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grassroots campaigns incorporated (continued)

in 2009, the New York Times published an article written by Scott
James about Grassroots Campaigns entitled, *Making a Profit Off
an Appeal for Nonprofits,” which began a line of inquiry into GCI's
practices but stopped short of any damning revelation. At best, the
article 15 a sketeh, lacking any critical investigation. And yet, stories
abound. I rom a $600,000 out of court settlement with 125 current
and ex employees in the 2007 class action lawsuit Angela Bada

i, et al. v. Grassroots C ampaigns, Inc. (the workers couldn’t be
represented by the ACLU due to a conflict of interest) to the 2014
unionization and strike of workers in Portland, OR who were being
overworked for less than the legal wage; both of which marked a
truly profound moment in liberal irony. The Orange County Register
wrote a story in 2011 that detailed hundreds of thousands of
dollars of losses for nonprofits that contracted GCI for fundrais-
ing contracts. Granted, according to the nonprofits, these losses
are part of the plan. The initial campaigns that accrue these fosses
are about establishing contributors, which pays off in the long run.
The question still remains, though, of how much money is actually
making it to these nonprofits when you give your donation. While
the 2009 New York Times article alone seems like it should have
demanded further investigation, nothing followed. what did follow,
though, was some notable activity by GCI's CFO Douglas H. Phelps
and his foundation, the Douglas H. Phelps Foundation. Since Grass-
roots Campaigns Inc. grosses around $25 million in revenue annu-
ally, according to Glassdoor, and is in the process of doubling in
size, it seems Phelps has needed a place to evade a few taxes and
implement some sway. foundations are essentially legal tax havens,
because if you give enough, you are given significant tax exemp-
tions. while there is generally not public access to any kind of line
item spending that a 501(c)(3) (a foundation or nonprofit) does, |
did find Phelps’ name mentioned on some interesting reports. On a
report on corporate responsibility published by Corporate Respon-
sibility International in 2010, Phelps made a personal contribution
as well as a Phelps Foundation donation. Given his corporate track
record and pathetic approval rating, the decision seems like one
worth reporting, but | suppose it’s for the reader to read into.

NOTE TO THE READER: The following is paraphrasing. My flip
phone, which hosted this conversation, cannot record.

So, needless to say, my interview went tragically. The NATION-

AL RECRUITER and | started off hot. We jived on a whole slew

of pressing issues from campaign finance to the crisis in public
education. THE NATIONAL RECRUITER's tone was excited, and the
background environment they were in was loud, to the point where
) struggled to hear them occasionally. It seems that GCI wants you
to know that its offices are, well, fun!

After about twenty-five minutes, THE NATIONAL RECRUITER was
out of questions. It was my turn.

“S0,” | asked, “how do we hire our staff? Is Craigshst our best bet?
what does that process look like?”

“well, you can do that,” THE NATIONAL RECRUITER responded,
“but there are some other ways.”

“Alright, fair, what happens if one of my staffers has a bad day and
falls short of the fundraising quota?”

THE NATIONAL RECRUITER hesitated just about three seconds
before they explained with a now dimmer tone, “well, that’s unac-
ceptable.”

“I'm not sure what that means,” | responded. At this, THE NATION-
AL RF C RUITER said nothing. So, | prodded on, “GCl is a for profit

company, right?” This question was for giggles; | knew the scripted
reply.

“Of course, we couldn’t do what we do unless we were.

Given that GCIs business model is entirely based on The Fund for
Public Interest Resource Group, a nonprofit organization, 1 just had
to hear them say it At this point, the guestion of disingenuousness
was answered. 1 moved on,

when | questioned how much money actually made it to the
nonprofits that GCI contracts with, THE NATIONAL Rt CRUITER re
plied, after an even greater, dimmer wait, that they couldn’t answer
the question, because they weren't “part of that process.”

NOTL TO THE Rt ADER: The semantic content of what follows is a
bit of a blur. It would be unethical to pretend to know exactly what
was said next. Though, | viscerally remember what wasn't said.

A door must have closed, as the background noise disappeared.
THL NATIONAL RE CRUITER presumably left the fun office. At this,
I pulled the speaker just far enough away from my ear such that

I could hear it, but I could also watch the seconds tick by. Fifteen
seconds counted off.

“Are you there?” | finally asked.

As if just being awoken from a nightmare by a worried partner, THE
NATIONAL RECRUITER replied, “what did you ask me again?”

I couldn’t remember. We ended it there. THE NATIONAL RECRUIT-
ER told me 1'd be informed about their decision in a week. Neediess
to say, t haven't heard back.

What are we to do with this? Nonprofits are already riddled with
pseudo-transparency and cloaked in opaque, self-righteous claims
of liberalizing development. The for-profit corporation that has
become fundamental for the operation of these already problem-
atic nonprofits has only further muddled the grounds. Grassroots
Campaigns Inc. upholds a system, the nonprofit system, which
decimates genuinely grassroots movements. There are innumer-
able nonprofits that exist because of societal ills, and because
these nonprofits benefit from the existence of these ills, it is not in
their interest to empower, or rather, to pay, community members
to fix these problems. Doing so would put them out of a job. The
tactic instead is to reject genuine grassroots organizing, fly in paid
experts, and keep those who are impacted by the issues in the
struggle, to make money off of their pain and humiliation, to keep
the liberal ironist at play. GCI only reinforces this system. GCI has
corporatized the very project of grassroots organizing,.

It seems to me that conservatism, insofar as we might understand
that term to connote a Tocquevillian sense of coming together in
something like the town hall, is actually a much better model! for
contemporary progressivism. The systemic problems with nonprof-
its are exactly that they are part and parcel of their very existence.
It 1s not in a nonprofit’s interest to reject its status-quo, that is, the
enjoyment of total opaqueness, the ability to dole out funds as it
pleases with little oversight beyond a well organized tax document
that hides plenty. Grassroots Campaigns Inc. has found a way to
legally exploit the already problematic nonprofit structure, fueling
the fire that rages against the very causes it claims to represent.
The corporation is hypocritical, and the activist’s participation, at a
certain point, becomes ironic. The mythos of the activist is breaking
down.

student athlete of the month:
anna richard

oty

This month’s featured student-athlete is sophomore Anna Richard,
a Track & Field runner. Richard has made a noticeable impact
since transferring to Bard this year from Fordham University,
consistently breaking school records - she now holds the record
for both the 800 meter and 1,500 meter events. Recently she
competed in the Liberty | eague Championships at St. Lawrence,
where she was the only Bard runner to place in the women’s 800
meter.

Free Press: S0, how long have you been running?

Anna Richard: | think | started running in sixth grade? | didn’t have
track at my school, but a private Catholic school near me had it,
50 | joined their team and I've been running ever since.

FP:1 guess the obvious question is why do you like running? Since
50 many people really hate it.

AR: | get that a lot. | really like the competitive side of it, more
than the running itself. Racing is definitely my favorite part, as
opposed to practicing, but that's what you have to do in order to
compete.

FP: Have you ever tried other sports?

AR: Yeah, I've played a lot of different sports, but § think running
has just been what f've been able to excel at, so that really drives
my motivation.

FP: How do you prepare for a race? what do you do the day of

Tobotet

the race?

AR: well | always eat a plain bagel; not toasted, nothing on it. It's
kind of disgusting, but it works for me. Sometimes | actually sleep
in my uniform too. | do the same stretches in the same order
before every race as well.

FP: I've heard that it’s pretty common for runners to pee them-
selves during races. Is that something that happens for you?
AR: I've never peed myself during a race, but | have during prac-
tice. I've definitely thrown up after a lot of races though.

FP: what do you like about being an athlete at Bard? what would
you change?

AR: | guess coming from Fordham, which is a D-1 school, it's just
very different. | really like that academics come first, and it’s not
just totally about track. At Fordham, it was a big deal to be an
athlete, and everyone praised the athletes like they were so great.
Here, it’s definitely not as much of a big deal, but that doesn’t
bother me at all and I've been able to branch out more. Instead of
having mostly athlete friends like ! did at Fordham, I think | have
more friends outside of track, which is another thing 1 prefer
about running here. The last part is that at fordham a lot of kids
on the team were motivated by scholarships, and here people just
run because they love it. The one thing | would like to change is
having an actual track! That said, | love my coaches and my team-
mates, and | really enjoy running at Bard.
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