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Community Development in
Dynamic Neighhorhoods

Synchronizing Services and Strategies with Immigrant Communities

by Kay Fernandez, PolicyLink

Despite growing research about the implications of immigrant markets for the private sector,
there is little research about the role and contributions of community development organizations
in the integration of new immigrants. This article is adapted from a longer report that, through
a review of current literature and interviews with leading experts and community development
practitioners, private lenders, and governmental agencies, explores both how immigration trends
are driving much of the dynamic change in neighborboods across the United States and the ways
in which community development organizations can work to address changes at the local level.'

n order to be most effective, community development

organizations must be increasingly cognizant of and re-

sponsive to their changing neighborhoods. The nature

and role of community development has changed
since the 1960s, when grassroots activism attempted to turn
around deteriorating inner-cities. The community develop-
ment field has evolved as the number of organizations has
multiplied in both urban and rural areas, and in many places
neighborhood demographics have been in constant flux.
Among the most notable of these demographic changes is
the growth in the number and diversity of immigrants to the
United States.

Community development organizations (CDOs) are in a
key position to recognize and address immigration trends at
the local level. Since most CDOs are neighborhood-based
and resident-led, they have a comparative advantage over
governmental agencies in connecting new immigrants to the
socioeconomic fabric of their neighborhoods through hous-
ing, economic development, employment and civic-engage-
ment strategies. Given this unique position, CDOs must be
aware of recent immigration trends for three main reasons:

1. Changingdemographicsindicate a changing marketplace,
with increased demand for new goods and services;

2. Community development organizations can prevent im-
migrant families from being vulnerable to unscrupulous
practices; and

3. New immigrants contribute to neighborhood-revitaliza-
tion strategies in various cities, including ones that have
been historically disinvested or communities that are
looking to expand and grow.

On the one hand, the increase in new immigrant families
creates demand for housing and business and community
services that can help to revitalize and strengthen neighbor-
hoods in both hot and soft local economic markets.? Re-
searchers have considered the positive consequences of im-
migration as they contribute to the rebirth of functioning
private markets in former wastelands — soft markets defined
by population decline, high vacancy rates and unemploy-
ment. The settlement of immigrants in disinvested cities can
be major propellant of urban neighborhood revival.® Soft
market cities such as Pittsburgh and Philadelphia, or even
small cities like Schenectady, NY, now have policies or public
programs aimed deliberately at attracting immigrants.

The continued settlement of immigrants in hot markets
such as Boston, Atlanta or Oakland also can contribute to
revitalization effors. Researchers have noted that “thanks
in large part to Russians in Coney Island and Brazilians in
Newark, Mexicans in Chicago and Houston, and Asians in
Oakland, rundown neighborhoods are suddenly seeing a
burst of new activity — not just in the number of residents,
but in small-business investment, street life, and an asset
that hardly anyone associated with these places 20 years ago:
cultural élan.”

On the other hand, the challenges posed by the influx
of immigrants into both hot and soft markets means an
increased role for community-organizing and community-
building activities, especially in regard to housing and tenant
rights, workforce development and education and counsel-
ing. As the demographics and marketplace change, CDOs
must recognize the barriers to addressing the community de-
velopment needs of immigrant communities. Some CDOs
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have conducted extensive needs assessments in their neigh-
borhoods and found that new immigrants quickly move out
of neighborhoods that lack affordable housing and job op-
portunities in search of better conditions. This constant out-
migration of residents causes instability in neighborhoods
where one low-income community is replaced by another.
CDOs have an opportunity and responsibility to stabilize
the neighborhoods, and can do so by supporting and en-
couraging immigrants to make long-term investments in the
community through homeownership, education and job
opportunities.

“Immigrants have been the backbone of stability in
many struggling neighborhoods. With their aspirations,
immigrants have been fueling the stability of distressed
neighborhoods. They are and will continue to be the future
renewal of many cities,” said Kenneth Wade, chief execu-
tive officer of NeighborWorks America.® Unfortunately, in
many communities, mainstream market channels overlook
the fact that immigrants are a significant economic force.
The increasing presence of immigrants in small towns and
rural areas, as well as the continued growth of the immigrant
population in traditional gateway cities, has implications for
CDOs, the neighborhoods they work in, the immigrants
themselves, and the long-term revitalization strategies of
community development.

Community development organizations
(CDOs) are in a key position to
recognize and address immigration
trends at the local level.

How Can CDOs Respond to Changing
Demographic Profiles?

The level of demographic change that warrants a com-
munity development response varies greatly according to
the degree and length of immigrant presence, the capacity
of the organizations to adapt, and the availability of exist-
ing resource networks. Gateway cities like Los Angeles,
Chicago, New York and Miami have a long history with
immigrants. Their networks are relatively sophisticated, yet
many newcomers experience isolation within their own
neighborhoods. In some areas, ethnic-focused community
development organizations have emerged to fill the need
for language-specific, culturally appropriate programs that
address housing discrimination and small business de-
velopment. Furthermore, established organizations have

Understanding Local Immigrant Characteristics

Characteristics Questions

Settlement patterns ]

Immigrant L]

population growth ]

Economic status u

community development.

Immigrant status B What is their legal status?

Motivation u

It is difficult to design services without a basic understanding of an immigrant group's socioeconomic, historical
and cultural characteristics. This table presents some of the questions that CDOs have found it important to ask
when trying to understand the specific characteristics and needs of local immigrant communities.

Where are immigrants moving from and where are they settling? Why?
B |n what kinds of conditions do most immigrants find themselves?

How fast or slow is the demographic change?
What countries do the recent immigrants come from?

What education level and skill level do immigrants have?

® What is the level of English proficiency in speaking, reading and writing?

® What kinds of dwellings or living conditions do immigrants tend to live in the
neighborhood? Renters and homeowners often have different visions for

B What is the family structure of most immigrants in the neighborhood?

B Are there other immigrant-serving organizations addressing citizenship needs?

What are their reasons for immigrating?

B Do immigrants feel culturally alienated in the community? Why or why not?

®m Do certain immigrant groups have strong cultural connections in the community that assist
them? If so, how can a CDO access and build on those existing connections?
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broadened their mission from serving one ethnic group
to reach a more diverse constituency. CDOs that have
broadened their missions rarely limit programs to people
in their service neighborhood, and have stretched limited
resources to areas where mainstream organizations have not
responded.

But traditional gateway cities are not the only places ex-
periencing immigrant growth and diversity. Data from the
2000 census brings to light the dispersal of recent immigrants
to suburbs outside central metropolitan cities to Midwestern
counties and rural towns all over the country. Immigrants
are migrating or immigrating directly to these areas to be
with family members, and to take advantage of job oppor-

Local Needs Assessment Box 31

m El Centro, Inc, conducted a survey of immigrant
adults in the metropolitan region of Kansas City,
Kansas. The CDO adopted an organizing strategy to
identify and define the social, economic, educational
and civic realities of Latino immigrants through a
comprehensive needs assessment. El Centro used
the study in its strategic planning process.

m Chhaya Community Development Corporation, in
Queens, New York, conducted a quantitative and
qualitative needs assessment of the South Asian
American community using various data resources,
including decennial census data from the New York
City’s Housing and Vacancy Survey, and data from
a random survey and focus groups conducted by
Chhaya CDC staff. Using a grassroots approach
that included interviews in various languages, the
organization was able to capture information that
would not be revealed by quantitative data alone.

m Neighborhood Housing Services of New York
City (NHS of NYC) has adopted various forms of
market analysis in order to understand its changing
constituency.In 2002, NHS of NYC hired a consulting
group, Checco Communications, to conduct a
series of focus groups throughout the region. The
information gathered helped the CDO develop
more culturally appropriate marketing messages
for immigrants. NHS of NYC was also involved in a
needs assessment with HUD and Hunter College to
understand the homebuying needs of Koreans and
Dominicans in northern Queens. This partnership
between the CDO, college and public agency was
a way to leverage meaningful information for all
parties involved.

tunities and affordable housing. The influx of immigrants
to rural areas, for example, has caused numerous challenges.
Often there are few community development organizations
to handle the growing numbers, and those present are ill-
equipped to provide services to meet the critical housing
needs of migrant agricultural workers or immigrant factory
workers. These phenomena mean that community develop-
ment practitioners in these areas must seek new methods of
outreach, education and partnership.

Given the heterogeneity of this immigrant wave, there
are no one-size-fits all solutions to engaging immigrants in
community development. Community development orga-
nizations working in dynamic neighborhoods with changing
demographics frequently wrestle with questions such as:

= How do I know when immigrant communities are
moving into my neighborhood?

= What are their community-development needs?

= What role can my organization play in working with
recent immigrant groups?

= Who else in the community is working on these
issues?

= Where can my organization get the resources to
expand and strengthen our immigrant focused work?

These questions — along with countless others about
socioeconomic conditions, housing and economic-develop-
ment opportunities, leadership development, and the avail-
ability of resources — can be answered through a firm under-
standing of the immigrant communities being served, their
organizational capacity, and other key stakeholders in the
immigrant community. Many of the CDOs targeting services
to newcomers have four common elements: (1) understand-
ing of local demographic changes and immigrant needs in
the community, (2) organizational assessment of the capacity
to address the changes and needs, (3) knowledge of strategic
partners and a willingness to collaborate, and (4) innovative
programs and services tailored to community needs.

Understanding local demographic changes

Detailed market analysis is already a common practice
that well-managed CDOs engage in, but it is crucial for
CDO:s that work in communities with changing demograph-
ics to consistently and constantly analyze local demographic
trends. Using data that is based on observation, research and
analysis rather than anecdotal information helps CDOs
identify and present the needs of their changing commu-
nity.* Although demographic analysis of data from sourc-
es such as the census and the American Housing Survey
helps, it is not the only means of understanding the local
immigrant population. Qualitative data collection through
grassroots methods like facilitated focus groups or door-
knocking further illustrates the most pressing needs for in-
visible immigrant communities, many of whom might not
have been counted in the census or any other governmental
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surveys because of their uncertain legal status.” A thorough
and sound needs assessment can help an organization artic-
ulate and justify the need for action and change. It will also
help to create baseline statistics that will be important to
communicate to funders, board members and other stake-
holders (See Box 3.1, Local Needs Assessment).

It is crucial for CDOs that work in
communities with changing demographics
to consistently and constantly analyze
local demographic trends.

Organizational assessment

Recognizing the community development characteristics
and needs of newcomers is only the first element of reach-
ing out to the immigrant community. CDOs must also take
stock of their organizational capacity in order to determine
the staffing and resources needed to serve the community.

Once CDOs have a clear assessment of their changing
constituency and understand their organizational capacity
to serve the immigrant population, they can engage in some
form of strategic planning. Strategic planning allows CDOs to
think through the entire service-delivery process, recognizing
staff capacity. For example, in the Twin Cities of Minnesota,
the Community Neighborhood Housing Services found it
to be cost-efficient to train people within the immigrant
community about financial services and home ownership.
Once trained, the Homeownership Center hired immigrant
trainees as consultants and provided them with cell phones to
field questions and concerns from potential clients.®

Strategic partnerships

Developing strategic partnerships is a key element in
building organizational capacity to serve immigrant com-
munities, and more importantly in creating a network of
organizations that provide continuous support. In many
cases, it does not make sense for a CDO to serve multiple
populations. Instead, the organization should foster partner-
ships or contracts with organizations that have a track record
of geographic or cultural understanding with immigrant
populations. Immigrant-focused and ethnic-specific organi-
zations can help serve communities with specific language
or cultural barriers. Frequently, these community-based
organizations provide the first wave of social services and
short-term or emergency housing to newcomers. But they
often lack the capacity to get immigrant families into the
pipeline of the financial system, long-term housing, stable
jobs and homeownership opportunities. Some CDOs look
to connect their financial literacy and education programs
to English-language schools or citizenship classes at the local

community center. Other CDOs have linked up with local
schools because they found that many working immigrant
parents were only willing to take time out to participate in
programs related to their child’s success.

Another approach adopted by CDOs is to reach out to
trusted advisors and leaders in local immigrant communities
and organizations. Although board members and the leader-
ship of CDOs are often members of the local community as
well, there is often a time lag from when the demographics
of a community are changing and when CDOs are able to
build immigrant leadership within the staff or organization-
al leadership. As the residential make-up of a neighborhood
changes, CDOs must respond by providing the training op-
portunities and outreach for immigrant residents to partici-
pate and develop their leadership.

Box 32
Partnerships hetween financial

institutions and CDOs

Increasingly, financial institutions are developing
partnerships with CDOs due to immigrants’ potential
market power. More CDOs are endorsing financial
education and training for immigrant and minority
communities. As a result, there are several resources for
language-specific information on financial education.
One such effort is the Money Smart program of the
Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC). The
curriculum is offered in Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese
and Korean. The tailored language versions of Money
Smart were developed to help build awareness among
unbanked immigrants. Also, the National Coalition
for Asian Pacific American Community Development
(National CAPACD) offers free financial education
materials online in English, Chinese, Korean and
Vietnamese." Motivated financial institutions, such as
Wells Fargo and First National Bank and Trust of Rogers,
Arkansas, are becoming more aware of the power of
reaching and capturing the eligible immigrant market
for housing opportunities. A handbook developed by the
Fannie Mae Foundation and Georgetown University's
Institute for the Study of International Migration
presents various ways that financial institutions can
access immigrant communities. One possibility includes
partnering with community based organizations to
provide needed financial-literacy training. The handbook
describes ways that banks can use organizations like
CDOs as a conduit?
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For established organizations, such as the Unity Council in Oakland, California, it did not make
sense to duplicate services that were already being offered by other CDOs in the area.

Motivation: Recognizing that their community’s largest population, Latinos, dropped below 50 percent of the
area population, the leadership decided to broaden the organizational mission to include a more diverse
constituency that also works with underserved Asian Pacific Americans (APAs).

Strategy: The Unity Council’s former executive director and founding member, Arabella Martinez, understood
that her staff could not tackle the issues facing Southeast Asian families alone. The organization sought out part-
nership with other CDOs in the region with knowledge of, access to and expertise on the APA community.

Outcome: Unity Council’s job-readiness and employment program involves an extensive partnership between
five community-based organizations and is available in seven languages.

Tailored programs

Given the increasing diversity and complexity of immi-
grant communities today, CDOs need to develop innova-
tive outreach and appropriate delivery strategies — and must
also think ahead. Some of the issues facing underserved im-
migrants are similar to those of the low-income population
as a whole, but there are specific socio-cultural barriers that
make it even more challenging for new immigrants to better
their circumstances. Language access, employment opportu-
nities and cultural attitudes about financial institutions are
some of the barriers that make it difficult for immigrants
to engage in community development opportunities. In
some areas, the influx of new immigrants is so fast that there
simply are not enough institutions to address the changing
needs of the community. Immigrants have so many differ-
ent needs that even cities with constant flows of immigrants
have a relatively weak immigrant support infrastructure.

Grven the increasing diversity and
complextity of immigrant communities
today, CDOs need to develop innovative
outreach and appropriate delivery
strategies — and must also think abead.

Outreach strategies: Offering bilingual services and trans-
lated materials are not enough, especially given the increas-
ing diversity of today’s immigrants. Outreach and marketing
strategies to immigrant communities must be innovative,
recognizing their education level, cultural values and pri-
orities. CDOs must update traditional outreach methods by
using ethnic print media and local radio stations to inform
immigrant communities about their services. Increasingly,
CDOs must do more footwork and outreach to churches,
trade associations and mutual assistance associations to gain
access to immigrant communities. CDOs that work with

newcomers often have strong education and training com-
ponents that are accessible to working immigrants and pro-
vide culturally appropriate one-on-one counseling that meets
the language needs and cultural norms of that community.
For example, in order to decrease the homeownership gap
of the growing Latino population, the National Council of
La Raza supports increased employment of Latino bilingual
and bicultural professionals in the financial services industry
through training and internship programs. Neighborhood
Housing Services of New York City conducts public-opin-
ion research to identify appropriate media messages and
themes that encourage qualified immigrant families to seek
homeownership opportunities; then it markets its materials
through ethnic radio, print, and television outlets.

Community-building: CDOs dealing with neighborhood
tensions fueled by anti-immigrant sentiment and discrimi-
nation should focus on common goals and issues. Commu-
nity-building activities must openly address the anxiety that
arises between existing communities and newcomers. CDOs
often wrestle with questions about how to mediate tensions
between existing communities and newcomers. Lori Gay,
President and CEO of Los Angeles Neighborhood Hous-
ing Services, says this issue is not new, but is increasingly
important to deal with.” She asserts that all members of the
community should focus on common issues, like decent
and affordable housing or living-wage jobs. Sometimes it
is a matter of dispelling misconceptions that are rooted in
the negative stereotypes of immigrants. Tensions around job
competition and limited resources continue to arise between
those who consider themselves “Americans” and those who
are labeled as “foreigners.” For many existing residents, there
is an honest concern that increased job competition with low-
skilled workers reduces the earnings and job opportunities
of low-skilled or disadvantaged native workers. But no con-
clusive evidence exists that immigrants displace natives from
jobs or reduce earnings of the average worker.!

Challenges of a growing immigrant population have
been prominent in California in the past decade. CDOs
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and community leaders in historically African American
communities, like South Central Los Angeles, struggle with
the fact that the majority of the population is now Latino.
Community development leaders must possess a multira-
cial and multiethnic perspective that fully appreciates each
group’s needs while successfully advocating for multigroup
goals that produce a greater good for everyone. CDOs must
communicate and work with other organizations for the
common good, to foster community goodwill, and to build
infrastructure and programs that will improve everyone’s
standard of living and generate neighborhood vitality. Lead-
ers of CDOs must negotiate how best to bring groups that
are in conflict together as well as to mitigate disputes over
competition for limited resources.

Private sector attention: Due to issues of immigration
status, income sources and creditworthiness, many immi-
grants are ineligible for certain financial services and pro-
grams. As lenders attach increasing importance to formal
credit histories, the challenges for potential borrowers
living outside the economic mainstream are intensifying.
The increasing use of conventional tools to measure cred-
itworthiness means that many immigrants are deemed in-
eligible for financing when their conventional assets and
income are handled by computerized screening. Many im-
migrants cannot demonstrate conventional credit histories.
By custom, many immigrants prefer not to use credit cards;
while they may pay rent, their names might not be on the
lease; multiple generations live in the same home or apart-
ment; and often their work is paid for in cash and there is no
written documentation of their employment on the books.

However, lending institutions are providing more in-
novative financial products that take into account the

challenges of immigrants regarding eligibility, citizenship
status, income sources and creditworthiness. Banks, mort-
gage institutions and real estate brokers are increasingly
aware that immigrant homebuyers make up a market of bor-
rowers largely unfamiliar with and often skeptical of finan-
cial institutions. Lending professionals can aid immigrants’
entry into and completion of the homebuying process by
advertising in their native languages, employing staff who
speak those languages, and educating staff about relevant
issues and barriers for specific immigrant populations. Com-
munity development organizations need to tap into this
growing attention to immigrant markets and help to expand
and inform private practices. CDOs can focus on financial
fitness in order to get low-income immigrant families into
the economic pipeline (See Box 3.2, Partnerships between
financial institutions and CDOs).

In addition to the linguistic, cultural and institutional
barriers that face many immigrant communities, there are
various challenges that CDOs face when looking to increase
their strategies to meet immigrant needs. With dwindling
government support for operating expenses, many CDOs
are unable to build their capacity to meet the needs of their
changing populations. The lack of resources and support is
also a result of the constraints imposed by funders, even
if the CDOs are committed to carrying out their mission
of being resident driven. National intermediaries, such as
NeighborWorks America, Enterprise Community Partners,
and the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC), are
beginning to respond to the growth of the immigrant popu-
lation by providing CDOs with financial training and sup-
port. Some banks at the national level have broad goals, but
allow their local entities to determine the market needs and

In order to address the growing need for housing services for the Latino population in Arizona,
the National Council for La Raza’s Homeownership Network (NHN) brought a coalition of
Latino CDOs together to increase outreach, specialized products, and services. The coalition
includes Housing for Mesa, Chicanos Por La Causa, Housing America Corporation and the

National Council for La Raza.

Motivation: To break Latinos’ language and cultural barriers to the homebuying process.

Strategy: Target low- to moderate income Latino families that are potential homebuyers with the following programs:

B  Flexible underwriting through a partnership with Fannie Mae to create more flexible standards with Nattional
Council of La Raza (NCLR). Innovations included substitution of nontraditional evidence of creditworthi-
ness, such as regular payments of rent and utility bills for families with little or no credit history, and greater
acceptance of multiple sources of income to calculate mortgage eligibility.

B Down-payment assistance provided as small grants through the use of public and private resources.

B Mandatory prepurchase housing counseling by Latino CDOs with support from Fannie Mae and First Inter-
state and with extensive technical assistance from NCLR.
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entry points. In order to expand and tailor services to immi-
grants, organizations need financial and technical resources
to access data and market analyses, as well as regional and
national networks to share successful service delivery and
inclusion strategies.

Conclusion

Immigration today is different from the past and is
driving much of the dynamic change in neighborhoods.
CDO’s should play a key role in addressing the housing,
economic and civic-engagement needs of new immigrants
in the neighborhoods they serve. CDO’s are often the first
to know about local housing concerns for new residents.
They are positioned to identify trends and needs in immi-
grant communities, and possess the creativity and flexibil-
ity to calibrate the support to effectively match that need.
The growing immigrant population demands the attention
of the community development field at all levels. But the
goal of public agencies cannot reasonably be to advocate for
the development of distinct housing and economic develop-
ment projects for every ethnicity or immigrant subgroup.
Rather, local agencies should remain sensitive to the general
importance of culture, understand its relationship to racial
discrimination and intolerance, and work toward establish-
ing an inventory of strategies appropriate for many ethnic
groups and contexts. CDOs should primarily look to de-
velop strategic partnerships to educate and counsel immi-
grants about the U.S. financial sector. CDOs should also
work with lenders, real estate agents and banks to establish
programs appropriate for low-income immigrants.

CDO:s can be key players in economically uplifting im-
migrant communities, but they need to gather more data
and engage in more analysis of their markets. Staff should
know what demographic variables to look for and analyze. It
is important to talk to key informants, including immigrant
leaders, social-service advocates and regional coalitions.
Strategies must target the needs and assets of immigrants.
In order to do so, CDOs should assess their organizational
capacity and should develop a plan before retooling strate-
gies for outreach and programs. Strategic partnerships are
important in the entire process.

Finally, the homeownership focus of community devel-
opment is important, but is not the only key to an effective
community development strategy. CDO’s should extend
their homeownership goals to recognize the realistic barri-
ers facing the growing immigrant population. In many tight
housing markets, the low-income status of immigrants, cou-
pled with the lack of available and affordable housing, make
“the American Dream” very difficult to achieve. CDOs
should support immigrant advocacy issues with an emphasis
on multiple housing goals that address both rental and ho-
meowner needs, as well as economic development strategies
that deal with the economic gap. Dealing with unemploy-
ment, building day-care centers and promoting neighbor-
hood commercial areas are all ways to ensure that housing
efforts will not be undermined by other developments.!! By
increasing immigrant community awareness, knowledge, en-
gagement and commitment, CDOs can convey the urgency,
possibility, equity and inevitability of change in cities across

the United States.

In Santa Fe, New Mexico, Homewise (formerly Neighborhood Housing Services of Santa Fe)
has created a Spanish speaking Immigrant Program to help immigrants overcome their limited
English skills and understand the complicated rules of the mortgage industry.

Motivation: Many immigrants do not believe that home ownership is a realistic goal, and think that their only option
is to purchase a manufactured home using higher-interest financing. Non-English speakers are one of the most tar-
geted populations for predatory lending practices, and many experience high levels of housing discrimination.

Strategy: Education about the financial process and setting realistic expectations that the process will take time.
To deal with the issues of eligibility, Homewise developed a one-hour orientation called Mortgage Eligibility
for Immigrants that focuses on criteria for low-income, Spanish-speaking immigrants. Some sessions are held
in collaboration with local immigrant led CBOs, like Somos Un Pueblo Unido. The collaboration helps create
an environment of trust and legitimacy between immigrant customers and Homewise. Once deemed eligible,
participants fill out a customer profile and meet with a Spanish-speaking loan counselor for one-on-one services.

Outcome: In a few years, Homewise was able to assist 12 immigrant families into homeownership, and 24 are
close to being mortgage- ready. About 75 Spanish-speaking families now receive financial counseling. And

Spanish-speaking staff has increased to four.
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