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W e are not alone in experiencing the loss and anxiety that marked 
2020 and we are not alone in mourning that despite 2020’s pause 
on so much of life, there was no pause on the violent actions and 

violent indifference to Black, Indigenous, and People of Color communities, 
experienced in waves of COVID-19 that spread through certain workplaces 
and neighborhoods, economic dislocation, day after day of outside work 
amid wildfire smoke, and the ceaseless brutality of police violence. 

Yet, the lack of alone-ness also allows us to look back on 2020 with a 
sense of awe and hope. 

Since our inception in 2013, we have fought in partnership with commu-
nity leaders for one fair and just California. That fight was never harder, and 
never more urgent, than it was last year. But thanks to the partnerships we 
strengthened, and the collaboration that flourished, we fought the fight that 
2020 demanded. 

We are in awe of the community groups we worked with to provide 
support to their neighbors when no one else did; of the groups that expanded 
and developed community-based food pantries to make sure their neighbors 
were fed; of the many community leaders we spent days, nights, and week-
ends with to deliver masks to agricultural workers to mitigate the risks of 
COVID and wildfire smoke; and in awe of the countless calls, zooms, and 
remote meetings community leaders continued to join to inform the policies 
and programs that would lay the groundwork for a just recovery. 

And looking back on 2020, we are filled with hope. We created a frame-
work for a just recovery that led to targeted vaccine distribution in rural com-
munities in the San Joaquin and Coachella Valleys, catalyzed major local and 
statewide fair housing campaigns, secured a moratorium on water and utility 
shut-offs, and informed a policy platform designed to expand the strengths 
and assets in inland California. 

It was a year full of hope and growth internally as well. In the midst of 
shifting our entire strategy to pair systemic advocacy with the direct service 
provision, we worked internally to reinforce the long-term sustainability of 
Leadership Counsel. We expanded our team to 31 and increased leadership 
positions and opportunities within the organization. 

We also purchased a permanent home in downtown Fresno that will pro-
vide both a home base to our team and a home for community leaders and 
community groups. Possibly the most simple yet most significant hope that 
marks 2020 is the hope that we will be able to join together to build, orga-
nize, learn, celebrate, laugh, eat, and strategize. In person. 

We can’t wait for you to join us in our new home, in your new home, 
to work with us to build on the hope and awe that proved indispensable 
throughout 2020. 

In Solidarity,

Veronica Garibay and Phoebe Seaton

Board of Directors
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Vision
Leadership Counsel fundamentally aims to 
shift the dynamics that have created the 
stark inequality that impacts California’s 
low-income, rural regions.

Mission
We work alongside the most impacted 
communities to advocate for sound policy 
and eradicate injustice to secure equal 
access to opportunity regardless of wealth, 
race, income, and place.



Our Work

Our staff sprang into action in early 2020 and built on  
relationships that have grown over the years with residents in order to respond 
to the unforeseen challenges of COVID-19. The pandemic wasn’t so much of a 
wake-up call, but rather a stark reminder of both the needs and opportunities in 
disadvantaged regions of California to ensure equity for residents. 

While pre-existing conditions like unsafe drinking water, rent burdens, job 
loss, unsafe working conditions, and air pollution put lower income communities 
in inland California at increased risk of COVID-19 and its secondary impacts; 
pre-existing conditions like strong social networks, food distribution activities, 
and robust civic engagement norms prepared the same communities to respond 
effectively and efficiently to the pandemic’s impacts. 

While we pushed local governments to respond to the ravages of COVID 
and the choking wildfire smoke, we also worked alongside community leaders to 
address these threats. We successfully advocated for COVID testing at neigh-
borhood food distributions and other trusted community sites and worked with 
community leaders to advertise those testing opportunities. And we successfully 
advocated for community based organizations to have access to state mask inven-
tories while working in partnership with local leaders to distribute those masks to 
agricultural workers and others during the wildfire season. 

In the Eastern Coachella Valley, much like many other communities, resi-
dents faced unprecedented challenges resulting in a lack of access to food and 
water, and Leadership Counsel staff personally delivered essential supplies to 
communities in need. Our team also worked in partnership with community 
based organizations to deliver, distribute and secure emergency food, water, cash 
assistance to help pay for food, rent, and immigration-related processes. 

This collective, and community-led emergency response and grassroots public 
health campaign lay the foundation for in-community vaccination efforts that 
kicked off in early 2021.

Through grassroots, immediate, and ongoing attention during the early stages 
of the coronavirus pandemic, our team stayed connected with residents, plugged 
in policy makers, and did direct outreach to capture the need among communi-
ties. Many months later after the pandemic began, hundreds of vaccinations were 
a result of the advocacy and deep community work conducted by Leadership 
Counsel staff.

Unprecedented times and  
unprecedented efforts:
EMERGENCY RESPONSE AND LAYING THE GROUNDWORK 
FOR COMMUNITY-BASED VACCINATION CAMPAIGNS
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While heartbreaking and avoidable, COVID-19’s unequal 
health and economic impacts on lower income communities of color was 
foreseeable and obvious. While we shifted resources to conduct emergency 
response activities, we also scaled up our local and statewide efforts to advocate 
for protections and resources for the most impacted regions and people. 

Each Tuesday morning, we participated in County Supervisors meetings to 
fight for fair allocation of COVID-19 emergency response funds and en-
forcement of public health standards to protect the most vulnerable workers 
from the disease. Where available, we joined through phone and video, and in 
counties that didn’t permit remote participation, we masked up and showed 
up in chambers. We did the same in cities throughout the San Joaquin Valley. 
Fundamental to our advocacy but also to our mission, was fighting for the 
ability to participate in public meetings and have access to public information. 
Through our work in partnership with community based organizations and 
leaders, we were able to ensure the allocation of millions of dollars to families 
in need of rental, utility, and food assistance, regardless of immigration status. 
We also forced counties who were meeting behind closed doors about COVID 
and COVID relief investments to meet in public and share information with 
the public. We develop best practices for remote public participation for cities, 
counties, state agencies, and the state legislature to guide their actions during 
unprecedented times. Despite urging local leaders to allow for simultaneous 
remote participation, many chose to curtail public input. Our advocacy soon 
led to introduction of legislation to permanently require remote access to all 
public meetings.

We worked with coalitions at the statewide level as well to secure much 
needed protections for lower income populations. While imperfect, some relief 
came in the form of temporary eviction and utility shut-off moratoria along 
with quarantine support for lower income households. These policies matched 
with the day-and-night efforts of community leaders and community-based 
organizations to deliver water and food to vulnerable households, hundreds of 
thousands safe in their homes as the pandemic ravaged their communities.

After years of advocacy urging Fresno County to invest 
in disadvantaged unincorporated communities and expand affordable hous-
ing opportunities for lower-income residents, residents from Lanare, Cantua 
Creek, Calwa, and the Jane Addams neighborhood of the City of Fresno band-
ed together to hold the County accountable. Comunidades Unidas por Un 
Cambio formed and filed a lawsuit against Fresno County in Fresno County 
Superior Court, represented by Leadership Counsel and the Public Interest 
Law Project. 

The Court ruled that the County violated the law by failing to implement 
housing element programs designed to remove barriers to and support the 
development and maintenance of multi-family housing and housing for farm-
workers, extremely-low income residents, and persons with disabilities, among 
others. The Court also found that the County had unlawfully failed to develop 
community plans — critical documents which can promote healthy land use 
patterns and community improvements. In 
the first of its kind decision, the Court also 
ruled that Fresno County had violated state 
law by failing to analyze essential infra-
structure and service needs in disadvantaged 
unincorporated communities. 

Comunidades Unidas has monitored 
the County’s compliance with the Court’s 
order. As a result of their efforts, the 
County has finally applied for and was 
awarded funding to conduct community 
plan updates; has hosted workshops for 
affordable housing developers and residents 
to identify barriers to affordable housing 
development; and has created a system to 
ensure the ongoing availability of land for 
affordable housing.

REBECCA ZARAGOZA AND LESLY FIGUEROA 
LEADERS OF CHANGE 

As part of USA Today Network’s Leaders of Change project, Rebecca and Lesly were recognized 
for their powerful and relentless leadership. Together, they advocate on overlapping issues of land 
use, transportation, housing, climate change, environmental justice, and government account-
ability in their home communities — the East Coachella Valley. They bring together community 
residents and partner organizations to build solidarity and community power.

VERONICA GARIBAY AND PHOEBE SEATON RECEIVE THE 
2020 JAMES IRVINE FOUNDATION LEADERSHIP AWARD 

Each year, Irvine’s Leadership Award recognizes innovative leaders whose breakthrough solutions to 
critical state challenges improve lives, create opportunity and contribute to a better California. This 
recognition is yet another testament to the power of hundreds of community leaders in Inland Cali-
fornia. We are incredibly thankful for the privilege to work alongside fearless leaders, an unapologetic 
and talented team, and local and statewide partners to fight for a healthier and more just California.

Advocating for an equitable 
response to COVID-19

Communities unite 
to confront neglect
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We develop best practices 
for remote public 

participation for cities, 
counties, state agencies, 

and the state legislature to 
guide their actions during 

unprecedented times. 

As a result of sustained 
community-led advocacy, 
the County finally applied 
for and was awarded 
funding to conduct 
community plan updates.



At-a-glance

Representation matters. Its importance is manifest in 
the composition of government agencies, the policies they develop, and the 
implementation of each of those policies. Fair and full representation is central 
to our theory of change and built into our core commitments.

2020 was the year to take our commitment to the next level by having three 
civic engagement campaigns: voter engagement for the March Primary, census 
engagement throughout most of the year, and voter engagement around the 
General Election in November. 

Our nonpartisan voter engagement campaign for the primary election 
included community meetings, door-to-door canvassing, phone banking, and 
hosting the largest mayoral forum with the Fresno4All coalition. Our phone 
banking program focused on reaching new and infrequent voters. We spoke 
to more than 2,000 City of Fresno residents, over 75% of whom stated they 
would vote or already voted. 

Our census campaign was geared on hard-to-count census tracts in Fresno, 
Tulare, and Kern counties. At stake was community investments and fair repre-
sentation. Our team contacted 30,000 residents in hard to count communities.

Our General Election voter engagement efforts focused on increasing voter 
turnout among new and infrequent voters in the City of Fresno and Fresno 
County. We partnered with Faith in the Valley, Fresno Metro Black Chamber of 
Commerce, Fresno Building Healthy Communities, and Fresno State students 
to share crucial information about making voting more accessible and attainable 
for all. We developed bilingual materials that highlighted voting information and 
distributed over 1,500 pieces of literature. Our team connected with 6,866 voters, 
58% of which actually turned out to vote. These efforts were instrumental for 
increased civic engagement in local, regional and state advocacy efforts.

KERN COUNTY 
Transformative Climate Communities
Bakersfield became our fourth Transformative Climate 
Communities initiative (following our work to inform 
development and implementation of Fresno, Eastern 
Coachella Valley, and Matheny Tract climate resilience 
plans). We launched community meetings despite the 
pandemic and informed project priorities for hopeful 
implementation in 2021. 

TULARE COUNTY
EJ Element
Tulare county set out to develop an environmental justice 
element in 2020 element. Through community engage-
ment, we began to develop priorities, and, most impor-
tantly, ensured that the update process would be inclusive 
and transparent to support and facilitate meaningful 
engagement. 

MERCED COUNTY
Building momentum for inclusive housing
Increased housing costs throughout the region, 
UC Merced’s housing demands, exclusionary develop-
ment patterns, and the pandemic have combined to create 
an affordable and fair housing crisis in Merced. However, 
community members and organizational leaders joined in 
coalition to demand changes to Merced’s housing policy. 
In response, the City of Merced committed to explore an 
inclusionary zoning policy and other fair and affordable 
housing tools.

SAN JOAQUIN VALLEY
Sustainable Groundwater Management
We analyzed, researched, conducted outreach, and 
convened allies to inform 10 Groundwater Sustainability 
Plans (GSPs). GSPs will guide groundwater management 
in the extremely vulnerable and overtapped water basins 
in the San Joaquin Valley. We advocated for sustainable 
and equitable management practices that support long-
term health and well-being of disadvantaged communities 
and drinking water reliability. Urgent action cannot come 
soon enough as drought conditions loom. 

MADERA COUNTY 
Rural Communities Deserve Clean Air
La Vina (Madera County) residents have long advocat-
ed for the basics of healthy and safe neighborhoods. Air 
pollution from pesticides and agricultural burning is a 
primary obstacle to health and safety in La Vina (and 
beyond). La Vina residents led a grassroots campaign to 
elevate the urgency of addressing pollution sources near 
their neighborhood. As a result, their nomination for a 
community emission reduction and air monitoring plan 
by the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District.

FRESNO COUNTY
Opening up Closed Meetings
In the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
constituents were looking to their representatives for 
information and guidance, Fresno County held discus-
sions regarding COVID-19 in private, closed sessions. We 
challenged the practice and secured a commitment that the 
Board of Supervisors would hold discussions and make de-
cisions regarding the public health crisis in open meetings. 

RIVERSIDE COUNTY
Tenants Unite to Confront a Crisis
We fought alongside 1,900 residents who call the Oasis 
Mobile Home Park home. Tired of living in deplorable 
housing conditions and fed up with the mobile home 
park owner’s intimidation tactics, they joined together to 
demand quality housing. We have worked in partnership 
with Oasis families to secure safe drinking water for park 
residents, protect tenants from severe intimidation, and to 
secure alternative housing options for several tenants. 

Furthering fair housing 
The pandemic did not slow down Riverside County’s 
activities to approve and facilitate high income and luxury 
vacation home developments even as severe gaps in af-
fordable housing resources remained. Community leaders 
galvanized to protest approval of an exclusive beach and 
surfing club in the heart of the Eastern Coachella Valley, 
elevating the severe fair housing and affordable housing 
crisis in the region.

Building power one ballot  
and one person at a time

ORGANIZE

HOPE

Our nonpartisan voter 
engagement campaign for 
the primary election included 
community meetings, door-
to-door canvassing, phone 
banking, and hosting the 
largest mayoral forum with 
the Fresno4All coalition.



2020 FINANCIALS

Funders
The 11th Hour Project
Asian Pacific Environment Network
Bank of America
California Air Resources Board
The California Endowment
California Environmental Justice Alliance
The California Wellness Foundation
The Center on Race, Poverty and the Environment
Central Valley Community Foundation
Chrysalis Fund
Climate Imperative Foundation
Coalition for Clean Air
Common Counsel Foundation
Consejo de Federaciones Mexicanas en Norte America
Energy Foundation
Environment Now

The F.B. Heron Foundation
Global Wildlife Conservation
The Globetrotter Foundation
The Impact Fund
Inland Empire Community Foundation
Inner City Law Center
Irvine Foundation
The Kresge Foundation
The Libra Foundation
Satterberg Foundation
Self Help Enterprises
Sierra Health Foundation
Silicon Valley Community Foundation/Chan Zuckerberg Initiative
The Solutions Project
Water Foundation
Windward Fund

COMMUNITY

BUILD

Alice Aguilar
Richa Amar
Catherine & Alex Hammond
Juan & Amelia Arambula
Brian Augusta 
Monica Bambury
Joya Banerjee
Michael Bedard
Anne Bellows
Corey Brown
Raquel Busani
California Water Service
Carpenters Union Fresno, 
Madera, Kings & Tulare 
Counties
Angela Cisneros
Clean Water Action
Ariel Cohen
Leticia Corona
Scott Cummings
Matt Davis
Robin DeLugan
Kristin Dobbin
Debbi Dodson
Tiffany Eng

Andrew Esperanza
Felicia Espinosa
David Evans
Faith in the Valley
Jay Chamberlin &  
Jennifer Fearing Chamberlin
Valerie Feldman
Joe Flores
Connie Fossum
Taylor Fridrich
Katerina & Ken Friesen
Catherine Fulton
Tamara Galanter
Emily & Fernando Garibay
Nemecio Garibay
Golden Gate University School 
of Law Environmental Law & 
Justice Clinic
Leslie Graham
Julian Gross
Samir Halawi
Sandra Hamameh
Hillary Hammond
Patti & Rick Hammond
Brian Harris

Ronald Javor
Matthew Jendian
Kyle Jones
Eri Kalu
Aleek Karkazian
Zepur Karkazian
Jason Katz-Brown
Emily Kuizenga 
Benjamin Kurtz
Colleen Lazanich
Julian Leichty
Jonathan London
Lee Lor
Bethany Lowery
Felicity Lyons Gasser
Ashlee Hernandez
Jeannette & Bruce MacFadden
Janet Jones & Ben Marsh
Arsenio Mataka
Rosenda & John Mataka
Luisa Medina
JoAnn Melgar
Diane Merrill
Jenn Miller
Lynn & Toby Monaco

Raphael Motagally
Vinit Mukhija
Munger, Tolles & Olson LLP
Siddharth Nag
Natural Resources 
Defense Council
Sally Noma
Elizabeth O’Donoghue
Larsen Plano
Wanda Porcella
Brenda Powell
Timothy Powell
Preston Prince
Nicholas Rasmussen
Angie Rios
Victor Rios
Katelyn Roedner
Linda Rudolph
Emily Rusch
Misty Sanford
Tom Sargent
Mary Savala
Amanda Sayers
Erik Schultz
Betty & Thom Seaton

Nina Sheridan
Shute, Mihaly & 
Weinberger LLP
Alan Siebuhr
Daniela Simunovic
Ab Sing
Stuart Smits
Jake Soberal
Sonia Swain
Mari Rose Taruc
Rau Tawatao
Gregory Taylor
Katie Taylor
Anthony Tolbert
Graham Van Leuven
Jeanie Ward Waller
Danielle Wilson
Randall Winston
Sandra Witt
Keith Woodcock
Nyla Zender
Tracy Zhu
Miriam Zuk

Donors and Supporters

Organizational 
Sustainability
2020 was a big year for internal-facing growth and sustainability. Not only did 
we purchase a permanent home in downtown Fresno, but we also reinforced 
our commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion, and engaged in an intensive 
organizational assessment and restructure to expand leadership opportunities, 
enhance operations and responsiveness, and improve our efficacy.

Design by Public Figures, Inc. Stay tuned to celebrate our grand opening!

Revenue
Grants $3,556,197

Contracts $473,892

Cy Pres $139,627 

Contributions $138,538

Settlement $130,000 

Other $18,324

Interest and Investments $3,551

TOTAL REVENUE $4,460,129

Expenses
Program $2,266,221

Management and General $344,200

Fundraising $85,180

TOTAL EXPENSES $2,695,601

Capital Purchase $667,185

NET SURPLUS $1,097,343
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This piece of artwork was done as part of Leadership Counsel’s exploration 
of what a just and sustainable economy would look like in the San Joaquin 
and Eastern Coachella Valleys.  We work alongside residents to change 
our economic, decision-making, and political structures to ensure that all 
communities have a thriving environment, infrastructure for community health 
and safety, healthy local food systems, and dignified jobs.


