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Celebrating a Year of Impact in 2025
In 2025, we continued to show what’s possible when a community comes together with commitment, 
heart, and a shared belief that neighbors help neighbors.

As a United Way Resiliency Hub, we serve as a 
centralized, trusted community organization where 
individuals and families can access one-stop, wrap-
around support. On any given day, that may look 
like help from the food pantry, case management, 
job readiness support, or connections to health 
and wellness services. During ‘grey skies’, we 
also become a critical distribution site, providing 
essentials such as food, water, tarps, and emergency 
supplies—meeting neighbors in times of crisis, when 
they need it most.

Throughout the year, we distributed more than 
294,000 pounds of food through nearly 6,900 
food pantry visits, helping ensure island neighbors 
had access to nutritious meals during times of 
uncertainty, SNAP benefit reductions, and rising 

costs. Behind those numbers are families stretching paychecks, seniors living on fixed incomes, 
and workers rebuilding after storms or personal setbacks—and the donors who made that support 
possible.

One of the most powerful measures of our impact in 2025 was the extraordinary generosity of its 
volunteers. A total of 281 volunteers gave 5,460 hours of their time—equaling an estimated 
$180,000 in donated service. From packing food and preparing meals to making reassurance calls and 
supporting recovery efforts, volunteers multiplied the impact of every donor dollar, allowing us to reach 
more people and respond quickly when needed.

Those combined efforts supported 5,304 instances of case management, helping neighbors navigate 
everything from financial hardship to recovery planning and next steps toward stability. In addition, 
FISH provided 337 instances of direct financial assistance—often the bridge that kept someone 
housed, working, and moving forward.

For many clients, the support is life-changing. “Without FISH, I don’t know how I would have gotten 
through this year,” shared one neighbor. “They didn’t just help me with food and bills—they helped me 
see a way forward.” Continued on next page.



Celebrating a Year of Impact cont’d 
Senior services remained a key service area of our 
work in 2025, with 1,138 reassurance calls made 
to island seniors and 625 Friendly Faces lunches 
served—creating connection and peace of mind for 
older neighbors who might otherwise feel isolated.

“Every number represents a person, a family, or a 
moment when someone needed help and found it,” 
said Maria Espinoza, Executive Director. “Our donors 
and volunteers make that possible. Their generosity 
doesn’t just meet immediate needs—it helps 
people become stable again and move forward with 
confidence.”

More than 85% of every dollar invested in FISH 
goes directly to programs and services, ensuring that 
support translates into assistance where it matters 
most—whether that’s a bag of groceries, a reassuring 
phone call, or help navigating a difficult situation.

We extend our deepest gratitude to the donors, grantors, volunteers, and community partners who 
stood with us throughout 2025. Their generosity filled gaps, removed obstacles, and strengthened 
the safety net for neighbors across Sanibel and Captiva.

There are many ways to be part of this work. Community members interested in volunteering can 
lend their time and talents to support food programs, senior services, recovery efforts, and more—
making a real difference in the community. 

Those looking to deepen their connection can join the Neighbor Network, a growing group of local 
businesses and individuals who proudly stand with us, help spread awareness, and ensure neighbors 
know where to turn in times of need. 

And for those able to give financially, donations of any size directly support programs that help 
people move forward during life’s most challenging moments.

Together, our community continues to prove that 
when people invest in people, lives are changed.





We Are Recognized as a 2025 Top-Rated Nonprofit 
We have once again earned the Top-Rated Nonprofit designation 
from GreatNonprofits! The Top-Rated badge reflects consistent, 
high-quality feedback shared throughout the year and speaks to 
the role we continue to play on Sanibel and Captiva. 

“FISH is a vital and exemplary non-profit on our island . . . Our 
non-profit hospital, CROW, The Clinic for the Rehabilitation of 
Wildlife works closely with FISH as they provide several services 
that aid our staff, students and volunteers. Several of our team 
members utilize their food pantry, furniture distribution, tax 
services, children’s camps and educational classes. We here at 
CROW deeply appreciate the partnership we share with FISH.

Another reviewer reflected on what their contributions to FISH mean, “I’ve been a donor to FISH of 
Sanibel-Captiva for years, and it’s an organization I’m proud to stand behind. They do an incredible 
amount of good for our community—supporting seniors, families, and individuals when they need 
it most, often before anyone else even realizes there’s a need. What I appreciate most about FISH is 
that they know the community, they listen, and they respond in meaningful ways that truly make a 
difference in people’s lives. I’m especially happy to support FISH by sponsoring the first half of the 
2026 Friendly Faces Luncheons. Programs like this strengthen connection and remind people that 
they belong to a community that cares.”

For more than 40 years, FISH has served the islands as a true neighbors-helping-neighbors 
organization. Today, FISH operates as the only wrap-around social service provider on Sanibel and 
Captiva, offering support across four core program areas: Food Programs, Island-Based Education, 
Senior Services, and Helping Hands. 

“Top-Rated nonprofits are inspiring, high-impact organizations that are making a real difference in 
their communities,” said Perla Ni, Founder and CEO of GreatNonprofits. “This award is based entirely 
on reviews from people who have direct experience with the nonprofit’s work, making it a meaningful 
and trusted seal of approval.”

“This recognition means so much because it comes directly from our community,” said Maria 
Espinoza, Executive Director of FISH. “Every review reflects a real moment in someone’s life when 
help mattered. We’re grateful to our donors, partners, volunteers, and staff who make it possible for 
FISH to continue showing up for our neighbors, day in and day out. FISH remains focused on meeting 
people where they are—providing steady, practical support and working with trusted partners to 
ensure no one falls through the cracks.”

Read additional reviews on the GreatNonprofits website

https://greatnonprofits.org/org/f-i-s-h-of-sanibel-captiva-inc.  



Spread the Love during the Month of February
February is our Spread the Love month at FISH—a time to slow down, look around, and celebrate the 
everyday acts of kindness that make our community stronger. Throughout the month, we’re focusing 
on simple, meaningful ways neighbors can care for one another and help ensure everyone feels 
supported and seen. 
 
As part of this effort, we’re asking for donations of peanut butter and jelly for our food pantry. These 
items are staples for many families, especially those with children, and are always in high demand. 
A small donation can make a big difference for a neighbor who may be facing tough choices or a 
temporary setback. 
 
We’re also inviting the community to share how you spread the love in your own life. Whether it’s 
checking in on a neighbor, volunteering, sharing resources, or offering encouragement, these stories 
remind us that compassion shows up in many forms and often starts close to home. 
 
Throughout February, we’ll be featuring children’s drawings that show how they help their neighbors 
and spread kindness in their own ways. These drawings offer a hopeful, heartfelt glimpse into how 
the next generation understands caring for others—and how powerful even the smallest acts can be. 
 
Because at FISH, spreading the love isn’t just a February thing—it’s how we build a stronger, more 
connected community every day.





Local Teen’s Eagle Scout Project Brings Birthday Joy  
At just 17 years old, Liam Nuckolls is already finding thoughtful 
ways to show up for his community.  As part of his Eagle Scout 
service project, Liam created “Birthday Blessings,” a community 
initiative designed to help families and seniors served by FISH 
of Sanibel-Captiva celebrate birthdays that might otherwise go 
unnoticed. Birthday Blessings was created as Liam’s Eagle Scout 
service project, showing his commitment to leadership and giving 
back to his community.

For Liam, birthdays have always been something to look forward 
to — a moment to feel celebrated and cared for. Through Birthday 
Blessings, he wanted to make sure that children and seniors facing 
financial hardship could experience that same feeling, even during 
challenging times.

The project centers on “Birthday in a Box” kits, which include the 
supplies needed to make a homemade birthday cake and create a 
simple celebration. Each kit contains cake mix and frosting, candles, 
a disposable cake pan, and basic party decorations. Each box also 
includes a card sharing the spirit behind the project and the values of Scouting.

“Sanibel is often seen as a tropical paradise,” Liam shared. “But behind that image, there are people 
who are struggling, and some who don’t have anyone to celebrate special moments with. Even small 
acts of support can make a big difference and bring a little light to someone’s day.”

To support the project, Liam raised funds to purchase supplies for the kits, with each $10 donation 
helping to provide one complete Birthday in a Box. Supporting FISH felt like a natural fit for Liam. He 
has volunteered with the organization many times and knew firsthand the care and trust FISH has 
built within the community. That relationship continued in December 2025, when Liam and fellow 
Scouts volunteered at FISH’s JOG N JAM concert, helping direct attendees throughout the venue, 
assist with beach seating, facilitate raffle activities, and step in wherever help was needed.

“Liam’s project is a beautiful reminder that support doesn’t have to be complicated,” said Maria 
Espinoza, Executive Director of FISH. “A birthday cake might seem small, but the message behind it is 
powerful. It tells someone that they matter, that they’re seen, and that their community cares. We’re 
grateful to Liam for choosing FISH and for leading with so much heart.”

For Liam, the most rewarding part of the project has been knowing that the kits will bring joy to 
people who might not otherwise get to celebrate their birthday. Through hands-on service, planning, 
and leadership, he continues to show how simple ideas can make a meaningful difference.



Helping Neighbors with 2025 Taxes: Free VITA Tax Help 
Once again we are partnering with United Way to bring free tax 
preparation to island residents through the United Way Volunteer 
Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program. 

The service is available to individuals and families with a 
household income of $70,000 or less, and includes free 
preparation, e-filing, and direct deposit by IRS-certified United Way 
volunteers.

VITA volunteers help taxpayers claim valuable credits like the 
Earned Income Tax Credit, Child Tax Credit, Childcare, and 
Education Credits—making sure filers receive every dollar they 
qualify for. (VITA handles simple returns; returns with rental 
income or certain self-employment losses aren’t eligible.) 

Questions about eligibility? Call 2-1-1 or 239-433-3900.

Appointments are available every other Friday, Feb. 6–Apr. 3, 2026, from 10 a.m.–2 p.m. at the Sanibel 
Public Library (770 Dunlop Road). Appointments are required and can be booked at unitedwaylee.
org/freetaxprep or by calling 2-1-1 or 239-433-3900. For a list of what to bring to your appointment, 
please click here.

FISH and United Way remind folks that direct deposit matters. Without bank info, including routing 
and account numbers, paper refunds can be delayed six weeks or more. Additionally, to earn the 
Child Tax Credit, both the taxpayer (or spouse) and the qualifying child must have valid Social Security 
numbers. Those with a filing status of married Filing Separately may not be eligible for certain 
provisions, including the senior deduction and reduced tax on tips or overtime. If you are a student 
or making payments on a student loan, please bring your tuition statement from school (1098-T) and 
your student loan interest statement (1098-E).

“With all the rule changes, it’s hard to keep up,” shared one island resident who participated in the 
program last year. “VITA made it simple and painless—I’ll be back again this year.”

Hosted by FISH in partnership with United Way, VITA is part of FISH’s year-round commitment to 
supporting the residents and workforce of Sanibel and Captiva through useful, no-cost services. 

“Many people feel overwhelmed by taxes, especially after the last few years,” said Erika Arnowitz, 
FISH Senior Services Director, who organizes the VITA program. “This program removes a lot of stress. 
It’s free, it’s trustworthy, and it helps neighbors feel confident that their taxes are done right.”

https://fishofsancap.org/helping-neighbors-with-2025-taxes-free-vita-tax-help-returns-to-sanibel-captiva/




FISH Provides Emergency Medical Financial Assistance 
Our Helping Hands Program continues to provide critical, short-term 
support to neighbors facing unexpected financial hardship—help 
made possible through the generosity of donors and grantors who 
believe no neighbor should face a crisis alone.

The program offers emergency financial assistance to eligible 
individuals who live or work on Sanibel and Captiva. Assistance 
may help cover essential needs such as medical, dental and 
prescription expenses, rent, utilities, and other urgent costs. Each 
request is carefully reviewed through required documentation and a 
confidential intake interview conducted by Nitza Lopez, Social Service 
Director, to ensure assistance is provided correctly and where it will 
have the greatest impact.

While a portion of the Helping Hands Program is funded through 
grant dollars, donor support plays a key role in keeping neighbors 
stable during times that could otherwise cause lasting setbacks. By 

helping bridge a short-term gap, donor dollars allow individuals and families to focus on healing, 
maintaining employment, and moving forward—rather than falling further behind. For donors, 
Helping Hands is about seeing progress through support that comes when it’s needed most, keeping 
households on track, and moving neighbors forward with more stability under their feet.

For many clients, this assistance arrives at a moment when a single unexpected expense could 
create lasting hardship. One recent client, who wishes to remain anonymous, shared that “financial 
assistance from FISH made it possible to begin medically necessary therapy during a period of 
physical pain and emotional strain.” With the burden lifted, the client reported feeling healthier, 
stronger, and more hopeful as treatment progressed, expressing deep gratitude for the compassion 
shown during a difficult chapter time in her life.

“Helping Hands is about meeting people where they are and helping them get through a moment 
that feels overwhelming,” said Nitza Lopez. “When someone is dealing with pain, illness, or financial 
stress all at once, timely assistance can make a huge difference in their recovery. Because of our 
donors, we’re able to step in quickly and help people when they need it most.”

The Helping Hands Program is one of our four core service pillars, alongside food programs, senior 
services, and island-based education. Together, these services reflect our long-standing commitment 
to neighbors helping neighbors—especially during moments when steady support helps people 
move forward with confidence.

Those in need of assistance, as well as community members interested in the supporting Helping 
Hands program, are encouraged to contact FISH to learn more about the confidential intake process 
and how donor support continues to create meaningful progress to community neighbors.



We’ve Launched Our Neighbor Network Program to Help 
Businesses Support Island Neighbors
We have launched a new community-centered effort called 
the Neighbor Network, created to help local businesses and 
organizations show their support for neighbors while making 
information about our programs easy to access for anyone who 
may need it.

Participating businesses help share information about us as a 
general community resource—such as including materials in 
onboarding packets, posting information in break rooms, or 
making pamphlets available. There’s no tracking, no reporting, 
and no expectation that anyone uses services.

“Sometimes people just need to know where to turn,” said Simon 
Robson, FISH Community Outreach and Resiliency Director. “The 
Neighbor Network helps make that information visible without 
putting anyone on the spot. It’s about businesses saying, ‘We care 
about our people and our community, and help is available if you 
ever need it.’”

Through the program, we provide easy-to-share information 
about its programs and services, as well as updates on special events, workshops, new services, and 
volunteer opportunities.  Participating sites receive a window decal reading ‘Proudly Helping Our 
Neighbors With FISH OF SANCAP’, recognizing their involvement and identifying that FISH information 
is available inside. Partners are also listed on our website and may choose to share additional 
materials—such as flyers or program guides—based on what fits best for their space and staff. 

We have already launched the Neighbor Network with a few pilot sites, including Wickies Lighthouse 
Restaurant and The Magic Bus. Notes Bridget Kolshak of Wickies, “Wickies is thrilled to be a part of 
the Neighbor Network because we strive to build relationships and value within our team. We feel 
this program is a great way to help the island’s workforce thrive!”

Participation indicates a shared commitment to community well-being and to making sure people 
have access to information—privately and when they need it. The Neighbor Network complements 
our broader role as a trusted community resource and United Way–designated Resiliency Hub, 
supporting neighbors before, during, and after life’s challenges, including natural disasters.

Businesses and organizations interested in joining the Neighbor Network are invited to reach out to 
Simon Robson to learn more, start a conversation, or request materials. Simon can be reached at 
239-472-4775 or simon@fishofsancap.org.



Neighbors in Readiness
Your Monthly Guide to Staying Safe and Prepared

Neighbors in Readiness, a new monthly preparedness 
series, is designed to help residents take practical, 
manageable steps to stay safe, informed, and resilient 
throughout the year. Each month, Neighbors in Readiness 
will share short, easy-to-follow tips, reminders, and 
resources. 

From putting together a simple emergency kit to checking 
in with neighbors, every suggestion is meant to be 
practical, affordable, and doable—no matter your budget 
or experience level. Whether you live in a single-family 
home, condo, or rental, these small steps can make a big 
difference.

February — Know Your Zone Before the Storm | When a storm is approaching, every minute 
counts. Whether you live on our islands, work here, or both, FISH is here to help! Knowing your 
evacuation zone ahead of time can make all the difference. This month, take a few moments to learn 
about your zone, plan your route, and talk with your family or neighbors about where you’ll go if 
evacuation is needed. Kids’ Monthly Activity Pack

1.	 Look up your evacuation zone. Visit Lee County’s Interactive Evacuation Map — enter your address 
to see your zone color and number.

2.	 Locate your nearest shelter or safe destination. Identify multiple options, including pet-friendly 
and special-needs shelters.

3.	 Plan your travel route now. Have at least two planned routes, taking road closures and traffic 
issues into account.

4.	 Stay tuned for updates. Follow FISH on social media for timely updates and guidance, whether 
you’re on- or off-island. You can also get alerts through AlertLee, the City of Sanibel’s social media, 
and local radio.

Island Insight | After Hurricane Ian, many of us realized how quickly conditions can change. Reviewing 
your zone and evacuation options now ensures you’re ready before the next storm strikes

January — Start the Year Ready, SWFL Strong | Are you ready for the next hurricane? Now is the 
time to make sure! As a United Way–designated Resiliency Hub, FISH of SanCap works year-round 
with partners across Southwest Florida to help families prepare, stay connected during storms, and 
recover together. Before hurricane season arrives, take 15 minutes this month to update your family 
emergency plan so you’re storm-ready—whether you’re on- or off-island.  Read more on our website.

https://fishofsancap.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Kids-Series-Feb-26.pdf
https://www.leegov.com/publicsafety/emergencymanagement/knowyourzone
https://fishofsancap.org/neighbors-in-readiness/


Coming Soon!
We are partnering with local wellness leaders 
from The Treehouse to offer a restorative, hands-
on workshop focused on stress relief, balance, 
and everyday resilience. The workshop, Rest, 
Reset & Restore: Practical Tools for Mind–Body 
Resilience, will take place on Wednesday, March 
11, from 12:30 to 2:30 p.m. at The Treehouse, 
located at 1101 Periwinkle Way, Suite #106.

Shelby Stites and Jessica Lidisky will guide participants through simple, practical tools that help 
calm the nervous system and manage stress in ways that can be carried into everyday life. No prior 
experience is needed. 

The two-hour session blends education with guided practice, including mindfulness meditation, easy-
to-use breathwork techniques, and a sound healing experience using crystal singing bowls and gentle 
instruments. The goal is not perfection or performance, but offering space to slow down, reset, and 
leave feeling supported and more grounded.

Space is limited. Interested guests are encouraged to register early, and registration is required. To 
RSVP, visit https://sanibeltreehouse.info/fish.

We’re putting the finishing touches on our this year’s 2026 
JOG N JAM sponsor packet and getting ready for the event 
our community truly looks forward to each year. The 
race returns on November 7, followed by the JOG N 
JAM concert and celebration on December 5—two very 
different days, both full of energy and connection. 
 
Race day brings everyone together. You’ll see serious 
runners chasing a time, walkers enjoying the morning, 
teams showing up in matching shirts, and lots of cheering 
along the way. It’s competitive, it’s social, and it sets the 
tone for the season in the best possible way. 
 
Then, a few weeks later, we shift into celebration mode. 

The concert is all about music, dancing, laughter, fireworks, and that feeling of being surrounded by 
neighbors and friends at the end of the year. It’s relaxed, joyful, and unmistakably JOG N JAM. 
 
For sponsors, JOG N JAM isn’t just one day—it’s months of visibility, storytelling, and connection 
with the community across both events. More details coming soon, but for now, mark your 
calendars. We can’t wait to share what we’re building for 2026.

https://sanibeltreehouse.info/fish


Friendly Faces Luncheon | March Olive Oil Presentation
We’re inviting you to our March Friendly Faces Luncheon on Tuesday, March 10, beginning at 11:00 
a.m., at the Sanibel Community House, 2173 Periwinkle Way. The monthly luncheon brings 
neighbors together for good food, conversation, and an opportunity to learn something new.

This month’s luncheon will feature longtime island resident and FISH 
volunteer Dave Scheiber, who will share his experiences with olive 
oil—often known as “liquid gold.” Drawing on decades of experience in 
consumer marketing and more than 20 years with Filippo Berio Olive Oil, 
Scheiber will explore the history of olive oil, the landscape today, how it’s 
made, the different types, how to read a label, health properties, storage 
and handling, and the many ways olive oil fits into everyday cooking. If 
time allows, he’ll wrap things up with a short, fun quiz.

We will be offering lunch platters from Publix for attendees to enjoy during 
the program.

Guests will also have a chance to win door prizes tied to the day’s topic. About ten winners will receive 
a selection of Filippo Berio products, including olive oils, pestos, vinegars, glazes, and pasta sauces.

“Friendly Faces is a simple way to bring people together,” said Erika Arnowitz, Senior Services Director 
at FISH. “It gives neighbors a reason to get out, share a meal, and spend time with one another in a 
relaxed setting. The conversations, the learning, and the sense of community that builds around the 
table are what make these lunches so meaningful. We hear again and again how much people value 
having a place where they feel welcome, included, and connected.”

Advance sign-up is requested. RSVPs are requested by Fri., Mar. 6th and can be confirmed by calling 
or emailing Erika Arnowitz at erika@fishofsancap.org or 239-472-4775. 

The Friendly Faces Luncheon is open to the community, and all are welcome to attend.

events to catch
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