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CONFRONTING OUR RACIAL GULFS

People of many colors seeking one just society 

By BILL CROW

Special to The Oregonian 

Even before the divisive debate over which, if any, street to name after Cesar E. Chavez, a new organization was laying the groundwork for greater political involvement by Oregon's racial and ethnic minorities. 

The Oregon League of Minority Voters was established in July. At our monthly meeting Thursday, we'll celebrate the holidays and look ahead to our ambitious agenda for the new year. 

The league's mission is to promote a broader understanding of public policies that uniquely affect people of color statewide. The lack of equal representation and participation from communities of color at senior policy levels in all tiers of local government makes our organization uniquely suitable to make a contribution to Oregon's future. 

Our core commitment is to provide policy education to people of color, engage in solution-driven advocacy and objective analysis of issues and to provide policy advice to state and local organizations and candidates for public offices. 

We believe that it is essential that our public policy priorities continue to take us on a journey toward social and economic justice. And for this to become a reality, it's incumbent that we shift our one-size-fits-all approach to public policy design and development to one that addresses the concerns of citizens whose voices are too often not heard or ignored. Yes, people of color share a common concern about affordable housing, health care and education, but there are peculiar burdens of cultural competency and historical barriers to access of these resources that have broad implications on minorities. 

The Oregon league is embarking on a two-year project --the Campaign for Just Policies --to shine light on current workforce, education and equal justice issues and their impact on people of color. Far too often, our communities are torn apart by the consequences of an unequal public education that fails to provide high-quality education to students of color and a justice system that tends to incarcerate people of color in higher numbers. Incomes among people of color have plummeted in this new economy, according to recent studies. In response, we will convene a platform early next year to advance a more inclusive and robust public discussion on the challenge of achieving equity within and across diverse communities. 

Developing partnerships with elected officials to address issues of inequality, discrimination and injustice is a priority. We will also work with others in the private sector to quicken the wheel of true integration in the workforce. 

We understand that taking genuine strides toward a credible and inclusive public policy process is hard work. But we are undaunted in building partnerships with other organizations to effect meaningful changes in our state. Our vision is to assist in creating a public policy landscape that reflects our state demographics. 

The Oregon League of Minority Voters is in the first phase of these efforts. We currently rely on foundations and corporate partnerships, as well as support from individuals, to fund our activities. 

The fact that an old white guy like me chairs the board of this multiethnic organization is not just coincidental. It will take all of us to confront the challenge of building a just society. These issues are not going away just because we refused to talk about them. The lesson from Hurricane Katrina tells us that we cannot afford to leave others behind. Working together, we can make a difference for all people. 

Bill Crow, an attorney with Schwabe, Williamson & Wyatt, is chairman of the Oregon League of Minority Voters, 2225 N. Lombard St., Suite 210, Portland, OR 97217.
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Uniting Minority Voters

New league looks to change political influence in Portland

By Helen Silvis of The Skanner

Look out mainstream Portland. A new group has come together that aims to boost the political influence of minority voters statewide. So if you believe that issues that matter to people of color oftentimes are sidelined in policy discussions, you might want to take a look at the Oregon League of Minority Voters.

The group has just formed and has plans to launch its first campaign early next year. With an office based on N. Lombard, and two employees, the league hopes to launch its first political initiatives in early 2008.

“A vast majority of people feel disconnected with proposed public policies,” said board member Jennifer Harry, a business lending officer with Pacific West Bank.

 “Our goal is — through education and debates — we want Americans to feel ownership of the policies, through understanding, increased votership and participation in the political process.”

As well as ensuring people of color have a say in policy formation, the group hopes to offer help to nonprofits, organizations and potential candidates.

“In addition to policy education, our mission is to provide grants research, policy advice to state and local organizations and provide communication counseling for anyone who wishes to be a more viable political candidate,” Harry said.

To bring more political clout to people of color, the league plans to organize events, such as candidate forums and small meetings, where candidates can discuss the needs of minority communities and the kind of policies that would support these communities.

Rev. Dr. T. Allen Bethel, senior pastor at Maranatha Church said he wants to see more African Americans using their votes and more candidates listening to African American viewpoints. Issues important to African Americans are important to all people, Rev. Bethel said, but they are too often ignored.

“When we look at the City of Portland and the North/Northeast area where the largest numbers of African Americans live, you see that many politicians don’t campaign very hard here because voter turnout is not very high,” he said. “That can’t continue.

“They’re saying that if it doesn’t make a difference then I’ll pay attention to areas where people are voting. That must not happen.”

Rev. Bethel points to the history of voting and the large number s of people who fought for the right of African Americans to vote. Now OLMV seeks to leverage those votes to improve life for all Oregonians.

The idea is to bring more people of color into the rooms where policy is made, said Bill Crow, the group’s interim chair.“ We would like to see if we can’t make the issues that are important to minorities important to everyone,” Crow said.

“What we’re trying to accomplish is to help the public to understand and discuss the policies and to get candidates to discuss issues of importance to minorities and we’d like to provide a forum where these issues can be discussed.”

Crow, an attorney with the law firm Schwabe, Williamson and Wyatt, said he was disappointed recently, when most of the national Republican candidates for the presidential nomination failed to show at a forum organized by an African American group.

“I found that very offensive that they wouldn’t show up and discuss minority issues,” Crow said. “They missed a golden opportunity … Perhaps I’ll be proved wrong, but I don’t think that will happen here in Oregon.”

Supporters of Oregon League of Minority Voters include: Jaime Lim, publisher of the Asian Reporter; Pete Savage of the carpenters union; Nick Fish, attorney with Meyer and Wyse LLP; Jeff Cogen, Multnomah County Commissioner. The group has hired Promise King, former senior policy advisor to state treasurer Randall Edwards and political columnist for the Portland Tribune, as executive director, and Sarah Blount as community and development officer.

King said he has sat in countless policy meetings where he was the only Black person at the table. As a result, issues such as disparities in employment, economic wellbeing, health and education have been sidelined.

“People of color should come along and become active leaders …” King said. “We believe that political parties that don’t have input from people of color are retrogressive at best and inadequate to resolve issues of disparity, cultural competency and equal opportunity.”

After New Year, the group plans to begin work on a launch event and a Minority Political Summit, which will bring together political candidates and people of color. Meanwhile Crow and Harry are scheduling visits to grassroots and business groups, such as the African American Chamber of Commerce, so they can hear the concerns of minority business owners. This will give the group an idea of the topics it needs to raise, she said.

“Being nonpartisan, we won’t endorse any particular candidate or policy, we simply ask the questions that need to be asked for better clarity of the proposed policy.”

Opinions and needs will differ among and within Portland’s minority communities, yet a common strand unites people of color, Harry said.

“What we tend to find is that most of the issues among various minority groups are very similar,” she said. “It boils down to equality … While there may be some differences, we are all on the same side.

“In helping create an alliance among the different groups, we can have a stronger voice — a voice that insists on being heard.”

Contact Oregon League of Minority Voters at 2225 N. Lombard, Suite 210, Portland 97217 Phone: 503-289-7520 Fax: 503-289-1405 or Email: leagueof minorityvoters@gmail.com
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Minority league looks to schools

New nonprofit aims to engage young people of color with debate teams

By Jennifer Anderson  

For the past two decades, Promise King has worked in politics at the city, state, national and even international levels.

The Nigerian-born policy wonk (and former columnist for the Portland Tribune) now has returned to a place he loves, North Portland, to help the city’s minority youths become as active in public policy as he has been.

He is the executive director of a new nonprofit, perhaps the first of its kind in the country, called the Oregon League of Minority Voters.

The group, which formed last summer with a 16-person board of directors and four staff members including King, aims to create opportunities for young blacks, Latinos, Asians and American Indians to gain a broader understanding of public policy and how it affects their lives.

“We want to groom young leaders of color … to have the critical ability to explore their point of view in the public arena,” King said. “It’s an investment in Oregon to have every ethnicity represented at the policy table.”

So far he’s begun working with schools with high minority populations to establish a debate team that would be supported by his staff. He has started conversations at Jefferson and Roosevelt in North Portland, as well as Forest Grove High and Woodburn High.

At each school, he hopes to attract at least 10 interested students who’ll sign up to attend “vigorous” debate sessions about issues relating to their community, such as the achievement gap, economic disparity and the overrepresentation of minorities in prison.

As early as this fall, the students would enroll in classes that would support the debate focus, such as a high-level English course, social science, logic or ethics. Since Jefferson and Roosevelt don’t offer logic and ethics, King said he’d provide instructors to teach those subjects after school.

In the meantime, he’s encouraging local students to attend a debate his organization is coordinating Feb. 27, with Oregon U.S. Senate candidates David Loera, Jeff Merkley, Candy Neville and Steve Novick.

In late April, the league will host a summit for all candidates of color who are running for office statewide, to speak about issues relevant to minority communities. Students and the public are invited.

Some of the league’s founding members, who now serve on the board of directors, are attorney and City Council candidate Nick Fish, The Skanner newspaper publisher Bernie Foster, Multnomah County Commissioner Jeff Cogen, and Jennifer Harry, vice president of Portland’s Asian American Business Alliance.

For information, e-mail leagueofminorityvoters@gmail.com, or call 503-289-7520. The league office is at 2225 N. Lombard St., Suite 210. 
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Oregon League of Minority Voters to grill candidates

During Dinner of Hope

By Julie Cortez
El Hispanic News Writer

Portland, OR — Candidates sow a lot of promises during their campaigns, and the Oregon League of Minority Voters (OLMV) wants to find out how many of those promises will bear fruit for communities of color.

Portland mayoral and city council candidates will answer questions about how their policy choices would impact people of color when the OLMV hosts its first fundraising Dinner of Hope on May 12, 5:30 p.m. to 8:15 p.m., at the Oregon Convention Center. Many of the questions will come from the community — the OLMV has been soliciting suggestions for weeks — and some will come from the league’s board.

Robert Ball, who sits on the OLMV board and is an event co-chair, said the league hopes to make the dinner an annual election-year opportunity for the community to find out where candidates stand.

One topic of interest this year, for example, might be the promise of “green” jobs in Oregon due to expanding demand for environmentally-friendly technology.

“As we try to figure our how we’re going to bring those jobs to Portland,” Ball said, “how are we going to make sure people of color aren’t left out of the equation?”

Also during the event, the OLMV will honor Mayor Tom Potter and Russ Danielson, vice president and chief executive of Providence Health & Services, with Liberty Awards for their efforts on behalf of people of color. Oregon University System Chancellor George Pernsteiner will deliver a keynote address on “Civil Rights in the 21st Century.”

Individual tickets to the dinner are $100; table sponsorships are $2,000. To order tickets, contact the OLMV at 503-289-7520 or info@OregonLMV.org.
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Oregon candidates seek support of communities of color

By Julie Cortez
El Hispanic News Writer

  
Portland, OR — Fifteen Oregon candidates made their case Monday night at the inaugural Dinner of Hope, a candidates’ forum and awards ceremony hosted by the Oregon League of Minority Voters (OLMV).
  
With a theme of “Civil Rights in the 21st Century,” the event at the Oregon Convention Center served as an opportunity to candidates to share how, if elected, their policy decisions would affect people of color. Also, the OLMV presented Liberty Awards to Portland Mayor Tom Potter and Russ Danielson of Providence Health and Services for their efforts in favor of communities of color.
  
Speakers predominately touched on the issues of education, housing, the environment, and the economy, but one — David Loera, Democratic candidate for U.S. Senate — chose to focus on immigration.
  
Loera, who said he is “the only minority running in the Senate race,” added that while topics like the war in Iraq and healthcare are legitimate campaign issues, what candidates are forgetting to talk about is immigration.
  
The former mental health counselor, teacher, and farmworker called for an end to the “problem of fear mongering, of scapegoating minorities.”
  
Three other Democrats looking to unseat Republican Sen. Gordon Smith — Steve Novick, Candy Neville, and Jeff Merkley — also shared their positions.
Businessman Sho Dozono and Commissioner Sam Adams, who are both seeking to succeed Potter as mayor, not only appealed for votes, they also appeared together on stage to appeal for donations for the OLMV (oregonlmv.org, 503-289-7520).
  
Dozono, who emigrated from Japan as a child, said when he was in high school and college he never imagined that someone like him could run for mayor. “But now it’s possible,” he said.
  
Adams insisted that while Portland is a “great city” that is internationally admired, there is a need to “look below the surface of our achievements” and see the problems that remain, especially regarding the challenges that women and communities of color face.
  
Portland’s crowded City Council race was well-represented at the event. Commissioner candidates for Position 1 — Adams’ seat — in attendance were Amanda Fritz, Mike Fahey, John Branam, Chris Smith, Charles Lewis, and Jeff Bissonnette. Candidates for Position 2 — Erik Sten’s seat — included Jim Middaugh, Harold Williams Two, and Nick Fish.
  
The OLMV originally planned to include a question and answer session during the candidates’ forum, but according to OLMV member Tom Unger that idea was scrapped due to the high number of people running for office who attended.
  
“We decided at the last minute that instead of asking the candidates to respond to a few questions for 35-40 seconds each question, we would give them each three minutes to state their positions, Unger said. “We felt this would give voters a better idea of where each candidate stands.”
  
Oregon University System Chancellor George Pernsteiner delivered a keynote address in which he declared the right to an education a civil right and decried higher dropout rates and lower participation in higher learning among America’s young people. He linked low levels of education to low voter participation, and warned that this correlation disproportionately affects communities of color.
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