A BRIEF HISTORY OF WELFARE REFORM LIAISON PROJECT (WRLP)
Start-Up

In 1997, Reverend Odell Cleveland was finishing working fulltime as a salesman for a local trucking firm while pursuing his master’s degree at Hood Theological Seminary of Livingston College. He was interested in making the transition from selling trucking contracts to developing a ministry to help women and families.  His Master’s Thesis was called Some Black Church’s Response to The Welfare Reform Legislation of 1996.  His pastor, Bishop George Brooks of Mt. Zion Baptist Church challenged him by asking if he could do what he said he could do on paper.  Reverend Cleveland accepted the challenge.  Underwritten by Mt. Zion, Odell spent 1997 working expert consultants and Bishop George W. Brooks of Mt Zion Baptist Church, planning this new organization. 

Reverend Cleveland built Welfare Reform Liaison Project on several basic principles: These include:  All efforts would be supported by data; All efforts would revolve around building partnerships with the range of community institutions; and all efforts would rest on the principle that the organization’s faith would be expressed through the staff’s commitment to its work. Going the “extra mile” in helping people develop new attitudes and concrete skills is the rule not the exception. Reverend Cleveland can often be heard proclaiming, “poor people have plenty of religion. They need skills!”  While prayer, and the organization’s relationship to the religious community are essential to WRLP’s success, prayer takes place before the doors open for business, and all people and organizations representing the range of the community’s religions, are served by WRLP without regard to creed.

In 1998, Reverend Cleveland received a $20,000 grant from the United Way to assess how the religious community was planning to respond to the new welfare reform.  In the same year, Odell met Nathan Cook, a Vice President at the United Way of Greater Greensboro.  Part of Nathan’s job was to oversee the Gifts In Kind Program, a program that distributes new but discarded corporate goods to the nonprofits through the United Way.


Odell and Nathan saw a significant potential in expanding Gifts in Kind to get more goods to people in need, and train some of the participants in WRLP’s small Welfare-to-Work Program.  The initial goal for this program was to expand the distribution so that churches and other faith-based organizations could distribute new corporate goods to the needy people in their communities. 
Developing Roots

The Gifts In Kind program expanded soon after 1999, to the point that Welfare Reform Liaison Project became a partner with both the United Way, and The Weaver Foundation. With a Foundation grant, WRLP leased a 16,000 square foot building. 
As the program grew, WRLP saw the opportunity to use the warehouse as a “learning laboratory”, serving as a point between the classroom and the workforce to further train participants in areas such as customer service, the development of good work habits and how to work in teams.  With grants and the ability to recoup administrative fees, there were enough funds to provide training stipends to program participants while they learned the skills necessary for successful participation in the work force. During this period, with a budget of about $500,000, WRLP won the Nonprofit Sector Steward Award from the N.C. Center for Nonprofits in 2001, the 2000 Best Practice Award by the State of North Carolina and the 1999 Best Practice Award by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.
Expansion

Just five years after the program started, WRLP was designated as the federal anti-poverty program for Guilford County.  This enabled the agency to receive Federal Community Services Block Grant (CSBG) funding.  The agency not only doubled its operating budget, the grant allowed WRLP to expand its efforts beyond welfare-to-work training to meet the multiple needs of the poor through additional classroom training programs, an expanded short term job readiness program and a creative entrepreneurial effort.  The Board was restructured to include representatives from the target communities, local organizations and the local political jurisdictions.    

In June 2003, Welfare Reform Liaison Project moved and consolidated its classroom, administrative, case management, Gifts In Kind Distribution, and storage operations to a 75,000 square foot portion of a much larger business incubator center, in what used to be the one million plus square foot Cone Mills campus.  It continued to look for new ventures and new partnerships.  During 2003, WRLP began a pilot computer repair class and developed the concept for Copycents, a digital media training program.
Stabilization

In 2004, a portion of CSBG funding, initially used for start-up purposes, ended.  This resulted in a review of what impact specific programs and activities were having in changing people’s lives.  During 2004, there was a reduction in the number of staff and several projects, including computer repair training, a job referral program and a program for high school age youth were ended and substantially reduced.  While reductions were made in some areas, several activity areas expanded.  A facility was opened in High Point and Copycents became operational.  WRLP became an affiliate of OIC of America.  Over the next few years, WRLP developed an Americorps*VISTA program, created a donation processing partnership with Gifts-in-Kind International and rapidly expanded its volunteer program.  It has developed a relationship with Men’s Wearhouse that has resulted in WRLP providing services nationwide to charities that assist individuals obtain jobs.  In September 2009, WRLP received a American Reinvestment and Recovery Act grant to expand its training offerings and develop new partnerships.
