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Meeting Emergency Needs in the Valley

Emergency needs are a growing concern in our greater community. When people simply do not have the means for dinner, a medical emergency, an essential prescription, or a heating bill, fortunately they can be saved from having to beg on the streets for assistance; they can turn to two outstanding organizations that reach out to those most in need: Roaring Fork Family Resource Centers and LIFT-UP of Garfield County. 


A long-time supporter of both organizations and a founder of Roaring Fork Family Resource Centers, Aspen Community Foundation hosted the executive directors of both nonprofits on Tuesday, January 24, 2006, as part of its 2006 Winter Discussions Community Assets series. Through the power of stories told around an informal table, Mike Powell of LIFT-UP and Carolyn Hardin of Roaring Fork Family Resource Centers illustrated the difficulty so many have in making ends meet given the high cost of housing, transportation, and utilities. 

An abundant spirit with eyes as warm as his voice, Powell has led LIFT-UP of Garfield County for three years now, although the organization is in its twenty-third year. Garfield County’s LIFT-UP operates five food pantries, doling out half a million dollars worth of donated food per year, and has a guideline of providing three days worth of food, three times per year per family, although they are loath to turn any one away. In 2005, they served 11,000 meals with near 100% volunteer help. In reference to LIFT-UP’s Board of Directors, Powell says he is very lucky in that when making decisions about individual needs, members expect him to err on the generous side.

The goal of the organization is to cover all its operating costs, including salaries for three full-time and two part-time employees, through its thrift shops’ revenue; currently they manage two stores, gleaning $97,000 from their sales last year, and for the past two years have run a budget surplus. Powell has turned to Vail’s thrift shop for training on how to leverage and optimize sales. Last year Vail brought in almost one million dollars, and is building a new $800,000 store to further increase revenue and exposure. 

LIFT-UP of Garfield County has already secured a $25,000 grant and a $75,000 low-interest loan from George Stranahan’s fledgling Manaus Fund to buy land and start construction on a new 7,500 square-foot facility for a new thrift shop. Managed as a Donor Advised Fund by Aspen Community Foundation, the Manaus Fund is in line with the recent trend towards nonprofit self-sustainability through revenue-generating arms. Powell expects the new site to generate $200,000 in revenues during its first year of operation.  

Although Powell is focused on expanding his organization, he says that he considers the valley incredibly magnanimous. He believes others would be “dumbfounded” if they realized how generous this area is. Over the holidays, LIFT-UP was able to offer 1500 food baskets and toys to 4,000 kids through the help of hundreds who gave with their gifts of donations and time.

A Roaring Fork School District based initiative established by Carolyn Hardin ten years ago, Roaring Fork Family Resource Centers’ mission is to connect children and their families with the community’s health and human service resources, with health care being its primary concentration.  Roaring Fork Family Resource Centers (RFFRC) serve 1200 children, which is one-quarter of the total school population, throughout Basalt, Carbondale, and Glenwood Springs. And if that number fails to impress, Hardin explains in her matter-of-fact modesty that RFFRC had to make 10,234 contacts last year just to navigate through the system. 
RFFRC tries to go beyond LIFT-UP’s emergency-rooted objectives by working with entire families to educate them on how better to care for their children and themselves. As more and more families turn to RFFRC and LIFT-UP for rental assistance where both organizations lack the funds to cover such expenses on a regular basis, RFFRC examines the dynamics of each situation. RFFRC staff will advise families if it seems as though their inability to pay rent will be an ongoing one. Addressing the viability of remaining in the valley is a difficult one, but is prudent to consider as soon as the problem arises. 
Beyond the astronomical costs of housing and construction in the valley, Hardin views the paucity of mental health providers as one of the area’s greatest issues. As it stands, there are only two Spanish-speaking counselors, one of whom is in private practice, to work with an estimated 20,000 Latino residents, 30% of the overall population. As a comparison, Dave Adamson, Executive Director of Mountain Family Health Centers, approximates that there are twenty counselors in the Anglo population for every one Latino counselor in the same service area. Like the recent pediatric care shortage, Hardin believes the community needs to create a task force to recruit Spanish-speaking mental health providers. 
Dental health is also of imminent concern. Without the presence of a low-income dental clinic, too often the inability to afford preventive care or dental insurance leads to a dental emergency that can run up to one thousand dollars.  Although many practices do assist with discounted rates, Hardin would prefer a more aggressive, rather than defensive, solution.
No one denies that there will always be those who are in need of emergency assistance. LIFT-UP of Garfield County and Roaring Fork Family Resource Centers are not political organizations with lobbyists hired to change state and federal policies, nor are they development experts.  These organizations exist to care for their fellow citizens, to be a place for people to go when they have no other place to go. But through increasing the community’s knowledge about where the needs are and how they can be tackled, Aspen Community Foundation is committed to making philanthropic activities increasingly efficient and streamlined. A community foundation best serves its community’s needs when it acts not only as a resource but also as a channel for its nonprofits and donor base. 
