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Sisters In Action: Transforming Portland's Girls 

By Jan Bultmann 
Low-income communities of color can demand change and make it happen.

That's a lesson that 17-year-old high school student Terenie Faison of Portland, Oregon, has learned in three-and-a-half years with Sisters in Action for Power, a Portland-based organization that seeks to foster activism, community organizing, and leadership skills among women and girls of color in the city's low-income communities. "Through collective action, we can stick together, we can have a voice, and we can make change," says Terenie, who is now an intern at Sisters in Action for Power.


Sisters in Action for Power rally for transportation equity outside a TriMet board meeting in June 2000.
Her confidence is welcome and needed. In Multnomah County, where Portland is located, 56 percent of all people living below the federal poverty level are female, and 60 percent of all families in poverty are headed by single mothers. Young women and girls of color are particularly affected—African American, Latina, and Native American girls under 17 experience the highest rate of poverty in Oregon.

"We are a direct action organization—that is one of our strategies for making change," says Sisters director Amara Haydee Perez. "We engage our members in identifying issues that affect low-income communities, communities of color, and/or women and girls. We bring people together who are affected by the issue to identify solutions that we can then present to institutions or people in power. A large component of this process includes conducting research—research on the target, this institution, and decision makers. It also includes surveys, interviews, and door knocking—talking to people who are affected by the issue is also research. From there, we bring together the community to meet with people in positions of power to present our issue and our solution for change. We call this 'conducting actions'—anything from speak-outs, rallies, press conferences, presentations, meetings, or even storming into someone's office if we feel we are being ignored."

The combination of research, analysis, and direct action gets results.
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