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Crowdfunding Thy Daily Bread
With no help from city, hungry Tenderloin seniors are banking on a crowdfunding campaign to save their meal ticket. 

By Jeremy Lybarger

On a warm Friday morning in 
the Tenderloin, about a dozen seniors 
line up outside a locked door on Golden 
Gate Avenue. They ignore the calls of 
“Oxy,” “Klonopin,” and “Cheba” that rico-
chet from the dealers on Hyde Street. 
They’re here to score the free breakfast 
— oatmeal, toast with peanut butter, 
fruit, yogurt, and cereal — that’s served 
daily inside St. Francis Living Room. 
Freewheeling open-air drug sales and 
charity for the city’s needy mark another 
ordinary morning in the neighborhood, 
but soon only the dealers may remain. St. 
Francis has until the end of the month to 
raise $50,000 to stay open through No-
vember, or it will close permanently. Af-
ter missing the deadline for a key grant, 
the nearly 30-year-old nonprofit is at-
tempting to crowdfund the cash.

The tech boom has not been kind 
to the city’s nonprofits. Shoestring 
budgets, a skeleton crew of volunteers, 
and erratic support from grantmakers 
force organizations to scramble to stay 
afloat. A final blow of rising rent is 
often the death knell for small outfits 
like St. Francis. As Bloomberg reported 
in November, nearly 2,000 nonprofits 
in the city either relocated or shut 
down between 2011 and 2013. 

St. Francis managed to negotiate a 
sweetheart lease with building owner 
Mercy Housing but still struggles to 
meet overhead costs. The San Francisco 
Food Bank supplies most of the food. 

Greg Moore, St. Francis’s program 
director, knows there’s nothing inher-
ently newsworthy about another non-
profit facing extinction. “I’m curious 
why you’re writing about us,” he says 
when I meet him in the small bullpen 
that serves as the organization’s ad-
ministrative office.

The answer has to do with the com-
munity St. Francis serves: homeless 
and low-income people age 60 and 
older. This is St. Francis’s clientele, a 
vulnerable population that’s growing. 

There are 11,000 seniors in District 
6, which includes the Tenderloin; 
according to Moore, another 1,000 
people became seniors last year alone. 
Moore tells me that the majority of the 
“50 to 80” people who eat here every 
day have come in at least twice a week 
for more than two years.

The World Health Organization 
reports that 20 percent of San Fran-
cisco’s population is seniors. Offi-
cially at least, the city is trying to be 
“age-friendly” —  that is, welcoming 
and hospitable to the seniors who can 
still afford to live here. In February 

2014, San Francisco joined the WHO’s 
Global Network of Age-Friendly Cities 
and Communities, which assesses 
quality of life among the city’s seniors 
and develops a three-year action plan 
to improve baseline goals.     

Surveying the well-lit dining room 
at St. Francis, Greg Moore sees a harsh-
er reality. “Eighty-five percent are be-
low the federal poverty line, 30 percent 
are homeless, 60 to 70 percent abuse 
alcohol or drugs, 25 percent are veter-
ans,” he says, referring to St. Francis’s 
clients. “These people need help.”

Ironically, the kind of help that St. 
Francis provides means that the orga-
nization is often neglected by grant-
makers, who tend to prioritize more 
comprehensive treatment and inter-
vention programs. St. Francis practices 
what Moore calls “case management 
lite”: free breakfast, plus referrals to 
social service agencies that specialize 
in housing and addiction counseling. 
In the past year, St. Francis has applied 
for grants from Kaiser, Wells Fargo, 
Bank of America, Home Depot, and 
the Henry Mayo Newhall Foundation, 
none of which has been awarded. 

There’s another hurdle to clear, too. 
“Frankly, nobody wants to fund an or-
ganization that’s financially unstable,” 
Moore says, alluding to the fact that 
St. Francis is currently siphoning its 
reserve budget. 

In 2013, the organization’s volun-
teer board, many of whom had little ex-

perience managing a nonprofit, missed 
the deadline for a critical five-year 
grant. Supervisor Jane Kim secured 
a one-year add-back from city funds 
in fiscal year 2013-2014, but now St. 
Francis is essentially running on fumes.

Moore is fighting to save the organi-
zation. After becoming program direc-
tor in September 2013, he recruited tal-
ent from Salesforce to join St. Francis’ 
board, and an employee from Google 
will join pending successful crowdfund-
ing. Earlier this month, he launched an 
Indiegogo campaign to raise $50,000 — 
a stopgap that will keep the doors open 
until November and buy the board time 
to secure long-term funding.

When I ask what happens if the 
campaign fails, Moore answers bluntly: 
“We close.” And what happens to the 
roomful of seniors eating cereal and 
toast and napping on the leather couch-
es just beyond the bullpen? “A good 
many will go without,” Moore says.

Although other organizations in the 
Tenderloin offer free breakfast, they’re 
not always accessible to seniors. “Curry 
is maxed out for breakfast,” Moore 
says, referring to Curry Senior Center 
on Turk Street, “and Glide is too far 
away.” In addition, many seniors prefer 
services just for them. They feel uncom-
fortable mingling with younger clients 
who can sometimes be more aggressive. 

Size also matters. St. Francis seats 
28 people at a time, which helps the 
volunteer staff manage verbal and 

physical altercations. Moore notes 
that May was the first month since 
he’s been there that no such incidents 
were reported.

Since most clients don’t have family 
in San Francisco (or family at all), they 
treat St. Francis as precisely what its 
name suggests: a living room. Leather 
couches are ranked against the street-
side wall. And clients watch reruns of 
Zorro and Dragnet on the TV at the 
front of the room. The intimacy of the 
space is a far cry from the institutional 
severity of the city’s larger dining halls.

As of press time, St. Francis’ 
campaign has raised over $12,000 — 
approximately $860 per day. Moore 
is cautiously optimistic about the 
Indiegogo campaign but realizes that 
even successful crowdfunding won’t be 
enough to stave off closure. 

The city has left the organization to 
fend for itself. Moore says he invited 
Mayor Ed Lee to visit St. Francis but 
never got a response. And when he 
notified Supervisor Jane Kim of the 
organization’s Indiegogo campaign, 
she replied via email that she had cc’d 
her staff so they could share the link 
on social media. Moore never saw any 
such shares.

If St. Francis does shutter, morning 
on this stretch of Golden Gate will be 
bleaker, with only the neighborhood 
dealers waiting to meet the day.
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Would you like to be in 
a research study about 
health warnings on
cigarette packs? To start 
this study, you  must be 
18 or older and smoke 
cigarettes. This study will 
not ask you to quit
smoking. You would come 
to our office in Oakland 
several times over the 
course of a month.

You can receive up to 
$200 in cash.

Interested?
Visit www.cigstudyCA.org 
or call 844-567-1461
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