COMMUNITY VOICES HEARD

2004 South Bronx Voter Engagement Project

Case Study

I.   Introduction and Overview

Community Voices Heard, a membership organization of low-income people who are unemployed and on welfare, and/or in low-wage jobs, developed and ran a voter engagement project in 2004.  CVH has been successful in a number of public policy campaigns and administrative direct action campaigns, winning over 10,000 jobs for people on welfare, improving the administration of welfare programs, and increasing access to education and training programs for women on welfare.  We have also stopped punitive welfare proposals from being implemented in NY State and NY City.  However, after an internal analysis of our power, CVH members and leaders decided to increase our power to frame policy making and policy debates and add to our toolbox of strategies - the strategy of voter engagement and voter power.  

In 2004, CVH initiated a three year plan to build our power through an electoral strategy.  This plan focuses on building a list of progressive economic justice voters, increasing turn out and participation, and training community members about the electoral and political process. This past year, CVH ran the program in a way that would test and evaluate systems and the intersection between a voter engagement program with our core economic justice organizing work.  We also wanted to run a program that was operated within the framework of CVH’s organizational culture of being an independent, non-partisan and membership led institution. CVH ran a voter engagement project, that we feel kept in line with our organizational culture, with three main goals:

· Build a list of identified voters who support progressive economic justice issues – this list of voters would help CVH to wield more power on our core policy issues and to move candidates for office into addressing our core campaign issues.

· Increase voter engagement and turnout in a series of election districts to prove that our organization could move people to the polls in a non-partisan, civic engagement Get Out the Vote model program.

· Test and learn how to best educate low-income and disenfranchised voters about the political process, and how to develop techniques and mechanisms to engage people more fully in democratic processes and political life.

As a result of our work in 2004, Community Voices Heard reached these goals.  CVH identified 3,127 economic justice voters – building toward our goal of 10,000 voters by the Mayoral election; we tested and ran a number of different type of voter engagement and education raps and processes to educate voters about the political process, and we increased voter turn out in key election districts.

Based on a variety of data and voting analysis, CVH was able to increase voter engagement by non-frequent voters in both the primary and general election.  These figures ranged between 30%-100%, and we were able to get people to vote in state legislative races at a rate of 12-18% more than in similar election districts.  These results are based on a variety of comparisons.  Simply put, CVH was able to get people who don’t vote, to vote more often and in more races.

II.  Background
In 2004, Community Voices Heard (CVH) kicked off the implementation of our Strategic Plan by initiating a voter education and engagement project.   In 2003, CVH members voted to accept the direction of our strategic planning committee, and to embark on a three to five year plan to build our organizational power.  Developing an electoral and voter engagement strategy was part of that plan.

In late winter of 2004, CVH made the decision to engage in a non-partisan voter engagement project in the 28th Senate District of New York State.  This Senate District encompasses some of the poorest neighborhoods in New York City – including the entire East Harlem neighborhood and portions of the South Bronx.   This was also a Senate District where there would be a contested State Senate election, meaning that we could effectively run a variety of tests to measure the impact of our intervention.

To begin our voter engagement work, CVH ran a series of pilot experiments during the 2004 election cycle to see what the potential impact of a non-partisan voter engagement project could be.  These experiments took place during three elections – the New York State Presidential Primary, the New York State Senate Primary and the November General Election.   The overall impact of our work shows that CVH’s model of non-partisan voter engagement work increased voter participation in a series of elections and races, and helped to build our organization.

III.   The Impact of Community Voices Heard’s Voter Engagement Project – Getting More People to Vote in More Elections

CVH wanted to engage in this project in a way that could be evaluated and measured.  For the best analysis, this work has to be evaluated over a series of elections, but we wanted to initiate our work in a way that we could vigorously evaluate what worked and what did not.  We also wanted to show people with power, labor unions, candidates, and funders that we had an impact.  The following are some of the highlights of our accomplishments and work.
· CVH’s door-to-door contact work increased voter participation in 13 low-income Election Districts.  Voters that had one-on-one contacts with CVH voted at a rate three times higher (47%) in the September 2004 State Senate Primary the overall turnout rate (14.6%) in the same five targeted election districts.  In the General Election in November, the turnout rate in the 13 targeted districts for voters with CVH contact was almost double (78%) than overall turnout in the Bronx (41%).  In five Election Districts which CVH worked for the State Senate primary, turnout increased 51% compared to the 2002 primary and there was 19% increase in turnout in 8 additional Election Districts in the General Election.  CVH’s contact work led to an increase in voter turn out to the polls.  Comparing voter turn out in these districts to previous elections and to similar adjoining election districts, CVH’s intervention moved more people to vote in the 2004 Primary compared to the 2002 Primary, and more people to vote down the ballot for State Senate, than people did in adjoining election districts and in the previous election. 

· CVH contacted at least 12% of registered voters eligible to vote in the September State Senate Primary in the Election Districts we worked in, during a period of ten days.  These were face-to-face conversations, lasting seven to eight minutes each, at the door that included education about the Primary process and the role of the State Senate in policy making.

· CVH initiated the building of a database of 3,127 Economic Justice Voter voters through a combination of volunteer-run Primary Day polling action, membership canvasses, and contacts by paid organizing staff.  This number is one-third of the 10,000 voter IDs we want to achieve by the 2005 Mayoral election. This database of voters will be turned out during elections, educated about our core issues and asked to participate in non-electoral activities related to these issues.

· CVH conducted a total of 5,778 one-on-one face-to-face voter contacts citywide, with 3,132 of these contacts happening in the 28th Senate District. As a result of this work, CVH educated this many people about the role of the State Senate election and identified preliminary issue ID and campaign research with these individuals.

· CVH conducted a survey of 2,534 registered voters about critical economic justice issues in NYC today.  Our voter work also included a community polling project that identified the most important issues for community members and what type of economic justice policies voters supported and did not support.  This work was incorporated into our other organizational work.

· CVH recruited 1,102 low-income registered voters in low-voting districts to “Pledge to Vote” in both the Primary and General Elections.  These voters were extensively educated about the State Senate, the role of Primary elections and how to vote.

· CVH mobilized 177 volunteers to do work for CVH’s Electoral Project, and recruited 34 new members through the project.  These members from CVH’s existing membership base, and newly recruited community members, did a combination of activities such as phone banking, street outreach, voter registration and issue ID.  New members also mobilized to some CVH actions.

· CVH trained six low-income people to be Voter Engagement Organizers – including one CVH member through voter engagement canvass training.  CVH ran our paid organizing canvass like a training program, where electoral organizers learned the basics of community organizing.

· CVH registered 2,634 new voters, 30% coming from the targeted 28th Senate District.  

· CVH maintained our core economic justice policy campaign work at the same time we were engaged in the CVH Voter Engagement Project. CVH was engaged in a disciplined results-oriented voter project as we also organized almost 300 people to an accountability session with City Council Speaker Gifford Miller, and surveyed 600 people using Employment Skills programs (ESP) in NYC.

IV.  CVH Voter Engagement and a Move Towards Non-Partisan Electoral Organizing
At the end of 2003, over 120 CVH members approved of CVH’s Strategic Plan, which included a series of new directions for the organization.  One of these directions was the establishment of a non-partisan Voter Engagement and Electoral Participation arm.  CVH made this decision based on their analysis that direct action and legislative organizing was not enough to win our policy demands.  We believed that a change in who ran government was critical, and that more participation by low-income people in the electoral process was critical in helping to ensure that elected officials were more responsive to the needs of low-income communities.

CVH developed a plan that would build this arm over three years.  The first year’s goals were to run a series of tests and experiments in voter engagement work that would have a measurable impact, develop internal staff capacity and organizational systems, train and develop core CVH leadership to understand the electoral and political landscape of NYC, and to initiate building a list of voters who supported CVH’s economic justice agenda.

With a start-up grant of $ 50,000 from the Solidago Foundation’s Frances Fund, which was supporting innovative voter engagement projects around the country, CVH embarked on our first comprehensive voter project. We initiated a series of meetings with individuals, labor unions and organizations around the city, including ACORN, Working Families Party, DC 1707, DC 37, UNITE-HERE, and others. We then started to research what type of project we would run, and where it would be located.  Key questions included whether we should do a citywide project or one based in a few election districts.  We chose the latter because a number of people in the field told us a citywide project would not be concentrated enough to show an impact.

In terms of developing our staff capacity, we sent two senior staff to be trained with David Fleischer from the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF).  These staff participated in a ten day training that included working on a local ballot initiative in Cleveland Heights, Ohio. We had a series of meetings and initiated work with our technology technical assistance provider, the Low Income Networking Communications (LINC) Project, to assess and address our technology needs.  In addition, we sent senior staff to convenings and trainings organized by the Center for Community Change and the Progressive Technology Project focusing on electoral organizing.

V.  2004 CVH Voter Engagement Project Goals

The culture of Community Voices Heard supports clear goal setting and evaluation.  Senior staff, Board and members identified goals for the project that we could evaluate at the end of the first project year. CVH engaged in our 2004 Voter Engagement project with the following goals: 

· Engage in a pilot project that would prove to elected officials, power players in NYC, funders, donors and potential electoral partners that our intervention had an impact on voter turnout and voting behavior (in the form of more people voting for more offices on the ballot).

· Begin to build a database set of progressive economic justice voters that we contacted and who would, through a series of conversations, tools and tests, qualify as CVH Economic Justice Voters.  Our original goal – which we had to significantly scale back from - was identifying 5-10,000 voters in 2004.

· Run a series of experiments and organizational system tests that we could evaluate and learn from, and share with our peers, about how a medium-sized community organizing group could effectively do an electoral project and build our organizational power.

· Train CVH members and other community members in the electoral process and in how to build the operations of a CVH Voter Engagement Project. This was a critical part of the project, and CVH’s aim was to transfer electoral organizing skills and analysis to our members in the same way we transfer our policy organizing skills to members.

· Explore ways in which Voter Engagement work could support and strengthen our regular community organizing and policy organizing campaign work.  What it means when a direct action organizing group that uses legislative organizing, disruption, research, media and public education engages in voter work.

· Conduct new issue ID work in targeted communities about what issues resonated with low-income voters in our targeted communities.

· Identify, develop, test and evaluate technological systems and devices for effectiveness in our voter engagement work.

· Build CVH’s organizational power, specifically with potential institutional allies, elected officials and potential Mayoral and City Council candidates.

VI.  Why Did CVH Work in the 28th State Senate District?

CVH chose this Senate District for a couple of reasons.  First, CVH’s office is located in this District.  While CVH is a citywide organization that draws our membership from a wide array of NYC’s low-income neighborhoods, we felt that our first foray into voter engagement work should be close our organization’s main base of operations.  

We also saw the 28th District as a perfect example of a low-income NYC neighborhood that was traditionally poor, but was also feeling the effect of a combination of both foreign immigration flows and low-level gentrification – meaning that the political landscape of the district would be changing over the next 5-10 years.

Finally, the 28th State Senate District was about to experience a contested election, with the long-term incumbent Senator – Olga Mendez- facing a challenge for the seat.  State Senator Mendez had recently switched parties to be a Republican, and winning back her seat was a strategy that many groups supported in a multi-year drive to wrest control of the New York State Senate from Republican control.  While CVH ran a strictly non-partisan voter engagement project, we strongly felt that we wanted to run a series of tests that could have an impact on turn out in the State Senate race, and where the impact of our intervention and work would have a greater validity.

VII.  Developing the Project – Finding the Right Turf and Navigating the Landscape

CVH met with a number of individuals and organizations over the course of the first 3-4 months of the election cycle.  While deciding which district or districts we should work in, there were a number of considerations we needed to take into context.  The first was how much in resources were available to do this work?  Originally, CVH researched the 28th Senate District in East Harlem and the South Bronx, and engaged in meetings about doing work on the North Shore of Staten Island, where two competitive races were heating up.  We wanted to work in districts where there was a contested State Legislature seat, preferably with a Primary race, to show that our intervention had an impact.  We came to the early and quick understanding that the Presidential race would not have what people could take as a measurement of whether our intervention had an impact – and that it had to be a race ”down the ballot” that would prove our model had an impact.

While we knew that, due to the location of our office and base, the 28th District would be one of our choices, we also seriously considered Staten Island.  We had a base of about 600 former Parks Opportunity Program workers, and some good leaders.  We wanted to do more work in Staten Island, but due to lack of resources - both money and experienced staff – we eventually made the decision not to work there.

The 28th was a place where “everyone” was going to put significant resources – or so they said.  In the spring, many organizations said they were going to be in specific areas, and for sake of our “experiments” we wanted to be in an area where people were not going to be door knocking or that was going to be prioritized by the State Senate Democratic Party, Senate Republican Party, or other organizations.  We met with the New York Unemployment Project, NY Jobs With Justice, Mothers on the Move, Working Families Party and ACORN to make sure that we had turf where we could clearly measure our impact.  As a result, we did carve out turf that no one else prioritized, showing that it was CVH’s work that made the impact – but we did not work areas that would have necessarily more solidly built our organization.  

In addition, we wanted to work in places where we would be talking to people who did not vote.  Eventually, we based the Election Districts where we worked on the following conditions:

· No other organization would be working in the targeted Election Districts – we wanted no one to say that they did the work in that turf.

· We worked in high-density buildings where we could reach a lot of people with minimal resources – the buildings we chose were places where there were a lot of people who were registered to vote but with a history of low-voter turnout.

· We targeted voters who did not vote often or regularly in State Senate elections – it was important – once again – to prove that it was our intervention that made a difference, so we chose districts that people did not regularly vote in for Primaries or for State Senate candidates.

VII.  CVH Voter Contact Work – What We Did To Build a Base of Economic Justice Voters and Increase Voter Participation and Turnout

CVH engaged in a series of different strategies to engage voters, build our voter list of Economic Justice Voters, and increase voter turnout.  The baseline of this work was one-on-one voter contact and political education.  Each of our contacts for voter registration, voter identification, and voter mobilization included some component of political and civic education – particularly about the role of Primaries and the State Senate - depending on the goals of the tactic used. The following are brief descriptions of this contact work:

· Presidential Primary Day Action – CVH kicked off our Voter Engagement Project on the day of the Presidential Primary.  Utilizing 44 volunteers in both morning and evening shifts, CVH met a total of 825 voters in a little less than six hours while interviewing people at the polls.   CVH volunteers engaged people in a combination of issue ID and voter education, and assessed people’s ability to commit to volunteering with our organization.

· Voter Registration – In four weeks, CVH registered 2632 voters - or 7% of all the new registered voters in the Bronx - for the 2004 election, using a combination of paid staff, interns and volunteers.  This voter registration work took place at public sites, door-to-door, and at social service organizations.  When registering voters, CVH used an Economic Justice Survey to both engage and educate voters about the issues as well as to do issue identification.  

· GOTV Work:  Door-to Door Canvassing and Voter Pledges – CVH organizers visited registered voters in 13 election districts to educate them about the issues, the power that NY State Senators had, and to find out what issues they had opinions about – minimum wage, housing subsidies, healthcare, education, etc.  At the door, organizers got voters to make a pledge to vote on Election Day.  On the day of an election, voters were contacted at the door and/or by phone until they told CVH organizers that they voted.

VIII.  Community Voices Heard Get Out the Vote (GOTV) Process

The CVH Voter Engagement and Get Out the Vote process was successful in the Election Districts we worked in.  We ran two projects.  The first was to have an impact in the number of people who voted in the State Senate Primary race on September 14th..   CVH chose this race in mid August, after conversations with political consultants who informed us that this race – due to historically low voter turn out – would be a good race in which to show our impact.  This left us little time to do an intensive project but we decided to try it out.  The second was in the General Election, where we tried to impact on voters by making sure they exercised their full power as voters by voting for all offices, particularly the contested State Senate election.

CVH followed the same process for both projects, choosing low-turnout, high-density housing developments in districts where no one was working.  In each case, we generally followed the same process with our core targets in this district – people who were registered to vote.  We did not hit every door, but only people who were registered to vote in the election.  The following was the voter contact process:

· Contact # 1:  CVH door-knocked targeted voter list.  The conversation would include education about four issues controlled by the State Senate – minimum wage, welfare issues, job creation and CUNY.  We also did political education- what the State Senate does, what a Primary is, who was running and the location of the polls.  We also got phone numbers to build our voter list and pledge cards to vote.

· Contact #2:  CVH calls all voters identified as priority 1 or 2, who are a priority to try to get out to volunteer.  This was not a successful effort-for volunteer recruitment, but good for an additional contact and political education.

· Contact # 3:   One week before the election, CVH mails information about polling place, the issues, who is running and what a primary/State Senator does to all people who made a pledge to vote.

· Contact # 4:   The weekend before the election, CVH re-knocks the door of all contacts who have pledged to vote.

· Contact #5:   Phone to all pledges Friday, Saturday, Sunday and Monday.  This is primarily a volunteer activity done by CVH members.

· Contact # 6:   Election Day door hangers are hung on all doors.

· Contact # 7:   Follow up door knock with pledge voters – contact voters until the polls close at 9:00 PM  or until they confirm that they voted. 

All of these contacts included political education, issue education about pending public policy proposals, information about the voting process, and where people’s polling places were.

IX. Impact of CVH GOTV Work on Voter Turn-Out – More People Who Usually Don’t Vote Go to the Polls and These People Vote in More Races 

Based on a rigorous analysis that includes comparisons with similar previous elections and adjoining election districts with similar constituencies, CVH has found it has made the following impact as a result of our work:

· Through our intervention by door knocking and through political education work, the CVH voter went to the polls for the State Senate Primary in the 28th District at three times the rate of overall turnout in the same targeted districts, 47% to 14.6%.  We increased voter turn out in the 2004 State Democratic Primary by 51% over 2002 turnout, in the Districts we worked in.

· Through similar work in the November General Election, CVH contacts voted at almost double the rate of non-contacted voters, 77% to 41%.  We increased the number of people who maximized their democratic rights by voting “down the ballot”, or voting for the NYS State Senate as well as the Presidential election, by 19% over the 2000 election. 

September 14th Primary Voter Turn Out Work

Below is the increase in turn out in CVH targeted Election Districts in the NY State Senate Primary on September 14th.  CVH worked in six Election Districts - EDs 26, 27, 28, 30, 33, and 36.  Below is a graph that outlines the results and the change in turn out between the 2004 Primary and the 2002 Gubernatorial Primary, which are similar elections.  Election District 27 has had problems with data availability, so it is not included in the analysis.

· Voter turn out increased 51% in the September 2004 Primary, over the 2002 Gubernatorial Primary (which experts consider to be the most similar race to compare turn out to) results, in the 5 Election Districts CVH worked. 

· In Election District 28, voter turnout increased by 100% from 2002 and in ED 36 by almost 79%.  Turnout increased around 40% in two additional EDs.  However, in one district the increase was only 6%.

· In ten days, CVH contacted 12% of registered voters at the door.  There was a minimum of at least one–on-one conversation with 12% of all the registered voters who could vote on September 14th , at their doors  That means we were able to collect pledge cards from 12% of the registered voters in a very short time period.
	ED
	REG VOTERS
	TURNOUT 2004
	TURNOUT 2002
	INCREASE IN VOTING %
	REG VOTER TURNOUT %

	26
	580
	79
	55
	43.6%
	13.6%

	28
	568
	86
	43
	100%
	15%

	30
	817
	93
	88
	6%
	11.3%

	33
	476
	64
	46
	39%
	13.4%

	36
	518
	102
	57
	78.9%
	19.7%
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November 2 General Election Voter Turn Out

Following the same rigorous voter contact formula, CVH expanded the number of Election Districts we worked in for the General Election.  We did not focus on turnout for this election since it was assumed turn out would be high anyway because of the Presidential race; instead, we focused on showing our impact by getting people to vote down the ballot, i.e., vote for races besides the Presidential race.  Drop down figures had previously been very bad in these districts and we wanted to prove that our work and intervention could have an impact.  

As a result of our GOTV and voter contact work, the following occurred:

· The number of people voting for NYS State Senate in the districts that CVH worked increased 19.25% over 2000.  The number of people who had voted for State Senate in 2004 increased dramatically from 2000, in the Election Districts CVH worked.  One in five voters in CVH targeted districts in the 2004 State Senate election voted as a result of CVH intervention.
· CVH targeted EDs voted 12-18% more often for State Senate than in similar adjacent voting districts.  Comparing the drop down rates in the EDs CVH worked in with drop down rates of EDs - with the same type of voter - right next to CVH targeted EDs, CVH districts experienced 12-18% higher drop down rates of for voters voting for State Senate.

	ELECTION

DISTRICT
	2000

Drop Down 


	2004

Drop Down

CVH Targeted Districts

	Change

(Increase in the % of voters who voted for President & dropped down to vote for State Senate)

	03
	74%
	88%
	14%

	04
	64%
	85%
	21%

	05
	63%
	79%
	16%

	06
	68%
	89%
	21%

	30
	59%
	80%
	21%

	34
	66%
	80%
	14%

	35
	59%
	81%
	22%

	51
	58%
	73%
	25%


X. Lessons Learned

The following are some of the lessons that Community Voices Heard learned in our first year of Voter Engagement work.  We would like to once again stress that these are lessons learned by our organization, and should not be construed as lessons in the field. 

· Effective voter engagement requires an organizational culture that understands and practices accountability, and is committed to high levels of one-on-one face-to-face contact.  It needs to understand the importance of door knocking, going to where people are, and reaching people when they are home – between 7 and 10 PM and on weekends.  The best night of the week for contact at the doors is Sunday night, when many organizations don’t want to work. It also has to have systems of setting and meeting goals, of follow-up and holding organizers and members/volunteers accountable, and high levels of supervision from senior staff

· One-on-one face-to-face contact is the most reliable way to get people out to vote.   CVH increased turn out in the areas we worked because we had a series of face-to-face conversations with people about voting, issues and the political process that engaged them to vote.
· People are not fully exercising their full political power in the democratic process.  Anecdotally, 60-70% of people spoken to at the doors did not understand the Primary process and/or did not understand what the State Assembly or State Senate do nor who their representatives are. 
· Political and civic education is critical and it can be done both at the doors and in group settings.  CVH was able to conduct political and civic education raps at the doors, especially if it was one of a number of contacts.  The door was a great place to educate people about the role of the State Senate, Primaries and other issues.  We were also able to do this work on the street through the Voter Survey project.
· Site-Based Voter Registration is a good way to register lots of people – but does not lead to effective GOTV and/or voter engagement work. CVH registered 10% of newly registered voters in the Bronx, according to voter data, but the follow-up work was too hard to do because the density of these newly registered voters was too low to do effective door-to-door work.  Even follow-up phone calls were not the most effective way to get people to vote or to understand the voting process.  Many of the people contacted who were already registered still needed a lot of education about the voting process - education that is best done where they live.
· Community members and constituents are effective Voter Engagement organizers.  Hiring, training and using low-income community members to do voter work was very effective, both for developing and building organizing skills in our membership and constituency, and also because they were extremely effective organizers who could agitate and challenge people.  Our members were able to confront a lot of people who might have been more difficult to engage effectively by people from outside of the community. 
· Large-scale actions can produce a large number of voter IDs, but follow up work is difficult.  One of the more successful voter ID projects we did was our Primary Day action.  We contacted over 800 people,  got names and numbers, and completed voter IDs in one day.  However, effective follow up work with this list - for volunteer engagement, getting involved in the organization, etc. - was difficult without significant resources.  
· Goals of electoral outreach can be too broad.  A person doing outreach – even a trained organizer – can have too many different goals at the door.  Early in the project, CVH outreach at the doors included goals such as voter and issue ID, education, registration, volunteer recruitment, deeper engagement into the organizational program work and grassroots fundraising.  The challenge of 

reaching the quantity of contacts needed to run an effective GOTV project and attempting to include other organizational goals led to ineffective work.  Focused outreach – one or two goals in the initial contact – turned out the best results. Additional resources would be needed for follow-up voter engagement work.

· Technological support needs to be a combination of internal capacity and external support/TA.  Development of technological systems required a substantial commitment of staff time, technical assistance support from the LINC Project and the need for resources from outside the organization. Staffing and funding limitations delayed the timeline of the project and created a challenge around doing too much with too little time.  Ongoing outside resources and assistance were essential to the project. In addition, assumptions were made that financial and/or in-kind support from union/labor allies would be forthcoming. For example, one of CVH’s closest union allies does not match their members to either voting lists or Electoral Districts.  

· Staff and organizational capacity needs to be in place for effective membership involvement and development in a civic engagement project.  Membership involvement and development is one of the things that has the potential to get lost with limited resources, a project that is time-based and the need to deliver on clear goals.  We believe resources need to be in place to do effective membership involvement.

· You can run a civic engagement and electoral organizing project and stay consistent with the model of our organizing work. We were effectively able to do this work in a non-partisan manner, and involved people around issues and engagement.  We did not have to name a candidate, or become a political party to effectively do this work.
XI.  Project Costs and Funding Issues

The entire project for the year, which includes the Voter Coordinator’s FT yearly salary, was approximately $110,000.   These funds supported all aspects of the project.  CVH only raised $82,500 for the project.  Of the funds raised, $50,000 was a two year grant from the Frances Fund, which we were told could be spent in one year if we needed to use it that way, and we did.

Project funding came from the following sources:

· Frances Fund - $50,000 Voter Engagement Grant

· Center for Community Change - $8,000 General Project Support

· Center for Community Change - $20,000 Voter Registration Funds – ($8 per voter registered)

· New York Foundation - $4,500 for a Summer Youth Organizer engaged in Voter ID work

Almost 90% of these funds were used for project staff, including the Coordinator’s full salary, a portion of the Executive Director’s salary and the Voter Organizing staff wages.   Included is the data entry staff.  Additional costs were for a minimal amount of mailing, printing, paper, and obtaining voter files and other information that we needed.  

Not taken into account is in-kind and volunteer and technical assistance support, including the following:

· Technological support from the Welfare Law Center’s LINC Project – According to LINC, they spent ten full days working with CVH on this project, assessed at approximately $7,500.

· Research support from a graduate student in Public Policy, which accounted for data analysis and organization of the data set for voter turnout and drop off in the 2000-2002 election.  The estimated cost of these services was about $1,500.

· Staff training provided by the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force for two senior staff.  This was a cooperative learning experience that has no cost associated.

Funding Issues That Impacted the Project – The ways that the project was funded impacted the results of the project, and we believe we have come to some conclusions about how funders and donors can help to support project in the way they provide funding.  Some of the impacts of the way we were funded include:

· Voter engagement funding we received was not in alignment with the goals of our project – CVH was contacted by the Center for Community Change in July about the possibility of receiving funds for voter registration work.  CCC believed that CVH could produce a substantial number of voter registration cards for their national project.  CVH received $8.00 per voter registration card.  While this was a great opportunity for CVH to get funded – we could not have run the canvass teams without these funds – organizers had to first do voter registration to hit our goals for CCC funding, and then focus on our door-to-door work in key districts.  This means our organizing teams could not fully focus on the core work of our project until we reached our voter registration goals – which were not a project goal.

· Not enough funds for GOTV and contact work outside of our pilot project – CVH did not receive enough funding to engage in more than minimal contact with the 2,632 newly registered voters we registered outside of the election districts we worked in.  While we targeted the 795 newly registered voters that were in the 28th State Senate District by sending a mailing with polling place location and making one 

follow-up phone call, we did not have enough funds to do significant education or GOTV work with the new voters that we registered, and had insufficient staff to organize members to conduct a phone bank or other GOTV work targeting these new voters.

· Money coming too late or too close to the election – The timing of when funding became available impacted how CVH ran the project, and was one of the reasons why the project ended up being a project driven by paid organizing staff, rather then a mix of organizing staff and members/volunteers.  When funding became available in the June-August period, this did not allow CVH to hire people to build a volunteer base, which takes months to build.  So, to produce on our goals, we needed to rely on paid organizing staff.  

· No funding support for organizational and project infrastructure – We did not receive enough funds to have two senior and/or program staff people on this project.  As a result, the voter project staff had to do a lot of different tasks.   One of the things that fell by the wayside was volunteer recruitment and membership support and building.  In the evaluation of our work, we see the minimal staffing for a project in this type of organization as including a Field Staff person who supervises door-to-door canvassers and deals with lists, a Volunteer and Membership Coordinator who works with members and volunteers, and a paid Voter Organizer team.
XI. Challenges/Difficulties  

CVH encountered a series of challenges when doing this project.  The following are some of the most critical challenges we faced:

· Political Landscape Out of Our Control:  There was a lot of time wasted because it was unclear that this State Senate District was where we should run the project.  We wanted to both have an impact, and show results.  Up until late spring, we were unsure what was happening in the 28th State Senate District.  There were questions about whether the incumbent would run on both the Democratic and Republican lines, which would have made a test harder. In addition, the lack of a good strong candidate makes engagement harder.

· A Targeted District and Turf Issues:  The 28th was a place where “everyone” was going to put significant resources – or so they said.  In the spring, many organizations said they were going to be in specific areas, and for sake of our “experiments” we wanted to be in an area where other groups were not going to be door knocking, and that was not going to be prioritized in the State Senate race by either the Democratic or Republican Party, or other organizations. While, as a result of coordination, we did get turf that no one else prioritized and where we could show that it was CVH’s work that made the impact – we did not work turf that might have more solidly built our organization.       

For example, areas near our office on East 116th St were claimed by another organization that said they were working it.  So, we had to stop working there.  We then ended up with turf in the Bronx, which was a good area to work in, but not really near our office and, sometimes, a two-fare zone away.  Ultimately, the other organization did not work the turf near our office, and we could have probably worked more effectively closer to our office rather than having our staff travel one hour to the Bronx.  In addition, we could not utilize our members as effectively in the project.

· Membership Engagement Not Really Happening in the Project:  While some members participated in the Primary Day Action and phone-called other members, we did not effectively engage our ongoing membership base in Election Districts they did not live in.  This also happened because our core membership base was involved in two major campaigns.  If membership engagement is going to happen, it will be because you build new membership bases in the districts you are working in.
· Project Isolation:  While we successfully kept the project separate from the organization’s core work, the nature and specificity of the work was not fully integrated into the work of the organization.  Thus, certain systems and project knowledge were concentrated into one staff person’s head - leading to problems if that person was not around.
· Challenges Not Being Partisan:  While the CVH culture is to not be partisan and to challenge even our allies in the political world; we still had to form partnerships due to the partisan culture in this work.  Allies, like unions and even some community groups, pushed us to be more partisan.  We did some organizing work, meetings and events in collaboration with other groups.   While legally non-partisan, some of these collaborative activities took on the aura of a campaign rally or meeting for a particular candidate. We could not get significant resources because we did not support a candidate.  While power players recognize the significance of our work, they were not particularly happy about increasing engagement if we could not commit to delivering voters to their candidate. 
Primary Day Polling Action

On the day of the Presidential Primary, CVH ran a mass action voter ID.  It was based on an action that was developed with, and run by, Dave Fleischer of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force in Dade County, Florida to utilize volunteers during an election.  CVH mobilized 40 members and volunteers to conduct our own survey of voters who would be voting that day.  In a matter of six hours – a two-hour shift in the AM and a four-hour shift in the evening – CVH identified 825 voters who went to the polls that day.  We covered 136 precincts and 28 polling places.  Armed with clipboards and surveys, CVH members and volunteers engaged in three to five minute conversations with voters about economic justice issues and collected names, addresses and, most importantly, phone numbers of registered voters in the 28th State Senate District.  

It was both our first contact with voters in the upcoming election for the State Senate race, and the first building of our economic justice voter lists.  In addition, we understood that Primary voters are people who are more likely to vote in a general election, and thus an Economic Justice Voter ID of a Primary voter was a pretty strong ID.  In addition, the Primary Day Polling Action was an excellent organization building action, membership development component and collective activity.

However, while this was a great way to ID frequent voters – primary voters are people who probably need less GOTV work than infrequent voters – the volume of people we met meant that, without significant resources to follow up with them, we could not reach them again for the General Election.  In addition, without resources to follow up with people right away, it was hard to get them involved in our campaign work through a five to eight minute survey at their polling site – because, by the time we could follow up with them, they had forgotten about us.

Door-to-Door Pledge Card Gathering

For both the September Primary and the November General Election, CVH ran a door-to-door canvass with paid organizers.  CVH hired four low-income people, including one member and one former youth leader, to go door to door in high-density buildings where voter records showed voter turn out was low.  Organizers went to the doors of people who were registered, to do a number of things - including talk to them, ID issues, tell them who the candidates were, educate them about what a Primary was and what the State Senate does, and tell them where their polling place was.  This occurred over a series of five contacts at the door during a period of one to five weeks before the election.  We also phoned people we met at the doors to follow up and ask them to volunteer, but this was not very successful.  We also mailed people a card telling them about the upcoming election.  Since we were talking about the State Senate Primary and the State Senate Race, this meant we had to get past all the general knowledge of the presidential race.

What we realized in this process was that there were some good things that happened and decisions we made that worked out well.  Hiring and training community members was a huge success.  Members from the community could agitate and get people to register.  They could better challenge people to vote than people from outside the community.  People we hired also got training and experience, and two of the four people got jobs in organizing after this experience.  In addition, we were able to ID issues and build relationships with people better than with one or two hits, so we were able to mobilize a large number of people to come out to our accountability session with Gifford Miller in October, 2004.

We also lost time at the beginning by trying things and failing at them.  One thing we hoped to do was develop a grass roots fundraising arm, but we were asking people to do too many things at the door – register to vote, take a survey, donate money and volunteer.  The first contact at the door needed to be simple and with one or, at most, two asks.

Finally, in our anecdotal assessment, 60-70% of the people we talked to needed political and civic education - What a primary was, what the state senate does, even where their polling place was.  The most common question was “I registered but did not get a voter card – am I registered?”

WHAT IS A COMMUNITY VOICES HEARD ECONOMIC JUSTICE VOTER?

A CVH Economic Justice Voter is a registered voter that CVH has surveyed with our Economic Justice Survey, and the respondent agrees with a minimum of four out of five of our positions on a range of economic justice issues.  These are generally voters who support – raising taxes for a jobs program, strong social safety net and welfare programs, and free higher education in the CUNY/SUNY system.
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