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The good news for Northeast Portland's House of Umoja came two years ago when the Children's Investment Fund agreed to give $150,000 for an after-school program for African American and Latino children. 

The bad news came last month, when the children's fund, often referred to as CHIF, decided to cancel the contract after it became clear that the program was doomed to fail. The social service agency at Northeast 17th Avenue and Alberta Street told CHIF that it couldn't find enough elementary students who needed homework assistance, tutoring and other services. 

The cancellation of the contract was the latest in a long line of setbacks for the once-vaunted House of Umoja, which was at the forefront of Portland's war on gang violence in the 1990s, offering residential services for young men trying to escape the guns and drugs that flooded Northeast Portland. 

Revenue has plummeted. The residential program was shuttered. And now Cascadia Behavioral Health runs much of the day-to-day operations, along with Umoja's small staff. 

So, once again, the 16-year-old House of Umoja is in soul-searching mode, struggling to define its identity in a changing neighborhood. 

"We're trying to focus on programming in this neighborhood," said John Kyle, chairman of the agency's board of directors. "But maybe this isn't the place anymore. It's not the same community it was 15 years ago." 

Although gang prevention has been a consistent focus over the years, internal upheaval and uncertainty have been constants as well. Executive directors leave. Programs are shut down and restarted. The staff is expanded and then cut back. 

A recurring problem, Kyle said, is money. 

That's why the CHIF contract seemed such a boon. It offered $50,000 a year for three years to restore a program that had been discontinued for lack of money. 

But the program was dogged by delays and dysfunction from the start, reflecting the turmoil at House of Umoja. 

"They had a year and a half, and they could not deliver the program they promised in the contract," said Mary Gay Broderick, a spokeswoman for the Children's Investment Fund. 

The grant was to start on July 1, 2005, not long after Umoja's residential program was shut down and Portland attorney Sean Hartfield resigned from the board to become the interim executive director. 

But it took Umoja eight months to provide the financial audit the fund required. By then, early 2006, no staff had been hired and the school year was more than half over. CHIF's staff recommended that its allocation committee revoke the grant. 

Hartfield met with the allocation committee in February 2006 and made a case for moving forward. 

Hartfield, who resigned as executive director last May and is no longer affiliated with Umoja, said he hadn't known an audit was required or where the documents were located. 

Despite the staff's recommendation, the allocation committee agreed to provide $100,000 over two years, starting July 1, 2006. The new contract called for Umoja to serve 20 to 25 students with 40-plus hours of programming each month. 

A few months later, Umoja offered a progress report that said staff had been hired and community outreach had begun, but no students were enrolled, according to the children's fund. 

There weren't enough children near the House of Umoja to launch the program, said Diane Feldt, a program manager with Cascadia who helps run Umoja. There are already plenty of similar programs in the area, she added. 

"We did extensive outreach in that neighborhood," Feldt said. "What we found is that parents preferred to have their kids stay in school for after-school programming." 

If that's true, Hartfield said, he takes responsibility for not knowing enough about the needs of the neighborhood before going after the grant. 

Still, he finds it hard to believe there aren't enough students to fill an after-school program in the heart of Northeast Portland. "It's hard to wrap my brain around that," he said. 

Feldt said she wanted to move the program to an area that didn't have as much programming, like the St. Johns Woods public housing complex in North Portland. 

But the children's fund denied that request. The contract called for a program at Umoja. Plus, the Children's Investment Fund already had a program at St. Johns Woods, said City Commissioner Dan Saltzman, who serves on the allocation committee. 

The children's fund notified Feldt on Jan. 18 that the contract would be terminated. The only money Umoja received was a $12,500 advance. 

Trouble with money 
It wasn't the first time Umoja has lost funding. Financial troubles have dogged the agency for years. Revenue has dropped from $1.2 million in 1998 to $500,000 in 2005, the last year for which figures are available. 

When Hartfield took over as executive director, he said he took a hard look at the books and realized Umoja was losing money every month. Payroll costs were a problem. Board members, Hartfield said, often loaned or donated the agency money. He took out another mortgage on his house to help cover Umoja's bills. 

Despite the hard times, the House of Umoja continues to provide youth employment and gang prevention services, although the house that was used for the residential gang treatment has been sold. 

The gang program is part of a $274,000 contract with Multnomah County. Instead of doing outreach on the streets, a hallmark of the old gang program, Umoja now provides counseling, family support and other services for young, at-risk African American men. 

Mary Li, a manager for the county's department of human services, said the House of Umoja has met the benchmarks required of the contract. 

Although Kyle is disappointed in the Children's Investment Fund deal's outcome, he hasn't given up on reviving the after-school program. 

And he harbors no ill feelings. 

"If I put myself in CHIF's shoes, I think it was a good decision," he said. "They indulged us a lot." 
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