
 
 

 

MEMORANDUM  

 

To: CFGB Board of Directors 

From: Christopher Nanni, President 

Date: February 14, 2020 

Re: Brookings Prosper Birmingham Support 

In December 2018, the Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program and a local cross-sector committee of 

public, private, and education executives announced a multi-year partnership to develop local economic 

strategies that can benefit all the city’s residents and neighborhoods.   

To inform that strategic agenda, Brookings partnered with local leaders to undertake a market 

assessment of the Birmingham area’s economy in 2019. That analysis found that, like other mid-sized 

older industrial regions, Birmingham’s economy is becoming less dynamic and resilient. Birmingham was 

one of the last metro areas to recover the jobs lost during the Great Recession, and it has 40,000 fewer 

jobs than it would if it had grown at national rates in recent years. In Jefferson County, 40 percent of 

working-age residents are struggling – either out of work or in jobs that do not enable their families to 

make ends meet. Due to racial segregation, struggling residents are disproportionately African-

Americans who live in Birmingham neighborhoods. Brookings’ market assessment concluded with the 

following five-year goals for Jefferson County:   

 Job creation: help 500 firms create 5,000 quality jobs, while investing in efforts to double the 

status quo share of those jobs going to Black residents (50%).  

 Job preparation: connect 2,000 young, struggling residents to quality jobs.  

 Job access: create 425 new Black-owned firms and help 60 existing Black-owned small 

businesses add at least one employee, while investing in efforts to ensure that 80% of these 

firms and 40% of the 5,000 new jobs are in accessible locations.   

 Birmingham – and Jefferson County as a whole – is thus at a crossroads moment. Several discrete 

economic development initiatives have been launched in recent years, but collectively these initiatives 

have not added up to the transformation that Birmingham needs. With recent momentum, Birmingham 

has an opportunity to execute a turnaround.    

One answer to this moment is Prosper Birmingham, a five-year civic investment agenda that will align 

expertise and resources to stimulate inclusive economic growth in Jefferson County, thereby putting 

greater Birmingham on an affirmative trajectory to long-term prosperity.  

 



 Prosper Birmingham aims to do the following, a collective purpose not carried out by any current entity:   

• Communicate the urgency of Birmingham’s economic challenges and elevate a sense of shared fate 

and a vision for moving forward.  

• Activate civic engagement and broaden accountability, engaging next generation leaders and 

entrepreneurs who represent Birmingham’s future and share a stake in the city’s success.  

• Align financial resources toward a bold new investment agenda for Jefferson County, creating a new 

“portfolio” of aligned, larger, multi-year investments by philanthropy, the corporate sector, and 

local governments in transformative initiatives in job creation, job preparation, and job access.  

Between now and August 2020, the plan to achieve these goals is as follows:  

1. Finalize the design of Prosper Birmingham. Brookings will undertake two rounds of interviews with 

key Birmingham stakeholders to solicit feedback on the following questions, which will be codified 

into design options to be presented to Prosper Birmingham’s founding board:  

 Resources: What is the process for broadening Prosper Birmingham’s fundraising strategy, 

including public, corporate, and philanthropic (local and national) sectors? 

 Decision-making Protocol: What is the decision-making protocol to determine how those 

resources are spent? Who has influence over how resources are spent? 

 Leadership: How should Prosper Birmingham be staffed? What are the key attributes needed in 

an executive director and who are potential candidates? 

 Institutional Home: Where should Prosper Birmingham be housed?    

2. Conduct communications and public engagement. For Prosper Birmingham to be successful, it must 

communicate the urgency of the moment and elevate a sense of a shared agenda. We envision 

three workstreams within communications and public engagement: the Steering Committee will 

extend invitations to create the “founding board”; Brookings and a local communications team will 

conduct local and national outreach to key media and philanthropic audiences; and Brookings will 

produce a summary of the market assessment to provide the rationale for Prosper Birmingham. 

3. Codify Prosper Birmingham’s investment agenda. Prosper Birmingham has existing priorities (e.g. 

Birmingham Promise) but needs to establish a menu of potential projects and capacity investments 

into an “investment prospectus.” To do this, Brookings will conduct a scan of national best practices 

that could address key outcome goals related to job creation, job preparation, and job access; 

facilitate design sessions and interviews to collect feedback from key stakeholders; and outline a 

portfolio of potential initiatives and projects in an investment prospectus.    

 Recommendation 

Brookings has requested that the Community Foundation of Greater Birmingham formally join this effort 

in February 2020 with a proactive grant of $100,000; this grant will be used to drive on-the-ground 

design and implementation of the Prosper Birmingham initiative.  The work will be led by Brad 

Whitehead, former CEO of The Fund for Our Economic Future in Northeast Ohio and CFGB’s first Woven 

Together speaker of 2019.  On 2/4/20, the Building Capacity Committee recommended funding this 

request as a $100,000 grant from CFGB proactive dollars.   


