
UIDN UPDATE  DECEMBER  2020 
 

This was a challenging and unpredictable year. . .for each of us, and also for UIDN and 

our immigrant friends.  Yet, 2020 also brought new opportunities.  For this year-end UPDATE, 
we surveyed the leaders  of our many UIDN Teams and projects to find out how they met those 
challenges and opportunities, and also what they anticipate for the New Year.  Here is what we 
learned. 
 

UIDN Before COVID…as 2020 began, we focused on service and education.  And, while our 

Helpline, with our bi-lingual volunteers, was already a socially-distanced operation, taking calls 
from the immigrant community and responding with connections to UIDN or other sources of 
help,  most of our activities and services were provided in-person. 
 
Transportation and Accompaniment: Many of our immigrant friends needed to travel 
periodically to the Bronx for check-ins with ICE or to lower Manhattan for appearances in 
immigration court as their applications for asylum or other documentation proceeded at a 
snail’s pace. Travel costs were prohibitive; most riders were Central Americans who spoke 
Q’eqchi, an indigenous language. Making one’s way in the City with little or no English was 
chancy, so we provided transportation and accompaniment. We also provided local transport 
for critical health or legal appointments. In January and February, we provided 30 or more rides 
each month. Transportation was UIDN’s  single largest cost. 
 
Rent and Utilities: Back in Kingston, a few families asked for financial assistance with rent 
payments and/or utilities bills. Most housing for immigrants was scarce and unaffordable, that 
is, more than 30% of household income, so long as jobs were steady, it was manageable. 
 
Food and Household Support: After paying their rent, many families needed help with food and 
other household items, especially during the winter months, when paid outdoor work was 
scarce. Before 2020, our emergency food pantry and monthly distribution of food and 
household goods served about 40 families; by the end of February, that rose to about 100 
families per month. 
 
Community Education and Advocacy: In pre-covid days, we scheduled many in-person events. 
We provided legal assistance in how to fill out asylum application forms and temporary 
guardianship papers in case ICE separated parents from their children. Other workshops 
informed our new neighbors of their legal rights in relation to ICE, to employers, and so on. 
 
In the wider community, UIDN sponsored public meetings, sent speakers to community groups 
and congregations, and promoted positive media coverage of local immigrant issues. We also 
invited community groups to become affiliates of UIDN and, from them, we recruited many 
new volunteers. Very importantly, UIDN joined forces with other local, regional, and state-wide 
groups to lobby for pro-immigrant legislation, such as the  Green Light NY, which  restored 
immigrants’ rights to apply for  drivers’ licenses; municipal ID programs in Kingston and 
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Woodstock; and the Protect Our Courts Act requiring immigration enforcement to have an 
arrest warrant signed by a judge to arrest someone at a courthouse. 
 
Schools Outreach: By January 2020, our Kindergarten-Grade 4 afterschool program at 
Kingston’s Chambers School was half a year old. UIDN volunteers met once a week for three 
hours of games, arts and crafts, reading, and homework help with 28 English language learners 
(ELL). And, in Kingston and New Paltz, the committee spent time with teachers and 
administrators to develop collaborative approaches for helping immigrant students. 
 
Fund Raising: As a community-based volunteer-run organization – with no paid staff – we relied 
on individual donations and on grants from a few generous foundations that valued our work.  
In January 2020, we thought a budget of $70,000 would enable us to keep moving forward.  
The challenges ahead looked much like those we had met in the prior  year. 
 

And Then Came March – and Covid 
 
The impact on our immigrant friends has been extraordinary. Beyond the threat of infection, 
outdoor employment, which normally resumed with the spring, did not come back strong.  
Work in restaurants and housework – two other major sources of income for our immigrant 
friends  – was also reduced.   
 
Unlike most American workers in 2020, immigrants are rarely eligible for federal 
unemployment compensation or emergency relief funds. Even with relief, millions of under-
employed people could not keep up with their rent or mortgage payments. Federal and state 
eviction moratoriums offered temporary protection, but the end of moratoriums is inevitable 
and unpredictable, and unpaid balances will be unaffordable to many, without further action. 
 
COVID’s impact did not stop there. Within weeks, in-person schooling ended. School districts 
took weeks and months to restructure teaching while minimizing the viral threat to teachers 
and students. Much schooling transitioned to “at-home” online teaching but many immigrant 
families lacked adequate broadband and having children at home meant that working parents 
had to find scarce and expensive childcare (less expensive options here) or further reduce their 
own employment to care for their children. 
 
The U.S. steadily emerged as the least effective advanced economy in managing covid and its 
economic fallout. Our immigrant neighbors were, and remained, at the end of the line for 
whatever public services were forthcoming all the while living in the shadow of a political 
regime dedicated to their removal.   
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UIDN Reinvents Its Services 
 
UIDN’s mission had suddenly become much more challenging. As one UIDN leader put it, “We 
have had to reinvent our services many times in the last 10 months.” In fact, that was the new 
reality in each area of our work.  
 
Schools: Almost immediately, for example, the weekly after-school program at Chambers 
Elementary School was unable to continue, a personal loss felt by both children and tutors.  
Books,  games, and art supplies sat idle in a cabinet. Finally, several tutors divided up these 
resources into gift parcels and began periodic visits to children’s homes to distribute them. 
Most recently, the tutors collected a new round of Christmas gifts for the after-school kids. 
 
Immigrant children who are English language learners have a special disadvantage when in-
person school is disrupted: they miss out on extended opportunities to speak and listen to 
English in class and informally. Lack of internet access and poor broadband quality made even 
formal class time frustrating. Educators expect that schools will need to spend much of next 
year helping all students make up what they lost during  the 2020-21 school year. 
 
UIDN has planned two online programs to help immigrant children catch up. In New Paltz, 
volunteers have a one-one program, Reading Together. In Kingston a one-on-one tutoring 
program will begin in January for elementary, middle, and high school students. 
 

Volunteer Tutors Needed: One-on-one with an elementary, middle, or high school ELL 
child for an hour each week, on-line from your home. Training, software, and learning 
materials will be provided and tutoring will be in English. Past teaching experience 
welcome, but not required. Learn more and see if this is a good fit for you; contact 
Helaine at helainemeisler@yahoo.com 

 
In our Food and Household Support program, reinvention occurred multiple times, under the 
pressure of growing needs, while avoiding the health risks of in-person support.  The 100 
families seeking help in early March grew steadily in number; UIDN now serves about 250 
families each month. 
 
The challenge was not just increased need. Pre-covid, the food pantry and monthly distribution 
of household goods and clothing were well-attended public marketplaces. Now, social 
distancing is necessary. We quickly launched, “Shop and Deliver:” volunteers agreed to buy and 
deliver list of goods for an immigrant family. UIDN reimbursed volunteers for purchases, though 
in very many cases, they graciously chose not to accept it. Many other volunteers delivered 
food already in our UIDN pantry. It all worked fairly well, except that recipient families no 
longer had the chance to select what they needed and, sometimes, no one was home to accept 
the food when the volunteer arrived. 
 
So, the food project reinvented itself again. As the weather improved, we began a socially- 
distanced, outdoor, free market at Holy Cross Santa Cruz Church, supplemented by the delivery 
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of food to families that could not attend the market.  We also strengthened our ties to major 
sources of food for distribution, such as the Hudson Valley Farm Hub and the Food Bank of the 
Hudson Valley. 
 
Then came the colder weather and shorter days.  Time to reinvent again.  Now, the market is 
held weekly, “curbside” at Holy Cross/Santa Cruz Church. To limit interpersonal exposure, 
packages of food and non-food goods are pre-selected and distributed quickly with social 
distancing maintained. 
 
Happily, one pattern that remains is the weekly encounter between volunteers and our 
immigrant neighbors.  Friendships have grown; market day is an occasion to mention other 
needs and get helpful advice.  Volunteers frequently refer families to other parts of UIDN, to 
other local organizations, and/or to UIDN’s resource guide.  Recently, a regional church offered 
toys and books for distribution to children whose parents come to market; volunteers delivered 
235 gifts to 118 families on the Saturday before Christmas. 
 
Reinvention has also been the pattern in other parts of UIDN.  Soon after COVID hit, help with 
Rent and Utilities (R&U) swelled in scale and importance – and expense. All told, since March, 
163 families have been helped, some of them more than once, at a total cost of over $96,000. 
 
As part of R&U, UIDN contacted landlords to negotiate lower rents.  While a few landlords with 
smaller properties agreed to rent reductions, corporate landlords were generally less 
accommodating.  Many families were doing all they could, even doubling up with others; 
however, affordable housing in the area is scarce, and our friends’ income is low.  So, while the 
moratorium on evictions offered temporary security, many families accrued months of large 
unpaid balances that would be impossible to pay later on. 
 
We have no illusions that our friends’ rent problems are solved.  The eviction moratorium was 
set to end on December 31; the relief bill just considered in Congress extends it to the end of 
January; and NY state may delay it further. None of these policies will prevent massive evictions 
from re-emerging as an immediate threat early next year. 
 
Further complicating the housing crisis, many New Yorkers moving to Ulster County willingly 
pay higher rents or purchase prices for currently lower-rent properties.  For some landlords, the 
temptation to evict and get a higher financial return will be great.  Even families that have kept 
up their rent payments sometimes report being intimidated by landlords hoping they will leave. 
 
Community Education and Advocacy: Our efforts to educate and advocate have also shifted 
focus from in-person public events toward increased use of media, often in collaboration with 
other state and regional organizations. 
 
For example, “Know Your Rights” education for renters, employing bilingual brochures and 
videos, as part of our partnership with the Ulster County Coalition for Housing Justice (UCCHJ).  
Another initiative aims to help our friends succeed in their applications for NY drivers’ licenses, 



now that the Green Light legislation we worked for has passed.  UIDN developed a manual and 
a multi-session, non-interactive webinar series,  in English and Spanish, that helps our friends 
navigate the world of  multiple-choice questions on the DMV written exam.  Going beyond the 
bounds of Ulster County, the Worker Justice Center (WJC), a leader in the Green Light 
campaign, will use this written material and online program  statewide. 
 
We are also exploring ways to promote Language Justice to ensure truly equal opportunities for 
our friends to communicate their concerns:  that is, in bilingual meetings, simultaneous 
translation can be made available in each direction – a practice that aims at “language justice.”  
UIDN volunteers and school leaders in New Paltz are hoping to create such meetings in a more 
culturally inclusive PTA.  (It turns out that simultaneous translation is one thing that Zoom 
meetings may actually handle fairly well.) 
 
These were not the only changes UIDN underwent in 2020.  The most expensive service 
component in previous years had been transportation to ICE check-ins and immigration court 
in NYC, but, once COVID hit, the federal government repeatedly postponed such sessions.  The 
latest restart date is early January, but it could be delayed again. The postponements have 
unfortunately left our friends’ cases hanging. But the drop in riders to NYC freed up many 
dollars needed for food, rent, and utilities, at least temporarily. 
 

UIDN Reinvents Itself: Learning, Growing, And Forging New Alliances 
 
While meeting the challenge of providing direct services, UIDN also accelerated its own 
organizational learning and development. Bi-lingual Helpline volunteers grew in numbers and 
focused more effectively on identifying a caller’s needs and lining up the best resource for help. 

 

A Helpline volunteer’s note: “We interpreters get to hear the tremendous level of 
relief and appreciation our friends expressed to us. Almost always, when I ask if 
there’s anything else they need, they decline, even though they clearly do need more 
help. But they say they don’t want to take advantage.  
 
“They are all so relieved to realize that not all Americans feel the way our present 
government tries to portray us. They always end by saying, ‘may God bless you all for 
your kind work.’ That’s the only thing they can offer in exchange for our desperately 
needed help. I wish you could all get to hear what we hear. We are certainly doing 
incredible and important work. Happy holidays to everybody.” 
 
 

Our website and Facebook page expanded their coverage of helpful resources in both English 
and Spanish. And, with UIDN serving so many more families, we installed a new software 
management program to keep track of who needs what and who is helping whom. We also 
increased our use of software to keep track of volunteers, donors, and supporters, a group that 
has now grown to over 1250 individuals and multiple funding organizations. 
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Most importantly, we sought and received remarkable levels of financial support to fuel the 
work of our all-volunteer  organization.  By mid-December 2020, our annual revenue was nearly 
$232,000, up from about $71,000 the year before.  More than half of this money supported 
rent and utilities; nearly 20 percent went for food; and none went for any UIDN staff income. 
Individual donors provided $125,000, while $106,000 came from grants. 
 
In short, 2020 has been a tumultuous year with ever-expanding demands on a dedicated band 
of volunteers and supporters. Together, we  proved  quite adept at continuously learning and 
reinventing UIDN. We strengthened internal processes, and forged new collaborations with 
other organizations, such as the Hudson Valley Farm Hub and the Food Bank of the Hudson 
Valley. We  sought out foundations, large and small who wanted to help immigrants and 
needed a service organization that could deliver. UIDN had become that organization. 
 

2021: More Challenges and Opportunities in an Undefined Future 
 
What new challenges will 2021 bring?  Much depends on larger changes beyond our control: 
When will COVID disappear?  How quickly will the economy recover, especially those parts on 
which our friends depend?  Will the Biden administration, with its potential adversaries in 
Congress and the Supreme Court, be able to reform the immigration system? 
 
As the new year begins, UIDN leaders gather to reflect and to plan.  The plans will need to be 
provisional, depending on these larger trends.  We are newly incorporated as a 501 c3 not-for-
profit organization, which will help us secure much needed resources. 
 
And, because we want our work to bring empowerment, not dependency, to our immigrant 
friends,  we are working to create a group of advisors, drawn from the immigrant community – 
people who can help us set priorities and refine our practices. 
 
In all of our activities, we remain grateful for the incredible dedication of volunteers and donors 
who arise when they are needed and exceed all reasonable expectations. 

 

Thanks for Reading. And Best Wishes to All for the New Year. 
 

 If this account has stoked your interest in volunteering, don’t hesitate to let us know. 
For work with the food program, contact Leslie at lilacless2@yahoo.com. For other 
areas, contact Helaine at helainemeisler@yahoo.com. 

 
 There’s more information about UIDN and other community resources in English and 

Spanish. Visit our website and follow us on Twitter and Facebook. 
 

 To donate, go here. 
 
And thank you again. 
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