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The Nevada Women’s Philanthropy Board of Directors
is pictured from left to right: Marcel Frey, Dena duBoef,
Tawny Sanders (yellow blouse),Trina Pascal, Heather
duBoef, and Dana Lee.

Million
Dollar
Ladies
And Their Passion for Community Service
This entire issue is about passion, and no one exhibits that more than the members
of Nevada Women’s Philanthropy (NWP; www.nvwomensphilanthropy.org).
While the economy may be in the doldrums, these energetic women give off enough
energy to put a smile on your face and warm your heart.
by cindi r . maciolek
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MILLIONDOLLARLADIES
Judi Steele, president and chief professional
officer of the Public Education Foundation,
makes a presentation to the NWP membership.

I

n a little over three years, this group of
committed, caring, passionate, businessminded women has granted over one million
dollars to deserving charitable organizations
across town. Acting as philanthropic venture
capitalists, these grants have planted seeds in
innovative projects aimed at helping to make
Las Vegas a better place for all.
The concept is simple.
Skip the party planning and the silent
auctions. No more asking your friends to buy a
table at an event. Spend more time focused on
finding worthy projects by using a pulled-funds
methodology, modeled after the EveryChild
organization in Los Angeles. Award an annual
grant to the winning program that brings an
innovative solution to our community. Put it
all together, and you have a strong, cohesive
organization with a mission.
The NWP is completely member driven
and totally democratic in structure. Member
participation fee is $5,000, providing an
opportunity to leverage that donation into
the power of more than a half million dollars.
Each member gets one vote in the final grant
selection. Members can be as involved as they
choose throughout the year. Participants are
from all over Las Vegas, ranging in age from
their mid-20s to mid-80s.
“We have members of all ages, across
differing demographics,” said founding
member Marcelle Frey. “We’re not an
elitist organization. Women can enter into
philanthropy in a very affordable way.”
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Unlike some organizations, you don’t
have to be sponsored to become a member.
A desire to help the community, and your
$5,000 annual check, is all it takes.
Then comes the hard part.
The NWP estimates it does the work
of 17 fulltime staff, all on a volunteer basis,
completely functioning on just a 2.5 percent
operating budget. That’s a lot of work.
In addition to the founding board members
– president Heather duBoef, vice president
Dana Lee, Dena duBoef, Marcelle Frey, Trina
Pascal and Tawny Sanders – members may
rotate through two committees, either the
Grant Selection Committee, or the Grant
Monitoring Committee.
“We all have a lot of passion to help our
community, and this structure allows us to use
our intellect to build a better future for those
affected by our grants,” said Heather duBoef.
“Our philosophy is that projects need to be
thoughtful, manageable and efficient, and
hopefully, they will be successful once we’ve
taken them through the vetting process.”
Ah, the vetting process.
“One of the reasons we appreciate
EveryChild as a model is that their vetting
process for grants has become so revered,
it’s like the gold seal of approval,” said Frey.
“That’s one of the goals for our organization,
that we can provide that type of structure and
impact on the city, just by our involvement.”
The vetting process is extraordinarily
time consuming, but well worth the effort,

according to all involved. Agencies are invited
to participate after a review of their letter of
interest and application. Grants are made to a
specific, definable, executable and sustainable
project, rather than to a foundation’s general
fund. That requires agencies to basically
develop a strong business plan for the project,
often aided by an NWP member.
“Most agencies never encountered an
organization like ours before,” said Sanders.
“They’ve never had to work so hard for the
money. Many weren’t accountable to the level
that we require, and it makes their whole
agency stronger just by going through our
process. If we’re not able to supply the grant,
many times they now have a strong plan that
allows them to go elsewhere for funding.”
Over the course of several months, the
potential projects are whittled down to just
two. Each agency is then invited to provide a
final presentation to the members at large, who
then vote for the winner. The needs are so vast
and critical in the community, that more than
a tear is shed during these presentations. The
decision is hard but ultimately, one project
wins out.
Once a winner is selected, they sign a
contract with the NWP, defining a series of
milestones and criteria for distribution of
funds. The Grant Monitoring Committee
follows through on the project for five years
after the initial award.
The first recipient was the Foundation for an
Independent Tomorrow (FIT). Their $180,000

The NWP membership gathers
to select last year’s grant winner.

grant was to enable two projects.The first half of
the grant was utilized to set up an employment
library, offering free computer use for job
searches, as well as guidance on resume writing
and smart ways to conduct a job search.
The second half of the grant established the
NevadaWomen’s Philanthropy Empowerment
Program (NWPEP). The goal of the NWPEP
is to help individuals who have found a job
but need just a little bit of help before they
can actually start working. For example, one
gentleman needed a bus pass so he could get
to work, and another needed very specific
clothing. In both cases, NWPEP provided that
crucial but missing element.
“We saw a need in this community for an
organization that could respond quickly, on a
one-time basis, for people who desperately
need a job to support their families,” said FIT
chairman and president Janet Blumen of her
organization. “It might not be their dream job,
but they’d have no job without our help.
“We used the grant to set up the NWPEP,”
continued Blumen. “Before the NWP, it was
just an idea.There were no other organizations
to pattern it after. With the seed money from
the NWP, we were able to set up the plan, the
structure, the parameters, and everything else
we needed to jump start the idea. Now, we’ll
maintain it through our normal fundraising.
“One of the things I admire about the
NWP is how it is really open to new and
innovative ideas from smaller nonprofits who
wouldn’t have the wherewithal to start such

a project,” Blumen added. “It takes a leap of
faith to fund something that exists only in
the mind of someone who wants to make it
happen. To look past the smoke and mirrors,
to give those ideas a chance at birth is really
laudable.”
“While EveryChild has had great success
in Los Angeles helping children’s groups, we
felt the needs of Las Vegas were different,” said
Heather duBoef. “So, although we patterned
ourselves on that very successful organization,
we still tweaked it to be able to respond to
the needs of our own community. In reality,
Las Vegas is our child and we’re looking for
good, deserving projects to fund. In addition,
we want this to be a template for other
communities in the U.S.The NWPEP program
at FIT is just one example of something special
we can do for our community that could be
duplicated in others.”
Boys Town of Nevada was granted
$350,000 in 2007 to build a home and provide
a program where siblings can stay together
and salvage the one relationship they may have
when they are separated from their parents.
Oftentimes, siblings are sent to separate foster
homes. The goal is now to provide a family
environment in a short-stay facility until they
can be placed together in one foster home or
with a relative.
The blueprints are finally done, and
construction is expected to be completed in
2009 on the northwest campus of Boys Town
of Nevada.

“One of the things I
admire about the NWP
is how it is really open to
new and innovative ideas
from smaller nonprofits
who wouldn’t have the
wherewithal to start such
a project,” Blumen added.
“It takes a leap of faith
to fund something that
exists only in the mind of
someone who wants to make
it happen.To look past the
smoke and mirrors, to give
those ideas a chance at
birth is really laudable.”
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NWP members get a chance to ask questions and interact with potential grantees.

“LasVegas is a very transient community,” said Frey.“The NWP is an opportunity to
create a community within a community.We all share common goals and as a result,
many members have become friends.We’re all involved in other worthwhile organizations,
but NevadaWomen’s Philanthropy is something really special.”
“There’s not much of a model for a sibling
home anywhere in the country,” said Tom
Waite, president and executive director of
Boys Town. “It’s been a real learning process
for us. The NWP provided the seed money
for us to get the project going, covering
approximately one-third the cost.
“The NWP is really an inspiration and
encouragement for people with vision and
forethought,” Waite continued. “They are
absolutely amazing. I’ve never seen anything
like them. They are investing in organizations
that can really do something rather than
handing out money indiscriminately. They
are financially investing in a company that’s
going to make a real difference in society and
they’re doing it on their own. It takes a huge
amount of energy and passion to do what they
do. They’re showing others how to make a
difference, too. I can’t thank them enough.
There’s no way to put into words the feeling
you get when you’re the winner. We need
more groups like the NWP in town.”
In 2008, the NWP altered their grant
process slightly. In addition to the winner,
the organization that comes in second place
will now receive what is termed the Founders
Grant. The six founding members decided to
pull their contribution into a secondary grant
so that a very deserving project does not go
home empty handed. The Public Education
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Foundation (PEF) was awarded $450,000
while Nathan Adelson Hospice received the
Founders Grant of $30,000.
The grant to the PEF will provide a
partnership between the NWP and three
empowerment schools in Clark County for
three years, beginning in fall 2009. The grant
is part of an on-going program, whereby
empowerment schools are matched with an
individual, a company or an organization, to
bring a broader bay of resources to the school,
hopefully resulting in increased academic
performance.
Empowerment schools are regularly
evaluated to identify what helps to support
academic excellence. The principal of each
school has more discretion for decisions at
their site related to staffing, textbooks and
budget. The additional time and energy – as
well as funds – from the private sector partner
enhance the learning experience through
such things as training, tutoring or even an
opportunity for field trips.
“The synergy between the private and
public sector is what makes the magic
happen,” said Judi Steele, president and chief
professional officer of the Public Education
Foundation. “Although empowerment schools
are an on-going program, we as an organization
had no idea of the depth we would be required
to go through to make it to the end of the NWP

vetting process. I’ve never encountered an
organization that had such a clear vision of what
they wanted and clearly defined criteria that
required our team to grow every step of the
way. It’s a very rigorous process but it forced
our team to think in a more accountable way
and question many of the things we do, making
us better in the end. I have absolute admiration
for the NWP.”
While a half million dollars in grants seems
like a lot of money, the NWP’s goal is to be able
to make an annual million dollar grant.That will
require 220 members each contributing $5,000.
At that point, membership will be closed.
“We want to stay small and flexible, and
be a high-impact organization,” said duBoef.
“There’s so much work that we do, and it
would be impossible to duplicate it within
the membership. We don’t want to be a group
that is run by a just a few members. We want
full transparency. Every member has the same
opportunity to learn about the needs of this
wonderful city.”
“Las Vegas is a very transient community,”
said Frey. “The NWP is an opportunity to
create a community within a community. We
all share common goals and as a result, many
members have become friends. We’re all
involved in other worthwhile organizations,
but Nevada Women’s Philanthropy is
something really special.” q

