J. Kirby Simon Foreign Service Trust
GRANTS AWARDED IN 2024

The J. Kirby Simon Foreign Service Trust is a charitable fund established in the memory of Kirby Simon, a Foreign Service Officer who died in 1995 while serving in Taiwan.  The Trust is committed to expanding the opportunities for community service, professional fulfillment and personal well-being of Foreign Service Officers and Specialists and their families.  The Trust has been funded with contributions from Kirby Simon’s colleagues, friends and relatives and other persons interested in the purposes of the Trust.  The trustees are present or former members of the Foreign Service – State Department community and Kirby Simon’s mother.

The Trust invited proposals for the support of projects initiated and carried out by Foreign Service personnel or members of their families, or by other U. S. Government employees employed at American diplomatic posts abroad. We received 30 proposals and funded 21. Grants ranged from $1,650 to $5,300 for a total of $73,977. Descriptions are provided below.

BAHAMAS (Grand Bahama), Provide toys and books for Haitian children orphaned or abandoned in the Bahamas, $1,700, proposed by Usha Pitts, Chargé d’Affaires, and Suemayah Abu-Douleh, Public Affairs Chief

Category 5 Hurricane Dorian struck The Bahamas in 2019, causing extensive. Hundreds of undocumented Haitian migrants in informal settlements drowned, and their deaths were never recorded. Few services are available to the local population, and Haitian children are the worst off:  Some orphaned by the storm, some left on their own after their parents were deported, and many homeless and unschooled.  In 2022, religious leaders and members of the Haitian diaspora launched an organization to serve Haitian migrants called Hope United. The embassy has organized events for orphaned children served by the organization. The grant will allow staff to purchase books, toys, and drawing materials for fifty children for an annual gift-giving event.

BELIZE (countrywide), provide medical equipment to expand access to rehab services, $4395, proposed by Dr. Beth King, Foreign Service Medical Specialist

Due to the lack of trained professional physiotherapists in Belize, many persons with disabilities who would benefit from physical therapy are served by Rehabilitation Field Officers (RFOs) based in local communities. The Inspiration Center (TIC) has worked with RFOs to provide low-cost services and interventions throughout Belize for over 1,000 children with disabilities. This program was curtailed during the COVD epidemic and is now expanding. While there are plenty of potential RFOs in the communities, the lack of appropriate equipment has limited their ability to become RFOs. This grant would be used to purchase sufficient equipment (including both PT equipment and laptops) to train and deploy three new RFOs.

BOLIVIA (El Alto), purchase kitchen equipment to support vocational training for girls who have experienced domestic violence, $3000, proposed by Valerie Tucker, Consular Officer; Felipe Bueno, Consular Officer, and Danielle Richer, Office Management Specialist

Some girls and young women experience trafficking in persons, pimping, child pornography, commercial sexual exploitation, psychoactive substance abuse, and homelessness. Munasim Kullakita (“Love Yourself, Little Sister” in the Aymara language) coordinates with the Bolivian Office of the Ombudsman for Children and Adolescents, civil society, and various ministries and courts for cases involving minors and children Their Villa Adela Transitional Home allows girls and young women to restart their education, have family, social, and legal support, and develop life skills This grant will fund the purchase of kitchen and particularly baking equipment to support vocational training.

BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA (Sarajevo), computers, books, and kitchen supplies for a women’s center, $3500, proposed by Mary Speace. Registered Nurse at Health Unit

Seeing a need to support women from all walks of life, the Balkan American Wellness Alliance established Kuca Nade (House of Hope in Bosnian) to wide range of programs, resources, and services. These include workshops and seminars on topics such as leadership, entrepreneurship, financial literacy, mental health and personal development; opportunities for women to connect with experienced mentors and coaches; training and skill-building programs; networking events, conferences, and gatherings; a library; and scholarships, grants, and referrals to other organizations. The grant will allow U.S. Embassy staff to continue their efforts supporting Kuca Nade by purchasing computers, library books, and kitchen appliances so women receiving services can cook together.

BRAZIL (Brasilia), upgrade a room and community garden at a recycling center to promote education for trash pickers, $4500, proposed by David Bargueno, Climate Officer

Catadores de materiais recicláveis (“trash pickers of recyclable materials”) are informal waste pickers who spend long hours scouring the streets of urban communities for discarded materials to sell for profit. Ninety percent of all recycled materials in Brazil are collected by the catedores, providing a valuable public service but also exposing them to social stigma and dangerous working conditions. While the largest central cooperative of catadores already provides a multi-purpose room and community garden, the grant will support service days for embassy staff to upgrade the room, provide books and other office supplies, and share best practices for composting.

BURMA (Rangoon), hold a youth soccer training program, $2120, proposed by Thomas Lee, Political Officer

The military coup in February 2021 sparked widespread fighting and a significant increase in poverty, as large numbers of displaced people moved to cities seeking opportunities and safety, which in turn led to a dramatic escalation in urban poverty as poorer neighborhoods often house many of those fleeing the conflict. Many young people forgo recreational activities to provide income for their families. The embassy’s soccer team has been working with a local coach, and now wants to engage more with the community. This grant will allow the team to purchase soccer equipment to hold a training program for three groups of 50 youth soccer players who have limited access to these opportunities. 

CABO VERDE (Praia), Provide pelvic floor physical therapy to women with urinary incontinence to relieve the emotional, physical, and financial burden of this chronic condition and raise awareness of non-surgical treatment, $4,310, proposed by Gerusa M. Paiva, U.S. Embassy Medical Administrative Assistant.

Urinary incontinence (UI) is experienced by many women throughout the world. The financial, emotional, and physical burden experienced by women with UI is significant. Approximately 1 in 5 women in Praia, Cabo Verde, experience UI symptoms. Managing urine loss is difficult and costly even in high-income economies. However, in lower-middle-income countries, managing personal hygiene issues associated with urine loss is burdensome as 30% of Cabo Verdeans live without access to standard sanitation and 10% without electricity. The Praia Pelvic Rehabilitation Project will provide non-surgical treatment to women who would benefit from pelvic floor physical therapy to improve urinary incontinence. Sharing information with the medical community about non-surgical therapies can help increase awareness of treatment options for women with UI.

CONGO (Kinshasa), Create athletic opportunities and communities for at-risk Congolese youth, $4,300, proposed by Katelyn Galloway, spouse of Eastern Congo Unit Chief and Mike Fox, Economic Attaché, U.S. Embassy Kinshasa.

Since 2020, members and new arrivals to the diplomatic community in Kinshasa have benefitted by being a part of running and walking community activities, run by the Congo River Marathon (CRM).  Currently CRM holds 5 events every year and creates an encouraging support network for all participants-from the newest runners to multi-marathoners. In 2024, CRM registered as a foundation to engage more youth, outside the diplomatic community, in sports, create social networks for vulnerable youth and strengthen community exercise efforts in Kinshasa and additional cities in the DRC. This grant gives CRM the ability to engage with additional youth of Kinshasa identified through local NGOs working with orphaned and vulnerable children and key populations affected by a higher risk of negative health outcomes (both mental and physical). 

COSTA RICA (San Jose), Purchase back up, uninterrupted power supply units for chronically and terminally ill children on ventilators, $4,240, proposed by Catherine Romeo, Deputy Chief of Mission Office Management Specialist and Michael Flores, Deputy Chief of Mission.

The healthcare NGO ecosystem in Costa Rica is much weaker than in the United States. Non-profits receive scarce funding from the government, and even when they do, allowable expenses are limited, and requirements established by the donating entities tend to be too complex for grass-roots organizations. The Hogar Casa del Refugio (Home, House of Refuge) is a nonprofit organization that provides crucial support to chronically and terminally ill children and their mothers from vulnerable communities in Costa Rica, as well as migrants from Panama, Ecuador, Nicaragua, and Venezuela. This grant will provide uninterrupted power supply (UPS) units will be provided to Hogar for children on lifesaving ventilators. The purchase of the UPS units, along with a backup generator, will address a critical need by providing the children on ventilators continuous lifesaving support during the frequent power outages that occur in San Jose, especially during rainy season (May–November).

HONDURAS (San Juancito), Provide reading opportunities to 286 elementary and secondary students, $2,800, proposed by Maiko Uchida, spouse of Contracting Officer at USAID Honduras. 

Public education in Honduras is characterized by low achievement scores and high dropout rates. Currently only six out of 20 students who start primary school in Honduras will graduate secondary school. While expanded literacy support is key to improving low academic scores, school children in Honduras lack opportunities to read as public schools do not have school libraries and public libraries do not exist. The project will provide continuous reading opportunities to 286 elementary and secondary students, with a goal of increasing the time students spend reading each week from 0 to 45 minutes, and contributing to increase their academic achievement. The project will establish two school libraries and train 21 teachers. 

INDIA (Chennai), deworming of 6,000 puppies transitioning through the shelter of the Blue Cross of India, in an effort to enhance their health and readiness for adoption, $1,657, proposed by Thomas E. Benson, son of American Citizens Services Chief

Stray and abandoned dogs in Chennai harbor diseases and infestations that threaten the well-being of the dogs, of local pets, and of people. The Greater Chennai Corporation used to euthanize these stray animals. Today, while animals are still occasionally euthanized, animal welfare organizations such as Blue Cross focus on sheltering, treating, feeding, and sterilizing street dogs. This project supports the effort to deworm puppies, because sick dogs cannot be adopted out. Deworming dogs makes them available for adoption and thus diminishes the shelter populations. Then, more dogs can be brought to shelters, treated for their injuries and diseases, and sterilized. Sterilization, in turn, helps ease the population pressures on the shelters as well as neighborhoods, and thus diminishes the spread of diseases among animals.

INDIA (Faridabad, South Delhi), Provide needed material to set up and run a computer course to complement current services at the Rejoice Educational Center, which includes free tutoring classes and a library, $3,500, proposed by Warren Harrity, Office Director for Program Support/USAID and Kim Mayer, Residential Security Coordinator.

In India, despite free access to education and enrollment reaching almost 100%, less than 50% of students from grade 5 in rural India are able to read grade 2 texts. Moreover, around 40% of students in India drop out of school before reaching the eighth grade. While all students go to government schools, the classes usually have more than 60 students, and the quality of the teaching is poor. Grant funding will enable the Rejoice Educational Center to provide a complimentary opportunity to the locality by providing four computers in the library, where children, youth and adults can learn basic and advanced computer skills, increasing their chances of graduating and ultimately helping students get better jobs in the future.

KENYA (Nairobi), Repairs, supplies, uniforms and equipment for a community center, $3,325     proposed by George Cornick, EFM of a CDC Officer.

This project is organized by an embassy group of family members that participate in three mentoring programs at a community center located in a Nairobi slum. The grant will fund repainting and repair work to the interior of the center. The project will also fund uniforms for the Step Dance and Soccer mentoring program; mats for the Yoga mentoring program; and books, computer tablets, internet fees and other supplies for the Technology and Education mentoring program. The goal of the mentoring programs is to inspire youth to dream and become productive citizens to make change in their community and within themselves. 

KENYA (Nairobi), Upgraded physical therapy equipment for the only rehabilitation hospital in the country, $5,300, proposed by Smitha Vos, EFM of a Political Officer.

Kenya has only one physiotherapy and rehabilitation hospital to help patients with spinal cord and brain injury, stroke, multiple sclerosis, chronic pain, and other neuromuscular and orthopedic conditions. The grant will help upgrade the hospital’s current equipment by providing therapy mats, a standing frame, a tilt table and a weighing scale suitable for non-ambulatory patients. Without suitable equipment, therapy is more labor intensive, with 2-3 therapists helping patients with standing functional activities. Therefore, the grant will also save staff time so that more patients can be helped.  Embassy volunteers, led by a family member who is licensed physical therapist and clinical instructor, will volunteer at the hospital and help train Kenyan physical therapists with the equipment. 

MALAWI (Lilongwe), Facility renovations and sewing equipment to establish a sewing room for a widows’ organization, $3,598, proposed by Caryn Doggett, EFM of a Regional Security Officer. 

Malawi is consistently ranked as one of the 10 poorest countries in the world. Malawi has faced difficult circumstances for decades but has recently experienced exacerbated hardships due to changes in weather patterns, food shortages and currency devaluation.  Widows in Malawi face economic hardship, social stigma and extreme obstacles after the death of their spouses, especially when they must support their children. The grant will help renovate and equip a sewing and display room that will help train widows and provide them with more job opportunities. 

MALAWI (Lilongwe), Taekwondo uniforms and training equipment for an underprivileged children’s Taekwondo club, $4,000, proposed by Kevin Ombja, EFM of USAID Health Officer.

The project provides uniforms and training equipment to expand a successful Taekwondo club that teaches taekwondo and life skills to underprivileged children in Malawi. The club works with 2,000 Malawi children, ranging in age from 5 to 18. In addition to Taekwondo training, the club encourages education of its members and sometimes helps cover school fees and books for club members. Embassy community members will continue to volunteer and mentor club students. 

NEPAL (Katmandu), Assist a local rural animal rescue operation, $3,318, proposed by Cameron Monti, EFM; Grace Hua, USAID; and Steve Menders EFM. 

Embassy Kathmandu has an existing volunteer relationship with a local rural animal rescue, Community Dog Welfare Center (CDWC). Approximately 30 Embassy volunteers have visited the CDWC to build shelters, walk dogs, and provide social and environmental enrichment for the 160+ dogs at the rescue. A core group visits the rescue twice a month and help provide donations, fostering, and adoption support. They also aid in preparing dogs for international transport and adoption. The grant will allow volunteers to finalize construction and equip the clinic with medical supplies.  The project will bring medical treatment to the dogs currently at the rescue, and provide veterinary services such as vaccinations against infectious diseases, and spaying and neutering to curb the stray animal epidemic in Nepal.

NEPAL (Katmandu), Create a library/resource room and train the teachers and students in its use for the Asha Vidyashram School in the Balaju Boharatar neighborhood of Kathmandu, $4,774, proposed by EFMs Jane Krill Thompson, Nadine Templer, Liz Christensen, and Steven Manders.

Since 1995, HOPE Worldwide Nepal has run the Asha Vidyashram School, a small private primary school (grades nursery to 5). They provide education for children from underserved communities. While the Asha School has dedicated teachers, school texts and basic facilities, there is no library or instructional resource supply to supplement and enhance literacy development or information access. Additionally, the Asha School does not have a program to meet the needs of students with special needs. The school recently raised sufficient funds to hire a learning support teacher. With this grant, the volunteer team will work with the school to develop, design, and supply a school library. They will also create a teacher resource closet to supplement and enhance the current school curriculum and provide accommodation to all students, especially those with special learning needs.

PANAMA (Portobello), Purchase musical equipment and repair school building, $3,990, proposed by Julie Rios Little, EFM of the Regional English Language Officer.

La Escuelita del Ritmo is a school founded in 2009 in Portobelo, Panama to provide free education to Afro Panamanian at risk children and youth and to give them the tools for income generation. It aims to promote Afro Panamanian culture and arts, as well as protection of the environment. The school uses music as a tool for social change. It works to strengthen the children’s identity and love for their cultural patrimony and strives for a culture of peace and equality for Afro Panamanian. The project will support the purchase of updated musical equipment for the teachers and students and to repair the school building.

PARAGUAY (Ascunsion), support Nido de Ninos, an education and day-care facility that provides education and meals to underprivileged children, $4,000, proposed by Deepa Sipes, EFM of Deputy Political/Economic Chief.

Nido de Niños, a non-profit organization in Asunción, serves around 90 children by providing
essential education and meals. The project will make improvements to the school and day-care facilities.  The focus will be on practical upgrades such as repairing the tile flooring and repainting the walls in the kitchen, bathroom and main hall.  These improvements will promote safety and cleanliness and improve the environment for learning.  The grant team will procure the supplies for the renovations.  Embassy families, local staff and Marines will work over two weekends to complete the upgrades and repairs.

TAJIKISTAN (Dushanbe), provide American Sign Language (ASL) online advanced course for eight Deaf Tajik students, $1,750, proposed by Shirley Helm, Regional Security Officer

The Deaf community in Tajikistan is underserved, underprivileged, and undervalued. Deaf youth do not have a seat at the table in the Tajik community. This project supports Deaf students in learning basic American Sign Language, written English, and American deaf culture.  The most important component will be online classes for eight Deaf students with an American Deaf Instructor located in the United States. Classes will be twice a week for 4 weeks for a total of 16 virtual hours. The applicant hopes to teach and inspire a new generation of Deaf young people to lift up those who will come after them.


