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LEADERSHIP LETTER

Two years after the COVID-19 pandemic swept 
through the United States, students are back in the 
classrooms, workers have returned to the office, stores 
and restaurants are open for business, and for most 
people, some semblance of normalcy has returned.

While the masks are coming off, the social and 
economic devastation of the pandemic still weighs 
heavily on people who are the poorest and most 
marginalized.

The pandemic brought many setbacks and created 
new challenges for individuals and families already 
suffering from poverty.

In Southwest Georgia, the impact of COVID 
exacerbated already bleak numbers of poverty, 
including in Albany, where 29.7% of the population 
lives in poverty, compared to 14% in Georgia and 
11.4% nationally.

Even though 2020 and 2021 were undeniably 
years that presented challenges, the United Way of 
Southwest Georgia (SWGA) remained focused on 
fighting for every person’s health, education, and 
financial stability.

For every complex memory from the past two years, 
beautiful memories of connection, resiliency, and 
strength have emerged. In response to the pandemic, 
the United Way SWGA launched the Reimagine Albany 
campaign, which infused nearly $1 million in COVID-19 
relief through 30 partner agencies. This collective 
effort provided about 84,000 adults and children in 
Southwest Georgia with food access, rent and utility 
assistance, childcare for essential workers, mental 
health access, virtual learning, and personal protective 
equipment (PPE) for medical workers.

However, these Herculean efforts have barely 
scratched the surface. We can’t focus on the future 
when many of the issues intensified by the pandemic 
have been decades and generation-long problems.

While the pandemic was a tremendous public health 
crisis, it escalated issues for low-income families like 
adequate and affordable housing, financial ability to 
pay monthly utilities, social injustice, and much more.

United Way SWGA staff and volunteers aim to create 
brighter futures for youth and adults throughout 

the region. We are committed to being the bridge 
that connects individuals seeking a more stable and 
fulfilling life to local organizations that can make it 
happen.

It’s a team effort and we’re incredibly proud of our 
United Way SWGA board, staff, volunteers, nonprofit 
agencies, corporate partners and community 
members who support the United Way mission. 
During the eerie silence of lockdowns, our staff and 
volunteers solved problems, strategized ways to 
launch emergency programs, created a new sense of 
direction, and helped define the future of the United 
Way of SWGA and the communities we serve.

As you read the 2020 & 2021 annual report, you will 
get a glimpse of our resilience, growth and plans to 
Reimagine SWGA so that we can continue to positively 
impact our communities.

Many thanks for your continued support. Forward and 
onward, the best is yet to come!

With gratitude,

SHAUNAE MOTLEY
PRESIDENT AND CEO

UNITED WAY OF SOUTHWEST GEORGIA

DEMETRIUS LOVE
BOARD CHAIR
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OUR YEARS IN NUMBERS
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HELP STARTS WITH 2-1-1

Every hour of every day, someone in Southwest Georgia 
needs essential services-from finding substance abuse 
assistance to securing adequate care for a child or an aging 
parent. Faced with a dramatic increase in the number of 
agencies and help lines, people often don’t know where to 
turn. In many cases, people end up going without these 
necessary and readily available services because they don’t 
know where to start.

United Way 2-1-1 provides callers with information about 
human services for everyday and once-in-a-lifetime needs 
serving: Baker, Calhoun, Crisp, Dooly, Dougherty, Early, 
Lee, Mitchell, Randolph, Sumter, Terrell, Wilcox, and Worth 
counties.

• Basic Human Needs Resources
• Employment Supports
• Physical and Mental Health Resources
• Support for Children, Youth, & Families
• Support for older adults & persons with disabilities
• Volunteer opportunities and donations

Throughout Albany, thousands of families were at risk 
of eviction or homelessness due to job loss and other 
COVID-19 related financial hardships. The United Way of 
Southwest Georgia (SWGA) partnered with the City of Albany’s 
Department of Community & Economic Development and 
Strive2Thrive to implement the Eviction Prevention & Rental 
Assistance Program (EPRAP). 

United Way SWGA partnered with Emory Prevention Research 
Center (EPRC) to explore the relationship between diet, 
physical activity, and tobacco use in homes, churches, and 
workplaces for people 18 to 70 years old. The findings helped 
create the Healthy Homes/Healthy Families program, which 
pairs families with coaches to develop healthy eating and 
physical activity habits. Participants were recruited through 
the 2-1-1 Resource Line and received coaching calls, texts, 
nutritional information, and strategies.  

 Judy Russell, 2-1-1 Community Navigator, provides callers with 
information about available services in Southwest Georgia.

2-1-1 Help System

Rental Assistance

Healthy Homes/Healthy Families

24,367

16,572
941%+

2-1-1 Calls 2020-2021

2-1-1 Texts in 2020-2021

Increase in Utilization of  
2-1-1 Services from 2019



STUFF 
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Serving schools in Dougherty, Lee, Terrell, Sumter, and Worth counties.
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Connection Matters 

Leadership & Self-Care 

Mind Matters

Mindful Self-Compassion

Kate’s Club: Supporting & Empowering 
Grieving Youth

Pandemic Parenting 2.1 Conference 

Question, Persuade, Refer (QPR) 
Sound Healing

Stewards of Children 

The Case for Trauma-Informed Service 

Now more than ever, becoming a trauma-informed and 
ACES aware region is among the most urgent and important 
priorities for southwest Georgia as we cope with the brutal 
impacts of Covid-19 and structural legacies of racism. In 
the first months of the pandemic, Albany-Dougherty County 
was listed with the fourth largest number of Covid-19 cases 
per capita globally—resulting in our fifth federally declared 
disaster in the span of three years. The challenge facing us 
now is how to improve the mental well-being of children and 
young adults in our community.

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) is a term that 
describes traumatic events that can include all forms of 
abuse, neglect, parental separation, violence in the home or 
community, or having a family member attempt or die by 
suicide. 

Children and teens who experience multiple traumatic events 
are more likely to have life-long adverse outcomes, including 
chronic health conditions, mental illness, substance abuse, 
and reduced educational and occupational achievement. 

According to a Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
study, about 61% of adults reported having at least one type 
of ACEs before age 18, and 1 in 6 said they had experienced 
four or more types of childhood trauma. 

Through a multi-year grant from Resilient Georgia, the 
United Way of Southwest Georgia (SWGA) and regional 
partners established Resilient Southwest Georgia to build 
trauma-informed communities in Baker, Calhoun, Clay, Crisp, 
Dougherty, Early, Lee, Mitchell, Quitman, Randolph, Sumter, 
Terrell, and Worth counties. 

The Resilient Southwest Georgia initiative unites more 
than 30 organizations and agencies to raise awareness of 
ACEs, strengthen communication and collaboration across 
treatment and service sectors, and develop a “trauma-
informed” approach to treating people affected by childhood 
traumas. 

According to Philip Gentry, Special Projects Manager with 
the United Way SWGA, the Resilient Southwest Georgia 

initiative also seeks to strengthen families and end the 
intergenerational transmission of adverse childhood traumas. 

As part of the Resilient Georgia grant, Resilient Southwest 
Georgia hosted in-person and virtual trainings to build 
connections and improve resiliency, prevent childhood 
trauma, and promote the importance of personal interactions 
for individuals who have been traumatized.

“I think the biggest accomplishment of Resilient Southwest 
Georgia has been our ability to move the needle in creating 
awareness for mental health overall,” Gentry said. “While 
addressing ACEs is our focus, through programs, trainings, 
and partnerships with like-minded entities throughout the 
community, we have effectively removed a layer of stigma 
around the concept of mental health.”

Removing the stigma of mental health, Gentry said, “It is no 
longer a taboo topic in the community, and we are excited to 
see more progress made in the years to come.” 

Dealing with Adverse 
Childhood Experiences

Resilient Southwest Georgia Partners

Southwest Georgia
Legal Self-Help 

Center Inc.

Trainings Offered

MENTAL HEALTH AWARENESS
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10 TYPES OF ACES

ABUSE
 1 Physical

 2 Psychological

 3 Sexual

NEGLECT
 4 Physical

 5 Psychological

HOUSEHOLD 
DYSFUNCTION
 6 Substance Abuse

 7 Parent with
  Mental Illness

 8 Incarcerated Parent

 9 Divorce

 10 Domestic Violence

3 5
GEORGIANS have
experienced
significant childhood 
trauma

OUT
OF

61%
Adults reported
having at least 
one type of  ACE 
before the age 
of  18.

During a Sound Healing event, participants learned how to use different forms 
of restoration and healing to create an environment of peace and relaxation.

Participants gained a better understanding of trauma, brain development, 
resilience, and substantial knowledge about ACEs at the Connection Matters 
“Play Your ACE” conference.



COMMUNITY IMPACT PARTNER AGENCIES

ALBANY’S VISION TO
EMPOWER FAMILIES



Working to build stronger and more resilient 
communities, the United Way of Southwest Georgia 
funds nonprofit agencies that provide programs and 
services focused on education, financial stability, 
health, and basic needs, which serve as the building 
blocks for a good quality of life.

Albany Area YMCA
(229) 436-0531   |  albanyareaymca.com
Provides adults and children with health and wellness 
programs.

Boys and Girls Clubs of Albany
(229) 439-0196   |  bgcalbany.org
Offers programs and services to young people to inspire 
them to become productive, caring, and responsible.

Easter Seals
(229) 439-7061   |  easterseals.com/southerngeorgia
Provides services, education, outreach, and advocacy for 
people with autism and other disabilities.

Family Literacy Connection 
(229) 888-2414   |  familyliteracyconnection.com
Helps disadvantaged families gain stability, self-sufficiency, 
and success through educational programs for the whole 
family.

Feeding the Valley Albany
(229) 496-2031   |  feedingthevalley.org
Serves as a centralized source for receiving and distributing 
food to feed hungry people.

Girl Scouts of Historic Georgia 
(229) 432-9188   |  gshg.org
Extends a safe environment for girls to explore interests and 
connect with a community of friends and mentors.

Liberty House of Albany
(229) 439-7094   |  libertyhouseofalbany.com
Provides a safe temporary shelter and specialized services 
for victims of domestic violence.

Lily Pad
(229) 435-0074   |  lilypadcenter.com
Provides compassionate and comprehensive care to victims 
and families impacted by crimes of sexual assault and child 
sexual/physical abuse.

Middle Flint Area Council on Aging
(229) 928-2126   |  mfcoa.org
Serves nutritious meals and social activities like arts and 
crafts, exercise, entertainment programs, and fellowship to 
senior adults.

Open Arms, Inc.
(229) 431-1121   |  openarmsinc.org
Provides healing hope to children and adults dealing with 
child abuse and homelessness.

Sowega Council on Aging
(229) 432-1124   |  sowegacoa.org
Coordinates a system of services to promote the well-being 
and independence of older and disabled people.

Strive2Thrive
(229) 317-7175   |  strive2thrive.org
A community-wide approach to provide resources that 
move Albany families into self-sufficiency.

The ARC of Southwest Georgia
(229) 888-6852   |  albanyarc.org
Advocates on behalf of individuals with disabilities and their 
caregivers. 

The Salvation Army 
(229) 435-1428   |  salvationarmy.org
Offers services to meet the physical and emotional needs 
of the hungry and homeless.

Building Stronger and more 
Resilient Communities



“Our desire to move forward and do something to help can 
be paralyzed by too many options or not knowing where to 
start,” said Shaunae Motley, President and CEO of the United 
Way SWGA. “The coronavirus pandemic, together with 
incidents of social injustices, brought into sharp focus how 
racism manifests itself in the daily lives of black and brown 
communities.”

Using a community-wide approach, the United Way SWGA 
recruited a small group of local racial equity champions 
across sectors to strategically align time, talent, and 
resources to achieve its purpose.

“Our community needs people of all ages, ethnicities, and 
sectors to clear the path for learning, listening, getting 
involved, and taking action together,” Motley said. “The 
United Way of Southwest Georgia looks forward to 
continuing its effort to reimagine equity together.”

Funded by the Sapelo Foundation, Reimagine Albany 
collaborates with the Partnership for Southern Equity (PSE) 
and community organizations to strengthen education and 
health systems and build wealth in the community.

The first cohort of Equity 
Advancement Fund (EAF) recipients 
participated in the United Way SWGA’s 
inaugural Reimagine Albany Capital 
Immersion Day. While meeting with 
elected officials, the EAF recipients 
made connections that will generate 
positive outcomes throughout Albany, 
Dougherty County. 

In 2020, as the coronavirus rapidly spread 
throughout the United States, the city of 
Albany gained national attention for leading 
the state in COVID-19 deaths and having 
one of the highest infection rates in the 
country.  

The urgency of the pandemic, combined with America’s 
racial injustices, which simultaneously came to the nation’s 
forefront, set the stage to create a formal network to 
reimagine Albany’s future. 

Guided by the United Way of Southwest Georgia (SWGA), the 
Reimagine Albany initiative seeks to improve societal issues 
through collaboration with local organizations, faith groups, 
funders, direct service providers, elected officials, and other 
community decision-makers.

By focusing on the three priority issue areas identified by our 
steering committee, Reimagine Albany empowered entities 
committed to effecting systemic social equity advancement 
in the local areas of housing, education, and health as 
disparities in these sectors were highlighted during the 
pandemic.

DIVERSITY-EQUITY-INCLUSION
REIMAGINE ALBANY



• Launched the Equity Advancement Fund (EAF) to support 
innovative solutions to drive lasting, positive change 
in the advancement of equity and justice in education, 
health care, and housing. Reimagine Albany awarded over 
$50,000 in grant funding to nine regional organizations.

• Reimagine Albany Capitol Immersion Day at the Georgia 
State Capitol Building. The EAF recipients met with state 
representatives and shared their hopes, concerns, and 
projects geared toward making Albany an equitable 
community.

• Supported Albany State University Strada Scholars as 
they share a mission to “improve lives by forging clearer 
and more purposeful pathways between education and 
employment. Building a more equitable system that will 
allow more people to succeed.” 

• Reimagine Albany members participated in Tufts 
University’s Civic Humanities 2021 certificate course 
Black Futures Matter: Civic Life, Health and Equity. 
The course provided hands-on projects in social 
reasoning, community-based research, and community 
empowerment. 

• Co-sponsored the Jack and Jill of America, Albany 
Chapter’s Black History Youth Conference.

• Reimagine Albany was influential in organizing racial 
equity training with the Emery Prevention Research Center 
Initiative. 

• Identified opportunities to collaborate with numerous 
equity efforts throughout Georgia, including substandard 
housing, education, and healthcare. 

2020-2021 Reimagine 
Albany Accomplishments

2021 Equity Advancement
Fund Recipients
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Not all heroes wear capes, and that became highly evident 
during the COVID-19 pandemic when the generosity 
of donors, volunteers, and community leaders became 
neighbors helping neighbors.

During the debilitating pandemic, the United Way of 
Southwest Georgia (SWGA) leaned on these “heroes” to go 
above and beyond to help financially and give generously.

As the COVID-19 pandemic rapidly spread across the U.S., 
the United Way SWGA partnered with the Albany Area 
Chamber of Commerce to establish the COVID-19 Response 
& Recovery Fund.  

When the call was made for help, individuals, organizations, 
and companies quickly extended financial assistance, 
including a $150,000 donation from the Wildfair Plantation in 
Albany.

“On behalf of the Wildfair family, our businesses and friends, 
we believe we have greater impact when we work together,” 
said Joseph Davenport III, owner of Wildfair Plantation, a 
local hunting preserve. “We stand strong with Albany and are 
pleased to support the community.”

With almost $500,000 received for the COVID-19 Response 
& Recovery Fund, the United Way SWGA was able to quickly 
address the economic challenges of COVID-19 by deploying 
resources to community-based organizations working 
to meet the immediate needs of individuals and families 
affected by the crisis.

Before COVID-19, Stribling Stuber was unfamiliar with the 
United Way but became a volunteer through awareness of 
the COVID-19 Response & Recovery Fund. 

“This made a real impression on me,” she said. “Not only is 
the United Way of Southwest Georgia great about looking at 
the broader community, but they do a great job giving value 
and holding up the importance of the individuals that make 
up our community.” 

Working with the Neighbor Helping Neighbor program, 

Stuber said she witnessed the United Way as a connector 
building person-to-person relationships. 

“They identify folks who may need a little help with groceries 
and essential items,” she said. “Also, identify people who 
may have extra on hand and are looking for ways to help but 
may not know where to start.”

Proud to be a supporter of United Way SWGA, Stuber said, 
“It’s been such an impressive and powerful effort to mobilize 
and address the unprecedented needs and challenges 
people faced and continue to face.”

Creating that “extra spark and making that connection,” 
Stuber said, “We all want to reach out and help our 
neighbors. We need that facilitation to bring us together.”

LENDING A HAND

Supporting COVID-19 
Relief Efforts 

Major Donors to the COVID-19 
Response & Recovery Fund
Laura & John Arnold

J. Bulow Campbell 
Foundation

Joseph H.
Davenport III

Fidelity Charitable

Howard Fund

Kendeda Fund

McKenzie Foundation

R.E. Turner 

Turner Foundation

Betty & Davis Fitzgerald 
Foundation

Garnett Smith Foundation

Jeffrey Saturday

John Strout 

Truist Foundation

UPS

Wildfair Plantation 

Wings Group

20

On behalf of the Wildfair 
family, our businesses and 
friends, we believe we 
have greater impact when 
we work together. We 
stand strong with Albany 
and are pleased to support 
the community.

- JOSEPH DAVENPORT III



For more than a decade, Strive 2 
Thrive (S2T) has helped hundreds of 
individuals and families living in Albany 
and Dougherty County break the cycle of 
poverty.  

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 
29.7% of Albany’s population lives in 
poverty, compared to 14% in Georgia and 
11.4% nationally. 

An Albany-based nonprofit, S2T is a two-year 
“life-changing” program that blends community 
resources, coaching and training to move individuals 
and families from poverty to prosperity.  

“Climbing out of poverty is not a quick fix,” said 
S2T Executive Director Alvita Swain. “We assist 
and empower individuals and families to move to 
self-sufficiency,” including two nine-week extensive 
training sessions per year for adults and children. 

During the weekly meetings, adults participate in 
classes that build skills and knowledge in personal 
and professional development, financial literacy, 
and leadership. While the children complete 
lessons focused on building six pillars of character: 
trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, 
caring, and citizenship. 

Stressing the importance of leadership, Swain said, 
“We believe that reciprocity is essential, and no 
matter where you are, you can give back.”

The monthly case management provides time 
for the adults to work with their coach to develop 
SMART goals that are specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant, and time-bound.

Wanting to achieve the American Dream of 
homeownership, Albany native Frank Mobley turned 
to S2T for guidance.

While participating in housing counseling, Mobley 
secured a job at the Albany Marine Corps Logistics 
Base and began saving for a down payment on a 
house.

“Everyone in our program is required to save,” Swain 
said. “They open a readiness account and deposit 

STRIVE 2 THRIVE
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an agreed amount each month. The account is very 
purpose-driven and tied to their goal.” 

Mobley remained focused, and in December 2020, he 
purchased a three-bedroom house and a car. 

In 2018 and 2019, Mobley received the S2T 
“Commitment Award” for his dedication and 
determination. 

“Frank was committed to doing the work it took to 
move to self-sufficiency,” Swain said. “He is an example 
of the amazing things that can happen when you are 
empowered to develop a future story and work toward 
the manifestation of goals. Frank is an inspiration to 
others as he has moved from surviving to thriving.” 

Because the impact of poverty often extends across 
multiple generations, S2T offers programs that address 
the needs of parents, caregivers, and children. 

“There is generational and situational poverty,” Swain 
said. “Generational poverty is harder to navigate, but if 
you provide foundational tools and they use them, then 
it works.”

Seeking to break the endless cycle of poverty, S2T 
offers a parenting class, which includes a family retreat 
at Callaway Gardens. 

The two-day event includes topics focused on 
understanding, family roles, team building, and 
developing healthy relationships. 

Each year, S2T serves an average of 250 adults and 
children, an ambitious achievement that requires 
multiple financial partnerships, including the United 
Way of Southwest Georgia.

“We are a small nonprofit, so the funding is important, 
and the United Way has been there to support us,” she 
said. “Not just the annual financial support but through 
various programs,” including partial sponsorship of the 
parenting retreat. 

“With the United Way’s support, we empower, train, 
and coach impoverished families in Albany, Dougherty 
County to change their mindsets and enhance their 
quality of life,” Swain said. “The United Way assists S2T 
in providing a hand-up and not a hand-out.”

ALBANY’S VISION TO
EMPOWER FAMILIES



Helping Parents Stay 
Financially Fit

%64
of  families live 
paycheck to paycheck

Approximately

EDUCATION HIGHLIGHT

Financially Fit, is a program administered 
by United Way of Southwest Georgia 
(SWGA) through GEAR UP Dougherty 
students and their families. This program 
gives families financial literacy strategies 
to better prepare students and families 
for the future.

“We provide overall financial literacy education 
for families with the emphasis on preparing to 
send their student to college” said Cindy Wisham, 
Community Impact Director of United Way SWGA. 
“With approximately 64% of families living paycheck 
to paycheck, parents in our community have concerns 
about first generation college students being able to 
pay for college.”

Every program offered in Financially Fit centers on 
personal finance. Programs have included in person 
speakers, such as Shannaan Dawda, a financial coach, 
founder of True Financial, CPA, motivational speaker, 
and author of “From Paychecks to Power.” A GEAR UP parent picking up a College Resource Box to keep 

track of essential documents like report cards, tax returns, shot 
records, awards, scholarship research, and college admission 
forms. Each family also received a Financial Literacy Game 
to use as a tool to help increase family knowledge and have a 
Family Fun Night as they work together to gain greater financial 
independence. Feedback received from parents indicate that 
learning that their financial personality is unique impacts how 
they manage money.



Gearing Up to Find 
Success Beyond High 
School
GEAR UP Dougherty, funded by 
the U.S. Department of Education, 
provides 2,100 students in the 
graduating class of 2024 and 2025 in 
the Dougherty County School System 
with academic tutoring, leadership 
training, resume writing, test 
preparation, entrepreneurial skills, 
college tours, and financial literacy 
programs for their parents.
While their career options may take a different 
path, GEAR UP Dougherty is helping students 
find success after high school by attending 
college, technical school, enlisting in the military, 
or joining the workforce.

Dr. Alana Simmons, Program Director for GEAR 
UP Dougherty said, “This program works to 
ensure students are prepared to enter and 
succeed in education and the workforce beyond 
high school.”

The program’s most popular activity is taking 
the students on college tours. Since 2018 more 
than 1,300 students have been on at least one 
college tour.

Shannaan Dawda, a financial coach, founder of True 
Financial, CPA, motivational speaker, and author 
of “From Paychecks to Power,” led an interactive 
financial workshop for GEAR UP Dougherty parents. 



Hunger Knows
No BoundariesBASIC NEEDS HIGHLIGHT
In Georgia, more than 1.2 million 
adults and children are “food insecure,” 
meaning they lack consistent access 
to enough food to live an active, 
healthy life.
Several Southwest Georgia counties rank within the top 
tier of the state’s most food insecure population, including 
Dougherty (25.5%), Terrell (24.8%), and Calhoun (22.4%).

Just months before the COVID-19 pandemic, Feeding 
the Valley, based in Columbus, Georgia, established a 
distribution warehouse in Albany to provide food for 
adults and children in Dougherty, Lee, Terrell, and Calhoun 
counties.

“When we agreed to cover this area, the goal was to 
provide as much nutritious food as possible, said Frank 
Sheppard, CEO and President of Feeding the Valley Food 
Bank. “Dougherty and surrounding counties were without 
a food bank, so we needed to do this as quickly as 
possible.” 

Sheppard credits an abundance of community support, 
including Shaunae Motley, President and CEO of the 
United Way of Southwest Georgia, with assistance in 
finding warehouse space and securing agency partners. 

“My first meeting in Albany was with Shaunae, who 
helped me make valuable connections,” Sheppard said. 
“The nonprofits and faith-based organizations in this 
area are extremely collaborative, well networked, and 
interconnected, which helped us get up and running much 
faster than we had anticipated.”

Feeding the Valley-Albany leased a small warehouse, 
located on Slappey Blvd, which served as a good starting 
point but not a long-term solution.  

“We were fortunate to get our original site up and running 
just before COVID hit, so we had a base to operate out 
of during this crisis,” Sheppard said. “Through our 90 
partner agencies, we distribute food to people in need. 
The agencies, mostly faith-based and nonprofits, come 
and get the food from us and distribute it within the 
community.” 



To fill in the gaps, Feeding the Valley-Albany uses monthly 
food distribution events to reach individuals and families not 
served by partner agencies. 

“These are shut-ins, senior citizens, or people living in 
public housing facilities,” Sheppard said. “We have 13 sites 
throughout four counties, and each month families sign-up 
to get about 60 pounds of food,” including frozen meats, 
fresh fruits and vegetables, and nonperishable items.

“The boxes supplement other food sources to make ends 
meet,” he said. “We are distributing about 3,000 boxes a 
month through this program.”

At the heart of Feeding the Valley’s mission is serving 
children, a growing need, especially in Georgia, where 1 in 7 
children face hunger daily. Helping to elevate this problem, 
the Kid’s Café program, located at the Albany YMCA, serves 
35,000 hot meals and snacks annually. 

As the need for food escalated during the pandemic, food 
assistance increased by more than 50%, confirming the 
need for a larger facility.  

“The pandemic made us even more aware that the Slappey 
site was inadequate to serve the area under ‘normal’ times, 
much less a crisis,” Sheppard said. “People financially 
impacted by the pandemic still have a lot of work to do 
as they fight to avoid foreclosures, evictions, and utility 
disconnections.”

Within Dougherty, Lee, Terrell, and Calhoun counties, 1 in 5 
people are chronically hungry.

“We now have inflation that is out of control and very high 
gas prices,” Sheppard said. “We will continue to see a higher 
level of need and anticipate that for the foreseeable future.” 

In 2021, Feeding the Valley-Albany announced a $4.5 million 
facility project made possible through private donations and 
funding from a Georgia Department of Community Affairs 
block grant.

The 35,000-square-foot warehouse, expected to open in 
October 2022, is an opportunity to build a food bank for 
the future.  

“Just the capacity alone will allow us to store and 
distribute more food,” Sheppard said. “Right now, about 
half of the work done in Albany comes out of Columbus 
daily. With the new site, Feeding the Valley-Albany will 
stand alone as its own operation.”

Hunger Knows
No Boundaries



For nearly six decades, the Sowega 
Council on Aging (SCOA) has been a 
trusted nonprofit agency serving seniors 
and disabled adults across a 14-county 
region in Southwest Georgia.

With a mission to help older adults 
stay active, independent, and thriving, 
the SCOA staff and volunteers connect 
seniors to programs and resources, 
including meals, caregiver support, legal 
services, and evidence-based wellness 
programs that promote health and 
prevent diseases among older adults.  
Each day an estimated 10,000 adults cross the senior age 
threshold, and by 2030, all baby boomers (people born 
between 1947 and 1964) will be at least 65 years old. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Georgia has the ninth 
fastest-growing 60 and older population. 

The rising number of senior adults pushes the demand for 
programs and services offered by SCOA and other aging 
centers.

In 2020, with the emergence of COVID-19, the SCOA 
faced unique challenges, including how to safely and 
cost-effectively serve an aging population that was the 
most vulnerable to the virus. 

“Early on, we didn’t know much about the pandemic, 
but we knew it was impacting our seniors,” said SCOA 
Executive Director Izzie Sadler. “There was a lot of fear, 
and our seniors could no longer come to the centers for 
meals and activities.”

Even though the centers were empty, the decision 
was made to stop using the senior facilities for meals 
and activities and start delivering the program using 
community resources.

“We closed the buildings permanently, except for the 
one in Albany, as it is a community resource center and 
the hub of our offices for the region,” she said. “It was 
time to set up our agency and programs to be resilient to 
COVID and anything else that might come, like economic 
issues and workforce shortages.”

This bold move allowed the SCOA to create a new vision 
for serving seniors in the future. The innovative solution 
became the Senior Center Without Walls model. 

“We partnered with local restaurants to provide nutritious 
meals,” Sadler said. “Seniors can go through the drive-
through or inside. No one knows they are part of the 
program. Then, when it’s time to pay, they sign their 
name.” 

A significant jump in participation confirmed the SCOA 
is on the right track. Pre-COVID, the senior centers were 
serving on average 500 meals per day, and that number 
has jumped to 1,500, with about 800 seniors on a waiting 
list. 

Sowega Council on Aging: 
Moving Beyond the Walls 

HEALTH & WELLNESS HIGHLIGHT



More than offering a hot and nutritious meal, SCOA 
provides an extensive list of activities and programming, 
including evidence-based classes offered virtually or at 
local public venues like parks, churches, and the YMCA.

“We’ve found a lot of success in teaching our classes 
virtually, including participants retaining more information 
and feeling more comfortable being in their homes,” Sadler 
said. “Through technology, we are even more connected 
to our seniors. As a result, we are working smarter, and 
everyone is staying healthy.” 

Even before the pandemic, SCOA was ahead in adapting 
technology solutions, like the Claris Companion tablet, for 
senior adults, especially those living alone or dealing with 
isolation. 

Funded through various grants, the SCOA distributes 
Claris Companion tablets that feature intuitive senior-
friendly software on a manageable device. Each tablet is 
programmed to the individual needs of the senior user, all 
within a touch of a button. 

Seniors can connect to family, friends, and healthcare 
providers, participate in virtual events, browse, receive 
medication reminders, and watch videos.

The Senior Center Without Walls model has reduced 
operational overhead and tripled the number of 
participating seniors across the SCOA’s service region, 
with one county increasing from 17 to 254 participants 
post-COVID.  

For its success with the Senior Center Without Walls 
initiative, the SCOA received the Area Agency on Aging 
Excellence in Innovation award two years in a row at the 
state level, an honorable mention for Excellence in Hybrid 
Programming award from the National Council on Aging, 
and Achievements in Innovations Award from USAging. 

Accomplishing what might have seemed impossible, 
Sadler credits the SCOA staff, volunteers, board, and 
community partners, including the United Way of 
Southwest Georgia, which provides funding for the 
AmeriCorps RSVP (Retired Senior Volunteer Program) and 
administrative support for the Ramp Brigade. 

In FY2021, a team of 60 volunteers logged approximately 
8,300 hours teaching classes, making phone calls to more 
than 6,000 seniors isolated at home, and constructed 115 
ramps for disabled, ill, or amputee clients. 



TOP COMMUNITY PARTNERS

Dougherty County
School System

Building a better community, one student at a time!

Thanks to companies making a significant financial 
contribution to the 2020 and 2021 United Way of  
Southwest Georgia Annual Campaign.



$10,000+
ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE 

SOCIETY 

$1,000 - $9,999
FLINT LEADERSHIP 

SOCIETY
BRONZE: $1,000 – $1,499
SILVER:  $1,500 – $2,499
GOLD:  $2,500 – $4,999

PLATINUM: $5,000 – $9,999

$500+
YOUNG LEADERS 

UNITED

CORPORATE 
CHAMPIONS CIRCLE

The Corporate Champions Circle 
represents a network of  community-minded 

donors whose philanthropic support 
is critical to helping the United Way of  

Southwest Georgia achieve its mission. 

 LEGACY GIVING
Through planned giving, individuals can 

achieve personal and financial goals while 
leaving a legacy that will benefit Southwest 

Georgia communities for generations. 
Planned gifts can be given immediately (gift 

of  stock or real property) or deferred (a 
bequest or life insurance policy).

EVERY DOLLAR 
COUNTS

TO DONATE NOW:
VISIT unitedwayswga.org

CALL 229.883.6700
OR SCAN BELOW

$

BECOME A PARTNER



OUR MISSION STATEMENT

SERVICE REGION

To improve people’s lives by mobilizing the caring 
power of  communities in Southwest Georgia.

United Way of  Southwest Georgia proudly serves 
13 counties, including Baker, Calhoun, Crisp, 
Dooly, Dougherty, Early, Lee, Mitchell, Randolph, 
Sumter, Terrell, Wilcox, and Worth.



LIVE
UNITED.

United Way of
Southwest Georgia

TOGETHER WE’RE ON
A MISSION TO...
• Prepare children and youth to achieve 

academic success

• Empower individuals and families to gain 
self-sufficiency 

• Build healthier, stronger communities

• Ensure people meet their basic needs for 
food, clothing, shelter, and safety.

United Way of Southwest Georgia is committed to 
improving lives by raising awareness and mobilizing 
the collective efforts of people to identify solutions 
and work toward building more robust and equitable 
communities where every person can thrive.   
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