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C A S E S T U D Y

Few inside the

community

development sector

would suggest that 

the infrastructure 

that supports CDCs 

is across-the-board

healthy.

By Rick Cohen

Infrastructure in Action:
Bolstering Nonprofit Community Developers

OW DOES THE NONPROFIT INFRASTRUCTURE

work in practice? At the national level, it’s

difficult to see, but a slice of the non-

profit sector—the more than 4,000 urban

and rural community development corporations

(CDCs) that develop housing and economic devel-

opment strategies—demonstrates some infrastruc-

tural components in operation. 

Few inside the community development sector

would suggest that the infrastructure that sup-

ports CDCs is across-the-board healthy. There are

tensions, fissures, and gaps in the fabric of sup-

ports, and CDCs and funders alike suggest the

need to repair them. But to some extent, commu-

nity development provides persuasive evidence of

what infrastructure organizations can accomplish

in terms of supporting nonprofit rural and urban

community developers and in their recent efforts

to aggressively combat the problem of subprime

mortgage foreclosures. 

Based on some two dozen interviews with

leaders in the sector, this article explores the func-

tion and development of the community develop-

ment infrastructure. 

The Community Development Infrastructure
and What It Does
While some components of the community devel-

opment infrastructure have obvious counterparts

in serving the nonprofit sector overall, some are

either specific to community development or more

developed. We describe them below.

Community development financial inter-

mediaries. The dominant infrastructure element

of nonprofit community development is the array

of national community development intermediary

organizations that combine training and technical

assistance with regranting and project financing

functions. Those in the sector can quickly name the
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Table 1: Comparing the Nonprofit Sector and Community Development Infrastructure

Infrastructure Category Nonprofit Infrastructure Component Comparable Community Development Infrastructure Component

National trade associations Independent Sector, Council on Foundations, Association of
Small Foundations

National Congress for Community Economic Development (defunct),
Development Leadership Network (defunct), National Community Building

State trade associations State associations, including the Maryland Association of
Nonprofit Organizations (MANO) and the Minnesota Council 
of Nonprofits (MCN), and the Forum of Regional Associations 
of Grantmakers (RAG)

State and local community development corporations (CDC) associations,
such as the Community Economic Development Association of Michigan, 
the Affordable Housing Network of New Jersey 

National conveners of state and local
associations 

National Council of Nonprofit Associations, Forum of Regional
Associations of Grantmakers

National Alliance of Community Economic Development Associations

National financial intermediaries Fidelity Investments, Vanguard, other gift funds Local Initiatives Support Corporation, Enterprise Community Partners,
NeighborWorks, Housing Assistance Council, Corporation for Supportive
Housing

Regional and local financial intermediaries The 1,300 United Way organizations, several hundred
community foundations, numerous community-based public
foundations 

Local housing partnerships, funding collaboratives, community loan funds,
community development financial institutions (e.g., Neighborhood Progress
Inc. in Cleveland, the Community Development Support Collaborative in
Washington D.C., etc.)

National conveners of state and local
intermediaries 

United Way of America, the Funding Exchange National Community Capital Association, National Alliance of Housing
Partnerships, the CDFI Network

National training/technical assistance
providers 

BoardSource, Grassroots Institute for Fundraising Training,
National Center for Family Philanthropy, Nonprofit 
Finance Fund

Development Training Institute, the Neighborhood Reinvestment Training
Institute, McAuley Institute (defunct)

Significant regional and local training,
technical assistance, capacity builders
(management support organizations)

CompassPoint, Community Resource Exchange, Management
Assistance Group, Mosaica: The Center for Nonprofit
Development and Pluralism

Rural Community Assistance Corporation, Community Economic
Development Assistance Corporation, Chicago Rehab Network, Wisconsin
Partnership for Housing Development

Education and certification 
(university based)

University members of the Nonprofit Academic Centers Council,
such as the Center for Philanthropy at Indiana University, the
Center for Public & Nonprofit Leadership at Georgetown, and
the Hauser Center for Nonprofit Organizations at Harvard
University

The School of Community Economic Development at Southern New
Hampshire University, the Management and Community Development
Institute at Tufts, the Pratt Center for Community and Environmental
Development, the Center for Community Development at the University 
of Delaware 

National conveners of training and
technical assistance providers

Alliance for Nonprofit Management, Grantmakers for Effective
Organizations

None

National infrastructure serving nonprofits
devoted to specific populations

Racial/ethnic: National Council of La Raza, National Urban
Coalition 
Rural: National Rural Development Funders Collaborative

Racial/ethnic: National Association for Latino Community Asset Builders
(Latino), National Coalition for Asian Pacific American Community
Development (Asian American, Pacific Islander) 
Geographic: Housing Assistance Council (rural)

Organizing and advocacy skill building Center for Lobbying in the Public Interest; Alliance for Justice;
OMB Watch

Center for Community Change

Accountability/oversight organizations BBB Wise Giving Alliance; Charity Navigator; American Institute
of Philanthropy; National Committee for Responsive
Philanthropy

None

Aggregation and dissemination of
data/statistics

GuideStar; Foundation Center; the National Center for
Charitable Statistics at the Urban Institute

National Congress for Community Economic Development’s community
development census (defunct), research reports from the Urban Institute,
the Metropolitan Policy Program at the Brookings Institution, and the 
Joint Center for Housing Studies

Publications The Chronicle of Philanthropy; the NonProfit Times; the
Nonprofit Quarterly; Foundation News & Commentary (defunct)

Shelterforce (National Housing Institute)

National infrastructure funders Foundations that have participated in the Nonprofit
Infrastructure Funding Group

Members of Living Cities (National Community Development Initiative)

Government support for infrastructure and
capacity building

Section 4 funding from the Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD); HOME/CHDO technical assistance and training funds through HUD 

*A network of comprehensive community initiatives (CCIs). NCBN’s Web site (www.ncbn.org) has long been down, and respondents suggested that at this point NCBN might be all but out of
operation despite occasional efforts to revive it.
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With the absence of

NCCED, no organization

provides definition 

and vision for the 

sector as a whole.

Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC),

Enterprise Community Partners, and Neighbor-

Works America. 

These institutions are large and well capital-

ized.1 LISC and Enterprise bundle multiple program

activities to assist thousands of nonprofit commu-

nity developers between them: predevelopment

lending, bridge lending, project and operating

support grantmaking, housing tax-credit syndica-

tion, the New Markets Tax Credit program, public-

policy advocacy, and more. With a longtime focus

on homeownership, NeighborWorks includes a sec-

ondary market, various financing programs, and a

respected training program that provides nonprof-

its with training and capacity building on core non-

profit functions in addition to CDCs’ housing

development roles. 

According to one observer, the intermediaries’

prime contribution to the sector has been techni-

cal assistance, enabling nonprofit community devel-

opers to access the national capital markets and

deploy a mix of concessionary and market financ-

ing in some of the nation’s most intractable inner-

city and rural markets. They help CDCs access

market resources that these organizations could not

access on their own. 

The large nationals are hardly the only inter-

mediaries active in the field. There are smaller

intermediaries, such as the Low Income Invest-

ment Fund,2 various regional and local community

development financial institutions, assorted local

and regional community loan funds, and housing

partnerships. In addition, other intermediaries

serving defined community development popula-

tions have developed financing and technical assis-

tance functions, notably the National Council of

La Raza,3 which offers Latino development organ-

izations networking, financing, and policy advo-

cacy, and the Housing Assistance Council,4 which

provides crucial development financing, technical

assistance, and networking activities for CDCs

that serve rural America. 

National CDC networks. In the summer of

2006, the community development sector lost its

longtime national trade association. After 35 years

in existence, the National Congress for Commu-

nity Economic Development (NCCED) thanked its

supporters for their loyalty and ceased “official

operations.”5 Within community development,

NCCED’s demise was greeted with near silence.

Many were aware that their trade association had

been weakened by political infighting and racial

and ethnic divisions.

Even before NCCED’s collapse, networks of

CDCs functioning as trade associations had begun

to spin off. Two spinoffs reflect the belief that

NCCED had failed to meet constituents’ needs: the

National Coalition for Asian Pacific American Com-

munity Development (National CAPACD) and the

National Association of Latino Community Asset

Builders (NALCAB). 

Both National CAPACD and NALCAB focus on

racial and ethnic subsets of the community devel-

opment world; but with the absence of NCCED, no

organization provides definition and vision for the

sector as a whole. In response, several of the state

CDC association members of NCCED launched

the National Alliance of Community Economic

Development Associations (NACEDA).6 With 24

state and metropolitan CDC associations as its

current membership, NACEDA has absorbed some

of NCCED’s policy advocacy and information man-

agement functions. As a coalition of largely state

CDC associations, NACEDA’s function for com-

munity developers is similar to that of the National

Council of Nonprofit Associations vis-à-vis state

nonprofit associations: it undergirds the national

structure by drawing on the grassroots strength

of state associations. 

Technical assistance and training

providers. If there is consensus among observers,

it is that the training programs of the Neighbor-

hood Reinvestment Corporation’s Training Insti-

tute constitute a high-quality asset for the develop-

ment of the field (national intermediaries and the

various state CDC associations provide additional

training). National intermediaries’ aggregation and

delivery of technical assistance and training is also

distinctive. Though less true recently, at one time

the programs of the Baltimore-based Development

Training Institute (DTI),
7

constituted a Good House-

keeping–like Seal of Approval, convincing reluctant

investors and government agencies that program

graduates had the technical financial and manage-

ment skills to warrant investment in the DTI alumni-

run CDCs. 
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Community development funders. For some

years, the Council for Community-Based Develop-

ment (CCBD) aimed to promote foundation grant-

making for community development. A 1989 CCBD

report counted 196 foundations making grants

specifically for community development that

totaled $68 million.8

The Foundation Center counts grantmaking for

“community improvement and development,” gen-

erating a much larger dollar amount for this sector’s

foundation grantmaking, though it’s hardly focused

on nonprofit community-based developers (includ-

ing community development grants to non-U.S.

organizations and to community improvement

organizations that are not CDCs). 

As the Foundation Center numbers indicate,

grantmaking by the dominant foundations for com-

munity improvement and development has

decreased not only as a proportion of total grant-

making but also in absolute numbers. In 2004 the

top foundations devoted 4.4 percent of their grant

dollars, or $684 million, to community improve-

ment and development. In 2005 that number fell to

3.5 percent, or $567 million. And by 2006, reflect-

ing the foundation sector’s huge growth in grant-

making, the grants of top foundations for

community improvement and development rose to

$700 million, but that still represents only 3.7

percent of total grant dollars (a decline since 1999,

when it was 5.1 percent). With the recent financial

meltdown and the elimination of grantmaking from

Fannie Mae and several banks, post-2006 grant

totals will likely plummet. 

While interviewees noted the importance of

philanthropic funders as a component of the infra-

structure, they didn’t view funders as an organ-

ized component. Foundation and nonfoundation

respondents alike did not typically define the

Neighborhood Funders Group, one of the nation’s

preeminent foundation affinity groups, as a com-

munity development–oriented entity. Now known

as Living Cities, the National Community Devel-

opment Initiative is viewed as funders’ avatar in

the community development infrastructure. 

In terms of total dollars, using foundation

dollars to leverage private and government capital,

Living Cities has by its own counting generated

more than $540 million.9 Living Cities excludes

CDCs outside its locations of operation: 23 cities

and metropolitan areas served by LISC or Enter-

prise. Nonetheless the monies funneled through

Living Cities constitute an unprecedented philan-

thropic commitment,10 leveraging private and gov-

ernment capital to the tune of 29 to 1. 

Government. Most “maps” of the nonprofit

infrastructure omit the Internal Revenue Service’s

Tax Exempt & Governmental Entities, state attor-

neys general, and the multiple sources of govern-

ment grantmaking to nonprofits. But without

government funding, community development

would effectively be crippled. As one interviewee

puts it, “So much of the community development

infrastructure depends on support from a federal

government grant flow.” 

Living Cities serves as an example of the sig-

nificant role of government in the community devel-

opment infrastructure. A significant piece of its

funding has been through Department of Housing

and Urban Development (HUD) appropriations,

including $56 million prior to FY2004 and infu-

sions in subsequent years.11

Despite successful lobbying for capacity-build-

ing appropriations, HUD discretionary funding

for community development has hardly been on the

upswing. Community development is a sector that

depends heavily on government subsidy. CDCs

view (1) the Community Housing Development

Organization portion of the HOME program, (2)

their ability to connect with local governments to

access CDBG funds, and (3) the direct funding

application ability they have with the Office of

Community Services program at the Department

of Health and Human Services as crucial compo-

nents of the community development infrastruc-

ture. At the state government level, state nonprofit

associations have won impressive victories to

maintain and increase state funding for commu-

nity development activities, including bond appro-

priations, housing trust funds, and other state

programs.12

Research and publications. Based at the

National Housing Institute in New Jersey, the

monthly Shelterforce magazine functions as the

journal of record for community development.13

Interviewees also noted the research of the Urban

Institute, the Joint Center for Housing Studies, and

Without government

funding, community

development would

effectively be crippled.
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Gaps in the community

development

infrastructure have 

led to the collapse 

of several CDCs.

the work of the Metropolitan Policy Program at

the Brookings Institution. Overall, however, respon-

dents most frequently mentioned NCCED’s regular

“census” of nonprofit community developers.14 With

the help of LISC, NACEDA is attempting to conduct

an updated, and perhaps more rigorous, CDC

census. 

Assessing the Community 
Development Infrastructure 
In the wake of NCCED’s collapse, how important

is the community development infrastructure? On

one hand, “it takes time to feel the loss,” says on

interviewee. On the other, however, NCCED’s

downward spiral was a long time coming. 

Most observers suggest that several functioning

infrastructure organizations have contributed to

what one described as a “solidified” community

development sector—but at the same time that

gaps in the community development infrastruc-

ture have led to the collapse of several CDCs.
15

According to one interviewee, without the infra-

structure organizations’ functions, “community

development could be worse.” With varying degrees

of emphasis, all interviewees conveyed the impor-

tance of a functional community development infra-

structure. 

Several elements of the distinction of the com-

munity development infrastructure stand out,

none more markedly than the ability of national

intermediaries to perform multiple roles.
16

By

contributing to the development and retention

of programs such as the New Markets Tax Credit

and the Low Income Housing Tax Credit, Enter-

prise and LISC have taken on NCCED’s role of

national community development lobbying,

which has made the erosion of NCCED less

acutely felt. LISC and Enterprise have also gen-

erated a structure of field offices governed more

or less by local philanthropic, government, and

community leaders, serving as mechanisms to

match intermediaries’ resources with the dis-

tinctive conditions of local settings. Nonethe-

less, in communities and regions outside national

intermediaries’ geographic “footprints,” support

for community development suffers.

Observers suggest that intermediaries tend to

work best with and advocate for mature commu-

nity developers that can place and use intermedi-

aries’ financing and investment; working with

startup organizations is labor-intensive and costly,

not an attractive prospect for intermediaries that

carry significant foundation program-related

investments (PRIs) that they have to deploy or

lose. Some observers see intermediaries’ assidu-

ous lobbying for the housing tax credit and for the

New Markets Tax Credit as self-interested. These

organizations own and operate major tax-credit

investment funds, and their networks of mature

community developers are likely users of both tax-

credit programs. 

Foundations’ Role in the Community
Development Infrastructure
Various prominent foundations have played a major

role in supporting the community development

infrastructure. According to the Foundation Center,

LISC and Enterprise have been major recipients

of foundation support. In 2004, LISC (its national

regional offices) received more than $28 million

through 178 foundation grants (including from cor-

porate foundations) and, in 2005, nearly $35 million

through 237 grants. These numbers don’t include

the Walton Family Foundation PRI of $10 million

and the Prudential loan of $20 million to LISC for

charter school financing. For its part, in 2005,

Enterprise garnered more than $25 million, which

doesn’t include prodigious funding received directly

from corporations or the funds regranted to inter-

mediaries through Living Cities. 

Over the years, foundations have been signifi-

cant funders of community development organi-

zations, but a significant portion of CDCs’

unrestricted funding came from developers fees

generated by housing and economic development

projects.
17

With philanthropy reluctant to invest in

CDCs with general-support grants, CDCs are driven

to do more brick-and-mortar development and

diminish the activities that aren’t supported or

can’t generate unrestricted money. 

Because core support is the lifeblood of the

sector, the importance of developer fees compels

the infrastructure to focus on the activities and

related capacity building that yields this impor-

tant resource. According to one CDC interviewee,

“For most of the CDCs, their bread and butter is
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development fees from deals, but it’s a hard bal-

ancing act to do that and make sure we’re doing a

project that is really needed as well.” For many

CDCs, developer fees keep the groups alive and

pay for core functions, but not necessarily for addi-

tional program services, such as community organ-

izing and civic engagement. 

Interviewees indicate a feeling of funder discon-

tent with community development, belying the sub-

stantial foundation commitments to both the

intermediaries and the Living Cities consortium.

Addressing the field as well as its infrastructure

organizations, some interviewees view community

development as somehow stuck and “mired in older

debates, such as looking for new ways of financing

affordable housing or new incentives for economic

development” but not addressing emerging needs

such as demographic change, gentrification, work-

force issues, and K–12 education. According to one

funder with a long history of commitment to com-

munity development, “There’s a general unhappi-

ness. Part of the disappointment is that the . . .

model hasn’t changed. People experience the system

as it was 20 years ago.” 

In their view, the model is limited because com-

munity development organizations have had to

fixate on small neighborhood geographies, which

frustrated new immigrant populations and funders,

with the latter feeling “politically bounded by these

[community development] groups and their [geo-

graphic/neighborhood boundary] origins of 30 to

40 years ago.” Expressing a perspective shared by

many, one funder observed, “The community devel-

opment infrastructure is not morphing as fast as

changes in community economic development,

such as regionalization, demand.” 

Some interviewees suggested that successful

CDCs had become arms of local government, relied

on to deliver in lower-income neighborhoods. Com-

munity development’s function was less as civic

mobilizer and more as government and private-

capital outpost and stand-in. Without prompting,

several funder interviewees articulated the notion

that “CDCs have become agents of government and

lost their social-change agenda,” while community-

based organizers “see themselves as the voice of

neighborhood residents.” 

On the other hand, nonprofit interviewees are

not enamored with the foundation sector’s

approach to community development. Several say

that the philanthropic sector’s focus on metrics

has undermined CDCs’ credibility in asking for

broader civic engagement approaches. Community

developers and their infrastructure partners report

that it’s easier to get support for projects that can

be listed, measured, and photographed, as opposed

to projects that reflect the amorphous concept of

stimulating an engaged, mobilized community on

issues that affect neighborhoods. According to one

respondent, “If you can touch it or tour it, it’s fund-

able; if you have to sit still a little more to observe

it, it’s hard to fund.” 

Infrastructure Operating in 
Community Development 
In their study of nonprofit responses to the Sep-

tember 11 terrorist attack, Rikki Abzug and Dennis

Derryck noted the nonprofit infrastructure’s impor-

tance. Organizations that were “networked”

through “umbrella and intermediary organizations”

received help and support for dealing with the

extraordinary short-term financial and service

challenges that ensued, while “unaffiliated small

and medium-sized organizations” found themselves

“reeling” from immediate service demands, staffing

needs, and financial reimbursement challenges.18

A similar dynamic is visible within the commu-

nity development infrastructure, providing an

example of how nonprofit infrastructure under-

girds the ability of groups of nonprofits to respond

to issues and challenges that would overwhelm

organizations lacking networks and interrelation-

ships.

During the past two years, the subprime mort-

gage crisis has swamped the nation’s economy.

With millions of homeowners likely to face fore-

closure because of adjustable-rate mortgages and

other kinds of home financing, several decades of

CDC achievements were suddenly at risk. Com-

munities such as St. Paul and Indianapolis con-

fronted vacancy rates that had not been seen in

20 years. Other markets such as Boston and San

Diego confronted destabilizing foreclosure rates,

and longtime troubled markets such as Cleveland,

Detroit, and Buffalo spiraled further downward.

The magnitude of the subprime crisis, taking

“The community

development

infrastructure is not

morphing as fast 

as changes in

community economic

development, such 

as regionalization,

demand.”
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Like any nonprofit

subsector, the

community development

subsector contains

components that are

perhaps highly 

advanced and others 

that are less optimal.

down banks such as Wachovia and investors such

as Lehman Brothers necessitated a federal

response, but the design of the response led to

important functions for the community develop-

ment infrastructure. The fact that the infrastruc-

ture existed and, despite gaps, was healthy enough

to respond, positioned community development

groups to play important roles in mitigating the

impact of the foreclosure crisis and shaping longer-

term solutions, including the following:

Foreclosure counseling. In the fall of 2007,

when the subprime crisis emerged, Congress

quickly called for emergency increases in the avail-

ability of foreclosure counseling. Although HUD

was directed to distribute funding for expanded

counseling, there was little capacity within the

agency to quickly mount a program. In December

2007, Congress instead turned to NeighborWorks,

which was given $130 million in the FY2008 Con-

solidated Appropriations Act to disburse in 60 days

for foreclosure counseling nationwide. By the end

of February 2008, Neighborhood Reinvestment

announced grants to 130 organizations inside and

outside the NeighborWorks network.19

Capitol Hill advocacy. At the same time, the

community development infrastructure organiza-

tions began meeting to coordinate their proposals

for legislative initiatives to deal with the deeper

causes of the subprime crisis—inappropriate bank

lending, acquisition and redevelopment of fore-

closed properties, purchasing and refinancing

through the Federal Housing Administration sub-

prime loans, and so forth. Under the banner of the

National Foreclosure Prevention and Neighbor-

hood Stabilization Task Force, intermediaries

began cooperatively fashioning legislative propos-

als that by the summer of 2008 emerged as legisla-

tion. Task force leaders include LISC, Enterprise,

the National Council of La Raza, NACEDA, the

Housing Partnership Network, and many others.

Capital infusions. Through their national

infrastructure partners, community development

advocates successfully convinced Congress to pass

and the president to sign the Housing and Eco-

nomic Recovery Act of 2008, allocating approxi-

mately $4 billion that CDCs and others can tap to

address foreclosures and vacant properties. To

deal with CDC capacity issues, foundation sup-

porters working through intermediaries quickly

made available $10 million in grants and loans to

fund “promising approaches” that might be repli-

cated and expanded in subsequent federal legisla-

tion.20 In June 2008, by taking advantage of the

networking within the community development

infrastructure, Living Cities funders (including

Ford, MacArthur, and others) made grants to agen-

cies in the Midwest, Northeast, Washington, D.C.,

and other areas with the promise of more later.

Such networking has helped to fashion

responses suited to the emerging dimensions of

the subprime crisis. Among the items in progress

is a proposal designed by LISC, Enterprise, the

Housing Partnership Network, and NeighborWorks

for a National Community Stabilization Trust to

coordinate the disposition and purchase of prop-

erties foreclosed and controlled by lenders, ser-

vicers, and others and to get them into the hands

of local CDCs for redevelopment and reuse. The

scale of the subprime mortgage disaster is beyond

the capacity of individual community-based organ-

izations to navigate. But through interrelationships

with national and regional infrastructure organi-

zations, CDCs have acquired properties and financ-

ing to stabilize neighborhoods and help displaced

homeowners. 

A Living Infrastructure for 
Community Development
Observers inside and outside community develop-

ment are hardly sanguine about the community

development infrastructure. Many CDCs harbor

deep suspicion about financial intermediaries while

acknowledging the extent to which LISC and Enter-

prise jump-started the nation’s growth in CDCs.

Others might suggest that the infrastructure has not

kept up with changing community development

dynamics and demographic conditions. Witness

the collapse of NCCED and its replacement by more

specialized groups that believed they had been

poorly represented by national infrastructure enti-

ties. 

But the overall story of the community devel-

opment infrastructure is one of dynamic opera-

tions with lessons for the nonprofit sector

infrastructure concerning national and local market

conditions, changing stakeholder demographics,
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the requirements of CDCs to change, and more.

Like any nonprofit subsector, the community devel-

opment subsector contains components that are

perhaps highly advanced and others that are less

optimal. Sometimes the problems among commu-

nity development organizations, particularly issues

of racial and ethnic equity, are mirrored within

infrastructure organizations themselves. 

The history of the community development

infrastructure underscores a crucial point about the

nonprofit sector: organizations that are “networked”

into mutually supportive infrastructure partners

can potentially withstand and overcome sectoral

“shocks, such as hurricanes and international finan-

cial crisis, better than groups that lack access to

capacity-building and capital networks. It should

come as no surprise, therefore, that CDCs have

come to recognize that their success is inextrica-

bly linked to the vitality of the nonprofit infrastruc-

ture that supports them. 
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