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Economic Democracy Case Studies 

 
● Land/housing ownership: DSNI Land Trust – housing (coop, mutual housing, 

ownership, and rental), Market Creek (San Diego) 
 
● Food: Urban agriculture (ACE, Food Project, City Growers) Consumer coops 

(Dorchester Food Co-op) 
 
● Governance: Participatory Budgeting – Brazil, NYC, Boston; local ordinances 

 
● Labor: Anchor Institution cooperative development – Evergreen, Wellspring, CERO, 

Worcester Roots 
 
● Financing – credit unions, community bank, DPOs, or those Equal Exchange CDs 

 
Discussion questions: 
 

1. How does this case shift, change, or go against the dominant conception of the 
economy? 
2. What ties these examples together? 
3. Which, if any, would you be most excited to participate in or bring back to your 
membership/organization/family? Why?  

 
 

 
Land use and ownership 
1. Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative 
https://www.facebook.com/video/video.php?v=574444766019 
  
Dudley Neighbors, Incorporated (DNI) was created by the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative 
(DSNI) to play a critical role in the housing development portion of DSNI’s comprehensive 
master plan that was drafted by residents to guide the revitalization of the neighborhood. 
  
In the fall of 1988, the Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA) approved DNI’s request to 
become a Massachusetts 121A Corporation. That status allowed DNI to accept the power of 
eminent domain to acquire privately owned vacant land in the area designated as the Dudley 
Triangle. DNI combines vacant lots acquired via eminent domain with City-owned parcels and 
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leases these to private and nonprofit developers for the purpose of building affordable housing 
consistent with the community’s master plan. 
  
DNI is structured as a Community Land Trust (CLT), and as such, plays a crucial role in 
preserving affordable housing and providing residents with a way to control the development 
process in the neighborhood. DNI leases land initially to developers during construction, and 
subsequently to individual homeowners, cooperative housing corporations and other forms of 
limited partnerships. 
Through its 99-year ground lease, DNI can require that its properties be used for purposes set 
forth by the community. It can also establish parameters on the price that homes sell for and can 
be resold for. 
  
DNI’s operations are funded through minimal lease fees from leaseholders. Some funding comes 
from private individuals and foundation grants. 
  
DNI and the Community Land Trust were created by residents of the Dudley Street 
Neighborhood area as a vehicle to rebuild the neighborhood and to ensure that homeownership 
opportunities are available to future generations. To date a total of 225 new homes and two 
community spaces or “micro-centers” have been built on DNI land. 
  
Within the next decade, approximately 250 new homes will be built on DNI land, in the area 
known as the "Dudley Triangle," the section of the Roxbury and North Dorchester 
neighborhoods bounded by Dudley Street, Blue Hill Avenue, Brookford Street, Hartford Street, 
Robin Hood Street, Folsom Street, Woodward Park Street, and Howard Avenue.  All of these 
new homes will be part of the DNI Community Land Trust. In addition to the new homes, the 
rebuilding of the triangle will include the construction of a community green house parks 
gardens open space and a revitalized local shopping area. 
  
The Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative organized residents to purchase land and start a 
community land trust to support resident home-ownership and community ownership of assets 
  
From the website: http://dsni.org/dudley-neighbors-inc 
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2. Market Creek Plaza 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NFvt5wHNdpc 
 
Since 1998, the Jacobs Center for Neighborhood Innovation has supported the development of 
Market Creek Plaza, a $23.5 million commercial and cultural center built on the former site of a 
20-acre abandoned factory at the heart of the Diamond Neighborhoods in San Diego. 
Community ownership of assets gives residents control of their future. Neighborhood 
revitalization linked with a strategy for local ownership eliminates blight, expands resources, and 
gives residents a way to drive community change without being displaced by it. 
  
To make community ownership of the project a reality, a design team of over 120 residents 
helped create Market Creek Partners, a community development limited liability company. This 
innovative new entity provides a way for residents to share in the risks and rewards of the project 
they are helping develop. Built upon six guiding principles, which include community-ownership 
and economic development, JCNI worked with the community to develop an ownership strategy 
for residents and stakeholders. Creating ways to build profits that can be re-invested in the 
neighborhoods is the backbone of the unique wealth creation strategy that emerged from the 
Ownership Design Team. The team's work was modeled on the Native American tribes' theory of 
thirds: a third for personal benefit, a third for community benefit, and a third for on-going 
development. 
 
What has been launched is a self-generating system of wealth creation in the neighborhood. 
Profits from the Plaza will go back into the neighborhood through a neighborhood-controlled 
community foundation. This will provide ongoing access to resources generated from within the 
community for future projects or services. In addition, a portion of Market Creek Plaza's profits 
will provide resources for ongoing commercial development within the neighborhood. 
  
What is so unique about Market Creek Plaza is that it ties asset building and skill building to a 
project that physically rebuilds a neighborhood. It has removed blight, brought a vibrant asset to 
the neighborhood, stimulated the redevelopment agency and the City to commit greater focus on 
this area, and provided residents a strong voice in holding the public agencies accountable to the 
community's vision. The Food 4 Less Grocery Store at Market Creek Plaza has become one of 
the busiest stores in the area. As other businesses at the Plaza open, their success ripples through 
the community in jobs, entrepreneurial opportunities, and increase in the tax base—all of which 
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capture wealth in the community. This economic flow into the area transforms the community 
across the board, street-by-street, block-by-block, and neighborhood-by-neighborhood.  
  
From the website: http://www.marketcreekplaza.com/ 
 
 
 
Food:  
1. Dorchester Community Food Coop 
The mission of DCFC is to be a community and worker owned cooperative enterprise that 
provides economic opportunity and access to healthy, affordable food for residents of Dorchester 
and the surrounding neighborhoods. 
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B328l5x1s0xeZmJlMUZjQ3M0ams/edit 
 
2. Dudley Real Food Hub: 
http://pennloh.wordpress.com/2013/12/20/the-emerging-just-and-sustainable-food-economy-in-
boston/ 
Urban agriculture: “The Food Project, a youth development and urban agriculture nonprofit, is 
already operating the greenhouse developed by DSNI. They grow enough produce for market to 
pay much of the operating costs, so that they can offer year-round growing space for local 
residents and organizations. 
City Growers is a for-profit urban farming venture, co-founded by local entrepreneur Glynn 
Lloyd (one of the authors). They are proving a commercially successful model for growing on 
plots as small as a quarter acre and operate several sites in Roxbury and Dorchester, including 
one of the pilot sites in the City of Boston’s urban agricultural initiative. City Growers is looking 
to acquire more land to support a network of farmers that are being trained by their affiliated 
nonprofit Urban Farming Institute of Boston (UFI) and apprenticing with City Growers. Again, 
long-term tenure to land could be achieved through a land trust form of ownership. City Growers 
is exploring the development of a producer cooperative among the farmers they train, to pool 
resources and market under one brand. 
The Urban Farming Institute –worked with the city to create and pass Article 89, which amended 
zoning laws to allow commercial agriculture on the city’s vacant lots. UFI is working with New 
Entry Sustainable Farming Project to continue to train urban residents to become urban farmers.  
And UFI has brought together DNI and the Trust for Public Land to move more city land into 
urban farming 
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Beyond these larger ventures are numerous backyard gardens and community gardens. ACE’s 
youth campaign Grow or Die has already taken over 6 vacant sites and built raised bed gardens 
that are now tended by more than 70 families. A summer 2013 survey of DSNI’s core area found 
more than 65 resident gardens growing more than 50 types of vegetables and fruits, with some 
over 40 years old. The report estimates a yield of 4400 pounds of produce from these “backyard” 
gardens (see blog post here).” 
 
 
 
Governance  
1. Participatory Budgeting: http://www.yesmagazine.org/issues/what-would-democracy-look-
like/562 (Brazil, with mention of exportation to the U.S. being through the Participatory 
Budgeting Project) 
 
2. City Ordinances: 
http://www.alternet.org/print/story/148881/pittsburgh_bans_fracking_%28and_corporate_person
hood%29 
 
 
 
Labor 
1. CERO Coop:  
http://www.cero.coop/cero-story 
 
2. The Evergreen Cooperative Corporation 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gt_ZHUDhKjs   
Launched in 2008, by a working group of Cleveland-based institutions (including the Cleveland 
Foundation, the Cleveland Clinic, University Hospitals, Case Western Reserve University 
(CWRU), and the municipal government), and modeled off the Mondragon Cooperative 
Corporation, the Evergreen Cooperative Initiative is working to create living wage jobs in six 
low-income neighborhoods (43,000 residents with a median household income below $18,500) 
in an area known as Greater University Circle (GUC). The Evergreen Cooperative Corporation 
was formed in 2012 as a 501 (c) (3). 
  
Rather than a trickle-down strategy of offering public subsidies to induce corporations and 
institutions to bring what are often low-wage jobs into the city, the Evergreen strategy focuses on 
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economic inclusion and building a local economy by deploying an “anchor institution” 
procurement strategy and promoting worker ownership. Anchor institutions are firmly rooted 
organizations with significant “sunk costs” that cannot easily relocate, such as universities, major 
hospitals, and even city governments. In this strategy, newly created worker-owned businesses 
serve the hospital and universities in the area by providing goods and services the institutions 
might typically get from elsewhere. For example: Green City Growers, the newest company, will 
supply produce to the food service providers for the anchor institutions, as well as local 
supermarkets. There is also Evergreen Energy Solutions (E2S), which is providing the solar 
arrays for the Medical Center Company (the energy supplier for CWRU, University Hospitals, 
and other University Circle institutions), and a laundry cooperative. The Evergreen strategy is 
generating new businesses that are owned by their employees rather than concentrating on 
workforce training for employment opportunities that are largely unavailable to low-skill and 
low-income workers. 
  
Although still in its early stages of implementation, the Evergreen Cooperative Initiative is 
already drawing substantial support, including multi-million dollar financial investments from 
the Federal government (particularly HUD) and from major institutional actors in Cleveland. It is 
also capturing the attention and interest of officials and philanthropy in a number of other cities 
seeking to replicate the “Cleveland model” (interested cities include Detroit, Atlanta, Newark, 
Pittsburgh, Washington, DC, and a number of cities across Ohio). 
  
There is, however, significant turnover of leadership within the cooperatives, and questions of 
whether this is a reflection of the fact that the cooperatives were formed by the anchor 
institutions and not by the workers themselves. 
 
 
 
 
Financing 
1. Credit Unions (Bethex) 
Bethex Federal Credit Union is a community development credit union.  Community 
development credit unions are small, member-owned and controlled institutions that “serve two 
primary purposes: to provide financial services, like access to savings and checking accounts, to 
areas underserved by traditional commercial financial institutions; and to provide loans that 
promote community development in the places in which their members are located.”[1] 
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Challenges and conditions 
Between the 1960s and 1980s, the Bronx lost over 40 percent of its population (764,400 in the 
1970 Census to 453,796 in 19980). Its housing stock was also decimated during this time by 
arsonist who burned down the buildings so landlords could collect insurance money. There are 
still many challenges in terms of jobs, poverty, environmental and health concerns even though 
public investments in housing were made in the 1980s,[2] which helped the Bronx’s economic 
recovery. For example, financial institutions have continued to stay away from the Bronx: 
“substantial parts of the borough do not contain a single bank branch, and the South Bronx has 
about one-eighth the density of bank branches per person as the nationwide average.”[3] 
  
Founded in 1970 by low-income women who were part of the Bethany Church and a school for 
welfare recipients, Bethex Federal Credit Union now has over 10,000 members and $28 million 
in assets. After a difficult transition period between 1970s and 1980s when they lost their initial 
sponsorship from the Bethany Church and searched for a permanent location, Bethex reemerged 
in late 1980s and early 1990s. They found their current location in the basement of a housing 
development and their membership grew due to strategic leveraging of the Bronx’s assets. 
  
Strategic Partnerships 
For example, they partnered with Cooperative Home Care Associates; a Bronx based worker-
cooperative with over 1,500 worker-owners, to make membership in the credit union attractive. 
They also act as the bank for many small churches and received the Northwest Bronx 
Community Clergy Coalition’s members when the organization’s community development credit 
union failed in 1993. Bethex formed a partnership with several elementary schools in the area – 
opening savings accounts for students and teaching beginning financial literacy. They also built 
relationships with two check-cashing chains, which allows their members to conduct financial 
transactions at eight different check-cashing locations across the South Bronx. 
  
Finally, Bethex development a strong relationship with the state of New York and the federal 
government, which has garnered them, numerous state grants, an Individual Development 
Account program, and access to the federal Community Development Finance Institution (CDFI) 
fund. 
  
Membership 
A person becomes a member by opening a savings account.  In addition, each member pays a 
$15 annual membership fee.  Each member (also known as a shareholder) is permitted to vote in 
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the elections of the Board of Directors; each member has one vote regardless of how large or 
small a deposit the member maintains in their savings account.  The eight directors serve without 
compensation and, unfortunately, are largely controlled by the staff at this point. Bethex also 
accepts non-member deposits.  These might be deposits from churches or other organizations.  
The deposits stay in the credit union, typically for a long period of time, allowing the credit 
union to lend more to its members and provide more services. However, as non-members these 
depositors are not allowed to vote in the elections. 
  
Lending & Financing 
Bethex’s lending is primarily individual and consumer based. It had about $1,500,000 in 
outstanding loans in 2004. Their 500 personal loans are a median size of $2,053. Their business 
loans, totally only about 45 in numbers, are a median size of $11,239.[4] In general, Bethex’s 
lending process is slow and arduous given the need to educate many of their members about 
personal finance and lending, and its commitment to thorough business planning with business 
borrowers. In 2011, Bethex paid a dividend of .37% to shareholders with a minimum of $100 in 
their bank accounts.  In 2010 the dividend was .25%.  
 

 
[1] DeFilippis, Unmaking Goliath: Community Control in the Face of Global Capital, page 122 
[2] DeFilippis, 125 
[3] DeFilippis, 125 
[4] DeFilippis, 130 
 
2. DPO (Cutting Edge Capital) 
http://www.fastcompany.com/1771064/locavesting-investing-main-street-instead-wall-street 
http://www.cuttingedgecapital.com/resources-and-links/direct-public-offering/ 
 
3. Equal Exchange 
http://www.equalexchange.coop/eecd 
 


