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A n d  G o in  ' < t r o n g
m en t and  has valuable insight. “In 
each  of those  positions, I h ad  very 
un ique experiences and  I want to talk  
abou t w here m y challenges were and 
w here my support has been, and why 
I was able to be successful,” Toran said.

P art o f be ing  successful is learn ing  
from  the challenges, she said.

Toran was hired to the position in 
May of 1994. Seven m onths later, a  ma­
jor challenge cam e her way. In 1995, the 
state took six children from the hom e 
of D iana L. W hitehead of Beaverton. 
W hitehead went to the m edia and im­
m ed ia te ly  p eo p le  ag a in st th e  s ta te  
agency used the case as an example of 
the state agency abusing parental rights.

T oran  said the  biggest m istake she 
m ade d u rin g  that o rdeal was to del­
egate com m unica tion  duties to som e­
one else. “I learned  how im portan t it 
is not to delegate to anyone when there 
is a  crisis,” she said. “You have to let
the  people h ear directly  from  you.”

She considered  it a  lesson. “Every 
d isappo in tm en t is an opportun ity  to 
grow and  to lea rn ,” she said.

A fte r  th e  W h ite h e a d  in c id e n t, 
T oran  connected  w ith he r staff and 
helped  them  articulate the  needs of 
ch ild ren  to  the  Legislature, which had  
criticized the agency and its leadership 
d u rin g  th e  W hitehead  scandal.

The result?
In 1997, T o ran  cam p aig n ed  for 

m ore fu nd ing  from  the Legislature. 
H er effort, com bined  with the effort 
of he r staff, resulted in the agency rais­
ing  its budget to $454.8 m illion and 

ad d ing  160 new  workers.

T oran  also got legislative endorse­
m ent for w hat th e  agency calls “Best 
In terest o f th e  C hild .” T he approach 
requires th e  agency and  th e  courts to 
m ake  a p e rm a n e n t d ecisio n  ab o u t 
where ch ild ren  will live w ithin a year 
of the tim e they are taken in to  care.

To be able to change the image and 
innerw oikings of the  state agency with 
the help  o f “a  m agnificant staff” is 
T oran’s biggest accom plishm ent, she 
said. “Even the  experiences that have 
b een  p a in fu l ,  I w ou ld  no t change  
them ,” she said. “T hose are reasons 
to self-reflect and  to learn .”

Jaki Walker
Never telljaki Walker it can’t be done.
T he word can’t is a motivator for her.
J u s t  ask  P o rtlan d  resid en ts  and 

p o w erb ro k ers  w ho d id n ’t believe a 
sm all m inority-run com m unity  devel­
opm ent agency could transform  inner 
N orth  an d  N ortheast Portland neigh­
borhoods from  crim e-plagued, aban­
doned , neglected places.

U nder W alker's eight years o f lead­
ership , th a t’s exactly what happened. 
Now, as W alker p lans to resign her 
position as executive d irector o f the 
N ortheast C om m unity  D evelopm ent 
C o rp , to s ta rt he r own com pany  to
he lp  o th e r  c ities n a tio n w id e  m ake 
com m unity  developm ent a success, all 
o f h e r  own successes p o in t to  four 
words: “It can be done.”

H e r  w o rk  is  a b o u t  h e lp in g  
p e o p le , it is a tra it W alker in h e r ite d  

from  h e r  m o th er.
“M y m other em braced everything 

and everybody,” Walker said. “People

could show up because of any issue... she 
took everybody in. She always cooked 
enough for anyone who stopped by.”

Walker, the  m other of one son, ar­
rived in Portland in 1991, un d er a hall 
o f c ritic ism  an d  sp ecu la tion  ab o u t 
w he th er the  N ortheast C o m m u n ity  
Developm ent Foundation could im ple­
m en t the  U.S. D epartm en t H ousing  
and  U rban D evelopm ent’s N ehem iah 
H ousing  O p p ortun ity  Program . T he 
p rogram  provided a grant to build  and 
renovate  250 hom es for low- to -m o d ­
era te  incom e hom e buyers.

Front-page articles in local newspa­
p e rs  a n d  telev ision  b ro ad cast sa id  
W alker and her agency could not do 
it, W alker said. “T hey went on  an d  on 
an d  on, saying they can’t do  it, they 
sh ou ldn’t do  it, don’t do ,” she said. 

But in May of 1993, a
hom e that was part of the 
Nehemiah project was se­
lec ted  as o n e  of th e  
n a tio n ’s best by Better 
H o m es a n d  G a rd en  
m ag az in e . “T h a t ’s it.
T hat’s us in Better Homes 
and  G ardens," she said 
po in ting  to the  fram ed 
cover from the magazine 

Since the Nehem iah 
p ro jec t, the  N o rtheast 
C o m m u n ity  D ev elo p ­
m en t Corp, has created 
b e a u tifu l  h o u ses  an d  
apartm ents in N orth and 
N ortheast Portland. T he 
projects include McCoy 
Village, which is a com­
plex built last year that

contains 55 apartm ents with com m er­
cial space. It is located along Northeast 
M artin  L uther King Boulevard.

As Walker toured her corporation’s 
c r e a t io n s  th ro u g h o u t  N o r th  a n d  
N ortheast Portland recently, she eas­
ily rem em b ered  the  h isto ry  beh in d  
each one. She rem em bers choosing the 
pa in t for the outside o f the  hom e and 
m ak in g  su re  each  h o m e  was well 
m ade. “I always say we won’t create 
anything we wouldn’t live in,” she said.

In add ition  to choosing the paint, 
W alker rem em bers how build ing  or 
renovating a  hom e in a  crim e-ridden 
a n d  n e g le c te d  n e ig h b o rh o o d  
p ro m p ted  neighbors to rep air their 
p ro p e rty  o r to host n e ig h b o rh o o d  
cleanups and participate.

In addiüon to housing, the agency also
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helps meet the needs of the community in 
other ways. For example, the organization 
has sponsored a tour of historically black 
colleges for six vears. “Whenever there Ls 
a need in the community, “we find a wav 
to make it happen,” Walker said. “T hat is 
our tradem ark”

T h a t trad em ark  has been  recog­
n ized  and app lauded  th ro ughou t the 
n a tio n  as W alker is called on  to  give 
w o rk sh o p s an d  sem in a rs  in  c ities  
w hose  le a d e rsh ip  is in te re s te d  in 
b r in g in g  hom e ow nersh ip  to  th e ir  
inner-city  neighborhoods. “M y in ter­
est is tak ing  a very com plex, b u t suc­
cessfu l s tra teg y  an d  s ta r tin g  it in 
o th e r com m unities a round  th e  coun­
try ,” W alker said.

H elping o ther people. H er m other 
would be proud.

Mother to Son
B y Langston Hughes

Well, son, I’ll tell you:
Life for me ain’t been no

crystal stair.
It’s had tacks in it,
A nd splinters,
A nd boards torn up,
A nd places with no carpet on

the floor- 
Bare.
But all the time
I ’se been a-climbin’ on,
A nd reachin’ land in’s,

And tu rn in ’ corners,
And sometimes goin’ in the

dark
W here there ain’t been no light. 
So, boy, don’t you tu rn  back. 
Don’t you set down on the steps 
‘Cause you find it’s kinder hard. 
Don’t you fall now- 
For I ’se still goin’, honey,
I’se still climbin’,
And life for me ain’t been no

crystal stair.
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