
 
 

CFGB:  Current Initiatives 2020 

Microtransit 

Starting in 2019, CFGB launched a pilot project in partnerships with the City of  Birmingham and Via 
called Birmingham On-Demand.  It aims to provide low cost ($1.50/ride), highly responsive ridesharing 
service to communities in Western Birmingham, downtown, and UAB/Southside (for the initial pilot) as a 
means to provide expanded transportation options and meet critical transportation needs. The hope is 
that the pilot will be successful and bolster the case for City of Birmingham funding to expand the 
program to a larger area of the city in 2020-21. The pilot is supported by an investment of $500,000 
from CFGB Catalyst Funds.  As of 2/7/20, just over two months in, Birmingham On-Demand has logged 
over 5000 rides, has continued to grow to a top one-day ridership of over 180, and has a 4.8 out of 5 
average user rating.  The six month pilot runs from December 2019 through May 2020.   

Regional Cooperation 

In 2016, CFGB (with Catalyst Donor support) made a significant grant to the Public Affairs Research 
Council of Alabama (PARCA) to conduct an intensive study on regional cooperation. With 35 
municipalities in Jefferson County and 89 in the seven-county metro-area, the region is a patchwork 
quilt of jurisdictions. Our metropolitan area has fallen behind regional rivals in areas such as economic, 
employment and population growth, in part because we lack unifying political or cooperative structures. 
The study and report (Together We Can), launched in June 2017, provides rigorous analysis of our 
current situation, the collaborative models other cities have employed, and the pros and cons of greater 
cooperation.  It presents community leaders with sound information on which to evaluate possible 
alternatives for enhancing our region's economic prosperity.  Since the release of the report, Community 
Foundation staff has made presentations to 40 organizations representing over 2000 civic and 
community leaders, met with almost all regional government officials, and reached over 7,500 people 
through the Together We Prosper website.  In 2018, we moved from dissemination and discussion to 
planning and action.  We engaged elected officials to begin building a framework for cooperation and 
engaged more than 40 area leaders to serve on our Champions Council and provide strategic support to 
regional cooperation efforts.  Through two key meetings in June and September 2018, CFGB helped 
bring mayors to begin shaping a regional cooperation agenda.   Since then, CFGB has supported the 
work of mayor-led committees in addressing two initial priorities for cooperation:  a countywide no-
poaching pledge (signed in 2019 by 23 mayors representing 80% of the county’s population) and 
consolidated 911 services. At a follow up ‘Mayors’ deep dive’ in January 2020, the mayors identified four 
issues for their 2020 cooperation agenda: consolidation of jails, human trafficking ordinances, vaping 
ordinances, and Census participation.   

Inclusive Economic Growth  

Building It Together:  In 2017, with support from Catalyst donors, CFGB partnered with United Way, 
UAB, BBA and other partners in the Workforce Action Network to commission a study by Burning Glass 
Technologies, a national leader in labor market and employment data analysis. The report, only the 
second of its kind in the country (after Pittsburgh), is a comprehensive, forward-looking and data-driven  



 
 

picture of skill and occupation demand in the Birmingham region.  This study, called Building It Together, 
is an invaluable tool to drive workforce training, education and economic development strategies in 
ways that  harness our strengths, address our weaknesses and aim to maximize our competitiveness in a 
21st century economy. In Pittsburgh, according to the Chairman of PNC Bank, a similar Burning Glass 
report ‘sounded the alarm on the looming 80,000 person skilled worker shortage, serving as a wake-up 
call and a catalyst for all employers, educators, civic leaders, and our current and future workforce 
goals.’ It anchored the efforts of employers, educators, and community organizations with a single goal, 
and has led to substantial funder investments, catalyzing a $250 million campaign for post-secondary 
education.  The Birmingham report was released in June 2018 at a public launch attended by over 200 
people, generating great excitement and broad media coverage.  In the summer and fall of 2018, 
partners shared the findings at presentations throughout the metro area and gathered input.  In 2019, 
the partnership, led by BBA and Central Six Workforce Development Council, worked with a consultant 
to complete a regional workforce alignment strategy and education asset inventory to guide 
implementation of workforce strategies going forward.     

Brookings / Advancing Cities:  In 2019, the Community Foundation began getting involved in broader 
efforts to advance inclusive economic growth.  The City of Birmingham brought in Brookings Institution 
to research and develop a set of goals and strategies around job preparation, job creation, and job 
access that would move Birmingham beyond its stagnant growth and extreme economic disparities by 
race.  As part of the 2019 Woven Together series, the Foundation brought in expert speakers on each of 
its new ten-year priorities, such as Economic Opportunity for All and Overcoming Persistent Poverty.  
These speakers included Amy Liu of Brookings, Brad Whitehead of the Fund for Our Economic Future, 
and Laura Moore of Opportunity Insights. In various ways, these speakers highlighted the grave 
challenges our community faces around creating inclusive economic opportunity and pointed toward 
some possible paths forward. Throughout the second half of 2019 into early 2020, the Community 
Foundation led a coalition of partners in developing a proposal for the $5 million J.P. Morgan Chase 
Advancing Cities Challenge, focusing on improving systems of support for small businesses and job 
seekers.  Connected to this effort, a group of Catalyst Fellows began exploring the potential for a loan 
fund and technical assistance grant fund to address the needs of small, minority- and women-owned 
businesses, leading to the engagement of Rockefeller Philanthropy Partners as a consultant in early 
2020.  In January 2020, Brookings asked CFGB to come to the leadership table on the next design and 
implementation phase of the inclusive economic growth strategy, called Prosper Birmingham, and to 
make a $100,000 grant to support this work.  By early 2020, all these connected threads had begun 
weaving together to form a new initiative, or at least a new stage of the Foundation’s initiative work 
around this topic.    

Census Complete Count 

The U.S. Constitution requires a national Census - a count of our country’s population and households – every 

ten years. The resulting data is essential to ensure a fair distribution of over $675 billion in federal funds, the 

assignment of congressional seats, legislative redistricting and allocation of resources. The funds that power 

vital programs impacting housing, education, transportation, employment, health care and public policy 

depend on this process.  In 2010, Alabama failed to count over 100,000 households.  Alabama has a historical  



 
 

low census response rate and is at risk of an undercount in 2020 that could translate into losing a 

congressional seat and up to $1.6 billion federal dollars.  

In November 2018, the Census Equity Fund released a Request for Proposals for grants to support outreach 

and education initiatives aimed at counting Hard-to-Count (HTC) populations (African Americans, low-income 

families, Latinos, families with children under the age of 5, renters, and foreign-born individuals) in prioritized 

states, including Alabama.  CFGB took a lead role along with Alabama Giving and ¡HICA! to convene a group 

of organizations across the state to develop the Alabama Count Collaborative Plan. This core group, including 

The Black Belt Community Foundation, Voices for Alabama’s Children, Alabama Community Action Agencies, 

Greater Birmingham Ministries, and ACIJ, formed the Collaborative and is coordinating with state and local 

Complete Count Committees to enhance their efforts.  The focus of this effort is to develop culturally specific 

messaging to reach the HTC communities and to ensure that HTC households, particularly communities of 

color, low-income families, immigrants, children under 5, and renters in Alabama are counted in the 2020 

Census. In December 2018, the Collaborative submitted a proposal requesting $250,000 from the Census 

Equity Fund, which requires a 1-to-1 match of local funds.  In January 2019 the Collaborative received 

notification that the proposal was approved for $200,000 in funding.  The Community Foundation committed 

$105,000 in matching funds; other Alabama funders have to date committed another $350,000.  Throughout 

2019 and into the 2020 Census year, the Collaborative has made strong headway in carrying out its plan; the 

Foundation has provided strategic support and leadership in this effort, helping to adjust strategy as 

conditions on the ground and parallel state funding have come into play.  A strong, strategic push through 

the first half of 2020 is critical to achieving an improved Alabama count in this round of the U.S. Census. 

Mental Health  

According to the CDC, Alabama and all but one of the Birmingham metro counties have higher rates of 
suicide and poor mental health than the nation as a whole.  Since 2008, Alabama has cut state funding 
for mental health by a total of 30%.  Despite these challenges, CFGB has identified opportunities to 
make a meaningful difference in mental health.  Drawing on proven national models, CFGB has taken 
the lead on two key mental health projects:   

 Building Comprehensive School Mental Health Systems:  In 2015, CFGB became the backbone 
organization for the Health Action Partnership’s Mental Health Priority Group, which aims to 
expand access to mental health services.  Over the course of two years, the group researched 
children’s mental health systems, engaged a national expert in school mental health, and 
worked with four local school districts (Tarrant City, Blount County, Homewood City, and Pell 
City) to develop a collaborative plan around mental health supports for students.  In 2018, all 
this preparation and planning culminated in the launch of this unprecedented partnership 
between four school districts to address student mental health needs through enhanced 
training, assessment and mental health services.  The first full school year evaluation was 
completed in Fall 2019, with strong results.  As the pilot reaches the halfway point in early 2020, 
we have engaged three additional districts (Birmingham, Fairfield, and Alabaster City Schools) to 
explore how to expand the model beyond the pilot.  

  



 
 

 St. Vincent’s Collaborative Care Clinic:  Since 2015, CFGB has partnered with St. Vincent’s Health 
System to implement an integrated care model (linking mental health and primary care) at two 
local primary care clinics. This model is associated with improved mental health outcomes and 
lower mean health care costs. A 2018 review of this pilot project was promising, finding that 
over 2/3 of patients showed significant improvement in depression and/or anxiety.  St. Vincent’s 
has  faced sustainability challenges due to state limits on mental health insurance coverage for 
adults; CFGB provided another small grant in 2019 to help St. Vincent’s work through insurance 
reimbursement and other sustainability strategies.   

Predatory Lending Reform 

In 2003, the Alabama legislature carved out a special exception to the Small Loan Act for certain types of 
loans.  As a result, today Alabama has the second highest concentration per capita of payday lending 
businesses in the nation.  In Alabama, payday lenders are allowed to charge 456% interest APR on loans 
up to $500, and auto title lenders can charge 300% APR on loans secured by the borrower’s car.  Predatory 
lenders are disproportionately concentrated in low‐income communities that lack access to traditional 
financial services, and offer quick sources of cash as a way to seemingly bridge a short‐term cash crunch.  
However, studies show that customers often take out repeated loans and get trapped in a prolonged cycle 
of debt as they try to pay off the original loan and its high fees.  The average borrower remains indebted 
for 212 days, renewing the loan 8 times. Since 2015, CFGB has been involved in advocating for predatory 
lending reform at the legislative level through a statewide, bipartisan, grass-roots coalition. In 2019, CFGB 
and partners pursued a legislative strategy focused on changing the minimum repayment period to 30 
days, effectively halving the annual interest rate.  The bill passed the Senate and had strong momentum 
going into the House, but was stalled when it was not brought up by the committee chair for a public 
hearing.  We are currently in process with a revised strategy for 2020.   

Western Birmingham 

At its 2016 retreat, the CFGB Board identified community revitalization in an underserved, high-need 
area of our footprint as a top priority for further exploration. As a result, CFGB spent 2017 exploring the 
potential for an initiative in the Western Area of Birmingham.  Staff reviewed existing Western area 
plans and projects, conducted a series of conversations in Western Birmingham with community 
leaders, met with other institutions leading or interested in collaborative efforts in that area, and 
researched national models for inclusive community revitalization.  The purpose was to build 
relationships in the community, identify needs and opportunities for collaborative action, and assess 
possible strategic roles for CFGB to play.  At the end of the year, CFGB staff convened a workshop on 
Asset-Based Community Development to further inform our approach in the Western area.  Since 2017, 
we have tripled the number and size of competitive grant investments in the Western area, regularly 
convened a group of Western area partners and worked with the new mayoral administration to align 
our plans with their priorities.  We have partnered with the City of Birmingham and others on a 
collaborative effort to address the future of Legion Field; in 2019, with funding through Catalyst donors, 
CFGB supported an intensive community engagement process in Smithfield and neighboring 
communities as a first step.  We have also focused largely on Western Birmingham for the Via 
Microtransit pilot noted above.   



 
 

Summer Adventures in Learning (SAIL) 

Summer learning loss (the ‘summer slide’) is the primary cause of the cumulative academic performance 
gap for low‐income students. CFGB is part of the SAIL funder collaborative that supports summer 
learning opportunities in the Birmingham region. Since 2014, CFGB has focused all its SAIL funding in the 
summer program in Tarrant, an urban school system northeast of Birmingham where 95.4% of the 
students receive free/reduced meals.  This small system has allowed us to pursue a longitudinal analysis 
of how summer programming impacts a child’s readiness for the next school year.  The data over the 
past five years has shown that: students that started at the lowest performance level showed the most 
gains; students that participate in two or more programs (summer or afterschool) show greater gains; 
student scores have trended upward as the program has matured.   Relative to the highest performing 
SAIL programs, the Tarrant program’s outcomes have been inconsistent; therefore, Tarrant shifted in 
2018 to the tested Power Scholars curriculum, resulting in solid gains in both reading and math.  In 2019, 
we expanded our focus to encompass three other high-performing programs and commissioned a study 
to look more closely at factors contributing to SAIL program success. The results of that study have 
informed our 2020 investment, continuing with a broader set of grantees and building a peer learning 
community between programs.  

 


