Lobby of Have-Nots Nettles
T'he SouthernEstablishment

By ROY REED

Bpecial 1o The New Youork Times

LITTLE ROCK, Ark, Oo. 2—An
nusual political force that began six
*2rs 8RO m Arkansas is nettling the
cononvie and political esiablishments
v & widening swath across this region.

It is the Association of Community
'reanizations for Reform Now, popu-
iriv known ss ACORN.

The association is & collection of 120
erehborhood organizations in low-to-
v e - lncome  commiuniies in six
4res. It claims more than 7,000 mem-
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“There's something about ACORN,”
Mr. Johnson said, “it doesn't make any
~ difference what a person’s skin s,
- That's one benefit I thing I"ve gotten
out of ACORN. Our people have com-
mon problems and they try to help one
another, not kick them in the butt be-
cause they're black ro Catholic or
something else.”
An example of ACORN's power was
the passage of a law by the Arkansas
legislature permitting physicians to

- Headed by Retired Blacksmith

Similar alarms are being soundedl in
the board rooms and counci! chambers
of several other cities of the region
83 ACORN extends #s reach.

The chairman of the Arkensas board
of ACORN is 8 retired railroad black-
smith named W, Wiliard Johnson. His
enthusiasm for socislism i1s about as
deep as Barry Goldwater's, He is lean-
ing toward President Ford in this year's
election. |

>r tamilies.

[t began in Little Rock, spread
wroughy other cities and towns in Ar-
ansas, then expanded to several maijor
ies ' the surrounding states of Mis-
wirg, Texas, Loutsiana and Tennessee.
' also established branches in South
aiota at the nvitation of Senator
mes Ahourezk, a Democrat, who

ard In Washington of ACORN's
owth,

Most Pment Have-Nots

The membership is about 80 percent
hite and 40 percent black, Most mem-
s ave incomes of less tham $35,000
These peopleh ave long had little to
it about how they were governed.

g changing so rapidly in Arkansas
At some gbservers are calling ACORN
¢ most polent organization of have-
N8 1 this region since the Sauthern
cant Farmers Union grew out of
SCern Arkansas in the 1830's.

ACORN's main adversaries have been
el governments and utifity compa-
= haghts the governmeants for het-
T services and facilities in low-income
=-pahorhoods and it fights the utilities
n uverything from high rates to pollu-
AR .

L recently added banks to its list.
1 the November election it will be bat-
ne the wealthisst financial institu-
ans, the largest businesses and indus-
“¢s and the most powerfud utility in
riansas. And it will be fighting
owertyl jnterests in Missouri to re-
ove Lae statle sales tay from food and
"ugs.

The organization still finds time for
cores of l'ocal battles over {looded
arcs, dogs on the loose gnd {ntersec-
ons without stop signs.

ACORN was indulghd at first as the
isionary tinkering of post-Vietnam
/ar youths looking for a cause, Now
&t 1t has beceme & threat-——and the
iembership rolls have taken on as
rany old folk as youngsters—the
cuntry clubs and chambers of com-
erce that historically have run things
. towns hike Little Rock have begun
» 3t uneasily.

A few weeks ago, Mayor George
‘imberley of Little Rock denounced
1 ACORN plan for lowering electric
o8 8s Tsocialism in the worst de-
ree,”” State Representative Boyce Al
ard of Pine Bluff has called ACORN
tnreat to capitalism.

“"Most of our peuple are conserva-
tive,” he said.

But Mr. Johason, unlike the rich reai
estate men and bankers who make the
big decisions here, has never had much
clout at City Hall,

He and his neighbors in socuthwestern
Little Rock complained for yeers, with-
out results, about poor drainage that
caused flooding w their yards and in
some of their houses,

They hearda bout ACORN and some

decided to join. With help from the

urganization, they got a $960,000
Federal grant to rework ditches and
streets in the neighborhood. And they
have a promise from the corps of engi-
neers of a longterm drainage plan.

rirst Gogls Are Modest

ACQRN'S first projects in a newly
organized neighhborhood generally are
modest compaigns such as improving
garbage collection and getting traf(ic

hghts installed. Winning 15 important.
The young professional organizers feel
that they need repeated victories to
¥Keep the members enthusiastic.

Once the members learn that they

Can attain power by organizing, they

usually set their sighis higher. Then
the various groups in &n area join <o
fight for lower utility rates or equal-
ized tax assesments or a slate of candi-
dates for lacal office.

ACORN'S founder and chief organiz-
er i1s a 28-yesr-old Wiiliams College

dropout named Wade Rathke. He has

Iived in various parts of the country,

the longest in New Orleans. He began

as an crganizer for the National Weal-

~ fare Rights Organization in Massachu-

sCLLS. _ .~

Mr. Rathke and George Wiley the
iate head of the welfsre rights group,
decided that & more effective organiza-

ton might be built if it had a broader

base than one composed of weliare
chents alone. With Mr. Wiley's encour-
agemient &nd initial financial aid, Mr.
Rathke chose Arkansas with its diverse
population and geography to test the
theory. He came here in 1870.

Mr. Rathke, who 18 white, was deter-

mined (0 avoic the race-baiting that
destroyed Southern populist move-
ments in the past. He made sure that
ACORN always a solld mixture of black
and white members.

prescribe drugs by lower-cost generic
rather than brand names.

An ACORN unit of clder people at
Hot Springs corginated the campasign.
The larger organization persuaded Gov.,
David H. Pryor to help push it through
the legislajure. Later, ACORN, helped
persuade the state pharmaceuticsal
board to permit drug advert:ising.

ACORN gets much of the credit }'or
scaling down & huge new cosl burning
electric generating pient south of Little
Rock. The Arkansas Power and Light
Company was required to cut the
project in half and install pellution de-
vices after ACORN and other group
end individuais protested.

The organization {s now trying {o
force the same power company to shift
part of its collections from small house-
holds to favored industrial users that
have always paid lower rates, Six Ar-
kansas cities will vote on the ACORN
proposition 1n November. Industrial
and governmental interests have joined
the power company in lighting it.

Lobbying, Publiclty, Lewetitsg

ACORN uses lobbying, publicity,
lawsuits, public hearings and any other
kind of persuasion it can find.

ACORN members and some of their
political allies are now working for a
slate of candidates for the Little Rock
City Council, ,

The staff of 35—organizers, lawyers,
researchers~~earn lower sslaries than
many of the people they recruit. Begin-
ring organizers are paid $45 a week
ind senior ones, $906.

An Acorn affiliate known as the Ar-
kansas Institute for Social Justice has
begun (o train organizers for other
groups around the country. In 1875,

Mr. Rathke said, it trained 450 persons
for 55 other organizations.

The organization's member families
pay duces of $16 a year. From various
sources, including consulting work and
smalt foundation grants, the group
takes in and spends about $250,000 &
vear, Mr. Rathke said, A

Mr. Rathke is anxious that the organ-
ization not grow too fast. He believes
that has killed other mass organiza-
tions. The expansion to Memphis,
where Acorn began working last sum-

mer, will be the last one for several
months.




