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DACE (Desert Alliance for Community Empowerment) is a broad based non-profit corporation serving a 4,000 sq mile region of eastern Riverside County in Southern California consisting of 8 distinctive rural regions and four tribal reservations.   In 1999, the region was designated as a Round II Federal Rural Empowerment Zone because of the combination of high unemployment and poverty levels with prevalent substandard community infrastructure.  DACE is the operating organization for the Desert Communities Empowerment Zone addressing six strategic priorities Economic Development, Education, Community Development, Community Capacity, Health and Housing.    

Each of the eight unincorporated regions are distinctive in characteristics, personality and resources but all share populations between 400 to 7,500,  unemployment rates above 12%,  household incomes below the County of Riverside’s poverty level, limited, if any, public utilities and no centralized business development.    On each end of the DCEZ are the supporting cities of Blythe and Coachella, each rural and agriculturally based, but with defined economies and planned development. 
To achieve work within each strategic priority, DACE utilizes a holistic approach to community development, beginning with each community’s vision for strategic change and then investing in real estate assets and planning designs that can be leveraged into development scaled to each community.  This includes single family, multi-family and migrant worker housing, water/sewer systems, and economic development opportunities.   One of DACE’s first successes initiated by an identified need for banking services resulted in a partnership with Altura Credit Union to expand into our primarily underserved Hispanic communities.   Previously, only one bank served a 30,000 residents in five communities and most personal banking occurred in mini-marts via check cashing and money orders.    DACE leased a dilapidated fire station from the City of Coachella, restored the historic features and replaced non significant portions with modern construction and leased the site to Altura Credit Union.   The project not only met our objective, the renovation rejuvenated the Coachella downtown, created Altura’s most successful branch, and was completed with a minor investment of $650,000 of public and private funding. 
From 1999 to present, DACE leveraged the initial Empowerment Zone funding of $16 million into over $220 million toward 180 public and privately funded projects.  Specifically with it most important partner, USDA Rural Development, DACE secured funding for projects in the following strategic priorities.    

	Source
	Funding
	Jobs/Projects

Created
	Jobs/Units Saved
	Businesses/Clients Served

	Rural Business Grants
	$2.257 Million
	212 (actual)

(450 10 yr projected)
	218
	95

	Migrant Labor Housing
	$1.7 Million
	2
	
	145 beds



	Housing Preservation Grants
	$1.5 Million
	
	146 Units
	146

	Single Family Home Loans
	$32 Million
	279 Homes
	
	279 Households

	Utilities
	$3.5 Million
	2
	
	300 units

	Total Funding
	$40.99 Million
	
	
	


Another example is DACE’s Plaza Esperanza retail center in Mecca, CA.   The community identified the need for conventional retail services to host existing and new businesses, DACE secured a 3 acre site adjacent to residential and commercially zoned properties, secured a $450,000 planning grant from USDA Rural Development, matched by $800,000 from Riverside County, which led to a $2.4 Million grant from the U.S. Economic Development Agency to establish a retail/office incubator and provided the necessary equity to secure a $4.5 Million commercial loan from a local lender.  This project will save 42 jobs, create 17 new jobs (425 over 10 years), has all retail spaces confirmed with tenants including a second location for Altura Credit Union. 
The vision of DACE is imbedded in its uniquely diverse board.  Comprised of 12 residents, voted in by their representative community, 2 tribally appointed members, and the County’s 4th District Supervisor, their vision has been for DACE to be the catalyst for framing and developing the critical components for each community’s vision.   The board is socially, ethnically and economically reflective of their constituents and their vision has been consistently for equitable distribution of services and support as identified and supported by each community.  With a grassroots board and sophisticated development strategies, DACE/RANCHO works to maintain a humble and accessible image with residents and a progressive reputation with partnering agencies and institutions    The Executive Director, Jeffrey A. Hays, has led the corporation’s growth to over $20 million in assets since 2001.   In 2004 and 2005 he was nominated, and in 2005 selected as the Social Service Entrepreneur of the Year the Inland Empire Center for Entrepreneurship an, extension of California State University San Bernardino.    Other awards and recognition by peer social and economic development agencies acknowledge Mr. Hays’ success in implementing a comprehensive approach to community development.    DACE is currently staffed at 24 positions teamed in specialties of Community Organizing, Homeownership Counseling, Housing Development and Rehabilitation, Community and Economic Development and Administration.    Staff are braced with a variety of substantive experience and on the job development, as recruitment for non-profit development is not lucrative, consequently, staff are driven by work ethic and motivated by the substantive community improvements they bring about.  
Staff initiate and manage their projects similar to conventional private real estate development, incorporating cost feasibility, financial viability along with all typical entitlement procedures.   With a goal to leverage all funding, sources tailored to non-profit development are layered and staggered based on eligible purposes and formulas requiring various strategies in funding, some mandating State Prevailing or Federal Davis-Bacon wage rates, often resulting in increased costs and 4-6 sources per project covering a typical development span of 3-6 years.   Project development is further complicated by the rural nature of projects including limited availability of utilities, antiquated land use policies, abandoned gas stations and low populations that support viability.  
To promote local and regional economic development, DACE has partnered with all the local educational institutions including the College of the Desert, Palo Verde College and University of California Riverside, and Cal State University San Bernardino to bring advanced technical resources for business development.   DACE secured grants through USDA RD to provide direct assistance for business plans & franchise development opportunities through CSUSB.   In DACE’s Resource Center we host CSUSB’s Minority Business development center ( a non-profit office center) along with Inland Empire Small Business Loan Center and our small Business Training center in partnership with College of the Desert hosting a variety of business plan modules and other supporting resources for small business start ups.    

A concerted grass roots economic development program is in progress with Palo Verde College to reframe and stimulate a regional branding effort along with a comprehensive marketing action plan.   Initiated by the Palo Verde College, DACE facilitates the Palo Verde Valley Economic Development Partnership, a multi-faceted collaborative effort of public, educational, private contributors who are steering a new path to market the Blythe-Palo Verde Valley for a three prong  economic development strategy based on un-captured tourism from resources such as the Interstate 10 freeway, year round recreational activities, regional transportation opportunities, and a rural lifestyle.  
In response to concerns from the Blythe and surrounding communities about a Super Wal-Mart planned for development on the eastern underdeveloped side of the city, existing businesses on the downtown and western commercial district expressed concerns of financial doom.   DACE initiated a two phased approach to offset local business concerns.  First, it co-sponsored with the Chamber of Commerce a speaker series and complementary business plan support about retooling businesses to complement the impacts of a Wal-Mart store.    Second, DACE proceeded to purchase the largest existing retail center comprised of 50,000 sq ft of retail, and 40,000 sq ft of office space, and approximately 4 acres of developable pads to ensure the stability of this economic asset.  The retail center’s owner and largest tenant had closed 20,000 sq ft and was contemplating closure of the complex’s second largest store.   DACE purchased the complex with a mix of a USDA $450,000 Business Grant, $300,000 equity, $1.5 Million owner carry back and a private foundation loan of $3.7 Million.  Subsequent to the purchase of the complex and the recent decline in the economy, Wal-Mart declined to proceed; however, DACE continued by securing a new food market, the City’s second, plus two other small retail services creating 45 new jobs.   Additional site plans are in development for the vacant pads to ensure a prompt proactive response to retail investment opportunities.    
In each of the remaining six rural communities, DACE has secured sites and is preparing conceptual designs for commercial development to provide basic retail and social services.   In the more remote communities of North Shore, Ripley and Desert Center, DACE has provided financial support through prime rate loans to develop, enlarge or sustain local markets for food and household staples preserving jobs and necessary community assets.    
Through DACE’s subsidiary corporation Rancho Housing Alliance, another non-profit corporation, housing lots and site were acquired to begin developing infill and tract housing.  In the more remote rural communities of Mesa Verde and Ripley, no new housing has been developed in over 30 years and the majority of housing stock throughout the entire region is comprised of deteriorated older mobile homes sited on lots or un-permitted mobile home parks.   Recognizing the obvious need for new affordable housing stock and the importance of quality housing in the redevelopment of any community, DACE-Rancho recently completed its first infill development utilizing development subsidies from Riverside County to offset and balance costs with static market comparable sales.  This program is being repeated in other smaller communities and where higher demand existing, small tracts are being entitled that include a mix of housing and retail sites.    The complement of housing and retail development has become the cornerstone of DACE’s revitalization efforts and its organizational plans for sustainability.    
Throughout DACE’s development activities, it’s success began with earlier relationships with other organizations and agencies, established by individual staff and as an organization.    DACE is recognized as a successful and humble leader in rural development on a national level from its successes as Rural Empowerment Zone, and locally for its willingness to partner and address broader social needs no other organization has been willing to address, such as migrant housing, showers and restrooms for homeless migrant workers, fiscal and organizational support for other developing non profit organizations through capacity grants, and public safety issues.    From these relationships DACE has been fortunate to receive significant levels of financial and political support from a broad range of partners.    These include Congresswoman Mary Bono-Mack, USDA Rural Development, US EDA,  State Senator Denise Ducheny, California Housing and Community Development, Riverside County,  Coachella Valley Economic Partnership, Coachella Valley Assn. of Governments, California Endowment, Rural Community Assistance Corporation, Frances and H. N. Berger Foundation, The California Wellness Foundation, Cities of Blythe, City of Coachella, Union Bank, Rabobank, Desert Commercial Bank, Sunrise Community Bank and  Northern Trust Bank, Diocese of San Bernardino-Riverside, Cal State San Bernardino, University California Riverside,  College of the Desert, Palo Verde College, and individuals such as Mr. and Mrs. Tom Martin and Mr. Ted Foley.  
