Walklﬂg the Walk BY GERAUD BLANKS

In a city ﬁﬂl of problems and promise, I'm taking
the first steps toward learning up close what
community organizing can accomplish.

ILWAUKEE—A SMALL
metropolis with the is-
sues of a big city. One
of the most segregat-
ed places in the country, with more
bars per capita than New York or
Los Angeles. Daily reports in the eve-
ning news tell of homicides and vio-
lence from sections of the city where
hardworking, tax-paying adults, and
their families live. According to the

Wisconsin State Journal, it is the larg-
est city in a state with more black
men in prison than anywhere else in
America—a comrunity organizer’s
dream, or nightmare, depending on
your perspective.

. Here, Safe & Sounds Comumunity
Partners walk the streets in packs of
as many as 10 and teams as small as
two. Knocking on doors in some of
the roughest gang-infested neighbor-
hoods in Milwaukee's inner city, they
talk to residents about crime, form
block-watch groups, and work with
residents to report nuisance prop-
erties—buildings or homes where
the residents or landlord have intro-
duced a criminal element to the com-
munity. Some residents greet them
with salutations usually reserved for
close friends and relatives; others
whisper, even shout, to warn of their
appearance on “the block”

We had just crossed Center Street
and were approaching the next block
when a young African-American
woman announced our arrival to a
group of young men refurbishing the
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inside of a house. “It's gonna be one
of those days,” I thought to myself A
colleague standing directly in front of
me turned and laughed, calming the
situation with a touch of humor. “She
must be talking about us” As one of
the two black men walking alongside
three white women in a predomi-
nantly black neighborhood, while
several other black comrades slowly
caught up with the group, T was
struck again by the courage that
the men and women of Milwaukee’s
Community Partners organization
demonstrate on a daily basis.

As the newest member of
Community Partners, I have been on
the receiving end of both kinds of re-
ceptions as I walk down these blocks,
clipboard in hand. Streets like 2nd and
Center, where Raheim Patrick was
jumped and killed by a group of young
men while waiting at the bus stop, or
17th and Brown, where Charles White
was brutally beaten to death by chil-
dren wielding snow shovels.

If you've never heard of these
streets or the incidents that made
them infamous, then you may not
fully comprehend the value of the
Community Partners. They are on the
frontlines. They know these neigh-
borhoods well. If a young boy dies,
a crew of young hustlers is causing a
ruckus on a nearby corner, or there is
a delinquent landlord on your hlock,
they address it. If there was a shoot-
ing last week, they go to that block
and talk to the people who had to

+

hide on their living-room floor.

Community Partners is a part of
the Safe and Sound organization, an
initiative established in 1908 to re-
dnce crime, especially violent crime,
in high-crime, generally low-income
neighborhoods through public-pri-
vate parinerships. Safe and Sound
uses a three-pronged approach of
community organizing, law en-
forcement, and anpti-crime youth
development.: As the community-or-
ganizing component of Safe & Sound,
Commumity Partners is integral in all
of the approaches and focuses on
lowering the rate of youth crime and
violence in the Milwaukee area. “Tt is
a unique approach to fighting crime,
violence, illegal alcohol, drug selling,
and other neighborhood problems?”
At least that is the way the organiza-
tion's brochure describes it. For me, it
has been nothing short of an awak-
ening, both as a young black man
with a limited understanding of city
politics and as an urban resident of
nearly 30 years who thought he knew
alittle about the city in which he was
raised.

I recently started working for
Community Partners through Public
Allies, an AmeriCorps-funded or-
ganization. Public Allies acts as a
nonprofit apprenticeship program,
placing young community advocates
with nonprofits in various cities
around the country. I am one of two
Public Allies placed at Community
Partners; the other is a bright-eyed

“ag-year-old woman named Julie

Knorowski. It was through the Public

- Allies placement process that I got

an interview with Joe Kubiask, the
program manager of Community
Partners. { remember immediately
being struck by the mild-mannered,
yet extremely passionate nature of



the man who would decide whether
to employ me for the next 10 months
{the term of service for the Public
Allies/AmeriCorps program). -

Joe had been a Peace Corps vol-
unteer from 1997-2000. It had tak-
en him places I had only seen on
the National Geographic Channel
During the interview, I thought, “I
don't know if I am cut out for this
job? My apprehension was rooted
primarily in the feeling that I had
been out of the game too long I
hadn’t really been working in the
comimunity since my college years.
For seven years. I have managed my
own entertainment booking and
management agency. After endless
nights in bars, nightclubs, and on the
road with bands, I felt disconnected
from my community, and I wanted
to feel connected again. So I shook
Jo€’shand and accepted the position.
I figured I could work a “nine to five”
while managing my small business
at night and on the weekends.

I wasn't sure how long it would
take me to get acclimated to the life
of a comumunity organizer. [ was a lit-
tle uneasy about going to residents’
homes to talk to them about crime,
health, and poverty issues. But like
anything else, the comfort comes in
the practice.

‘Through weeks of training and
shadowing my pariners as they can-
vassed neighborhoods, I got the hang
of walking to someone’s door while
surveying the environment for any
potential concerns, Shaking the fence
to announce your presence to dogs
before you enter someone’s yard was
one of the first lessons learned at a
two-hour training on how to move
safely through the neighberhood.
After a while you mernorize your talk-
ing points and you figure out how to
hold the clipboard and 30 pamphlets
filled with resource information, all
the while taking down cominents
from residents, sometimes in freezing
or scorching-hot temperatures.

The resource materials given to

residents cover a wide range
of topics, from after-school
programs for kids to a police
sketch of a serial rapist. I re-
spond to residents’ concerns
and provide information
about city services, job fairs,
community resources, and
pheone numbers to call in
times of trouble—whatever
residents express a need for.
Every house you visit must be noted
so that a tally can be kept to insure
partners are reaching their goals of a
specific amount of contacts per week.
Fach pariner is responsible for a sec-
tor of the city and must keep accurate
weekly reports on how many people
he has helped and how. In order to
retain funding, each fiscal year the
organizatior! is held accountable for
achieving quality outcomes.

Because I am a member of the
Public Allies program, I share a sec-
tor with another community part-
ner. While all community partners
are responsible for weekly reports
for Safe & Sound, I have my own re-
porting system called PISD (Personal
Impact Service Document) through
AmeriCorps.

While knocking on doors is an
important part of community out-
reach, it is only a fraction of the daily
responsibility. Some of the duties a
partner must perform include es-
tablishing block clubs, organizing
neighborhood clean-ups, providing
community-service  opportunities
for youth offenders, and facilitating
events with residents. A Community
Partners event can range from a
neighborhood walk to a conflict-res-
olution meeting, known as a “peace
circle” Often partners are assigned
special projects to assist with qual-
ity-oflife issues. For example, Julie
and 1 conducted housing-code sur-
veys in October 2007 We organized
an initiative in which partners were
required to collectively document a
minimum of 300 housing-cede viola-
tions throughout the city, a task that

brought its share of agitated phone
calls and voice-mail messages from
residents.

Perhaps my largest and most ambi-
tious task to date is a lead-abatement
initiative, encompassing five commu-
nity-outreach events for which Julie
and I'were responsible. Each outreach
event consists of local kids walking
their neighborhoods and talking to
residents about the dangers of lead
poisoning. The first outreach in-
volved high-school age students from
the Boys & Girls Club in Milwaukees
Sherman Park community. The youth
group received a brief training on the
health risks of lead as well as on com-
munity organizing before going door
to door. Four more events are being
scheduled for the spring in areas of
the city identified as at high risk for
lead poisoning,

I was just a few weeks into the job
when [ went to my first Community
Prosecutors Unit (CPUT) meet-
ing and realized that this is exactly
where I was meant to be. At CPUT
meetings, members of Community
Partners meet with law-enforce-
ment officers and representatives
of the District Attorney’s office to
discuss issues pertaining to crime
and violence. After several of these
gatherings and my first crime-analy-
sis meeling at police headquarters,
I had what an alcoholic might call a
“moment of clarity” There is an en-
tire world out here that I know noth-
ing about. What were merely streets
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Book Review

TODD
SWANSTROM is
professor of public
policy at Saint
Louis University
and co-author of
Place Matters:
Metropolitics for
the Twenty-first
Century (University
Press of Kansas,
2005). He is present-
by doing research
on responses to the
Joreclosure crisis
in six metropolitan

the mortgage crisis was caused by
speculative fever of the kind that has
plagied markets thronghout history.
This is Alan Greenspan’s explanation
in a December 7, 2007 article in The
Wall Street Jorrnal, in which he traces
the mortgage meltdown to a global
excess of savings that drove down
interest rates and fueled a housing
bubble. Greenspan is quoted as say-
ing that “after a period of protracted
adjustment, the US. economy, and
the world economy more generally,
will be able to get back to business”
Greenspan's view is self-serving. It
gets federal regulators off the hook:
there is very little we can do about

nal exuberance that ensues. There
is some truth to the claim that the
run-up in housing prices stimulated
subprime lending. Consumers and
speculators in hot markets took out
risky loans figuring they would take
aride on rapid housing inflation.

In fact, however, speculative fever
is not the fundamental canse of the
mortgage mess. Areas of the country
that did not experience large price
increases are, nevertheless, suffer-
ing from high foreclosure rates. The
current rash of foreclosures was fun-
damentally caused by policy choices
that freed up powerful market actors
to exploit consumers and investors.

regulatory reforms that would in-
sure the end of exploitative preda-
tory loans. 1 wish that politicians
would read Gramlich’s book and be
convinced by his careful empirical

-analysis of what needs to be done. In

truth, however, the reason the feder-
al government failed to act was not
because decision makers lacked the
empirical evidence so clearlylaid out
by Gramlich. Instead, Washington
policymakers succumbed to a pow-
erful mortgage industry supported
by the prevailing free-market ideol-
ogy. Until the American people take
back that power, they will be forced
to pick up the tab for the so-called

areas.

global savings rates and the irratio-

Gramlich outlined & basic set of

“free” market. 4
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with names and blocks with num-
bers became buman beings.

In addition to strong relations
with residents and Iaw enforcement,
pariners are assigned “Safe Places”
where they act as community liaisons.
Safe Places are communily resource
centers geared toward the develop-
ment of youth through recreation,
education, and mentorship. Safe
Places include schools, teen centers,
the YMCA, YWCA and the City Park,
Recreation and Forestry Department.
Safe & Sound supplies $1.3 million to
30 Safe Places in Milwaukee's high-
erime neighborhoods. Partners must
establish ongoing relationships with
Safe Places to ensure positive working
relationships between the Safe Place,

" Safe & Sound, law enforcement, and
the broader community.

Every Wednesday evening, I work
with a Safe Place called the Running
Rebels Center in its youth music pro-
gram. Running Rebels is a unique
learning experience, housing a re-
cording stidio and a copy center in
addition to community-center sta-
ples like pool tables and computers.
Through the music program, youths
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15 to 18 teach their younger peers
how to write and record songs and
use studio equipment. The older kids
who complete the program are al-
lowed to record songs, design their
own flyers and CD artwork, and du-
plicate and print the product for dis-
tribution in the community.

After three and a half months on
the job, I've realized two things. The
first is that the word “community” isa
verb, not & noun. Comumunity is only
a reality when there are those wi]]jr{g
to give of their time to bring people to-
gether. The second thing I've learned
is that service is not always a mutn-
ally agreeable action, Comnrunity or-
ganizers get called all kinds of names
(often good, sometimes bad); they are
cheered on from passing cars and told
to keep up the great work. There are
some residents who see cooperation
of any kind with the police as taboo,

while many residents welcome the

opportunity to have their concerns
heard by law enforcement. _

It is only over time that the good
deeds ofthose in service can be judged
accurately by the public. Residents
may never completely agree on the
effectiveness of any community-ser-
vice inifiative or organization. It is a
delicate balance of maintaining daily

one-on-one contact with residents,
canvassing neighborheods, and co-
operating with other community and
local government organizations that
allows Comumunity Partners to have
a personal impact on the lives of the
citizens they serve.

‘Ultimately, all people—black,
Latino, Asian, and white, poor and
affluent alike—want the same for
their families and their communi-
ties. Inner-city residents, however, of-
ten feel abandoned by a system that
only seems to pay attention when a
shocking incident like the Charles
‘White killing occurs—an event that

put Milwaukee in the national head- .

lines in a way it hasn't been since they
pulled the skeletons out of Jeffrey
Dahmer’s freezer.

Building trust between these citi-
zens and those appointed to repre-
sent them is where a Community
Partner can be most effective, In do-
ing so, we often act as a conduit be-
tween alienated residents and their
larger community: Many residents
are reluctant to call upon officials
they feel have ignored their pleas in
the past, so they just stop calling,
Comrouuity Partners have been an-
swering their calls for nearly 10 years,
no bat signal necessary. 4
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