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“I didn’t sleep. I was scared. People
were hurt. There was only so much I
could do to fix that.”

Michelle Connor’s voice broke as
she spoke. Sitting in a Ballard cowork-
ing space on an unseasonably warm
January day, the embattled nonprof-
it CEO had already survived calls for
her job amid a string of controversies.

At its height, Forterra was a multi-
million-dollar nonprofit with a staff
of more than 65 employees and a
national reputation for its innovative
approach to preserving Pacific North-
west lands.

Forterra’s agenda expanded as it
attracted big-name investors such
as venture capitalists Nick Hanau-
er and the late Tom Alberg and gar-
nered backing from the Russell Fam-
ily Foundation, BECU and the Master
Builders Association of King and Sno-
homish Counties.

Last decade, the mission expanded
to include working with underrepre-
sented urban and suburban commu-
nities in areas ripe for gentrification.
At the urging of Alberg, Hanauer and
others, the nonprofit launched a social
impact vehicle called the Strong Com-
munities Fund to promote homeown-
ership as a means of stanching dis-
placement in minority communities.
The effort raised nearly $29 million

Forterra scales back after over two rounds.
The money was earmarked to buy

a string Of controversies and hold development sites in gen-

disrupted its ambitious trifying areas until nonprofit com-
. munity partners could raise funds to
land b reservation eﬁ orts buy and develop them on their own.
Returns would be modest but second-
ary to the mission. It ultimately suc-
ceeded with the last of the deals clos-
ing in August.
However, the scope of Forterra’s
aspirations took a toll on the nonprof-
it and affected other groups.
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