
SPECIAL NOTE 
Many of the SVCOA photos featured here are from prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, therefore  
protective masks and proper social distancing may not be shown. SVCOA currently follows all 

State of Vermont guidelines regarding safe operations with respect to COVID-19. 

Staff from TRIO Community Meals prepare nutritious meals for the Rutland County Meals on Wheels program administered by SVCOA. 

IT WOULD BE AN UNDERSTATEMENT TO SUGGEST THE CORONAVI-
RUS AND THE RESULTING QUARANTINE AND SHUTDOWN WREAKED 
HAVOC IN OUR DAILY LIVES WHEN IT HIT THE U.S. in March, and in no 
case may this be truer than the service and support agencies that were already 
working to meet the needs of critical elderly populations. Such was the case 
with Southwestern Vermont Council on Aging (SVCOA), one of five triple As, 
area agencies on aging, across the state. 

Southwestern Vermont Council on Aging is designated through the Older 
Americans Act to serve clients in southwestern Vermont, comprising Rutland 
and Bennington counties, with a range of programs and services including a 
helpline, case management and a counseling program; an elder care clinician 
program; nutrition and wellness programs; volunteer and senior compan-
ionship programs; a retired senior volunteer program; money management 
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and representative payee programs; 
transportation, health and insurance 
programs; and more.

“SVCOA’s mission is to be a com-
munity force in creating and sus-
taining opportunities for elders and 
caregivers in our region with the goal 
that that work will help to ensure 
that older Vermonters will be able to 
maintain maximum independence 
and quality of life,” says Chris Adams, 
development and communications 
director.

SVCOA has two offices, one in 
Rutland and one in Bennington with 
approximately 35 staff and an active 
board of directors, yet, like the rest 
of society, no one could have been 
prepared for the challenges posed by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

“It’s certainly been challenging,” 
said Adams. “SVCOA has been tasked 
right from the start with continually 
revising our operations and in some 
cases adding programs and services 
to make sure that older Vermont-
ers have continued to be supported 
throughout the pandemic.” 

Adams emphasizes that SVCOA’s 
first goal as things began to shift in 
early March was to alter operations 
to keep staff, volunteers, contractors 
and clients safe and healthy “while 
maintaining all of those critical 
services and supports that our clients 
rely on day in and day out, and to 
communicate some of those shifts 
and how those services might look, 
while also reassuring folks that we 
were still there.” 

Mary Ann Horton, an SVCOA cli-
ent in Rutland, expresses some of 
the stress and concerns the elderly 
population was under when COV-
ID-19 first hit. She admits it was hard 
for a while. “I ran out of stuff [food 
and staples] and I reached out to my 
church members, but there was just 
so much anybody could do. Everyone 
was having trouble…It took a toll on 
my brain because at first no one was 
checking in on me. I don’t have any 
family members. It’s just me, myself 

In 2019 alone, SVCOA processed 8,358 calls 
through its helpline, provided 16,613 hours of 
companionship to seniors as well as served 
215,675 meals to 3,062 older Vermonters. It 
also supported or coordinated 14,678 rides for 
older Vermonters and provided 11,837.5 case 
management and options counseling hours to 
1,165 older Vermonters.

SVCOA's new volunteer shopping service has seen tremendous demand during the  
COVID-19 pandemic, safely providing groceries and other key supplies to area residents. 

SVCOA's broad range of programs and services help to support the varying needs of older Ver-
monters including nutrition, transportation, case management, mental health, wellness, money 
management and health insurance planning, among other essentials. 
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and Onyx [her service dog.]” 
Fortunately, Ellen Green, SVCOA’s 

communications and volunteer 
coordinator, was eventually able to 
connect with Mary Ann and hook her 
up with a volunteer shopper and other 
services. Today, Horton says, “I just 
want to say God bless everybody. I am 
so truly grateful. You don’t know how 
much I’m grateful. God heard me, and 
He answered my prayers with these 
beautiful angels.” 

No doubt other clients who relied 
on SVCOA and other community or-
ganizations for meals, transportation, 
companionship, and more felt the 
same level of fear and stress. Courtney 
Anderson, SVCOA’s nutrition direc-
tor, explains that initially the orga-
nization saw a huge increase in the 
number of people calling in to sign up 
for home-delivered meals, partially 
because of the fear of leaving their 
homes or food availability, but also be-

cause when COVID-19 hit, a number 
of congregate community meal sites 
and centers closed down. “Folks, who 
were generally attending those sites, 
didn’t have a place to go to get a hot 
meal, so they all ended up calling and 
signing up for home-delivered meals,” 
she said.

The State reacted by easing re-
strictions on who qualifies for 
home-delivered meals during the 
pandemic—typically it is people who 
are home-bound—and the program 
saw approximately a 50% increase in 
people calling. “We normally take two 
to three home-delivered meal intakes 
a day and it shot up to about 20 to 30 
intakes a day during the majority of 
March, and we’re still seeing those 
numbers increase,” Anderson said 
back in June. Many of these people, 
however, didn’t really need a prepared 
meal, they just needed help with food 
or grocery assistance. As a result, 

SVCOA launched a new grocery and 
supply shopping service to support 
older Vermonters. The service, sup-
ported by vetted SVCOA volunteers, 
is available to anyone age 60 or over, 
as well as eligible younger disabled 
individuals. As Anderson explained, 
the COVID-19 pandemic created 
and exposed the gap in the need for 
a volunteer shopping service. With 
many people out of work during the 
shutdown, there were a number of 
willing recruits to go and safely shop 
for the elderly in their community. “It 
was a win/win for everybody,” Ander-
son said.

Matt Olewnik, a social studies 
teacher at West Rutland School, is one 
such volunteer and one of “the angels” 
Horton mentioned, who helped her 
with her shopping. As a social studies 
teacher, Olewnik said, “It is important 
for me to model the public service 
element of citizenship in a democracy 

THE NEW  
CAREGIVER REGISTRY 

VOLUNTEERS  
NEEDED

Dana McMahon, SVCOA’s Rutland 
county aging services director, 
again emphasized that one of 
the biggest shifts from a case 
management perspective was the 
transition from regular home vis-
its to checking in through other 
means. “We continued to check in 
and really try to think creatively 
and partnered with other agen-
cies that might be able to provide 
support as well as continuing to 
keep in the loop with the Depart-
ment of Aging and Independent 
Living,” said McMahon.  The 
crucial issue was people who 
need to remain independent and 
living in their homes without the 
support they typically received 
from in-home visits. Out of this 
challenge came the idea for a 
new caregiver registry. The idea 
behind this registry is to provide 
a tool to help those interested 
in providing caregiving services 
with those that need their help, 
but are having difficult receiving 
it due to traditional challenges 
such as staffing, and the new 
challenges posed by COVID-19.

McMahon admits that the 
agency is still working on getting 
the registry really up and going. 
As of June, they had about half-a-
dozen people who had registered 
and passed background checks 
between the two counties. “We 
were definitely hoping for more 
folks to express interest,” she 
said, but the call remains out for 
more. 

SVCOA operates offices in both Rutland and Bennington.  Rutland office staff are pictured here.
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for my students and be able to dem-
onstrate multiple examples through 
a variety of specific actions.” 

Another volunteer, Emily Shea, 
also of Rutland, says she has been 
volunteering ever since serving with 
AmeriCorps in her mid-20s. With the 
onset of COVID-19, she explained, “I 
wanted to help any way I could. As a 
social person, the isolation had been 
a struggle for me. This volunteer 
opportunity helped me as much as 
the clients. I’m so grateful for this op-
portunity to help my community and 
the people in it.”

Melissa Knox of Rutland, an em-
ployee for Bayada Home Health Care, 
also has been serving as a volunteer 
shopper since COVID-19 occurred. 
“I’ve been in the social work field for 
over 30 years now and giving back to 
the community is a part of life.” She 
has been able to support two gentle-
men by shopping for them. “I don’t 
look at things on how it’s going to 
benefit me, but I definitely feel like I 
have benefitted just knowing that I’m 
helping my fellow community mem-
bers. I’m in my fifties, so I’m not far 
from the time that I’ll be eligible for 
help myself,” she said. 

As things have opened up a bit, the 
agency lost some of its volunteers as 
they have gone back to work. The last 
time Anderson looked at the num-
bers in June, they were serving 150 
clients with fifty volunteers for both 
Rutland and Bennington counties. 
Also during COVID-19, a call went 
out for more Meals on Wheels deliv-
ery drivers. Meals on Wheels delivery 
also involved a wellness check, but 
the agency felt that during COVID-19 
they had to change protocol for that, 
so volunteers instead began knock-
ing on the door, leaving a meal, and 
going back to their vehicles to wait, 
ensuring the client came out to take 
the meal. “As a result, our clients 
were really missing the social inter-
action, so we’ve had about 20 volun-
teers at least who have been calling 
and checking on folks two times a 

above:  SVCOA's skilled, compassionate staff work with clients through a person-centered 
approach to support the needs and goals of each individual. 
below:   Special events bring people together.
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week, so they get some type of social 
interaction. A lot of clients have been 
really grateful for that service,” said 
Anderson. 

Adams praises the staff and vol-
unteers for the job they have done 
during this crisis. While COVID-19 
certainly upped the ante, all involved 
admit that it is nothing new for the 
agency to be thinking creatively in 
dealing with the ever-growing needs 
of the senior population. “We need to 
think outside the box because unfor-
tunately pre-pandemic there were 
not enough services and supports to 
meet all the needs out there,” admits 
McMahon. “One of the biggest chal-
lenges that we ran up against is the 

social distancing piece because we're 
so accustomed to being able to go into 
someone’s home and really assess and 
look at their environment and try to 
think creatively with clients,” she said.

While challenges remain, Adams 
is quick to point out how all rose to 
the occasion. “I think that our staff 
in two ways should really take a lot 
of the credit for their ability to adapt 
during the situation: one would be in 
terms of their flexibility. We’ve had 
folks that have completely changed 
their regular role in what they do on 
a day-to-day basis to provide support 
in other areas of high demand, and 
second, many have come to us with 
the initiative to create solutions such 

as the grocery service,” he said. Adams 
also praises the State’s support and 
their willingness to help. “At the end 
of the day we’re trying to do our best 
to get services to folks…and the State 
has been really supportive in autho-
rizing and signing off on a lot of the 
initiatives that we’ve made,” he said.

Kim J. Gifford is a writer, teacher and art-
ist. She splits her time between her home 
in Bethel, VT where she lives with her pugs 
Alfie and Amore and Mechanicsburg, PA 
where she is attending ministry school. To 
view her work, visit www.pugsandpics.
com.

A fresh batch of tasty meals being loaded up for distribution through SVCOA's Meals on Wheels program.


