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We are sending this special issue of the LAFF
Newsletter to report on the meeting held by the
New York Chapter on June 26. The meeting was
significant in three respects. With some 100 LAFF
members along with about 40 current Founda-
tion staff members in attendance, it was the
largest ever meeting of a LAFF chapter. It was
also the first LAFF meeting held at the Founda-
tion. And it was the first LAFF meeting addressed
by a president of the Foundation.

Bob Tolles has written the excellent account
of the meeting, which follows.

LAFF is indebted to Luis Ubiñas for the
warmth of his hospitality, his appreciation of the
contributions of those who preceded him at the
Foundation and his desire for “a vibrant, rich
relationship” with the Foundation’s alumni—a
desire I know LAFF members have long shared.
He described that relationship as one “that keeps
former staff informed, that celebrates history,
that links the current with the past”

At Luis’ invitation, we will be meeting with
Marta Tellado in the weeks ahead to discuss in
more detail what kind of relationship would be
most mutually beneficial. Any thoughts you may
have on this subject would be warmly appreciated.

PETER F. GEITHNER, President

He added that he had been told by vari-
ous people that a distance existed between
the Foundation and LAFF since LAFF was
independently formed by a small group 
of retirees nearly 20 years ago to maintain
contact among staff no longer with the
Foundation. He went on to say that in his
view the group represented an important
part of the Foundation’s history. “All the
work we do today and in the years to come
will build on what you collectively did.” 

He noted he is often asked why he

decided to join the Foundation after a 
successful career in business. He said he
was not only happy but eager to join
because its history and traditions meant so
much to him, specifically mentioning the
Foundation’s work in civil rights, urban
development, and to end apartheid. He
told of a conversation he had with a South
African freedom fighter who in giving him
a signed copy of the South African Consti-
tution said it would not exist without the
work of the Ford Foundation.

A Changing World
Remarking that he is also often asked

what direction he is going to take the 
Foundation, he said “We’re not going to 
re-invent its mission. We will continue to
search for institutions that adhere to our
commitment to equal justice, economic
opportunity, knowledge, and achievement. 

“Over the course of 2008, the incredible
staff that works here is going to join together
and with other foundations to sharpen our
focus and ensure that our objectives are
clear, that our grant strategies are geared to
a changing world, and that the work we do
is true and has lasting impact, just as your
work had a lasting impact on my life and
the lives of others. We want to be sure we
focus on the most pressing issues.”

“My hope is that we will begin by 2009
to achieve clarity and focus, to break new

A WARM WELCOME

Luis Ubiñas (center), the Foundation’s new president, chats with alumni Gabe Mehreteab (left),
head of the NHP Foundation in Washington, and Frank Sutton, retired deputy vice president of the

International Division. Mr. Ubiñas had invited LAFF to meet at the Foundation.

early 100 members of the New York Chapter of the LAFF Society
were formally introduced to the Foundation’s new president, 
Luis Ubiñas, at a meeting at the Foundation on June 26.

The gathering was at Mr. Ubiñas invitation, who said in his
remarks that he had learned from Peter Geithner, LAFF president,

that a meeting of the New York group was to take place in the summer and
had suggested they meet with him at the Foundation. “So welcome back.”
he said to warm applause.
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A Warm Welcome

ground, to build on our core strengths and
values, improving the lives of those living at
the margins, achieving social justice, build-
ing leaders, networks, and organizations that
advance the basic objectives of fairness, and
making greater strides toward a more just
world. We are able to do this because we
have 50 years of achievement to build on.”

A Closer Connection
He mentioned that in recent days he had

attended several reunions, including his
wife’s 25th at Harvard, and that next year
he will attend a reunion of retired directors
of McKinsey and Company where he had
spent nearly all his career. 

“I hope that some years from now I will
join a Ford Foundation alumni group and I
hope to have the same rich relationship with
this group that I have had with the other
private institutions that have shaped my life.

“I want the Foundation to have a
vibrant, rich relationship with its alumni, 
a relationship that keeps former staff
informed, that celebrates history, that links
the current with the past.”

With that purpose in mind, he said he
had asked Marta Tellado, Vice President of
Communications, to work with LAFF on
enriching the relationship and invited LAFF
members to share their ideas on how the
connection might be strengthened. 

In introducing Mr. Ubiñas, Peter Geithner
added: “We are fortunate to have with us
Dick Magat, one of the two leading former
staff members who led the establishment of

LAFF, the other being Ed Meade who is no
longer with us but whose wife Mariam had
sent a letter stressing Ed’s commitment to
LAFF and conveying her congratulations on
the occasion. 

Peter gave a brief summary of LAFF’s
vital statistics. The organization now num-
bers some 400, up from an original 150 or
so; publishes a quarterly newsletter and a
membership directory, both of which are
available to everyone who is up-to-date with
their dues; and has a growing number of
local chapters that include, in addition to

New York, those in Washington, Boston,
New Delhi, Manila, and Bangkok, with
Cairo and others to come.

He also announced that Barry Gaber-
man, former Foundation executive vice 
president, has agreed to become LAFF’s 
vice president.

Peter described Luis as a native of the
Bronx who grew up in a close family, 
who had an extraordinary academic record
at Harvard and Harvard Business School, 
as well as an exemplary career at McKinsey
and Company, and who is now 9th presi-
dent of the Ford Foundation. “We are
delighted at the prospect of a closer 

relationship between LAFF and the Ford
Foundation and deeply grateful to Luis for
inviting us to meet here and his willingness to
speak to us.”

Questions and Answers
Following his welcoming remarks, 

Mr. Ubiñas took about half a dozen questions.
His responses are summarized below:

In answer to one about how he intended
to establish program directions—whether
through task forces or some other means—he
said that “many folks had suggested we hire

“I want the Foundation to have a vibrant,
rich relationship with its alumni, a relationship 

that keeps former staff informed, that celebrates 
history, that links the current with the past.”

Mary Racelis, formerly with the Foundation’s Philippines office
and head of the LAFF chapter in Manila, poses a question to the
new president concerning his priorities for the Foundation.

Peter Geithner (left), LAFF president,
with Buzz Tenny, Foundation secretary.

outsiders to do the work for us.” But such
an approach would not take advantage of
the immense capabilities of the Foundation’s
staff and colleagues who help us develop
grants. He further described the direction-
setting effort as “inclusive, collaborative,
and program-officer intensive.” 

In answer to a question about the board,
he said he was very lucky in that regard,
describing the board as informed, involved,
thoughtful, and committed to the values of
the institution. “I can’t underestimate how
valuable the board is, how good it is, and
how involved and thoughtful it is.”

His longest response was to a question
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about his management style and how it 
differed from that of his predecessors. “I’ve
worked with dozens of CEOs of large com-
panies and the most effective ones, rather
than imposing a narrow perspective on man-
agement, adjust their leadership style to the
context of the situation.” In some cases,
their style was top down and incisive, in
others it was inclusive and deliberative, and
in still others quickness in making decisions.
It depended on the context. “What they
shared was a deep willingness to listen, to
ask for and be comfortable with discordant
views, and a deep willingness to take
responsibility for their actions.” 

“What are some of the guiding principles
in figuring out what you are going to do?”
he was asked. First and foremost, what is
proposed must reflect the values of this
institution. “We don’t begin a conversation
unless the subject is deeply rooted in the
Foundation’s values, mission, history.” From
a process point of view, he added, “it’s 
pivotal that we think of grantees as our
partners, that we not just look at our own
communities, that we step up from many
small things to larger things, that we take
account of complexity, that we think about
measurement and accountability, and that
we respond to changing circumstances.”

He was asked what he found surprising
about the Foundation. He listed the eager-
ness and openness of the program staff to
think in terms of scale and of impact. He
said he also found surprising the level of 
talent throughout the Foundation, and not
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just on the program side. Also found sur-
prising is the loyalty of grantees, mentioning
he made a practice of seeing one or two
people every day from outside the Founda-
tion, a routine he will continue to follow.

One questioner wanted to know whether
the Foundation is thinking in terms of larger
networks than small community-based
organizations. In response, he stressed the
importance of knowing the specifics of the
local situation. “We need to know what’s
happening on the ground.”

The Overseas Challenge
He was asked whether he saw a Foun-

dation role with regard to the low standing
of United States in various parts of the
world. Mr. Ubiñas agreed that the way the
rest of the world thinks of the U.S. is
extremely challenging. But he also noted
the level of democracy, freedom, access,
and opportunity in various places was even
more challenging than it was years ago.
“We have to factor in these circumstances
and sometimes conclude we have no
choice, given the work that we do.” 

The final comment was made by Dick
Magat. “Having been raised in the South
Bronx, you may recall that nasty depiction
of the area in the novel, “Bonfire of the
Vanities,” by Tom Wolfe. But on this occa-
sion, it’s worth recalling a novel published
many years earlier by an author named
Thomas Wolfe, titled “You Can’t Go Home
Again.” Today, Mr. Ubiñas, you have
proved that we can go home again.” !
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