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XIV. NEIGHBORHOOD 

The best class in neighboring I ever attended was conducted by one of my Physics students at St. Augustine's College. It occurred on an April afternoon in 1968 at Kikaikelaki when Clement Wirba introduced me to all of his mothers! I was early for what ever it was I came to do so I decided to walk the village. Clement joined me and at the first house he stopped me and introduced his mother. Thirty yards later, in another compound he stopped again and introduced another woman as his mother. I was a student in the Lamso language so I figured I misunderstood Clement's first introduction. This time I made sure that I was meeting his true mother. And yet, in another compound further down the road Clement halted our journey again to introduce me to his mother. We continued on and met another mother, and a little further still another mother.

"Now wait a minute, Clement. Who is your real mother and who are all of these other women?" The question confused Clement but it awoke a memory in me of a Catholic boyhood in Christ the King Parish in the 1930s and the 1940s. Like any true educational experience, it brought something out of me I had forgotten. My mother is Ellen Elizabeth Quirk Barnicle, but she also is Mabel Ryan and Alberta Mae Nash and Aunt Dot and Sister Mary Barbara and Mrs. Cahill and Mrs. Brangle and....

I grew up in a great neighborhood on Dorset Ave., in Christ the King Parish in University City but didn't appreciate what an advantage this gave me in life until years later when I was a parish priest and was involved in organizing the Kikaikelaki Credit Union. Without realizing it, Kikaikelaki was becoming my neighborhood laboratory. Thirty five years later I still reach back to that experience for answers to neighborhood problems I deal with today.

I relate this experience because it awoke in me a longing for the neighborhood community in which I was born and raised. Out there in Kikaikelaki and in my room at St. Augustine's, in 1965 and 1966, back then where there were long nights with tilly lamps for reading and no TVs for distraction, out there six time zones from the United States in the 60s, where there were no riots and where you had time to yourself and time to think, I began to wonder if we hadn't completely destroyed my old neighborhood. The Industrial Age and its inventions, air conditioning, the automobile, television, the clothes washer and drier, have isolated families and damaged community. Jobs with large corporations uprooted families with the constant moves required in the climb up the corporate ladder. These forces have redefined the family, as a nuclear unit separate from a neighborhood community.  

I could not go back to Christ the King Parish, nor did I want to. It is OK to be nostalgic about something as long as you are sure it won't come back. It was a ghetto. We somehow got the idea that Protestant girls had loose morals and should not to be dated. We put our pennies for the poor people in Africa in Black Joe's mouth. If it weren't for that statue, Christ the King School would not have been integrated. But the fundamental relationships and core values were there. It was a neighborhood that valued safety, security, reciprocity, felicity, the golden rule, sharing, caring, mentoring, touching and affirming.

So what makes up a neighborhood? How do you define it? When Supreme Court Justice Porter was asked to define pornography he said he could not define it but he knew when he saw it! I have a similar problem defining a neighborhood.

defining neighborhood
In the years since that time in Kikaikelaki, I have been active in neighborhoods and have struggled with the question. In the first years of our married life, Lorraine and I were very active in the Brightwood Neighborhood Association in Springfield Massachusetts.  Since organizing OIKOS, as a consultant to NCUEA and as the director of CCENA, I have worked with hundreds of neighborhood associations. I introduced the Neighborhood Betterment awards program and the Neighborhood Assistance Program (NAP) to the State of Missouri. Over these years I have been in many discussions and on panels with experts where the question was asked and answers were attempted. I think my expertise in the subject of neighborhoods allows me to speak and be listened to. Still, I am not satisfied with my answer or any of the answers from other experts. The answer is not one to be defined by a committee of experts. The only good answer is always local and subjective. There is no one right answer; there are millions of right answers. Your neighborhood and mine are different. The sum total of your neighborhood and neighboring experiences are as different from mine as your family is different from mine, just as all our other relationships are personal and different. 
Augustine defines community as a group of people united around a common object of their love. The word neighborhood means “around the house”.
 Where people still have a sense of neighborhood and a love for the place where they live and where they know their neighbors there is no problem. Ask them and they will tell you where there neighborhood is, what is its name, its history and its stories. Where people have lost the sense of a neighborhood and have no attachment to their neighbors and place which surrounds their house they have no stories and no experience to describe and no way to define their neighborhood other than its zip code.
As different as one neighborhood is from another, there are common traits by which we can identify a neighborhood. Neighborhoods are relational, associational and personal. It is these subjective characteristics that give them their names, tell their stories and make them distinct from other neighborhoods. Another trait common to every neighborhood is its turf, neighborhoods are geographical. This geography can range from one block to hundreds of square miles. 


a nation of neighborhoods
In 1977, the CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR ran a series of articles entitled: "A Nation of Neighborhoods". The series consisted of a number of profiles on neighborhoods in America ranging from an inner city community concentrated within a few square blocks of the lower east side of Manhattan to a community of Eskimos living on the north slope of Alaska in an area bigger than New England. The study included a variety of neighborhoods in urban, suburban and rural America. The neighborhoods represented a good cross section of America. The average incomes ranged from low to high. The study represented the ethnic diversity of people that constitute America.

The articles were followed by a survey that disclosed a number of things about America but the most significant was people in America live in neighborhoods, not just physically but mentally and emotionally. The series and survey defined America as a "Nation of Neighborhoods". It documented that even though many of us may move around a lot, the vast majority of Americans still live in a world where ten miles is a long way! Although most saw a significant deterioration in their neighborhood community, the vast majority surveyed wanted to remain in their neighborhood. Their concerns are neighborhood concerns: safety and security, justice and reciprocity, living in peace and friendship with their neighbors. They wanted to live with their neighbors under the "Golden Rule" that says 'do to your neighbor as you would like your neighbor to do to you' not the "Golden Rule" that says 'he who has the gold, rules!'

More than 40% were willing to volunteer money and time to projects that would better their neighborhood, especially projects which would restore local ownership and control to the neighborhood and its institutions. They valued local ownership and control because they saw this as the only way they could make sure their value system would be preserved. A neighborhood value system is different from the private sector value system and the public sector value system.  More than any other it is this trait that argues for the importance of recognizing the neighborhood sector of our economy which is fundamentally different from the public and private sectors of our economy.  

There was another important survey conducted in the mid seventies. This one was done in 1975 by the Harvard Business Review. In the survey America's top business leaders, the captains of our Industrial Age Corporations, were asked: 'Which of the two ideologies - Capitalism or socialism - will prevail in the United States by the mid 1980s? An overwhelming 73% of the respondents believed that the Capitalistic economic system in the US in the mid 70s would be replaced by a decentralized socialist order within a decade! 

27 years later we could laugh at the prediction. The Berlin wall fell and communism collapsed.  The respondents were wrong about what would happen. Or were they? In 1975 the microprocessor had just been invented and no one could even begin to imagine what a different world it would be when the Information Age came crashing down on the Industrial Age. What is so significant about the survey was back in 1975, when we still believed in the great American JOB, the captains of our corporate capitalistic Industrial Age system didn't believe in it. They saw it up close and foresaw its collapse. What they saw replacing it was a "decentralized socialist order". We could argue with their choice of words but I concur with the vision. They knew their world of big government and big business partnerships was collapsing. What they had a hard time labeling was a nation of neighborhoods built on a network of strong neighborhood economies. For the lack of a better definition they labeled it a "decentralized socialist order". What the corporate leaders said but might not have realized is socialism does not work at a national level, but it is an ideal organizational model in a neighborhood.   

The CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR survey shows the vast majority of Americans believe in another definition of America from the one we learned in school. America is not a melting pot made up of people who live in suburbs and eat French fries at McDonnalds.  America is a very pluralistic and diverse society united by a hard to define but none the less very real and binding, shared dream of being free. Americans are united around a common ideal: freedom. For each one this concept of freedom is different but the survey shows for most it is about family and neighborhood and churches and clubs and pubs. It’s about shared responsibility, trusteeship, respect for life and the common good. 

I labor on this point because it is critical in the way we have addressed (or ignored) neighborhoods especially in our public policy and in our development strategies over the past 50 years. Because neighborhoods are so difficult to define from the outside, professional planners and developers find it easier to ignore them and their associations when proposing developments in or around the neighborhood or when proposing solutions to neighborhood problems. It is much easier and fits better into five year plans if we bring in professionals, define the need and impose the solution from the top down.

If in the top down approach there is an attempt to address the neighborhood, it is either by means of a public hearing which by its definition ignores any associations that might exist within the neighborhood or by means of a needs survey. Both methods are most often employed because of a legal requirement or a grant condition. In either case the rules come from on high. Everyone in the process understands the public hearing is only a required genuflection on the road to the project's success. No one gives it much credibility. The needs survey, because it is often times well prepared, is taken seriously and is carried out with the best of intentions. A needs survey can do serious harm to a neighborhood and its associations. A needs survey starts with a negative definition, it defines a neighborhood by its weaknesses, not by its strengths. 
subsidiarity

The principal of subsidiary function is a profound principal with a fancy name. It is easily understood and most often ignored. It says; build systems so those closest to the problem can solve the problem. In DATA WAY we designed computer systems around this principal. The court management software was on the court clerk’s computer and not on the server. The code management software was on the city clerk’s computer. Only the software which served a variety of the employees at various workstations was installed on the server.       
Subsidiarity is a governing principal. In politics it says; let the people closest to the problem solve the problem and only when they are unable to do so should the next level of government step in.   
neighborhood assets
It is tragic that neighborhood organizers, developers and leaders continue to look outside of their neighborhoods to the public sector and/or the private sector in order to find the solutions to their problems. And yet when you ask the question where do we need to go to find the investment capital that we need to build our neighborhood economies the answer is not to the private sector or the public trough. The answer to the question is: "Right in our own back yard." Neighborhood real estate and neighborhood workers pension funds account for most of the wealth in America.
 
Casa Credit Union and other CDCU members of Alternative Economics demonstrated that there is more than enough income, even in the very poor neighborhoods, that can be captured and used for development. The public sector lives year to year from hand to mouth, often as in the case of our Federal government, bankrupt and spending money that it does not have. Prior to World War II, a small number of people and Corporations in the private sector owned the American economy, today the worker's savings and pension funds have become the biggest source of new capital. Yet neighborhoods continue to go to the public and private sectors, hat in hand, begging for foreign aid.

The problem is not resources. Neighborhoods have within their boundaries many of the resources they need. The problem lies in the way we think and the way we think is determined by the questions we ask. Gandhi drove the English colonists out of India, not with an army but with a question. Why, he asked, can a barracks of British soldiers govern the entire sub-continent of Asia? The answer was that the Indian accepted the English definition of what it was to be an Indian. So he asked another question. What does it mean to be an Indian? He discovered the solution to the problems facing the Indian villagers lay inside the definition they had of themselves, of what it meant to be an Indian. Before he could make any progress in helping the Indians liberate themselves, they first had to redefine themselves in their own terms.

Why is our neighborhood poor? One of the reasons we discovered in our meetings with the Alternative Economics CDCUs was neighborhoods are because we and our neighbors send all of the money that comes into our neighborhood to rich neighborhoods! A simple answer to a difficult question but it is a better answer than the ones given by the professionals, city planners, developers, social workers and do-gooders.

Throughout history and into the beginning of this century we wouldn't have asked these questions.  The neighborhood was. Just like the family was, the neighborhood was. They went together. The neighborhood was an extension of the family. It was the village that raised the child, the environment in which families fostered, the womb that protected the nuclear family.  

In the first wave of our civilization, the Agricultural Age, the neighborhood was where most of the economy was, or better stated; the economy was where the neighborhood was. That is the way it was and still is in Kikaikelaki. That is the way it was in most places up through the end of World War II. That is the way it was in Christ the King Parish, the little neighborhood world I lived in until I went off to St. Louis U. High in 1946. And then something happened.  


the decline and fall of American neighborhoods

The war ended, our fighting men and women returned with GI bills in their pockets. The American industrial complex we built to fight the Axis, turned its mighty power inward and a cornucopia of wonderful things began tumbling out of our factories filling the shelves and showrooms in retail stores. TVs, washers and dryers, boats and cars, air conditioners, Levit homes in suburbs, roads and Interstate highways, vacation spots and fast food restaurants, cash, more cash and easy credit. 

Along with all of this production came a new breed of professional, a new social engineer for a new stage of development in our Industrial Age. This professional would provide the same kind of "service" to our country and the men and women returning home the social service worker a century earlier had provided to their immigrant forefathers. I can still remember when I heard the name of this new age social service worker. It was in 1952 when I was a sophomore in Engineering School at St. Louis University and I heard that an old girl friend was getting married.  "Who is she marrying?"  I asked.  

"I don't know but he works up east in some big city.  He has a degree in city planning and they call him a city planner." 

"What the hell is a city planner?"  I would soon find out.

Can you remember the euphoria of the late forties and early fifties? We were on top of the world, a nation on the move. All of a sudden, after years of gas rationing and food stamps our lives were filled with good things and big promises. All of a sudden, after years of saving our pots and pans for the war effort we became a throw away society. We threw away our old clothes and our old cars. We borrowed and moved to the suburbs. We threw away our old houses crowded together in the inner city and in doing so we threw away our old neighborhoods. In doing so we threw away many of our values. The Today Show on TV replaced Don McNeil's Breakfast Club on radio. The consumer age was born. 

In the meantime poor farmers, black and white, were being forced off their small farms and began pouring into the neighborhoods we had left behind. While we were busy rebuilding the cities in Europe and Japan our cities in America were beginning to look like the bombed out cities that were left over from World War II. We had a Marshall plan for Europe, why couldn't we have a Marshall plan for our American cities?  This would be a job for the city planners.  

I was finishing up at St. Louis University and driving a Yellow Cab to pay for my "party animal" addictions when I began hearing about and reading articles about how our city planners were going to clear out our slums and create a new neighborhood with decent and affordable housing for all. They named this brave new beautiful neighborhood vision, Pruitt-Igoe after two African-American war heroes and civic leaders. I’m sure, if they could, the descendants of Puritt and the descendants of Igoe would do anything to erase their family’s names from the project. But it is too late and now their names would no longer be associated with the wonderful things their fathers had done but would forever be attached to a project remembered in infamy.  

I was aware of the "slums". St. Louis University was a mid-town University with slums on three sides. I had to walk through them from my classes at St. Louis U to the Yellow Cab garage four blocks east of the university campus. From the moment I drove out the garage until I returned my cab nine hours later, I was driving in and out of the slums. I learned some street smarts. I learned how to dress and how to talk. As we waited in line for a fare, I didn't tell the other drivers I was the President of Theta Kappa Phi, the biggest social fraternity at SLU and that I was working so I could buy beer at one of our parties. I learned how to listen and to laugh at the stories and to keep a low profile, especially when talk about our Union or an upcoming strike was the subject. I learned how to drive in and out of the "slum neighborhoods" just like I learned to drive in and out of the affluent neighborhoods. I wasn't afraid. Because in those days, they were still neighborhoods and I was a part of the neighborhood routine, coming to pick up a neighbor, drive him/her to a store or the doctor and return them to their neighborhood. The neighborhood protected me.

In his article "How Government Killed Affordable Housing"
, John O. Norquist, the Mayor of Milwaukee argues that the "top-down" intervention of government into housing and into the lives of the people living in our urban neighborhoods has been a "disaster for cities and the people who live in them.  Norquist relates the history of this intervention:

"In 1937, as part of the New Deal, congress established the United States Housing Authority to create more public housing. Most of it was two-story and three story construction, widely scattered. Early public housing simply shadowed the natural housing market, supplementing a market disrupted by depression and then war. By 1950 federal public housing - intended to be a temporary program during a time of economic distress - had outlived its usefulness. The small federal bureaucracy could have been easily dismantled. Instead, aided by Congress, the Housing Authority looked for and found a new clientele.

Housing bureaucrats adopted the migration of poor African Americans to big cities as the cause. Before the gears of urban housing markets could click into place, giving low-income blacks housing strategies like immigrants before them, the federal government jumped in with sterile high-rises, separated from the urban fabric by lawns and parking lots.

This resulted in such infamous projects as Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis, where 12,000 African Americans with incomes at or below poverty level were warehoused in a high-rise apartment complex and expected to create a community. They didn't build community. Pruitt-Igoe, Robert Taylor Homes in Chicago, and scores of similar projects were complete disasters.

From coast to coast, cities used federal urban-renewal grants and later Urban Development Action Grants to eliminate the blight....... Removing blight really meant putting people without means on the streets and into government dependence."

Books have been written on this subject but for the purpose of this book it should only be noted that federal and municipal governments, with their staffs of city planners showing the way, almost destroyed neighborhoods in America. First with eminent domain, next with a wrecking ball and finally by an urban removal program that displaced people and warehoused them in high rise, high government dependency ghettos. Most of the high rises were torn down within ten years but we didn't get rid of the cause - the arrogance top down planning. One fiasco followed another. After 40 years we can only conclude that failure has gone to their head.  

Federal housing gave birth to Urban Renewal, HUD, Interstate highways that tore through neighborhoods, red lining, urban developers, city and federal planners and a host of other evils.  By 1972, when I began my work in Brightwood, neighborhoods in the US were under attack by the most powerful government in the history of our civilization. Against this formidable foe, Barbara Rivera, Geno Baroni and a host of neighborhood leaders around the country did battle to take back control of their neighborhood communities.   


neighborhood renewal
There was no need for a neighborhood movement in the Cameroons. The country where we built the Kikaikelaki Credit Union and the West Cameroon Credit Union League was a nation of neighborhoods. Kikaikelaki could be a model for any neighborhood organizer. Brightwood, by contrast was a war zone. Over the 25 years prior to my arrival, almost everything that the post war US Industrial Age could possibly do to destroy Brightwood had been done. 
When I arrived for work at the Brightwood Economic Development office, I was amazed by the confrontational attitude Barbara Rivera and John Kaine had toward the people at City Hall and in the Chamber of Commerce. I did not understand their attitude then but I do now. 

Lorraine and I had come out of an entirely different experience from the one Barbara and John had lived through. We lived the entire decade of the sixties out of the United States in a peaceful part of rural Cameroon. The Vietnam War and the turmoil it caused in the US was almost entirely off our radar. We moved into Lorraine’s apartment in West Springfield across the Connecticut River from Brightwood on New Year’s Eve, 1971. Eight days later I crossed the Highway 20 Bridge into Springfield, turned left onto Plainfield Avenue at the first stop light and drove into a front line command post in a civil war zone.

The war began some six years earlier between neighborhood leaders scattered throughout the country and their national government which had been taken over by an Industrial/Military machine. As the Vietnam War dragged on the popular resistance became a national movement which drove one President out of office and would soon force another to resign. 
I walked into my office on 4 Ormsbee Street in Brightwood on January 8th 1972, six months after the Pentagon Papers, the Defense Department’s secret history of the Vietnam War, were published. Nixon was at the apex of his power. Watergate was six months away and his landslide election to a second term was eight months away. I want to mark my entry into and progress through this most remarkable period in my life by parallel events in our nation’s history.

Immediately after WWII a corporatocracy
 had taken control of our government. One of the most devastating effects of this drastic power shift was the destruction of so many neighborhood communities in the name of economic development which I described in the previous section. The popular resistance to the war followed by the Pentagon Papers and the subsequent bugging of the Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist’s office by the White House “plumbers” were the first signs of the corporatocracy’s meltdown. The meltdown continued throughout my first year in Brightwood. The “plumbers” got caught bugging the DNC offices in the Watergate on June 17th. Two days later it was discovered that one of the plumbers was a GOP security guard. A month later a $25,000 check earmarked for the Nixon campaign was found in a Watergate burglar’s bank account. The check came from a secret Republican fund John Mitchell, the Attorney General controlled. In October the Washington Post exposed massive political spying and sabotage funded by this account. If you don’t know the rest of the story take a look at the movie, “All the Presidents Men”.    
All the planning in the world doesn’t beat dumb luck. While I was promoting a “bottoms up” neighborhood economic development plan that worked, the neighborhood movement was growing more powerful. At the same time the corporatocracy’s hold on the country was collapsing. January 20th: 1973, Liddy and McCord are convicted. April 30th: Halderman, Ehrlichman, and Kleindienst resign. May 18th: the Senate Watergate Committee opens hearings. June 3rd: John Dean talks. July 18th: the Watergate Tapes are discovered.  July 24th, 1974: the Supreme Court orders Nixon to give up the tapes. August 8th: Nixon resigns. At the same time CASA Credit Union grew from $100,000 to over $100,000,000 in shares and over $900,000 in micro loans and home mortgage loans. Because of CASA’s success I was invited into the National Center for Urban Ethnic Affairs (NCUEA) meetings and became a part of the national neighborhood revitalization leadership team.
  
There is nothing like hind sight. 34 years later I realize I came to the right place at the right time.  It was a magic time and a strange time. In addition to fighting in Vietnam and on other fronts in their war on communism, our government was waging a war on poverty. And where there is war there are profits to be made. By 1972 poverty had become an industry in the US. Many joined the war on poverty and set out to do good. Some did very well! Others, like the quiet American in Graham Green's novel, wandered the neighborhoods like dumb lepers who had lost their bells wanting to do good, each with a prescription to restore the neighborhood to health.  

When I arrived in Brightwood I had a problem identifying the enemy because the enemy was my employer. John, Barbara and I, all of the social services workers and community organizers running around Brightwood, had jobs financed by the very organizations that heaped destruction on Brightwood over the past two decades. 

a third world solution

This was the scene I wandered onto. I didn’t apply for the Brightwood Economic Development job. I didn’t understand it or want it. I hadn’t gone to school to prepare for it. I didn’t have the social service or economic development background or mentality. My background and training came from my experience in Kikaikelaki and the credit union we organized there. As I looked at my job description I saw a sure prescription for failure. Top down, government run programs had a history of failure. Within a week on the job I was convinced the Brightwood Economic Development Plan would fail. I asked myself if an economic development plan that worked in the third world might not work here. Could the Kikaikelaki success story work in Brightwood? 

The agency people did not understand the question but the neighbors did. I asked the question at the February meeting of the BED neighborhood advisory board.
 After the formal reports were over I asked the board to indulge me by doing an exercise in which we would try to get a handle on how many dollars were coming into Brightwood each month. There were eight board members in the room. I gave each one a slip of paper and asked them to find their house on the Brightwood map which hung on my office wall and using their best guess, write down the amount of money that comes into their household each month. We added the slips and then extrapolated to show that if these incomes were average then all of the households in Brightwood would be bringing in over $641,000 every month! The reaction was astounding. .  

The event is described in Chapter 5. This was the night I discovered the power of the “follow the dollar “exercise. That night I discovered the process I learned in Kikai Kelaki worked in our urban village, Brightwood. That night we began a neighborhood economics study group. The committee began looking at the possibility of organizing a credit union for Brightwood. We saw it not only as a way of organizing the community's wealth but were more intrigued by its potential as a neighborhood organizer. 
Shortly after the meeting we moved our family into the Brightwood neighborhood. It caused several of my fellow social workers to get cases of heartburn but it gave me the creditability I needed to talk about organizing our neighborhood’s wealth.   

I think we need a national exegesis on the parable of the 'Good Samaritan'. Do we think that in order to help our neighbors we must first beat them into helplessness! Does someone need to be in a ditch before we Christians can minister to them? All the organizations that had put Brightwood into the ditch, HUD, the City of Springfield, the businesses and banks that were members of the Greater Springfield Chamber of Commerce, the Springfield Community Services Office, and the Springfield Redevelopment Authority, all were now united behind the Brightwood and Memorial Square Renewal program.  Amazing!

This caused confusion. The oppressor was now the liberator. Perhaps no one has ever understood and explained what was going on better than Paulo Freire. In his revolutionary book, the "Pedagogy of the Oppressed", Paulo explains the awful things that happen to people when people begin treating other people as dependents, as clients, as objects, as things. "Rationalizing his guilt through paternalistic treatment of the oppressed, all the time holding them fast in a position of dependence, will not do."  


a life or death decision

Early morning on Boxing Day 1978, I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror and received a revelation. It was one of those magic moments that you remember the rest of your life. I had a  hangover from too many helpings and leftovers from our Christmas feast. I needed a shave, my eyes were bloodshot. And no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't pull in the gut of that 215 pound man, standing in my shorts and condemning me from the other side of the mirror.

In that metaphysical moment I realized I no longer had a choice. I would either change lifestyles or I would die! All of a sudden I knew if I continued to do what I had done up to now, the results would be disastrous. Ten minutes later I was in the car on the way to the YMCA. Twenty minutes later I was in the pool struggling to stay alive as I turned the first length and started on to the second. At the end of the second length I thought for sure I would die. It took me another ten minutes to get out of the pool and into the shower.

It almost killed me but I made a decision! I decided to exercise 30 minutes every day for the rest of my life. Not because I liked to exercise but because I knew that I knew that if I wanted any kind of life for the rest of my life I had to exercise.

Cities all across America are facing a similar life or death decision. In the National League of Cities 1994 Annual Opinion Survey of 382 elected officials selected randomly from cities with populations over 10,000, Public Safety was the first concern. Crime and Violence were seen to be on a rapid rise and had caused deterioration in the quality of life of the communities surveyed.  Of most interest was the fact that 64% of the respondents said "strengthening and supporting family stability" was the single most important way to reduce the crime and violence that is destroying our cities.
 

For all of its inventions and benefits, air conditioning, the automobile, television, the clothes washer and drier, the Industrial Age has isolated families and damaged community. I guess you can say that destruction of our neighborhood community and its organizations has gone about as far as it can go. The worst consequences are the cynicism and negativism that has infected our nation. Lou Harris the pollster, when asked about the mood of the nation, said: "I have never seen it so bad."

As we look through a mirror at ourselves as a City, as a Nation, as a Civilization, there can be no doubt that unless we change our direction we are facing a very disturbing future. Like the overweight and indulgent man looking at himself in the mirror it is becoming more apparent that we must change our lifestyle and make some decisions or we will die. "Historically, eighty eight civilizations have risen to a dominant position in world history. Some rose slowly, some rose quickly but without exception they all fell in one generation and each one fell after the family unit was destroyed."

Much has been written about the disintegration of the family unit, which is seen as the foundation of our cities and our nation. Two generations ago divorce wasn't an issue; today half of our families are breaking up. Child abuse, which was almost unheard of two generations ago, has become a national scandal. Parents have abdicated their traditional rolls of leadership and kids are running away from their homes as quickly as possible. "The family trend of our time is the de-institutionalization of marriage and steady disintegration of the mother-father child- raising unit. No domestic trend is more threatening to the well-being of our children and to our long-term national security."

The question isn't whether or not we need to find ways to strengthen families, that criticism has been made and there is sufficient public agreement. The question is how? This is the question that the 382 elected officials implicitly asked in the National League of Cities 1994 Annual Opinion Survey.  How?  What can we do? 

I am convinced that the most effective way that city leaders can strengthen and support family stability will be by adopting policies that support the rebuilding of our neighborhoods and their associations. I am equally convinced that, like the 46 year old looking in the mirror, we don't have a choice. If we continue to follow policies that have not worked in the past it is insane to expect different results. We must either find a way to build and empower our neighborhood communities or we will lose our family and its values and our cities will die and our nation will perish. We don't need more laws. In fact our laws are part of the problem. We have become a nation of laws and in so doing we are creating a nation of anarchists. This is what the survey showed. A rapid increase in crime and violence" says that we are experiencing a rapid increase in law breaking. St. Paul argues that because of the law we become law breakers.[Rom.7.7]

The solutions to our problems will not come from more laws. It will come instead from the way we choose to address our problems. The decision will require a new way of looking at things.  The health of our nation depends on the health of our cities. The health of our cities depends on the health of our neighborhoods. Families grow strong in healthy neighborhoods. As the African proverb says: "It takes a village to raise a child"

Looking in our civic mirror we need to make a decision and the decision must be that neighboring is no longer an option. Now how do we do it? How do we go about rebuilding neighborhoods and their economies? How will neighborhoods in the cities and villages in the countryside become the building blocks of our state and national economy? 

We can't go back. The post industrial age neighborhoods and villages do not look like Christ the King parish or like Kikaikelaki. They are no longer ethnic enclaves. They include a variety of people who come from diverse racial, social, economic and educational backgrounds. They are no longer ethnically pure ghettos. Except for income restrictions, people today have choices and can move if they want to live in a different neighborhood.   

We can't build from the top down. Our founding fathers did not begin the articles of our Constitution with: "We the elected officials..." or "We the experts." but instead chose the exciting start, "We the people...” We the people got us to where we are today. Only we the people can change the situation. The neighbors need to dream the dreams, set the goals and write the plans. They cannot ask a senior planner from the city's community development staff to do it for them.

We cannot be like them. As mentioned above, a byproduct of the industrial age is the top-down railroad/military organizational structure that is the subject of our management text books. In this model, information flows vertically, from the top to the bottom of the organization and back.  The corporate organization has been adopted by the public sector. It is the one that the private and public sectors understand so it stands to reason as neighborhoods organize to take on some serious development issues, it is the only model they are taught to use for their neighborhood associations. 
This top-down Industrial Age organization model is perhaps the biggest stumbling block facing neighborhood leaders on the journey to building a neighborhood owned and managed by the residents. The problem occurs at the point where the neighbors feel they must organize more formally in order to address more serious and long term systemic problems.
November 27, 2006
In the 30 years since we left Brightwood. In that short time the Neighborhood has given up its power to the Public and Private sectors. If anything, it is worse now than it was in the Nixon years. But still another war has awaking the people again and as before they are demanding our leaders end the war and pay attention to the neighborhood agenda. Is the time right this time to turn America back into a nation of neighborhoods? 
CHAPTER XIV. NOTES:

� Cbapter VI, page 160: The word "neighborhood" comes to us from our German heritage found in the old English word 'neibarhud' which literally means "around the house". Parish has a similar meaning and etymology. The word "parish" contains two Greek words, para, which means around and oikos, the house. A parish is the neighborhood that is "around the house".





� Studies of the distribution of wealth in the United States among the three sectors indicate that 75% of our country's wealth is in neighborhoods. Obviously America's wealth is not in the public sector where the national debt has left this sector with a negative net worth. That leaves the other two sectors. When you consider the total investment in private homes in the US and you further consider that the vast majority of the billions of dollars invested in the private sector comes from pension funds and a variety of other individual investors in the stock and bond markets, it is easy to demonstrate that the neighborhoods across the United States is where the wealth is. Employee pension funds have emerged over the past 40 years to become the largest single pool of private capital in the world.  These funds amount to more than $500 billion.  Pension funds own 25% of the equity in US Corporations and hold 40% of the bonds.  Obviously, the neighborhood economic development problem is not dollars. The dollars are in the neighborhoods.  The problem lies in the control of the flow of the dollars.


 


� Adapted from his book The Wealth of  Cities: Revitalizing the Centers of American Life.  http://www.spoa.com/afford-housing.html





� In my campaign for the State House of Representatives in 2006 I used this term which I borrowed from John Perkins’s Book, CONFESSIONS OF AN ECONOMIC HIT MAN.


 


� See Chapter 7





� I described the night I asked the question in Chapter 5, pages 125-126.





�  Nation's Cities WEEKLY, Volume 18, Number 4. "Crime Jobs, Mandates" by Randy Arndt, January 23, 1995.    NCW is an official publication of the National League of Cities.  





� John W. Gardner, National Civic League made these comments and quoted Lou Harris in an address to the Midwest Center for Nonprofit Management, 11/11/1993, Kansas City, MO.





�  Zig Ziglar, See You at the Top, PELICAN PUBLISHING COMPANY, Gretna, LA, 1975, p.361. 


 


� National Commission on Urban Families Report, January, 1993





� Neighboring Is No Longer An Option, Tony Barnicle, Missouri Municipal Review, April 1996.        





PAGE  
332

