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around sexual identity, religion
and race — and is a reflection of
the deep divides that exist not
only in the South, but across the
country.

“What we saw happen in Orlando
to us became a very frightening
signal of what could happen
here because of that kind of
intolerance,” said Alfredo Cruz,
vice president of programs
and special initiatives for the
Foundation for Louisiana, and a
Funders for LGBTQ Issues board
member. “The message that we want to send out was a message
to counter the type of messages that led to Orlando, to say that
we need to accept and respect all people.”

Southern foundations rally to support victims,
communities suffering in wake of shooting
By Peter Panepento
The shock and sadness that resulted from the Pulse nightclub
shooting on June 12 – when an armed man entered a gay
nightclub in downtown Orlando, killing 49 people and
wounding dozens more – touched countless people throughout
the nation, including many at Southern foundations dedicated
to working with the communities targeted in the worst mass
shooting in recent American history.
The nature of the Orlando attack — which targeted a LGBTQ
nightclub that was celebrating Latin night and carried out by a
man who claimed allegiance to the terrorist group ISIS — has
caused wounds that extend far beyond the victims and their
families.

As conveners in our
communities, we have to lead
these conversations. Quite
simply, this is something we
have to do.
- Alfredo A. Cruz · Director of Programs
Foundation for Louisiana, Baton Rouge, LA

This has been particularly true among Southern foundations
that are working to promote equity for LGBTQ families.
Chantelle Fisher-Borne, project director for Out in the South,
an initiative of Funders for LGBTQ Issues that is working to
mobilize philanthropic resources to promote equity for the
LGBTQ community in the South, said the attack followed
years of growing hostility toward the community in the region
— and she hopes it serves as a wake-up call to funders that they
need to take on a more active role in addressing bigotry.

Responding to the Tragedy
In the weeks following the tragedy, the Central Florida
Foundation has been at ground zero for a philanthropic
response that has foundations across the South — and across
the country — contributing money and advice to a griefstricken community. Yet even as money has poured in, it has
not been enough to help heal the deep wounds that have torn
apart Orlando — and the LGBTQ community.
“It has changed the heart and soul of this community — and
we won’t be able to ad-dress it like you would rebuilding after
a hurricane,” says Mark Brewer, CEO of the Central Florida
Foundation.
But there has been a common refrain among foundation
leaders as they reflect on this tragedy — that they must stand
together to help end the hatred and bigotry that were at the
center of this violent attack.
“It really doesn’t matter what you believe or which side of
the political spectrum you’re on,” said Rachel Calderon, the
Central Florida Foundation’s marketing and communications
manager. “This can’t be OK.”
Within days of the shooting, the Central Florida Foundation
moved quickly to set up a fund to help funnel public donations

“The need for a meaningful response to the shootings in
Orlando highlights to foundations in the South that we have
a lot of work to do to better understand LGBTQ people and
their families,” Fisher-Borne said. “LGBTQ people are part of
every community in the South and experience discrimination
in many aspects of their lives.”
The Orlando tragedy comes at a time when a contentious
national political climate has stoked longstanding divisions
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Shortly after the Pulse nightclub shooting, the OneOrlando Fund was established
to help raise money to support survivors and the families of those killed.

Interchange • Summer 2016
resources effectively to organizations that are
serving individuals in need.”
Regarding a response to the Orlando tragedy,
Waters and others have indicated they will take
a step back before jumping in, choosing to assess
needs and attempt to address them once the
spotlight has moved away.
“The longer-term needs make sense for a
community foundation to focus on,” Waters said.

The members of the steering committee of the Community Foundation for Northeast Florida’s LGBT
Community Fund, which was established in 2014 to focus on philanthropy that will enhance the lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transgender community in northeast Florida. (Photo from the LGBT Community Fund.)

to nonprofits that were providing support to victims’ families
and survivors. After working initially with the City of Orlando
to manage the distribution of donations, it created the
Better Together Fund, which aims to provide a transparent,
accountable grantmaking process addressing the following
priorities:
•
•
•
•

nonprofits that are supporting the victims
the LGBTQ, Hispanic, faith, and other communities
the underlying causes of the event
unanticipated needs

But even though the community foundation has sought to
coordinate donations, the broader philanthropic
response has been dispersed — a reflection both of
the unique mix of people who have been affected by
the tragedy, but also the complex nature of giving in
the age of crowdfunding and social media.

In the meantime, the foundation has been
communicating regularly with donors who have
set up donor-advised funds to inform them of
vetted charities where they can direct funds if
they want to help immediately.

A Turning Point
In the wake of the Orlando tragedy, foundation leaders are
starting to recognize that they have to play a more active role
in bringing their communities together to lead conversations
that will head off future violence.
In Jacksonville, for instance, the Jessie Ball duPont Fund and
the Community Foundation for Northeast Florida are among
a group of foundations that are beginning to work together to
help better understand what happened in neighboring Orlando
— and how they can collaborate to help address some of the
issues that are prompting mass violence.

More than 200 different funds have been established
— many of which were created on crowdfunding
websites such as GoFundMe.
Some Southern foundations have a long history
of investing resources in LGBTQ communities,
including the Community Foundation for Northeast
Florida. The foundation created its LGBT Community
Fund for Northeast Florida in 2013 after a member
of its Steering Committee commissioned research
to assess gaps in support to Jacksonville’s LGBTQ
community.
The fund has since granted more than $200,000
to programs that provide support to LGBTQ youth and their
families, services for elders, employment and workplace
supports, and faith communities.
“Having the LGBT Community Fund has helped us more
fully understand the challenges community foundations can
face around building trust in the diverse communities that
we serve,” said Nina Waters, the foundation’s president. “It’s
critical, especially in times like these, that we as community
foundations possess the cultural competency to deploy needed

(Photo from the City of Orlando via Flickr.)

And if Cruz and others have their way, Orlando will be the
beginning of an important movement in the foundation
community to directly address issues of discrimination against
the LGBTQ community, against ethnic minorities, and against
Muslims.
“I don’t think there’s a foundation out there that doesn’t want
to make our communities better,” Cruz says. “As conveners in
our communities, we have to lead these conversations. Quite
simply, this is something we have to do.”
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