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WHAT A DIFFERENCE A 
FEW WEEKS MAKE
A note from President Bob Sorge
I hope you, your family and your friends are well. That you are 
all healthy, adjusting to the remote working environment, and 
perhaps even using this opportunity to strengthen bonds with 
those in your home, and those on the other end of the (now 
ubiquitous) video conference call.

I have never been as grateful for technology, and the internet, 
as I am now. My father-in-law called my wife this weekend in 
a video chat — initiated by him. This is a man who had little use for technology only a year 
ago, but has embraced it to stay close to his family. While the COVID-19 pandemic wreaks 
havoc on our world, I wonder what things are occurring in the midst of it that feel trivial 
now, but may lead to a different, more positive trajectory for society.

MCF was putting the final touches on this newsletter when COVID-19 was declared a 
pandemic. We have pivoted the content to be more responsive, but the message in my 
original letter — the power of “we” — has never been more timely. Indeed, our reliance on 
the good faith and cooperation of others has rarely felt this acute. I can’t socially distance if 
you choose not to. Our health and well-being is not only in the hands of our family, friends 
and neighbors, but also in those of complete strangers in the grocery store. Neither your 
race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, politics, wealth, nor the dozens of other ways we 
divide ourselves into groups will protect you. But the good faith of strangers will — and 
likely in ways that will never be made obvious to you. At the end of this, I hope the world 
realizes what can be accomplished when we work together. Because in cities, towns and 
villages across the globe, hundreds of millions of people are doing exactly that, right now. 

As you look through this newsletter you will see the many ways your community foundation 
is responding to the pandemic. We are working with other community agencies (such as the 
United Way of Dane County) to identify and respond to gaps in the safety net more quickly 
and effectively; we are connecting with donors; we remain diligent in our investments; and 
we have temporarily evolved our grantmaking to help organizations through the crisis. 

You will also find some content unrelated to the pandemic. In so many ways COVID-19 is 
all-consuming, yet while it is dominating our thoughts and actions today, we will eventually 
get to the other side of this crisis. We need to look ahead — even celebrate — when 
we can. To that end, we want to recognize the deep collaboration of nonprofits, artists, 
businesses and city departments that recently received an award from the Wisconsin Urban 
Forestry Council; we honor the 
important work of the Friends 
of the State Street Family; 
and we applaud the excellent 
leadership of Gathering Waters. 

Wherever you are “sheltering 
in place,” know that we are 
thinking about you and 
sending our most sincere and 
very best wishes to you and 
your loved ones. We have 
your back, greater Madison.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has ushered in a time of 
unprecedented loss: of health and life, income and 
security. The state’s Safer-at-Home mandate, while critical 
to slowing the spread of the virus, has brought an abrupt 
end to revenues for many of Madison’s and Dane County’s 
nonprofit organizations. While many programs have been 
announced to help organizations mitigate losses and 
retain employees, MCF is pivoting operations to provide 
support in areas not being addressed by other efforts. 

Making $4 Million in Distributions 
Despite moving to remote operations, MCF made nearly 
$4 million in distributions on March 31 from endowment 
and donor funds to more than 150 nonprofits. These 
funds will provide vital resources for organizations that 
have experienced shutdowns in operations to limit the 
spread of COVID-19. 

“More than three-quarters of these distributions came 
from endowments,” said Bob Sorge, MCF’s President. 

“This type of ongoing, reliable support is even more 
critical now, as many nonprofit organizations face the 
cancellation of fundraising events and loss of other 
sources of annual revenue.”

Working Together to Provide Relief
One thing that has been impressed on us all by COVID-19 
is the need to work together. That’s why we’ve chosen to 
partner with the United Way of Dane County (UWDC) to 
support the community’s most urgent needs in the face of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Historically, UWDC has focused on human services, such 
as health, employment, and housing. As a result, it has 
closer relationships with the institutions helping people 
meet these needs. We encourage you to support the Dane 
County COVID-19 Emergency and Recovery Fund, which 
is focused on food and meals for older adults and children; 
eviction prevention; and homelessness prevention. 

MCF has established the MCF COVID-19 Priority 
Fund to complement the UWDC’s efforts. This fund 
will provide support for organizations operating in the 
arts, environment and other fields outside the scope of 
the United Way fund. It will help these organizations 
deal with issues of business continuation, providing 
online programming to reduce social isolation, and other 
unanticipated needs. Links to both funds can be found at 
madisongives.org/CommunitySupport. 

Refocusing Grantmaking
MCF has nearly $2 million in current grants funding 90 
agencies in Dane County. The Community Impact team 
has been working with current grant recipients to discuss 
the repercussions of the virus and the state’s Safer-at-
Home mandate on program implementation. 

“Many organizations received grants to support programs 
that no longer can happen in this environment of social 
isolation,” explains Tom Linfield, MCF’s Vice President of 
Community Impact. “We are working to accommodate 
changes in grantee schedules and priorities, repurposing 
grants where necessary and helping agencies continue to 
provide their services while weathering this storm.” 

The MCF Board also is reviewing options for how to 
deploy the remaining $1 million in grantmaking resources. 
To best address the community’s needs, they are focusing 
on areas that are not covered by other relief efforts.

“Dane County’s nonprofits are part of what makes our 
community so special, and we are doing our utmost to 
provide resources, connect donors to organizations, 
and be nimble and flexible to help nonprofits in this 
challenging climate,” Lindfield continued. 

Getting Through This Together
“Our work goes on, even in this extremely challenging time,” 
said Sorge. “MCF’s focus has always been on supporting 
opportunities. Together, we can support each other, work 
to strengthen the nonprofits in our community, and get 
through this.” 

To learn more about how Madison Community Foundation 
is activating resources and donors to help with COVID-19 
relief, visit madisongives.org/COVID-19.

Organizations in the arts, environment, education and 
other fields are still working to fulfill their mission during the 
shutdown, like the Wisconsin Chamber Orchestra with its 
#Coucherto series.

PIVOTING OPERATIONS IN THE FACE OF A PANDEMIC

https://www.madisongives.org/COVID-19
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A Mission That Evolved as the Movement Grew
Gathering Waters was founded in 1994 to help protect 
Wisconsin’s land and water, wildlife, and the Wisconsin 
way of life. 

“Wisconsin is blessed with so many natural resources, and 
natural places are integral to the Wisconsin way of life,” 
says Gathering Waters’ Executive Director Mike Carlson. 

“Whether through tourism, outdoor recreation, forestry 
or agriculture, much of our state’s economy is tied to our 
natural resources. For many Wisconsin residents these 
things really define our state and our local communities.”

In the early years, its focus was on helping to form 
new land trusts — nonprofit organizations dedicated 
to permanently protecting land — across the state. As 
the number of land trusts in Wisconsin grew, Gathering 
Waters saw its mission shift from establishing new land 
trusts to supporting the existing network of groups and 
ensuring their health and longevity. 

“Land trusts have a unique responsibility to protect land in 
perpetuity.” Carlson says.

“When a landowner gives property to a land trust, he or 
she intends that land to be protected forever. We work 
with the land trusts to give them the tools they need to be 
strong, sustainable organizations, so that they can uphold 
these obligations — as the landowners intended.” 

Today, Gathering Waters’ mission has evolved with a focus 
on providing training and technical help to land trusts, 
advocating for public policies that support land and water 
protection, and promoting the work of land trusts and the 
value of conserving Wisconsin’s natural resources. 

Gathering Support for a Greater 
Public Investment 
Wisconsin has long recognized the importance of 
protecting the state’s natural places. In 1989, Wisconsin 
legislators created the Knowles-Nelson Stewardship 
Program to increase the public investment in preserving 
valuable natural areas and wildlife habitat, protecting 
water quality and fisheries, and expanding opportunities 
for outdoor recreation.

GATHERING WATERS
HELPING PROTECT WISCONSIN’S 
SPECIAL PLACES

Wisconsin is filled with natural wonders — from winding rivers, spectacular bluffs, prairies 
filled with wildflowers, and stately forests to lakes, fertile farmland, and glacial drumlins. 
Across the state, local land trusts are working with communities and property owners to 
protect these treasures. And Gathering Waters is working to strengthen these land trusts 
and ensure their health and longevity. 

Photo of Louis Bluff, courtesy of Groundswell Conservancy, 
one of Gathering Waters’ member land trusts.
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“The Stewardship Program has created highly successful 
public-private partnerships between the state, land trusts, 
and local communities,” Carlson shares. “So many places 
across the state, especially in Dane County, have benefited 
from its funding — places like the Ice Age Trail, Cherokee 
Marsh, the Pope Farm Conservancy, and Troy Gardens.” In 
Madison, Knowles-Nelson has provided $7.1 million for 
urban parks like McPike Park, wetland restoration, bike 
trails and more.

But this crucial source of funding is threatened. In the 
last state budget debate in 2019, despite wide-spread 
bipartisan support, the program was only reauthorized for 
two years. Gathering Waters has taken a lead in rallying 
support for the program’s renewal, creating a statewide 
network called Team Knowles-Nelson to encourage 
people across the state to lend their support. 

Helping People Experience the Land
The best way to understand land trusts’ work is to go out 
and visit the land they’ve protected. To encourage us all to 
do this, Gathering Waters sponsors Wisconsin Land Trust 
Days throughout August and September, giving the public
a chance to see what their local land trust is doing, up close. 

Land Trust Days offer a wide variety of fun outdoor events 
for people with all different types of interests. In the past, 
these events have included:

• Building a segment of the scenic Ice Age Trail 
• Prairie walks and conservation talks
• A Full Moon Happy Hour
• A paddle tour of Lake Katherine at the Yawkey 

Forest Reserve in the Northwoods

Protecting the Wisconsin Way of Life 
MCF is proud to steward the Bolz Family Endowment 
Fund for Gathering Waters, and to help provide long-term 
support for the work it does with our state’s land trusts, 
and connecting people to the work they’re doing. 

Gathering Waters is helping protect so much of what 
makes Wisconsin special — and ensuring it stays protected. 
Perhaps we can provide no greater gift to the future 
residents of our state than this.

Students taking a break during one of the 
Ice Age Trail Alliance’s Summer Saunter 
programs. The Ice Age Trail Alliance is one 
of Gathering Waters’ member land trusts.
Photo courtesy of Brian Bednarek.



HELPING AND BEFRIENDING 
THE VULNERABLE
Friends of State Street Family
Wisconsin winters can be tough. Temperatures below freezing. Snow and ice, 
followed by slush and more ice. For the homeless, Wisconsin winters are more 
than brutal — they can be deadly. 

The Friends of the State Street Family (FSSF) supports the homeless, offering 
help and hope while providing basic needs for survival. “We work to develop 
a relationship with people who are experiencing homelessness,” explains Jeff 
Turk, Vice President of FSSF, “to become a friend.”

An atmosphere of respect and friendship makes it easier to help people — 
friends — along their journey to permanent, supportive housing, trauma 
counseling, medical or mental health care, or support for sobriety.

FSSF holds an annual Boot Distribution, which was supported this year by 
a grant from MCF. Held at The Beacon day shelter, the November event 
provided winter boots, socks and long underwear.

“The items we supply help our homeless friends survive the elements. We see
people of all ages and backgrounds who are experiencing homelessness — from
infants to elderly veterans — on the streets,” says Turk. “We are first responders,
providing people with basic need supplies,” Turk continued. “We would not be 
able to do this work without the support of organizations like MCF.”

SMOOTHING OUT THE MARKET’S IMPACT 
How MCF’s Spending Policy Dampens the Effect of Volatility
In addition to the significant effect on people’s health and wellbeing, the shutdowns and overall uncertainty caused by 
COVID-19 have created economic challenges and stock market volatility. This may leave you wondering how market changes 
will affect distributions from your fund. The answer, in the short term, is that the impact will be minimal.

Careful Stewardship Evens Out Volatility
As steward for over 1,100 funds, of which 750 are 
endowments, MCF manages the charitable resources 
for individuals, families, businesses, and nonprofit
organizations through good and bad economic times. 
These endowments are intended to be available both 
today and for generations to come. One tool MCF uses to 
help ensure their longevity is its spending policy.  

Stock market fluctuations from quarter to quarter, or even 
year to year, are smoothed out by MCF’s “total return” 
spending policy. The amount available for distribution each
year is based on a percentage of the fund’s average value 
over the past 20 quarters (historically between 4% and 5%).

Using a total return policy is considered a best practice 
among foundations and endowments because it maintains 
more balanced and sustainable distributions. Policies that 
spend out a fund’s earnings each year can produce much 
higher income streams when the market is strong, but 
much lower distributions when the market is weak – and 
perhaps none when the market is in recession and the 
resources are needed most. 

“The predictability of the distributions is such an important 
part of the model, particularly in uncertain times,” says 
Bob Sorge, MCF President. “This provides support to 
organizations and allows them to plan and respond rather 
than react to immediate changes.” (continued on next page)
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Calculating Annual Distributions
Each year, the MCF Board of Governors determines 
the annual distribution percentage and applies it to all 
endowed funds at MCF (including those that support MCF 
operations). The distribution rate is currently at 4.25% of a 
fund’s average value over the prior 20 quarters (five years). 
The long window means the market’s peaks and valleys 
moderate each other.

The table above shows a hypothetical fund, opened with 
a $40,000 initial donation and no subsequent donations. 
In the table, you’ll see hypothetical investment returns for 
each quarter, along with the fund’s value at the end of that 
quarter.

Looking at our illustration, during the 20 quarters ending 
on December 31, 2020, the fund had a high balance 
of $46,075, a low balance of $39,782, and an average 
balance of $42,663. In 2020, the fund would be able to 
distribute $1,813.

Extending our example out over a hypothetical market 
drop in 2020, the fund’s value declines by nearly 10% to 
$41,451, but the amount available for distribution in 2021 
is only reduced by 1.2%, to $1,791. 

Obviously, we have no way of knowing how the market 
will behave in 2020, nor the effect it will have on our 
investment portfolio, this is just to provide an illustration 
of how even a dramatic reduction in a fund’s value is 
evened out by the policy.

Committed to the Community
MCF has a long history of serving the Madison area, and 
we intend to continue that service long into the future. 
MCF’s prudent spending policy safeguards the financial 
health of the endowments in our care so that they are able 
to provide ongoing support for the community we love, 
even in challenging times such as these.

Quarter Ending Fund Balance Quarter Ending Fund Balance
Hypothetical Quarter 

Ending 2020 projections
Fund Balance

3/31/15 $41,440 9/30/17 $40,491 3/21/20 $39,164

6/30/15 $40,779 12/31/17 $39,782 6/30/20 $35,248

9/30/15 $41,990 3/31/18 $42,407 9/30/20 $37,010

12/31/15 $42,980 6/30/18 $42,445 12/31/20 $41,451

3/31/16 $43,276 9/30/18 $42,495

6/30/16 $44,102 12/31/18 $42,268

9/30/16 $43,418 3/31/19 $43,250

12/31/16 $43,235 6/30/19 $43,457

3/31/17 $42,482 9/30/19 $44,295

6/30/17 $41,589 12/31/19 $46,075

Hypothetical Fund Spending Policy Calculation

Average balance over 20 quarters ending 2019 $42,663

2020 spending policy percentage x 4.25%

Funds available to grant/distribute in 2020 $1,813

Hypothetical average balance over 20 quarters ending 2020 $42,138

2021 spending policy percentage x 4.25%

Funds available to grant/distribute in 2021 $1,791
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PHOENIX FROM THE 
ASHES RECOGNIZED
Phoenix from the Ashes was conceived of as a way to help 
turn the loss of Madison’s extensive ash tree population into 
something positive. Created as a partnership between the 
Madison Parks Department, Wisconsin Urban Wood, and 
Madison Arts Commission, and supported by a $75,000 
grant from Madison Community Foundation, the Phoenix 
project was an innovative effort involving multiple agencies, 
nonprofit organizations, and artists in Dane County.

Phoenix from the Ashes demonstrated how our urban 
canopy can be used as a resource — reclaiming the ash trees 
decimated by the emerald ash borer and transforming them 
into functional and decorative art for the public to enjoy. 

“Phoenix from the Ashes is a model of effective collaboration 
that builds on Madison’s legacy as a green city with forward-
thinking leadership,” said MCF President Bob Sorge.

The Phoenix project was honored in February by the 
Wisconsin Urban Forestry Council with a Project 
Partnership award. The Urban Forestry Council called the 
project “an extraordinary partnership between nonprofit 
organizations, private businesses, city departments, and 
others to create beauty and benefit out of loss.”

COVID-19
How You Can Help
• Give to the United Way’s Dane 

County COVID-19 Emergency 
and Recovery Fund

• Give to MCF’s COVID-19 
Priority Fund

• Make a gift from your Donor 
Advised Fund to support a 
local nonprofit organization

• To make a gift, visit 
madisongives.org/CommunitySupport

“Their Story Our Story” by Aaron Laux

https://www.madisongives.org/CommunitySupport

