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Volunteers distribute food at a drive-thru distribution held by Harry Chapin Food Bank. SUBMITTED PHOTOS

HERE TO HELP
Residents turn to Harry Chapin
Food Bank in their time of need
Special to Fort Myers News-Press USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

Dace Vella was proud of never having to take any help from anybody in her
life. Not when she emigrated from her native Latvia in 1995, after her country gained its independence from the former Soviet Union. Not when she
landed in Canada, not knowing a word of English. Not when she got her
visa and moved to New York State and not when she moved to Florida in
2007. ❚ But she had no choice but to accept help recently, for the first time,
at a drive-thru food distribution held by Harry Chapin Food Bank in Bonita
Springs.

Dace lost her job in the hospitality industry due to the
economic impact of the coronavirus pandemic.

See FOOD BANK, Page 3C
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Dace lost her job in the hospitality industry due to the economic impact of
the coronavirus pandemic. She worked
in the restaurant at Shangri-La Springs,
a spa and wellness center in Bonita
Springs. Her last day of work was March
15. Even with the looming crisis of the
coronavirus, when management came
to her and her colleagues at the restaurant and told them they were shutting
down, it was a shock. This month’s bills
will be covered, but next month is an unknown.
So she drove to the pantry at the Bonita Springs Lions Club. As she waited in
her car, there was one overriding emotion: “Embarrassment. That’s what I’m
thinking,” she said. She had always
managed. There were some good times
and some not so good times, but always,
she managed.
Volunteers put a kit of nonperishable
food, enough for about five days, along
with some produce and bread, into her
trunk. This is one of 12 food distributions per week held by Harry Chapin
Food Bank, using the drive-thru method, to minimize contact and maximize
social distancing.
Dace is actively applying for work.
She became a U.S. citizen in 2002. She
had worked as a certified kitchen and
bath designer, learning the trade
through her now ex-husband’s busi-

Masks
Continued from Page 1C

thread for the Podlasek family. In October 2018 after Hurricane Michael hit
Florida’s panhandle, the couple supported their 14-year-old daughter, Kristina, in founding a nonprofit organization, Kids’ Care Disaster Relief. After engaging her classmates and friends at
Canterbury School in Fort Myers to create and sell custom artwork, tile coasters and solicit donations, support grew,
and so did the needs. From the California wildfires to Hurricane Dorian, Kids’
Care Disaster Relief mobilized donations and fundraisers, donating 100 percent of the proceeds to disaster support
services. The children and their families
even took a field trip to the Panhandle to
personally present their donations. The

Volunteers put a kit of nonperishable food, enough for about five days, along
with some produce and bread, into trunks. This is one of 12 food distributions
per week held by Harry Chapin Food Bank, using the drive-thru method, to
minimize contact and maximize social distancing. SUBMITTED
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ties, house-sat, drove couples to Florida’s East Coast to take cruises, and
managed home projects. All work is
honorable work, she said. That’s how
she was raised. “Whatever I do, I do with
pride.”
The work ethic came from her parents in Latvia, who both passed away
several years ago. They were a workingclass family. She was taught that “any
job is good – it doesn’t matter.” It’s all
well and good to be a lawyer or doctor,
but not everyone can be a lawyer or doctor, she said.
Dace doesn’t have children, but her
brother, his wife and two nephews live
in Latvia. She brought her nephews here
and put them through school. “All my
life I helped my family,” she said.
Dace now lives with her boyfriend,
who is still employed at the Bentley Village retirement community. But the future looks frightening. This pandemic is
unlike anything else she’s experienced.
It’s not like the impact of a hurricane, or
the collapse of an industry.
“The whole country stops,” she said.
“I’ve never seen anything as bad as this,
hurting us.”
She is grateful that Harry Chapin
Food Bank is here to help.
For a calendar of drive-thru distributions,
please
go
to
harrychapinfoodbank.org and click on
the coronavirus update. That will take
you to a page with a list of links on the
right-hand side to find food and other
information.

ness. When she moved to Bonita
Springs in 2008 she began to freelance,
doing some design work but also work-

ing at any job she could.
So she cleaned houses in upscale gated communities, served at dinner par-

group now includes 21 students and has
raised $45,000.
Today, with COVID-19 at the forefront
of concerns locally and around the
world, Kids’ Care Disaster Relief is once
again mobilizing and seeking support.
Support for the organization will help
fund the materials for making more
masks. As the situation continues, future needs will be addressed.
In the meantime, the Podlasek family
continues to focus on the critical needs
locally by making masks, some might
say, until the cows come home.
“As long as there’s a need and our Island Cow remains closed, we remain
committed to supporting our community, especially our friends and health care
workers,” said Elke.
For more information or to support
Kids’
Care
Relief,
visit
www.kidscaredisasterrelief.com or call
239-848-5533.

The Podlasek family continues to focus on the critical needs locally by making
masks at their Fort Myers beach home. SUBMITTED
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