
develop relationships is the key to keeping them there.
Believing that "the whole is more than the sum of its parts"
and "we can do more together than we can alone" leads to
the rubbing of elbows in battle, and the sharing of stories,
scars and laughs. Soon folks are thinking beyond their own
issues to the root causes of divisions in our region. Coalitions
allow them to formulate and pursue a common vision.

In states where the odds can seem overwhelming, each
coalition has scored considerable success. Whether
exposing corporate control over lawmakers,
winning groundbreaking legislation, or
systematically building capacity for future victories,
the coalitions are reshaping the political landscape

West Ways

W hat do a young organizer for a fledgling youth
organization and the head of Nevada's largest
union federation have in common? For starters,

a commitment to building progressive power through the
Progressive Leadership Alliance of Nevada (PLAN).

"I believe that I have the ability to make a difference for this
generation and the next," says Inger McDowell, Youth
Coordinator for PLAN’s newest group, the Nevada Young
Activist Project. "I'm really excited to begin organizing other
youth in Nevada to collectively flex our muscles and raise
our voices." 

Danny Thompson, Executive Secretary-Treasurer of the
state's AFL-CIO, is equally passionate about the
opportunities provided by this broad-based coalition. "PLAN
is a very important voice for the underdog in the state of
Nevada," he says. "When I was first approached about
joining, I thought it was very important that the AFL-CIO was
a part of this coalition."

How does one set the table in the West so that the Danny
Thompsons and the Inger McDowells can sit down together?
Over the last ten years, Western States Center has worked
with leaders in four intermountain states — Nevada, Utah,
Idaho, and Wyoming — to put together permanent, multi-
issue, multi-constituency coalitions that aggregate the power of
groups with common interests or common threats. 

Each state faces similar circumstances that, unopposed, would
be cause for despair. Paula Wolfe, co-chair of the Utah
Progressive Network (UPNet), describes some of the dynamics
that challenge progressives in the intermountain West: "rapid,
uncontrolled growth accompanied by sprawl; demographic
changes that are upsetting a white majority; land-use and
public land battles that go back to the earliest days; and a
solidly entrenched conservative social and political
establishment." 

A combination of pressures and self-interest may bring people
to the table — but helping individuals and organizations

Progressive Coalitions:
A Vision of What is Possible
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by Len Norwitz

“I believe that I have the ability to make a difference,” says Inger McDowell
(left) with Rocio Lopez, Nevada Freedom Summer 2000
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•  The Community Leadership Training Program expands the
capacity and impact of grassroots and statewide organizations and their leaders by
convening both emerging and established leaders for leadership development, training,
and strategic organizational assistance. This program includes targeted technical
assistance to organizations across the region; the Community Strategic Training
Initiative, an annual four-day training for over 400 community leaders; and the Western
Institute for Organizing and Leadership Development (formerly ALMP), an
intensive year-long organizing and leadership development training program.

• The Western Progressive Leadership Network helps build
relationships and develop common strategies among community, environmental, labor,
social justice and other public interest organizations to address vital public policy issues.
The program supports the development of permanent, multi-issue statewide coalitions,
and provides training and strategic support to build the capacity of informed communities
to participate in the public policy process and in elections.

•  The Center’s Research and Action for Change and Equity
(RACE) Program supports research, education and action on race-related issues
at the community level. It includes a dismantling racism training program; a partnership
project that combines issue education and strategic convening of allied organizations
working towards racial justice; and focused organizational development within
communities of color.

•  The Center’s Environment Program facilitates collaboration among diverse
constituencies and public officials in pursuit of socially responsible, environmentally
sound and economically sustainable solutions to the region’s environmental problems. The
program provides research and analysis of emerging regional issues and engages
communities — including those often excluded from policy debates — in developing
solutions. Especially where such issues can become divisive, the Center convenes and
supports groups working to bridge the divisions.

•  The Money in Western Politics Project works to analyze the flow of
campaign contributions and political funds from wealthy private and corporate interests
into politics in the West; expose the influence of these funds in our states; and mobilize
public support for fundamental campaign finance reform.

•  The hub of the wheel is the development and administrative team which
creates internal strategies that support external organizing, including leveraging national
resources and expanding the regional progressive donor base; opening doors and
providing fiscal sponsorship for new groups; and maintaining an active communications
network linking 2,000 progressive organizations and almost 5,000 individuals.

The People & Programs of Western States Center
The Western States Center’s mission is to build a progressive movement
for social, economic, racial and environmental justice in the eight Western states of Oregon,
Washington, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Utah, Nevada and Alaska. Our vision is of a just and
equitable society governed by a strong, grassroots democracy. We work on three levels:
strengthening grassroots organizing and community-based leadership; building broad-based
statewide progressive coalitions; and encouraging a new generation of citizen leaders to run
for public office and engage in the public policy process. HereÕs how we do it:
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West Ways
is a semi-annual look at the latest ways
Western States Center is working to build
the progressive movement in the West.
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