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I am honored to be with you this evening to introduce Valerie Oliver-Durrah, the recipient of the prestigious Gardner C. Taylor award. Valerie’s resume has a long list of accomplishments in the field of philanthropic services and non-profit management. And in fact, that’s how I first met Valerie more than seven years ago, when Independence Community Bank made an extraordinary gift to endow a new private foundation, the Independence Community Foundation. Valerie was amongst the first people to call me to offer her help and advice in setting up the foundation. But I think that what’s important about Valerie is not only what she does, but why she does it. 

Valerie Oliver-Durrah is one of the most generous people I have ever met in the field of philanthropy. She is an organizer and a net worker and she shares her knowledge and her wide circle of contacts with both the humblest and the most experienced of community organizations. Only Valerie could figure out the right way to tempt representatives of some of the largest foundations in the world to come to Brooklyn, Queens, and even Staten Island, to meet with representatives of neighborhood non-profits in settings like Concord Church. How does she do it? Why do people find it impossible to say no to her? This gets back to the “why” question about Valerie. 
Valerie understands that the true nature of philanthropy, which literally means “love of humankind”, is to give generously of your time, your knowledge and your wealth to advance the common good of our society. Valerie understands that philanthropy is not meant to reside in some midtown office tower, but rather it resides in each of us, in our head and our heart, and she makes it possible for us to empower each other to accomplish great things. She knows that the actions of an individual can make a difference, but only if there is support from a network of like minded people to help lift the cause into action.
It is entirely fitting that you have chosen Valerie Oliver-Durrah to receive an award named after the inspirational leader Dr. Gardner Taylor, who gave so much and so generously to his community. Valerie’s generosity of spirit and her insight into what makes people want to give puts her into a remarkable circle of community leadership. I am therefore, thrilled and honored to introduce, Valerie Oliver-Durrah.
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