Postscripts to Athens: 31 May workshop session

Is the tight definitional embrace of the community foundation

stifling the growth of community philanthropy?

Susan Wilkinson-Maposa, a social development practitioner and researcher based in South Africa, and Monica Patten of Community Foundations of Canada and WINGS made introductory presentations on this provocative question from Allavida.

Susan suggested that people pay too much attention to form and structure when talking about community foundations rather than looking at their activities and impact. She stressed their valuable contribution but reminded the audience that they are only one way of organising philanthropy. She feels that there is missionary zeal around the community foundation field (backed up by some enthusiastic funders) that encourages an imposed model – exported from the USA – on countries exploring approaches to community development. She is researching traditional patterns of mutuality and support in Southern Africa which she feels should be the basis for organic development.

Susan contrasted “poor-on-poor” mutual help with charity and patronage by the wealthy. Community foundations, however, were presented by other contributors to discussion as offering a different approach from either of these, adding value to poorer communities and empowering them through access to new resources. 

Monica, an experienced practitioner with knowledge of international development, did not accept that there is a tightly defined community foundation model. Within country networks community foundations are much more concerned with the impact of their grantmaking than with issues of definition. She was also sure that culturally appropriate concepts of philanthropy are the only ones that successfully take root and flourish in local environments. 

She made the point that the term community foundation defies tight definition. People outside the field refer to the "US model” – but this is now just one version and up-to-date knowledge needs multi-national comparisons. Some core elements are shared: rootedness in locality; a primary purpose of strengthening the community through grants to other groups and organisations to carry out their work; multiple, and primarily local, donors. Monica described a development in one area in the Philippines where a local leader encouraged a mass of people to pool small contributions into a powerful whole.

Several contributors warned of dangers in some versions of the community foundation concept. Too much dependence on donor advised funds means a community foundation’s leaders may not have funds to use in tackling the most pressing local issues. Too much emphasis on donor services can result in an elitist organisation, out of touch with the community’s needs. There are risks in a field which is growing as fast as this one. Monica also emphasised the need for practitioners like herself to do more to document and disseminate their experience.

The audience joined in lively discussion and confirmed the importance of addressing issues of impact (“what we do and how well we do it”), asking external funders which support community foundation development to share responsibility for this. Caution was advocated about romanticising traditional patterns of mutual support.

Susan and Monica agreed to continue this conversation in other contexts, eg through Alliance and the community foundation Symposium in Berlin later in the year.

Postscripts to Athens; breakfast session June 1st 2004:

Global Bridges for Local Communities

This session was chaired by Barry Gaberman, the Ford Foundation. Speakers included Monica Patten, the Worldwide Initiatives for Grantmaker Support (WINGS-CF), Kaerim Chatti, the Transatlantic Community Foundation Network (TCFN), and Jana Kunická, the Community Philanthropy Initiative (CPI) of the European Foundation Centre (EFC). The purpose of this session was to explore the impact support organisations – represented networks have in the community philanthropy movement, what difference they make and the added value they bring to the growth of community philanthropy and performance of community philanthropy organisations (CPOs, including community foundations - CFs) around the globe. 

Kaerim Chatti on behalf of the Transatlantic Community Foundation Network (TCFN) introduced this network, which provides platform for the exchange of experience and expertise of CFs on both sides of the Atlantic. It has 46 members from 13 different countries. Its objective is to facilitate, nurture, and encourage the growing interest in the idea of CFs in Europe, Northern America, and Mexico. This network is peer learning opportunity for CFs on international level; it is forum for mutual exchange and learning. 

Monica Patten on behalf of the Worldwide Initiatives for Grantmaker Support (WINGS-CF) presented this network as a tool – a mechanism for connecting people and ideas and experiences around the world. WINGS-CF focuses on associations and support organisations (SOs), which have among their membership also CFs. Goal is to encourage, promote and support community philanthropy as a way to build more just, resilient and sustainable communities. 

Jana Kunická on behalf of the Community Philanthropy Initiative (CPI) of the European Foundation Centre (EFC) introduced this network which supports and promotes the development of community philanthropy across Europe. CPI cooperates with CPOs, CFs, SOs, concerned institutions and individuals, and donors. CPI currently cooperates with over 700 organisations. 

Represented networks develop numerous activities in the area of information and research; e.g. two major mapping exercises in community philanthropy development globally and in Europe are conducted by WINGS-CF and CPI – the “Community Foundation Global Status Report 2004” and the “Community Philanthropy Watch: Europe 2004” respectively. All materials collected and/or developed by networks are available on their websites, which they, along with periodicals, use as important communication tool. All three networks stressed the value of face-to-face meetings and peer exchanges as the most effective, important and requested benefit provided for participants. 

All three networks conducted comprehensive evaluations which assessed the quality of work they perform, yet to address the issue of their impact on the development of community philanthropy and its mechanisms is more difficult. Most of these networks cooperate with support organisations (on national/regional level) which support community philanthropy development in their countries. However, the question remains if these networks are making any difference at the community level – with CFs and CPOs. There were few issues/challenges raised in this session when it comes to present and future impact of networks and the added value they bring into the community philanthropy field. 

· Relevancy: though working with organisations on higher level – national/regional, it is important to remain relevant for CFs and CPOs and make sure that networks succeed to channel the information and/or services to the community level. 

· Informality: there is great importance in work behind the scenes, spotting trends and reporting on those, making informal connections with other alliances, bringing stories to them and learning from others, nurturing contacts. There is lot of connecting, alliance building and learning going on informally; to grasp, disseminate and share this constitutes a challenge.

· Leadership: it is necessary to concentrate on developing necessary skills and tools to make leadership transition in the future successful. 

· Accessibility of information and services remains to be important: how to remain connected to networks' participants in most effective and reciprocal manner. 

· Sustainability (concerning development of human resources, governance, accountability, transparency, and financial resources) is of great importance to continue activities of these networks. 

· Building respect: for any support organisation it is important to remain respectful of different experiences, cultures, and traditions. 

· The community philanthropy movement consists of institutions along the entire continuum from start-up to maturity. International networks need to address this nuance and take advantage of this continuum, e.g. transfer existing knowledge from different developmental phases by creating peer learning groups. 

Issue of feedback: it is important to reflect on networks contribution to the field by asking filed representatives/organisations about how networks are improving their work. 

Postscripts to Athens: 1 June workshop session

Big, bad cities: why is it proving so hard to start community foundations in the capitals?

David Carrington, an independent consultant, shared some issues he had considered in evaluating the effectiveness of the use of grants in attempts initiated by Community Foundation Network (CFN) in the UK to develop a community foundation for London. He asked: has community foundation development really proved hardest in capital cities – and if so, why?

Members of the audience offered examples of successful foundations in Ottawa, Melbourne and Bratislava but noted these are smaller, less complex cities than London. In some places capital city development was waiting until community foundations were better rooted in the country. Alan Freeman talked about the 38 year-old Jerusalem Foundation, grantmaking with funds raised overwhelmingly from overseas donors for whom the city is a symbol as well as a place. Much of the Foundation’s work creates identification with activities and localities within the city, for people whose roots are elsewhere. In its origins the Foundation had vital leadership from the Mayor of Jerusalem and other prominent figures.

David gave facts and figures to illustrate the complexity of London: a large area with 7.3 million people, 32 local government districts; a national and global financial centre with many company headquarters; the base of central government and national media; “a collection of villages”; a focus for intensely competitive fundraising by national charities.

To add complexity, community foundations are a newish concept in the UK and seven very different community foundations have developed within areas of London. After independent research, CFN had aimed, with the support of these smaller foundations, to see how London might be better covered by community foundations. Some time later this evolved into feasibility work for a London Community Foundation. After several years this was deemed impossible and the plan abandoned. David chronicled some of this effort, differentiating between those hazards which potentially affected any developing organisation, those affecting community foundations in particular, and others peculiar to London.

Olga Alexeeva (CAF Russia) described activity that led, after much frustration and initial difficulty, to the development of Moscow Community Foundation. Moscow is a complex city, smaller in scale than London but with a bigger population, 40% being incomers. As in London, it was difficult to get started, fund operating costs, retain staff and start attracting the interest of donors. Unlike London, Moscow CF recently attracted the interest of a few influential people committed to building the foundation, and development is gathering momentum. One lesson from this experience was that development strategy and even structure and operations, must be different in a capital city. As in London, much debate in Moscow focuses on how to combine city-wide development with local funds or foundations covering the city’s many “villages”.

The audience reflected on these experiences. One conclusion was that the problem was not one of capital cities but the absence of “connectedness” in big, complex cities. Smaller places could have similar problems – transient populations or “boom and bust” patterns caused by over-dependence on tourism, or other seasonal/cyclical factors – again demonstrating a lack of identification with the place. 

