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The Emergency Fund’s Inaugural Service Excellence Award Given to Bridge Communities 
Bridge Communities, Inc. is the inaugural recipient of The Emergency Fund’s Service Excellence Awar.  Awarded at the The Emergency Fund’s May 6th annual meeting, the award includes a $5,000 donation and was given to Bridge as an expert community organization and partner agency dedicated to helping individuals and families facing a crisis or transition.
Founded in Chicago by Norman H. Stone in 1973, The Emergency Fund was started to help individuals and families facing a crisis or transition. He discovered there were no social service organizations that had funds to offer quick assistance to someone in crisis except during the holiday season.  The Fund was established as the Emergency Fund for Needy People in order to respond all year round, with compassion and without red tape, to the emergency needs of low-income Chicago residents. Volunteers or field workers disbursed $100 per month as needed toward the purchase of medications, food, CTA tokens to get to a job interview or a doctor’s appointment and also worked on their client’s behalf to connect them to mainstream benefits or negotiate with a landlord or utility company.
The Fund merged with My Brother’s Keeper, founded by Tom Owens in 2004 because they were also providing financial assistance to low income families, in addition to promoting self-sufficiency. They embraced that focus and began to work together. Today, the Fund is the largest provider of homelessness prevention funds in the Chicago area, working with over 60 Fund Managers and partner agencies.  These partnerships allow financial assistance and resources as needed to be available in every neighborhood throughout Chicago helping people avert crises. Today, the Emergency Fund has become a leader in homelessness prevention to families in need and since 1973 has helped tens of thousands of individuals who had nowhere else to go.
“Bridge Communities is honored to be chosen for the inaugural Service Excellence Award in 2009,” said Karen Stewart, Bridge Communities’ program staff member. “The Emergency Fund has been an outstanding partner for 5 years. The Fund allows us to help a family with immediate emergency needs and overcome obstacles that stand in their way such as car repairs to get to work as they become stable in our Transitional Housing Program.”
Bridge Communities, Inc., (Bridge) is a dynamic, grassroots, nonprofit organization committed to transforming the lives of homeless families in DuPage County through partnering with talented, resourceful individuals and groups in our community. Our program of transitional housing, mentoring and supportive services empowers the families to increase life skills and earning power to promote self sufficiency, sustain permanent housing, and to break the cycle of poverty within the family unit.
What began by co-founders Mark Milligan and Bob Wahlgren when they decided, in 1988, to begin to help homeless families, has now become a powerful current of change in the lives of hundreds of extremely low to low income at-risk families.

Neither one of them realized – at the time renting one apartment for a family of three-what could truly happen if concerned community members banded together, even in some small way to create change and opportunities.  Little did they know that the change they were trying to make for that first family would become the largest transitional housing program for homeless families in DuPage County or that the program model would be replicated throughout the country by other caring people trying to help their neighbors.  Adding to the organization’s philosophy that the mentors are the heart of the program, Bridge Communities also provides employment coaching, case management, parenting skill work with the adults and educational enrichment programs for the children.  This is all provided through 17 transitional housing or condominium buildings and 4 learning resource centers. In addition, Bridge Communities has an auto donation program directly benefiting a family in the program in need of transportation on their road to self-sufficiency.   

For many years we approached each “need” one day at a time and hoped we would find a solution,” said Bob Wahlgren.  The Emergency Fund has been a strategic part of the solution in helping homeless families lead self-sufficient lives.
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