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YOUTH PHILANTHROPISTS INITIATE 
COMMUNITY CHANGE  

Since its inception in 1998, the Youth for 
Community Improvement (YCI) initiative 
has graduated 225 students and awarded 
$350,000 in grants to nonprofits across 
Worcester County.

The youth-led program gives high school 
students the opportunity to develop lead-
ership, critical thinking and communication 
skills as they identify issues of importance 
to them. They then work with nonprofits 
on projects designed to create effective 
change in their communities.

“The focus is on  civic leadership,” said 
Program Officer for Youth and Families 
Amaris Gonzalez.

“And the students make all of the deci-
sions.”

Gonzalez explained participants learn all 
about grant making—building out a grant 
cycle, creating applications, interview-
ing applicants and through consensus, 
determining the recipients and deciding the 
amount of funds they will allocate.

In addition, the program allows students 
to meet teens from communities across the 
county, hear a range of other perspectives 
and create bonds.

The YCI program runs from September 
through April and expanded from having 15 
to 17 teens per cohort to currently 22 to 28 
participants.

This year, 11 grants were awarded. Each 
year, $25,000 to $40,000 is allocated with a 
$5,000 cap per project.

Students identify causes like mental 
health, arts and music in schools, and 
assistance to the unhoused and work on a 
project that addresses the issue.

For example, during a school break, 
YCI participants partnered with Provision 
Ministry to assemble 250 care packages for 
homeless people.

With a grant to Community Health Aware-
ness Network Grows Equity (CHANGE), the 
YCI helped that organization sustain its 
Changemakers summer youth leadership 
program.

“Changemakers empowers immigrant 
youth to develop confidence, leadership 
skills and a strong sense of civic engage-
ment,” said CHANGE President and CEO 
Lovo Koliego.

And YCI provided Regional Environmental 
Council with a grant for a financial literacy 
program, which Gonzalez noted, builds con-
fidence in teens and gives them important 
skills for life.

“These grants support all different 
spaces such as health and wellbeing, the 
arts and youth and development,” Gonzalez 
added. 

Ansh B., a 2024-2025 YCI participant, 
noted, “One of the main takeaways from YCI 
is the impact of collaboration and working 
together to develop solutions that will help 
our community. Through a positive mindset 
and being aware of what’s happening in our 
community, anybody can be a philanthro-
pist.”
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Program includes a $2 million Becker 
Global Public Service Award. In recognition 
of Becker College’s commitment to global 
human welfare, the monetary award will 
support a humanitarian project anywhere 
in the world, developed and led by a rising 
college or university senior.

Noted Amaris Gonzalez, program officer, 
“It is exciting to provide this opportunity, 
which goes beyond a typical award and 
honors Becker’s belief in making a differ-
ence all over the world.” 

College and university presidents in 
Worcester County will have the opportunity 
to nominate one student per year from their 
schools. The award selection process will be 
overseen by GWCF along with a volunteer 
committee. n
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Affordable housing, arts among 
`impactful’ contribution areas 

A vailable, accessible and impactful,” 
are the words used by Jonathan 
Cohen to describe Greater Worces-

ter Community Foundation. Cohen, current 
vice president of community impact, said 
his work focuses on overseeing “outward 
facing” initiatives. These initiatives tackle a 
range of issues important to the region and 
the Foundation has intentionally designed 
its work to be county-wide, actively looking 
for ways to be of value to all the cities and 
towns in Worcester County.

Affordable Housing
One focus area is affordable housing. In 

2024, the Foundation awarded a $1 million 
low-interest line of credit to Worcester 
Community Housing Resources, a nonprofit 
that works with private and public partners 
to develop home ownership and rental 
housing in key neighborhood locations 
throughout the region.

The funding resulted in the creation of 12 
quality, long-term affordable housing units 
across Worcester County.

Andy Howarth, director of develop-
ment at Worcester Community Housing 
Resources, noted the projects demonstrate 
how impact investments can address diverse 
affordable housing challenges: from sup-
porting emerging developers to providing 
construction financing and enabling inno-
vative approaches like receivership.

“Having an extra million dollars to com-
bine with our resources has been amazing,” 
Howarth said. “It allowed us to do three 
projects that we wouldn’t have otherwise 
been able to take on.”

A long vacant property on 49 West Street 
in Worcester is being rehabilitated into 
seven affordable units: three studios, three 
one-bedrooms and one two-bedroom. Six 
of these units will be available for residents 
earning 30% of area median income and 
one at 60%.

In Hardwick, the renovation of an 1880s 
home on 67-69 Petersham Road is support-
ed by $351,000 from the Foundation’s line 
of credit. The conversion to three affordable 
rental units are for households earning 
below 80% of area median income. 

And on 12 Congress Street, an abandoned 
property for a decade is being saved through 
a receivership. GWCF provided $515,000 in 
financing from its line of credit to convert 
the property into two owner-occupied con-
dominiums geared to first-time buyers.

Arts and Creativity
GWCF is the largest funder of arts 

programming in the region, thanks to its 
longstanding participation in the Creative 
Commonwealth Initiative, a 10-year-part-
nership between the Barr Foundation and 
community foundations to elevate arts and 
cultural expression across the state.

The Foundation supports several 
programs, including Assets for Artists for 
Worcester County-based artists that is run 
in collaboration with ArtsWorcester. It 
includes a six-month series of  workshops, 
coaching and networking to elevate the 
creative and business practices of artists.

Cohen explained Assets for Artists is a 
capacity building program that is a contin-
uation of GWCF’s 2022-2023 Business of 
Art program. It is open to artists involved 
in design, visual, performing and spoken 

word arts and gives them the tools to make 
a living out of their creative skills.

“GWCF recognized early on how import-
ant arts and creativity are to every aspect of 
the region--to economic growth, to learning 
at all ages, to neighborhood development 
and to equity and expression and doubled 
down on its support for them,” said Juliet 
Feibel, ArtsWorcester executive director. 

Two cohorts, totaling 31 artists, have 
completed the program to date, with a third 
cohort currently underway.

With support from the Barr Foundation, 

(totaling $2.5 million to date) and do-
nors, GWCF launched Creative Worcester 
County in 2018, which invests in the arts in 
multiple ways. 

In partnership with the city and Worces-
ter Cultural Coalition, Cohen noted 
funding was used to create and activate the 
first cultural plan for Worcester, which was 
released in 2019.

“It still has legs,” he said of the plan. “The 
cultural sector relies on it.”

Creative Worcester’s focus is supporting 
the arts as a key driver of wellbeing and 
vitality and a central component of civic life.

Other efforts included 38 collaborations 
funded by $410,000 in Creative Intersec-
tion Grants. The partnerships connected 
nonprofits with schools, hospitals, senior 
centers and other community organizations 
to incorporate art and improve services to 
individuals and families.

Additionally, resources are given to sup-
port artists and organizations in presenting 
their projects at the Jean McDonough Arts 
Center. And GWCF has increased its in-
vestment in arts and culture year over year 
through its Community Grants program.

“GWCF recognized early on how 
important arts and creativity are 
to every aspect of the region--to 

economic growth, to learning 
at all ages, to neighborhood 

development and to equity and 
expression and doubled down on 

its support for them.” 

Juliet Feibel, ArtsWorcester 
executive director
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Nutter is proud to support the  
Greater Worcester Community Foundation  

as it celebrates its 50th anniversary

years
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Worcester County Insights
Worcester County Insights is an interac-

tive website with local data designed to give 
a comprehensive portrait of the community. 

GWCF and Worcester Regional Research 
Bureau sponsored the website and it was 
developed by the Center for Governmental 
Research.

 Cohen described Worcester County 
Insights as “dashboard data in a digest-
ible format,” aimed at helping community 
members and leaders access information 
about the county’s 60 cities and towns all in 
one place.

He said it is also helpful to nonprofit lead-
ers as they seek grants that require several 
data points in the application process.

The “public education tool,” can help 
coordinate responses and direct funds 
and resources for greater impact towards 
solutions tailored to Worcester County, 
according to Cohen.

In the future, Cohen said there is 
potential to expand the dashboard to tell 
stories about the data and track changes and 
achievements in the areas GWCF serves.

By examining local and regional needs, 
Worcester County Insights brings awareness 
to potential disparities across geography, 
race, age, gender, economics and more. 

Worcester County Green Fund
A donor family, passionate about com-

bating climate change in Worcester County, 
established a Green Fund about 1 ½ years 
ago. The fund is seeded with $100,000 per 
year for five years, matched by GWCF for a 
total investment of $1 million.

The Green Fund’s first investments 
focused on supporting the 22 land trusts 
that cover Worcester County, providing ca-
pacity-building grants to support their land 
conservation efforts.  

The Land Trust Capacity-Building Grant 
Program is providing up to two years of 
support by investing in activities that will 
strengthen the capacity of land trusts to do 
their work, including strategic planning, 
volunteer management, grant navigation, 
project management, leadership develop-
ment and scaling internal systems. 

“There is a broad network of volunteers 
doing good work and we want to help them 
do it better,” Cohen said.

Additionally, the Foundation is partner-
ing with Mass Audubon’s Central Region to 
explore opportunities to form a county-wide 
climate coalition.

They are hoping to bring together the 
numerous organizations and nonprofits that 
are working to address climate change at the 

local level. 
In its early stages, Cohen believes this 

initiative is on a “pathway for success.”
He noted a key piece is that in general, 

there is a sense of hopelessness by people 
regarding climate change. “If we can get 
them together, they will not feel so alone. 
Collectively and out of silos, they can spread 
the message and feel that hope.” n

“Thank you for being 
such a phenomenal 

support in the community 
for nonprofits and 
congratulations on 

turning 50; it looks good 
on you!”

Charisse Murphy, Shine 
Initiative executive director
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When you win, we win.
We are always ready to support those that support our community. Which is why 
we’re proud to support Greater Worcester Community Foundation. Thank you for 
all that you do, and congratulations on 50 years!

web5.com MEMBER FDIC 
MEMBER DIF

“Reaching 50 years is a remarkable milestone that speaks to the 
Greater Worcester Community Foundation’s enduring vision, steadfast 

leadership, and deep-rooted commitment to the people of Worcester 
and Central Massachusetts.”

Lovo Koliego, Community Health Network Grows Equity president/CEO
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. . .from $7m to nearly $250m today!
Since its’ early days in 1975, The Wetzel family has long been involved with the Greater 

Worcester Community Foundation. In 1985, when the foundation was valued at $7 million, 
Todd’s father and Robbie’s grandfather, Bob Wetzel, proudly served as its president. Now, 

four decades later, the foundation has grown to $250 million, demonstrating that long-term 
investment in our community truly yields great returns. As Bob stated then, we owe a debt of 
gratitude to the visionary community members who established the foundation 50 years ago.

Congratulations on celebrating 50 years of growth 

Todd Wetzel and his son, Robbie Wetzel. 
Inset: Robert H. Wetzel, president of the 
foundation in 1985.

THE WETZEL GROUP AT MORGAN STANLEY
Morgan Stanley Smith Barney LLC. Member SIPC.


