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On a Foster Care Success Story
Youth helping youth

It's a resource center with heart

Thursday, April 2, 2009






During a time of struggle for so many worthwhile programs, we are thrilled to report that at least one impressive local project has found a way to expand - and just when its services are needed most. VOICES (Voice Our Independent Choices for Emancipation Support), Napa's groundbreaking program for foster youths who are aging out of the system, is opening a second center in downtown Santa Rosa. And in keeping with their mission of a program that's for youth and by youth, two of the Napa program's young leaders conceived and assembled the new office themselves - with a lot of help from the energetic team of former foster youth they hired in Santa Rosa.

"It's a dream come true for me, first to be able to serve my own community and now to go somewhere else and do this," said 21-year-old Mitch Findley, who is the new program's site coordinator and one of the original founding members of the Napa program. "I didn't think that it was possible - and I was wrong."

The center's grand opening today is a testament to the power of VOICES' distinctive approach - and to the continuing challenges being faced by our foster children. Like the program in Napa, the center will be part home and part resource center for young people who have trouble finding both. Representatives from important county services - vetted for "youth-friendliness" by the Santa Rosa founding members - will work at the center to provide help with everything from jobs and housing to immigration and mental health. 

"We've all been through the system, so we knew what they'd need - and who would be best to talk to them," said 22-year-old founding member Sharon Duoa. 

When the foster youths aren't getting help, they can come to the center to cook a meal or find someone to talk to. 21-year-old founding member Tanya Carvajal found the two-story building and successfully lobbied the landlord for a lower rent. The center is full of that sort of enterprising spirit. The furnishings may be spare, but there's a full kitchen downstairs and upstairs, a rack of business clothing for those who have job interviews and nothing to wear. 

The founding members are most proud of their new washing machine and dryer, both donations from the local Junior League - the appliances are key, because some of their clients are homeless and will have nowhere else to wash their clothes. They're hoping to set up a computer center, too, but that may have to wait until they secure more funding. With the economic crisis, fundraising has been tougher than it was for the Napa start-up a few years ago. "I'm going after Oprah," Carvajal said. Until that works out, donations of both money and late-model computers are welcome. 

One thing has been easier than it was in Napa, though: getting the local community fully invested in the program. The Junior League of Napa-Sonoma gave them $40,000 in start-up funds, and their members will be volunteering at the center. Nick Honey, Sonoma County's director for the Family, Youth, and Children division, calls the program "a perfect fit with what we're trying to do" and adds that the founding members are "fantastic." And at their "soft" opening for foster youth several weeks ago, nearly 100 young people showed up. 

"I wasn't sure how many youth would accept us," said 18-year-old founding member Andy Wagner. "I had seen what VOICES did for the community in Napa, but some of my expectations have already been surpassed."

What VOICES did for Napa - and that center continues to thrive, serving 129 young people in the month of February alone - has inspired the Santa Rosa center in ways both big and small. Laura Colgate, acting executive director of the Valley of the Moon Children's Home Foundation (a home for neglected and abused children in Santa Rosa), said she became one of the top lobbyists for bringing VOICES to Sonoma County after touring the Napa facility.

"A couple of years ago, I started attending meetings to see if there were gaps in service for foster kids or kids transitioning out of foster care in Sonoma County," Colgate said. "Through that process I heard about the VOICES group in Napa. When I toured the facility, I was just blown away. That's when we really started pushing for them to come here."

Now, say the Santa Rosa founding members, they're experiencing the kind of personal growth that their counterparts in Napa earned during the hard work of building their program.

"I get to use the education from my life, and feel like I'm recognized," said 22-year-old founding member Sandra Jensen. "To build a place for kids who don't have one of their own, and to build one for ourselves at the same time - it's been an amazing process for everyone here."

To contact VOICES 

To get more information, or to donate, go to www.voicesyouthcenter.org. The phone number for the Santa Rosa center is (707) 579-4327. Its mailing address is 335 College Ave., Santa Rosa, CA, 95401.

http://sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2009/04/02/ED3716K9T4.DTL
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Mitch Findley and Sandra Jensen carry a donated desk to the Santa Rosa center, which officially opens today. (Kurt Rogers / The Chronicle) 
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Tanya Carvajal (left) sits with a pile of notes of things that have to be done before the grand opening of Voices Sonoma. (Kurt Rogers / The Chronicle) 
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Above: Sandra Jensen (left) and Andy Wagner fill out thank you cards for contributors to Voices Sonoma. (Kurt Rogers / The Chronicle) 
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Friends of Voices youth center signed a poster that will be on display during the opening on April 2nd in Santa Rosa. on Thursday Mar 26, 2009 in Santa Rosa , Calif (Kurt Rogers / The Chronicle) 

