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Debby O’Brien opened the meeting, announcing that Power of Together 2 has donated
$404,000 to 32 organizations since its inception in 2016. Next year will be PofT2’s 10t
anniversary. PofT2 leadership has sent letters to six to eight organizations, to see if they need
PofT2 volunteers. She will keep us posted on their responses.

Community Speaks Out was the recipient of PofT2 funding in August. Joe de la Cruz, a founding
member of CSO, said most of the money was used to provide housing for people in recovery,
often coming out of a program at the Stonington Institute or prison. CSO purchased a building
last year and is working to build out their offerings. Soon, they will start a Sunday football night,
where people can gather to watch the games and socialize. “Sober life can be fun,” he said.

Pitches:
Paul Guise — The Cultural Coalition of SE CT

Paul pitched funding for “community nourishment.” The Cultural Coalition of Southeastern
Connecticut, an organization based in Norwich to “improve the economy, vitality, and quality of
life in Eastern CT by support the arts, cultural, and creative community.” Culturesect is hoping to
sponsor a juried collection of public sculpture to celebrate the arts. The sculptors would be paid
for their work, and installation would take place (annually) throughout the area for all to enjoy.
Christie Williams, Stonington’s first poet laureate, wrote a poem about the fishing fleet, which
the CCofSECT hopes to install.

Susan Kietzman — S.T.E.P.S. (Striving Toward Empowered Success)

Susan pitched STEPS, a mentoring program for a diverse group of at-risk, low income

girls aged 10-18 in New London, Groton, and Norwich. Founders Director Beatrice Jennette and
Board Chair Vivian Harrison are black and grew up in Pawcatuck, a place where few people
looked like them. After-school programs are focused on group discussion of topics that are
interesting to the girls, as well as relevant in their lives — topics like self-esteem, stress
management, body image, relationships, finance, self-care, and self-confidence. STEPS provides



a snack for the girls, as well as a confidential space to discuss what’s on their minds. The girls
also participate in community service projects — and are able to attend events like the
Nutcracker at the Garde in New London free of charge. 100% of the STEPS participants in
Norwich and New London are eligible for reduced or free lunch, as are 89% of the STEPS girls in
Groton. More than 2,500 girls have benefitted from the program since its inception 18 years
ago.

Lori Calobrisi — Gemma E. Moran United Way Food Center

Lori pitched the Gemma Moran United Way Center. She detailed Gemma Moran’s history,
including her underprivileged childhood that led to a career in social work. There is a
tremendous need in the Groton/New London area, Calobrisi said. The Center provides more
than two million meals annually in partnership with 65 programs; 27,500 people are served
every month. “People who have never needed assistance before have joined the long line,” due
to the government shutdown. One in seven Connecticut residents are food insecure —and many
of the programs available to them “have been gutted,” she said. The Center will hand out 900
turkeys to families in New London on November 21. Perishables are what people request the
most.

A membership vote was taken —including the votes of seven members who joined via Zoom —
and the Gemma Moran United Way Food Center won the most votes and will be the recipient
of the November 2025 PofT2 funding.



