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Charities report mixed results in holiday drives

By Gordon Fraser , Staff writer, Eagle-Tribune — December 9, 2006

— 

It's the season for giving, but some charities are getting more than others.

"Last year at this time, we had $18,857 and this year at the same time we only have $12,779," said Bob Loranger, a board member with the Salem Christmas Fund.

Loranger said dwindling contributions have forced volunteers to cut back the donations they make to needy families, and they may have to cut back still more.

The fund typically gives a whole package of gifts to eligible families - a clothing voucher for each child, a gift voucher for $25 per child, a "wish gift" of something each child specifically asks for, and a food basket. Parents are also invited to a local Toys for Tots event, where they can pick out other gifts for their children.

This year, the clothing voucher is $40. Last year, it was $50. The year before, it was $60.

And, Loranger said, fund organizers are considering cutting back on the food basket, which typically includes a turkey, vegetables and everything else a family would need to make a Christmas dinner.

"We're not sure we'll be able to get everybody the type of basket or turkey that we want to get them this year," Loranger said.

But not every charity is struggling.

"Giving is going up," said Marty Cohn, spokesman for the Watertown, Mass., organization Catalogue for Philanthropy.

The group - which operates catalogueforphilanthropy.org - helps people find charities they'd like to help. It also tracks contributions by state year to year.

People earning $200,000 a year or more are giving more, Cohn said. Those numbers are up by 10 percent in New Hampshire and 24 percent in Massachusetts. Both states are below the national giving average of 26 percent.

Cohn's figures are based on tax-return information, so only donations recorded for exemptions in the federal income tax show up.

And that, Cohn said, is how some smaller charities could slip through the cracks. Small donations don't show up in statistics and, sometimes, those small donations never even get made.

In the end, there isn't much rhyme nor reason to the success or failure of a particular charity, he said.

In North Andover, Mass., the town's Holiday Gift Drive is doing well, according to Jenn Conway, who helps organize the program.

"Because of the intimate nature of the gift drive, I think people are really connected to it," Conway said.

Those who want to donate to the program - families, schools, groups of friends - are given a holiday wish list from children in a particular family, with the name concealed. The donors buy gifts on the wish list and program organizers pass the gifts along to the needy family.

This year, the program has about 90 families on its list, and more donors than it needs. Last year, 85 needy families signed up, and the program had extra donors then, too.

The immediacy of gift giving - the feeling that a donor is contributing in a tangible way - is an important part of getting contributions, according to Judy Chong, a spokeswoman for Shaw's Supermarkets.

Shaw's has run a food drive program in Massachusetts for the last seven years, but, last year, the program expanded throughout the company. And it changed its approach, too.

"Initially, (the program) started with just a straight-out donation," Chong said. 

But then Shaw's executives asked, "How can we make this campaign more successful? How can we make more of an emotional connection?"

The answer was to have the bag of food right there at the checkout counter, Chong said. The bag is scanned like regular groceries and then sent off to a local food pantry.

Last year, the program raised $300,000. This year, they're expecting to raise $500,000, Chong said.

The success or failure of charities in the area - many long-lived programs - sometimes defy explanation.

The Derry News, which is part of The Eagle-Tribune Publishing Co., has only raised $10,000 so far this year with its Santa Fund, far short of its $30,000 goal, according to organizer Cathy DiCampo.

While last year's shortfall - more than $9,000 - was explained by donor burn-out, this year could be harder to explain. DiCampo said she's still hopeful the fund could reach $30,000, although it's beginning to look difficult.

The Eagle-Tribune Santa Fund is down in its donations, as well.

In a written statement, Daniel Griffin, the paper's vice president of marketing, said, "Like many, we've seen a decline (in donations). We know times are very difficult throughout the entire region right now. So, we're especially grateful to all of those who give this year - and look forward to better times next year."

But New Hampshire's U.S. Marine Toys for Tots program could actually be doing better than last year, according to Staff Sgt. Edwin Jose, Bravo Company coordinator. He said he wouldn't really know until after the dust clears Dec. 15, but he suspects the program will do even better than the 87,486 toys it gathered last year.

Cohn, of Catalogue for Philanthropy, said donations to groups are always mixed, and there aren't easy answers about why some charities succeed or fail year to year. But, he said, the important thing is that people give. From his perspective, "People are giving and they're giving a lot of money," he said. "And the question is: Will they give more?" 
Staff writer Terry Date contributed to this report.

