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Wilton Social Services Commission  

Regular Meeting 

Thursday, October 8, 2020 at 6:00 PM 

Zoom 

 

Present: Deborah List, Paul Nisco, Genevieve Eason, Danielle Mancuso, Bettye Ragognetti, 

Sarah Heath 

Guest: Ross Tartell 

 

1. Welcome 

Deborah read the following statement on behalf of all of the commissioners: 

 

Our town, and particularly Wilton High School, has experienced significant loss in recent weeks.  

The Social Services Commission would like to take a moment to acknowledge that our thoughts and 

prayers are with the families who have experienced these tragic losses.  In particular, the unspeakable 

loss of a young person brings with it much grief work for our teachers, counselors and administrators 

in the high school and our entire district staff as they themselves and the students struggle to move 

forward.  We want to commend Kevin Smith, Bob O’Donnell and Kim Zemo and all the staff for the 

work they have done and are doing to support our WHS students as they struggle to make sense of 

these losses. We appreciate your caring for our students and families and offer our support as 

Commissioners in the work that you do.  May we all learn to move forward but never forget those 

who have touched our lives. 

 

2. Acceptance minutes of September 10, 2020 meeting 

Danielle made a motion to approve the minutes, and Bettye seconded.  All were in favor and the 

minutes were approved. 

 

3. Director’s Report 

The food pantry served 79 households in September, up from 70 in August. At the beginning of the 

year, about 100 households were using it each month.  Since the indoor food pantry re-opened in 

April, the number of clients using it has risen each month.   

 

There still has not been a big increase in the number of residents seeking assistance.  In Sarah’s 

experience that it takes a few months or even years after an event like the pandemic for people to 

seek assistance.  There are still people asking for information and assistance, but there has not been a 

big uptick. 

 



 

 

On Tuesday, Sarah worked with Chief John Lynch, the State of CT and the City of Norwalk to have 

100 boxes of fresh food and 100 gallons of milk available for pick up, so that every household could 

benefit.  It will happen again next Tuesday. 

 

The Kiwanis Food Drive at the Village Market raised over $10,000 in cash and gift cards for the food 

pantry.  Each household receives a gift card each month to make food purchases.   

 

The food pantry is also providing household items like cleaning supplies, personal care items and 

paper products.  

 

Corridors is available on the website and will be mailed to anyone who requests it.  Stephanie is also 

working on creating an email distribution list so that as things change, she can provide timely 

updates.  The Senior Center has a tent behind Comstock where in-person activities like Bingo, Yoga 

and Tai Chi are held. 

 

Stephanie’s time is split between the senior center and some of the responsibilities of the Adult Social 

Worker.  She is assisting with the state energy assistance program. Residents can work on the phone 

or Zoom with Stephanie to complete their application through the state portal.  It is an extensive 

process, but then the state benefits can be paid directly to their energy source.  Additional assistance 

can be provided through the Wilton Community Assistance Fund, which has a higher income 

guideline that what the state offers.  Some people who are slightly above the state cut off can still get 

assistance through WCAF.  The process usually starts in August, this year September, and runs 

through March, or through May for those who heat their homes with electricity. 

 

Liza is transitioning out of Youth Services to her new position at the high school.  Phoebe Musico is 

returning to the department at Youth Services.  Liza is transitioning clients to Phoebe. 

 

Sarah is going to draft the job description for the Youth Services Coordinator position. 

 

Discussion: 

 

Sarah was asked to discuss the role of the department in supporting the schools in the wake of recent 

events.  The department is accepting referrals from the schools. 

 

Genevieve expressed these concerns: 

• The department has not been part of the crisis response, but Youth Services should have been. 

• During the summer the commission discussed concerns that needs would rise when school 

started, but Youth Services was unprepared for this crisis.   

• It is good news that a job description is now in process for the role of Youth Services 

Coordinator, but the department had 6 months’ notice of that vacancy.  Commissioners asked 

repeatedly during the summer when a replacement would be found. 

• In recent meetings and communications, Sarah and Lynne have stated that the department 

provides short term counseling.  Since the acceptance of the Youth Mental Health Needs 

Assessment in 2016, WYS has been providing longer term counseling.  That report identified 

an increased need for those services, due to the department handling more complex cases and 

barriers to accessing care elsewhere.   

• Capacity in Youth Services has been greatly reduced.  In February, the Coordinator position 

was 30 hours per week and the Counselor was 28 hours.  Now the Coordinator position is 



 

 

vacant and the Counselor is 17 hours per week.  Perhaps this is why the department could not 

provide a more robust response to the crisis. 

Deborah expressed these concerns: 

• Social Services was not listed as a resource in communications from the school.  That 

suggests that the department was not seen as a resource by the schools, maybe due to lack of 

connection or being short staffed.  It also raises the question of whether the department is seen 

as a resource by families and whether they are accessing it. 

• School staff are stretched trying to meet the needs of students and families.  They need 

additional support from town departments. 

• Commissioners were advocating during the summer to fill the role of the WYS Coordinator. 

How can the process be addressed, so that when commissioners state concerns, they can be 

better integrated into the decision making?  If commissioners’ positions had been heard, we 

would not be without a WYS Coordinator during a crisis. 

Ross raised the following topics: 

• He wondered about the division of roles among school and town departments.  Genevieve 

said that the role of the Youth Services Coordinator includes coordination with the schools, 

outreach, crisis intervention and maintaining a network of area providers.  Only a small 

portion of counseling in Youth Services is done by the coordinator, most of that position’s 

time is dedicated to other functions. 

• He read a portion of an email from Lynne stating that collaboration between the town and 

schools has been strong.  Deborah and Genevieve disagreed with that assessment.  Genevieve 

specified that her critique is that Youth Services was not available for crisis response.  

Sarah acknowledged the concerns of the commission and reiterated that she has made herself and her 

staff available to provide short term counseling.  She stated that the town provides short term 

counseling and then refers out. 

 

There was a conversation about whether the department is meeting needs.  Sarah stated that the 

department is meeting needs, because it has not turned anyone away for help or assistance.  

 

Genevieve argued that there are needs beyond counseling and referrals that are not being met.  In 

July, Genevieve asked Lynne and Sarah to send a staff member to a free, 6-hour suicide postvention 

training program offered to towns in our region. Postvention plans ensure that best practices are 

employed immediately after a suicide to reduce the risk of contagion. Lynne said that no staff were 

available to attend the training.  Since then, Sarah reported at a regional meeting that a team would 

form in Wilton in a few months.  Given that there have been two suicides in Wilton in 2020, 

Genevieve asserted that suicide postvention can be considered a need that has gone unmet in Wilton. 

 

Sarah announced that Lynne has scheduled a meeting on Nov. 5 for an initial discussion of 

postvention planning. 

 

Danielle expressed concerns about the tone of the discussion. Genevieve expressed intent to hold 

leaders accountable.  Deborah shared the personal emotional impact on her family of the recent losses 

in the WHS community. 

 



 

 

Paul raised the issue that there might be an issue with execution.  There might be intent, but the 

execution might be lacking.  Ross raised questions about process.  Paul and Danielle advocated for 

putting a plan in place to move forward. 

 

Deborah asked to resume receiving written reports from Sarah.  Sarah said she would think about it. 

 

Paul proposed that at the November meeting the commission spend time assessing where the gaps 

were in execution and delivery.  Perhaps there could be a short survey to residents or stakeholders. 

 

4. Presentation of Social Services Overview as presented at Board of Selectmen meeting on 

September 22, 2020 

Slides available here: 

https://www.wiltonct.org/sites/g/files/vyhlif4046/f/agendas/social_services_overview-9-22-2020.pdf  

 

Lynne and Sarah wrote this presentation together to update the Board of Selectmen and the 

Commission. 

 

Sarah described the network of social services through Wilton town government, non-profits within 

Wilton and agencies and assistance programs throughout the county and state. 

 

Genevieve and Paul asked how organizations like Parks and Rec fit into the social services network 

and whether all recreational activities are considered social services.  Paul expressed concern about 

trying to merge Parks and Rec and Social Services, since they have different missions.  Activities for 

seniors in the senior center are low cost, subsidized programs that are offered to engage seniors, 

whereas Parks and Rec offers things like day camps and sports.  Sarah feels that they are related.  

Deborah wondered if other towns consider these services to be related.  Bettye pointed out that many 

departments in town have merged when someone has retired or left, and asked if there has been 

discussion of merging Parks and Rec and Social Services.  Sarah declined to answer. 

 

Deborah pointed out that all of the counseling agencies listed in the presentation are outside of 

Wilton.  Genevieve pointed out that many of those agencies in the region have long wait lists. 

 

Sarah described how the department is operating now.  There was discussion of Medicare counseling.  

Sarah said that Lauren is still able to provide Medicare counseling throughout the year to new 

enrollees.  For open enrollment, a volunteer will provide counseling this fall, and SWCAA and the 

800 number are also available.  Genevieve pointed out that all of those things have always been 

available, but this year Lauren will not be providing open enrollment Medicare counseling, which is a 

reduction in service provision by staff.  Sarah does not feel that Lauren needs to provide that service.  

Deborah expressed interest in hearing from Lauren. 

 

Genevieve asked about staffing of the senior center.  Stephanie was reassigned to Parks and Rec 

summer camp for a while and then brought back to the department to divide her time between the 

senior center and providing some of the work of the adult social worker position.  Since Stephanie is 

full time, can Stephanie be tasked with connecting and engaging seniors while the senior center is 

closed?  With the budget for the senior center and her full time hours, she could fill her hours finding 

creative, distant solutions.  Sarah does not see that as a full time job. 

 

In the discussion of youth services, Genevieve pointed out that Kids in Crisis counselors are in many 

area schools.  Schools in our area either hire their own social workers on staff, or contract with Kids 



 

 

in Crisis to provide counselors, or both.  This is separate from youth services counselors.  Sarah 

wanted people to know that counselors are available in the high school. 

 

Sarah shared a comparison of the youth counseling in Wilton and stated that only Wilton and New 

Canaan hire town employees to offering counseling.  Genevieve felt that this was confusing for 

people who are not familiar with different towns and that it would be more useful to compare 

municipal budgets for counseling services.  For example, some towns contract counseling to local 

agencies.  Also, Ridgefield has two or three social workers in their youth services bureau who 

provide counseling, but Ridgefield’s youth services bureau is not part of their social services 

department, whereas WYS is Wilton’s youth services bureau.  Youth services bureau grants require a 

municipal match, so even in towns where the bureau is not part of the social/human services 

department, they are supported by town funds. In short, in some towns, counselors might be 

employed by the town and in others the position might be funded by the town, even though the 

counselor is not a town employee.   

 

5.  Priority Areas for Board of Selectman 

Slides attached to this report.  

 

The BOS have asked the Commission to cover two COVID related projects, with supervision from 

Ross.  He would like to focus on this project first.   

 

The Commission has always done projects having to do with social services in Wilton.  This is a 

partnership between the Commission and the BOS with Ross as liaison. 

 

This presentation is a draft of project steps.  In this meeting, Ross wanted to get clarity on the scope 

and purpose.  First, he would like to form a sub-committee for initial planning and some ideas on 

who should be in the preliminary data collection.  He is looking for volunteers to put together the 

target list and understand what question to ask to collect the needed data.  The commission will lead 

the project, with Sarah in a consultation role. 

 

Ross is concerned about bandwidth and suggested that another aligned volunteer could provide some 

of the staffing for this. Commissioners support the project but agreed that bandwidth is a concern and 

asked that the commission be staffed before the project is started. 

 

Ross would like to develop the target list in the meantime.  Next month, commissioners will be 

giving liaison reports, so that will help to get started. 

 

6. Discussion of Commission membership number – requested by Board of Selectmen 

Commissioners felt that given the projects we have been assigned, it is important to continue to have 

nine seats on this commission. 

 

7. Public Comment 

Please see attached. 

 

Adjourn, 7:44 pm 

Next regular meeting November 12, 2020, 6:00 p.m. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Genevieve Eason 

Secretary 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 
  



 

 

Subject: PUBLIC COMMENT 

  

 

I share the concerns expressed by members of the Commission of Social Services at your September 

meeting about the ability of the Social Service Department to provide the same much needed and 

even essential services with reduced staff.   

 

I am a retired social worker, the longest serving member of the Wilton Domestic Violence Task 

Force, and a former Chairman of the Wilton Council on Social Services. With an active and involved 

Council and our Committee on Aging, we began many of the services still existing today - including 

the Senior Center.  I have maintained my interest in the work of the Department over the years and 

have participated in programs for seniors under Liz Doty and Stephanie Rowe.   

 

There have been two recent delays in filling positions at Department of Social Services - When Kathy 

Pierce, who was Director during the years of the recession, resigned, there was an eight month period 

before Sarah was appointed. When Liz Doty resigned as Senior Coordinator, there was a similar 

period of months before her replacement, Stephanie arrived. Both delays saved salaries for that year 

but did have an impact on the department and the program at the time. Now, in this most challenging 

of times, the pandemic, which is affecting all ages in Wilton, the Department of Social Services has 

fewer social workers than it did during the years of the recession. Youth Services has gone from 3 to 

1 - when Phoebe Muscio returns to fill the position. While changes need to be made in how the Social 

Department functions during this period, these staff reductions will not benefit Wilton. I strongly 

recommend they be reconsidered. 

 

In the short term, what are the plans for senior and Senior Center Programs? Just for your information 

and not as a recommendation, New Canaan is offering their seniors both in person and Zoom 

programs at present. I was last up at Comstock in March for a Book Program. This program was 

begun by our first Senior Coordinator, Cis Cohen. I was disappointed not to see this long standing 

program included in the limited programs for September & October. 

 

This is a challenging time and I appreciate the opportunity for Public Comment. 

 

Barbara B. Holdridge, 14 forge Rd., Wilton, Connecticut 

 



 

 

 
 


