COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP AWARDS: PROGRAM EXCELLENCE AWARD NOMINEE “NEIGHBORS HELPING NEIGHBORS”
The “Neighbors Helping Neighbors” Program was developed in direct response to the home foreclosure crisis facing residents in small towns like Dedham as well as in cities across the United States where resources are more concentrated and often better known to citizens. Our service delivery challenge was to create an effective method of community outreach to connect and inform residents of the variety of assistance available to them to avoid foreclosure and to navigate these difficult economic times. 

Problem Assessment: Dedham is in many ways is a typical New England town with 80% of the community being made up of residential properties. The foreclosure crisis was brought home to Dedham with the release of the Warren Group* report that tracked the spike in foreclosure filings in Massachusetts. Of the 351 towns and cities in our state, Dedham ranked 57th with approximately 14% of the current mortgages being considered sub prime and at risk.  Additionally, at that time 109 households in Dedham were already in some stage of the foreclosure process.  

As a Town and local government we were compelled to action by this news, not only were the individual residents and families facing foreclosure effected, entire neighborhoods also felt the destabilizing effect of increased vacant properties and real estate values adversely effected.  

The challenge and need was apparent; the question was how could we help our residents in crisis and more significantly how could we stem the tide and prevent more families from reaching the point of foreclosure. 

*Publisher of Banker & Tradesmen, provider regional real estate data
The answer in Dedham is an innovative community partnership with local clergy called “Neighbors Helping Neighbors.”  A major challenge for local government in trying to reach its residents during an economic crisis is the simple acknowledgment that a financial problem even exists.  It comes down to a case of personal pride for most residents who don’t want their neighbors and friends to know that they are in financial turmoil.  Consequently, people have a tendency to wait too long to seek assistance while their options begin to diminish. 

In times of crisis, it is human nature to seek out a confidant who can understand their situation and provide some level of comfort.  In many cases this level of confidence is found through the local clergy. Dedham’s local government leaders saw this as an opportunity to work side by side with the clergy throughout Dedham to create a program that reemphasized its value of community by harnessing the support of the clergy to work with residents who needed a “hand-up” but were too proud to ask for a “hand-out”.   Seven churches of various denominations partnered with the Town of Dedham in developing this program. As Reverend Stephen Josoma noted as we developed the Program, “if there’s a community there to walk with you, it makes all the difference in how we can meet life’s challenges.”  
Program Implementation:  We began by hosting meetings at Town Hall with representatives from the local clergy to plan our first joint public event for November 29, 2008 at St. Susanna’s Church Hall.  By pooling our resources and connections, the partnership was able to successfully bring a wide spectrum of assistance to the table.  This partnership included:
· Five major banks, with information on re-financing options, reverse mortgages 

· ACCION USA, a non-profit organization to discuss personal credit management 
· MassSave, NStar and Self Help, Inc. for home fuel assistance and energy savings 

· South Middlesex Opportunity Council, foreclosure prevention counseling 

· Mass Affordable Housing Alliance, soft second mortgage and insurance savings

· Dedham Food Pantry and St. Vincent DePaul general assistance

· Individual Counseling from volunteer real estate broker and real estate attorney

· Mass Health Connector for explaining and offering health insurance options

The next key implementation step was to promote and publicize the Neighbors Helping Neighbors event to the Dedham community (and beyond) and this is where the partnership combined to significantly broaden it’s outreach.  The Churches across Dedham announced the event at services and included it in their weekly bulletins and mailings. The Dedham Public Schools sent home fliers to parents. Neighbors Helping Neighbors was also featured on the Town web site and Community Cable Television. Announcements were made in two local newspapers and one regional paper, the Boston Globe ran articles that covered the event. 

The innovative nature of the community partnership between the Churches and Town Of Dedham served to help capture wider media attention from the regional and national media agencies.  A Boston television station and National Public Radio (NPR) ran coverage of the event that included NPR doing a taped broadcast of interviews at the event. The direct result of this enhanced publicity helped to bridge that gap to residents and has increased public awareness of the resources available to residents who need this assistance.  The Program was also cost effective, by combining volunteer and staff time to develop the details and to shape the methods of promotion/communication.  The churches donated space and refreshments on the day of the event.   All of the participating agencies, banks and private agencies offering their professional assistance did so on a pro bono basis.   By everyone contributing their time to this event, the Program was a success with little or no impact to the local government’s budget. 
Measurable Outcomes of the Program: The Neighbors Helping Neighbors Program created a new local capacity to deal effectively with a nationwide problem that has serious and far reaching financial repercussions for both our residents and our municipal government. Efforts to reach at risk borrowers at the earliest stages are critical to reducing the pace of foreclosures. Studies show over half of borrowers in foreclosure have not had any contact with their lender, but that early counseling for low and moderate income homeowners increases the probability of avoiding foreclosure. The Neighbors Helping Neighbors Program has directly generated a substantial increase in telephone calls and visits to Town Hall by residents expressly seeking this information. Weekly intake appointments at Town Hall for Self Help fuel assistance and other related services are now fully booked.  One resident quoted in the local press said “ I didn’t realize the Town is there to help me” and another caller noted “While my situation is not as bad as others right now, I am not too far behind just yet; but without this help,  it will definitely be a problem for me in the future.”  Printed materials and resource information from the November event were organized into a free guide that is being continuously distributed.  Through Neighbors Helping Neighbors, Dedham has experienced successful community 

engagement, very positive feedback from its constituents, communication barriers have been overcome and effective partnerships have been developed.  From this perspective, the Program has become a model for sustainable outreach.

Lessons learned during planning, implementation and analysis: We have learned to optimize the value of balancing effective community outreach with the delicate privacy concerns of residents facing foreclosure. Attendance at the event could have easily been impacted in a negative way by the privacy concern.  However, by increasing public awareness of foreclosure prevention services being made available locally with the assistance of a sensitive clergy community; Neighbors Helping Neighbors achieved community outreach on a much wider scale.  This outreach has continued to evolve even after the event. Simply put, some residents in the midst of financial difficulty have felt more comfortable calling for information and assistance from the sanctity of their own homes. The Neighbors Helping Neighbors event was the ice breaking moment that has led to these critical phone calls for help.  We have continued and expanded this new found partnership with our local resources and clergy with a new sense of understanding and sensitivity to the challenging issues facing our residents.  A nearby town has already contacted us about replicating the Program with the clergy in their community.  Our local clergy reports an increase in volunteers to help provide assistance to those in need.  The Neighbors Helping Neighbors Program showcases the innovation and best practices a local government can create and implement with partners to effectively reach a broad array of citizens and tackle a nationwide problem together as it impacts small communities.  
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