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Executive Summary 
 
Columbia Opportunities, Inc. (COI) is the Community Action Agency in Columbia County, New 
York.  With a mission to help solve poverty related problems in the community, COI provides 
opportunities to families and individuals so they may attain the skills, knowledge, and resources 
they need to become self-reliant. 
 
COI has a long history of providing valued services and resources to the community.  Strategic 
planning is a tool to help the agency ensure that the changing needs of Columbia County 
residents are being met while also recognizing if any services and programs have become 
obsolete and the need they served no longer exists or is being met by other organizations.  
Throughout the entire process, Results Oriented Management and Accountability (ROMA) 
guided the activities and development of the plan.  It is within the framework of ROMA that 
COI’s Strategic Plan will guide the agency through the next five years. 
 
This Strategic Plan resulted from a community assessment which included statistical data 
collection as well as the input of customers, community partners and COI staff. The strategic 
planning committee then met several times, including for a visioning session, a SWOT Analysis 
session, a prioritizing session and general discussion to discuss draft versions of the plan.  The 
SWOT Analysis provided insight into how the agency is working now and what areas will be key 
to future improvement and growth.   Increasing needs in the community and a need for COI to 
communicate effectively for resource development, advocacy and partnership opportunities 
arose across the analysis – the agency’s strength in being well known in the community is also 
an opportunity to connect to more stakeholders and potential funders, for example. 
 
As part of the Strategic Planning process, COI developed a comprehensive annual work plan 
that included a process to track progress and measure outcomes.  Staff provide updates to the 
Board of Directors on the progress and accomplishments at least quarterly.  
 
COI will use the tools created through the assessment and planning process to continue to 
deliver quality services to the community.  The ongoing tracking of outputs and outcomes will 
guide the agency to stay on track while being flexible enough to respond to changing needs and 
resources in an effective and efficient manner. 

Introduction 
 
Columbia Opportunities, Inc. offers training, education, counseling, housing services, 
healthcare, advocacy, emergency assistance and support to families and individuals in Columbia 
County, New York. These programs and activities all have a measurable impact on the causes 
and conditions of poverty in our community. 
 
COI maintains partnerships with nearly 200 organizations to achieve family and community 
outcomes. The Columbia Greene Housing Coalition and Continuum of Care of Care Program is a 
significant community collaboration spearheaded by Columbia Opportunities, Inc. 
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The Community Services Program offers emergency interventions for food and shelter needs, 
problem solving for income and family issues and advocacy to insure that individuals and 
families have access to all available and necessary services. COI offers financial assistance to 
those in need in partnership with the Columbia County Department of Social Services, Berkshire 
Taconic Foundation Neighbor-to-Neighbor Fund and the Hudson River Bank & Trust 
Foundation. 
 
Energy Assistance at COI includes accepting applications for the Home Energy Assistance 
Program, a federally funded program that provides help with annual energy costs as well as 
emergency heating equipment repair and replacement.   COI also accepts applications for local 
utility sponsored assistance through an agreement with HeartShare, NY.  In addition, COI 
provides Weatherization assistance to improve the safety and energy efficiency of homes.  
Through NYSERDA’s EmPower New York program, COI works with homeowners to access 
resources for energy efficiency home improvements.  COI is a Building Performance Institute 
(BPI) accredited contractor with over 30 years of experience in energy auditing and energy 
conservation. 
 
Head Start is an early childhood education and development program designed to meet the 
school readiness needs of preschool age children and their families. These comprehensive 
services are provided in home based and classroom settings throughout Columbia County. 
 
The Hudson Family Literacy Program, in partnership with the Hudson City School District, 
supports and guides adult, adolescent, and child learners in meeting their educational and 
vocational goals while helping to develop the home and community as a learning environment 
for everyone. 
 
The Volunteer Income Tax Assistance Program (VITA) in collaboration with the Capital District 
Area CA$H Coalition and the Internal Revenue Service offers free tax preparation and electronic 
filing services by trained staff and community volunteers as well as access to a free and 
trustworthy on-line tax preparation program called “MyFreeTaxes”.  

Purpose 
 
The strategic planning process and resulting plan are included in the Organizational Standards 
used by the Office of Community Services (OCS) and New York State Department of State to 
ensure all Community Action Agencies have the capacity to use Community Services Block 
Grant (CSBG) funds effectively to reduce the impact of poverty.   
 
Organizational Standard Six focuses on Strategic Planning and includes the following: 
 
Standard 6.1  The organization has an agency-wide strategic plan in place that has been  
  approved by the governing board within the past 5 years.  
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Standard 6.2  The approved strategic plan addresses reduction of poverty, revitalization of low 
income communities, and/or empowerment of people with low incomes to 
become more self-sufficient.  

Standard 6.3  The approved strategic plan contains family, agency, and/or community goals.  
Standard 6.4  Customer satisfaction data and customer input, collected as part of the   
  community assessment, is included in the strategic planning process.  
Standard 6.5  The governing board has received an update(s) on progress meeting the goals of  
  the strategic plan within the past 12 months. 
 
The community assessment and strategic planning process employed by Columbia 
Opportunities, Inc. recognizes and utilizes the Organizational Standards and Results Oriented 
Management and Accountability (ROMA).  Strategic Planning is in the second phase of the 
ROMA lifecycle, but the strategic plan is touched by every stage of that cycle from assessment 
to evaluation.   

Strategic Planning Process 
 
Columbia Opportunities Inc. (COI) completed the Community Assessment in 2016.  The 
assessment included customer, community and staff focus group, with input from community 
advisors.  The Community Assessment Team analyzed the information collected and developed 
a framework to guide the organization’s response.  This was followed with a visioning activity at 
the COI Board of Directors 2016 annual meeting, also with staff participating.  Over the summer 
a strategic planning team was convened comprised of staff and board members.  The team 
participated in a Strengths, Opportunities, Weaknesses and Threats (SWOT) analysis in August.  
At this point the team discussed and determined priorities, goals, objectives and strategies.  
New York State Community Action Association (NYSCAA) staff then compiled the results of 
these activities into a draft strategic plan for review by the strategic planning committee in 
October, 2016.  The final plan was then developed based on the team’s recommendations. 
 
The COI Strategic Planning Team included: 

 Cindy Andrus - Director, Head Start 

 Kathy Applegate - Director, Community Services 

 Sophia Becker - Director, Hudson Family Literacy Program 

 Berne Bendel - Private Sector Board Member 

 Annmarie Friebe - Coordinator, Energy Conservation Programs 

 Carol Friedman – Private Sector Board Member 

 Theresa Mayhew - Consumer Sector Board Member & Head Start Policy Council 
Member 

 Gail Paone -  Assistant Director, COI 

 Barbara Sagal – Public Sector Board Member 

 Tina Sharpe - Executive Director, COI 
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The strategic planning process was facilitated by the New York State Community Action 
Association with the guidance of their CEO, a Nationally Certified ROMA Trainer (NCRT). 

Summary of 2016 SWOT 
 

 Strengths:  Staff, Agency History/Reputation, Diversity (Staff, Customers, Programs) 

 Weaknesses:  Resources, Preconceptions, Difficulty with Change and Creativity, High 
Turnover of Staff 

 Opportunities: Standing in the Community, Partnerships, Messaging, Increasing Support, 
Growing Need 

 Threats:  Lack of Affordable Housing, Lack of Transportation, Increasing Minimum Wage, 
Barriers Faced by Customers, Lack of Opportunity for Youth, Lack of Affordable and 
Quality Child Care 

 
A detailed description of the SWOT analysis is included as appendix A. 

Summary of 2016 Community Assessment 
 
There are approximately 63,000 people living in Columbia County.  Over 90% of the population 
is White; about 5% Black/African American and nearly 4% identify as Hispanic.  The poverty rate 
for Columbia County is 10.4%, though the county seat, the city of Hudson, has a poverty rate of 
22.5%.  The county wide poverty rate for children is 13.8% and for the city of Hudson the 
childhood poverty rate is 28.7%. Just over 50% of the children attending public schools in 
Columbia County are eligible for free or reduced lunch.  In 2013, the median individual income 
for the county was $33,613, slightly higher than the state per capita median income.  The 
median household income was $57,336, slightly lower than the state household median.  The 
NYS Labor Department named Columbia County one of the counties in New York State with the 
lowest unemployment rates – 3.3%.  This is a decline from an average unemployment rate of 
4.1% in 2015.   
 
Community concerns identified during the 2015/2016 assessment process support the 
development of increased or improved opportunities for: 
 
Health  

 Access to Health Care/Insurance 

 Dental Services – especially for children 

 Elder Services 

 Food Security  

 Mental Health Care – especially for children 

 Substance Abuse Prevention & Treatment  
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Education/Learning 

 Adult Basic Education 

 English Language Learning 

 High School Diploma/General Equivalency Diploma Attainment 

 Quality Early Childhood Learning for children birth to age 8  

 Vocational Education for youth and adults 

 Volunteer Opportunities 
 
Strong Functioning Families 

 Employment & Employment Supports  

 Housing & Shelter – emergency, affordable, sustainable 

 Income Supports for People Unable to Work  

 Parent Education and Engagement 

 High Quality & Affordable Child Care 
 
Other Issues of Significance 

 Community Connections – Information Sharing 

 Positive Youth Development 

 Rural Barriers 

 Transportation  
 
A full copy of the 2016 Community Assessment can be found on the COI website at 
www.columbiaopportunities.org. 
 
  

http://www.columbiaopportunities.org/
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Summary of Strategic & ROMA Goals 
 
Columbia Opportunities, Inc. (COI) strategic goals and objectives include ROMA Family, 
Community and Agency Goals. 
 
Family Goals 
Goal 1: Low-income people become more sufficient 
Goal 6: Low-income people, especially vulnerable populations, achieve their potential by 
strengthening family and other supportive systems. 
 
COI is well known as a capable and caring direct provider of services for individuals and families 
with limited incomes.  COI services help individuals and families meet their basic needs for food 
and shelter, support asset development, and invest in adult basic education and early childhood 
learning in support of school readiness and school success.   These activities should be 
continued and expanded as needed.  The scope and reach of agency early childhood services 
should be expanded to serve more infants and toddlers.   
 
Community Goals 
Goal 2:  The conditions in which low-income people live are improved.  
Goal 3:  Low-income people have a stake in their community. 
 
Affordable housing, health care and education have been identified consistently as priorities in 
the community.  Integral to all of these needs is transportation – a need that impacts access to 
housing, health care and education while also a potential barrier to solutions such as training 
and employment.  A growing issue in the community that also winds through many needs and 
barriers is substance abuse.  COI is involved in many initiatives that address these needs and 
will continue those activities.  In addition, COI will create new volunteer opportunities for 
people of all ages. 
 
Agency Goals 
Goal 4: Partnerships among supporters and providers of services to low-income people are 
achieved. 
Goal 5: Agency increases capacity to achieve results.   
 
While the agency has a dedicated and diverse team of staff members who know and are known 
to the community, there is the issue of retention faced by most non-profit human service 
organizations. COI will continue to respond to this challenge by providing ongoing staff 
development and support to reduce staff turnover.   
  
Columbia Opportunities Inc. has a long history and positive reputation in the community and is 
known as a responsive and user friendly partner and resource.  Recognized as a strong advocate 
for people living in poverty, COI is a respected voice in the community.  COI will use this solid 
reputation to develop increased support of the agency – recruiting volunteers, financial 
supporters and advocates.   
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Through existing and new memberships and relationships, COI will increase networking and 
information dissemination to expand the reach of advocacy, recruitment and resource 
development efforts. COI has the ability to inform public policy and to use social media and 
other avenues to expand impact.  COI will develop a communication plan to ensure that agency 
messaging is consistent and that internal and external activities are conducted in a cohesive 
and productive manner.  COI will seek new partnerships, funding and volunteer opportunities 
to expand services and resources. 

Summary of Priority Objectives & Strategies 
 
Objective:  Provide employment 
supports to individuals and families so 
they are able to obtain and retain 
employment. 

Strategy:  COI staff and volunteers will provide free 
income tax preparation assistance in support of 
employment. 
 
Strategy:  COI will offer comprehensive Head Start 
services for three and four year olds and their 
families. 
 
Strategy:  COI will expand the scope and range of 
early childhood services to include more infants and 
toddlers. 
 

Objective:  Help individuals and 
families lacking sufficient resources to 
meet their basic needs. 

Strategy:  COI's Community Service Program will 
provide emergency intervention for food/shelter 
needs, problem solving for income and family issues, 
and advocacy to ensure access to resources, services 
and benefits.  
 
Strategy:  COI will work with public and private 
organizations to expand access, resources and 
opportunities.       
 
Strategy:   COI staff and volunteers will provide free 
income tax preparation assistance in support of 
employment   
   

Objective:  Provide education and 
training to low income individuals and 
families so they may improve family 
stability and support future self-
reliance.   
 

Strategy:  COI will offer comprehensive Head Start 
services for three and four year olds and their 
families. 
 
Strategy:  The HFLP will provide comprehensive 
family literacy services to residents of the Hudson 
City School District. 
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Objective:  Help individuals and 
families maintain safe, stable and 
affordable permanent housing. 

 Strategy:  COI provides energy conservation services 
to homeowners and renters to ensure units are safe 
and energy efficient.           
 
Strategy:  COI will maintain a leadership role in the 
Continuum of Care (CoC) Program that provides 24 
supportive, affordable, housing opportunities for 
homeless or previously homeless individuals and 
families. 
 

Objective:  Remain a respected and 
vital partner in the community. 
 
  

Strategy:  COI will continue to be active in the 
Columbia Greene Housing Coalition, an alternate 
certifier for the Home Energy Assistance Program, 
and a partner in the Hudson Family Literacy 
program.         
 
Strategy: COI will maintain community partnerships 
with 200 organizations in support of family and 
community outcomes. 
 
Strategy:  COI will seek other opportunities to 
partner and collaborate in the community. 
 

Objective:  Increase and diversify their 
revenue base. 

Strategy:  COI will Identify and apply for or seek new 
funding from government, private foundations and 
individual donors (including in-kind contributions). 

Objective:  Reduce staff turnover. Strategy:  COI will provide ongoing staff 
development and support to all staff. 
 

Objective:  Comply with all OCS 
National CSBG Organizational 
Standards and Head Start Performance 
Standards. 

Strategy:  COI will receive training and technical 
assistance from NYSCAA, the Region II Performance 
and Innovation Consortia, The Office of Head Start 
(OHS) Training and Technical Assistance (T/TA) 
system. 
 

Objective:  Individuals, families and the 
community are made aware of services 
and programs offered by COI and 
community partners. 

Strategy:  COI staff will participate in community 
outreach events throughout Columbia County.   
 
Strategy:  COI will use social media, website and 
other "new" media outlets to reach and inform 
individuals, families, community partners and other 
stakeholders. 
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Next Steps 
 
At least annually, the Columbia Opportunities Inc. (COI) Board of Directors will revisit this 
Strategic Plan, reflecting on the strategies and progress being tracked, as well as any changes in 
the community.  The Board and staff will meet and discuss any external or internal changes that 
may indicate a need to shift priorities, goals, objectives or strategies.  Each year a detailed 
annual action plan will be completed to guide the operations and work of all COI programs and 
initiatives. 
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Appendix A 
Columbia Opportunities Strategic Planning Meeting – SWOT Analysis 
August 18, 2016 

 
Present:  Cindy Andrus (S), Kathy Applegate (S), Sophia Becker (S), Berne Bendel (B), Karla 
Digirolamo (N), Annmarie Friebe (S), Carol Friedman (B), Theresa Mayhew (B), Kim McMann (N) 
Gail Paone (S), Barbara Sagal (B), Tina Sharpe (S)  
[B-Board, N- NYSCAA, S- Columbia Opportunities Staff] 
 
STRENGTHS (listed in order of priority) 
1.  STAFF 

Dedicated Staff; Strong Team; Longevity of Staff; Staff Knows Community; Diversity of 
Staff 
Provide ongoing staff development to all employees through trainings, conferences, 
workshops and webinars. 
Staff Recognition Opportunities 

 
2.  AGENCY 

Agency Known as Being Connected, Responsive and User Friendly; Longevity of Agency; 
Good Reputation for Getting Along with Others; Known as a Place Where You Can Get 
Information About Community Resources 
Participates in community outreach events throughout Columbia County 
Maintains and update agency wide website 
Informs community of the website 
Serves as an alternate certifier for HEAP 
Assists with non-HEAP emergency fuel and utility payments 
Assists with emergency rent or mortgage payments 
Issues vouchers and/or provide funds to meet clothing related needs 

 Assists customers in obtaining/maintaining safe and affordable housing 
Provides energy audits 
Installs energy conservation, health and safety measures in homes of eligible customers 
Operates Volunteer Income Tax Assistance Program 
Offers Financial Literacy Services 

 Organize Family Literacy Night events 
 Volunteer opportunities available through several programs 
 
3.  DIVERSITY OF CUSTOMERS & PROGRAMS 

Serves a Broad Range of Customers; Diversity of Programs 
Tripartite Board of Directors participates in development, planning, implementation and 

 evaluation of programs and services 
 
WEAKNESSES (listed in order of priority) 
1.  RESOURCES  

Limited funding; Limited Resources; Competitive Pay Scale Challenges; Reduced Support 
for Administrative Services; Limited Ability to be Pro-active; 
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Identify & apply for funding 
Request donations 
Increase revenue for each program 
Revenue generating endeavors 
 

2.  PRECONCEPTIONS 
Preconceived assumptions about the community 
Awareness raising activities such as “What’s Your PQ?” from NYSCAA 
 

3.  CREATIVITY  
 Challenge to Re-conceive; Challenged to Re-invent; Challenged to Think Outside the Box 
 

4.   CHANGE 
 Difficult to make decisions to abandon services 
 TA from NYSCAA to use the ROMA cycle and Strategic Planning process to evaluate 
 programs and needs objectively 
 
5.  HIGH TURNOVER  
 High turnover in entry level positions (Head Start for example) 
 
OPPORTUNITIES (listed in order of priority) 
1. STANDING IN COMMUNITY 

Positive reputation in the community; Recognized as strong advocates; Respected voice 
Recruits and involves representatives from the consumer sector on the board. 

 
2. PARTNERSHIPS 
 Strong community partnerships; Potential funders/partnerships with local foundations 
 Works with both public and private organizations to expand resources and opportunities 
  
 Maintains agreement with Galvan Housing Resources for provision/coordination of 
 energy conservation and home repair services 
 Volunteer opportunities available through several programs 
 
3.  MESSAGING 

Ability to “inform” the political process; create/increase networking; information 
dissemination; social/”new” media; communication plan (internal and external, 
including grant writing) 
Utilize social media to reach individuals, families and the community 
Advocate to ensure customers have access to all available and necessary services and 
benefits 
Serve on Columbia County Fair Housing Advisory Board 

 Maintain membership in NYS Weatherization Director’s Association 
 Maintain membership in NYS Community Action Association 
 Create a communication plan and messaging policy 
 Have a staff or board member attend a grant writing workshop or webinar 
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4.  SUPPORTERS 

Growing population of affluent people who can be engaged as supporters; large pool of 
potential supporters 

 Volunteer opportunities available through several programs 
 Reach out to this population by attending events, seeking speaking opportunities and 
 getting coverage in newsletters and other media specific to the population 
 
4. NEED 
 Growing need in the community; increasing numbers of older adults 
 Offer emergency intervention for food and shelter needs 
 Offer problem solving for income and family issues 

Advocate to ensure customers have access to all available and necessary services and 
benefits 
Work with public and private organizations to expand resources and opportunities 

 Assist seniors and/or disabled families obtain/maintain safe and affordable housing 
 Increasing crime related to substance abuse noted 
 
5. NOT Priorities, but listed 
 Expand participation in Greater Hudson Promise Network  
 Youth Job Development/Youth Job Shadowing - Need for vocational education noted 
 Ability to engage and empower customers (This may also be part of MESSAGING) 
  Recruit and involve representatives from the consumer sector on the board 
   Recruit Head Start parents to serve on the Policy Council   
   Hold a “Storytelling” workshop offered by NYSCAA 
 Agriculture/Food System 

Connect with the local food system – farmers, farmers markets, advocates, 
grocers, small stores – to find new ways to partner and collaborate 
Use food as a focus for entrepreneurial opportunities – for customers and/or for 
revenue generation within programs 

 
THREATS (listed in order of priority with possible agency response to threats) 
1. Lack of Affordable Housing 

 Serve on Columbia County Fair Housing Advisory Board 

 Maintain agreement with the Hudson Housing Authority for the 
coordination/provision of affordable housing services 

 Improve housing units through energy conservation/health and safety initiatives. 

 Take leadership role in Continuum of Care 

 Provide permanent supportive housing assistance to people previously/currently 
homeless 

 Maintain an agreement with CARES NY for participation in the Homeless 
Management Information System 

  
2. Lack of Affordable/Accessible Transportation 
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 Assist with emergency transportation needs. 
 
3. Projected Increase in Minimum Wage 

 Participate in the Human Services Coalition campaign - $15 and Funding. 
 
4. Barriers (Cultural, Language, Literacy, Family and Community) Faced by Families 

 Through Hudson Family Literacy program, support and guide the adult learner in 
meeting educational and vocational needs (ABE and ESL included) 

 Employment supports such as training, child care, transportation, tax 
preparation and internet access provided through several programs 

 
5.  Lack of Opportunity for Youth Employment  

Need for vocational education for youth noted 
 
6. Lack of Affordable, Quality Child Care 

 Support and guide the child learner in early childhood classroom (Hudson Family 
Literacy program) 

 Support and guide the child learner with afterschool and summer programs 
(Hudson Family Literacy program) 

 Provide Head Start Services in locations throughout the county 
 
7. Effects of Gentrification 

 Expand model being used in New Lebanon to capitalize on the 
weekenders/tourists across the county, particularly in Hudson 

 Reach out to this population by attending events, seeking speaking opportunities 
and getting  coverage in newsletters and other media specific to the 
population 

 
8. Lack of Mental Health Services 

 Advocate to ensure customers have access to all available and necessary services 
and benefits 

 Mental health services for children available through Head Start 

 Collaborate with the Health Care Consortium regarding the access to affordable 
health care/insurance 

 
9. Medical Desert (Lack of Medical Facilities/Services) 

 Advocate to ensure customers have access to all available and necessary services 
and benefits 

 Senior home health care – more services needed 
 

10. Brain Drain/Loss of Young People 
 
11.  Loss of Employers/Factories 

 Provide income supports for people unable to work or underemployed 
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 Revise COI wage structure to ensue employees are paid a living wage 
Need for vocational education noted 
Need for more full time opportunities, jobs that pay a living wage noted 
Need for safer workplaces noted 

 
12. Food Deserts - No grocery stores in some areas noted as an issue 

 Connect with the local food system – farmers, farmer’s markets, advocates, 
grocers, small stores… to find new ways to partner and collaborate 

 Use food as a focus for entrepreneurial opportunities – for customers and/or for 
revenue generation within programs 

 
13. Loss of Family Farms 
 
14. Lack of Youth Services in Some Parts of the County 
 
15. Aging Population 

 Assist seniors and/or disabled families obtain/maintain safe and affordable 
housing 

 


