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Empowerment Zone/Enterprise Community (E/EC) Overview

The Empowerment Zone/Enterprise Community (EZ/EC) Initiative is, as its name suggests, an empowerment program.  The program is based on a locally developed strategic plan, using four key principles:  economic opportunity, sustainable community development, community-based partnerships and strategic visions for change.  Each plan is crafted with the support and participation of the community, both residents and businesses.  Decisions on what is the plan’s focus, what is included in the plan and what is excluded from the plan are not made in the traditional “top-down” fashion, but by community members.  This empowers the community to create its own vision for the future.  Each plan identifies community priorities, establishes goals and outlines each task the community will undertake to reach those goals.

The EZ/EC Initiative creates successful partnerships between all levels of government, private business, community groups and local residents to being new life willing to work hard to improve their lives and build better futures for their children.  At the end of the ten-year designation period the communities will have achieved a position in which the economic and social gains they make are without continued government assistance.


In 1994, two California communities – Imperial County and Watsonville – were named as Round I Rural Enterprise Communities (EC).  Each received special flexible grants of just under $3 million from the Social Service Block Grants program administered by the Department of Health and Human Services.  In December 1998, two more California communities were designated in Round II:  The Desert Communities of Riverside County received a designation as a rural Empowerment Zone (EZ) and a portion of West Fresno County, including the City of Huron, together with the Tule River Indian Tribe, was designated as a Rural Enterprise Community (EC).


The EZ/EC Initiative works.  Since day one, it has been energizing rural America.  Thousands of people are now back at work, health care and educational services have been improved and are more accessible, and hundreds of families are living in affordable and safe housing thanks to this program.
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