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A Message to Our Community
In the fall of 2019, First 5 Santa Cruz 
County (First 5) embarked on a strategic 
planning process with the goal of 
developing a collective vision and goals 
for a countywide early childhood system 
of care, aligned or integrated with existing 
countywide initiatives (e.g., Collective of 
Results and Evidence-based Investments 
and Thrive by Three). This collective vision, 
developed in collaboration with key 
partners, would provide direction and a 
focus as First 5 developed this roadmap, 
or strategic plan, for the next five years.

We began with high hopes and 
confidence that decades of advocacy for 
early childhood investments were finally 
paying off. Governor Newsom had set a 
bold vision of a “California for All,” calling 
for a series of policies and investments 

to make California more affordable for 
families, while also strengthening the 
state’s fiscal health. In May 2019, the 
Governor and First Partner launched the 
first-ever Parents Agenda, proposing a 
comprehensive set of two-generation 
policies to meet the needs of young 
children while also ensuring that families 
have the resources and opportunities 
needed to raise healthy, thriving children. 

The Governor’s first state budget 
reflected the vision and values underlying 
his Parents Agenda, dedicating over $2.6 
billion in new investments to address 
areas of need that First 5s and other 
advocates have championed for years, 
including expansion of child care and full-
day kindergarten, universal preschool, 
the earned income tax credit, paid family 
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leave, home visiting, developmental 
and trauma screening, and professional 
learning and development. The budget 
also included resources to plan for 
California’s future early childhood system 
by creating an Early Learning Master Plan 
and Cradle-to-Career Education Data 
System.

The historic levels of investment in 
young children and families, paired with 
the Governor’s appointment of early 
childhood champions to key positions 
in his administration—such as Kris Perry 
(former Executive Director of First 5 
California and the First Five Years Fund, 
appointed as Deputy Secretary and 
Senior Advisor to the Governor at the 
California Health and Human Services 
Agency) and Dr. Nadine Burke Harris (a 
national expert on Adverse Childhood 
Experiences, appointed as the first-
ever Surgeon General of California) 
laid the groundwork for ensuring that 
all children in California have equitable 
opportunities to learn, grow, and thrive. 
In addition, many State legislators have 
prior experience in the early childhood 
sector, including several who were First 
5 Commissioners in their home counties, 
and understand that providing high-
quality supports and interventions in the 
earliest years can change the trajectories 
of children’s lives.

At the start of 2020, the future of 
California’s early childhood investments 
looked bright, despite the ongoing 
declines in Proposition 10 tobacco tax 
revenue, the primary source of funding 
for First 5 Commissions statewide. As 
First 5 Santa Cruz County delved deeper 
into its strategic planning process, our 

Commission, staff, and partners were 
emboldened to “reimagine First 5” and 
envision a new future that balances the 
reality of declining Prop 10 revenue with 
the Governor’s bold Parents Agenda 
and First 5’s growing role in collective 
impact initiatives, advocacy, and systems 
change. We were excited about the 
inspiration and possibilities that emerged 
during our strategic planning process.

Then came COVID-19. The impact of the 
global pandemic is seen and felt at the 
local level, changing our community 
in ways that would have seemed 
inconceivable prior to COVID-19. The 
health, economic, and social impacts of 
the pandemic and associated shelter 
in place orders have touched every 
corner of our county, with the burden 
of economic instability, food insecurity, 
lack of access to child care, barriers to 
participating in distance learning, family 
violence, and mental and behavioral 
health concerns falling heavily on families 
with children, particularly undocumented 
immigrants and families of color who 
already faced barriers to accessing vital 
resources and opportunities. COVID-19 
has exposed the weaknesses in health, 
education, social, and economic systems 
at the local, state, and national levels 
and exacerbated inequities in children’s 
opportunities and outcomes. Our 
strategic priorities have not changed 
because of COVID-19, but the urgency 
of implementing collaborative, creative 
responses to meet the immediate needs 
of young children and families while 
preserving and strengthening the early 
childhood system of care has never been 
more important.
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And then came more killings of Black 
Americans: George Floyd, Breonna 
Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery. These 
unjust deaths were neither the first nor 
isolated incidents of racial injustice, but 
were yet another painful reminder of 
the persistent, historic, and systemic 
racism that is a root cause of inequitable 
opportunities and life outcomes for 
people of color. First 5 Santa Cruz County 
stands firmly against racism, oppression, 
inequality, and injustice in all its forms. 
We stand in solidarity with all people 
who identify as Black, Indigenous, Latinx, 
and other communities of color, and 
we recommit ourselves to using our 
resources and relationships to advance 
racial equity and justice. Our strategic 
priorities have not changed because 
of the most recent racial injustices, but 
our resolve to identify the root causes of 
inequity and take meaningful, collective 
action to change the community 
conditions that determine health and 
well-being has only grown stronger.

While we don’t yet know the full extent 
of the economic impact of COVID-19, we 
do know that current fiscal projections 
paint a bleak picture at the state and 
local level, which makes it more difficult 
than usual to project our long-term 
financial plan. Similarly, we don’t yet 

know how systems and social norms will 
change in response to the present-day 
injustices, but we do know that “rebuilding 
for equity” is a marathon, not a sprint. 
As we launch our 2020 – 2025 strategic 
plan in the midst of social and economic 
uncertainty, we must be visible, vocal, 
and vigilant in advocating for investing 
in young children and families as an 
economic recovery and racial justice 
strategy. 

But we can’t do this alone. We need to 
listen to and stand beside our many 
partners—parents, early educators, 
schools, family-serving agencies, local 
government, funders, businesses, 
and community members who care 
about kids. Together we can overcome 
obstacles, implement creative solutions, 
and ensure that our early childhood 
system emerges from these uncertain 
times stronger than ever. This will require 
a disciplined, unwavering commitment 
to racial equity, a two-generation “whole 
child/whole family” approach, upstream 
prevention, and integrated services 
and systems. These are not luxuries that 
can wait for a better time. These are the 
essential building blocks of an effective, 
equitable early childhood system that 
all young children deserve today and for 
generations to come.

In partnership,

              Toni Campbell

David G. Brody					     Toni Campbell 
Executive Director					     Commission Chair

First 5 Santa Cruz County | Strategic Plan 2020 – 2025

7



About First 5  
Santa Cruz County

We’re on a Mission…
To ensure early childhood systems 
and supports foster equitable health, 
development, and well-being for all 
young children and their families in 
Santa Cruz County.

Our Vision of Success
Healthy, Happy, Well-Prepared Children.  
Thriving Families.  
Connected Communities.  
Equitable Systems.
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