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“It is time to recognize the racialization of welfare and criminal justice policies for what they are doing to impede progress against poverty. The story of our economy and its negative effects on people of all races must take center stage, but the institutional racism embedded in our welfare, criminal justice, and education systems needs frontal attention as well if we are going to make real progress in reducing poverty and creating the kind of society we way we want.”

So Rich, So Poor: Why It’s So Hard to End Poverty in America
Peter Edelman
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We agree with your assessment that specific strategies in the War on Poverty approach to reduce poverty over the last 50 years have not been successful in accomplishing its original goals, and applaud your efforts to begin a conversation about how we can truly address the intractable problem of persistent poverty. It is our belief that directly investing in communities to develop self-determined capital assets will cultivate self-care and capacity. It is our hope that this Paper can be part of the Work Group’s Interim Report.
There is widespread acknowledgement that current structures lack coordination, are essentially unresponsive to the long term housing and economic self-sufficiency aims of rural, urban and ethnic poverty stricken families and communities, and are bereft of any discernable asset investment strategy which might lead to measurable long term asset acquisition and preservation of sustainable/leverage-able wealth in those very same communities. Many billions of public dollars have been spent and have achieved little progress in combatting or reducing the underlying multi-generational poverty and dehumanizing dependency still so prevalent. In fact, it can be clearly demonstrated that in some cases these investments have underwritten a destructive multiplier dynamic on the underlying poverty in certain of these communities. 
Understanding the many factors that keep people in poverty is not easy. Our experience has taught us that working successfully with individuals to move out of multi-generational poverty and achieve self-sufficiency requires a strengths-based “big picture” approach that incorporates many different aspects of their lives, including housing, education, general health, mental health, employment and more. There have been, over the past few decades, a number of new approaches and a great deal of research on the impacts of poverty, particularly on children. 
Recent research is demonstrating that poverty appears to have the greatest consequences for the youngest children, a finding that may be related to the period of rapid brain development in the first three years of life. It has also become clear that poverty and its consequences in childhood can have long-term effects on individuals and increase the likelihood that poor children will experience poverty as adults. This type of research has helped to engage policy makers in discussions on how to improve the social and economic well-being of low-income children and families. This is a positive trend, but still keeps the focus solely on impacting individuals or families, and does not address the communities in which people live. 
We believe that public policy and practice has failed to achieve demonstrable progress in promoting self-sufficiency. In our work, we seek to engage those we serve in a relationship that allows us to work together to best address the conditions which brought the client to us, and not merely transfer resources to cover immediate needs. We walk with an individual or family through their specific challenges, and invest many months and often years in helping them to build a foundation for success. However, we as a nation have not used this same approach when working with whole communities.
We need an approach that roots itself in the very communities where poor people live. We believe that significant progress on underlying poverty and affordable, sustainable housing will occur only when we purposefully and strategically engage with whole communities, not just individuals. We need to shift away from a focus on helping people “escape” poor communities to an approach that helps poor communities build and sustain self-sufficient, healthy neighborhoods in which members can live and thrive for generations.
There are many culturally rich socially-sustainable communities in Washington State - the urban Indian community, the urban Latino community, the African-American community, the Filipino community, and many more - that have suffered greatly from years of marginalization and not being able to access the many economic opportunities of this nation. These same communities are worse off today than 50 years ago when the War on Poverty began. The homelessness rates are just as bad or worse, the graduation rates are just as bad, the crime rates are just as bad, the wellness indicators are just as bad.
If the indicators of poverty are worse now than they were fifty years ago, then something different has to happen. A big part of the problem is not what we as a nation – government, social services, charitable organizations, churches, etc. - are doing, but what we are not doing. We have focused on working with individuals or with families, but we have not directly engaged with the communities themselves. We must listen to their needs and work with them directly to develop the capacity within a particular community to take care of itself by focusing and building on its unique strengths and assets. The idea is to create a foundation of economic opportunities through authentic partnerships and promotion of asset acquisition within the impacted community. We are convinced that a generation or two of direct stable funding will allow communities to build their own self-care institutions (affordable housing, health care clinics, day care centers, and schools). 
Our Communities of Concern initiative promotes capacity and asset building in underserved communities, particularly in communities of color. At present, we are focusing our initiative efforts on working with urban African Americans, urban and rural off-reservation Natives, Farmworkers, urban Hispanics, Filipinos and poor rural communities. These Communities of Concern are over-represented among the poor, but are under-represented in the sponsorship, development, ownership and management of public housing. Individually and as a group, they experience societal and institutional barriers to full participation in securing funding for low-income housing development and other areas of essential services and culturally appropriate outreach to their community(s).
We are working with these Communities so that they are more able to participate fully in the care of vulnerable community members and so that they can get better access to public and private resources dedicated to address those needs. Through this initiative, it is the goal to foster community well-being, combat and reduce poverty and stand in solidarity with communities as they focus on effective and sustainable community economic development and the building of sustainable capacity to address and meet the needs of their people. 
A big challenge for both government institutions and social service agencies is to resist the impulse to view increasing funding levels into existing programs, agencies and systems as the sole solution to our social problems. The answer is not merely additional funding for housing and services, but in changing how the funding is used to have a transformational impact. 
We are excited at the opportunity to provide input and believe now is the time to engage in sincere and serious conversations with this Work Group about how we can better focus our current funding approach, including identifying options to:
· Make immediate changes to simplify public processes and procedures and/or remove barriers that have immediate impact (e.g., restriction on full-time students in tax credit housing, when we know stable housing combined with access to quality education can significantly improve the socio-economic conditions of a family over time).
· Design funding for public programs to have the greatest strategic impact on poverty by designating it for and allowing access directly by communities to be invested for long term self-sufficiency.
· Involve community members themselves in leading the effort to identify needs and design solutions to meet those needs through the development of community growth plans and funding strategies. Because many racial and ethnic communities are not geographic, they do not “fit” into growth management plans, and in many instances have not been included in GMA processes. The community growth plan process will encourage member participation in solutions.
· Increase collaboration with other federal, state and local programs to provide more access and resources (educational, employment related, health) based in poor communities.
· Develop ownership capacity in poor communities to build new “capital assets” that revitalize community centers, become financial assets owned by community organizations, which employ local community members, support local community centered small business enterprise, and root people to a place with an incentive to remain and build it up for generations to come. 
Thank you again for the opportunity to provide input to the Work Group. We look forward to continuing to work with all of you to reduce poverty and build stronger, healthier communities.
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