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Balloon Festival benefits

local community all year
It’s a question everyone asks of non-profit organizations: Where does all the money go? In the case of the South County Hot Air Balloon Festival, the answer is right back into South County.
The beneficiaries of the Rotary’s generosity are numerous, from students, to families, to community service organizations.

Beth Leconte, Executive Director of the South County YMCA, said local needs have increased recently. Over the past two years at the YMCA, Leconte has noticed more parents applying for sliding scale payments, or requiring more childcare hours as they take on a second job. She hears through the grapevine about parents losing jobs, families being evicted, and domestic violence. “We make sure the children of our community have a great summer experience,” Leconte said of the summer campers. “With the help of the Wakefield Rotary, many children whose families could not afford it, are able to attend.”
She can picture all the faces of local children who have been to summer camp and attended before and after school child care as a direct result of the generosity of the Wakefield Rotary, which hosts the balloon festival.
Habitat for Humanity was in need of a box truck to pick up donations for its store, The ReStore. With the help of the Rotary, they were able to make it happen. This donation contributed to Habitat’s ability to seek out more appliance and furniture donations. By selling these at The ReStore, Habitat is able to fund its local building projects, said Habitat President Deedra Durocher.
The Rotary has a charitable committee that distributes approximately $40,000 to the community each year. “They meet monthly to review requests from individuals or local businesses,” Rotary President Mary Roda explained. The requests range from helping to pay the bills for someone who is out of work or helping a family that has a sick child. “It’s determined on a case by case basis,” she added.
Education is important to Rotary, they give out three four-year $1,000 scholarships to a graduate of Prout, Narragansett and South Kingstown high schools and a two-year $1,000 scholarship to a graduate who is attending a vocational school. “It’s a commitment to each of those students for four years,” said Roda. The Rotary is also dedicated to eradicating polio by providing valuable vaccines around the world. 
The Balloon Festival has raised close to $1.5 million since its inception. Most of that has been donated to charities, with the majority going into the local community, such as the YMCA, Domestic Violence Resource Center, Hospice of Washington County, Sympatico, RI Community Food Bank, Seniors Helping Others, In Harmony Therapeutic Riding and many others. “I just want those who attend the Balloon Festival to realize that their money comes back full circle to support others in the community,” Roda said.
The 32nd annual South County Hot Air Balloon Festival will grace the skies on July 16-18 at the URI Athletic Fields on Route 138 in South Kingstown. The Flying Pages Trapeze Act will dazzle the crowd with the athletic prowess.
When the balloons take off in the early morning and evening, the kids can fish at the Catch & Release fishing pond, take a train ride or watch a Magically Medieval magic show. All these events are free with paid admission. Approximately 15 balloonists will show off their balloons Friday and Saturday evening with the Balloon Glow.
Friday evening, John Cafferty and the Beaver Brown Band will perform. Fireworks on Saturday set to music will cap the night at 9:15 p.m. Sunday’s highlight will be Cajun music.
Admission to the festival for adults is $10 and children 14 and under $5. Families (mom, dad and kids) are $25. Parking is free. RV camping is available on site. All proceeds are donated to charities by the Rotary Club of Wakefield. For more information visit www.southcountyballoonfest.com

