LCA Resident Member Packet

D R A F T

* This document was drafted by Floyd Peterson & Amy Dalton in the spring of 2002,using some materials from years past It is being sent each house for member comment. A final document has not been approved, but it is helpful overview for the transition discussion. *

* T A B L E    O F    C O N T E N T S *

I. Introduction 

II. History & Mission 

· Purpose and Definition of Land Trust 

· History of the LCA

· Discussion of intentional community

III. Logistics

· Board

· Meetings

· Bookeeper

· Finances

· Resident / NR Member Status

IV. Politics, Privileges & Responsibilities

· Right to review al board minutes and decisions

· How is this different from “normal” (cost share vs. rent)

· What “financial interdependence” means: reports, appropriate / inappropriate use of maintenance money

V. Potential 

· Organizational vision

· Ideas that come up in general meetings

· Obstacles to getting this done

· Efforts to get them done in the past (go into history a little bit)

· Opportunities to work toward this right now—big steps, small steps

· How you can help

* D R A F T    T E X T *

I. Introduction

Not written yet (
II. History & Mission

A. Purpose & Definitions — The LCA is a land trust—a democratically structured organization created to develop and promote non-profit cooperative ownership and management of property. It owns and holds properties in trust, keeping them affordable and well-maintained for the long-term use of individuals, families, and groups in the Delaware Valley. Land trusting helps keep rents and housing prices down by keeping properties away from real estate speculators. It provides housing security for people who otherwise might not have that, as well as inexpensive office space for nonprofit social change organizations. Land trusting also provides community members with an intentional community in which they can learn cooperative skills in both maintenance and management of our living environment.

B. Properties  — The LCA currently owns seven properties. Five of the seven are leased to communal houses of six or seven people each. A sixth property is leased to Project H.O.M.E. for use as permanent supported living for a select group of formerly homeless people. A seventh property has two apartments, as well as the offices of Food Not Bombs, Books Thru Bars, the Voltarine de Cleyre Cultural Center (the A-Space, a collectively run meeting and socializing space), and the Nonviolence Training Collective of the Delaware Valley (NVTC). Additionally, the LCA recently provided a loan toward the purchase of a joined duplex that is half apartments and half communal house.

C. History and Origins — The LCA’s original organizational function when it was formed in 1971 was to hold title to the office and training center of Movement for a New Society (MNS). 

MNS grew out of A Quaker Action Group, a national organization of Friends (Quakers) who were nonviolently protesting the Vietnam War and other injustices. Its mission was to train activists in the practice and planning of nonviolent direct action campaigns. MNS had its greatest influence on the organization and strategy of the anti-nuclear power movement, and played a major role in training the activists at the occupation of the Seabrook Nuclear Power Plant. At its height in the late 1970s, MNS had 300 members in groups around the country. West Philadelphia was the center of this effort, housing an ongoing training center for nonviolent struggle, a publishing collective (now New Society Publishers), a food coop (which later merged with another coop to form Mariposa Food Coop), and the network of communal houses that became the Life Center Association.

Early MNSers recognized the need for a strong support network for activists. They wanted to express their political views in their personal lives and in personal growth. They challenged themselves to live the values of the future in the present, breaking down the ‘isms’ which affected relationships (classism, racism, sexism, heterosexism, etc.) To create this sort of intentional community, people formed group houses or lived in apartments all within close proximity to each other. This community of MNS affiliated people living and working together was called the Life Center. At one time there were over 20 communal households in the Life Center, but only a few were officially owned by the Life Center Association.


Some MNSers who had envisioned that community ownership of property would be an integral part of the new society, formed a non-profit corporation, the Life Center Association. This organization bought a huge house called Stone House in 1971. For many years Stone House (on 46th St. between Springfield and Chester) was MNS’s community and training center as well as a household for five to ten people. The organization’s next purchase was the office building at 4722 Baltimore Avenue.


By the late 1970s there was interest in acquiring more community owned property. A group of MNSers who had bought 906 S. 49th St. (The Crossing) in 1975 and were living as a communal household, decided to sell their house to the LCA for $1 plus the balance on the mortgage. Also in that year, the community at 4811 Springfield (now Ailanthus), which was owned by a group of MNS affiliated people no longer living in Philadelphia (called the Springfield Support Community), started to function as if the house were an LCA property and sent a representative to Board meetings. In 1981, the LCA decided to sell Stone House because it was too expensive to maintain, and used the money from the sale to renovate the Crossing into MNS’s new hospitality/training center. In 1982 three more resident properties became part of the LCA. The owner of 5023 Cedar Ave., Kent Larabee, who was moving away from Philadelphia, agreed to deed over the property to the LCA in exchange for a life-time annuity for himself. The owner of 1014 S. 47th St. (now Jubilee), also moving out of town, sold her house to the LCA, as did the owner of 4709 Windsor (now Vortex). All three of these communal households were able to continue after their owners left town because the LCA provided a structure for holding property in common. The official transfer of 4811 Springfield Ave. from the Springfield Support Community to the LCA occurred also in 1982.


When MNSers moved away from Philadelphia it resulted in a dramatic expansion of communal property ownership for the LCA, yet it also resulted in the end of MNS’s activist training program. Many of the MNS members who were moving away from Philadelphia were primary trainers. MNS was on a decline that continued until the summer of 1988 when the national organization laid itself down. (The Philadelphia chapter of MNS had already laid itself down in December 1986.) The Life Center Association, which had been firmly linked to MNS from the beginning, was suddenly on its own. 


Since the late 1980s the LCA has been attempting to redefine its mission. Through various organizational restructurings, think tank committees and by applying for and receiving tax-exempt status, the LCA has advanced in this quest. One of our goals is to purchase additional properties so as to permanently remove them from the speculative real estate market and keep them in trust for the benefit of the community. In 1994, the LCA decided to purchase 4819 Springfield Ave, which had been a communal property and part of the informal Life Center network for over two decades. Another goal of the LCA is to diversify our resident base. Although providing stable and inexpensive housing for social change activists, a legacy from MNS days, is still an important role for the LCA, we have begun to provide housing for other low to moderate-income people. In 1992, The Crossing was leased to Project Home as a transitional community for formerly homeless people. We negotiated a five-year lease with them in 1994. Also, we attempted to support the creation of a single-mothers' communal house at 5023 Cedar Ave. by providing a subsidy to lower monthly living expenses. Unfortunately, the community did not succeed and disbanded within a year. 


In the next few years the LCA will be challenged to continue to clarify and implement our mission as we approach our quarter-century anniversary. We hope this packet will provide necessary background information for that project.

III. Logistics: A Look at How the LCA Works

A. Structure & Decision-Making — The LCA is an organization that works in a direct democratic fashion. At first glance, the governing structure seems representative, but our bylaws put channels in place that allow LCA house members to challenge board decisions and recall anyone not representing their house (CHECK). 


To abide by legal standards for non-profit status, the LCA has in place a legally recognized “Board, ” which is made up of one empowered spokesperson from each property as well as two at-large members.  The board is in charge of implementing all decisions made at the membership meeting.

The LCA also empowers three “officers,” chosen by consensus at the yearly membership meeting from among the LCA house members, like yourself. These are the president, the secretary, and the treasurer. The president is nothing more than someone convening meetings, the secretary basically takes notes, and is responsible for seeing minutes distributed, and the treasurer keeps track of finances. At no time whatsoever are the officers in a position of executive authority, as all board decisions are made by consensus. There are other tasks that have been taken on by various folks like bookkeeping and “liaison.” The bookkeeper is paid by the LCA account for this tedious task.

All empowered spokespeople convene at the monthly “Board meeting,” where financial and logistical decisions are made. Not only is this the time to deal with the interworkings of keeping up the organization, it also serves as an opportunity for houses to share report backs that reflect the general feeling of how each house is doing, and offer suggestions on how to solve maintenance and community problems. These meetings are entirely open—any LCA house member is welcome to come and participate, and in fact it is recommended that every house member try to come to at least one monthly meeting a year, in order to become familiar with the Board members and to understand how the board works.
At least once a year, the board is required to convene a general membership meeting. At these meetings, it has been a time-tested tradition that all LCA house members attend. These events are structured to be a space for everyone in the LCA to gather, reflect, celebrate, brainstorm, and generally make major decisions that need to be worked out through a larger proposal setting, involving major projects, policy, and the direction of the organization. All decisions are made by consensus. Unless other plans are made and communicated, the membership meeting is to take place in November, right after the end of our fiscal year [CHECK]. At times, the board has called as second membership meeting in the spring. It is vital that all members attend these meetings.
B. Finances — Each LCA house is responsible to each other financially. The system in which the finances work are very complex, yet are in place to ensure an efficient process in which to keep the organization fluid and balanced in terms of house autonomy, mutual aid, economic stability & safety, and accountability. It is extremely important that each LCA member understand the way the organization’s finances work, so please review the following carefully. 

Every month, each LCA house collects from each member (1) a “costshare” for the LCA and (2) a contribution to the house maintenance fund.

(1) Most houses collect $790 per month for the LCA costshare. If there are six people in your house, this is $132 per person. 4722, which is significantly smaller, collects only $510 per month for the LCA. (In the November 2001 membership meeting, it was consensed that each LCA house would pay an increase of $100/month in costshare. This change is reflected in these numbers.) This money goes into the LCA operating budget, and is used for mortgage payments, insurance, maintenance loans and grants, and other assorted legal/operating costs and fees. We have one outstanding mortgage (on 4819 Springfield) and one annuity (on 5023 Cedar Ave) which is an arrangement where we pay a small amount to the former owner each month until he dies. There is also a safety net of approximately $12,000 – $15,000 that is kept in the LCA account for emergencies, so that the organization doesn't fold from a disaster situation. (ie: roof caves in, house burns down, lightening – which did happen to Jubilee in 1994!)

(2) Additionally, each house is responsible for collecting a total of $4000 (approx. $333/month) a year for a house maintenance fund. These funds should be kept in a house account. It is assumed that most general maintenance will come out of this figure, but bigger expenses will come out of the LCA general operating account. Each house is responsible for accounting for these maintenance expenses in the form of three quarterly reports and one final report. At the end of the fiscal year, any leftover funds from unused maintenance money in your house account need to be returned to the general LCA account. This is why it is important for the reporting to be up to date and accurate.

This may seem complicated, but it has a deep philosophical reason behind it. The idea is to balance autonomy of each house with a communal finance structure that allows us to put money where it is most needed at any given time. Each house autonomously regulates their house upkeep money for expenses that come fairly regularly. It would create much unnecessary bureaucracy to have to go to a Board meeting to approve every fund allocation for basic upkeep. It would be extremely inefficient and downright ridiculous to have to wait until the next monthly meeting to get money to fix a leaky faucet! The reason bigger expenses are not left up to the individual communities is because major repair needs tend to arise irregularly, with gaps of several years where expenses are quite low. Since most of our houses have higher turnover rates, the burden of these expenses would not be shared equally among members if they were not collectivized. If houses just collected what was needed in any given year, there would not be equity. By creating a common account for bigger expenses, we can better support each other based on each house’s need. In other words, if things work right, each house pays into the common maintenance account according to what they have at the end of the year, and takes from it according to what they need.

This is a precarious process that only works when people are doing their part. The most important day-to-day part of this is keeping track of maintenance expenses and completing the quarterly reports. With the privilege of each individual house having direct control over these maintenance funds, comes accountability. It wouldn't be fair to one house, if another were to using their funds irresponsibly. Therefore, it is extremely important that maintenance money is saved for the upkeep, not the cosmetics of the house. Use it to fix your staircase or porch railing, not for food money, new curtains or a pretty set of dish towels. It is also of extreme utmost importance that every LCA house completes a quarterly report AND a yearly fiscal report, that lists your financial actions. The I.R.S. won't be kind to us because we simply forget (hint: receipts). Additionally, these reports keep each house accountable to each other.

(3) There is a third set of funds that some houses collect, and this is a “community account.” Usually this account deals with food, with Mariposa membership, and various other miscellaneous expenses (such as curtains and dish towels). Houses are encouraged to set up an additional bank account for such a community account. There is no need to report these financial transactions to the LCA, but reporting it in some formal way at your house meetings is a good idea. Also, at LCA meetings we can exchange ideas about how we have made communal food work, what trouble we have had with it, what Community Supported Agriculture programs we have chosen to support, etc.

C. Membership — Membership in the LCA is simple and complex at the same time. Most basically, all residents who sign a lease with the LCA are automatically LCA members. We’ll call these people “resident members.” Additionally, however, our bylaws state that anyone in the Delaware Valley who agrees with the purpose of the LCA and is committed to supporting the LCA can be a member. That’s pretty broad! The by laws are vague when they discuss this, and do not list any requirements for these members from the community. (We’ll call these people “nonresident members.”) Also, in our literature it states that “the LCA has an organizational commitment that 75% or more of LCA residents are to have annual incomes of 60% or less of the median income for the Philadelphia metropolitan area.” This is not in the bylaws, and has not been implemented in any concrete way.


Again, history helps us understand why this is the case. Organizations aren’t inherently logical, but their history does have a logic to it. In the LCA’s early years, membership to the Movement for a New Society (MNS) had been a prerequisite to membership in the LCA. When MNS died, the LCA was forced to reevaluate is structure. The organization at that time made a decision to open “membership” up to anyone in the region who wanted to be a member. Their other option was to limit it somehow, and because they believed that the LCA’s mission was to facilitate communal ownership of property, this didn’t seem quite right. Hence we have this vague category of “nonresident member.”  At some point since then, the LCA membership decided that it was important to re-affirm our solidarity with low-income people and our desire to live non-materialistic lives. Hence the statement about medium income levels.


The current resident-members of the LCA have the power to change these definitions and understandings if we want to. We can rewrite our bylaws to stipulate how one becomes a member, or to create different types of membership. We can ask people from other groups doing interesting work related to housing and property to become members. We can shape this organization.


The first step of that, though, is to create accountability within the current membership—which is almost entirely resident-members. Rights and benefits of LCA membership include: (1) eligibility to serve on the Board; (2) entitlement to full participation in the LCA consensus decision-making process; (3) entitlement to receive minutes of LCA meetings. What this means is that the residents of the houses participate in the governance of the organization that owns their home. Additionally, there are serious requirements and responsibilities that membership entails.  Those are reviewed below.

Requirements Review—individual resident members

· Attend one regular monthly Board meeting a year

· Attend all general membership meetings 
· Review minutes from board meetings
Requirements Review—houses
· collect cost share each month and submit it to the LCA

· collect $4000 in maintenance money each year, account for expenditures in quarterly reports, and remit all unspent money to the LCA each October

IV. Politics, Privileges, & Responsibilities

Attention LCAers: We are all our own landlords! We “own” each other’s houses, and are all equally responsible to each other! We answer to no one but ourselves when deciding how to operate! 

The LCA is set up in a way that is supposed to reflect a democratic vision for how our community can operate in a collective manner. Indeed, it can be assumed that most LCA house members lead some sort of progressive or radical life, and is looking to help build a community that works in a more egalitarian fashion, with a horizontal, self-sufficient mode of decision making. If this is the society that we strive for, than shouldn’t we do our best to set examples and models for change in our everyday life? This should include how we handle the ways in which our housing, its utilities, and its upkeep work. 

Obviously, the LCA isn’t the perfect example of organizing the way we live, but isn’t it a great opportunity in this day and age to provide examples to better aid each other in our community? Doesn’t it maintain a prime model in which to shape a more efficient and mutually benefiting housing organizational structure?

Isn’t it quite scary to think that many of us claim to want to replace the existing oppressive structure with one that is sustainable, yet we can’t even find the time to put fiscal reports together? Should we check ourselves, and hope that we can find ways in which to communicate our hopes, fears, and concerns better? Why don’t we see the LCA as a priority in our lives, regardless of our agreed-upon roles in the organization? Shouldn’t we use our privileges to better aid each other and the stability of the surrounding neighborhood, and hold each other accountable when it comes to dealing with the responsibilities of keeping our dreams afloat? I know these questions are confrontational, but if we expect to become a more independent community, we must prove it to each other that it's possible. You're literally living the chance, so please don’t pass it up. 


Politics, privilege, and responsibility are all interconnected. Living in these houses is a privilege. We must use that privilege responsibly. Not to do so is a political issue. 

V. Potential


The LCA’s vision is big. Its founders envisioned an alternative intentional community that lives within but not of the structures of our world. 

( Tangibly, we want this structure to provide housing not just for white activists, but also for low income families, people of color, working class moms. So far we haven’t done this successfully, though we’ve tried. We have been exploring ways to open up the structure by having an option for split deed membership in which lessees could earn some equity from the time they stayed in the house. This would be especially beneficial to young families. But we don’t want to lose the spirit of alternative culture, so we are not sure how to more forward on this. It is a confusing challenge.

( Strategically, it would be nice if the existence of this organization could be able to communicate a positive complement to the current critiques of genetrification in our neighborhood—be a political force, an alternate vision; an “answer” to the question—what are you guys FOR? Right now we are just kind of here, though we did recently move to support the residents of 911 S. 49th Street in their legal challenge of the Redevelopment Authority’s claim to their house. 

( How would we accomplish these things, tactically?

· We could talk about it more than at one membership meeting a year. 

· We could work to build a dynamic, involved membership that is not just the LCA house members, but supporters of the vision around which this organization is founded. Steps toward this would be building an LCA “alumni database” of former residents, having educational events on alternative models of ownership, sending a representative to the Neighbors Against McPentrification and perhaps other groups, inviting people from Project HOME or the Aspace Collective to come to our board meetings… 

· We could involve ourselves in national groups that exist to support similar missions, such as the Madison Community of Co-Ops.

· We could explore alternative models of land trusting that would serve a greater population.

Wait a minute! We’re actually doing that last one. Please read this month’s minutes! So maybe this section needs to be revised … 










