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Richmond, Va.

In April, the deputy chief of staff to Mayor Dwight C. Jones was elected first vice president of the Richmond Crusade for Voters, despite 
concerns about the potential conflict of interest.

But Jeffrey Bourne won't be on the ballot for president of the Crusade tonight as a result of a recent change in the organization's bylaws. 
That change requires officers to live within the city limits. Bourne resides in Henrico County.

Interim Crusade President Roderyck Bullock does not agree with the new rule "because I think we have a lot of people in the county who 
bring a lot of good things to the Crusade, and they pay their dues like everyone else."

Melvin Law, chairman of the bylaws committee, said the change was made "in reaction to what appeared the overwhelming sentiment of 
the Crusade."

As for the timing, "I can tell you very definitely that had nothing to do with Jeffrey Bourne being an officer," said Law, adding that he 
supported the mayoral aide and saw no conflict of interest.

I can't say I was as sanguine about the possibility of the Crusade being run out of the mayor's office. A grass-roots voter organization 
should avoid even the mere perception of control by any one politician.

But the Crusade, in my view, arrived at the right outcome the wrong way.

The Crusade was founded in 1956 to educate and empower black voters at a time when Virginia actively suppressed black-voter 
registration. It can claim rightful credit for the black political gains of the past half-century, including Richmond's first majority-black City 
Council, its first black mayor and the statewide elections of L. Douglas Wilder.

The Crusade is past its peak of influence, but it still matters, for the above legacy if for no other reason. But by creating an undemocratic 
membership structure, the Crusade is poking a stick in the eye of that legacy.

"What you're trying to do is give everyone the impression that everyone has a right to participate in the process," said former President 
Terone Green. With the bylaws change, "Why would anyone in the county want to participate in the Crusade?"

Good question. We haven't reached a post-racial utopia, but we've come a long way since 1956. Civil-rights groups such as the Crusade 
have a difficult enough time explaining their relevancy to a younger generation.

"How do you get young people to participate in the movement if you're putting up roadblocks?" Green asked.

Law said that before the change, Crusade membership was limited to registered Richmond voters. "That rule was relaxed by common 
practice some years ago," he said.

Law disputed the assertion that the change creates second-class members. As for the argument that it's a disincentive to potential 
suburban members, "that is certainly an interpretation that may be valid to some extent," though he disagrees.

Dr. William Ferguson Reid, a Crusade co-founder, was the first black delegate in the General Assembly since Reconstruction.

Reid, who lives in Henrico, said the Crusade originally was intended as a Richmond organization, though restrictions weren't enforced. 
Early on, it did not keep a membership list, as it was mindful that the state was trying to secure NAACP membership rolls to intimidate or 
punish members.

"Our goal was to change Richmond," Reid recalled, noting that the idea was for other Crusades to pop up in other jurisdictions -- 
something that happened elsewhere but not in Richmond's suburbs.

A lot has changed since 1956.

Nearly 40,000 more black people live in Richmond's surrounding counties than within the city. Politically and economically, the balance of 
power has tipped precipitously to the suburbs. The black "community of interest" cannot be defined by the lines separating city and 
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county. The Crusade needs to be reaching outward, not retreating into an urban shell.

Former Crusade President Antione Green recalled resistance from members to a 2007 forum of House of Delegates candidates at the 
Belmont Recreation Center in Henrico.

"One of the things I tried to do during my presidency is sort of branch out across the city lines to recruit members and also to conduct 
voter education and candidate forums," he said.

Green, who during part of his term lived in Henrico, resigned in March amid complaints that he misrepresented his support of charter 
schools as the Crusade's position before a legislative committee. Law said the sentiment for change "may have been a reaction to what's 
happened the last few years," when several officers lived outside the city.

Unfortunately, the Crusade, with this bylaws change, is mimicking the counterproductive factionalism that makes greater Richmond more 
like a dysfunctional family than a cohesive region.

An organization founded to combat separate but unequal should not practice it.

------------
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Caption: Interim Crusade President Roderyck Bullock disagrees with a new rule that requires the organization's officers to live in the city.
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