TO:

Erie County Elected Officials 

FROM:

Michael L. Batchelor 

DATE:

September 2009
SUBJECT:
Erie Community Foundation Briefing Paper


On behalf of our trustees, staff, donors and volunteers, I am please to provide local elected officials with the enclosed update on recent Erie Community Foundation (ECF) activity.

Your community foundation has changed. While we continue responding to immediate needs as submitted by local nonprofits, our growth now enables us to work with various partners focused on larger and systemic issues facing the region. While ECF will always maintain strict political neutrality, we understand this new work requires open dialogue and increased communication with governmental officials. 


Specific activities that may be of interest to local elected officials include:  
1. The Nonprofit Partnership; increasing the capacity of nonprofit organizations;   

2. Erie Free Taxes; promoting the earned income tax credit and financial literacy; 

3. Community Advisory Panels (CAPS); enhancing access to health care, workforce training opportunities, and quality early childhood education
4. Poverty Awareness

5. Community College 
6. Better Together; collaboratively developing a regional key-indicator project.  

ECF realizes there can be no substantive change in our community without action by governments. We hope that, over time, you will find ways to support our work. As a grantmaker, ECF has no self-interest in any idea advanced. We, like our elected official colleagues, are simply trying to do what we can to make Erie the best it can be. 


Thanks for your review and consideration. Should you want additional details, please do not hesitate to contact me or our Vice President of Program, Shiloh Turner at 454-0843. 

1.
The Nonprofit Partnership

Erie needs a strong nonprofit community. Many programs funded by local governments are delivered through local nonprofit organizations. ECF works to increase the effectiveness and capacity of nonprofit organizations through our support of The Nonprofit Partnership (NPP).  We believe this is one of the best programs of its kind in the nation. 


NPP started as an operating program of the Foundation in 2001. Its growth and  successes caused ECF to spin-off NPP and it is now a stand-alone membership-based program that provides education, training, and tools to strengthen local nonprofit agencies.  ECF provides a significant operating grant to the NPP each year to support the capacity-building of our area nonprofits. Last year, the NPP provided over 70 training programs, servicing well over 1,500 staff and board of their 197 member organizations. 


NPP is governed by the following Board of Directors:  
· Amy Cuzzola-Kern, PhD, Office of Congresswoman Dahlkemper

· Jennifer Dobbs-Woods, United Way of Erie County
· Paul Gambill, US District Court Probation Coordinator
· Erica K. Jackson, Penn State Behrend
· Susan Kemenyffy, ECF Trustee 
· Heidi Parr Kerner, Erie Small Business Alliance
· Julie Kresge, Safe Harbor Behavioral Health
· Vickie Lampe, PNC Financial Services
· Char Mashyna, ArtsErie
· Emma Lee McCloskey, Ed.D., The Catholic Foundation--Diocese of Erie
· Tom Pysz, WQLN
· Tom Tupitza, Knox McLaughlin Gornall & Sennett
· Shiloh Turner, The Erie Community Foundation
· Gwendolyn White, Erie Insurance Group
· Perry Wood, Technology Council of Northwest PA

NPP annually plans and hosts a signature event for local nonprofits; Nonprofit Day. This year it is scheduled for 10/21/09 in the Convention Center. NPP will also staff our Key Indicator/Better Together Collaborative (item 5)

Next Steps/Potential Governmental Roles:

ECF remains committed to NPP and we continue to provide a significant amount of core operating support. 

Governments might support NPP by encouraging contracted agencies to take advantage of their services, by providing direct support or by helping NPP identify additional revenue streams and non profit consulting opportunities. 

2. Erie Free Taxes

ECF understands poverty remains a significant issue for many in our community. The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is our nation’s largest and most successful anti-poverty program. ECF committed funding to establish an EITC collaborative in our community in 2006. This collaborative is called Erie Free Taxes. 


Erie Free Taxes works to provide free tax preparation to low and moderate income workers. It also promotes financial literacy and asset building opportunities. In 2009, more than $1.3 million EITC refund dollars were returned to Erie County EITC claimants. An additional $2.5 million dollars in total tax refunds were awarded through VITA sites. The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) has recognized this as a high performing program. 

Erie Free Taxes also helps low income wage earners in collecting their EITC refund without the need to pay high costs associated with for-profit tax preparation services and rapid refund loans. Specific program goals include: 
1. Increase public awareness about the Earned Income Tax Credit

2. Increase the number of EITC claimants

3. Increase the use of volunteer tax preparers

4. Reduce predatory practices such as the Refund Anticipation Loan (RAL)

5. Promote financial literacy and asset building among working families  


The Erie Free Taxes Advisor Panel includes: 

· Mary Bula, Growth Partnership

· JoAnn DeSantis-Barnes, Scott Enterprises
· Charles Faulkerson, Presque Isle Downs and Casino

· Dr. Marjorie Wallace, Northwest Tri-County Intermediate Unit 5

· Michael Engdahl, Esq., Edinboro University
· Bill Jackson, United Way of Erie County

· Gail Cook, Erie General Electric Federal Credit Union

· David Zimmer, Erie Bank

· Regis Bodnar, Internal Revenue Service

· Holly Hedstrom, Cooperative Extension in Erie County
· Ms. Edna Lingenfelter 

· Ms. Fatima Baker

· Anita Locanto, Erie County Assistance Office

· The Reverend Charles Mock

Next Steps/Potential Governmental Roles:

Short to mid-term, ECF will continue providing core operating support for this program. The community advisory panel will be tasked with creating a strategic plan and other needed infrastructure for the program. The program director will assist with strategic visioning and the development of a comprehensive evaluation plan, including grantee-developed outputs and outcomes.  Erie Free Taxes will also identify ways to incorporate financial literacy into program services. 


There is much local governments can do to help support Erie Free Taxes. Governments might consider providing direct support for Erie Free Taxes. They should also promote this program to their employee base. Contracted agencies should also promote the program. Governments might also give free space to tax preparation sites. Elected leadership can provide significant marketing and public service assistance. 
3.  
Community Advisory Panels (CAPS): 

ECF has implemented Community Advisory Panel (CAP’s) to maximize and leverage our grantmaking in areas identified as the primary antecedents of poverty.  We feel that by increasing access to health care, workforce training opportunities, and early childhood education, we are most likely to move the needle and make a measurable difference in addressing the unacceptable rates of poverty that exist in our community. 

Each CAP is empowered to study, and recommend specific solutions to programs and services for the underserved. To assist with this work, have convened experts in the field to help CAP membership identify best practices and unique grantmaking opportunities. ECF has allocated up to $100,000 a year for each CAP’s work. It is also likely CAPS will identify ways to use this funding to leverage additional new private foundation or governmental resources.    


Health Care CAP:


Membership includes: 
· Dr. Geoffrey Dunn, ECF Trustee

· Charles “Boo” Hagerty, Hamot Health Foundation

· Dr. Bruce Gebhardt, St. Vincent Health Center

· Dr. Hank Hill, St. Vincent Health Center

· Andy Glass, Erie County Department of Health

· Msgr. David A. Rubino, Ph.D., LECOM

· Bill McCarthy, Stairways Behavioral Health


Workforce CAP: 

Membership includes: 

· B.J. Lechner, ECF Trustee
· Beverly Fetzner, ComfortCare

· Dale McBrier,  Workforce Investment Board Member

· John Elliott, Economic Development Corporation

· Michele Zieziula, Regional Center for Workforce Excellence

· James Borelli, Custom Engineering

Early Childhood Education CAP: 

Membership includes: 

· Susan Kemenyffy, ECF Trustee 

· Robert Wooler, Nonprofit Partnership

· Nancy Kalista, Early Connections

· Dennis Valone, Ph.D., Intermediate Unit

· Bill Jackson, United Way

· Robert Oliver, Ph.D., Erie City Schools 

· Karen Bauer, Ph.D., Edinboro University
· Carl Kallgren, Ph.D, Penn State Behrend CORE
Next Steps/Potential Governmental Roles


ECF believes CAPS present a significant new model for community decision-making. CAP discussions have proven individual and institutional self-interest can be set aside for the greater community good. CAPS should also generate significant private foundation and governmental revenue streams for our region. 


Specific potential action steps for governments will vary with each CAP. ECF recommends elected leadership stay close to the work of CAPS and commits to open dialogue and communication regarding progress. 

4.  
Poverty Awareness:


Since the April 2007 publication of The High Cost of Poverty, it Impacts us All; ECF has done much to promote an increased understanding of poverty and poverty reduction strategies. Our next significant effort will be a poverty simulation to be held Tuesday, Septermber 29th at the Bayfront Convention Center from 9:30 – 12:00 p.m.  This will be jointly sponsored by ECF, the Erie Regional Chamber and Growth Partnership, and the Greater Erie Community Action Committee. This will be followed by a luncheon where the Erie Together Initiative (described below) will provide an update on their exciting work.


Poverty simulations are a unique tool to help people begin to understand what life is like with a shortage of money and an abundance of stress.  During a simulation, participants role-play the lives of low-income families, including single parents, people with disabilities, and senior citizens on Social Security. The task of each family is to provide for food, shelter and other basic necessities during four 15-minute weeks.  Families interact with community resources.



In fall 2008, The Erie Women’s Fund of made a significant commitment to a specific  poverty reduction strategy by funding the Erie Together Initiative for the next five years. ECF provided additional funding to match this commitment of The Erie Women’s Fund. 

Erie Together is a collaborative between the Mercyhurst Civic Institute, Greater Erie Community Action Committee (GECAC) and United Way with the goal of working with community leaders and residents to implement strategies that address poverty at both the systemic and individual levels. Erie Together believes the best way to tackle poverty in our region is the development of a comprehensive community-wide response that:   

Strengthens Community by encouraging community members in higher poverty areas to engage in dialogue designed to create a concrete action plan to improve neighborhood quality of life. 


Empowers Families by implementing a community partner mentoring program; and 

Builds Economic Success by convening a Community Leader Team to establish priorities and garner resources. 

Next Steps/Potential Governmental Roles

ECF will continue funding poverty simulations and will continue addressing the antecedents of poverty through our CAP process. The United Way of Erie County is coordinating Erie Together. Governments should stay close to Erie Together and ECF, as a member of their Community Leader Team, will encourage open dialogue and communications. 

5.
Community College 

In November 2007, ECF published Increasing Access to Post-Secondary Education and Training; a final report of the Gaps Analysis Steering Committee. At the urging of Sandi Vito, then Pennsylvania Deputy Secretary for Workforce Development, ECF convened a 23 member task force to examine alternatives. Consultant funding was provided by PA Department of Labor. 


“It is no longer an option to do nothing.”  In light of declining educational attainment rates, household incomes, population and economic growth, the first line of this report remains instructive. This report describes seven viable options to provide the increased access so desperately needed. The final recommendation was to create a free-standing community college for Northwest PA. 


ECF then funded the project manager position for Rethink Erie. Rethink determined there was a need to conduct additional primary and secondary research. This also demonstrated the need for a community college in our region. Rethink, with the assistance of various consultants,  then began gathering information necessary to submit an application to the state. 

The application requires a local sponsor. To date, no local sponsor has been identified. 

Next Steps/Potential Governmental Roles


ECF continues to believe a community college is needed. This cannot happen without governmental leadership. ECF pledges open dialogue and a willingness to provide both funding and leadership activities if there seems to be a reasonable hope for success. If, however, elected officials determine they will not support a community college, other alternatives identified by the Gaps Analysis Committee should be pursued. 


It is no longer an option to do nothing.  

6.  
Better Together; a collaboratively developed key-indicator project. 

ECF will soon be meeting with The Erie Regional Chamber and Growth Partnership, The United Way of Erie County and the Nonprofit Partnership to select a manageable number of community key indicators to be measured and tracked over time. ECF will provide funding to the higher education community to better engage their faculty in the identification of national best practices with promise for local implementation. The Nonprofit Partnership will staff the initiative.

For each pressing issue identified through the process, key data points will be tracked, current organizations and resources working in each field will be identified, and best practices for creating long-term sustainable solutions will be researched.  The collaboration may also convene a broad constituency around timely issues of interest to collectively problem-solve.  ECF will issue annual report cards to broadly communicate results and progress.


Success of the collaborative will be measured by the active engagement from philanthropy, civic community, and higher education; by broad acceptance and use of the work by elected officials and the general public; and by the successful implementation of doable solutions to key issues as identified through the collaborative.


The project scope includes significant research with a primary emphasis on Erie County, but whenever available, will also include benchmarks to state and national trends. The collaboration will produce a key indicators report, web site, and possible topic-specific issue briefings or white papers.  The collaboration will have frequent and open communication beyond the collaboration to include elected officials, media outlets, and the general public.  The Erie Community Foundation has committed $100,000 annually for professional staffing, contracted research, proposal writing assistance, and national expertise to help inform and further the work.    


Next Steps/Potential Governmental Roles

Broad business, nonprofit and philanthropic input will be sought before the selection of indicators. As this occurs, ECF pledges open dialogue and communications with elected officials. ECF understands many identified national best practices will require support from local elected officials for successful implementation. Various governmental entities with funding discretion might review process results and adjust allocations accordingly. 
