
Sustainable Communities Network
Creating a Healthier, More Resilient Gulf Coast

Forging Regional Partnerships

Through the Gulf Coast Sustainable Com-
munities Network, ISC has helped coastal 
communities gain the tools, skills and 
confidence to create more socially, eco-
nomically, and environmentally healthy 
and resilient communities, with a special 
focus on connecting smaller towns and ru-
ral areas. Through an integrated program 
of community exchanges, training work-
shops, technical assistance, and support for 
emerging leaders, the Network provides 
an avenue for civic leaders from across the 
Gulf Coast to share information and ideas, 
learn from and support each other’s activi-
ties, and take small programs and local 
innovations to scale.

The Sustainable Communities Network 
builds on the close partnership that ISC 
forged following Hurricane Katrina with 
Moss Point, Mississippi. Here, we helped 
local leaders rebuild a stronger, healthier 
city by working with community organiza-

tions and citizens to provide critical civic 
leadership and reduce the vulnerability 
of their communities to future crises. In 
the process, we found that many of the 
region’s community leaders were eager 
for practical ways to work together and 
learn from each other.  With funding from 
the Nathan Cummings Foundation, NRG 
Systems, and an anonymous donor, ISC 
launched the Sustainable Communities 
Network in February 2009 at a meeting in 
North Gulfport, MS.

Now reaching from Alabama into Texas, 
the Network is forging stronger connec-
tions among organizations and local lead-
ers in more than a dozen of the region’s 
most vulnerable communities. Represent-
ing Native American tribes, faith-based 
coalitions, women’s groups, environmental 
organizations, and youth from predomi-
nantly lower-income communities, these 
civic leaders are dedicated environmental 
stewards and advocates, and important 
contributors to the region’s cultural and 
economic heritage.

In January 2011, ISC was 
delighted to transition 
our role as convener 
and facilitator to the Gulf 
Coast Fund for Community 
Renewal and Ecological 
Health.

The Gulf Coast Fund 
is a community-led 
philanthropic organization 
working towards a just and 
sustainable Gulf Coast. 
Many Network members 
are already grantees of the 
Gulf Coast Fund, and the 
two organizations share 
several individuals and 
organizations in active 
leadership roles.  
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Confronting Crises

These communities, despite their deep 
historical connections to the region and its 
land and water, are increasingly vulnerable 
and at risk of displacement as a result of 
disasters, the impacts of climate change, 
and development patterns that have led 
to coastal erosion and loss of wetlands. As 
the region continues to confront complex 
rebuilding challenges and the threat of 
both natural and manmade disasters, there 
is a growing awareness of the Gulf Coast’s 
economic, cultural, and environmental 
significance to the rest of the U.S. and an 
increasing sense of urgency around the 
need to advance an agenda for coastal con-
servation and sustainable development.

The Gulf Coast was far from recovered 
from the devastating impact of Hurricanes 
Katrina and Rita and the storms of 2008 
(Gustav and Ike) when the BP Deepwater 
Horizon Disaster began wreaking havoc 
on the fragile Gulf Coast communities, 
a disaster which further reinforces the 
critical need to help these communities 
become stronger and more resilient. The 
Sustainable Communities Network helped 
members to stay informed about the latest 
developments regarding the BP drilling 
disaster, to connect with one another, and 
to quickly mobilize. It has helped civic 
leaders embrace practices that will make 
their communities more resource efficient, 
healthy and livable as they face this and 
future disasters.

Member communities include Mobile and 
Coden in Alabama; Moss Point, Biloxi, Lu-
cedale, and North Gulfport in Mississippi; 
the Holy Cross/Lower 9th Ward in New 
Orleans, Terrebonne Parish, Lafourche Par-
ish, Plaquemines Parish, and Hammond 
(Tangipahoa Parish) in Louisiana; and Port 
Arthur, TX, plus resource organizations 
from the region and beyond.

Linking Communities in Knowledge and 
Action

The Network provides local organizations 
and leaders with opportunities to learn, 
develop productive relationships and gain 
technical assistance to address priority 
issues. Through convenings in North Gulf-
port; New Orleans’ Lower Ninth Ward; 
Moss Point, MS; Plaquemines Parish, LA 
and the bayou communities in Terrebonne 
and Lafourche Parishes, it has helped 
participants deepen their relationships 
with one another and gain greater insights 
into common issues and challenges. These 
meetings have include roundtable discus-
sions and site visits focused on creating 
sustainable communities on the Gulf Coast 
and opportunities for networking and dis-
cussions with resource organizations from 
within the region. 

In addition, ISC has provided:  
•	 Hands-on training in using digital 

media for education and advocacy 
through partnerships with local media 
artists, documentary filmmakers, and 
the Bridge the Gulf project;

•	 Leadership development training and 
support for young professionals; and

•	 A listserv that facilitates ongoing com-
munication and information sharing.

At the Institute for 
Sustainable Communities, 
we give passionate, 
committed people the 
tools, skills, and resources 
they need to make their 
communities better places 
to live.

Since our founding in 
1991 by former Vermont 
Governor Madeleine M. 
Kunin, ISC has led 77 
transformative community-
driven projects in 22 
countries around the 
world.   
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