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Last year was another busy, challenging, and rewarding one for the Friendship Center.  As we celebrated our 40th anniversary at a festive dinner on September 19th, keynote speaker Kate Maehr, Executive Director of the Greater Chicago Food Depository, applauded the work of the Friendship Center, but spoke of the increasing need in Cook County for feeding the poor, the unemployed, the homeless, and the victims of the slow, “jobless” economic recovery.  The need in our community is underscored by data from the 2009 U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey which revealed that 15.9 percent of Cook County residents lived in poverty in 2009, up from 14.8 percent in 2008, and surpassing the national poverty rate of 14.3 percent.  Within the city limits, poverty rates were even worse at 21.6 percent or 603,218 people, compared to 20.6 percent in 2008.  Children were particularly hard hit.  In Cook County, 22.6 percent- or 286,310 children- lived in poverty.  In Chicago nearly one in three children lived in poverty, totaling 207,013 children.  The dinner was an evening of thanksgiving for the 40 years of the Friendship Center serving the needs in our community, but also a time to acknowledge the necessity of continuing that commitment.  Because of the tremendous support of our many volunteers, donors, local churches, individuals, grantors, and business sponsors, the Friendship Center was able to play a key role in feeding and clothing the needy in the North Park and Albany Park neighborhoods in 2010.  May that work continue in the year ahead.

Clients in need are the reason the Friendship Center exists and they inspire us to continually improve what we can offer them.  Every month this year, we served an average of 447 households, which is approximately 1560 individuals, with a yearly total food distribution of over 112 tons.  These numbers show a slight leveling off from the past two years’ increases.  To receive food on a regular basis, our clients must reside within the boundary streets of Pulaski, California, Lawrence, and Touhy, but we also are bound by law to serve those who live outside of those boundaries one time and then refer them to their local pantry.  Those in need know of that requirement.  So again this year, in addition to our steady clients, we served rising numbers of residents of Des Plaines, Cicero, Evanston and from all over Chicago, as well as a growing number of migrant workers and the homeless.  Our food comes primarily from the Greater Chicago Food Depository, for whom we are a Commodity Distributor.  We are also the grateful recipient of many tons of food from many local school and business food drives, primarily around the Thanksgiving and Christmas holiday season.  Contributors this year included WTTW/WFMT, Galter LifeCenter, School of Adult Learning at North Park University, Edison Regional Gifted Center, North Park Elementary School, and the patients of Dr. Greg Tietzer.

Our strengthened relationship with the Greater Chicago Food Depository was evidenced this year by being one of the three hosts of the annual Mobile Pantry Tour in early November, hosting U.S. Congressman Mike Quigley for some pantry work the Monday before Thanksgiving, and hosting Illinois Attorney General Lisa Madigan’s press conference the Monday before Christmas.  TV coverage of the press conference was on that evening’s local news as was a live interview with Kate Maehr and me earlier in December highlighting Dominick’s Holiday Food Drive, benefitting the Depository.

With great thanks to David Frisk’s expertise, the pantry’s outdated computer system was replaced this fall.  The Mother’s Closet continues to receive and distribute a tremendous amount of clothing and household goods.  Under the management of Nancy Fisher, communication of needs to local churches and individuals continues, as does the constant task of presenting a clean and orderly resource for our clients.  Longtime volunteers John Potamites and Dennis Potamites have done many repair jobs at the Friendship Center this year, along with their weekly delivery of food to senior residents of North Park Village.  Pantry clients were the grateful recipients of fresh summer produce from the Community Gardens at North Park Covenant Church, the brainchild of Craig Jenkins-Sutton, and many other home gardeners.

Although we began the year wondering how the economy might affect our donations, the Friendship Center had a sound financial year, finishing the year in the black.  A generous anonymous donor’s gift once again provided the base for a challenge matching campaign in March.  Over $25,000 was raised towards that goal.  Our financial support continues to be strongest from North Park Covenant Church, including monthly rent and benevolence support, as well as the faithful financial support from many members and friends.  Winnetka Evangelical Covenant Church maintained their budgetary giving to the Friendship Center, as well as taking a weekly “offering” of food, as North Park Church did.  We also received financial and food support from Edgebrook Evangelical Covenant Church, Grace Evangelical Covenant Church, Northbrook Evangelical Covenant Church, and Ravenswood Evangelical Covenant Church.  We received grant monies in 2010 from the Epaphroditus Foundation, the Hoellen Family Foundation, the Sulzer Family Foundation, the Washington Square Health Foundation, the Greater Chicago Food Depository’s Agency Grants Program, and the Feinstein Challenge.

The Friendship Center could not operate without the faithful support of many volunteers.  Residents of A Safe Haven, a private organization specializing in housing for individuals recovering from alcoholism and substance abuse, and individuals assigned to community service work by the Social Service Department of the Circuit Court of Cook County comprise the core of our daily volunteers, as well as many volunteers who over the years have found a family within the Friendship Center.  Strong relationships with Northside College Preparatory High School and North Park University have also provided many consistent volunteer hours.  An intriguing volunteer base continues to grow among “graduates” of A Safe Haven and community service individuals who find the Friendship Center a place of service and safety.  Our monthly work days at the Greater Chicago Food Depository have been very successful, earning thousands of dollars in food credit there.  Wonderful participation in the Greater Chicago Food Depository Hunger Walk in June raised almost $5500 in food credit for us as well.

The future of the North Park Friendship Center is challenging, especially in an economy that is still just recovering.  But with many, many faithful donors and volunteers we stand well-poised to continue to be a beacon of help and comfort in this community.

Sincerely,
Joanne R. Ekberg, MSW
Executive Director
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