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On October 29th, Valerie turned 70 years old. Valerie celebrated this milestone birthday with over 25 of her 
closest friends and family on Zoom. Val has a special way of bringing laughter and fun to all of our lives, 
even when the celebration is virtual. When asked why she has chosen Marrakech all of these years, she said, 
“Marrakech is my second family and all of my friends are here.” She enjoys activities like the prom, movies, 
art night, and says that she loves the staff. Valerie has been working on maintaining a healthy lifestyle and 
proudly exclaims, “I am a healthy 70 year old, still kicking!” Valerie moved into our first home in 1971. We 
are so honored that Valerie has continued to choose Marrakech every year since. 

Valerie celebrates 70th Birthday

Virtual Thanksgiving
COVID can’t stop us. Our annual Thanksgiving dinner moved virtual 
this year. Over 160 meals were prepared for the people we support 
to enjoy at home by employees and volunteers. During the Virtual 
Zoom Thanksgiving, we watched insprational videos on gratitude and 
thankfulness, poem reading and singing. 
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Did you know that you can now shop East Street Arts online?! You do 
not have to leave the comfort of your home. All items located at the 
shop are now available online. Shop housewares like flour sack towels, 
wine totes and cheeseboards to handwoven rugs, scarves and more! 
Sales of products directly benefit the artists and help us continue to 
provide more art-based employment opportunities for people of all 
abilities.

Visit the online store at:

www.eaststreetartsnh.org

Shop Online at  
East Street Arts Connecticut magazine’s

’20

FINALIST

Marrakech received $27,000 from the Community Foundation for 
Greater New Haven to support renovations at our social enterprise, East 
Street Arts, in order to improve accessibility and safety for the artisans 
who work there as well as increase the amount of workspace. This could 
not have come at a better time. Not only will we be able to bring more 
of the artisans back safely while following CDC guidelines on social 
distancing in a more accessible space, but in the future, this will allow us 
to serve more artisans in hopes to expand our art-based employment 
services. 

CFGNH Awards Capital 
Improvement Grant for 
East Street Arts
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2021 Marks Marrakech’s 
50th Anniversary! 

Stay tuned to find out how you can 
help us celebrate this milestone year!
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IN-KIND DONORS
Ann and Anthony Arpino 
Asian Network at Yale Affinity Group 
Bill Shaw Woodworks 
Jill and Chris Cretella 
The DiversAbility at Yale Affinity Group 
East Street Arts 
Emily’s Catering Group 
Future Leaders of Yale Affinity Group 
Eric Ginnish 
Janet LaPaglia Artisan Silver & Mixed  
Metal Jewelry 
Lisa Jardin 
Heather and Daryl LaTorra 
Arline and Frank McCarthy 
Chelsie and Joseph McCarthy 
Michelle and Jason Mirsky 
Pamela Moore 
Betsy Ratner 
Riverside Retirement Advisors 
Shannon Sniffin 
Working Women’s Network Affinity Group 
Yale African American Affinity Group 
Yale Latino Networking Group 
Yale Office of Diversity & Inclusion
PEER-TO-PEER FUNDRAISERS
Ann Arpino  
Jennifer Botwick  
Denise Canady  

Kara Candelori  
Jill Cretella  
Jeff Euben  
Eric Ginnish  
Sadi Hollingsworth  
Corinne Jackson  
Lisa Jardin  
Jay Korman  
Heather LaTorra  
Arline and Frank McCarthy  
Jason Mirsky  
Jennifer Percopo  
Bobby Peterson  
Danielle Phillips  
Elise Quaranta  
Patrick Shaw  
Laura Stewart  
Rhonda Voos  
Susan Woodyard  
Sherri Zummo 
SPONSORS
L.H. Brenner, Inc. Insurance 
Thompson & Peck, Inc. Insurance 
The Sesno Family 
Alert Security Systems, Inc. 
DDN Consulting Services 
Hancock Pharmacy 
Susan and Mitchell Slater -  
Danver Outdoor Kitchens 
Anonymous 

The Loughridge Williams Foundation 
AT&T 
Citizens Bank 
The Gardner Family 
Guilmartin, DiPiro, & Sokolowski, LLC 
The Shwartz Family 
Live Nation Special Events at  
Toyota Oakdale Theatre 
Amity Motors 
Alera Group 
Donna Brasley and Jeff Kadison 
ConnectiCare 
The Hanover Insurance Group 
Heather and Daryl LaTorra 
Arline and Frank McCarthy 
Riverside Retirement Advisors 
Workers’ Compensation Trust 
Aiken Landscaping 
Rosemarie and Anthony Burton 
Cohen & Wolf, P.C. 
Enterprise Car Sales 
Greater New Haven Chamber of Commerce 
Marcum, LLP 
My Language Link 
New Haven Bank 
Northeast Medical Products 
PASI 
People’s United Bank 
Rooterman 
Yale University

We have always considered ourselves to be pretty good at facing and 
overcoming challenges at Marrakech. However, even we could not have 
predicted what 2020 would have in store for us – our biggest challenge yet. 
With expenses higher than normal paired with reduced funding in some areas 
due to temporary program reductions or closures, we needed more than ever 
the funds raised at our annual Gala and Auction event. Of course, that could 
not happen this year. 

So, Marrakech’s Rising to the Challenge Online Giving 
Event and Auction was born! Throughout the month of 
November, we highlighted our programs on social media, 
showcased our new video, and promoted our online silent 
auction. Our generous sponsors and supporters really 
stepped up to help us cover expenses, match donations 
and raise more money. Our Peer-to-Peer fundraisers 
encouraged their friends and families to donate, which not 
only impacted our immediate goals but also extended our 
network for future campaigns. We posted, we sent emails, 
we mailed letters…and you responded! We are so thankful 

to everyone who participated in our online event. Together, we met or 
exceeded all of our event goals. Your support will help us continue to provide 
essential services throughout the pandemic and beyond, and for that, we are 
grateful.  Special thanks to our sponsors, peer to peer fundraisers, and auction donors - we could not have done this without you! 

Rising to the Challenge 
Online Giving Event a Success
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Marrakech Planned Giving Legacy Program
Planned Giving Legacy Donors are life-long partners with the Marrakech organization and its mission. In many cases, they have witnessed 
first-hand the positive impact Marrakech has made, for nearly 50 years, on the lives of individuals and their communities. They are past and 
present employees, volunteer board members, families, and guardians.

Legacy Donors deeply appreciate and value the depth and breadth of supports and services Marrakech provides. They see the outcomes 
– the pride, self-sufficiency, and other personal achievements that might well have remained out of reach for many absent Marrakech 
supports. They marvel at how Marrakech has opened doors of opportunity for persons historically denied access to individualized services, 
and they are 100% behind Marrakech’s efforts to make cutting edge, individualized, outcome-based supports available to all. 

Planned Giving may be accomplished in many forms – it could be designating a percentage or fixed dollar amount of your estate to 
Marrakech in your will, making Marrakech a beneficiary on a life insurance policy or 401(k)/403(b)/IRA retirement plan, donating 
appreciated property, or setting up a charitable gift annuity. 

We hope you will consider becoming part of our growing list of Planned Giving Legacy Members.  Your commitment to us now ensures 
that Marrakech will be able to continue its mission of bringing hope, self-sufficiency, independence and dignity to all those we serve in the 
future.

Planned gifts may offer substantial tax benefits to donors by reducing taxable income or avoiding taxes on capital gains. Please consult your 
tax or financial advisor to see how these savings and strategies might apply to you. 

Please contact Jay Korman, Development Coordinator, for more details. jkorman@marrakechinc.org or 203-389-2970 ext. 1030 

Thank you to our Planned Giving Legacy Members!
Jeff Andrus, 

Lou Celentano*
Margo D’Allesantro and Jeff Euben

Ihssane Khatib
Heather I. LaTorra

Arline and Frank McCarthy
Amy and Moshe Siev
*Deceased- made a legacy gift

Staff Recognition
Each quarter, staff are recognized for going above and beyond their job duties. The staff nominations are submitted to the recognition committee 
by funding sources, guardians, vendors and coworkers for performing extraordinary tasks with alacrity. 

Jorge Arboleda Jill Cretella Jermaine Dawson

Mary Schiffer

Rona London

Peter Schreiber

Jennifer PercopoGeorge Mention

Carolyn Underwood Fateria Sheats Bob Wilson
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The Greater New Haven Chamber of Commerce presented Marrakech 
with the new Diversity and Inclusion Award at this year’s Annual 
Meeting on October 15th. This award was given to Marrakech 
because we recognize the strategic value of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion across our business; and are going beyond formulaic 
commitment to actionable steps and a clear understanding of how 
to achieve desired outcomes. Marrakech is committed to creating 
opportunity, promoting inclusion, and reducing inequities. 

Awards & Recognition

Marrakech’s Chief Administrative Officer, Jill Cretella, was the 
recipient of the Greater New Haven Chamber of Commerce (GNHCC) 
Alumnus of The Leadership Center Award. Jill began her career at 
Marrakech in 1999 and graduated from GNHCC’s Leadership Greater 
New Haven (LGNH) program in 2002. Jill was the first employee from 
Marrakech to attend the program and we have been sending other 
employees most years ever since. In her acceptance speech at the 
Chamber’s Annual Meeting in October, Jill said that attending the 
program, “taught me early on in my career that it is really hard to 
create change in isolation; and that working with a team, learning to 
collaborate, will always be what moves us forward.” 

Denise Canady, Chief Compliance Officer, took part in a recent panel discussion at the GNHCC Big Connect 
on November 17th focusing on Equity & Inclusion through Authentic Means: Cracking the INCLUSIVE 
LEADERSHIP Code. Denise and her fellow panelists discussed how today, more than ever, leaders have 
to embrace inclusion as a part of their core capabilities. The new workplace will call for leadership 
improvements that equate to inclusive leaders, recognizing the importance of equity across the board. 
Denise was able to speak to her own experiences as she progressed to her current leadership role as well as 
how we, at Marrakech, are working toward this goal. 

Through the Greater New Haven Chamber of Commerce, Jennifer Falzone, VP of Human Resources, joined 
other Employment Experts in serving on a Human Resources Panel Discussion regarding coping and 
adjusting through COVID-19 (Coronavirus).  Jennifer, along with Marrakech’s entire Human Resource and 
Risk Management Teams, assisted our 730+ employees to pivot their job duties and locations in order to 
maintain the physical and fiscal health and happiness of our entire Marrakech Family.

On October 1, 2020, kicking off National Disability Employment Awareness Month, Heather LaTorra, 
President & CEO, served on a panel with experts in the field to discuss Strategies in Creating a welcoming 
culture, workplace and environment for people with disabilities with the Greater New Haven Chamber of 
Commerce. 

On December 5, 2020, Long Wharf held a virtual Strength Within Me brunch and panel discussion as part of 
their New Works Festival that connected the themes of this year’s plays to the realities of our world. The panel 
featured several of New Haven’s most visionary female leaders and left us with a sense of what’s possible 
when you embrace your own inner strength.

Marrakech Shares 
Professional Expertise
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Dear Friends,
 
To say that 2020 has been challenging may be a bit of an understatement. It has been exhausting 
and relentless for all of us, with no real end date yet in sight. But let’s not be all gloom and doom 
about it! Good things have happened this year as well. For example, we learned that several hundred 
employees could maneuver to live-in models, virtual services, in-home supports, and task force 
work on a moment’s notice. We learned that our families and supporters will come out in droves 
to bring supplies, food, and fun to the people we support. We learned that we can work together to 
manage and eventually get through a crisis safely, maintaining the physical and fiscal health of our 
individuals, our employees and the organization as a whole.
 
We hope that you tuned in to our Rising to the Challenge Online Giving Event and Silent Auction 
throughout the month of November. We are humbled by the outpouring of support that we received, 
which led to us meeting our event goals. Thank you! However, the challenge is not over yet. We 
know this pandemic will continue to test us in a variety of ways and we will have to continue to do 
more with less as we move forward. It is crucial that we do not let that impact the quality of life of the 
people we support. 

If you missed our online event, it is not too late to join the others that are Rising to the Challenge. 
Donations of any amount are welcome, and every little bit helps. You can donate online by going to 
our website (www.marrakechinc.org and then click on “Donate”) or mail in a donation using the 
envelope enclosed.
 
We appreciate your support so very much. From our Marrakech family to yours, we hope you stay 
safe and well!
 
Sincerely,
 

Heather LaTorra
President & CEO

WATCH OUR RISING TO THE CHALLENGE VIDEO NOW

@MARRAKECHINCCT
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Support Marrakech with Amazon Smile
AmazonSmile customers can now support Marrakech, Inc. in the Amazon shopping app on iOS and Android mobile phones! Simply 
open the Amazon Shopping app on your device and go into the main menu of the Amazon Shopping app. Tap into ‘Settings’. Then tap 
‘AmazonSmile’ and follow the on-screen instructions to complete the process. Make sure your Amazon Shopping app is updated to the 
latest version! Supporting Marrakech has never been easier!

Shop in the browser by using our unique link below or go to  
smile.amazon.com and choose “Marrakech, Inc.”  

as the charitable organization.
https://smile.amazon.com/ch/23-7148533

This summer, the City of New Haven released an application for funding related to the federal CARES Act 
to specifically address costs incurred to prevent, prepare for, and respond to COVID-19. Marrakech was 
awarded funds for four of our New Haven-based services.  

Marrakech received $15,000 for our Whalley Avenue site, which houses employment services, youth 
programming and staff offices for several of our community-based services.  Many of the programs there 
rely on in-person interactions and meetings in order to perform contracted and essential services for 
individuals supported. The funds allowed us to purchase additional PPE and disinfecting supplies for the 
site such as air purifiers, electrostatic sprayers, clear partitions or dividers for better social distancing, wall-
mounted hand sanitizer stations and more. 

The Taking Initiative Center is a drop in center for people who are currently using substances or are in the 
early stages of recovery. In addition, many of the participants are currently homeless. Prior to COVID-19, 
the Taking Initiative Center (TIC) had a capacity of 20 people at any given time. In March, the capacity 
was reduced to just 10 people – 8 TIC participants and 2 staff members - to ensure proper social distancing 
could be maintained. Marrakech was awarded $60,000 to extend the TIC hours into the evening so that those who could not get in during regular 
hours can still have access to staff assistance later on in the day. These funds are covering the cost of the additional staff and program expenses as 
well as for the purchase of additional cleaning and safety supplies. 

Independence has always been one element of Marrakech’s Young Adult Services (YAS) residential program that the young adults there found 
most important in their efforts toward mental health recovery. However, since March, this has presented new challenges for our YAS facilities 
because the program’s ability to monitor young adults’ exposures, social distancing habits and mask compliance when they are not at the site 
became harder. Marrakech was awarded $15,000 to purchase additional safety supplies for the YAS program, which include vehicle barriers for 
use during transportation services, electrostatic sprayers, clear partitions for better social distancing, hand sanitizer stations and more.

Finally, Marrakech’s Outreach and Engagement program works closely with those who are homeless in New Haven, who also have a mental illness 
and/or substance use disorder and many of which are at increased risk of COVID-19 due to older age or certain underlying medical conditions. 
Some may live in encampment areas or on the street and may not have access to the appropriate PPE or may not have the ability to create socially 
distanced environments. Marrakech was awarded $38,857 to hire an additional Substance Use Specialist to work with our current case manager 
to assist more people with navigating community resources. These funds may also be used to assist individuals with security deposits or rental 
subsidies as needed to aid in the rapid rehousing process. 

These additional services and supplies would not be possible without the CARES Act funds provided by the City of New Haven. 

Marrakech Receives CARES Act COVID-Related 
Funding from City of New Haven
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Facebook Fundraiser for Marrakech
It’s quick and easy. Raise money for Marrakech by creating a Facebook fundraiser and share with your 

friends. Create a fundraiser for your birthday, giving days or whenever you’d like by going to the fundrasier 
menu on our Facebook page and click Raise Money or by going to our dedicated link.

https://www.facebook.com/fund/MarrakechIncCT/

 

THANK YOU TO THIS YEAR’S FUNDRAISERS!

Wendy Doyle 
Amy Duggan
Shelley Faber

Sadi Hollingsworth
Ihssane Khatib

Michelle La Tulippe
Elise Quaranta
Laura Stewart

Greg Ayala (August 10, 1959 - September 23, 2020) 

Although it was over a quarter century ago there are several of us here at Marrakech who remember meeting 
Gregory Ayala and his father for the first time, both dressed in matching flat caps and coats.  Greg came to 
Marrakech’s Donna Drive/Ridgeview Apartment Residential Program with contagious happiness.  Greg was a 
warm and kind gentleman and everyone who had the pleasure to support him or live with him knew they were 
fortunate to have him as a friend AND the added bonus of his father’s Puerto Rican Arroz con gandules (rice and 
beans) regularly.  Our favorite memories include him leading our hands to the top of his head for a head rub, that’s 
when you knew he considered you his friend.  The Game Show Network, parties and spending time with friends 
and family were Greg’s favorite pastimes.

Greg’s family was a huge part of his life. As Greg’s father aged, his sister Ann was responsible for taking on the 
advocacy role more and more. She advocated strongly and passionately for him and followed in her father’s 
footsteps to be sure that Greg lived a happy and healthy life. Families with loved ones with disabilities have to play 
many more roles than simply loving mom, dad or sibling. 

At his funeral, George who provided supports to Greg said “Greg was Marrakech”. That makes sense he touched so many of us for decades. His 
sister Ann’s Eulogy for him left all of Greg’s mourners with words they will never forget, delivered with such love, bittersweet memories, and 
especially lessons that Greg taught us all. With Ann’s permission here are a few thoughts from a loving sister:

“I will forever mourn the loss of my only sibling, my brother Greg,…despite his disabilities, he lived in his perfect world, one that was carefree, 
kind and loving, where people took him at face value for who he was.  He was completely and blissfully unaware that he was different, and 
everyone that has ever met him, taught him or took care of him always said how much they enjoyed and loved him, and how truly special he was...

Greg needed more independence from us. We began exploring Group Homes for Greg alone and we found Marrakech, the Group home agency 
where Greg has lived most of his adult life. The day came (for Greg to move in) and of course, we were hysterically crying, but not Greg, he was 
ready for us to leave… almost looking at us like, “Bye! Don’t let the door hit you on the you know what on the way out!” Marrakech allowed Greg 
to live with his peers, attend a wonderful day program through ARC of Greater New Haven, participate in Special Olympics and have the love, 
friendship and support of many...

I owe Greg a lot - I strongly believe that having him as my brother contributed so much of who I am today. It’s because of him that I could never 
understand discrimination and hatred towards others because of the color of their skin, beliefs, disabilities or other attributes. Thanks to him I am 
patient, kind and compassionate. He taught me more in his 61 years than anyone ever could or will.  I will forever miss the way he shouted out my 
name with excitement when he saw me walk in a room. “That’s Annie”.

Wherever you fly, This isn’t goodbye, My love will follow you, stay with you, My dear Brother, you’re never alone...”

Thoughts from a Loving Sister
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Pandemic updates are really only accurate for one day at a time, one moment in time. 
The number of positive cases, the CDC and CT State Guidelines, policies, restrictions, 
funding and developments are constantly changing.

For example, here at Marrakech, we flattened the curve and stopped the spread of 
COVID-19 in its tracks for the people we support in group homes on April 9, 2020, just 
14 days after our first positive case. At the time, we had a total of 11 COVID positive 
cases. Months after our live in model and rigorous restrictions were implemented and 
followed, the State began to re-open, day programs and other face-to-face services 
returned to modified or full operation, and we were once again facing more potential exposure. The enhanced funding we received at 
the onset of COVID that allowed us to implement those early restrictions and avoid laying off any of our employees stopped on July 1, 
2020.

Today as we write this, we are at a total of 29 positive cases for the people we support, which is 29 too many.
 
In juxtaposition of this update is our pandemic narrative, which has been steady and accurate since day one. The people we support, 
their families, our front-line employees, administration, leadership, volunteers, board, supporters and community partners have been 
consistently on point; strong, and pivoting daily. Each person contributes what they can to maintain the physical and fiscal health as 
well as the happiness of our entire Marrakech family. Our critically essential employees are heroes.
 
Together we continue to ensure that all of our Marrakech employees have the proper PPE and cleaning supplies to be safe at work. We 
are finding ways to hold safe celebrations and provide virtual services when needed. We are keeping the doors open and extending 
hours to our Taking Initiative Center for people who are struggling with addictions and mental illness, many of whom are also 
homeless, so they can access staff support, basic need and safety supplies throughout the pandemic. We are continuing the provision of 
individualized supports that address self-sufficiency and quality of life for many people living on their own in the community.
 
What has been really emphasized to us through this pandemic is something we already knew – the value of Human Potential.

Thank you to the staff who have worked through the 
most challenging year any of us can imagine but always 
with the health, well-being, and enduring respect of the 

people supported by Marrakech in mind.  

The Sesno Family

An Update on COVID-19  
at Marrakech
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Richard & Debra Epstein 
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e x p r e s s i o n s

If you would like to be removed 
from our mailing list please e-mail: 
unsubscribe@marrakechinc.org with 
your name and full address in the 
body of the e-mail.  You  may also 
call 203-389-2970, ext. 1030.
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