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STATEMENT OF NOMINATION:  George McDonald heads the Doe Fund, one of the most important homeless and prison reentry programs in the country. A successful business man in New York, George abandoned that career to build the Doe program in the 1990s after he was drawn to helping homeless people in Grand Central Terminal. 

Doe takes in homeless men referred by city agencies and the prison parole system, first giving them housing and then requiring them to work. Crews from “Ready, Willing, and Able,” Doe’s flagship program, can be seen all over the city cleaning up the streets, among other tasks. Meanwhile, the men deal with their other problems, receive some training, and eventually are placed in private jobs and living quarters. The men are also drug-tested regularly and must stay clean to remain in the program.

Ready, Willing, and Able has been found effective in reducing recidivism and promoting employment in two high-quality evaluations. Poor men have proved much harder to impact than the single mothers targeted by welfare reform, so these successes stand out. 

I met George a conference and, at his invitation, toured a Doe residence and training center in Brooklyn in 2012. I also interviewed George and his senior staff. They express as well as anyone I’ve met the paternalistic approach to poverty that I’ve developed in my writings, and which is strongly supported by research and experience. They help the poor generously, but just as strongly they insist that clients help themselves. The demand that they work is paramount. It is enforced from the moment they enter Doe facilities, and it continues throughout the program. Above anything, George believes in the transforming power of work.

Personally, George is one of the most charismatic people I have ever met. He exudes commitment to his men. The sense that he must help them comes out of his Catholic background and the nuns who taught him in school. But he equally exudes the determination that the men work, as he works, to achieve their own goals. No one I ever met fuses generosity and expectation so completely. George is totally unpretentious. He focuses entirely on his mission, not on himself. But his staff worship him, and with reason. He is genuinely doing good for the worst-off members of our society, something that is very difficult to do. 

My relationship to the nominee: Just what I have described above. I barely know him, but I felt I was in the presence of a living saint. Other philanthropists do for the poor what the bien pensant approve of. They want to get into heaven. George doesn’t worry about heaven. And that’s just why he is the most likely to get there.
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