
Powerful Gifts, Permanent Results 

 

While Community Foundations have a common legal structure, 

they often have very different personalities depending on the impetus 

for their formation and the communities they serve. Because they do 

not have to follow the template of a parent organization, they can be 

nimble and creative. 

The Corning Community Foundation is a perfect example of 

nimbleness and creativity. It was formed May 1972. One month later 

Hurricane Agnes arrived and caused the Chemung River to flood 

downtown Elmira, Corning, and Painted Post. 

Six local churches obtained low interest Small Business 

Administration (SBA) loans to repair buildings. The Community was 

concerned about the burden of repaying loans even though interest was 

only 1%. The United Way conducted a special fund drive and raised 

enough money to repay the principal balance of the loans. Some bright 

individuals said, “Wait a minute, why repay these long-term loans when 

we can invest the funds at a rate of return far exceeding the 1% 

rate of interest due the SBA?” They then remembered the unfunded 

Community Foundation. They suggested that the churches give money to 

the Corning Community Foundation and have the Community Foundation 

assume responsibility for repayment of loans. The SBA and Community 

Foundation agreed. The spread between the 1% SBA interest rate and 8% 
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rate of interest that banks were then paying assured a surplus after 

loan payments.  This surplus became the Human Services Fund. By 

1993 when Community Foundation merged with E1mira Community 

Foundation, the fund was over $450,000! The Fund continues to thrive 

after the merger. Ingenuity indeed. 

The Community Foundation of E1mira had a much less dramatic 

birth. It was founded in 1977. It grew slowly - gifts, bequests, a 

life insurance policy, private foundations that decided they could no 

longer keep up with the administrative burdens imposed on them, and 

a few agency endowments. It then benefitted dramatically from two 

large bequests. 

As of 2015, its assets stood at $44,000,000. The make-up of 

 

these assets are very different from those of the Community 

Foundation of Tompkins County. Scholarships were an early favorite 

of donors. It now has 40 scholarship funds, constituting 10% of 

its assets, with two more scholarship funds in the works. It has 

very few donor advised funds. What makes the Community Foundation 

of E1mira Corning unique, and the envy of its colleagues, is the 

size of its unrestricted permanent endowment. Most donors have 

been content to make gifts to this fund, which now constitutes 75% 

of its assets, a substantial permanent legacy for the community. 
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It has enabled the Community Foundation to have a robust 

annual grants program, thereby establishing great relationships with 

other local charitable organizations. Last year it made grants of 

$1,300,000 without dipping into the principal of the endowment. 

 
Having an unrestricted endowment of this size has also 

enabled the Community Foundation to be proactive in its grant making. 

In 2006 it provided an extraordinary grant of $1,000,000 to be paid 

over five years as seed money for a community-wide program to improve 

the readiness of Chemung County children for kindergarten. A 

collaboration of the Community Foundation, educators, medical 

professionals and social services professionals, the School Readiness 

Project provides services from moment of birth until entry into 

kindergarten to assure that these children are ready for school. By 

all measurement standards the program has been very successful and 

now thrives free of further Community Foundation financial support.  

I mention this program not to suggest that one be undertaken in 

Tompkins County but as an example of transformational grant making 

made possible by the existence of a permanent unrestricted endowment 

fund. 
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How might we raise dollars for a permanent unrestricted 

endowment fund? Many of us are approaching, if we haven't already, 

that magic date when we must take mandatory annual distributions from 

our IRAs. Perhaps these required distributions will exceed our annual 

needs. How many of you have heard of the "Charitable Rollover"? 

Now a permanent provision of the tax code, it permits a taxpayer to 

direct the IRA custodian to make a transfer of all or a portion of 

the required minimum distribution to a public charity. The 

distribution may not be made to a donor advised fund but can be made 

for just about any other purpose. The taxpayer does not get a 

charitable deduction but does not have to include that distribution 

in his or her tax return and have it affect items such as the 

limitation on itemized deductions and the medical expense deduction. 

So, if you should be that fortunate person who finds that your annual 

IRA distribution is more than you need, I have a suggestion.  

Just a hint! 
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