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THREE CATEGORIES OF NON-GOVERNMENTAL 

HUMAN AND CIVIL RIGHTS GROUPS IN AMERICA 

By: Tony Stewart 
(The following comments are based upon observations and experiences I have had 
as a board member of several non-profits and/or volunteer private organizations 
for over 40 years.) Date: November 2011 

CATEGORY ONE: NATIONAL HUMAN AND CIVIL RIGHTS GROUPS 

Examples of national human and civil rights groups: 
The American Jewish Committee (Founded in 1906) 
NAACP (Founded in 1909) 
The National Urban League (Founded in 1911) 
Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith (Founded in 1913) 
National Congress of American Indians (Founded in 1944) 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (Founded in 1968) 
National Council of La Raza (Founded in 1968) 
Southern Poverty Law Center (Founded in 1971) 
Human Rights Campaign—LGBT (Founded in 1980) 

These national human and civil rights groups have a long history of pursing a clear mission and 
well-defined goals. They have recruited a large nation-wide constituency that provides a solid 
financial base. The groups were founded and continue to address injustices and discrimination 
directed at minorities in our society or in the case of the SPLC a specific focus on researching 
the issue of identifying and combating the ideologies of hate groups as well as support for the 
victims of hate crimes. These national groups have been largely successful due to their ability to 
remember their institutional history and the purposes for their existence. 

CATEGORY TWO: HUMAN RIGHTS TASK FORCES 
Examples of Pacific Northwest task forces: 
The Kootenai County Task Force on Human Relations (Founded in 1981) 
The Latah County Human Rights Task Force (Founded in1988) 
The Bonner County Human Rights Task Force (Founded in 1991) 
The Ada County Human Rights Task Force (Founded1992) 
The Benewah Human Rights Coalition (Founded in 2011) 

The idea to create grass roots human rights task forces in the Inland Northwest emerged as a 
response to a series of hate crimes (See note at the end of the paper). The 
first public incidents of racist malicious harassment by the Aryan Nations in 1980 and 1981 
resulted in the formation of the Interstate Task Force of Spokane in 1980 and the Kootenai 
County Task Force on Human Relations in 1981. The success of these task forces, through their 
support for the victims of hate crimes and countering the messages of hate, became the catalysis 
for the founding of a growing number of task forces throughout the Pacific Northwest. The 
concept of task forces for human rights evolved into a model featuring an all-volunteer 
organization to oppose hate activities and crimes as well as promoting human rights. The 
groups’ begin and continue to operate on low budgets with no financial obligations to maintain 
building facilities or staff. The task forces’ limited resources are directed toward two goals: (1) 
combating the forces of hate and discrimination including support for victims; and (2) providing 
financial and volunteer support for programs, projects and services promoting human rights.  
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I would suggest that the enthusiastic support from local residents and institutions for these task 
forces is due to the groups’ clear mission and effective application of that mission within the 
local community.  

One important recommendation for outside human rights organizations and activists to 
understand when approached for assistance by a local task force or a communities’ citizens and 
that is to be sensitive to the local culture. The visiting organization or its representatives needs 
to become well informed about the local area’s demographics including the economic, social and 
political system for the outside group to be effective in assisting the community. 
 

CATEGORY THREE: REGIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS GROUPS Examples of 
regional human rights groups: 
Northwest Coalition Against Malicious Harassment (no longer exist) 
Coalition for Human Dignity, Portland (no longer exist) 
Human Rights Education Center, Boise (Founded in 1996) 
   (The HREC was responsible for the construction and then gifting of  
     the remarkable $1.4 million Anne Frank Memorial to the City of Boise.) 
Human Rights Education (Foundation) Institute in 1998 

At the inception, these groups are often fortunate to receive one or more large grants or gifts 
enabling them to create a healthy budget including the establishment of a very visible and 
functioning facility, an expanding staff and generous budgeting for the educational programs 
and projects. 

In some of these cases, the large grants or gifts tend to be one-time awards. In addition, during 
economic downturns, the organization experiences a shrinking of contributions from more 
modest donors thus requiring some difficult budget decisions. The organization’s governing 
board tends to elect the least painful course of action. The board wants to continue its visible 
presence in the region by maintaining the building as well as keeping the staff who the board 
both admires and feels an obligation to support. The result is major cuts in the budget for 
funding of its educational programs and projects creating a major disparity between 
administrative and program expenses. The organization’s decision to drastically cut its current 
level of programs, projects and services to the public becomes unacceptable to the group’s key 
financial contributors. 

The reality is that the organization fails to keep its eye on the prize and begins to loose its 
institutional history including the original mission. The board is perceived as lacking in clear 
direction. The public’s perception of the organization becomes one of disappointment and thus 
unwillingness to continue either financial or volunteer support. As in the case of the Northwest 
Coalition Against Malicious Harassment, the only possible outcome was the gradual death of the 
organization. 

The regional human rights groups that will survive will be those who find a way to avoid these 
pitfalls, including the avoidance of budget decisions that create wide disparities between 
administrative/overhead costs and program costs. 
 

NOTE: EXAMPLES OF THE FORMATION OF TASK FORCES AS A 

RESPONSE TO HATE CRIMES AND ACTIVITIES 
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Interstate Task Force (1980); response to the Aryan Nations and regional hate 
activity including distribution of hate materials in the  
Inland Northwest 

Kootenai County Task Force on Human Relations (1981); response to two 
incidents of Aryan Nations’ racist malicious harassment and hate crimes directed at victims Sid 
Rosen’s Restaurant in Hayden and the Connie Fort Family in Coeur d’Alene 

Latah County Human Rights Task Force (1988); response to the area’s neo-
Nazis, anti-Semitic incidents at WSU and a 1988 Idaho statewide survey that measured 444 
respondents’ attitudes toward racial and religious minorities 

Bonner County Human Rights Task Force (1991); response to the threat of 
the Aryan Nations to create a second compound in Bonner County followed later by the 
BCHRTF’s challenge to confront and combat a new  
racist hate group that moved to Sandpoint by the name of “The 11th Hour 
Remnant” 

Ada County Human Rights Task Force (1992); response when Bertha Edwards, 
the president of the Boise Chapter of the NAACP, was a victim of a rock with a racist message 
thrown through a window at her home 
 
Benewah County Human Rights Coalition (2011); response to a culture climate 
that includes disturbing negative attitudes directed toward Native Americans 


