Nothing siloed can save us: Why nonpartisan nonprofits
alone aren’t the solution

By Ludovic Blain

There’s no question about it: nonpar-
tisan organizations defending hu-

man rights, providing direct services,
and uniting communities — along with
funders who keep their staff paid — rep-
resent some of the strongest safeguards
protecting vulnerable Americans in our
increasingly authoritarian landscape. In
addition to these organizations, we’re
depending on a crucial set of politicians
and policies to fight back. We all know
that politicians and policymakers who
are doing things because we are hold-
ing them accountable are not as effective
as those who are actually aligned with
us and doing those things based on their

own values.

Too often, nonpartisan funders comfort
themselves by saying “elections can’t
save us.” By saying this we discredit

the very real work that is being done.
That the last 100+ days have not been
improved by California Attorney Gen-
eral Rob Bonta and New York Attorney
General Letitia James slowing Trump’s
machinations down by suing him left and
right, California Secretary of State Shir-
ley Weber refuting Trump’s lies about
voting systems, and L.os Angeles Karen
Bass pushing back on Trump. It’s not
hard to imagine that incoming Oakland
Mayor Barbara Lee will also be an im-
portant bulwark against looming fascism.
And if those examples don’t sway you,
all of us who were disappointed at Cali-
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fornia Governor Newsom uncritically
platforming fascists like Charlie Kirk or
watching Michigan Governor Gretchen
Whitmer and New York City Mayor Eric
Adams acquiescing to Trump have cer-
tainly experienced the reality that elec-

tions do indeed make a difference.

THE TRUTH IS: NOTHING
SILOED CAN SAVE US.

For the last 20 years, California Donor
Table (CDT) has mobilized more than
$60 million from individuals and foun-
dations across all tax statuses — 501(c)
(3),501(c)(4), and PACs — and created
a positive power-building feedback loop
that’s turned Republican districts blue.
Hundreds of successful initiatives pow-
ered by our grantee network of organiza-
tions, candidates, and elected officials cul-
minated in one of the only federal bright

co-founding Battleground California PAC
with many of the (c)(4) affiliates of the
community organizing groups we helped
seed more than a decade ago, we ensured
Democrats picked up 3 more seats in the
House of Representatives and defended 1
vulnerable Democratic seat. With $5 mil-
lion in mostly unrestricted funds, commu-
nity-based groups in Battleground Cali-
fornia PAC directly reached over 100,000
low-propensity voters. In 2026, California
than any state in the country, concen-
trated in the same 4 regions we’ve been
investing in for decades. Here’s how col-
laborative multi-entity funding made this
possible and how continued funding will
guarantee more and more success.

A DONOR (SOCIAL)
JUSTICE LEAGUE
ASSEMBLES

The 2010 Census revealed what we al-
ready knew: California crossed the thresh-
old to becoming the country’s third new
American majority state. But in San Di-
ego, Central Valley, the Inland Empire and
Orange County, where Black, Latino and
Asian populations were exploding, voter
turnout and political representation were

completely mismatched.

With a shared interest in rebalancing
governing power in California at region-

al, state, and federal levels to advance a

“Progressives and progressive donors are enmunently justified in feeling that the country s in the throes of
authoritarianism and that many communities are in turmoil. However, we are not currently justified in thinking we
are doing everything we can to protect vulnerable communities and advance the cause of equiry and justice.”
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“California [delivered] a third of the country's flipped House of

Representative seats...[With] $5 million in mostly unrestricted

funds, community-based groups in Battleground California PAC

directly reached over 100,000 low-propensity voters.”

- Ludovic Blain
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people-centered democracy reflecting its
population, 4 funders came together to
see what could be achieved when they ap-
plied every funding vehicle available to a
shared mission: A nonpartisan 501(c)(3)
foundation, a donor adviser, a PAC con-
nected to a donor, and the predecessor of
CD'T. We worked to align funding across
tax statuses to establish an infrastructure
we’re still utilizing today.

With all our chips on the table, we zeroed
in on these 4 regions where demographic
change was outpacing local infrastructure.
Latino, Asian American and Pacific Is-
landers, and Black Californians who were
getting priced out of LLos Angeles were
moving into new neighborhoods with no
established networks to address shared
social, economic, or political needs. As
seasoned community organizers, we know

voter turnout and political power depends

In the 2024 California
State Assembly elections,

nine races were decided by
@™ <20.000 votes
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= 1000 tallied votes

on strong local organizing. With strong
community infrastructure, a more inclu-

sive democracy would follow.

We knew no single anchor organization
could drive transformation alone. Like us
on the funding side, progress would depend
on strong, strategic practitioner coalitions.
In San Diego, for example, rather than sink
all our investments to the biggest game in
town — the labor federation — we invested
heavily first in a handful of community
collaboration. We supported Andrea Guer-
rero in launching what became a multi-

tax status group of organizations centered

We also know that while (c¢) (3) funding
was essential for foundational civic en-
gagement and long-term power-building,

it wasn’t going to build longstanding power
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efficiently on its own. Our unique col-
laboration made us see how organizations
couldn’t simply “(c) (3) accountability their
way out” of xenophobic policies or unfair
elections. To create real change, these or-
ganizations also needed political dollars to
help shift who held office in the first place.
This strategic realization hit hard: Some-
times it’s easier to change who the officials
are than to change their minds.

In order to prepare for the 2012 San Di-
ego mayoral election, local civic engage-
ment organizers learned essential data
tools from political organizers. Political
operatives taught community organizers
how to use voter files to track how gentri-
fication affected their member base. They
discovered that their field teams were
knocking on the wrong doors: They need-
ed to follow their members to the new
districts they had relocated to. The vulner-
ability of this shared “aha” moment built
relationships between the group leaders
and enabled unprecedented work.

Before long, the same multi-tax status
investment strategy spawned people of
color—centered power centers in Orange

progressive Democrats overtook these
formerly Republican strongholds in just
a 15-year span. The same model helped
progressives beat police, real estate, fossil
fuel and tech money-backed corporate

Democrats in Los Angeles, San Francis-

At CDT, we’re not donor advisers — we’re
donor organizers. We’ve discovered our
role is to help donors figure out how they
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can most effectively support communities
of color in our state to build their power

and voice in elections and governing.

This is a significantly different approach
from that of the financial industry, which
myopically seeks to build wealth for do-
nors above all else and compartmentalizes
social change work in communities as a
“nice to have.” Investment advisers, estate
planners, tax accountants, and lawyers are
not only far removed from system change
strategy, but also tend to be less informed
and more risk averse than this moment
requires. None of them help donors see
that they are taking completely unrestrict-
ed funds from their bank and investment
accounts — money that they could spend
on literally anything! — and are placing
heavy limits on what their donations can
be used for just to take advantage of a tax
deduction. Such an approach is not really
allowing donors to reflect their values and
political leanings in how they grant. Or at
least, their giving is not delivering the re-
sults it truly could.

Individual philanthropists like CDT" board
members Quinn Delaney, Steve Phillips,
Karen Grove, Michael Stubbs, and Bill
Resnick understand the assignment. Their
social change portfolios are expansive —
funding tax-deductible nonpartisan 501(c)
(3) activities like leadership development,
community organizing, voter engagement,
supporting reform-oriented elected of-
ficials, and non-tax-deductible 501(c)(4)
and PAC projects like legislative advocacy
as well as candidate, initiative, and inde-

pendent expenditure campaigns.

With this strategy, CDT has grown Cali-
fornia’s progressive infrastructure expo-
nentially. We helped create the California
Working Families Party, the state Legisla-
tive Progressive Caucus, and the pro-
gressive state lobbyist table, Building the
California Dream Alliance. Each entity

has played essential roles in advocating
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Power-Building Feedback Loop

“Nothing siloed can save us.” - Ludovic Blain

for and passing popular policies includ-
ing anti-discrimination, tenant protection,
reproductive freedom, immigrant rights,
worker rights, and criminal justice reform.

In these traumatic times, when the bed-
rocks of our government are teetering and
under threat, it may seem like a reach — but
we have a critical role to play in rebuilding
a society where the government works for
the people — not the powerful — and where
we protect everyone’s basic rights and their
opportunity to thrive. We just need to put
our money to work more strategically and
in ways that truly reflect our values and

convictions. This means forgoing tax de-
ductions and expanding our giving to po-

litical organizations and advocacy work.

Progressives and progressive donors are
eminently justified in feeling that the
country is in the throes of authoritarian-
ism and that many communities are in
turmoil. However, we are not currently
justified in thinking we are doing every-
thing we can to protect vulnerable com-
munities and advance the cause of equity
and justice. We can do so much more, and
it starts with rethinking how we use our
money to get better results.

Ludovic Blain is the CEO of the California Donor Table, where he organizes donors to shift power to
progressive communities of color. In its 20th year, it has distributed $60 mullion across all tax statuses
to strengthen political power and community well-being for the majoriry of the state’s population:
Black, Latinx, Asian American Pacific Islanders, Indigenous, and people of color.
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