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To the Reader: 
 
Veterans of the environmental and social justice movements in the San Francisco Bay 
Area will remember EDGE—The Alliance of Ethnic and Environmental Organizations—as 
a pioneer in collaboration.  From 1992-1997, EDGE worked to find and develop 
common ground between environmental and social justice communities.  In deciding to 
dissolve the organization in July 1997, the EDGE Board of Directors recognized that five 
years of hard work had delivered successes, failures, and—equally important—lessons 
that could inform future activists of the strategies and challenges to be embraced or 
overcome in doing this difficult and critical work.   
 
With the generous support of the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the Alexander 
Gerbode Foundation and the San Francisco Foundation, the EDGE Board commissioned 
a report to examine the history and experience of this trailblazing organization.  The 
report, first released in February 1998, was based upon extensive interviews with Board 
Members and other interested parties, as well as a review of organizational documents.  
It includes a candid analysis of factors contributing to the rise and fall of EDGE and 
insights into the future of collaborative efforts.  
 
Five years have passed since EDGE closed its doors.  In reviewing this report within the 
context of current-day events and politics, it is clear that many of the issues and pressures 
that led to the creation and dissolution of the organization are still present in the 
environmental and social justice communities today.  Thanks to the original foundations, 
we are re-issuing this document as a resource for all who work in these fields, a reminder 
to us all that building diverse alliances is essential to success.  And that the experience of 
this important predecessor organization can provide assistance and insight into this work.  
 
We invite you to read—or re-read—Learning from the Past, Looking to the Future as you 
blaze future trails in collaboration on environmental protection and social justice 
concerns.    
 
 
Kimery Wiltshire 
Diversity Network Project 
November 2002 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
In 1997, the Board of Directors of EDGE: The Alliance of Ethnic and Envi-
ronmental Organizations, a California nonprofit, voted unanimously to dis-
solve the organization.  EDGE officially closed its doors in July 1997. 
 
In the Fall of 1997, the Board of Directors commissioned this report to ex-
amine the organization’s history, its successes and failures, and to identify the 
lessons learned and the opportunities created. 
 
During the five years of EDGE’s operations, 1992 to 1997, it achieved a 
number of enthusiastically acclaimed successes and was often pointed to as a 
model of how environmental, social, civic and environmental justice groups 
could find, and be strengthened by, a common ground. 
 
Since EDGE’s work resulted in significant successes and the organization 
was considered to be a national model, why was the organization dissolved?  
This report seeks to answer that question and to provide recommendations 
and ideas to foster ongoing discussions and possible next steps. 
 
It is important to note that this report was made possible by the commitment 
of EDGE’s Board of Directors and staff to explore, examine and learn from 
not only the organization’s successes, but also its difficulties and failures.  As 
a result of their honesty and dedication, others now have the opportunity to 
look to new possibilities. 
 

...to establish a partnership  
between environmentalists and 

communities of color to broaden 
their respective interests, 

 to recognize their common 
concerns, and to educate 

the members of their 
respective communities on 
critical environmental and 

social justice issues. 
 

EDGE Founding 
By-laws 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
This report was commissioned by the Board of Directors of EDGE: The Al-
liance of Ethnic and Environmental Organizations following the dissolution 
of the organization in 1997.   
 
The purpose of this report is to examine the organization’s history, its suc-
cesses and failures, and to identify the lessons learned and opportunities cre-
ated.  The report is based on extensive, confidential interviews with former 
and current Board members and staff, key supporters and activists, and ex-
tensive review of organizational materials. 
 
 
History of EDGE 

 
EDGE was founded in 1992 as a partnership between environmentalists and 
communities of color, amid the context of an emerging national conversation 
about the common ground between the environmental justice movement 
and the mainstream environmental movement. 
 
During the five years of EDGE’s operations, 1992 to 1997, it achieved a 
number of enthusiastically acclaimed successes and was often pointed to as a 
model of how environmental, social, civic and environmental justice groups 
could find, and be strengthened by, a common ground. 
 
EDGE’s work primarily centered around the production of two conferences 
and the planning for a third.  Much more than simply one-time events, each 
conference resulted in publications, research, policy development, outreach 
and advocacy around important issues, including sustainability, growth, im-
migration, environmental justice and water use in California. 
 
 
Summary of Interviews/Findings 

 
Emerging from the interviews and research conducted for this report was a 
clear identification of EDGE’s many successes.  These included well-
received conferences, high quality reports, and the organization’s willingness 
to take on very difficult issues such as immigration and population.   
 
Despite these locally and nationally acclaimed successes, the Board and staff 
of EDGE were unable to keep the organization from coming to a standstill.  
Based on the interviews and research conducted, EDGE’s challenges and the 
reasons for dissolution were complex and interrelated. 
 

“... to examine the 
 organization’s history, 

 its successes and failures, and to 
identify the lessons learned 

 and opportunities 
 created.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“[EDGE] was often  
pointed to as a model of how 

environmental, social, civic and envi-
ronmental justice groups 

could find, and be strengthened 
by a common ground.” 
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Analysis of Findings 
 

As with any nonprofit, the long-term viability of EDGE was dependent on 
the successful, ongoing navigation of five fundamental challenges common 
to all organizations: 
 

1. Meeting, and moving beyond, the demands and difficulties of 
the startup phase. 
EDGE faced three significant difficulties in its startup.  First, the or-
ganization was unable to effectively clarify its mission and purpose.  
Second, the Board culture was not able to move from an activist to a 
governing Board.  Third, the organization was significantly under-
capitalized. 

 
2. Creating a responsible, sustainable and representative govern-

ance structure and culture. 
EDGE’s Board was comprised of representatives from member 
groups (the organizations named in the by-laws).  The original intent 
was that representation of ethnic and environmental organizations on 
the Board would be balanced.  Unfortunately, despite the intent of the 
founders and ongoing outreach, after the first two years EDGE’s par-
ticipating Board members primarily came from environmental organi-
zations. 
 

3.  Recognizing and effectively integrating mission and values. 
As noted above, despite repeated discussions, the organization was 
never able to determine its purpose and mission.  This created a “vac-
uum” which caused people both in and outside of the organization to 
define for themselves what EDGE’s work should be focused on. 
 

4. Developing and successfully implementing programs. 
Since EDGE focused its organizational resources and ability on pro-
jects, two problems were created.  First, the organization was never 
able to successfully create an identity outside of doing conferences and 
papers.  Second, when a project or conference was over there was no 
money or energy left to focus on building the organization. 
 

5. Institutionalizing effective management procedures, hiring and 
mentoring appropriate staff. 
In addition to the organization being understaffed, and staff being sig-
nificantly underpaid, EDGE was unable to institute consistent man-
agement procedures.  This included an inadequate staff hiring process 
and lack of clear lines of authority between the Board and staff. 

 

EDGE faced three 
significant difficulties 
in its startup.  First, 
the organization was 

unable to effectively 
clarify its mission and 
purpose.  Second, the 

Board culture was not 
able to move from an 
activist to a governing 

Board.  Third, the 
organization was 

significantly under-
capitalized. 
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In addition to these five, EDGE had two additional challenges that were in-
terwoven with all of the others: 

 
6. Effectively discerning, accommodating and honoring differences 

in culture, background, race and experience of the people in-
volved. 
Despite their collective leadership and policy development skills, 
EDGE’s Board and staff never explicitly addressed the fact that they 
were running an organization created to deal with issues at the heart of 
larger societal, cultural and historic issues of race and power.  Instead, 
the organization, from its inception, operated on the assumption that, 
since the organization was comprised of good people doing good 
work, there wasn’t a need to talk about internal issues of race and 
power. 

 
It is important to note that EDGE was formed at a time when the en-
vironmental and environmental justice movements were just starting to 
address – in a fairly confrontational and reactionary way – whether 
there was a common ground and, if so, how it should be addressed.  
There were no apparent models of effective, ongoing communication 
to point to. 
 
Since the inescapable and volatile presence of the issue of race was 
never specifically and overtly named, dissonance was created which led 
in turn to the development of unacknowledged and unspoken issues. 
 
In addition to the issue of race, the organization never explicitly ad-
dressed issues of power.  Each member group brought with it widely 
varying levels of resources represented as well as different styles of do-
ing business and levels of experience of the representatives.   

 
The result of these present, but generally unspoken issues, was a low 
level of trust, avoidance of the heart of the issues, and a lack of ac-
countability.  These problems contributed subtly and insidiously to 
EDGE’s overall organizational problems. 

 
7. Recognizing and addressing the role, and consequences, of be-

ing a pioneer – dealing with new, emerging issues of historic and 
national significance for which there was no model. 
EDGE was by all definitions a pioneering organization.  This ‘pioneer-
ing’ mentality resulted in the development of a number of factors, in-
cluding a focus on projects instead of ensuring the organization’s long-
term viability. 

 
All seven of these challenges, factors, demands and needs combined to form 
the ecosystem that was EDGE. 
 

“All of these seven  
challenges, factors,  

demands and needs 
 combined to form the  

ecosystem that was 
EDGE.” 

 

Despite their collective 
leadership and policy 

development skills, 
EDGE’s Board and 

staff never explicitly 
addressed the fact that 
they were running an 
organization created 
to deal with issues at 

the heart of larger 
societal, cultural and 
historic issues of race 

and power. 
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Next Steps and Opportunities 
 

The people interviewed for this report were asked if they felt that another or-
ganization should be formed to carry on EDGE’s original purpose and if so 
what structural and governance form that effort should take. 
 
As with many of the interview questions, a number of different points of 
view and opinions were expressed.  Many were concerned that the dissolu-
tion of EDGE not be seen as a reason to abandon the work of building a 
common ground between the environmental and civil rights communities.   
 
Those interviewed had many different ideas as to what form a new organiza-
tion, or “common meeting ground," should take.  Some felt that a statewide 
policy group was needed; others spoke to the need to address regional issues 
and specific projects.  Regardless of the format, if a new organization is to be 
successful there must be explicit and upfront acknowledgment of the impor-
tance and difficulty of addressing fundamental and ongoing issues.  Possibili-
ties for addressing those challenges include: 
 
� Define an intellectual framework for use in identifying intersecting issues 

of concern to both environmentalists and social justice advocates.   
� Create ‘rules of engagement’ for acknowledging differences and address-

ing them on an on-going basis. 
� Develop clear and consistent language describing not only why the con-

stituencies should work together, but also the consequences if they don’t. 
� Make sure the organization’s culture reflects its mission – ensure vertical 

integration of the mission and values in all aspects of governance, man-
agement and programs. 

� Plan, develop and provide resources for a high threshold of governance 
and accountability. 

� Ask for help.  And make sure that time and energy is taken to listen and 
incorporate the advice. 

� Develop an effective governance structure that both incorporates true 
representation of the constituencies involved and provides a pragmatic 
decision-making body. 

� Create sufficient capitalization of the organization, including monies for 
initial planning and periodic outside evaluation. 

 
 
Concluding Comments 

 
As this report has been written, the need for a new campaign, project, coali-
tion or organization to pick up where EDGE left off has become increas-
ingly apparent. 

 
In California, just a few examples provide clear indicators: today, 80% of the 
new households in California are being formed by people of color.  The 
state’s population is estimated to grow from 35 million people to 47.5 million 
by the year 2020 with the majority of growth coming from people of color.  
Neither local or state government has a workable plan for addressing the is-
sue of sprawl, where those people will live, how critical habitat, open space or 
agricultural lands will be protected, where the water will come from, how 
people will get to work, etc.   

 

“...if a new organization is 
to be successful, 

 there must be explicit and 
upfront acknowledgment 

of the importance and  
difficulty of addressing 

 fundamental and  
on-going issues.” 

 

“…the need for a new 
campaign, project, 

coalition or organization 
to pick up where EDGE 

left off has become 
increasingly apparent.” 
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In California, the institutions and people who have the power to make the 
decisions about land use, housing, transportation, habitat protection and wa-
ter use, have, for the most part, little relevance or connection to the emerging 
majority populations in the state. Environmental issues and the environ-
mental movement have probably even less connection. 
 
There are clear ethical and moral reasons as to why environmental and social 
justice advocates should work together to build a civil, just and sustainable 
society.  Ethics and morality aside, the need to find a common ground is also 
an utterly pragmatic one to anyone who can count votes.   
In order to know where you’re going, you need to honestly assess where you 
have been.  EDGE’s dissolution was a difficult experience for all those in-
volved.  EDGE’s Board and staff deserve a large round of thanks for their 
openness to learn from the organization’s demise. In California, the institu-

tions and people who have 
the power to make the deci-
sions about land use, hous-
ing, transportation, habitat 

protection and water use, 
have, for the most part, 

little relevance or connection 
to the emerging majority 
populations in the state. 
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REPORT METHODOLOGY AND 
DISTRIBUTION 
 
 
Sources of Information 

 
This report was written based on the following: interviews with key people in 
and outside of the organization; an extensive discussion with the Board of 
Directors; and review of EDGE’s historical records. 
 
Interviews 
An initial list of approximately 50 individuals involved with EDGE was de-
veloped; from that list the Board of Directors and the report author selected 
a final group of 30 to be interviewed.  In October and November 1997, in-
terviews of 20 minutes to an hour and a half in length were conducted either 
on the telephone or in person with the 29 people who participated. 
 
All interviews were conducted confidentially.  Quotes contained in this re-
port were attributed to their sources by permission only.  Many of those in-
terviewed asked not be quoted directly and so their comments have been 
attributed anonymously. 
 
In-depth Board discussion and review 
In November 1997, current and immediate past members of the Board of 
Directors met to review and comment on the interview summaries and to re-
spond collectively to questions from the report author.  In December and 
January, current and some past Board members reviewed, and commented 
extensively, on the report drafts. 
 
Review of organizational documents 
The report author had access to all organizational documents.  Only docu-
ments available to the public are quoted in this report. 
 
 
Report Distribution 

 
The report was mailed to approximately 200 individuals and organizations.  
 
 
Report Author 

 
The report was written, and research was conducted, by The Wiltshire 
Group.  The principal author is Kimery Wiltshire; she was assisted in editing 
and research by Elizabeth Proctor. 
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HISTORY OF EDGE AND SUMMARY OF KEY 
EVENTS: 1991-1997 
 
 

¾ Founding of  the Organization 
¾ EDGE’s Organizational Structure and Governance 
¾ EDGE’s Activities: 1992 - 1997 
¾ EDGE’s Resources and Staffing 
¾ Other Activities 
¾ Dissolution of the Organization  

 
Please see Appendix A for an organizational timeline and summary of key 
events. 
 
 
Founding of the Organization 

 
In 1991, a number of conversations and meetings took place in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area between representatives of mainstream environmental organi-
zations and communities of color.   
 
These meetings were held in the midst of a larger national conversation re-
garding the emergence of the environmental justice movement and the main-
stream environmental movement’s historic failure to address issues of envi-
ronmental and social justice. 
 
In October 1991, the first national People of Color Environmental Summit 
was convened in Washington DC with over 500 participants.  In addition to 
this historic summit, a number of other events were taking place.  This in-
cluded the now-famous letter from key regional environmental justice groups 
to the ten largest national environmental organizations which raised, for the 
first time, the need and moral imperative for the mainstream environmental 
movement to incorporate issues of environmental justice into its agenda.  
This same period saw the publication of many landmark reports and news-
paper articles about environmental justice issues. 
 
As the Reverend Ben Chavis, then Executive Director of the United Church 
of Christ Commission for Racial Justice, said in 1991, “The idea of civil 
rights is expanding to include freedom from pollution.  An emphasis on so-
cial justice is being added to the idea of environmental protection.” 
 
As part of these events, conversations and emerging strategies, EDGE: The 
Alliance of Ethnic and Environmental Organizations was founded.  Initially, 
the group considered relatively conservative strategies for working together 
such as better ethnic community representation on the governing boards of 
mainstream environmental groups and recruiting membership for environ-
mental projects and organizations from ethnic communities.  The founding 
group agreed to move beyond these approaches and to identify the common 
ground on specific issues of mutual concern and priority. 
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As the 1992 organizational by-laws stated:   
 

“The primary objective and purpose of this corporation shall be to establish 
a partnership between environmentalists and communities of color to 
broaden their respective interests, to recognize their common concerns, and 
to educate the members of their respective communities on critical environ-
mental and social justice issues by presenting seminars, advocating action 
upon common agreement, and by other appropriate means.” 

 
 
EDGE’s Organizational Structure and 
Governance 

 
The founders of EDGE decided to model its governance structure on that of 
a number of other organizations including the Civil Rights Leadership 
Roundtable in Washington DC.  EDGE became an organization of member 
groups, and board members represented their respective organizations.  It 
was further decided that member groups would be statewide in their work 
and focus. 
 
EDGE’s founding by-laws list the following organizations, each authorized 
to appoint a member to serve on the Board: 
� Chinese American Citizens Alliance 
� Citizens for a Better Environment (now Communities for a Better En-

vironment) 
� Earth Island Institute/Urban Habitat Program 
� Environmental Defense Fund 
� Japanese American Citizens League 
� Latino Issues Forum 
� Natural Resources Defense Council 
� Planning and Conservation League 
� Sierra Club 

 
After 1993, the Chinese American Citizens Alliance and the Japanese Ameri-
can Citizens League ceased to send Board representatives, although they were 
technically still on the Board of Directors.  After 1994, Earth Island Insti-
tute/Urban Habitat also stopped being involved on a Board level, although 
again it was still a member group.   
 
In 1996, the California League of Conservation Voters was added; in 1997, 
the Greenlining Institute was voted on.  In 1996, the by-laws were changed 
to include at-large Board representatives (no specific organizational represen-
tation); two such representatives were added.  From EDGE’s founding to 
dissolution, 24 people in all served on the Board of Directors. 
 
Of those, five served for three or more years; seven served for two years.  
Thirteen represented environmental organizations; eight represented ethnic 
organizations; two were at-large Board members. 
 
Of the 24 board members, twelve were people of color:  Japanese-American 
(4), Chinese-American (1), Filipino-American (1), Latino (3) and African-
American (3).  Total Board membership was comprised of sixteen men and 
eight women.  
 

EDGE became an  
organization of member 

groups, and its board 
 members represented  

their respective  
organizations.  

 
EDGE Founding 

 By-laws 
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The organization’s activities were supplemented by a number of different 
policy working groups whose efforts were centered around EDGE confer-
ences.  Board decision-making was made primarily by consensus of the par-
ticipating members of the Board of Directors. 
 
Please see Appendix B for a list of the members of the Board of Directors. 
 
 
EDGE’s Activities: 1992-1997 

 
EDGE’s activities primarily focused on the production and related activities 
of two conferences and planning for a third conference.  Involving far more 
than simply the events themselves, each conference included a great deal of 
research, networking, policy, position development and outreach. 
 
The conferences involved: 
� Intensive pre-conference discussions to define issues and develop the 

common ground between environmental, environment justice, social and 
civil justice organizations’ interests and concerns.  In addition, pre-
conference activities often included a mini-conference of activists and 
preparation of discussion papers exploring issues from an environmental 
justice perspective. 

� Pre-conference organizing and outreach to ensure that conference par-
ticipation was balanced between interests, race, ethnicity and organiza-
tional representation. 

� Publication and dissemination of a post-conference report and follow-up 
paper. 

 
This work resulted in: 
 
Redefining the California Dream: Growth, Justice and Sustainability. 
This was a three-day event in January 1993 in San Jose, attended by 200 peo-
ple.  After the conference, a Conference Summary was produced by EDGE 
and disseminated to the participants.  Key conclusions of the conference in-
cluded: 

 
There is great potential for a powerful coalition of environmental and ethnic organi-
zations both in California and nationwide. 
 
Social justice requires an end to environmental policies and practices which result in 
negative public health and economic impacts on people of color, working people and 
the urban and rural poor. 
 
The choice between jobs and the environment is a false dilemma. 
 
Environmentalists and communities of color must learn to talk to each other about 
controversial issues.  This debate must be broadened to include social justice, respect 
for cultural diversity and human rights. 
 
Although the issues facing environmentalists and people of color are difficult and of-
ten contentious, there are many more commonalities than differences. 
 
To improve this partnership, however, both environmental and ethnic organizations 
have to alter their preconceptions of each other and the way they approach issues. 

There is great potential 
for a powerful coalition 

of environmental 
 and ethnic 

 organizations both 
in California and 

 nationwide. 
 

EDGE 1993 
Conference Report 
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California Today: Facing the Challenges of the 21st Century -- Envi-
ronmental Justice, Population, and the New Majority of Color.  This 
was a two-day conference in May 1995 in Los Angeles, attended by 350 peo-
ple.  Portions of the conference and interviews with participants were broad-
cast on public radio in Los Angeles.  Key conclusions of the conference in-
cluded: 
 

The debate in California about population growth is an opportunity for a 
broader discussion on how to solve the larger sustainability puzzle. 
 
Policy and priority setting of the traditional environmental organizations 
has not reflected the environmental concerns faced by many Californians. 
 
People of color, soon to be the majority in California, increasingly are chal-
lenging the traditional definitions of “environment” and are demanding 
equal participation on the development of solutions. 
 
To date, most efforts to find common ground between traditional environ-
mental groups and people of color communities have been limited and ham-
pered by a lack of knowledge, experience and trust on all ‘sides’. 
 
For environmentalism to achieve its goals, a growing and unified voice must 
be welded between environmentalists and communities of color. 

 
Prior to the conference, EDGE commissioned a discussion paper, More 
Than Numbers, from the Pacific Institute which was finalized after the con-
ference.  The final report, Beyond Fear: Addressing Population and Sus-
tainability Concerns in California, was distributed to all conference atten-
dees, key supporters and the media.  In addition, a mini-conference of activ-
ists was held prior to help define and develop issues. 
 
In 1995, EDGE began developing plans for the Agua es Vida (Water is 
Life) Conference.  The purpose of the conference was to define the problems 
and opportunities of California’s water supply and quality, and the implica-
tions for both communities of color and the environment. 
 
As part of developing the conference themes and program, EDGE convened 
a group of key water and social justice activists to serve as a steering commit-
tee.  In April 1996, EDGE held a “mini-summit” attended by approximately 
80 activists to further develop key themes. 
 
The Agua es Vida conference, twice rescheduled during 1996 and 1997, was 
never held.  As part of pre-conference planning, EDGE did commission a 
policy paper, Our Water, Our Future: The Need for New Voices in Cali-
fornia Water Policy, from the Pacific Institute.  This report, published in 
July 1997, highlighted the following: 
 

The interests of poor communities, people of color and often the broader 
public have yet to be integrated into water decisions in California. 
 
Water policy continues to be premised on a vision put forth by a narrow 
segment of society representing the concerns of urban environmentalists, 
large agricultural businesses, and urban agencies. 
 

“People of color, soon to be 
 the majority in California, 
 increasingly are challenging 

 the traditional definitions of 
 ‘environment’ and are 

 demanding equal  
participation in the 

development of solutions.” 
 

EDGE 1995 
Conference Report 

 

The interests of poor 
communities, people of 

color and often the 
broader public have yet to 

be integrated into water 
decisions in California. 

 
EDGE 1996 
Policy paper 
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For many poor people and communities of color, polluted urban creeks and 
contaminated groundwater supplies are symptomatic of larger environ-
mental problems that remain largely unacknowledged and unaddressed by 
policy makers. 

 
 
EDGE’s Resources and Staffing 

 
EDGE raised nearly all of its operating monies from foundations. Minimal 
conference fees and limited sponsorships helped to partially defray confer-
ence costs.  In its five years of operation, EDGE raised $514,000 in founda-
tion grants.  Support came from the Jennifer Altman Foundation; Columbia 
Foundation; Nathan Cummings Foundation; The Gap Foundation; Wallace 
Alexander Gerbode Foundation; Richard and Rhoda Goldman Fund; Wil-
liam and Flora Hewlett Foundation; The James Irvine Foundation; and the 
San Francisco Foundation. 
 
A small amount of additional funding came from Bank of America; Pacific 
Gas & Electric; Sierra Club Foundation; Southern California Edison Com-
pany; and the Trust for Public Land. 
 
Throughout most of its history, many of EDGE’s overhead costs, such as 
rent and copying, were covered by the nonprofit organization housing it (La-
tino Issues Forum, Earth Island Institute/Urban Habitat Program and the 
Greenlining Institute).   
 
In 1992, EDGE hired a part-time coordinator whose work in putting to-
gether the first conference was supplemented by outside consultants. 
 
In 1993, EDGE hired its first full-time Executive Director who served until 
the spring of 1997.  During this period, EDGE had 1-2 additional staff peo-
ple at various times, and some work, such as conference production, fund-
raising and strategic planning, was supplemented by outside consultants. 
 
Of EDGE’s three policy papers, two were commissioned from the Pacific 
Institute.   
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Other Activities 
 

In addition to the conferences and related publications, EDGE often played 
a key role in developing relationships and connections between people and 
organizations.  EDGE staff responded to numerous requests for information 
and spoke at a number of venues. 
 
EDGE Board and staff explored development and implementation of a 
number of other projects, including: 
� A clearinghouse for environmental and community action to address key 

policy issues. 
� A statewide population summit meeting to encourage the federal gov-

ernment to follow through on the principles of the United Nations 
Population Conference in Cairo. 

� A program to formally comment on Environmental Impact Reports 
from an environmental justice point of view. 

� A survey of environmental and ethnic organizations to determine 
perceptions, attitudes and expectations. 

� A children’s book on immigrant and multi-cultural environmental prac-
tices. 

 
Dissolution of the Organization 

 
In November 1996, the Board of Directors held a retreat to redefine the or-
ganization’s mission and purpose.  In January 1997, the Board of Directors 
began a process of evaluating the arguments for and against dissolution of 
the corporation.  In June 1997, the Board voted unanimously to dissolve the 
corporation and, in July, the organization’s doors officially closed. 
 
In the resolution to dissolve the corporation, the Board cited the organiza-
tion’s numerous successes and its positive impact on the development of 
common ground issues between the environmental, environmental justice 
and social justice movements.  The resolution went on to say: 
 

...notwithstanding our accomplishments, we have been unable to build and 
sustain a board of directors that reflects a balance between environmental 
and civil rights groups; 
 
in addition, we have been unable to sustain the involvement of  founding 
groups, particularly non-environmental groups, and of new Board members, 
and; 
 
we have not succeeded in meeting programmatic goals we set for ourselves. 
 
Consequently, we have reluctantly concluded that EDGE should step 
aside and allow others to use a new or existing organization to promote 
dialogue between environmental and civil rights groups, and we believe that 
it is in the best interests of EDGE and the work that is yet to be accom-
plished by others that EDGE be dissolved. 

“…we have reluctantly 
 concluded that EDGE 

should step aside and  
allow others to use a new 

or existing organization to 
promote dialogue  

between environmental 
and civil rights groups....” 

 
Board resolution to 

 dissolve EDGE 
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SUMMARY OF INTERVIEWS 
AND FINDINGS 
 
 

¾ Interview methodology and participants 
¾ Summary of questions and representative comments 

 
Interview Methodology and Participants 

 
In October and November 1997, 29 people – past and current members of 
the Board of Directors, staff, foundation funders and key activists and sup-
porters – were interviewed as to their insights and recommendations on the 
history of EDGE and possible next steps. 
 
While many of those interviewed had been closely involved with the organi-
zation in 1996 and 1997, others had only limited recent contact or current 
knowledge of EDGE.   
  
Please see Appendix C for a list of those interviewed and the demographics 
of the group. 
 
Summary of questions and representative  
responses 
 
Question #1:  What do you consider to be EDGE’s key successes and 
what, in your opinion, was it about the organization that made those suc-
cesses possible? 
 
Generally, everyone interviewed identified all of EDGE’s projects and prod-
ucts as very successful.  Many commented on the organization’s willingness 
and ability to not only take on difficult issues but to also create a framework 
and forum in which they could be effectively discussed. 
 
Representative comments include: 
� The conferences were excellent and brought into the room a true diver-

sity of interests.  EDGE provided a place where people could come to-
gether to talk about very difficult issues. 

� EDGE’s reports were very well done and provided a sound intellectual 
basis on which to discuss some very difficult issues. 

� The organization built and strengthened alliances across movements, in-
cluding the civil rights and environmental justice communities, not just 
between environmental groups and other movements. 

� EDGE pulled people together to discuss, and take action on, difficult is-
sues like Propositions 209 and 187.  

� The Executive Director paid attention to the need to connect people,  
[for example] by helping to identify and link up environmental justice ac-
tivists with Sierra Club chapters. 

� EDGE was instrumental in bringing together and informing both the 
immigrant rights community and the constituencies represented by 
EDGE.  EDGE took the lead in articulating a thorough analysis of the 
immigration issue and created a setting that was comfortable for all sides 
to talk together.  

“It was on the ‘edge’ – 
it didn’t take on the 

easy issues but instead tackled 
issues that were complex 

and challenging to 
both the ethnic and 

environmental communities.” 
 

Nick Bollman,  
The James Irvine Foundation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I relied on the EDGE 
for background 

information and updates.” 
 

Anon. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“EDGE was a success 
 because the 

Executive Director 
took the time to connect 

people and ideas.” 
 

Anon. 
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Question #2:  What were EDGE’s key challenges? 
 
As would be expected, those interviewed had a wide range of points of view 
and opinions as to what were the organization’s key problems and the rea-
sons they weren’t successfully resolved.  Many of the organization’s toughest 
critics were current or past members of EDGE’s Board of Directors. 
 
Key problems identified fell into four areas: mission and vision; governance 
and structure; staffing; and resources. 
  
1.   Mission and vision 
Nearly everyone interviewed felt that one of EDGE’s key challenges was that 
the organization never successfully articulated its mission.  Representative 
comments included: 
� EDGE never decided if it was an environmental justice organization or a 

place for common agendas to be identified and developed. 
� The organization’s mission was always changing–it never found its niche. 
� The organization never defined if it was there to educate ethnic commu-

nities about environmental issues or if it was there to educate environ-
mental groups about civil and social issues. 

� EDGE never defined if it was a forum or a group that advocated certain 
positions. 

� An agenda that consisted primarily of conferences on changing topics 
aggravated the problem of defining a constituency. 

� The organization was defined as being statewide but the work and Board 
never fully reflected that. 

� Projects always took precedence – the need to develop a mission and or-
ganizational structure was always put on the back burner. 

� EDGE was dealing with a problem generic to the environmental justice 
movement – who was the base?  Who was EDGE representing?  It’s dif-
ficult to speak out on environmental justice issues when you don’t have a 
base in the community. 

 
2.   Governance: structure and culture 
Nearly everyone interviewed spoke, in many cases at length, about problems 
with EDGE’s corporate decision-making and governance structure, trust is-
sues, and the role of the Board of Directors.  Representative comments in-
cluded: 
� The Board wasn’t balanced [as called for in the by-laws] between envi-

ronmental and ethnic organizations. 
� Board members received no training as to their duties and responsibili-

ties. There was high Board turnover and no orientation for new Board 
members. 

� In some cases, people were paid staff of the member organizations on 
the Board; other Board members were volunteers.  This caused problems 
in both the time people could commit and the level of decision-making 
power they brought to the table.   

� Because EDGE’s Board was made up of member group representatives, 
it was less effective at fundraising than it might have been – too many 
“hats.” 

� The Board had great difficulty addressing issues of class, race and power 
within the Board itself. 

� It was impossible to build EDGE unless the member organizations and 
not just the individual representatives were vested. 

“EDGE was  
instrumental in bringing 

together and informing 
both the immigrant rights 

community and the 
 constituencies  

represented by EDGE 
 EDGE took the lead in 

articulating a thorough 
analysis of the  

immigration issue and 
created a setting that was 

comfortable for all sides to 
talk together.”   

 
Cathi Tactaquin, 

Nat’l Network for  
Immigration and  

Refugee Rights 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The problem was 
inherent in the 

structure – EDGE was 
always a ‘step-child’ 

or ‘bastard’ of its 
member groups. 

The member groups’  
institutional commitment 

was never there.” 
 

Anon. 
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3.   Management and Staffing  
People both inside and outside of the organization spoke to EDGE’s ongo-
ing problems with effective management.  Comments generally focused on 
two primary problems:  first, lines of authority and  responsibility between 
the Executive Director and the Board were never clearly established.  Sec-
ond, the Board never created consistent staffing procedures, including job 
descriptions, evaluations, personnel policies and hiring procedures. 
 
Representative comments included: 
� A chronic lack of funding led to decisions that in hindsight weren’t the 

best in the long run for the organization.  [For example] the staff was 
hired in large part because they agreed to work for little or no money un-
til funds were raised.  With one exception, there was no formal hiring 
process and no job performance evaluation was ever completed. 

� The Board didn’t provide the staff with the oversight and direction 
needed. 

� The Board never decided if it wanted the Executive Director to be an ac-
tivist and organizer or a manager and policy analyst. 

 
4.   Resources 
Most of those interviewed felt that EDGE was substantively and chronically 
under-funded and that this problem significantly hampered the organization.   
 
Representative comments included: 
� The organization was constantly under-staffed and under-capitalized for 

the results expected by both the Board and people outside the organiza-
tion. 

� EDGE never had enough money – it would start projects without hav-
ing the funding in place. 

� Foundation representatives would come to the conferences, be very en-
thusiastic about what they saw and in many cases actually request pro-
posals but EDGE was never able to follow through.   

� EDGE always focused on dividing up the pie instead of creating a bigger 
pie. 

 
 
Question #3:  Why, in your opinion, wasn’t the organization able to 
successfully correct these problems? 
 
The perceived impediments generally fell into one or more of three catego-
ries:  structural; personality-driven; and underlying, unaddressed issues of 
race and power. 
 
Representative comments included: 
� The Board composition was always changing – new people didn’t have 

the background to be able to address the issues. 
� The organization’s infrastructure was never built – there was never 

enough money, enough expertise or enough time to deal with the issues. 
� Board members had their own agendas – agendas that weren’t necessar-

ily about what was best for EDGE the organization. 
� Race was always an issue on the Board – not that people were overtly 

racist but they didn’t address the fact that people had different points of 
view in part because of their skin color.    

“In hindsight, it would have 
been best (perhaps essential) 

for the funding community to have 
 jumped in with substantial 

 support in the early days. 
EDGE was taking 

huge risks and tackling 
critical, tough questions. 

  It should never have been 
expected to limp along financially. 

With money would have 
come expertise.” 

 
Michael Fischer,  

 The Hewlett Foundation 
Past Executive Director, 

 Sierra Club 

The ethnic organizations 
involved wanted to use 
EDGE for their own 

 purposes just as much as 
 environmental 

 organizations did. 
 

(former) EDGE 
 Board member 
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� The problem of not recruiting more ethnic organizations was never re-
solved because we never figured out the organization’s mission. 

� The organization’s role was primarily defined as putting on conferences 
so there was never a compelling reason for many organizations to be-
come involved. 

� The structure of EDGE [by-laws] made it difficult, if not impossible, to 
solve its problems. 

� There is an inherent problem with staff representing their member or-
ganization.  That means that the organization is being represented 2-3 
levels removed from the actual decision-making power of the member 
group.   

� ‘Liberal guilt.’  The Board’s lack of success in dealing effectively with its 
problems speaks to the difficulty of talking across sectors and interests.  
It was just easier to avoid the issues. 

� The Board never allowed EDGE to reach its potential because then they 
wouldn’t be able to control the organization or use it to push their own 
agenda. 

� Everyone wanted to be nice to each other – conversations went on and 
on. 

 
 
Question # 4:  Does the dissolution of EDGE have an impact the en-
vironmental and environmental justice movements?  If so, in your 
opinion, what has been the result? 
 
Responses to this question widely varied. There appeared to be no correla-
tion between whether the person interviewed was a member of EDGE’s 
Board or staff or someone outside the organization. 
 
A number of people expressed a great deal of concern that the dissolution of 
EDGE not be cited as an example of the inability of the environmental jus-
tice and environmental communities to work together.   
 
Representative comments included: 
� It is particularly telling that the organization that was started to build 

bridges went under.  We need to take collective responsibility to start 
talking about our differences. 

� The impact of the dissolution is more hyped than real.  There are many 
successful examples of working partnerships between mainstream envi-
ronmental and environmental justice groups – great work is going on. 

� It points to a failure of the environmental, environmental justice and 
people of color communities to find common ground. 

� The dissolution should not been seen as proof that the environmental 
and environmental justice movements can’t work together.  This was a 
very complex matter. 

� [EDGE’s dissolution] is a symptom, not a cause of anything.  In some 
ways it may have a good impact because it provides food for thought. 

� [The dissolution has] more of an impact on the environmental move-
ment because they had more invested in EDGE.  The environmental 
justice movement always viewed EDGE with suspicion and worried 
about competition over funding. 

� No, it was an irrelevant organization that didn’t do any positive work.  
The conferences were just that – there was never any follow-through. 

“Everyone’s so busy trying to 
please the funders they 

forget to talk about 
what’s really going on.” 

 
Anon. 

 
 

“EDGE was mostly 
a front for white, mainstream 

environmental groups.  
 EDGE was a way they could 

address outside critics 
 that they weren’t involved 

enough in environmental  
justice issues.”   

 
(former) EDGE 

Board member  

 

“They were doing 
 something really bold, the only 
organization of its kind in the 

country.  Without EDGE there’s 
no model for dialogue to point to.” 

 
Anon. 
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� It’s very negative and a major setback.  I am concerned that it sends a 
message of “you try and deal with the traditional organizations and look 
what happens.” 

� It has a very negative impact.  EDGE started the ball rolling.  Now no 
one is keeping that ball moving. 

 
 
Question #5:  Why was the step taken to formally dissolve the or-
ganization?  Why not let EDGE re-group at a later date? 
 
The decision by the Board of Directors to dissolve the corporate structure of 
EDGE was puzzling, and in many cases upsetting, to many of the people 
outside of the organization who were interviewed.  Each of the current and 
immediate-past members of the Board of Directors was asked to respond to 
this question both in an individual interview and collectively at an informal 
session of the Board. Additional comments were also solicited from the out-
going Executive Director. 
 
It should be noted that the Board’s final decision to dissolve the organization 
was unanimous.  It should also be noted that the Board and Executive Direc-
tor were in agreement as to the need to dissolve the organization, although 
they were not in complete agreement as to the specific reasons for the action. 
 
To summarize the Board members’ comments: 
� The decision to dissolve the organization was done only after a great deal 

of thought and discussion.  We did not undertake this decision lightly or 
quickly.   

� The organization was “sitting on a cracked foundation.”  It didn’t make 
any sense to try and build a new organization on top of it.   

� No one had the energy it would take to build the organization back up 
again. 

� It was the only decision to make.  To do otherwise would have been irre-
sponsible. 

� With EDGE dissolved, a clean slate is created and room is made for a 
new organization. 

 
 
Question #6:  Should an organization similar in goals to EDGE be 
formed?  If so, what type of governing structure should be estab-
lished? 
 
Those interviewed were asked to respond as to whether or not an organiza-
tion similar in goals to EDGE should be created.  If they answered yes, they 
were asked to comment further on their recommendations as to structure 
and governance. 
 
Most people interviewed felt that there was a need to carry on EDGE’s 
goals. Others felt that EDGE’s work could be, or is, being taken up by other 
organizations and forums.   
 
Representative comments included: 
� An EDGE-type organization should be right on the front lines of policy 

discussions and decision-making in California. 
� We need a conduit for information and contacts – a clearinghouse. 

[EDGE’s dissolution] 
is a symptom, not a cause 

of anything.  In some ways it 
may have a good impact because 

it provides food for thought. 

Carl Anthony, 
Earth Island Institute, 

EDGE Founding
Board Member 

People came together
[to form EDGE]

with great goodwill.
There were no

‘evil’or ‘bad’ people. 
[EDGE’s demise]
 is a real tragedy.”

 Anon.

“There is a great need for continuing to
develop the common ground

 between the environmental and
ethnic communities.  The failure

 of this organization isn’t to
 say that this couldn’t or

shouldn’t be done.”

Anon. 
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� In order to respond to issues, we need to develop a theoretical base.  We 
never had enough time in the beginning to just talk with people. 

� The content is not as important as is building bridges and alliances. 
� There is a greater need for traditional environmental organizations to di-

rect resources and energy to environmental justice issues. 
� We have to find a way to have this dialogue [between environmental and 

environmental justice movements] and build a serious coalition – other-
wise we’re going to lose. Collaboration will propel us into the next cen-
tury – working on single issues we lose. 

� Given EDGE’s demise, wait five years.  In the meantime, create a lot 
more conversation, encourage leadership in organizations already en-
gaged in projects that address these common ground issues. 

� As soon as an institution like EDGE is created, then it’s a token, a 
crutch, for mainstream environmental groups to have an excuse for inac-
tion on these issues. 

� [A new organization] could be a bridge between poor communities and 
local government to deal with water and air quality and siting issues. 

� Probably not right away.  We need time to assess and evaluate and to 
think through the next steps carefully.  We need to think about what vi-
sion and goals we truly share and how to articulate them.   

� Incorporate EDGE’s activities and goals into its member groups – let 
them carry on the work. 

 
Ideas as to how any new organization or convening mechanism could be 
structured varied widely. Nearly everyone interviewed commented that de-
termining the governance structure was a fundamental first step in develop-
ing a new organization.  Beyond that, most people expressed confusion and 
uncertainty as to what would be the best form for that structure to take. 
  
Representative comments included: 
� The decision makers for the organization must be the CEO’s of the 

member groups, people who can speak directly, and make decisions, for 
their groups. 

� First form as a coalition, not a formal organization, to develop dialogue, 
possibly projects.  Create the trust and working relationships, then think 
about creating an actual organization. 

� It needs to truly represent statewide interests and have a statewide board. 
� Any new organization needs to be regionally focused. 
� It would have to have a real “buy-in” this time and some committed 

champions. 
� There may be a need for two organizations – one to develop compre-

hensive solutions for state and national policy making.  The second could 
be an organization that builds bridges between communities.  

� No one-member organization should have disproportionate power or in-
fluence. 

� Have member groups make specific commitments based in part on tan-
gibles like paying dues, for instance. 

� The organization needs to be driven by community-based organizations, 
not mainstream groups. 

 
 

EDGE was a way 
for people to come 

together to talk about issues – 
 its dissolution is disturbing.” 

 
Anon. 

 
 
 

“Was EDGE a ‘crutch’
or an impetus to mainstream
 environmental groups to deal

with [environmental
justice] issues?”

Anon.
 

“EDGE could be a 
 bridge between poor communities 

and local agencies on issues 
of air and water quality and 

plant sitings.” 
 

Virgil Woolfolk, 
Member, Urban League  

Riverside  

“[Our group] 
 greatly benefited from 

EDGE’s information, ideas 
and contacts. There is 

now a big gap.” 
 

Anon. 
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ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS 
 
 

¾ Startups 
¾ Governance and Structure 
¾ Mission and Values 
¾ Program Development and Implementation 
¾ Management and Staffing 
¾ Race and Power 
¾ Pioneers 

 
Every startup nonprofit has in common key factors, each challenging in itself 
to master and each tied to the other in a complexity of needs and demands.  
As with any nonprofit, the long-term viability of EDGE was dependent on 
the successful, ongoing navigation of these fundamental and interwoven 
challenges. 
 
Challenges, or factors, common to all nonprofits include: 
 
1. Meeting, and moving beyond, the demands and difficulties of the startup 

phase;  
2. Creating a responsible, sustainable and representative governance struc-

ture and culture; 
3. Recognizing and effectively integrating mission and values; 
4. Developing and successfully implementing programs; 
5. Institutionalizing effective management procedures, hiring and mentor-

ing appropriate staff. 
 
In addition to these five, EDGE had two additional challenges that related to 
all of the others: 
 
6. Effectively discerning, accommodating and honoring differences in cul-

ture, background, race and experience of the people involved; 
7. Recognizing and addressing the role, and consequences, of being a pio-

neer – dealing with new, emerging issues of historic and national signifi-
cance for which there was no model. 

 
All seven of these challenges, factors, demands and needs combined to form 
the ecosystem that was EDGE. 
 
1.  Startups 
Starting any new venture, no matter the goal, is a challenging and enormously 
time-consuming endeavor.  Many of the characteristics found in EDGE’s 
startup are present in most organizations: 
 

EDGE was started by volunteers whose vision and passion shaped the 
organization.  The fact that volunteers originally drove the organization led 
to the development of one of the key characteristics of its culture – Board 
members were so busy running the day-to-day operations that they rarely 
focused on developing governance.  As a result, even as staff took on more 
and more responsibilities, the Board culture never matured. 

“With EDGE, there was a 
general understanding 

 that it was important to be 
 together, but beyond that 

there wasn’t the  
 investment to make the 

 organization work. 
It’s like a marriage and  

we never addressed what it 
 would take to 

 make it work.”  
 

Carl Anthony,  
Earth Island Institute,  

EDGE Founding 
Board Member  

“There are a lot of 
organizational issues 

 that can sink a group 
which have nothing to do 

with race, even 
 though they can 

 be perceived as a 
race problem, 

when in fact they are a 
management problem.”  

 
Anon. 
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Like so many startups, EDGE was continually under-capitalized.  In 
hindsight it is easy to see that sufficient capitalization would have brought 
with it the means and perspective to create a more viable organization.  If, 
for instance, EDGE had started out with the funds to hire two or three 
experienced staff, then the organization’s history would likely have been 
much different.  As it was, EDGE’s initial operations and first conference 
were handled by a part-time, significantly underpaid staff person and the 
necessarily limited services of conference management consultants. 

 
 
2.  Governance and Structure 
EDGE’s founders gave a great deal of thought to their decision to have rep-
resentatives from member organizations sit on the board and to require that 
all of the member groups be statewide in focus and programs.  From their 
perspective, it made sense to institutionalize in the organization’s by-laws a 
balance between environmental and ethnic organizations and to ensure that 
the member groups had some similarity in their sphere of influence and 
work. 
 
With careful and consistent development of the Board culture, this is a struc-
ture that, despite an inherent number of significant challenges, could have 
worked effectively.  The problems inherent in this structure, however, be-
came a significant factor in the organization’s demise.  
 

EDGE always claimed to be an alliance of member groups.  In actual-
ity, EDGE Board members, with very few exceptions, were volunteers – 
they participated on the Board because of their personal commitment to 
the issues and the organization.  Board members who were paid staff of 
member groups did not have their EDGE Board duties in their job de-
scriptions or work plans.   
 
There was no formal agreement between EDGE and the member 
groups as to what being a member group meant.  While the by-laws named 
specific organizations as member groups, they did not require that the in-
dividuals representing those member groups bring with them a certain level 
of decision-making power, expertise or resources. 
 
The perception of many people outside the organization was that 
EDGE Board members truly represented their member groups – that, for 
example, the person representing a national environmental organization 
was not only representing the view of his or her organization, but was also 
bringing some of the organization’s resources to the table.  In fact, few of 
the member organizations had any formal institutional commitment to 
EDGE. 
 
Moreover, some people outside the organization felt that the decision 
to shut down EDGE was made by the environmental institutions.  At the 
time the discussions regarding dissolution started, environmental organiza-
tions made up the majority of the Board.  (It should be noted that, at the 
time of the interviews, those outside the organization were not aware that 
the Board’s decision to dissolve was unanimous.) 
 

“The trickiest thing about 
figuring out what happened 

with EDGE is 
 distinguishing between the 

 personal and the 
 structural problems.”  

 
Anon. 

 
 
 
 

 
“The EDGE Board  

operated more as a 
 coalition than as a board 

of directors.”  
 

Anon. 

 



EDGE Final Report – Re-Issued fall 2002 22 

In the first few years in particular, the Board  focused on the work 
needed to keep the organization afloat.  As EDGE matured, Board mem-
bers continued to focus primarily on management and program develop-
ment, not on governance and long-term planning. 
 
There were no consequences to member groups for non-participation.  
For example, after 1994, three of the founding member groups – two of 
which represented ethnic organizations – stopped sending representatives 
to Board meetings.  These groups were never removed from the Board. 
 
Since the Board did not have a clear idea as to its role and responsibili-
ties, there was never training for current Board members in governance or 
Board management.  This lack of training made itself felt in a number of 
different ways: high Board turnover, difficulty in making a quorum, reluc-
tance to fundraise for EDGE, etc. 

 
 

3.  Mission and Values 
Like so many startups, EDGE was never able to fully define – and translate – 
the organization’s mission and values.  Some of the results of not having a 
clearly defined mission included: 
 

People involved both in and outside of the organization interpreted the 
organization according to their own needs and expectations.  For example, 
some of those interviewed felt that EDGE’s purpose was to work on spe-
cific environmental justice issues; others felt that it was there to explore the 
“common ground” between the environmental and ethnic communities.  
Some felt that it should have worked on statewide policy issues; others felt 
that it was there to work on specific local projects. 
 
While many people felt that EDGE’s purpose was to develop “common 
ground” issues, the execution of that mission was never defined.  One re-
sult of this lack of definition was that some of those interviewed felt 
EDGE’s unstated mission was for mainstream environmental groups to 
educate ethnic communities about environmental issues.  Others inter-
preted this as an opportunity for environmentalists to learn about issues of 
concern to ethnic communities. 
 
In the last two years of EDGE’s operations there was rarely clearly ar-
ticulated agreement or understanding between staff and the Board as to the 
organization’s priorities.  As a result, some people outside of the organiza-
tion were given the staff’s interpretation of EDGE’s mission and activities, 
which sometimes conflicted with the Board’s. 

 
 
4.  Program Development and Implementation 
As noted in the interview findings, nearly everyone spoke highly of EDGE’s 
projects – the two conferences, the plans for the third, and the related publi-
cations.  It was noted that these projects were successful because of the or-
ganization’s commitment to bringing together diverse points of view, devel-
oping the intellectual framework for discussion and providing a “safe place” 
for the resulting conversations. 

“We never took the time to know 
each other’s organizations 

 Even though we sat on this Board 
 together,  I knew little about, for 

example, how the Sierra Club 
worked.  And they in turn knew 

little about my organization.” 
 

Luis Arteaga,  
Latino Issues Forum 

EDGE Board member 
 
 
 
 
 

“The mainstream 
environmental groups [involved with 
EDGE] had this mindset that they 

were there to educate 
 communities of color about envi-

ronmental issues – the conversation 
never went both ways.”  

 
(former) EDGE 

Board member 
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These successes also helped foster a number of problems for the organiza-
tion.  The attention to projects resulted in the following consequences: 
 

EDGE was unable to successfully create an identity beyond its con-
ferences and papers. 
 
EDGE focused all of its limited resources and time on the conferences 
and papers.  When a project was over, there was no money or energy left 
to build the organization into a sustainable entity. 

 
 
5.   Management and Staffing 
As noted in the interview findings, one of the challenges facing EDGE was 
instituting effective management procedures and staffing.  These challenges 
related, of course, to the organization’s larger problems of under capitaliza-
tion, identification of mission and goals, and overall governance. 
 
 
6.   Race and Power  
EDGE was formed to address issues of race and power – fundamental ques-
tions that our larger society and culture has enormous difficulty with.  A key 
factor in EDGE’s demise was that while these issues were inescapably pre-
sent, they were never successfully addressed within the organization. 
 
It is clear that issues of race and power created additional tensions within the 
organization.  It is less clear as to what role these tensions would have played 
if, for instance, EDGE had been well funded from the beginning or if the 
Board had received training and mentoring in the first few years. 
 
Race  
EDGE was dissolved at a time when environmental organizations were the 
majority on the Board of Directors.  This fact has led to the suspicion, or 
concern, by many outside the organization that “white mainstream environ-
mentalists” deliberately, for whatever reasons, shut down the organization.  
In order for lessons to be learned for future efforts, those concerns and sus-
picions must be faced and answered fully. 
 
EDGE’s Board of Directors and staff were a sophisticated, dedicated and in-
telligent group of people.  While most did not have a background in organ-
izational development, individually and collectively they had a substantial de-
gree of expertise and ability.  Despite these attributes, they were ultimately 
unable to keep the organization from coming to a standstill.   
 
The organizational challenges outlined earlier in this report were daunting 
and would have challenged any group.  Lack of funding was, for example, a 
significant barrier and the history of coalition efforts clearly points to the es-
sential need for early and substantial funding. 
 

“In the end, political sensitivities 
got in the way of 

good management.” 
 

Anon. 
 
 

“The single biggest 
programmatic mistake 
EDGE made was not  

sticking to the 
 immigration issue after 

the second conference. 
With that issue we had 

developed a common 
ground that brought an 

issue of key importance to 
ethnic organizations to the 

environmental table.”  
 

EDGE Board member 
 

“From what I experienced 
of the problems of the 

organization, I was surprised that 
they were able to deliver such great 

programs.” 
 

Anon. 

“The Board’s lack of success in 
dealing with tough internal 

issues speaks to the 
depth of its overall 

 inability to talk across 
sectors  and  interests. 

  It was just easier to avoid 
the issues.”  

 
Anon. 
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Beyond those challenges, however, EDGE had difficulty reaching the organ-
izational and program threshold it needed to be effective.  For example, 
Board members expressed frustration that they were never able to solve the 
dilemmas of lack of a clear mission and more effective management – that 
these issues were raised again and again but never solved.  Board members, 
members of the working groups and staff spoke of a low level of 
accountability within the organization, a state which all described as one they 
were unable to solve.  Many involved on the Board or in working groups 
talked about the frustrating lack of connection outside of Board or 
committee meetings. What was inhibiting the experienced and sophisticated 
people involved with the organization from acting at their full capabilities? 
 
The individuals who comprised the Board and staff were first and foremost 
Board and staff were diverse – they came from different backgrounds, ex-
periences and points of view shaped by their individual skin colors, educa-
tional backgrounds, genders, job experiences, ancestral histories and eco-
nomic backgrounds. 
 
One of the unspoken assumptions inherent in EDGE’s culture was that 
since the organization was comprised of “good people with good intentions 
doing good work,” there wasn’t a need to talk about internal issues of race 
and power.  Diversity – and the resulting strengths that could accompany it – 
was never explicitly acknowledged, or celebrated, internally. 
 
Despite their collective leadership and policy development skills, the Board 
and staff never explicitly addressed the fact that they were running an organi-
zation created to deal with issues at the heart of the larger societal, cultural 
and historic issues of race and power.   
 
It is useful to look back at the historical context of formation of EDGE, and 
to the people involved in creating the organization. EDGE was formed at a 
time when the environmental justice and environmental movements were 
just starting to examine – in a fairly confrontational and reactionary way – 
There were no apparent models of effective, ongoing communication to 
point to. 
 
In addition, many of EDGE’s founders had long-standing working relation-
ships with each other and, because of that, were able to collectively operate 
with a fairly high degree of trust.  When the founding members left and new 
Board members came on, the necessary degree of trust and ability to success-
fully navigate this difficult and undefined new set of issues was assumed but 
never fostered. 
 
Since the inescapable and volatile presence of the issue of race was never 
specifically and overtly named, dissonance was created.  This dissonance in 
turn led to the development of unacknowledged and unspoken issues, each 
bringing with it a set of consequences for the organization.   

“We are a country of 
strangers, and we are having 
a great deal of difficulty with 

our differences, because ultimately, 
we lack the ability to look at 

specific human beings.” 
 

Anna Deavere Smith,
writer and actress, quoted in 

A Country of Strangers 
by David Shipler 

 

“We (white people on the 
Board of Directors) carried 

the burden of racism our 
cultures and organizations 

have perpetuated.”  
 

(former) EDGE 
Board member 

 
 
 
 
 
 

“There always seemed to be 
this distrust on EDGE’s 

Board – not personal  
distrust, but  

organizational distrust.”  
 

Anon.
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Examples include: 
 

EDGE never had full Board participation by ethnic organizations. In 
the first two years, two of the founding ethnic member organizations 
stopped participating on the Board. The remaining Board members were 
told by these groups that they were not leaving for reasons of race or ra-
cism and instead gave as their reasons lack of time availability, etc.  In in-
terviews for this report, and with the luxury of hindsight, it became clear to 
the report’s author that EDGE was not meeting the ethnic organizations’ 
needs and priorities.  Since EDGE’s mission was to be an alliance, “lack of 
time” was a code phrase for the feeling on the part of some groups that 
EDGE’s projects were not relevant to their work. 
 
EDGE’s Board and staff made repeated attempts in the years follow-
ing to recruit additional ethnic organizations − all were unsuccessful.  This 
was an issue of great concern to the Board and one that was raised repeat-
edly during the interviews for this report.  Since the Board never deter-
mined why the two original ethnic organizations stopped participating in 
the first place, they never knew if race or racial issues were a factor in the 
refusal of  new ethnic groups to join the Board.    
 
In addition to never fully exploring why these groups left and why re-
cruitment efforts were unsuccessful, EDGE never looked to its own Board 
members to ask the ethnic member groups that were there why they 
stayed.  Did they have concerns regarding racial issues?  Did they keep par-
ticipating in the organization despite those concerns?  These questions 
were never posed. 

 
The environmental organizational representatives, who as individuals 
were liked and respected, were often associated with the historic and insti-
tutional racism of their cultures and organizations.  Neither the representa-
tives of the environmental groups nor the representatives of the other or-
ganizations ever raised the issue of how their respective organizations were 
perceived. 
 
While there were implicit accusations (and explicit statements made in 
some of the interviews for this report) of environmental groups “using” 
EDGE as an excuse or a “crutch” for not addressing issues of racism 
within their own organization, this issue was never raised by those who had 
the concern. 
 
Some of the people who represented environmental groups spoke to 
their fear of being perceived as racist tempering their actions as Board 
members. 

 
Though the Board governed on a consensus decision-making model it was, 
in many ways, a consensus process at its worst.  The result of these present 
but unspoken issues created a low level of trust, avoidance of fundamental is-
sues and a lack of accountability.  This less-effective form of governance 
contributed subtly and insidiously to EDGE’s overall organizational prob-
lems. 
 

“We (white people on the 
Board of Directors) carried 

the burden of racism our 
cultures and organizations 

have perpetuated.”  
 

(former) EDGE 
Board member 

 
 
 
 
 
 

“There always seemed to be 
this distrust on EDGE’s 

Board – not personal  
distrust, but  

organizational distrust.”  
 

Anon. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The Board never ‘jelled’ 
or created a level of trust 

from which tough  
decisions could be made.”  

 
Anon. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

“We have a hard time 
moving beyond our 

 ‘white guilt’.”  
 

Anon. 
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The report’s author does not believe that anyone involved in the organization 
– no matter what their color of skin – acted consciously or deliberately in a 
racist manner.  Despite the best intentions of those involved, race – or the 
differences caused by having been raised with a substantively different world 
point of view – did affect the people involved, just as it affects our commu-
nications and behavior on a larger societal level.    
 
It is somewhat ironic, and most unfortunate, that while EDGE was lauded 
by people outside the organization for creating a “safe place” to discuss vola-
tile issues of immigration, population and toxic contaminants, it was unable 
to create a similar “safe place” within the organization. 
 
 
Power 
In addition to issues of race, EDGE was also comprised of member groups 
which had vastly different organizational budgets and scope of programs and 
of individuals who had different levels of decision-making responsibilities 
within their respective organizations. The tensions caused by these organiza-
tional differences are, of course, present in any coalition effort.   
 
These issues of power, while not as difficult to address as those of race, also 
contributed to problems in Board decision-making and in building trust be-
tween board members.  For example: 

 
The budgets of  Sierra Club, Natural Resources Defense Council and 
Environmental Defense Fund are exponentially larger than the budgets of 
Latino Issues Forum or the Chinese American Citizens Action.  The larger, 
more well established groups by definition brought resources and contacts 
that the smaller groups were unable to match.  In actuality, many of the 
ethnic member groups contributed beyond their relative size to EDGE in 
terms of staff time and support of internal operation costs.  These differ-
ences were discussed, but never effectively resolved. 
 
Board members brought to the table different levels of decision-making 
power within their organizations.  In many cases, this was a reflection of 
the culture of the member organization; in others it was the result of the 
individual Board member’s level of management in his or her respective 
organization.  For example, Sierra Club has a highly democratic decision-
making structure and no one person, not even the Executive Director of 
the Sierra Club, can solely commit the organization to a policy decision or 
significant allocation of resources.  By contrast, the representative from the 
Greenlining Institute was that group’s Executive Director and could 
quickly commit,  based on his organization’s governance culture, to certain 
policy actions or allocations of resources.   

 
7.  Pioneers 
The Oxford Dictionary defines a ‘pioneer’ as “the initiator or originator of a new 
enterprise or vision...preparing the way...going before, leading or conducting....”  By defini-
tion, pioneers do not have models to emulate or road maps to follow.  While 
often denigrated for their efforts (at least until successful), they are also 
pointed to – “warts and all” – as models for others to follow.   
 

“Contemporary life is full 
of the dynamic language of 

‘outreach’.  As Victoria 
Bomberry, a Native 

American activist recently 
commented, “Nobody 

wants to be outreached to.” 
 

Jane Rogers, 
San Francisco  

Foundation 
 
 

 
 

“It’s important to have a 
Board of peers and, 

 if the Board isn’t  
comprised of peers, to have 

a mechanism for dealing 
with that inequity.” 

 
Anon. 

 
 
 
 

“It was difficult for the 
civil rights groups 

in EDGE to stay 
consistently involved – we 

were very strapped for 
 resources and often had to 

focus on burning issues 
like Proposition 209.” 

 
EDGE Board member 

 

“EDGE became a  
self-created ‘fishbowl’– it 
got caught up in showing 

what it could do.  
Appearances mattered 

more than product.”  
 

Anon. 
 



EDGE Final Report – Re-Issued fall 2002 27 

EDGE was by all definitions a pioneering organization.  This meant that its 
problems were magnified and its overall impact difficult to define except in 
retrospect.   
 
This ‘pioneering’ mentality contributed to the development of a number of 
factors in the organization’s culture:  
 

EDGE’s Board and staff were willing to do whatever it took to get the 
job done.  This was a laudable attribute but it also meant that the organiza-
tion didn’t ask for the additional help or resources needed to do the work. 
 
Because of the lack of a clearly-defined mission, people outside the or-
ganization sought out its assistance and advice on a wide variety of projects 
– some appropriate, some not.  When, because of inadequate staffing,  

 
EDGE was unable to respond in proportion to the attention and excite-
ment it was generating, some people interpreted the lack of response as 
“elitism” or insularity. 
 
The organization was “crisis” and “event” driven, instead of looking 
to the long-term.  This helped to contribute to the problems noted earlier 
of lack of a clear mission and inadequate management procedures. 
 
 
 
 
 

“People [in the environmental 
and social justice 

movements] are over 
committed, under-staffed, 

overworked and 
underfunded. 

We need to give  
ourselves a break.” 

 
Anon. 
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ANALYSIS: NEXT STEPS AND 
NEW OPPORTUNITIES 
 
 
The underlying and critical need for the environmental, environmental jus-
tice, social and civil justice communities to create a common ground and 
agenda has been eloquently addressed over the last ten years by a number of 
people.  This report does not repeat the reasons for that need, but rather to 
present possibilities for addressing it. 
 
If a new organization similar to EDGE in its goals to build common ground 
and common agendas is to be successful, there must be explicit and upfront 
acknowledgment of the importance and difficulty of addressing fundamental 
and ongoing issues.  Possibilities for addressing those challenges include: 
 
Create an intellectual framework for use in identifying intersecting is-
sues of concern to both environmentalists and social justice advocates.   
Integral to the development of a framework for discussion is creation of the 
‘rules of engagement.’  In order for a theoretical framework to be successfully 
implemented, there needs to also be an agreed upon means for acknowledg-
ing differences and addressing them on an ongoing basis.  
 
Develop clear and consistent language of not only why the constituen-
cies should work together, but also describing the consequences if 
they don’t. 
Any new organization must skillfully and deliberately educate itself about the 
culture and history of the constituents involved and from that develop a 
common language which addresses everyone’s goals and vision.  In addition, 
the organization must address not only the moral and ethical reasons for why 
its constituencies need to work together, but also the pragmatic results of 
what could happen if they don’t. 
 
Make sure the organization’s culture reflects its mission – ensure verti-
cal organizational integration of the mission and values of the organi-
zation. 
Any organization that wants to effectively address issues of race and power in 
our society must start by acknowledging, honoring and celebrating its own 
diversity.  The burden of solving these larger, societal problems should not 
be placed on the organization – they do need, however, to be named.  By 
naming these issues, the organization can develop working relationships 
based on trust and create a willingness to take risks and develop controversial 
agendas. 
 
Plan, develop and provide resources for a high threshold of governance 
and accountability. 
Any new organization must take the time and skillful care needed to both go 
to the heart of the issues, to be transparent in its decision-making and to op-
erate with a high degree of accountability.  The amount of resources and 
time, and the level of leadership this will take, should not be underestimated. 
 
 

“[Regarding how to start a 
 new organization] 
I don’t know. I feel 
stumped right now. 

The people I know who are 
the most committed and 
skilled on this issue are 

stumped.  For the benefit of 
the world, we need to find 

the unifying  common 
ground.   I think we need 

to start with a conversation, 
not structure.” 

  
Jane Rogers, 

San Francisco  
Foundation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The level of ignorance and 
racism in the  

environmental 
community right now is a 

real problem.”  
 

Anon. 
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Ask for help.  And make sure that time and energy is taken to listen 
and incorporate the advice. 
In the five years since EDGE was formed, little progress has been made in 
developing effective and lasting working relationships between the environ-
mental and ethnic communities.  Any new organization formed needs to rec-
ognize it is going to need a lot of help – from mentors and visionaries, ex-
perts in cross-cultural communications, those skilled in organizational devel-
opment, religious leaders and community activists. 
 
Develop an effective governance structure that both incorporates true 
representation of the constituencies involved and provides a pragmatic 
decision-making body. 
Any new organization needs to find a balance between democracy and deci-
sion-making (a goal sometimes considered the “Holy Grail” of nonprofit 
governance).  This requires a structure that is representative and that allows 
for good governance.   
 
The Greenlining Institute, a San Francisco based nonprofit dealing with eco-
nomic development issues in ethnic communities, and an EDGE member 
group, provides one example.  The Institute’s Board is comprised of indi-
viduals who don’t represent a specific organization but who have ties – in-
formal and historic – to a larger, ‘sister-organization’ coalition of member 
groups. 
 
It is also critical that the Board of Directors receive periodic training for 
Board responsibilities.  A mentoring program for both the Board of Direc-
tors and staff would also be essential. 
 
Create sufficient capitalization of the organization, including monies 
for initial planning and periodic outside evaluation. 
From the beginning, and common to many pioneering efforts, EDGE la-
bored under an inferiority complex when it came to raising money.  Any new 
organization needs to think through carefully its capitalization and planning 
needs and then seek the partnership of key foundations in raising the neces-
sary monies. 
 
As noted earlier in this report, we know that sufficient funding is key to the 
long-term success of coalitions.  When interviewed for this report, Lewis 
Butler, the co-founder of California Tomorrow, spoke to the essential role 
that sufficient capitalization played in the success of that organization. The 
organization’s $500,000 in start-up funding gave them the time needed to es-
tablish an effective Board, hire experienced staff and develop their mission 
and objectives.   
 

“In order to save the 
 environment, we need a 

new story about race, class 
and the environment. 

Ecological and cultural 
diversity are bound  

up together. 
We need a new story; 
to develop a common 

 language.”  
  

Carl Anthony,  
Earth Island Institute,  

EDGE Founding 
Board Member 

 
 
 
 
 
 

“If we’re going to start a 
new organization we have 

 to have ample funding – otherwise 
we shouldn’t even start.”  

 
Anon. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
 
In the weeks and months this report has been researched, written, reviewed, 
edited and produced, the need for a new campaign, project, coalition or or-
ganization to pick up where EDGE left off has become increasingly appar-
ent.   
 
In California, just a few examples provide clear indicators: today, 80% of the 
new households in California are being formed by people of color.  The 
state’s population is estimated to grow from 35 million people to 47.5 million 
by the year 2020 with the majority of growth coming from people of color. 
Neither local or state government has a workable plan for addressing the is-
sue of sprawl, where those people will live, how critical habitat, open space or 
agricultural lands will be protected, where the water will come from, how 
people will get to work, etc.   
 
As this report goes to print, Sierra Club is preparing for the most divisive 
vote in its history – whether or not to endorse a ‘closed-borders’ immigration 
policy.  The gulf between the environmental and social justice movements 
threatens to grow wider. 
 
In California, the institutions and people who have the power to make the 
decisions about land use, housing, transportation, habitat protection and wa-
ter use, have, for the most part, little relevance or connection to the emerging 
majority populations in the state. Environmental issues and the environ-
mental movement have probably even less connection. 
 
There are clear ethical and moral reasons as to why environmental and social 
justice advocates should work together to build a civil, just and sustainable 
society.  Ethics and morality aside, the need to find a common ground is also 
an utterly pragmatic one to anyone who can count votes.   
 
As I have developed this report, I have looked and hoped for the “silver bul-
let” – the clear, sure path to a next step – and haven’t found one.  Picking up 
where EDGE left off will be confusing, frustrating and messy – and, in my 
opinion, absolutely necessary.   
 
In order to know where you’re going, you need to honestly assess where you 
have been.  The dissolution of EDGE was a heartbreaking and exhausting 
experience for those involved with the organization in its last year.  It would 
have been much easier, not to mention less expensive, to have quietly closed 
the doors, to not have commissioned this report.  EDGE’s Board and staff 
deserve a large round of thanks for their openness to learn from the organi-
zation’s demise. 
 
In writing the report, I have had the enormous luxury of hindsight, reflec-
tion, the generous input of those interviewed and recent historical examples 
to draw on.  The pioneers who started EDGE, the Board and staff who 
struggled to continue the heart of its mission, had only a narrow path of 
commitment to follow.  They are to be honored and commended for their 
efforts. 
     -  Kimery Wiltshire, February 1998 

“....I have looked and 
hoped for the “silver 

 bullet” – the clear, sure 
path to the next step – and 

haven’t found one.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In writing the report, I 
have had the enormous 

luxury of hindsight, reflec-
tion, the generous input of 

those interviewed and recent 
historical examples to draw 

on.  The pioneers who 
started EDGE, the Board 

and staff who struggled to 
continue the heart of its 

mission, had only a narrow 
path of commitment to fol-
low.  They are to be hon-
ored and commended for 

their efforts. 
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