Massachusetts Green Party Organizing Manual

Welcome to the Greens!  Here is some information about the Greens and about organizing a Green local in your community.  The Manual has three sections: an introduction to the Greens for members and interested people, information about founding a Green local in Massachusetts for potential organizers, and a Green Party activist’s “toolbox” for Green activists.  

This manual was originally assembled by Stacey Cordeiro, co-chair of the MGP for much of 1996-2000.  Much of it is borrowed from other sources.  Where not otherwise noted, Stacey is probably the author.  This manual is designed to be revised and updated regularly!  It should be organized in a three-ring binder, so new parts can be added and old pages replaced.  Many of the pages are designed to double as originals of flyers that you can pull out and reproduce.  Ideally, a committee of MGP members should keep this manual updated.  
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I. Introduction to the Greens
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A brief history of the Greens in Massachusetts and the world

The Green Movement grew out of the anti-war and anti-nuclear movements of the 1970s.  One of its main leaders was Petra Kelly, an activist who founded the German Greens, and who served in the German Parliament.  The first Green Parties were formed in Germany and New Zealand, and the idea of a values-based, multi-issue political movement soon spread to other parts of the world.  Green Parties in Europe are organized around four “pillars”: Deep Ecology, Social Responsibility, Grassroots Democracy, and Non-Violence.  

One of the early leaders of the US Greens was Charlene Spretnak, the author of Green Politics: The Global Promise, which outlined the prospects for a US Green Party.  The first organization of Greens in the USA was the Green Committees of Correspondence, formed in 1984 and named after the American Revolutionary organization from US history.  This group expanded the four pillars to ten “Key Values” and started organizing as Greens and running candidates for local offices.  Massachusetts was the setting for the first gathering of US Greens, which took place in Amherst in 1987, and Greens organized local groups in Amherst and Jamaica Plain.  1986 was the first year that Green candidates appeared in the US, and the first Green elected to public office was Joyce Brown, a town councilor in Chapel Hill, NC, who was elected in 1989 and still serves on the council.  

In 1991, the Green Committees of Correspondence founded the Greens/Green Party USA.  The reason for the dual title was to reflect the dual purpose of the organization: to be an activist organization and a political party, both working to advance the 10 Key Values.  Our first presidential campaign took place in 1996, when Ralph Nader and Winona LaDuke ‘stood’ for election.  State green parties started forming around the country to organize for this campaign, including in Massachusetts, where we also ran our first congressional candidate, Charles Laws from Martha’s Vineyard, who won 4% of the vote.  

After the ’96 election, Greens who wanted to focus more narrowly on electoral politics and who objected to the tG/GPUSA’s decision-making structure formed the Association of State Green Parties.  In response to concerns raised by ASGP, the Greens/GPUSA changed their structure and the two groups are currently negotiating a merger.  Neither GPUSA nor ASGP is yet recognized by the US Federal Elections Commission as the Green Party.  Massachusetts is a member of both organizations and has taken a leadership role in negotiating a new structure that will be agreeable to both sides, which will lead to the formation of the US Green Party.

Nader and LaDuke ran a serious campaign in 2000, resulting in a surge of interest in the Greens.  The Green Party became recognized by the state of Massachusetts, along with many other states, through this election, and dramatically increased its membership as well.  We came in third in the country in both the raw number of votes and the percentage of votes won for Nader and the Greens.  The rate of Green organizing has accelerated here as well as the rest of the country, with new organizers coming forward and creating local groups.  

One of the most exciting parts of participating in the Green movement is that our actions are truly local and global.  Green Parties have been formed in seventy countries, and exist on all the world’s continents.  Federations of Green Parties exist in Europe, the Americas, Africa, and the Asia-Pacific region.  Green activists from all over the world will meet in a Global Greens Conference in April 2001, in Canberra, Australia.

What’s different about the Greens

The Green Party does things differently than other political parties.  What follows are some concepts you should be familiar with.

A values-based party

Probably the most important thing about the Greens is that we are united by common goals, articulated in our Ten Key Values.  Our values statement is meant to keep us from being hijacked by opportunists, as in the battle that took place over the leadership of the Reform Party.  It shows that we are not only people who object to things we have now, but that we have a vision of the way things could be.  It gives us a guideline for being proactive, rather than perpetually reactive.  And it gives us a tool for evaluating our actions and policies: are they consistent with our common statement of values?  This is a powerful standard.

Of course, Greens have formed different opinions about what some aspects of the ten key values mean.  They are subject to interpretation, and some groups develop their own statement of values (always containing the same 10 basic principles, however) to work from.  The appendix contains the most common statements of the ten key values (10KV).

Decision making 

Whenever practical, Greens make decisions by a consensus-seeking process, which usually has a fallback of a supermajority vote, if a consensus cannot be reached.  Consensus is one way that Greens seek to ensure representation of minority viewpoints.   Our work for structures such as proportional representation and instant-runoff voting reflects our belief that significant numbers of people who dissent from the majority should be able to make their voices heard, even when decisions are made against their wishes.  The consensus process itself seeks to draw out minority viewpoints and give them full consideration.  Minority viewpoints, when they are shared by a significant number of the group’s members, should be reported in the group’s records and in instructing representatives to larger decision-making bodies. 

Ideas about Representation and Leadership

Grassroots Democracy means that, in principle, every person should have an equal say in making decisions for the group.  In practice, this becomes impractical for more than a few people at a time, so we develop systems of representation.  Our structures are designed to come as close as possible to the democratic ideal without over-burdening the members.  Greens believe that is the duty of the representative to communicate the wishes of the people s/he represents to the representative body.

Imperative Mandate is the term we us to describe this concept.  When someone is elected from a group to represent that group at a larger level of organization, the members of the group discuss the issues the representative will face and instruct her/him on how to vote.  Of course, the system is imperfect.  Often, all the members cannot be as informed about the issues as the representative, and cannot foresee all the issues that will arise.  Therefore, we see the job of the representative as threefold: to provide information about decisions to the group s/he represents, to work with that group to develop a consensus about the issue, and to carry the mandate of the group to the larger body, along with any significant minority opinions.  

Accountability structures are essential to the Green way of doing politics.  Representatives must be open and honest in all dealings.  They must keep constituents informed of the decisions they have participated in.  But accountability is a two-way street.  It’s very difficult for a representative to keep members informed about the issues if the members themselves are not engaged.  Members need to keep informed about what’s going on in the larger Green Party structures, and to communicate their wishes about these things to the representative.  

If a representative is not properly communicating the wishes of the group, the Greens have recall measures, to remove that representative.  We also encourage term limits, so that representation is less about the person and her/his own power and recognition, and more about a service that the representative provides to her/his local group.

Gender balance is another principle of Green representation.  Wherever appropriate, it is encouraged, and sometimes required, that groups of Greens choose at least one of their representatives from among women members.  Greens should also choose representation that reflects the ethnic demographics of their area.  

Leadership can be a touchy issue among Greens.  Our principle of grassroots democracy is hard to reconcile with the concept of leadership, especially when one person starts getting more recognition, authority, or power than others.  Our organizational structures are designed to be anti-authoritarian, or “bottom-up”.  But leaders almost always emerge, on the basis of such characteristics as charisma, commitment, available time, talent, experience, or the conviction, confidence, and perceived authority that can come from being male, white, straight, etc.  Since leadership will develop, it’s best to be open about it and decide what kind of leadership the group wants, and to develop leadership in that way.  

Here are some ideas about what kinds of qualities are appropriate for Green leaders:

	A leader does….
	A leader does not….

	see leadership as a service to the group
	see the group as a supporter of the leader

	help the group articulate its wants and needs, and facilitate working toward those goals
	use the position of leadership to provide a more prominent place for her/his own goals

	continually work to develop leadership qualities in others
	believe that s/he is too important to step down from a position of leadership

	share information, skills, and experience with others, contributing to the institutional knowledge of the group
	make him/herself indispensable by hoarding information, skills, and experience

	respect the group’s organizational structure
	act without the knowledge and approval of the group

	pull her/his own weight and share tasks appropriately
	do everything her/himself, nor shy away from the dirty work


Movement vs. Party

One of the most important differences between the Greens and other parties is that we grew out of a movement of activists, and we want to stay accountable to that movement.  The goal of the Green Party is not to elect people or to gain political power for ourselves.  The goal is to make changes in society consistent with our Key Values.  Sometimes the best way to make these kinds of changes is to run candidates for political office, and sometimes the best way is to stage a sit-in at the office of a politician.  Experienced activists often say that the best strategy is to use a diversity of tactics, and for us this means working within and outside the political system.  The unique thing about the Greens is that we make room for both tactics.  

While this concept might seem abstract, it’s more relevant than you might think.  Greens all over the world have their eye on Germany, the home of the world’s most successful Green Party.  Once the German Greens found themselves participating in government, they learned about the corrupting pressures that exist in the hierarchy of government.  A fundamental problem with politics is that once a person is elected to office, her job usually becomes “getting re-elected”.  To this end, politicians are under pressure to make decisions most likely to be popular with the majority of voters, and the ideals of the party that supported them can go out the window.  Greens all over the world were horrified when the German Greens supported NATO’s bombing of Kosovo, which was in direct contradiction with the Green principle of non-violence (not to mention being of doubtful effectiveness).  Many interpret this betrayal of the party values as a practical decision made by Green politicians to protect their own place in government.  We all need to be mindful of this problem and keep ourselves under critical evaluation. 

How are Greens different from…

… Republicrats and Demoplicans?

Greens have a fundamentally different perspective from Republicans and Democrats.  Both of these parties accept the principle that the pursuit of profits is an appropriate principle to drive society.  Thus, the environment, community, self-expression, and quality of life are routinely sacrificed so that the private owners of economic assets can expand their wealth and privilege.  Greens see all life as part of the same web.  We realize that we are part of nature, and are deeply motivated by a basic respect for all forms of life.  Greens try to live by the Iroquois principle that the decisions we make should take into account the needs of the ‘seventh generation’, or our descendants seven generations from now.  

… Socialists?

Some critics of the Greens have made the accusation that the Greens are really just ‘reds’ in disguise.  This is hard to answer, because there are many different ideologies, each of which is described by its adherents as “Socialism”.  Greens agree with the socialist principle that the ownership of economic assets should lie with the people, not with the fortunate few that are born into the owning class.  However, Greens are opposed to the centralization advocated by some socialists.  We don’t want economic assets to be owned by the state, but by cooperatives and small business people.  We absolutely do not agree with the actions of states that have called themselves “Socialist” in the past, such as China and the USSR.  Greens believe firmly in decentralization, democratic decision-making, and freedom of speech, and believe that states that don’t adhere to those principles are not truly Socialist.  

… Libertarians?
Many people believe Greens are like Libertarians because of our shared positions on decriminalization of recreational drugs and civil rights for Lesbian, Gay, Bi-Sexual and Trans-Gendered people.  Libertarians advocate a radical rollback in government authority, particularly in the collection of taxes.  The Greens don’t really advocate an increase or decrease in taxes overall, only sane choices about how to spend tax revenues.  Greens recognize that society has an obligation to collectively provide for certain services, such as education and health care, and that taxes and government are the mechanisms we currently use to do this.  Libertarians parade their views about personal liberty, but are quieter about what they would call economic liberty.  They advocate a massive rollback of regulations and taxes on corporations, as well as on people.  

…Anarchists?

Greens share more views with Anarchists than many people realize.  Like Anarchists, Greens oppose hierarchy and oppression in all aspects of society, and believe that people should all participate directly in the decisions that affect their lives.  The most significant difference is that Greens still believe that government can be the forum where that process takes place, where Anarchists believe that the concept of the state is inherently repressive and cannot be reformed. 

The Challenges we face: Massachusetts’ political context

The US is not an easy place for new political parties.  The arcane “winner take all” system of elections makes it very difficult for small parties to win seats in government.  On top of this, the concept that third parties can “spoil” elections discourages the public from supporting our candidates, as illustrated in Ralph Nader’s 2000 candidacy for president.  These circumstances cloud an important truth: the Green Party is practically as strong in the US as in Germany!  The essential differences between the success of the German Greens and the relative obscurity we operate under here lie in the political structure.  

The early success of the Greens in Germany was facilitated by the German system of proportional representation.  While winning 5% of the vote in a race for state legislature won’t even secure a line in the local newspaper, under the German system, 5% was the threshold needed to guarantee seats in parliament.  The US is one of only a few countries left in the world without some system of proportional representation or preferential voting.  The winner-take-all system is a legacy of the British Empire.  Despite the fact that most of the world has moved on to more democratic systems of elections, the US public is remarkably unaware that other systems of elections exist.  Those who do know are prone to argue that these systems make governments ‘unstable’.  And yet it’s the stability of the US political system that has allowed the development of giant multi-national corporations.  

Another advantage enjoyed by the German Greens during their early development was that the government provided funding for the political party.  For each vote they won in state or federal elections, the German Greens were paid a small fee that they could use to further develop their organization.  In contrast, the US government provides very limited public financing for elections.  Further, very complex campaign financing laws make it very difficult to raise and spend money on elections, while being famously ineffective at preventing corruption!

Public financing is money spent from the general revenue to finance political campaigns.  The US and Massachusetts governments both provide funding to candidates who qualify by raising a required minimum of campaign money in the form of ‘matching funds’.  In Massachusetts, the Clean Elections campaign is working for the expansion of the public financing system to the point where candidates do not have to raise any private contributions, once they have met the qualification threshold.  This reform, set to begin with the 2002 election, would be a tremendous opportunity for Greens in Massachusetts.  Unfortunately, the success of the program is dependent on the funding, which has come under attack during every budget debate since the law was passed by the voters in 1998.  

Speaking of which, many people don’t realize that the right to ballot initiatives and referendums is a basic democratic principle that people in other states don’t necessarily enjoy.  While citizens in Massachusetts can pass laws by referendum, they cannot make budget appropriations this way, which is why the legislature is able to hold up the clean elections law, despite its popularity at the polls.  In recent years, the initiative and referendum process has fallen under criticism, as we have seen huge amounts of money poured into the process (there are no contribution limits to ballot campaigns), corrupting what should be one of the most democratic of processes. 

Some states, such as New York, have laws that allow a candidate to run on the ticket of more than one political party.  This system is called fusion.  While it has great potential for facilitating coalition campaigns among progressive third parties, fusion is most often used between small parties and one of the major parties.  The intention is to be able to count how many people voted for the candidate through the small party, thereby assigning some influence to the small party with that politician.  The Massachusetts Green Party has opposed fusion legislation in this state in recent years, because we have been uninterested in forming these kinds of coalitions with Democrats.  

In several ways, the government limits our ability to run our Green Party in ways that would be consistent with our values.  One very visible way is that Greens would prefer to organize democratic decision making by bioregions.  As the name implies, bioregions are geographic areas that have some kind of ecological consistency.  This is why some Green locals name themselves after river valleys.  While people who haven’t heard of this concept before wonder why we’d prioritize environmental boundaries more than political ones, it’s important to remember that as part of the environment, humans do tend to form settlements around geographical features.  In any case, the political boundaries used to elect representatives to legislatures and local councils are often in direct contradiction to the Green idea of representation.  In many cases, political boundaries are throwbacks to our colonial past, while still others cut across communities, preventing natural groups of people from making collective decisions about who will represent them, and dividing the voices of each representative’s constituency.  We live in the state that invented the term ‘gerrymander’!

Further, once we became a political party recognized by the state, we became subject to the rules the state creates about how political parties should be run.  Until 2000, the Massachusetts Green Party has operated as a membership organization, with membership in the party being contingent on becoming a dues-paying member, or obtaining a waiver for financial hardship.  The membership distinction is important because it demonstrates a basic commitment to support the organization, and empowers the member to shape the group’s policies and direction.  The State of Massachusetts, however, prohibits a political party from being a membership party and mandates that it be a registrant organization.   

Howie Hawkins of the New York Greens has this to say about membership and registrant parties:

“The registrant party structures laid out in state election laws were consciously designed around the turn of the century to thwart the populist and socialist attempts to build a mass-membership party of the common people.  Unaware of this history, radicals in this country today are too often also unaware of the differences between registrant and mass-membership parties, and accept the unique American system of registrant parties as the only way to do electoral politics, or, at least, the only way to legally get on and stay on the ballot.  This is the structure that most state election laws mandate, although when challenged, the courts have generally upheld the 1st Amendment free association rights of parties to structure themselves as they see fit…

“As universal suffrage was won in the late 1800’s, socialist parties developed mass-membership parties for two reasons: to build workers’ power based on organized numbers and to replace capitalist financing with democratic financing of the party to free it from capitalist pressures.  The mass-membership party therefore set up local branches to organize the masses and a representative structure to govern the party democratically.  It replaced informal membership based on activity in support of party elites with formal membership based on agreement with the party principles and payment of dues.  Dues replaced occasional donations by relatively few large contributors with periodic payments by large numbers of people…

“A mass-membership party is democratic, and organizes grassroots power.  On the negative side, it is susceptible to de-radicalization as the party achieves success and vested interests (real property in party halls, equipment, etc., income and status of party and parliamentary officials).”

Finally, state structures prevent the Greens from operating according to one of our most fundamental principle: that we are a party accountable to a movement.  A tangle of regulations created by different branches of the government has created a system where different functions have to, in essence, be carried out by legally distinct organizations.  For example, to raise and spend money on the 2000 presidential election, the MGP had to create a separate entity, the MGP Federal Elections fund, which created a large burden in terms of accounting and record keeping.  Depending on what kind of work we want to undertake in the future, we might be faced with creating any number of the organizations the government defines under the IRS tax code: a “501(c)(3)” is a not-for-profit educational organization; a “501(c)(4) is a lobbying organization; and a “527” is a political organization engaged in supporting candidates.  The ideal structure of a not-for-profit organization that has an arm that operates as a political party is illegal under current laws.   

Structure

The Massachusetts Green Party is a membership organization.  To become a member, people pay annual membership dues.  There is a “low-income” option for people who cannot afford the regular dues, or members may contact the clearinghouse to obtain a waiver for severe hardship.  With membership comes voting rights in the MGP, and a subscription to our newsletter.  

Every year, the MGP holds a gathering and congress in the month of May.  This is the highest decision making body of the Greens.  The gathering is hosted by a local organization, and so the location varies around the state.  Sometimes, the gathering is a weekend-long event, with workshops and social events, in addition to the congress.  All current members are eligible to make proposals and to vote at the Congress.  

The MGP Steering Committee is the administrative body that carries out instructions from the Congress and makes decisions between Congresses.  The Steering Committee is made up of thirteen MGP members, who are elected through a ranked-preference vote to two-year terms at the yearly Congress, and two members appointed by the Rainbow Coalition Party of Massachusetts.  SC members can’t serve more than three consecutive terms.  The SC meets at least quarterly, and often monthly, in public meetings where anyone can participate.  Between meetings, the Steering Committee communicates and sometimes votes through a closed email list and over the phone.  

The Steering Committee elects three Co-Chairs from its members.  All three Co-Chairs cannot be the same gender.  The Co-Chairs act on an everyday basis to implement decisions of the Congress and Steering Committee.  They also act as spokespeople for the MGP.  The Steering Committee also has a secretary and a treasurer, both of whom are elected by the membership at the annual Congress.  If vacancies arise on the SC between Congresses, sitting SC members can appoint MGP members to the empty seats.  Vacancies are announced through our newsletter, and the SC usually chooses candidates through a ranked-preference vote.  In the past, new SC members are subject to a probationary period of two meetings, where they are non-voting members.

MGP members organize themselves into locals.  There are about thirty locals of the MGP, with more being added all the time.  Local groups are defined in our bylaws as three or more MGP members who meet regularly (and have “open, democratic meetings”) to advance the 10KV of the Greens.  Locals are asked to designate two contact people, one man and one woman, to be the point people for communication with the public and for other Greens.  Other than that, locals may organize themselves as they see fit, can work on the issues they choose, and are encouraged to communicate and collaborate directly with each other.  

Local groups can endorse candidates for city and town office as they choose, without oversight from the MGP.  The candidate may also seek endorsement from the MGP, if s/he wishes.  For state offices such as representative and senator in the legislature, locals may also endorse candidates without oversight from the MGP, but official nominations can only be made by the MGP.  The MGP’s decision to nominate or endorse a candidate will depend heavily on the endorsement(s) of the relevant local group(s).  The MGP does not nominate or endorse members of the two major parties.  

Major decisions made at the Steering Committee are subject to review by all locals.  Any two locals can oppose a major decision made by the SC and ask that that decision come up for review by the membership.  

The Massachusetts Green Party is a member of the Greens/Green Party USA and the Association of State Green Parties.  Two representatives are elected to each organization at the yearly Congress.  Locals and individuals may also become members of tG/GPUSA and participate directly in their decision making structure.  Representation to the ASGP comes only through the two representatives from the state organization, although members may participate in a number of ASGP working committees.  

In addition, the MGP is a member of the Jobs With Justice Coalition, and the Boston Global Action Network.  One representative to each of these coalitions is elected at the yearly Congress.  

How all this will change

At the time of this writing, the MGP is facing a major restructuring.  For one thing, qualifying as an official party means we will have to adopt the structure imposed by the state, or challenge the state’s rules about how a party should be organized.  According to the State of Massachusetts, a political party is a “state committee”.  The state committee is comprised of two members from each of the state’s forty state senate districts (one man and one woman) who are elected every four years at the presidential primary by the registered Greens in that district.  Those 80 members can appoint up to another 80 members according to the party’s bylaws.  Additionally, ward and town committees are comprised of three to thirty members elected at the same time, usually as a slate.  Town committees can appoint as many additional members as they wish, but these appointees will be non-voting members.  There is no accountability measure between the state committee and these local committees, nor between the state committee and the registrants, except the fact that members of these committees have to stand for re-election every four years.  We are currently in conversation with the Secretary of State and our legal counsel about how to go about setting up these committees between now and the next presidential primary in March 2004.  Until then, Green Party locals should organize according to our current by-laws.  

Were it not for these regulations, the MGP would probably undergo changes anyway.  Our current system of electing SC members ‘at-large’ was developed at a time when there were essentially no strong local groups.  Now that the MGP has many locals, we would like to move toward a system where local groups elect members to the SC.  

The Massachusetts Green Party is also discussing the possibility of merging with the Rainbow Coalition Party of Massachusetts.  The Rainbow Party was formed in 1996, out of the Rainbow Coalition of Massachusetts, which originated in the 1983 candidacy of Mel King for Mayor of Boston.  The national Rainbow Coalition headed by Jesse Jackson is modeled on, but independent of, the organization here in Massachusetts.  The MGP and the Rainbow Party will likely come up with a proposal for a merger that will then be presented to the membership of both groups for approval.  No changes will be made without the approval of both groups’ members.  

II.  Organizing a Green local
                                (borrowed with permission from the Greens/GPUSA Organizing manual)

So you’re interested in organizing a local Green group?

Starting a new group is a serious commitment, one that you should think carefully about before undertaking.  If you’ve been an activist before, you know what it can mean: endless meetings, a perpetual drain on time and money, debates that turn into quarrels, and so forth.  But it also means a sense of belonging, doing the right thing, participating in something greater than yourself, and helping to shape the tides of history.  It means defeats and delays, and successes and victories.  It means meeting people from all over the country, and being part of a worldwide network.  Most of all, it means what you believe it can mean, and that’s the most powerful feeling of all.  

So how does one start a new Green group?  Start with some basic goals for your group.  You should organize in a way that will:

· Get things done

· Be rewarding and joyful to participate in

· Welcome involvement from new members

· Welcome involvement from people with different levels of commitment and varying points of view

· Make all people feel comfortable to speak, share ideas, and make proposals

· Respond creatively and effectively to new situations

· Empower and teach people to become powerful, confident activists.

IN SHORT, a good group will be effective, fun, and participatory.

A new approach to Green organizing

It’s important at the start to acknowledge the debt this guide owes to organizers from the Midwest Academy, one of the great practical organizing institutions in this country.  While drafting this guide, it was hard to overcome the temptation to simply include large chunks of Midwest’s Organizing for Social Change: A Manual for Activists in the 1990s.  You should have this book, if you are at all serious about organizing.  

The basics

To briefly outline the Midwest Academy basics: any organizing strategy must:

· Win concrete improvements in people’s lives

· Give people a sense of their own power

· Begin to alter the relations of power

Towards this end, Midwest teaches a very effective process.  In this model, you

· List the purpose and long range goals of the organization

· State the goals for a particular issue

· And define a series of shorter-range steps to achieve that goal.

The problem we face as Greens with this process is the general nature of our long-term goals.  We’re trying to fundamentally reconstruct society, not simply stop toxic dumping.  In order to make some sense of a Green strategy, we need to think about two basic points:

· First, big social change movements are composed of many smaller groups and movements.

· At the grassroots level, the key building block (or cell, if you prefer a more organic metaphor) for movement building is the local organizer.  

What is an organizer?

Here’s one description from the University of Minnesota Campus Greens:

An organizer: 

· Has a commitment to a vision of how things might be different, and is always trying to figure out the best way to make his or her vision come about

· Is a person who organizes: campaigns, rallies, lectures, protests, study groups, ballot drives, and so on.

· Is reliable and dependable; shows up on time; and follows through on responsibilities.

· Does all different kinds of work cheerfully, and is committed to learning organizing skills.  

· Doesn’t speak out of turn, and listens carefully to others. 

· Is accountable; gives reports on work done and asks for criticism on how it could be better.

· Keeps in contact with other members of his or her group by phone and mail.

· Studies other times and places where other organizers tried to make social change.

· Remains grounded in the community he or she is trying to organize; is constantly watching, hearing, and taking part in community life.

· Is patient and persistent; doesn’t let his or her commitment turn into self-righteousness.

· Speaks in a language that the people he or she is trying to reach can understand.

· Realizes that social change is not made by loners or superstars, but by people working together.

· Realizes that knowing all about an issue and knowing how to organize are two very different things.

· Takes care of him or herself; doesn’t take on too much and get burned out.

· Is always educating him or herself about sexism, racism, and homophobia.

· Is always teaching other people how to become organizers.

In the final analysis, that’s what it’s all about: creating new organizer, people who have participated in the practice of changing society and have gained a new sense of their power by doing so.  Repeat this process five hundred thousand times and we will have the beginnings of a strong Green movement.

The classic startup problem

This organizing packet isn’t here to just say “we’re great, we’re great”.  The Greens, like any other organization, have had our fair share of problems.

When Greens first come together, there are often serious debates over focus.  Bring together fifty people from fifty different backgrounds, and you’ll usually get fifty different ideas as to where the group should go.  Some people will want to work on tenants’ rights, others will want to work on stopping a toxic waste incinerator, others will want to organize a lecture series, and others will want to run for office.  None of these things is necessarily right or wrong. What is wrong is trying to do all of them at once with a new group.
Remember to be engaged.  If you split up into ten different little task forces or working groups, it’s very likely that few of them will get anything done, and you won’t appear to be very effective.  It’s far better to have the group as a whole focus on one or two projects, and do them well.

We’re a decentralist organization, but there are some organizing realities you just can’t change.  It’s important to realize that, in a group, the whole is much greater than the sum of the parts.  Another way of saying this is, one group of ten people can have a lot bigger effect than two groups of five people.  What this means for your group is that it’s usually worth it to try and find some project that as many people as possible are excited about.  It also means that you should be cautious before you start too many small “working group”.  Unless the people in those groups are really committed and/or experienced, they may fall apart.  (We’ve seen it happen over and over and over again.)

The coalition question

One question that frequently comes up is, “Should we function as a coalition of existing groups?”

It’s important to build alliances, but please realize that the Greens is an individual membership organization based on local chapters.  We’re not really set up to be a coalition, and in truth most coalitions are single-issue alliances in which Greens may participate, but which have a very limited and specific agenda all their own (stop the dumping, ban the burner, and so forth).

Multi-issue coalitions will form around electoral campaigns, and this is a very appropriate place for Greens to provide coordination and leadership.  However, such coalitions will typically be active only during the campaign season, and will become dormant afterwards.  

Whichever type of work you are doing, it’s still important to build your own membership-based Green local of people with a primary commitment to the Green vision.  Coalitions come and go; they’re hard to build and maintain, because all effective organizations have tremendous demands on their time and resources.  A membership-based local provides you with stability and continuity, and makes you a more credible player in coalition-building discussion.

The wrong way to organize a Green local

Joe and Karen want to organize a Green group.  They get hold of a Green brochure, read a book on Green politics, and are deeply inspired by the vision.  Not wanting to be “centralist”, they decide they can’t do anything more until they have a lot more people.  They put about a thousand posters up for a mass meeting.  They don’t want to set any agenda, because that would be “anti-democratic”.

At the meeting, about eighty people show up.  Everyone introduces themselves and talks about why they’ve come, which takes an hour and a half (during which about a dozen people leave).  Two men in particular go on at length about Green philosophy and what the Greens should do in their area.  Someone then suggests that they brainstorm ideas for projects.  This is done, and the group comes up with about twelve ideas for projects to work on, ranging from “running candidates for office” to “starting a newsletter” to “organizing a study group” to “stopping the local toxic dumping”.  Not wanting to hurt the feelings of those who suggested any project, the meeting forms twelve working groups.  People sign up for the projects they’re most interested in, and another general meeting is set for the following month.  After another two dozen people have left, someone realizes that each working group should have someone designated as a coordinator, to call people and get things started.  No-one can be found to coordinate four of the working groups (everyone who’s signed up for them has left), but eight coordinators are designated and Joe and Karen wind up with the other four lists, some of which have only one or two people signed on.

Joe and Karen both on the spur of the moment decide to work on the newsletter.  They call the ten people who signed up on the list and try to schedule a meeting.  After numerous phone calls back and forth they arrive at a time when seven of the ten can attend.  Their working group meets and talks about ideas for the newsletter, and comes up with some ideas and questions that they feel need to be submitted to the whole group again.

At the next meeting, about fifteen people show up.  The two men who talked so much at the first meeting are nowhere to be seen.  Only four of the eight working group coordinators show up, and there are several comments from people who were never called to do anything.  Only one other working group met (on toxic dumping).  They want to work very closely with the local toxics coalition.  After some discussion it’s agreed to endorse the local toxics coalition, but no one seems to have a very good idea of what this means . . . .

The story could go on, but you get the picture.  This is not a fictional account; it is a composite of numerous stories we’ve seen and heard here at the Clearinghouse.

A different approach

Cathy and Steve start organizing in a different city, with a different approach.  They too study all the Green literature they can find, but they make some decisions that serve their local group very well in the long run.  First, they carefully build a small organizing committee, not by mass advertising, but by word of mouth and small ads on bulletin boards at the local health-food store, bookstore, and in the offices of sympathetic organizations.  The organizing committee meets consistently for a good three months before officially launching the organization.  In those two months, the committee takes a careful look at the community: all the other organizations, the media, the economy, the biology, the culture, the political structures, and so on.  At every meeting they put a big map of the city and surrounding area on the wall, and refer to it constantly when discussing their future plans.

They don’t choose a name for their local yet, but instead simply call themselves the City Greens Organizing Committee.

They discuss strategy in depth: looking at a number of possible projects in detail, drawing on solid organizing materials and discussing critically at the potential for each project.  They make extensive use of Organizing for Social Change, especially the detailed process for “choosing an issue”, which they find very helpful.  After considerable discussion they narrow the possible campaigns down to three: placing a recycling initiative on the ballot, running a city council candidate, and shutting down a local toxic waste dump.  They then split up into three committees and research how each campaign could be started and especially how new people could be immediately involved in it.  Each committee is assigned the task of organizing two “work nights” where new people can be involved in hands-on work forward the issue.

While this subcommittee work is going on, the full organizing committee plans an ambitious introductory meeting.  Rather than one big advertisement, they spend their money on smaller series advertisements in five weekly community papers over a two-month period, and work hard to keep posters current in a number of key locations for the month prior to the meeting.  They also make extensive use of their personal contacts, especially encouraging friends and acquaintances that used to be activists during the ‘70s and ‘80s.

They don’t make any effort to publicize this work, but people start coming to their full committee meetings through word of mouth.  When new people come to a meeting, they are taken aside, given a brief rundown on what’s going on, and given the choice of jumping into the committee and sub-committee work right away, or waiting for the official introductory meeting.  In this way, the organizing committee expands to a solid core of 12 people over the three-month period.

The intro meeting itself is carefully planned, with an overview of Green philosophy and the Green movement internationally, nationally, and locally; a thorough explanation of their organizing committee’s efforts and the two campaigns; some small group introduction and discussion time, and a name-choosing process for the local.

By the time of the meeting, no one’s gotten much sleep lately, but their efforts pay off.  One hundred and seventy-five people show up and are immediately signed up for the four work nights.  Contributions are taken and new members are signed up.  Possible names for the local are brainstormed and one is chosen, giving everyone a feeling of ownership and accomplishment.

Six weeks later, a formal membership meeting is held.  About fifty people come.  The local’s overall status is assessed, and introductory presentations are given on issues such as relationships with the national organization, legal questions, financial outlook, and so forth.  Reports from the working groups are heard and the campaigns are seriously discussed.  The model bylaws provided by the national are briefly debated and referred to a committee . . . 

This is not a foolproof recipe.  The point is not to give you a formula; there is no such thing.  There are Greens for whom the above example would not work at all; starting with three projects is very ambitious unless you’ve got some experienced people on board from the beginning.  The point is to present an example of planning and strategic thinking in setting up a local.  If you’re stumped as to how to do this, by all means call us at the Clearinghouse – that’s what we’re here for!

(end of the borrowed part)

Things you will encounter in organizing your new green local.  

There are no easy answers to these issues: this section is meant only to give you a head start, using the experience of green organizers who have come before you.  Use this information to navigate these dilemmas and make informed choices for your own group.  

Picking an issue

One of the first things you will talk about is picking an issue to work on.  The Greens are a multi-issue organization – which makes it a little more difficult to organize.  (Ron Francis article here)  Our philosophy encompasses every aspect of society, but we can’t work on everything at once.  There are at least three major principles to use when deciding on an issue.  

1. Urgency.  If you are at all familiar with the philosophy of the Greens, you are probably interested in targeting the “root causes” of a problem.  Why work on a neighborhood cleanup, you might say, without addressing the source of the litter?  Why try to increase recycling when we could be trying to reduce packaging?  These sorts of questions are very wise.  A problem you might encounter, however, is that the “root causes” of the problem may seem too big for a small group to tackle.  

2. “Winnability”.  The Midwest Academy advises working on an issue that you are reasonably sure you can win.  It makes sense – who would want to spend all their time on something they think is impossible?  The problem you might find here is the converse of the previous one: you might end up setting your sights too small, and not addressing the fundamental things that really affect people’s lives.  Don’t be afraid of thinking big – you can probably accomplish more than you think.

3. Interest.  On a practical level, you will probably end up picking an issue that the most people are interested in to want to work on.   The caution here would be to look out for prejudices in what people are interested in.  A group of white people may not think they have much interest in adopting an anti-racism agenda, for example, but this is probably one of the most important issues they could work on.    

Momentum

When you’re in for the long haul, you will see plenty of ups and downs.  Right now, there is lots of interest in the Greens because of the 2000 Nader campaign.  We are under a lot of pressure to keep up that momentum.  A common experience for new organizers is to see lots of interest in the start of a new group, only to get discouraged when interest seems to fall off.  Here are some ways to weather the ups and downs:

1. Get used to them.  There will always be waves of interest in any group.  Don’t take a downturn in attendance or interest as a sign of failure: sometimes new locals take several attempts to stick!  And even long-running locals periodically need an infusion of thought and energy to reinvigorate them.  This is normal.  
2. Don’t expect everyone to be as committed as you, but don’t let yourself be the only committed person.  You should be working with at least a couple of other people who are committed to this group and willing to put in a lot of work to make it thrive.  But for every person at this level of interest, there are probably a hundred who would like to help out in some small way, but who don’t have the time or energy to become an organizer.  One of the hardest things you will have to figure out is how to give people something to do at every level of interest.  To keep the group going, you have to constantly think of things that folks can do with two hours a week, two hours a month, etc.  
3. Always be recruiting new members!  There will be turnover in your organization.  People will drop off, so you need to make sure you are always recruiting new members.  A healthy group will have an established system for orienting new members and plugging them into your ongoing activities.  If you are having regular business meetings, don’t assume that these will be the best introduction for potential members!  
4. Keep up with routing tasks.  To call your first meeting, you probably made lots of phone calls, put up lots of flyers, made sure to advertise in the local paper, etc.  As time goes on (and your list grows), these tasks are often neglected, especially if they don’t soon become tasks that get rotated and shared.  Even people who are very excited about the group will miss meetings if you don’t call and remind them, so keep up with your group communications.  Don’t underestimate how much time this will take, and how much help you will need!
5. Organizing is about personal relationships.  If the people in your group don’t like each other and enjoy doing things together, your group will not survive.  Give members a chance to get to know each other in social settings.  
A Structure

Very soon after founding a local group, people will want to know the structure and ground rules for the group.  

Good meetings: facilitation, encourage participation by women

A word on race

The Green vision for society is one where people work together, celebrating differences, in a vibrant, diverse community made up of people of different genders, ethnicities, sexual orientations, etc.  However, some Greens have had the experience of calling a meeting through publicly advertised meetings, and finding themselves looking at a room full of white faces, even in communities where there are many people of color.  Usually someone will point this out, and those present will start talking about how to improve the diversity of their group, through something called “outreach”.

In reality, there may be simple communication reasons about why you didn’t turn out some people.  Maybe you neglected particular neighborhoods in your flyering efforts, or overlooked a community newspaper oriented at people of color.  Your organization might be relying too much on email, and the difference between ethnic communities in access to email technology may be enough to systematically exclude people of color.  These factors can be improved, and you might consider a special effort to get your information out to all the people you want to reach.  

However, one of the biggest reasons people come to a Green Party meeting is that the things they know about the Greens get them excited about us, because our issues speak to their own interests.  If your organization is systematically not exciting any group of people, a better route to take would be to evaluate your message and the issues you work on.  People will get involved with the Greens if we are working toward the changes they want.  

Another way to create a truly diverse organization is to encourage leadership from people of color.  Even if you are working on the right issues, your membership will tend to reflect the leadership.  For white people, it can be difficult to see the ways they benefit from racism, just as is can be difficult for men to understand the privilege they enjoy as a result of the patriarchy in society.  It is important for white people to evaluate whether they have any of society’s racism embedded in them that keeps them from accepting leadership from people of color.

Logistics:

Affiliating with MGP, GPUSA

Collecting dues

Using the MGP newsletter, MGP email update, MGP web page and calendar, Green Politics, Green News, and S/R

Getting a free web page

How all this will change (database, state requirements)

Local contact people

Bibiography

Massachusetts Green Party Organizing Manual

Last Revised 1/15/01

page 17

