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INTRODUCTION

SouthWest Organizing Project (SWOP) is a multi-racial membership 
organization that aims to build economic, political, and cultural power 
with communities in the Southwest United States. It has a long history of 
resisting outside pressure to conform to specific ways of operating as an 
organization — observing what happens to other activist organizations 
and choosing to carve their own way forward. Over the years, national 
advocacy organizations have sought to direct SWOP to focus on policy 
advocacy and install a culture of professionalism that is foreign to its local 
roots. In response, SWOP has retained its founding ethos and structure, 
which are fundamentally rooted in reclaiming cultural, epistemological, 
and social sovereignty. 

Executive Director George Luján describes SWOP as “amoeba-like. We 
change shape and structure depending on what the community wants, 
and we don’t really consider it an overhaul of our focus.” For example, 
SWOP adopts a campaign structure for statewide efforts focused on 
issues such as bilingual education — but it also serves as a fiscal sponsor 
for more than a dozen different community-initiated projects including 
the Transwoman Empowerment Initiative and Tribal Entities Connect. This 
responsiveness and accountability to membership and communities is a 
core aspect of SWOP’s identity and foundational to its ability to serve as a 
“social home” for its members and partner organizations. 

As SWOP has evolved its strategy over the past 40 years, it has 
continuously asked the question: How should the organization continue to 
ensure its priorities are responsive to the communities it serves — groups 
that also embody a diversity of approaches to work and organizing? The pilot episode of a 
podcast series celebrating the organization’s 40th anniversary in 2020 featured member Beva 
Sanchez-Padilla’s reflection on this approach: 

“I want to say … we’re kind of like anarchists. The heart of SWOP’s style is taking the lead from 
our neighborhoods to derive our agenda from our communities. We look to our ancestors, our 
antepasados, the kalpulli, which is a Mexican indigenous economic system where our work 
and our wealth are pooled together and distributed equitably.” 

With the COVID-19 pandemic and racial reckoning across the country, 2020 posed an 
important challenge for SWOP. How might an organization that prizes connection, familial-style 
relationships, and cultural presence retain its impact and power in the context of these forces? 

Key Question: 
How does SWOP’s 
dynamic structure 
and approach to 
culture-building 
foster member 
transformation and 
build power?

Culture and 
Needs

Political 
Education 

Themes
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Organizational Overview and History 
SWOP was founded in 1980 by youth activists in response to a recognition that policy decisions 
concerning communities of color did not reflect the values, culture, and collective knowledge of 
those communities — insight gleaned from campaigns related to environmental justice issues 
including contaminated groundwater and worker safety. Based in Albuquerque, SWOP seeks to 
“empower disenfranchised communities in the Southwest United States to realize racial and gender 
equality and social and economic justice” by centering the perspectives and lived experiences of its 
constituents: low-income people of color, Indigenous leaders, immigrants, and young people across 
New Mexico.  

The organization’s three main focus areas are economic power, political power, and cultural power. 
To achieve these, SWOP prioritizes organizing, which it describes as “different from advocacy, 
mobilizing, development or service work — although it involves all of them. We build relationships 
and consolidate perspectives, thoughts, and ideas.” In addition to organizing, SWOP considers itself 
a community engagement lab that invests in cultural strategies and infrastructure such as events 
that preserve Chicano, Indigenous, and other ancestral traditions, as well as a community- and 
movement-building institution for members and partner organizations. 

SWOP’s organizational structure consists of an eleven-person staff, including five field organizers. 
SWOP members directly elect the seven-person Board of Directors. Examples of the organization’s 
campaign work include the following:

 � Project Feed the Hood — This food literacy and community gardening initiative seeks to 
provide education around traditional growing methods and improve community health by 
engaging members in a food system based in history, tradition, and sustainable agriculture – an 
alternative to more traditional commercial and corporate food systems. 

 � Youth Rights — In 2013, SWOP youth organizers worked with elected officials to pass a Student 
Bill of Rights in the New Mexico State Legislature that recognizes students’ rights to self-organize 
and self-represent in important school decision-making processes, access bilingual education, 
and have full protection of their constitutional rights while in schools, amongst other rights. 

The organization’s annual revenue as of 2019 was $1.4 million.

From Familial Home to Social Home
In line with SWOP’s founding origins, the organization views the social home — built by deep, 
relational organizing — as foundational to its work. “We have a history of just mostly taking the lead 
from the community and not having it be based on campaigns as much,” explains Luján. “We really 
do focus on deep relationships — more so than a policy win.” One example of this is SWOP’s work 
on youth rights and educational justice. d Luján describes how they influence school board elections 
and overall school district policy through familial connections: “We don’t work backwards from a 
goal on our numbers. But we know the people doing professional development for the teachers, we 
know some of the teachers, the board members, the people in district leadership. That’s all been 
cultivated over time.”



4The P3 Lab | ORGANIZATIONAL PROFILE SouthWest Organizing Project 

SWOP’s strategic, intensive focus on building community across its membership helps to 
cultivate these ties. Members typically enter into SWOP via word of mouth from existing 
members as well as personal relationships with SWOP staff or affiliate organizations. For many 
members and staff, these personal relationships connect back to historical base-building and 
organizing in New Mexico. Luján and Deputy Director Juan Reynosa describe their entrée into 
organizing as a family legacy: Luján’s father was an organizer and raised him around SWOP, 
while Reynosa’s family has roots going back to Chicano movements that led to the creation of 
SWOP. As a result, both agree that SWOP’s work means that “we still have to answer to our 
families,” shares Reynosa. “If we did something that was really wrong, we would be answering 
for it. And I definitely noticed that a lot of people that like to critique our approach [of focusing on 
community-building], they’re only going to be here a year or two, telling us we’re not strategic.” 

This dynamism and familiarity also presents tensions. According to a SWOP member running for 
a board seat, “SWOP is often called on and needed in several 
different capacities, often being pulled in many directions … 
when you have a tightly knitted staff (who become family) 
like SWOP, boundaries are often blurred.” The organization 
acknowledges that many newer members may come to them 
without familial or historical ties to organizing work, and that 
leadership and staff are responsible for designing activities 
that can facilitate a similar sense of personal transformation 
and collective identity. In particular, SWOP leverages its 
deep-rooted commitment to culture-building — particularly in 
preserving rituals and traditions from its own history — while 
also building out member-led political education to shape the 
organization’s future. 

Culture-Building and Ritual
The first way that SWOP builds a space for members is by 
hosting cultural events along with its partners — for example, 
garden opening days where potential members can enjoy 
barbecuing, activities, and music. SWOP staff identify these 
activities as distinct from political education or organizing 
training: “We’re not talking about an issue. We’re not doing 
any of that. We just want to have fun and build relationships 
and celebrate art and culture,” explains Reynosa. “It’s based 
on the connection of people in New Mexico to the land, the 
culture, the music, to keep their spirits up.” In addition to more 
frequent scheduled events associated with the organization’s 
program areas, SWOP hosts the annual Chile Harvest Fiesta 
for its constituents, which in 2019 had over 300 attendees and 
also serves as a major on-ramp for new members into the 
organization.

“We really didn’t 
want to get into a 
straight canvass with 
door knocking and 
forms. We wanted 
to come up with 
creative community 
engagement — 
our Chile Harvest 
Fiesta, other events. 
Democracy doesn’t 
end on election day 
and we can use 
census to get people 
into the idea that you 
are more than just a 
vote — you have a lot 
of civic power and we 
can leverage it.”
Juan Reynosa, Deputy Director
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SWOP works to ensure that short-term, mobilization-focused efforts – for example, getting 
members to sign a petition or take part in a quick action – can become on-ramps into the 
longer-term project of organizing and creating a social home. Reynosa describes a census 
outreach strategy the team recently developed: “We really didn’t want to get into a straight 
canvass with door knocking and forms. We wanted to come up with creative community 
engagement — our Chile Harvest Fiesta, other events. Democracy doesn’t end on election day 
and we can use census to get people into the idea that you are more than just a vote — you 
have a lot of civic power and we can leverage it.” Even in the context of COVID-19, this focus on 
cultural celebration remains at the core of SWOP’s organizing strategy. While this cultural work is 
intended to build community, SWOP emphasizes that it can also meet more basic, direct service 
needs — providing members with a much-needed warm meal, for example. 

Though highly anticipated each year, the Chile Harvest Fiesta of 2020 held particular resonance: 
It was intended to serve as an anniversary celebration of the organization’s 40-year legacy of 
fighting for social, political, economic, and cultural justice. The COVID-19 pandemic, however, 
having hit SWOP’s member communities hard and already requiring a number of pivots for the 
organization and its local partners, now presented a new challenge: The Fiesta, typically a high-
energy, ritual-filled day for hundreds of members, would not be able to take place as it had in the 
past. 

Leveraging a strategic commitment to center culture-building, as well as recognizing the need 
for members to re-engage with the event’s political (in addition to social and cultural) aspects, 
SWOP staff and members decided to use the occasion to honor the Fiesta’s origins. “Like other 
traditions at SWOP, the Chile Harvest Fiesta began as an informal gathering between friends 
and family,” recalls Karlos Schmeider, son of SWOP co-founder Jeanne Gauna and long-time 
member Eric Schmeider. “[My parents] would host an anti-Columbus party at their house. They 
would roast chile and share food with close friends and family … while deliberately choosing to 
celebrate something besides a conquistador from the 15th century. Once formalized, the Chile 
Fiesta marked a moment for SWOPistas to come together and share their favorite food while 
also celebrating the hands who pick, process, and deliver the chile — the hands who feed us.”

FIGURE 1: 

Chile Harvest Fiesta Over the Years
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To move forward with the Chile Harvest Fiesta in 2020, SWOP hosted a virtual celebration for 
members and encouraged members to share over hundreds of photos and stories from Fiestas 
past, creating a space to recollect and remain connected to one another. They also moved 
forward with the Jeanne Gauna Social Justice Spirit Awards, a central fixture of the Fiesta and 
part of the Con Mujeres Gender Justice work at SWOP. These awards, focused specifically on 
honoring women and nonbinary folks within SWOP’s membership, were seen as an opportunity 
to bring people together to imagine beyond the pandemic, asking, “How can we emerge from 
this crisis having created something better than the old ‘normal’ ”?

Member-Led Political Education
In addition to cultural innovation, SWOP also focuses on political education as a core component 
of member transformation. A core stream of political education emerged from conversations 
in 2010, when a group of activists across the Southwest and in Puerto Rico came together to 
talk about the difficulties in bridging three generations of movement activists. Those in the 
room identified the need for a curriculum that could speak across different perspectives and 
approaches, but that was also distinct from classroom learning that was seen as racist, classist, 
and outdated. 

In 2011, a Board of Directors, including SWOP members as well as activists across the U.S. 
and Puerto Rico, began to meet to establish basic concepts for a curriculum and pedagogy. 
This program became Universidad Sin Fronteras, a political education program focused on 
decolonizing knowledge. Reynosa shares that “there [was] a want for political education that 
is not always seen in the mainstream. And ours, more often than not, took a local tact.” This 
approach to political education embodies the concept of epistemological sovereignty, where 
communities or societies that have been oppressed by or disagree with white, western theories 
of knowledge develop their own approach to knowledge development and transfer. 

Members identified that they wanted to participate in sessions that included both traditional 
organizing tactics (i.e. power-mapping decision-makers in New Mexico) as well as less-
frequented topics including decolonizing creativity and storytelling. All curriculum design and 
decisions were run through the member-led board, and members also had the opportunity to 
design and bring forward their own content. SWOP committed to this process despite internal 
challenges with participatory decision-making: “We believe in having a board structure that is 
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all members, but it can be challenging when members don’t necessarily know what being on a 
board entails, or if they have other time commitments,” shares Luján. These political education 
efforts were seen as additional ways to position SWOP as a political home for members.

FIGURE 2: 

Universidad Sin Fronteras Workshops


