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I am delighted to inform you the search for a president  
of the Kids First Fund has yielded a candidate: Me.

My journey

In last year’s 2019 annual report I revealed a decision to step back from 
leadership of the Kids First Fund. I wanted the organization to be led 
by someone new to embrace the challenge and continue our good 
works. My energy to engage in the fund’s work had been waning and 
I wondered if this was the best opportunity to fulfill my desire to “do 
good.”  It was a struggle to get excited about the mission and after 20+ 
years I was ready to move to something new.

But it was the picture of boxes labeled with the Kids First Fund logo that 
changed my direction. The boxes of basic necessities for at-risk families 
in Moldova were purchased courtesy of a grant to our partner there. The 
image offered very real and compelling evidence of the work we do . . .  
and of the work I do to support our charity. 

In this moment I realized the Kids First Fund is my best platform for 
doing good works. And so my personal journey brought me back to 
where it began. I am delighted and re-energized to lead this organization.

Planning for the future

Much has been accomplished since this endeavor began in 1999. But 
the KFF house now needs renovation, and while we are at it, we can 
take the opportunity to expand. The following plan for 2021 has been 
reviewed and approved as a resolution by your board of directors:

•  Branding and Mission. We have defined a new branding statement to 
motivate donor support: Empowering children, parents, and teachers 
to prevent child abuse among neglected and resource-starved people  
in the world. It’s very specific and describes the bulk of our grant 
activities. I believe the words position us as having a unique mission, 
which is helpful when you are small as it makes us more memorable.

•  Website. Our online presence is extremely dated and must be improved. 
We anticipate launching a new website during the second quarter of 2021. 

•  Social Media. We will identify a volunteer to manage the Facebook page 
and consider the addition of Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn. If anyone 
among the readers of this letter can refer a candidate, please contact me.
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•  New Grant Recipient Location. We will add a domestic US 
perspective to our activities to broaden the audience of supporters. 
The intent is to pursue a program involving child abuse prevention on 
Native American lands. North or South Dakota, home of the tribes 
most resource-starved, seem likely candidates. The parallels with our 
early work in Latvia and current work in Moldova are strong. 

•  Revenue Generation. The business of raising money through travel 
industry connections using the annual travel auction ended with the 
pandemic, and may or may not return. This is a healthy outcome for the 
Kids First Fund as it requires us to identify donor-based revenue sources, 
rather than rely solely on an annual event. We will develop skills to tap 
support from donors large and small. Fund-raising will become a crucial 
component of our website, Facebook page, donor list, and board member 
outreach. We must develop the capability to eventually generate $50,000 
annually through these activities to support future grant-making.

•  Board Participation. US-based board members are required to 
donate a minimum of $1,000 annually. This already occurred for 2020 
with US-based board members donating $7,000. In addition, each 
would commit to identify large and small donors. Global access to 
Zoom will allow us to hold twice annual board meetings. The meeting 
time chosen will accommodate US and Europe members. Members 
in Latvia would be asked to donate a minimum of $1,000 annually 
to Dardedze. Donations would not be asked of our Moldova-based 
members. There would also be additional activities for all board 
members to consider to support Kids First Fund needs. 

•  Specific Board Changes. Bob Bahlman has become VP of Finance 
in recognition of his treasurer activities. Doug Mullen is now VP of 
Administration. In this role he would continue to administer voting 
for resolutions, monitor adherence to our corporate bylaws, draft grant 
agreements, and review legal documents. In addition, he maintains our 
project tracking documents to include the board approvals and project 
monitoring sections. 

   Roger Grigulis is now VP European Projects to shift project 
responsibility closer to Latvia and Moldova. In this role, he is copied 
on all project updates provided by our partners in Latvia and Moldova. 
In addition, all Europe project requests would be reviewed by Roger 
before being considered for a grant resolution. Plus, he is the in-person 
representative for Dardedze in Latvia and CRIC in Moldova. 
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 re-energized to lead  
  this organization.”



Kids really need us now

We are all counting the toll taken by the pandemic in terms of lives lost, 
people infected, and economic harm. Much later we will assess the damage 
done to mental health and how the pandemic unleashed domestic violence 
and child abuse. The systems the world built to prevent child abuse and 
protect children rely upon child interaction with teachers, social workers, 
health professionals, police, and family members. All have been constrained 
by the social restrictions implemented to stop the virus. This darkness has 
empowered those who seek to physically or sexually harm children. 

Our partners in Latvia and Moldova have not stopped their work during 
the pandemic. Fortunately for children, the dark force of abuse can be 
opposed by new methods. The methods used by Dardedze in Latvia 
and CRIC in Moldova can be adopted for an all-online environment 
when children can’t be reached through in-person activities. This requires 
significant program redesign and new materials. Yes—that equals a 
need for money. Sadly, many donor organizations have curtailed support 
because partners can’t deliver traditional services. We encourage Dardedze 
and CRIC to work around obstacles and to maintain focus on preventing 
abuse during the pandemic. But even these efforts lack the effectiveness 
created by in-person contact.

The world will begin to exit the grips of the pandemic during the next two 
years. As this occurs, and in-person contact allows traditional services to 
revive . . . the need will be far greater than ever before. But we are nearing 
the point when light will return to the world and to the methods we use 
to protect children. It’s appropriate here to close with the last lines of the 
poem “The Hill We Climb” delivered by Ms. Amanda Gorman at the 
inauguration of President Biden:    

For there was always light. 
If only we're brave enough to see it. 
If only we're brave enough to be it.

Your support is crucial. Light, justice, prevention, and protection will be 
restored. Your money helps us do this. 

For the kids, 

Jay Sorensen
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2020 Online Auction 
Suspended
After 17 years of gratifying support and 
fund-raising success, the annual Kids First 
Fund online auction of travel goodies was 
suspended in 2020—and will be again 
in 2021—for the simple reason that the 
global travel industry has been hanging  
by a thread for more than a year now.  
It remains to be seen when the industry 
will recover to the point that it’s appropriate 
to solicit the sorts of marvelous donations 
Kids First Fund relied on in the past. Until 
then, we salute the many kind companies 
and organizations that provided almost two 
decades of support for our mission, and we 
hope we will work together again one day. 
During the course of 17 years, the event 
raised a total of $329,356. 



In 2020, the Kids First Fund distributed grants 
totaling $36,000 to support school and family-
based prevention awareness and education 
programs—largely digital—as well as food and 
home supplies in Moldova. Center Dardedze in 
Latvia received $30,000, mostly for staff salary 
support, and the Child Rights Information Center 
Moldova (CRIC) received $6000, both on an 
emergency basis. These activities are described in 
the latter pages of this report.

Our cash and investments balance at year-end was 
a somewhat diminished $89,143, representing 
$28,119 in negative cashflow. The Kids First Fund 
2020 granted $30,000 as emergency support 
for Center Dardedze’s staff activities in Latvia; 
and $6,000 on an emergency basis to support 
especially vulnerable families in Moldova through 
our longtime partner, CRIC. The financial 
statements were prepared by Bob Bahlman, 
treasurer of the Kids First Fund. 

Fund-raising seems certain to be a challenge going 
forward due to the cancellation of the online travel 
auction for 2021—the coronavirus has done 
tremendous damage to the travel industry and 
makes it inappropriate to ask our industry partners 
for donations. So we are grateful that our past 
supporters have made it possible for us to continue 
our work in difficult times.

Kids First Fund, Inc. 2019 and 2020 Income Statement
Contributions   2019   2020
Cash donations $10,793 $7,981   
Interest from savings account $259 $69     
Dividends/change in market value securities $1,613 ($169)     
Online Travel Auction for Kids (see note a) $12,410    $0    
Total Contributions $25,075 $7,881  

Expenditures and Distributions
Grants made to support mission  $29,772 $36,000   
Salaries, compensation and benefits $0 $0 
Professional fees and fundraising $0 $0 
Other expenses $0 $0 
Total Expenses and Distributions $29,772 $36,000   
Excess Funds – Deposited to Bank Account ($4,697) ($28,119)  

Results are not audited, but reflect amounts reported to the IRS. 

(a) Net results from the annual online travel auction. All items are 100% donated.  
Selling expenses associated with online auctions were approximately 15% of the gross 
amount raised.

Kids First Fund, Inc. 2019 and 2020 Balance Sheet
Assets Dec. 31, 2019 Dec. 31, 2020
Cash and investments $117,262 $89,143       
Other assets $0 $0 
Total Assets $117,262 $89,143     

Liabilities
Accounts payable $0 $0 
Other liabilities $0 $0 
Total Liabilities $0 $0
Net Assets and Fund Balance $117,262  $89,143   

Results are not audited, but reflect amounts reported to the IRS. 

The 2020 annual report represents a continuing commitment to 
donor disclosure by including the annual financial statements for the  
Kids First Fund. In addition, filings made with government regulators,  
such as the U.S. Internal Revenue Service, are available for download  
at KidsFirstFund.org. 

Revenues from donations represent the engine of our good works— 
an engine that ran in low gear last year, especially since the annual online 
auction was suspended. Annual cash contributions have ranged between 
approximately $7,000 and $22,000 for the past decade, with 2020 
approaching the low point: 

Numbers Help Tell Our Story

Cash Contribution Trend – Past 8 Years

2013     2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 
$15,709 $7,596 $10,280 $22,033 $8,491 $7,028  $10,793  $7,981 
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How do you change the world when the whole world is  
on hold? How do you reach children when they are not in school?  
What is safety when families are enduring wartime levels of stress and 
fear? How do you stay alive financially when entire economies plunge 
into recession? These are the sorts of questions every philanthropic 
organization in the world had to face in 2020, and the Kids First Fund  
was no exception.

In precarious times, simplest is best. So—getting back to basics— 
we honored the requests of our partners: food and jobs.

We do not ordinarily consider Kids First Fund assets to be “rainy day” 
emergency funds. But while the two organizations we support, Center 
Dardedze in Latvia and Child Rights Information Center in Moldova, 
tried their best to continue their successful and inventive approaches to 
enhancing youth safety and development—educating children, teachers, 
law enforcement officials, counselors and parents—financial, logistical, 
emotional and spiritual challenges overwhelmed their work.

Sometimes Just Getting By is a Triumph
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Online instruction helped the learning continue in 2020.  
Here teachers receive instruction in Moldova from CRIC.

It’s our pleasure to report that we are still here, and 
so are they. In-person puppet shows in Latvia have 
moved online; school workshops in Moldova were 
suddenly transformed into shipments of food, 
clothing and other necessities for needy famlies. 
But in what may have been the most difficult 
year in our lifetimes, our two partners continued 
advancing the idea that all children need and 
deserve safe and nurturing environments in which 
to live, learn, play and grow.

By now, literally hundreds of thousands of children 
have benefited—and while raw numbers may 
have declined in 2020, we believe we are funding 
not just education, we are supporting hope and 
progress. The world may have changed radically, 
but the work continues.

“The world may have changed radically, but the work continues.”
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The Dzimba Safety Program was updated 
with new educational films and interactive 
materials for children such as situation 
cards, board games, and a puzzle. Shown 
here are materials in the Latvian language.

Dardedze’s innovative and popular Dzimba Safety 
program—whose star is a marvelous full-size puppet—was set to 
sail into new territories in 2020, under the center’s “Traveling Dzimba” 
program. Then the pandemic shut down in-person activities in March, 
and Dardedze staff members shifted to providing support to parents, 
teachers and children however possible.

The center offered safety information and advocacy to children and 
families via phone calls and Zoom sessions. A letter was conceived and 
sent to schools and teachers on ways to monitor child wellbeing, and how 
to recognize when a report should be made to social services.

In-person programs and support were restarted in June…Dzimba Safety 
House sessions, Dzimba summer camp, Guardian Angel group meetings. 
Dardedze reports that abuse cases in which the agency intervened became 
much more complicated during the pandemic.

Then most in-person activities were suspended again in late October. 
Meanwhile, the Dzimba Safety Program was expanded by adding two 
new steps, and all materials were translated into Russian, the language 
spoken by about a quarter of Latvia’s 2 million people.

With programs starting and stopping, and the center experiencing 
constant flux and uncertainty, the most practical support KFF could 
offer seemed to be money for salaries. Keeping people employed is 
not just highly beneficial during times of struggle, continuity is a key 
element of success in social work. Our one-time $30,000 emergency 
grant was directed to this fundamental organizational need…without 
caring professionals on the job, change does not happen. It’s crucial for 
organizations to maintain intellectual capital—the collective wisdom  
of a professional team—and our grant did just that in 2020.

 

Center Dardedze Latvia

The Dzimba character is loved by children, 
and depth is added to his story to create 
fun and meaningful connections. Here 
Dzimba is shown with his favorite food… 
which of course is broccoli. 

“It’s crucial for organizations  
to maintain intellectual capital… 

and our grant did just that in 2020.”



Before the 
pandemic 
arrived, the  
3-year school- 
based child 
abuse prevention 
project was 
completed with 
regions across 
Moldova receiving 
support. Year 1 regions 
are displayed in green, 
Year 2 in brown, and  
the final period in blue.

In Moldova, CRIC staff member Vasile Coroi settled 
into his new role as executive director of the organization, 
moving up from his previous position as program 
coordinator—and immediately found himself in the 
midst of a global crisis…one that hit developing countries 
especially hard. 

CRIC thus asked us to support emergency supply of basic 
necessities for families in two of Moldova’s poorest districts, 
Calaresi and Anenii Noi. With $6,000 in funds sent in late 
May under a one-time grant, CRIC provided food and 
hygiene supplies to 140 families, including 456 children. 
Items given ranged from buckwheat to biscuits, toilet paper 
to toothbrushes—mainstays of modern life that very few 
Americans would ever even consider out of reach.

Child Rights Information Center Moldova
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In-person train-the-trainer instruction did occur 
in Moldova prior to the arrival of the pandemic. 
Here teachers are learning about school-based 
child abuse prevention methods.

Child Abuse Awareness and Prevention Project – Moldova

Participant Groups 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 To Date

District representatives trained 343 174 * 424 327 249 2,062

Children receiving abuse awareness training 5,149 7,907 5,167 9,084 9,295 5,460 65,545

Parents/caregivers involved in effective 
parenting curriculum

480 453 2,924 6,705 5,540 2,549 24,991

Teachers benefiting from sessions organized  
by colleagues

207 197 278 3,415 2,839 2,170 11,263

Project Metrics

Total participation 6,179 8,731 8,369 19,628 18,001 10,428 103,861

Kids First Fund program grants $15,000 $7,500 $10,000 $15,000 $15,000 $15,000 $137,500

Program cost per participant $2.43 $0.86 $1.19 $0.76 $0.83 $1.44 $1.32 

* Included in teacher statistics for 2017.Source: Child Rights Information Center. Project began in 2010.



When did you join the Board of the Kids First Fund? 

I joined the board in December 2017 for an initial term of three years.  
I have accepted the second term mandate in December 2020.

Tell us about your family. 

I am married and together with my husband of 30 years we have 2 sons—
one is 29 and working in IT and the youngest is 18 and still in school.  
We have a dog, Flopsy, who is with us for the last 11 years.

As a family, we love to cook, travel, play cards and watch good movies.

Your profession?  

By education I’m a philologist—I have studied Russian language and 
literature, as well as World and Comparative literature. However, for the 
last almost 20 years I have been working to ensure that all children can 
grow up in a nurturing and protective family environment.

Favorite destination?  

Countries and cities with rich historic and cultural heritage. 

What interests you about the KFF mission? 

The drive to fight against all forms of violence against children, belief in 
schools’ role in this mission and building the capacities of educators to 
protect children from abuse.

Where do you see the Fund five years from now? 

Continue working on preventing child abuse, documenting the work.

Sharing its experience with other organizations, state institutions and 
practitioners. Maybe extending work to other countries. 

Member Snapshot: Liliana Rotaru 

“The most important thing is supporting civil society  
to build schools’ capacities to protect and nurture children.”
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Liliana is one of two board members 
based in Moldova.

What is the most important thing  
we do? 

The most important thing is supporting civil 
society to build schools’ capacities to protect 
and nurture children.



Empowering children, parents, and teachers to prevent child abuse  
among neglected and resource-starved people in the world.

The Kids First Fund helps abused and abandoned children. We protect 
children from abuse. We empower young adults with a positive future. 
We strengthen families. We build awareness of child abuse. We operate 
in countries where resources are very limited. Current projects provide 
support for children in Latvia and Moldova. The Kids First Fund supports 
programs to educate child welfare professionals such as police officers, 
judges, social workers, teachers and prosecutors on child abuse issues.  
The Kids First Fund does not incur any expenses since all staffing 
and services are donated. The organization has been granted special 
consultative status with the Economic and Social Council of the  
United Nations.

Special Thanks
This annual report is courtesy of the services contributed by Amy Thomas, 
who operates field|works, a graphic design firm in Glendale, Wisconsin, 
and Eric Lucas, who helped write and edit the document.

Hosting and updating of the KidsFirstFund.org website is donated by 
Matthew Frederick, who operates DigitalPerceptions.com, an interactive 
web media development firm in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

About the Kids First Fund

Board of Directors and Officers
Bob Bahlman, Treasurer and VP  
of Finance (Miami, Florida)

Liliana Calmatui, Director  
(Chisinau, Moldova) 

Roger Grigulis, VP European Projects  
(Riga, Latvia)

Hamid Ladjevardi, Director 
(New York City and Riga, Latvia)

Eric Lucas, Director and  
Communications Representative   
(San Juan Island, Washington)

Doug Mullen, Vice President  
of Administration (Washington, DC)

Liliana Rotaru, Director (Chisinau, Moldova) 

Jay Sorensen, President  
(Shorewood, Wisconsin)

United Nations Representatives
Jay Sorensen and Doug Mullen are 
designated representatives to the Economic 
and Social Council at the United Nations 
headquarters in New York.

Roger Grigulis is the designated 
representatives to the Economic and Social 
Council at the United Nations headquarters  
in Geneva and Vienna. 

The Kids First Fund has special consultative status  
with the Economic and Social Council of the  
United Nations.  Shown here is the Palais des Nations,  
a major office for the UN in Geneva, Switzerland. 

Media Contact and Writer  
of this Report
Eric Lucas, ericplucas “at” yahoo.com

Kids First Ambassadors  
to Children
Dr. Valdis Rande (Riga, Latvia)

Irma Kalnina (Riga, Latvia)

Dr. V. George Nagobads
(Minneapolis, Minnesota)
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Learn More  
and Donate Online
KidsFirstFund.org

The Kids First Fund 
1916 E. Kensington Blvd. 
Shorewood, WI 53211, USA

414/961-1939


