a strong, close-knit network of supportive friends. But even 
though he had found a safe place, he saw gaps, both in the 
available support for LGBTQ teens of color in Detroit, and in 
the predominant media narrative.

So together with a group of friends, Hicks launched Detroit 
REPRESENT! in 2011, when he was 21. His goal was to both 
engage Detroit LGBTQ youth of color and to empower them to 
organize their community and tell their own stories.

“All of us were LGBTQs of color who had been through a 
lot of social service programs in the area already. Those had 
been helpful, but what they didn’t offer us was a dedicated 
space to nurture our growth as community organizers, which 
was something we all really wanted to do,” says Hicks. “We 
wanted to be able to be creative and to feel like we were doing 
something that was fun and enjoyable for ourselves as well. 
That’s why we decided to make sure that Detroit REPRESENT! 
was media-based, because we felt like it would give us an 
opportunity to express ourselves.”

Taking control of the community’s narrative is the central, 
defining goal of Detroit REPRESENT!, says Hicks. “We felt 
like as LGBTQs of color, we either were not represented at 
all in the media, or when we were represented, it was always 
by people from outside the community, either LGBTQ folks 
who were white or straight gender folks who were talking 
in very sensationalistic ways about the struggles that we 
had, but didn’t really have an intimate understanding of our 
community,” says Hicks. “We felt like creating our own media 
would be a good way to create authentic portrayals of who we 
are, what our communities are like, what we’re going through, 
what our needs are, and to also create some of our own 
solutions.”

Since its inception, Detroit REPRESENT! has produced several 
media campaigns designed to bring awareness to those needs 
and solutions. With grant funding, Detroit REPRESENT! 
provided small stipends to four youth organizers, in return for 
them creating a media piece addressing a community issue 
they identified.

“For example, one youth went back to his school that he 
graduated from last year in southwest Detroit and took a 
video and interviewed students about stigma in Detroit high 
schools around LGBTQ issues,” says Hicks. Another project 
produces a photo-and-interview campaign to explore LGBTQ  
young people of color and issues of self-image, validation, and 
personal identity. The photos and information will be printed 
on cards with contact info for support resources. Yet another 
project addresses self-care and healthcare access for  
LGBTQ youth.

Hicks says the common thread in all of these projects is 
creating media that not only expresses the community’s 
issues in an authentic way, but building tools to support the 
community in meeting these needs.

“We’re making media as a way to strategically address issues 
that are impacting our community and to use that as a way 
to create solutions,” he says. “We try not to just create media 
that’s simply building awareness, like saying ‘this is a big 
problem, we all need to worry about it.’ We try to create media 
that actually is a usable tool.”

Detroit 
REPRESENT!

CASE STUDY: 
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Detroit REPRESENT! youth organizers 
meet with youth organizers from the 
Lussier Community Education Center 
of Madison, WI (Summer, 2015) in Clark 
Park, Detroit.

The Detroit Organizing Ecosystem



Detroit Hispanic 
Development 
Corporation

CASE STUDY: 

Angela Reyes began working with youth in her community in 
1986, when she was 17 years old. She started with the nonprofit 
Latino family services as a youth director, working directly with 
kids. By 1997, she decided she’d seen enough gang violence in 
her southwest Detroit neighborhood. 

“I was tired of working with kids who ended up dead,”  
she recalls. “I went to a lot of funerals and was tired of  
burying children.”

So out of her living room, Reyes founded the Detroit Hispanic 
Development Corporation in an effort to address root causes 
of poverty and gang violence in her community.

“We were trying to develop a different approach to working 
with young people,” she says. “This is my community. I 
lived here and raised my four children here. I have seven 
grandchildren and three great grandchildren, all of them in 
Southwest Detroit.”

The group’s first efforts focused on reaching kids in the grip of 
the gangs and showing them another path.

“We were able to negotiate a truce with the gangs, and get kids 
released from the gangs,” she says. “We got them jobs, and 
then from there we developed a number of programs.”

Those programs include a community re-entry program that 
includes tattoo removal, ESL and GED classes. The group 
also works to build the capacity of parents to reform the 
educational system and offers STEAM (science, technology, 
engineering, arts, and mathematics) programs to area youth. 

The nonprofit now operates out of a facility on Trumbull with 
an annual budget of around $2 million.

Reyes sees funding as the number one challenge to her 
organization’s sustainability, something she credits to it being 
founded by a Hispanic woman.

“One of the things that I’ve found is that organizations that 
are founded by people of color tend to have a whole different 
funding model than those founded by white folks for a  
couple of reasons,” she says. “In the majority of cases, when  
a white person starts a nonprofit, they’re usually starting it  
from a position of having resources and access to people  
with deep pockets.”

In contrast, she says organizations founded by people of color 
tend to start out with government funding, much of which is 
cost reimbursable.

“So we have to do the work first, pay for it, and then get 
reimbursed,” she says. “It’s a horrible model for people without 
a lot of cash reserves.”
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Visitors from Pakistan visit Detroit 
Hispanic Development Corporation to 
learn about best practices in their youth 
gang prevention program.
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The long term consequence of this model? Organizations 
founded by people of color tend to have cash flow problems 
early on. Even after they are able to move on to foundation and 
grant funding, problems persist because those grants typically 
are restricted; they fund programs and projects and don’t cover 
administrative costs.

“It’s always a struggle to build your internal capacity without 
any unrestricted funds that allow you to experiment with 
new programs, test new ideas, train your staff and move into 
new directions,” she says. “It perpetuates the perception that 
organizations run by people of color don’t have the capacity to 
take things to scale or to do anything beyond the narrow things 
that they’re already doing. Because you don’t have the capacity, 
they don’t give you more money, and because you don’t have 
more money, you can’t build your capacity. So, it creates this 
vicious cycle.”

Reyes would like to see foundations take this disparity into 
account in their funding practices. 

“If you want evaluation, if you want strong financial systems, 
if you want strong leadership, if you want staff who have 
developed a professional capacity, if you want them to have a 
strong IT infrastructure instead of computers that are ten to 
fifteen years old with outdated technology, you have to also 
give nonprofits funding for planning and development and 
infrastructure and overhead. And it has to be more than a 
token five percent.”

She points to the Ford Foundation’s new policy of providing 
20 percent overhead to organizations to support the programs 
they fund. She’d like to see more in that direction.

“There’s still not enough resources for youth development work 
in the city,” she says. “We are looking at how we can take and 
scale some of our social entrepreneurial projects so that we 
can develop a workable funding model.”
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For community organizers, the needs are always greater than the available 
resources. By identifying challenges we face at multiple levels, we can identify 
solutions that address problems at the root. 

These challenges listed here are drawn from conversations with community 
organizers and refl ect the realities of this work. They exist within multiple levels: 
internal, interpersonal and organizational, neighborhood and community, and 
systemic. By being aware of these challenges and actively addressing them, 
funders have an opportunity to truly support those who carry out their work in 
the communities.

Detroiters gathered outside State of 
Michigan offices in Detroit protesting 
emergency management, June 2013
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Challenges

How to...
•	 Overcome a scarcity mentality and burnout 
•	 Avoid overwork at the expense of self-care
•	 Heal trauma and battle scars that make 

collaboration difficult and the work 
unattractive to new people

Needs

Resources to take care of people who 
dedicate their lives to organizing work, 
both monetary and non-monetary,  
such as: 
•	 Affordable, high-quality, and culturally 

relevant therapists and healers
•	 Retreats and retreat facilities
•	 Stronger practices for self-care
•	 Compensation that allows people to  

take time off

Internal

Shared Challenges and Needs



Interpersonal and Organizational

Challenges

How to...
•	 Manage short-term funding cycles and 

demanding expectations for outcomes
•	 Overcome “us vs. them” attitudes
•	 Make the work less siloed
•	 Grow organizational capacity
•	 Create a leadership pipeline to pass on the 

work to others
•	 Engage in big picture, strategic thinking 

when in a constant state of “crisis-mode” 
•	 Create an environment that promotes 

youth leadership
•	 Share knowledge on how to access 

resources and manage finances 
•	 Make our “wins” sustainable  
•	 Integrate a racial justice analysis 
•	 Develop a comprehensive power analysis of 

systemic problems
•	 Make time for more reflection and 

evaluation 
•	 Resolve internal conflicts over political 

differences
•	 Cultivate intergenerational communication
•	 See our work within a historical context
•	 Generate investment and support for 

African-American leadership
•	 Bring more people of color into leadership 

roles in philanthropy at the CEO and board 
level

•	 Create employment opportunities for 
community organizers and overcome 
obstacles to employment longevity and 
success

Needs

•	 Multi-year funding with realistic deliverables
•	 Facilitation through times of tension
•	 Skills and methodology of conflict 

resolution, harm reduction, and 
mechanisms of accountability

•	 Access to research and data to support  
our organizing

•	 Capacity building for smaller people-of-
color-led organizations

•	 The ability to identify and celebrate 
our wins and to embrace change and 
transformative growth

•	 The ability to be flexible and try  
new approaches

•	 Strategies for knowing when to evolve  
and when to wind down when your  
work is done

•	 Strategies for building organizations that 
don’t replicate oppression and proactively 
address power dynamics 
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Challenges

How to...
•	 Bridge the disconnect that can grow 

between organizers and the communities 
they serve

•	 Make land and building ownership more 
accessible to community groups who are 
vulnerable to displacement

•	 Mitigate the harmful impacts of regressive 
housing and water policies on residents

•	 Dispel discriminatory attitudes that treat 
communities as the problem rather than as 
problem solvers

•	 Collect and preserve stories and histories of 
neighborhoods

•	 Counteract negative narratives about 
Detroit that cause people to move away

•	 Oppose policies that have a redlining 
impact and stop trends of economic 
disinvestment

Needs

•	 Skill-sharing across organizations
•	 Training in traditional PR as well  

as social media
•	 Research skills
•	 Negotiation skills
•	 Systems for building and sharing non-

monetary, in-kind resources through 
bartering, alternative currencies, etc.

•	 Ongoing analysis of Detroit’s organizing 
ecosystem to know what exists, what’s 
working, what we need, and the unique 
impacts of community-led solutions

•	 Create more entry points into community 
organizing for new people

•	 Alternative revenue models to support 
independence from grant funding

•	 Opportunities to share and build vision 
across organizations, and to analyze and 
challenge the power structures to be 
responsive to community needs

•	 Alternative communications and media 
infrastructure

•	 Long-term collaborative strategies that 
acknowledge the similarities and differences 
between communities

•	 Strategies that bring people together across 
class, race, and generational divides

•	 Land and buildings that we own, with 
capacity to equip them with energy 
efficient, green technologies

Neighborhood and Community

Shared Challenges and Needs



Systemic

Challenges

How to...
•	 Expand access to funding and transform 

a funding system with racial disparities in 
who receives funding

•	 Shift the tendency for funders to renew 
support for larger, established organizations 
to the neglect of grassroots efforts which 
may ultimately be more effective

•	 Overcome the digital divide, as it impacts 
people, communities and organizations

•	 Confront the crisis created by the nexus of 
water shutoffs and foreclosures which has 
ripple-effects in public health, education, 
violence, and neighborhood stability

•	 Transcend the fear and disconnect between 
government and community

•	 Counteract mainstream media narratives 
that favor corporate agendas while ignoring 
the pressing issues facing our communities, 
and failing to provide substantive analysis 
of those issues

•	 Advocate against state and federal policies 
that work against Detroit

•	 Ensure that policy-making processes 
include opportunities for community groups 
to intervene and have a voice in what 
happens

•	 Conduct the advocacy for our communities 
that is needed while also operating 
within the limitations of the 501(c)(3) 
organizational structure

•	 Counterbalance the influence of think tanks 
whose interests are countervalent to that 
of communities and who exert an outsize 
influence over local politics

Needs

•	 Understanding of state, national, and 
international policy context that impacts 
our work 

•	 Inside and outside strategies that allow us 
to work towards the real systemic changes 
that we need

•	 Ways to provide support for elected 
officials who are prioritizing people and 
communities

•	 Ways to hold accountable or remove from 
office elected officials who are failing or 
harming our communities

•	 Participatory budgeting processes that 
include community stakeholders in budget 
planning for both the City of Detroit and 
the foundations operating here 

•	 Long-term funding commitments to 
community organizations coupled with 
innovative, meaningful mechanisms of 
grantee accountability 

•	 Intergenerational councils of advisers to 
oversee and evaluate funding allocations

•	 Funders who are willing to work closely 
and trustingly with community groups to 
develop alternative models and solutions, 
and who are willing to challenge or criticize 
power structures and institutions, as needed
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Community mapping skillshare in 
Detroit’s Islandview neighborhood, 
August 2012. 
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1.  

Develop mechanisms for authentic representation and 
participation from stakeholder communities in setting 
funding criteria and priorities
•	 Regularly engage grantees and leaders from stakeholder 

communities to evaluate the effectiveness of funding 
programs, and to shape the design of funding programs.

•	 Utilize engagement methods such as:
-- Surveys
-- Listening sessions and focus groups
-- Participatory budgeting 
-- Collaborative design

•	 Resist the impulse to fund in reaction to fads and trends. 
Work diligently to understand the solutions that are already 
underway and direct resources towards effective work that is 
emerging from grassroots communities.

 

2. 

Commit to understanding the full dimensions of, 
and actively work to dismantle, structural racism and 
economic inequality in Metro Detroit 
•	 Trustees, board members, executives, and staff members 

should participate in high-quality anti-oppression trainings 
to build understanding of how gender and sexual identity, 
disability, citizenship status, and other factors compound 
systems of racism and economic inequality.

-- Specifically study how systems of racism and 
economic inequality have been reinforced and/
or resisted throughout the history of philanthropy 
in the U.S. and through the specific history of your 
foundation.

-- Ask: What role has philanthropy played in furthering 
inequality and the marginalization of communities of 
color?

-- Ask: When has philanthropy been most effective at 
creating social justice?

•	 Commit to more funding and better funding programs that 
specifically benefit marginalized communities. Prioritize 
funding to people-of-color-led organizations and to  
African-American and Latino-led organizations in particular.

•	 Commit to recruiting more people of color to the staff and 
board of your foundation. Build a staff and board that is 
representative of the diversity of our communities.

12 Recommendations for Detroit Funders



3. 

Create pathways for small, grassroots organizations to 
access funds
•	 Design funding programs which specifically benefit smaller 

organizations.
•	 Encourage and support larger, established organizations 

to develop regranting programs in collaboration with 
grassroots organizations in order to support a more diverse 
ecosystem of large, medium, and small organizations 
working strategically together.

•	 Lower the financial barriers that prevent smaller 
organizations from participating in funding programs.

-- Understand that the “certified audit” process can be 
an expensive and cumbersome process for smaller 
organizations. Whenever possible, offer an alternative 
approach to measuring an organization’s fiscal 
readiness to receive funding.

-- Invest in organizations which provide high-quality 
fiscal sponsorship support so that they may serve 
as intermediaries in directing funding to smaller 
organizations.

-- Provide dedicated technical support funding 
for smaller organizations to build their financial 
management and fundraising capacities.

•	 Whenever grant applications require online submission 
forms, provide technical trainings for organizations with 
lower digital literacy.

•	 Invest in intentional outreach to smaller community groups 
to encourage and support their participation in funding 
programs.

4. 

Develop more nuanced ways of measuring success
•	 Value the growth of relationships and the development 

of intangible skills, not just quantitatively measurable 
outcomes.

•	 Create mechanisms through which funders, grantees, and 
stakeholder communities collaboratively define indicators  
of “success.” 

•	 Specially resource grantees to develop an evaluation practice 
and to dedicate time for authentic, in-depth evaluation.

5. 

Prepare organizations to create deep,  
transformative change
•	 Support organizations to conduct root-cause analyses of 

the problems which they are trying to solve and provide 
resources for them to do the long-term work of deep 
learning and leadership development. 

•	 Make grants with extended periods of 5 - 10 years which 
will allow organizations to develop and implement this 
holistic approach.

•	 Support “emergent strategy” as an alternative to “strategic 
planning.” The practice of “emergent strategy” encourages 
organizations to be more iterative, adaptive, and resilient in 
response to ever changing conditions.

•	 Support organizations to experiment with trial and error and 
to course-correct along the way.

6.  

In addition to project funding, provide general  
operations support
•	 Dedicate funding for overhead costs and strong 

administrative functions. Such general operating funding will 
allow organizations to build the necessary infrastructure to 
implement high-quality programs and projects.

•	 Support grassroots organizations with sufficient funding so 
as to allow them to retain talented staff through competitive 
compensation and multi-year employment commitments.
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7.  

Nurture authentic collaboration across organizations
•	 Take the time to understand where networks and 

relationships already exist. Instead of funding the launch of 
new coalitions, whenever possible direct funding towards 
organizations who already serve as network facilitators and 
coalition builders.

•	 In order to reduce redundancy and competition, support 
strategic coordination and collaborative vision-building 
between multiple organizations working in the same field.

•	 Provide resources in the form of funding and training to 
support conflict resolution between organizations who may 
have misunderstandings or disagreements which prevent 
them from working together towards common goals.

 
8. 

Provide more capacity-building, resources, and training 
for grantees to develop non-grant revenue streams
•	 Identify innovative organizations who model best practices 

in earned revenue and social enterprise. Facilitate learning 
exchanges that allow grantees to learn from these models.

•	 Provide dedicated funding and training for grassroots 
organizations to increase their financial independence. 
Trainings may include business planning, financial 
management, social enterprise and earned revenue.

9.  

Provide funding for a more accessible city and region – 
one that is accessible for people with disabilities, seniors, 
parents and children, and non-English speakers
•	 Dedicate resources for organizations to make their 

programs more accessible. Fund organizations who are 
working towards greater systemic accessibility in all aspects 
of life, including education, transportation, and housing.

•	 Provide trainings for grantees on best practices for 
accessibility.

•	 Develop metrics to ensure that organizations are working 
towards greater accessibility in the form of childcare, 
multilingual resources, ADA compliance, and in other areas. 

10.  

Address concerns about the impacts of gentrification  
and displacement
•	 Recognize the importance of Detroit’s long-time, majority 

African-American residents, its Latino residents, and other 
communities of color, in the city’s stability and recovery. Do 
not fund economic development initiatives which will result 
in the displacement of these residents.

•	 When community groups raise concerns about potential 
displacement or marginalization of low-income 
communities of color, work proactively to understand and 
address these concerns.

12 Recommendations for Detroit Funders



11.

 Invest in a healthy, participatory democracy and model 
democratic practices in your organizations
•	 Acknowledge the disproportionate influence that 

foundations have had over local politics in recent years. 
Work to decrease the political influence of foundations 
over the coming years, while increasing the influence of 
the general public through programs that build a civic 
community and civic engagement.

•	 Publish a statement describing your foundation’s approach 
to transparency and openness. Specifically disclose any and 
all policy goals, and any political and corporate connections 
which may influence these goals. 

•	 Support the development of strong community advisory 
councils in order to encourage greater accountability and 
neighborhood-based power in local government. 

•	 Support participatory budgeting initiatives at the municipal 
level and model what these initiatives can accomplish by 
implementing participatory budgeting within your own 
organizations.

12. 

Work to establish a culture of mutual respect and 
collaboration between funders and grantees
•	 Proactively work against the culture of elitism and 

separation that has historically defined many foundations’ 
relationships to their grantees. 

•	 Build co-learning and relationship-building opportunities 
between funders and grantees, for example: through joint 
research initiatives, experiential learning opportunities, or 
travel study delegations.

•	 Respect community expertise and actively listen when there 
is disagreement. When community members disagree with 
your approach, use this as an opportunity to learn from and 
do more effective work to serve grassroots communities. 
Organizations who disagree with a policy or priority of your 
funding programs should never be disqualified from funding 
opportunities as a result of such disagreement.
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These recommendations are endorsed by the following organizations:

Allied Media Projects	
American Indian Health and Family Services	
Asian American Center for Justice	
Community Connections and Lower Eastside Community Grant program	
Detroit Equity Action Lab at the Damon J. Keith Center for Civil Rights	
Detroit Future Schools	
Detroit Future Youth	
Detroit Hispanic Development Corporation	
Detroit Jews for Justice	
Detroit People’s Platform	
Detroit Represent!	
Detroiters Working for Environmental Justice	
Economic Justice Alliance of Michigan	
EcoWorks	
Emmanuel Community House	
Great Lakes Bioneers Detroit	
James and Grace Lee Boggs Center to Nurture Community Leadership	
Michigan Welfare Rights Organization	
MOSES	
Mothering Justice	
North End Woodward Community Coalition	
Nortown Community Development Corporation	
Oakland Avenue Artist Coalition	
Restaurant Opportunities Center	
Rosa Parks Institute	
Soulardarity	
Storehouse of Hope	
Street Democracy	
The Foundation of Women in Hip Hop	
The Greater Detroit Agency for the Blind and Visually Impaired	
We the People of Detroit	
WNUC FM Community Radio	

Philanthropic Funding and Community Organizing in Detroit



If local foundations and community organizers work together towards actualizing the 
12 Recommendations over the coming years, we believe that together we could make Detroit a 
just, equitable, beautiful, and economically thriving city. This vision of Detroit would consist of 
the following components...
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Lila Cabbil of the People’s Water Board calls 
for support in the fight against water shutoffs 
at the 2014 Allied Media Conference

72



Accountable, visionary economic development 

Businesses that are embedded in and responsive to community 
needs, that are led by long-time community members and that 
allow wealth to circulate locally. 

Businesses that bring new wealth and resources into the city 
that are committed to benefiting and being accountable to the 
communities in which they are located.  

Long-term residents have the skills and resources to develop 
strong visions for the kinds of development they want to see in 
their neighborhoods. 

Residents have the political power necessary to intervene in 
harmful developments and the ability to negotiate for their 
interests effectively with public and private interests. 

A city-wide community benefit agreement ordinance ensures 
that developments receiving public subsidies must work 
with the residents in their surrounding neighborhood to 
ensure maximum benefit and minimum harm from the 
development; these CBAs are so successful and lead to such 
mutual benefit for community members and businesses that 
even developments not receiving public subsidies voluntarily 
participate in CBA processes.  

Community land trusts exist in every neighborhood, protecting 
the most vulnerable residents from displacement and holding 
community-based developments, parks, and other land-uses in 
the commons.
 
Democratic processes at all levels 

Community organizations, public agencies, and elected officials 
recognize the value of authentic engagement and the skills 
required to do it well. They prioritize the time and resources 
it takes to make good decisions that consider the needs 
and interests of multiple stakeholders – in the planning of 
neighborhoods, the governance of schools, the allocation of 
resources, etc. 

A community that values all of its members 

Infrastructure is in place to heal all members of the community. 
Re-entry support for people leaving prison is ready and 
waiting in communities. Rehabillitation for people struggling 
with addictions is readily available. Communities provide a 
welcoming place for immigrants. Holistic solutions address 
root causes, rather than single issue approaches. Violence 
against black and trans communities has ended.

Healing through truth and reconciliation

A city-wide effort to examine the legacies of structural racism 
and racial violence in Metro Detroit begins a healing process 
and infuses racial justice priorities into all aspects of the city’s 
revitalization. 

Functional, equitable infrastructure 

A declaration of human rights and protection of the commons 
with respect to water. Ensure basic needs are met: adequate 
housing, transportation, and information technology 
infrastructures and transportation networks. All residents have 
access to digital resources.

A just economy 

Paid sick leave and living wages are law. The city embraces 
post-capitalist economic models. Reparations are part of 
healing racial injustice. Strong, democratic worker centers and 
unions are once again established with creative approaches to 
bridging workers’ interests with the interests of the broader 
community. Detroiters have an abundance of high quality job 
opportunities through which they can: earn wages that can 
support their families, work with health and dignity, receive 
benefits, and advance their skills and leadership over time.  

A Vision of Synergy



Beauty, culture, and creativity

The city is aesthetically a beautiful place to be – in our 
neighborhoods and lives.  Through community-driven media, 
arts, and culture we create new symbols and new narratives 
about who we are and what we are capable of. History is 
preserved, archived and accessible so that everyone in the 
community can know and learn from the past.

Holistic approaches to public safety and health 

All residents have access to and consume healthy food. City-
wide peace zones address all forms of ‘public safety’ issues like 
water shutoffs as well as offering conflict resolution.  Residents 
do not suffer from disproportionate environmental impacts.

Environmental justice and ecological health

Strong policies are in place to protect low-income communities 
of color from toxic emissions and other environmental hazards. 
Air, water, and land, are valued as a “Commons,” to which 
everyone is entitled. These resources are governed strategically 
and equitably to ensure affordable access for all. Our education 
systems foster respect and care for other species and life 
forms and prepares all generations of Detroiters to create the 
conditions in which all life can thrive.  

A thriving ecosystem of powerful community-based 
organizations

Community-based organizations are strong, engaged and 
well-resourced. They facilitate personal transformation and 
compassion through bringing people together to build and 
exchange ideas and hands-on skills. Open frameworks for 
organizing and problem solving allow people to build where 
others left off. Groups are freed of the need to compete for 
funding and can freely share resources and ideas. Strong 
community advisory councils hold politicians accountable. 
Cross-generational alliances bring young people into the 
decision-making process and help develop leadership. People 
are empowered to take action. 
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