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Welcome  
 

After a year marked by the uncertainty of a global pandemic and related economic aftershocks, 

Common Ground Relief is excited to move forward with intention and clarity. Within this 

Strategic Plan, you will find an articulated pathway for creating growth and discernible  change 

within Common Ground Relief and communities throughout Southeast Louisiana. 

 

This Strategic Plan will guide our team -- board, staff, and volunteers -- in effectively carrying 

out programs that advance environmental and community stewardship. With a clear theory of 

change, we can move forward together to achieve our mission, expanding the impact beyond  

what any of us could accomplish alone. Developing this plan has reinforced our conviction to  

leverage collective impact and organizational resources, while fostering  a strong sense of 

individual autonomy and responsibility to secure a livable future for Southeast Louisiana. 

 

Throughout the planning process, we have interrogated the very definition of "our community."  

Our goal was to envision a more expansive and cohesive team: How can we center local 

Southeast Louisiana voices and communities most vulnerable to land loss and climate change -- 

both within New Orleans and on the frontlines of our coast? How can we activate our national 

network of volunteers where, and when they are needed most? How can we ensure equitable 

opportunity and impact of both our programs and the opportunities available within our 

organization? How can we engage more of our neighbors in decision-making and ongoing 

volunteering? How will we build the capacity of a diverse leadership and governance team? 

 

This strategic plan will enhance the inclusiveness of our community and provide a roadmap for 

where we want to go and how we can get there together. Some plans and solutions are 

included directly in this plan. Additionally, the plan  identifies areas where further attention and 

analysis are needed to achieve our highest potential.  

 

We think of this as a starting point for our growth in the next three years. We look forward to 

working together with partners near and far to implement our plan and approach our vision of 

environmental and community stewardship in Southeast Louisiana. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Charlotte Clarke  Chris Voigt, MD 
Executive Director  Board of Directors, Chair 
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Funding for the strategic planning process was provided by The Roddick 

Foundation, Common Ground Relief’s initial funder.  We are most grateful 

for the ongoing support and generosity of the Roddick Foundation 

Strategic Planning Team 
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Common Ground Relief was established in September 2005 to “provide disaster relief in the 

Greater New Orleans area following Hurricane Katrina.” In 2013, Common Ground Relief’s 

leadership revised the mission to reflect a forward-looking focus - “to create resilient Gulf Coast 

communities that are environmentally sustainable, financially viable and personally cohesive.”   

 

While its mission has evolved and its programs followed suit, there have been many constants 

in Common Ground Relief: 

• Commitment to affect change through action 

• Genuine belief in the strength of grassroots, 

community-based programs 

• Remaining based in and supporting the Lower 
Ninth Ward  

• Being flexible and nimble 

• Fostering mutually-beneficial partnerships 

• Efficient use of  resources 

• Local knowledge, experience, and perspective 
matters 

 

These constants have enabled Common Ground Relief 

to stay the course on its commitment to helping residents recover from Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, 

rebuilding wetlands, fostering a new generation of environmental stewards, and building equity in 

the Lower Ninth Ward.   

 

In 2020, at a pivotal juncture in its history and responding to COVID-19, Common Ground Relief 

Board of Directors and staff decided it was an appropriate time to reflect on the organization’s 

goals and forge a path forward to grow and thrive. This strategic plan results from a process 

undertaken by the Board of Directors and staff, guided by a Strategic Planning Team.  

 

The process, facilitated by Bonnie Goldblum Consulting, involved research and consultation 

with The Board of Directors, current and former staff, community members, organizational 

partners, educators, and funders. A series of working group meetings were held in which key 

issues and strategic priorities were agreed upon.  The staff, guided by the goals and objectives 

identified by the working groups, aligned existing and new strategies and tactics.  The Board of 

Directors approved the Strategic Plan at their October 8, 2021 meeting.  

 

 

Background 
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Our strategic planning process engaged people from diverse backgrounds with unique 

expertise.  While some of the strategic planning team members were directly engaged in 

environmental advocacy, there were varying levels of familiarity with concepts and terminology 

relevant to Common Ground Relief’s work. We are including brief definitions of the concepts 

and terms that are integral to our mission.   

 

Capacity building: Whatever is needed to bring 

a nonprofit to the next level of operational, 

programmatic, financial, or organizational 

maturity, so it may more effectively and 

efficiently advance its mission into the future. 

Capacity building is not a one-time effort to 

improve short-term effectiveness, but a 

continuous improvement strategy toward the 

creation of a sustainable and effective 

organization (A Network Approach To Capacity 

Building, 2015, National Council of Nonprofits) 

 

Ecological resilience: The capacity of an 

ecosystem to respond to a disturbance by 

resisting damage and recovering quickly 

without shifting to an alternative state or 

losing function or services. 

 

Environmental Literacy: The knowledge, 

skills, confidence, and motivation to: (1) 

reason about the ways that human and 

natural systems interact globally and locally, 

including the acknowledgment of 

disproportionately distributed vulnerabilities; 

(2) participate in civic processes and 

environmental advocacy; and (3) 

incorporates scientific information, cultural 

knowledge, and diverse community values 

when taking action to anticipate, prepare for, 

respond to, and recover from environmental 

hazards, including mitigating and adapting to 

climate change. (Report on the NOAA Office 

of Education Environmental Literacy Program 

Community Resilience Education Theory of 

Change, 2020).  

 

Equitable resilience: When resilience 

practice takes into account issues of social 

vulnerability and differential access to 

power, knowledge, and resources; it 

requires starting from people’s own 

perception of their position within their 

human-environmental system, and it 

accounts for their realities and for their 

need for a change of circumstance to avoid 

imbalances of power into the future.” 

What is equitable resilience? Matin, N., 

Forrester, J., & Ensor, J. (2018 
 

Definitions 
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Meaningful Wetland Education Experiences 

(MWEE): MWEEs ask students to explore 

local environmental issues through 

sustained, teacher-supported programming 

that includes issue definition, outdoor field 

experiences, action projects, and sharing 

student-developed synthesis and conclusions 

with the school and community (NOAA Bay 

Watershed Education and Training). MWEEs 

help connect students with their local 

environment and enable them to take 

actions and make decisions that contribute 

to stronger, sustainable, and equitable 

communities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mutual Aid: A form of solidarity-based 

support in which people and communities 

work cooperatively to meet the needs of 

everyone in the community.  Mutual aid 

recognizes that everyone has something to 

contribute – skills, resources, expertise, 

insights, etc. 

 

Resilience: “A capability to anticipate, 

prepare for, respond to, and recover from 

significant multi-hazard threats with 

minimum damage to social wellbeing, the 

economy, and the environment” (U.S. 

Global Change Research Program, 2020). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Definitions 

 
 

https://www.noaa.gov/office-education/bwet
https://www.noaa.gov/office-education/bwet
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Guiding Principles 

Vision 
 

Southeast Louisiana residents actively engage in the 

ongoing process of being in reciprocal relationships with 

each other and their natural and constructed 

environments. 
 

• Land is created, and trees are planted faster than they 
are lost.  

 

• All residents have their needs for food and housing 
met regardless of economic or natural disasters. 

 

• All coastal life has the means to thrive together for 
generations to come. 

 

Mission 
 

Common Ground Relief fosters environmental and 

community stewardship so that residents of Southeast 

Louisiana can survive and thrive, now and in the future. 
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Values 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Effectiveness 

• We produce tangible program 
outcomes that positively impact our 
environments and Southeast 
Louisiana stakeholders. 

• We use our resources efficiently. 

• We set realistic and measurable 
goals. 

• We maintain consistent work and 
impact over time. 

 

Interdependence 

• We form strong relationships with 
partner organizations and 
individuals. 

• We work in solidarity with 
Southeast Louisiana stakeholders 
and are responsive to expressed  
needs. 

• We remember that we exist in 
relationship to each other and our 
built and natural environments. 

• We ask for what we need; we give 
what we can. 

 

Equity 

• We develop fair programs and 
internal operations to create 
equitable opportunities for all 
people, especially historically and 
currently marginalized people. 

• We support indigenous sovereignty. 

• We follow the lead of historically 
and currently marginalized people. 

• We take action to correct systems 
of historical and current 
oppression. 

Accountability 

• We are accountable first to 
Southeast Louisiana stakeholders, 
especially historically and currently 
marginalized people. 

• We regularly evaluate and receive 
feedback about our work. 

• We move at the speed of trust. 

• We value and practice informed 
consent. 

 

Guiding Principles 
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Strategic Priorities 

Stubborn optimism and an ability to envision a better future 

motivate people to take actions. 
Figueres and Rivett-Carnac 2020 
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Programs 
 

What we will achieve: Southeast Louisiana residents have the knowledge, 

skills, awareness, connection, and resources to survive 

and thrive in their current and future environments. 

 

How we will get there:  Our programs are the primary way in which we connect 

with and support the individuals and communities we 

serve. Each program carefully incorporates our assets to 

engage people in practical solutions that help wetlands, 

wildlife, individuals, and communities become healthier, 

sustainable, and resilient.  We  will effectively and 

efficiently use our resources to develop, implement, and 

evaluate all of our programs to ensure they are 

responsive to and respectful of all our stakeholders. 

 

 

 Goal 1:  Foster effective environmental stewards with the 
knowledge, skills, desire, and willingness to advocate 
for positive and beneficial ecological action. 

 

Goal 2:  Provide regular and accessible opportunities for 
individuals, communities, and groups to restore 
native vegetation faster than it is lost, mitigating the 
impacts of hurricanes, flooding, and land loss. 

 

Goal 3:  Facilitate a culture of community stewardship where 
individuals and communities have initiative and a 
strong network to meet each other's essential needs. 

 

Goal 4:   Ensure that programs benefit currently and 
historically marginalized communities, 
creating equity and addressing historical and 
existing systems of racism. 
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Organizational Capacity 
 

What we will achieve: Common Ground Relief has the financial, human, and 

physical resources to sustain operations and achieve our 

strategic priorities. 

 

How we will get there:  We will increase our organizational capacity in a steady,  

sustainable manner.  We will invest in the diversity, 

creativity, professionalism, and personal growth of our 

staff and volunteers.  We will collaborate with 

individuals, organizations, agencies, and for-profit 

businesses to build strong partnerships greater than our 

individual efforts.  We will acquire, steward, and utilize 

our resources to ensure that our programs and 

operations are transparent, sustainable, and effective. 

 

 

  

Goal 1:  Develop and align diverse funding streams to 
support current and future operating and 
programmatic costs. 

 

Goal 2:  Cultivate an organizational environment that 
attracts and sustains a diverse professional staff of 
passionate learners, teachers, and doers. 

 

Goal 3:  Acquire and maintain the appropriate capital 
resources required to sustain and grow its 
operations and achieve program goals. 
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
 

What we will achieve: Common Ground Relief’s board, staff, supporting 

constituency, programs and operations reflect the 

diversity of the communities served and are guided by 

the experiences, needs, and strengths of those most 

impacted by historical and current racial, social, and 

environmental injustices. 

 

How we will get there: We will be proactive and intentional about becoming 

more diverse and inclusive within our organization.  We 

will ensure that all of our organizational components – 

programs, governance, and organizational capacity – 

incorporate and are informed by authentic representation 

of all the communities in which we live and work.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Goal 1:  Ensure that programs benefit currently and 
historically marginalized communities, creating 
equity and addressing historical and existing 
systems of racism. 

 

Goal 2:  By 2023, the diverse populations of Southeast 
Louisiana, who have been disadvantaged by 
systemic racism are fully represented in our 
leadership, staff, volunteers, program 
participants, contracts, and supporters.   

 

Goal 3:  At least half of plantings directly benefit BIPOC of 
southeast Louisiana. 

 

Goal 4:   Create clear pathways for accountability when 
Common Ground Relief falls short of 
commitments in this strategic plan or our mission, 
vision, and values. 
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Governance 
 

What we will achieve: Common Ground Relief’s Board of Directors and people 

in leadership positions will guide the organization 

through clear, concise, well-reasoned, and mission-

supporting policies and procedures. 

 

How we will get there:  Our Board of Directors will ensure that Common Ground 

Relief’s policies and governance uphold our mission. To 

realize our goals, create long-term sustainability, and 

meaningfully support all of our stakeholders, our Board 

of Directors will grow in size, diversity of experience, 

skills, race, gender, ability, perspective, and more. It will 

also implement new systems that facilitate greater 

transparency, communication and learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Goal 1:  Build a clear and equitable board governance 
structure by 2022. 

 

Goal 2:  Build and maintain a 4 – 10 person board with 
diverse skill sets and professional and lived 
experiences. 

 

Goal 3:  Enhance communication structures and protocols 
to facilitate more meaningful discussion and 
engagement. 
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At our core, Common Ground Relief is a “boots-on-the-

ground” organization known for the ability to achieve 

our outcomes effectively and efficiently.  Currently, 

our programs fall into three areas: direct wetlands 

plantings, environmental education, and community 

support.  The common thread that enables us to get 

things done in each of these strategies is VOLUNTEERS.  

Since our inception in 2005, more than 75,000 people 

have volunteered with Common Ground Relief.  The 

majority of our volunteers come from out of state, 

including high school, college, and university programs 

- many of which participate annually.  We also 

welcome individuals, families, corporate teams, and civic groups.  Additionally, we engage local 

volunteers, individuals, groups, and local volunteer organizations. 

 

The novel coronavirus significantly altered Common Ground Relief’s programs.  Due to the 

mandated quarantine, the volunteer and local youth education programs went on hiatus. This 

raised questions of how to  continue our work,  compensate for the lost income generated by 

our volunteer programs, and activate our resources to meet the needs of our neighbors, the 

community, the city, and other stakeholders.  It is important to note that Common Ground 

Relief co-established a food distribution program that evolved into a brick-and-mortar food 

pantry at our volunteer house in response to exacerbated food insecurity during  the pandemic. 

 

To determine how best to apply our resources most effectively in 

creating and implementing our programs, we developed a theory of 

change.  A theory of change describes a process of planned social 

change, from the assumptions that guide its design to the long-term 

goals it seeks to achieve. A theory of change frames an organization’s 

desired impact and serves as a link between those outcomes and the 

strategies or interventions it pursues. It ensures that activities, 

outcomes, and goals are aligned with mission, vision, values, and 

equally important resources.  A theory of change holds staff, volunteers, 

partners, and governance accountable. 

 

 

 

 

Common Ground Relief’s Theory of Change 
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To articulate Common Ground Relief’s theory of change, we: 

 

1. Looked at the big problems and challenges facing Southeast Louisiana residents, especially 

those marginalized due to historic and current systemic racism. We identified: 

Land loss and climate change - Land loss and climate change present 
environmental, economic, and social threats to communities, particularly to 
Black, Indigenous, and people of color. 
 

Limited environmental literacy - Adults and youth lack the knowledge, skills, and 
connection to make informed environmental decisions that improve the well-
being of individuals, communities, and the natural world, now and in the future.  
 
Inequity - Many individuals, especially those who have been historically and are 

currently adversely affected by persistent poverty, systemic racism, and 
inequities, do not have the resources to survive and thrive. 

 

2. Articulated the end goals to which our resources and activities will be focused most 

effectively.  These are: 

Ecologically resilient wetlands and environmentally resilient communities 

 
Effective, lifelong environmental stewards 

 
Communities that have equitable access to vital resources  

 

3. Identified the three pathways that will achieve the long-term goals.  These are: 

Wetlands Restoration - Planting native trees, grasses and shrubs in coastal and 
urban wetlands 

 
Education - Meaningful Wetlands Education Experiences that include classroom 
learning, hands-on activities, professional teacher training, and site-based experiences 

 

Mutual Aid - Residents supporting residents with knowledge, skills, and resources 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Common Ground Relief’s Theory of Change 
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These three pathways consider our greatest organizational strengths and resources, challenges 

and opportunities, and the power that we can harness by partnering with local, state, and other 

organizations, as well as individuals who are directly connected with the communities we support. 

These pathways do not shift our strategic direction.  Rather, they allow us to dig deeper with 

greater intention and work to:  

 

Foster greater coastal-urban connections and create solutions that address local 

impacts and emphasize co-benefits of action;  

 

Provide environmental experiences that enable youth and adults to create and sustain 

more just, healthier, and sustainable communities and environment for all; and 

 

Facilitate efforts that build on the existing networks of mutual aid, local experience 

and skills, and cultural strengths. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Common Ground Relief’s Theory of Change 

When we restore wetlands habitat, engage people in 

meaningful wetlands education experiences, and facilitate 

opportunities for residents to share their skills, knowledge, 

and experience . . . 
 

We create ecologically resilient wetlands and 

environmentally resilient communities, foster effective 

lifelong environmental stewards, and ensure that 

communities have equitable access to vital resources . . .  
 

Resulting in ENVIRONMENTAL, RACIAL, AND  

SOCIAL EQUITY IN SOUTHEAST LOUISIANA. 
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Below is a review of Common Ground Relief's annual budgets, Years 2019 - 2024. Common 

Ground Relief has always maintained a lean budget due to a combination of limited staff and 

thrifty spending. While much has been accomplished with limited funding, the strategic 

growth requires a more robust staff, organizational resources, and enhanced outreach. 

Sustainable revenue growth is needed to support daily operations, enhance programming, and 

support strategic initiatives. Common Ground Relief staff and Board of Directors are committed 

to investing the time, resources, and social capital needed to develop robust and sustained 

revenue streams. 

 

Revenues: 

Common Ground Relief's revenues come from a mix of earned and contributed income. 

Sources of contributed income include grants from local and national private foundations and 

government entities at the city, state, and federal levels. Common Ground Relief volunteers 

and supporters also contribute to the seasonal and annual campaigns. Earned income, which 

supports general and administrative expenses, is generated by volunteer housing and program 

fees. 

 

Due to COVID-19, Common Ground Relief experienced extreme reductions in volunteer fee 

income, garnering only 5% of typical volunteer fee revenue from March through December 

2020 and 20% from January through March 2021. Common Ground Relief anticipates 

predictable volunteer fee revenue in September 2021 through June 2022 planting season, as 

volunteer groups confirm service in numbers consistent with pre-pandemic years. In addition, 

based on 2020 and 2021 individual donations and grants, Common Ground Relief sees 

opportunities for robust contributed revenues moving forward. 

 

Expenses: 

Like many nonprofit organizations, Common Ground Relief's largest expense is staffing. Prior 

to 2019, Common Ground Relief employed a long-time executive director and a wetlands 

education position. These salary costs were quite low as the executive director did not take a 

salary and the wetlands education staff was paid at the lower level - even for the nonprofit 

sector. While beneficial for Common Ground Relief, it was unrealistic and sustainable. 

The Strategic Plan calls for a steady investment in staff, most of whom are program related. 

The vision of a new staff structure embraces co-directorships, responsibility sharing, and a 

more diverse staff reflective of the communities served. Additionally, salaries must increase to 

Financial Implications 
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foster long-term commitment that is essential to institutional growth and knowledge. 

Programmatic costs include materials, supplies, and equipment for the core programs. New 

strategic programs will be implemented as funding becomes available. 

One area that could make a significant difference to Common Ground Relief's budget is real 

estate. Common Ground Relief currently maintains a mortgage on the Volunteer House at 

1804 Deslonde. Efforts to pay off the mortgage would free up funds to go towards mission 

related work. 

 

 

 

2019 Actual 2020 Actual 2021 Budget 2022 2023 2024

Item

Individual Contributions and Campaigns $40,254 $36,292 $45,000 $55,000 $65,000 $80,000

Foundation Grants $38,500 $92,900 $50,000 $85,000 $90,000 $100,000

Earned Income $50,465 $24,283 $45,000 $55,000 $67,000 $79,000

GRAND TOTAL REVENUE $129,219 $153,475 $140,000 $195,000 $222,000 $259,000

General and Administrative $37,980 $23,220 $25,007 $27,807 $28,107 $31,207

Salaries $40,814 $69,099 $48,040 $92,100 $96,500 $140,500

Programs $30,114 $29,249 $31,700 $31,700 $32,651 $32,651

Real Estate $37,556 $32,049 $42,700 $42,700 $43,981 $43,981

TOTAL EXPENSES $146,464 $153,617 $147,447 $194,307 $201,239 $248,339

NET INCOME -$17,245 -$142 -$7,447 $693 $20,761 $10,661

Savings Reserve Surplus $20,000 $20,000 $20,000

Mini Nursery Supplies $20,000 $20,000 $20,000

Misc. Program Expansion (increase rain garden plant and 

edible tree stock, purchase bare root seedlings for a few 

projects, maintain stock of boots, shovels, dibbles, 

hurricane relief, advocacy center)

$20,000 $25,000 $30,000

Env. Ed. Curriculum Eval. and Development $10,000 $10,000

Marketing Plan and Materials $10,000

Volunteer House Major Repair/Renovations $30,000

Volunteer House Solar $40,000

Budget Overview

Individual Contributions and Campaigns $40,254 31% $36,292 24% $45,000 32% $55,000 28% $65,000 29% $80,000 31%

Grants & foundations (restricted) $38,500 30% $92,900 61% $50,000 36% $65,000 33% $65,000 29% $70,000 27%

Grants & foundations (unrestricted) $0 0% $0 0% $0 0% $20,000 10% $25,000 11% $30,000 12%

Earned Income $50,465 39% $24,283 16% $45,000 32% $55,000 28% $67,000 30% $79,000 31%

Total $129,219 100% $153,475 100% $140,000 100% $195,000 100% $222,000 100% $259,000 100%

Unrestricted Revenue 70% 39% 64% 67% 71% 73%

Restricted Revenue 30% 61% 36% 33% 29% 27%

Total Income 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

G & A $37,980 26% $23,220 15% $25,007 17% $27,807 14% $28,107 14% $31,207 13%

Salary/Stipends $40,814 28% $69,099 45% $48,040 33% $92,100 47% $96,500 48% $140,500 57%

Program $30,114 21% $29,249 19% $31,700 21% $31,700 16% $32,651 16% $32,651 13%

Real Estate $37,556 26% $32,049 21% $42,700 29% $42,700 22% $43,981 22% $43,981 18%

Total Expenses $146,464 100% $153,617 100% $147,447 100% $194,307 100% $201,239 100% $248,339 100%

NET INCOME -$17,245 -$142 -$7,447 $693 $20,761 $10,661

New Programs or Program Growth for 2022 - 2024
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Appendix A: Implementation  Plan  
 

Click HERE to view Common Ground Relief’s Strategic Plan 2021 - 2024 Implementation Plan. 

 

 

  

  

 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1wRwUCHlqKifNHKDO2btD8bUzR828rqTB/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=103208094617285345436&rtpof=true&sd=true
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For more information about Common Ground Relief, our Strategic Plan, 

programs, and how you can support our mission, please visit our website at 

www.commongroundrelief.org.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1800 Deslonde Street 

New Orleans, LA 70117 

phone: 504.312.1729 

email: wetlands@commongroundrelief.org 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.commongroundrelief.org/
mailto:wetlands@commongroundrelief.org
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