Low-key
funder’s big
boro boost

Long Island City and
Astoria reap rewards
of targeted giving

BY JUDITH MESSINA

High-~school senior Chelsea Bueno
credits the I Have a Dream program
in the sprawling Ravenswood
public-housing complex in Queens
with introducing her to a wider
world. An aspiring occupational
shoppers back , therapist, Ms. Bueno recently toured
to, Gristedes upstate colleges with the program.
: “It was eye-opening because I
was going somewhere different, out
of my neighborhood,” she said.

At 17, Ms. Bueno already ranks

it asa longtime participant in the pro-
] gram, which not only exposes young
™ people in low-income communities

to life beyond their everyday world,
but also provides them with tutor-

TONY NAJIAR;
Hired to help entice

VImmm,” said Mr. Najjar, whose job as as- “John said he wants the stores to have some ing, mentoring and other services,
it to the chairman is to breathe life back into blossom,” said Mr. Najjar. courtesy of an unusual benefactor:
» Gristedes stores, “Ugly, isn’t it?” Market experts say the fact Mr, Catsimatidis the Thomas and Jeanne Elmezzi
r. Najjar has one of the toughest jobs in  is finally getting around to shoring up his stores Foundation. '

York retailing: persuading shoppersto take  illustrates just how desperate times have gotten ‘This year, the foundation will
werlook at Gristedes, the supermarketchain  at Gristedes, which is steadily losing customers invest $3.7 million in medical
d by billionaire and former mayoral candi-  to 2 host of competitors that offer wider aisles research to improve the lives of low-
ohn Catsimatidis. To lure back New York-  and shopping carts that don’t wobble. income residents in Queens, many
ho swore off the stores years ago for the Even M. Catsimatidis agreed times are of them under the age of 18. It does
appealing confines of Fairway or Whole tough for old-line grocers like his. “There’s got so partly through funding for pro-
3, Mr. Najjar is spending $10 million of Mr.  to be some re-engineering in our industry,” he grams such as I Have a Dream, as
matidis’ $3 billion fortune to renovate complained. Does he even shop at Gristedes? well as for schools, hospitals
rdes’ 30 stores, See GRISTEDES on Page 19 See FOUNDATION on Page 18

THE CITY'S INCREASINGLY VISIBLE HOMELESS POPULATION is plaguing Mayor
Bill de Blasio, who responded to criticism from former Mayor Rudy Giuliani and
others by nating the problem has been getting worse for years. Indeed it has:

e
. INCREASE in NYC shelter population, 1995-2015, .
) But others are h'opmg to at least 150% versus a 16% rise in the overall city population J
rentinaClass A comeclose. A growing pack of land- '
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IN THE BOROUGHS QUEENS

Foundation’s focus

Continued from Page 4
and other organizations in Astoria
and Long Island City—neighbor-
hoods where Mr. Elmezzi spent
much of his youth. From there, he
went on to a 43-year career at Pep-
si, where he rose to head of global
production and accumulated com-
pany stock that he and his wife
wanted to put to good use.
“Mr. Elmezzi felt that giving
young people tools at an early age to
lead successful

1996 lives paid huge
dividends,” smd
YEAR Elmezzi Pooja O'Han-
Foundation was lon, executive
established Bl = = e
OM foundation.
Probably
TOTALendowment | the best-kept
philanthropic
secret in the .
ZIP CODES cty, the
targeted in Queens | Elmezzi Foun-
dation has long

maintained alow profile, unlike many
wealthy donors who trumpet their
largesse. Even more unusual is its nar-
row geographical focus for much of
its work and the steep increase in its
giving in Queens—up 40% last year,
with a projected 16% gain this year.
The money comes from an endow-
ment that originally consisted solely
of Pepsi shares. Today, 10 years after
Thomas Elmezzi’s death, those assets
total about $40 million.

Concerned in 2009 that its ef-
forts were too dispersed, the foun-
dation’s board launched Project 126,

an effort to focus on the needs of res-
idents in the ZIP codes 11101,
11102 and 11106 in Astoria and
Long Island City.

‘Cradle to career’

To determine what was needed
most, the foundaton spent 18
months polling 3,000 residents,
many of whom reside in the 82 build-
ingsthat makeup the three enormous
Ravenswood, Queensbridge and As-
toria public-housing developments.
The foundation asked them about
their daily lives, needs and frustra-
tions, as well as their hopes for them-
selves and their children. Education,
it turned out, was a top priority.

The result was a 64-page report
that has guided a major chunk of the
foundation’s giving ever since. This
year, Elmezzi will invest $1.8 million
in such areas as youth development,
libraries and health care in Astona
and Long Island City.

One of them is Zone 126—a sep-
arate, nonprofit offshoot of Project
126 formed in 2011 toworkwithoth-
er organizations outside the Elmezzi
Foundation to build “cradle to
career” community school programs
for kids in the three ZIP codes. Ac-
cording to Zone 126, less than 60% of
students in those neighborhoods
graduate from high school, and only
10% earn bachelor’s degrees.

This year alone, the foundation
will pour $750,000 into Zone 126.
Some of it will go to programs at
Long Island City High School and
PS/1.S. 111Q. Zone 126, in fact,

through an El
Foundation prog

BUCK ENNIS

was recently tapped to be the lead
agency in Mayor Bill de Blasio’s Re-
newal Community Schools initia-
tive at the two schools. The effort
aims to close achievement gaps by
providing students with more learn-
ing opportunities inside and outside
the classroom. Zone 126’s involve-
ment with the high school dates
back several years, and continued
even as the Bloomberg administra-
tion sought to close down the un-
derperforming institution.

“When everyone was walking
away from the school, the Elmezzi
Foundation was supporting students
there,” said Queens City Council
member Costas Constantinides.

Another funding effort is the

ok

\

$190,000 that Elmezzi has put int
the Ravenswood I Have a Drean
program, which has served two co
horts of young people since the;
were in third grade. This year, thy
first group of 25 all graduated fron
high school, and all will start colleg;

" in September. After taking accoun

of scholarships, loans and parent:
contributions, Elmezzi will maki
up the difference in the students’ tu
ition costs while they are in college

Health pilot program

In health care, meanwhile, th
foundation has funded a health man
agement pilot program at Moun
Sinai Queens in Astoria. The projec
aims to keep patients in the commu



