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6th Vermont Community Leadership Summit | August 11, 2025 

Introduction 
The Vermont Council on Rural Development (VCRD) was proud 
to produce the 6th Annual Vermont Community Leadership 
Summit and welcome 450 leaders from towns throughout 
Vermont to learn from each other, connect to potential 
partners and resources, and support each other’s progress in 
service to their community, and to Vermont. Participants came 
from every county and over 130 Vermont towns. 

The day included a diverse range of topics designed to support 
and connect community builders in working together and 
getting things done, even when times are challenging and 
resources are limited. There were workshops, panels, 
networking sessions, forum discussions, and participation 
pathways to join: Building Community Leadership and Capacity; 
Using Arts and Culture to Create Community and Solve 
Problems; From Idea to Action; and Navigating Change and 
Uncertainty. 

The day started with a welcome from VCRD Executive Director 
Denise Smith followed with remarks by VCRD board Chair 
Shannon Barsotti. Michael Wood-Lewis shared his thoughts 
about communities in action from over a decade leading the 
social networking platform Front Porch Forum. 

Denise Smith presented the VCRD 2025 Community Leadership Award to Vermont’s Long-Term Recovery 
Groups, with support from our board Vice-Chair Ted Brady, Vermont’s Emergency Management Director Jason 
Gosselin, and a video congratulations message from Senator Peter Welch. 

Ferene Paris led a dynamic keynote – Communities in Action: Naming Truths to Ignite Change before 
participants spread across campus to attend 2 rounds of breakout sessions of their choice. They came back 
together at the end of the day for Ben & Jerry’s ice cream! 

The notes on pages 3-8 of this report share reflections from the 2 forum discussions where participants 
considered what rural communities need to prepare for the future, and what it takes to build social 
connections across identities, generations, toward a more connected community. 

Visit our Summit webpage to find links to the Summit program with the list of sessions, speaker biographies, 
participant list, photos, livestream of the opening, and slides and resources shared by speakers: 
https://www.vtrural.org/summit/2025-6th-vermont-community-leadership-summit/.  

  

https://www.vtrural.org/summit/2025-6th-vermont-community-leadership-summit/
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The Vermont Community Leadership Award: 
Vermont Long-Term Recovery Groups 
VCRD’s Vermont Community Leadership Award is presented to celebrate Vermonters who exemplify “dedication, 
integrity and honorable service to community and to rural Vermont,” and who have had a “transformational” effect on 
their community. VCRD presents the award annually to highlight the work of community heroes who epitomize the best 
spirit of local community service, who are volunteers — not paid employees or elected officials — and whose work has 
made their community a better place. 

At the Summit, the 2025 Vermont Community Leadership Award was presented to Vermont’s Long Term Recovery 
Groups (LTRGs). Born out of urgent need, the Long Term Recovery Groups united local nonprofits, faith-based 
organizations, government partners, and businesses to assist flood-impacted individuals and families. These groups have 
played an essential role in uniting communities, coordinating volunteers, sharing critical information, and securing 
resources to meet the unmet needs of Vermonters rebuilding their lives after disaster. 

Vermont’s LTRGs include: Barre Up, Black River Good Neighbor Services (BRGNS), Community Resilience for the 
Waterbury Area (CreW), Helping Our People in Emergency Coalition (HOPE), Kingdom United Resilience and Recovery 
Effort (kuRRve), Lamoille Area Recovery Network (LeARN), Montpelier Disaster Recovery Network (MoDRN), Mountain 
Town LTRG, Recovery After Floods Team (RAFT), Rutland Regional Disaster Committee (RRDC), and Upper Valley Strong. 

It was an honor to recognize these amazing organizations for the years of work they have done to support Vermonters 
impacted by devastating flooding events. Senator Peter Welch congratulated the LTRG’s on the award and thanked 
them for all they are doing for communities across the state which you can see here: https://www.vtrural.org/awards/.  

Pictured from left to right: Denise Smith, VCRD Executive Director; Jethro Hayman, kuRRve; Jason Gosselin, State of Vermont 
Emergency Management Director; Mike Dacey, CreW; Pamela Wilson, Barre Up; Kristen Leahy, Barre Up; Representative from HOPE; 
Ted Brady, Vermont League of Cities and Towns Executive Director; Sarah Henshaw, LeARN; Chris Campany, Mountain Town LTRG; 
Sarah Jackson, Upper Valley Strong. Not pictured: Representatives from Montpelier Disaster Recovery Network (MoDRN), Recovery 
After Floods Team (RAFT), Rutland Regional Disaster Committee (RRDC), Black River Good Neighbor Services (BRGNS) 

https://www.vtrural.org/awards/
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Forum Notes 
F1: What do Rural Communities Need to Prepare for 
the Future 
A forum discussion on successes and challenges around strategies to build 
connection, unity, and engagement for the future with a team of resource 
providers actively listening and participating. 
MODERATOR: Denise Smith, Executive Director, VCRD 
LISTENING RESOURCES: Emily Cayer, Erika Hoffman-Kiess, Susannah Kerest, Dan Lerner, Mike Pieciak, 
Sarah Phillips, and Weiwei Wang 

Assets: What’s Going Well?
• RPC’s are a primary point for disaster recovery. Given 

that we’ve had 10 designated disasters since 2019, 
we have to think about how to recover without 
federal aid. This experience, while hard, can serve us 
well if we pivot to look at it.  

• Vermont Size is an asset. Leadership is easy to access 
• We are in one of our greatest assets, the Vermont 

higher education system—brings in youth! 
• Community Connect grant is providing access to 

broadband at every house 
• The embracing of outdoor recreation activities. 

Highest outdoor rec GDP of any state other than 
Hawaii. As well as arts and the tourism economy in 
general 

• Our history and our culture with LGBTQIA+ and 
BIPOC is an asset because we have done it so well, 
and it’s something that no one thought could happen 
in a place like Woodstock, and it brings people 
together, while attracting new people to the 
community 

• Through the lens of fiscal sponsorship, we’ve seen a 
real rise in community leaders across Vermont. It’s 
amazing to see how many leaders are stepping 
forward to take on projects  

• Businesses serving as community gathering spaces 
and support nonprofit communities, and transcend 
barriers in the community 

• A network of career centers that are training both 
young people and adults across the State 

• Being a small state, we have a lot of civic 
opportunities as compared to more populated states 

• The interest and the excitement around cross sector 
projects and the willingness to work together to solve 
problems across the state 

• Vermont has a really interesting environment with 
alternative business models that are very socially 
conscious and active in their community. Also 
demographics is an asset, because with a changing 
demographics there are opportunities for succession 
and more volunteers who are retiring 

• Bootstrapping and creative problem solving where 
people step up to do stuff, and also the town 
governments allowing folks to step up. Community is 
a culture of neighbors first.  

• There’s a beautiful history of organizing in Vermont 
and civic engagement  

• A lot of BIPOC leadership around the state, even 
within rural communities and folks being willing to 
step up and fight for their community 

• People have been talking about addressing problems 
in holistic and comprehensive ways with shared 
interest across issues.  

• Conversations around shared capacity across town 
and regional governance strategies. Still early days in 
exploring that but it’s starting to take off.

Challenges: What’s Not Going Well? What Needs to Get Better for Rural Communities
• A challenge for younger people, is that people want 

homes and would love to see more opportunities for 
working age folks to be able to buy homes that are 
affordable. Even if there were opportunities to own 

apartments, it would be a great step in the right 
direction. 

• A lot of towns don’t have budgets for deaf/blind 
interpretation services, and there are a lot of people 
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that want to engage, but can’t because there isn’t 
access and folks are leaving as a result.  

• Woefully inadequate infrastructure and a tax 
regulatory environment for towns to deal with 

• Public transportation is inadequate for students, 
working families. Also inadequate resources in our 
high schools—no counselors in some schools. 
Resources for young people.  

• In Essex county, the collective vote will never be able 
to sway the vote for elected officials from a different 
party 

• Permitting is a challenge. The Department of 
Environmental Conservation (DEC) is working on it 
but it’s still a challenge. Conservation is fragmented. 
Vacant buildings are another challenge that are being 
held hostage by people that buy them and do 
nothing with them.  

• Right across the street from a community member, I 
can't imagine that when he’s able to retire, that the 
land is going to stay there, because of economic 
feasibility challenges.  

• Barely see towns operating. Not enough capacity for 
towns to… The State challenge is that the leadership 
is not having the conversation about our current 
governance structure that is no longer operational. 
How do we fund basic operations, and towns can’t 
figure it out. Afraid we’re going to have a major 
disaster that will really set us back because there 
isn’t a good governance system to take care of it 

• We are replicating services across 250 towns and 
there are all these functions that need to happen and 
it’s a really big challenge because across all these 
different towns. 

• Local businesses that are really struggling to sustain 
themselves and the downstream impact that has on 
nonprofits who depend on those businesses for 
donations 

• The complexity of the systems we’ve built at the 
state level make it very challenging. Folks can’t get 
things done because of complex grant processes, 
administration, and overall governance system. 

• Concerned about the epidemic of loneliness and 
social isolation. 

Ideas for Action: What can we do now that we’re going to thank ourselves for in the future?
• Work more collaboratively at a regional level.  
• The state needs to invest in capacity at the local level 

because of all the challenges that towns are facing as 
volunteers. 

• Childcare would actually help younger professionals 
stay engaged 

• We need a lot more ability to collaborate locally, 
regionally, and statewide. We don’t need to reinvent 
the wheel, we just need to listen and work together 
more 

• Invest public funds in a way that is going to be cost 
effective and impactful for the future, not just short 
term solutions—thinking responsibly about that. 

• Trying to streamline systems. Many are hard to 
navigate and could be simplified to make things 
easier for everyone 

• Healthcare costs are a big issue, and we need to look 
outside Vermont to rethink the whole system. 

• We are all going to need to be flexible and 
collaborative, and we need to think about what’s 
going to get us closer to where we want to be and 
where things need to give in order to work together 
and take care of our needs 

• Community nurses and community healthcare 
workers are a really untapped resource that we all 
ought to be looking towards in our communities. We 
need to figure out a way to help pay for their salaries 
and needs.  

• A lot of deaf people are moving away, even though 
they want to age in place in Vermont. It would be 
ideal if we had a deaf nursing home in Vermont. 

• We need to be talking about affordable housing 
whenever we are talking about workforce and 
business development because workers need a place 
to live 

• Civics education could be a great benefit to our 
communities who are struggling to really understand 
how the local/state system works in Vermont.  

• The term “affordable housing” needs to be defined 
because it can mean completely different things to 
people “subsidized vs homes we can pay for.” 

• Being more welcome in communities that starts with 
listening and communication between one another in 
community 

• Invest in digital literacy, particularly AI 
• Whether in housing or municipal infrastructure, one 

of the keys is overcoming NIMBYism in our local 
communities and our idea of what Vermont used to 
be or should be towards what it needs to be moving 
forward. 

• A recognition that meeting these challenges means 
changing things in our state. We need to change both 
political and economic structures in the state even if 
that is really difficult. 

• Investing in civil legal aid provides a lot of practical 
services that help folks across the state  
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• We need to continue to think about how to attract 
and retain younger people to the state because we 
have a very aging population in this state.  

• One of the greatest challenges facing our state and 
our world for the future is climate change. We really 
need to invest in climate resilience and sustainable 
development if we are to be prepared for the future. 

Listening Team Reflections on Themes and Ideas brought up today
• Bringing things together across all the things I’ve 

heard today in different sessions as well as different 
thoughts I’ve heard during this session. I feel like a lot 
of conversations we’ve been having around big issues 
across the state, and we need to acknowledge those 
issues directly if we are going to address those issues.  

• Highpoint is the “holistic systems approach”. A part 
of this is the state/regional collaborative systems, 
especially as we’ve been hit by one crisis after 
another.  

• Another issue I’ve been hearing is vulnerability 
around the school funding issue, security issues folks 
might be facing in places like Burlington, and 
redundant services at the municipal level (and also 
complexity of state system).  

• We have to change if we are to continue moving 
forward. We can’t stay the same if we want to not 
just survive but thrive 

• There are many examples from the crows from 
Vermonters about  

• The village Trust Initiative is a great example of how 
to collectively share wisdom 

• Civic engagement is a value. If we lean into that 
change, we need to think longer and broader with 
regional governance models with local control and 
local capacity 

• Loraine said nobody is coming to save us, and we 
have this wonderful culture of people caring for 
others in their community and (p)rogressive. We 
really lean on each other to find common solutions 

• We are a really resource rich state, but who are those 
resources reaching in our state? Who can access 
them. Who is included in the room? How do we get 
access to people that need it the most? Not just the 
Vermonters here today.  

• Not everyone feels comfortable in spaces/speaking 
up and we want to be able to live fully in the 

community. We can create these changes without 
bringing the exact same model. Example: the Baby 
Bonds from Connecticut that are here now.  

• Really impressed also by the list of what we came up 
with as the bright spots in Vermont. A testament to 
why we all want to live here. List of challenges can be 
overwhelming, but the drive to dig in and make 
changes is what we need to do. 

• People need to have access to learn in their 
community the things that will help them address 
challenges in the moment. Supportive ecosystems in 
Vermont. Creating a greater connection across 
urban/rural communities 

• Comments around partnership and sharing across 
regional governance. At the risk of stirring the pot, I 
lived in Vermont for 15 years and see that we can 
really work together to make changes, until we’re 
not. We have to be able to work together and have 
uncomfortable conversations around the changes we 
need to make.  

• The point I heard was by Daniel/Fitz about change. 
This idea of change is so critical for Vermont. No 
state, no community escapes change. Right now in 
Vermont things are changing for the worse. Older 
demographics, weaker economy etc. Change 
happens all around us. We need to take control of 
that change through effective change management. 
Grew up in Brattleboro, and what I think about then 
vs now, there were so many small businesses that 
were locally owned and it helped us keep our money 
local. Now many businesses are 
national/international and they are taking money out 
of Vermont. 

• How do we bring money/keep money/create money 
are questions we need to think about and build a 
framework to really make the changes we need to 
see across the state. 
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F2: Building Social Connections Within Your 
Community 
A forum conversation on what it takes to build social connections across identities, 
generations, toward a more connected community. 
MODERATOR: Jessica Savage 

Introduction: Why are you interested in Social Connections? 
• Lots of dialogues and disconnect and not a clear path 

forward. 
• Spread out geographically and don’t have community 

space to come together to gather, working to make a 
new town center. 

• Elderly population, and communication outside 
technology is hard. 

• Rebuild connections before 2020 and what it looks 
like for events going forward, women’s workforce. 

• Not rural, but disconnected communities in town 
that would benefit from connecting. 

• New to community development scene, excited to 
hear from everyone. 

• Mentor VT training director – town 5-25 age youth, 
designating youth. 

• Hardwick Electric communications growing and trying 
to expand to reach more groups of people. 

• Food system work, farmers to getting food to people, 
communications and supporting network of people 
who work in that system, Connectivity in 
communities working. 

• Social connections are critical to support. 
• Volunteering, new neighbors on street in Barre City 

and want to get to know them. 
• Irving Institute – new master’s students in fall, always 

looking for how to engage students in communities. 
• Social connectivity in decline in US– Robert Putnam 

article, Bowling Alone and Join or Die big inspiration 
for volunteer work. Sustained loneliness and isolation 
is prevalent. 

• May 2023 Public Health Advisory, loneliness and 
isolation pandemic. 
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-
general-social-connection-advisory.pdf 

• Gone Guys – new documentary with a caveat on data 
• Connection across social economic differences makes 

everyone wealthier:  
https://opportunityinsights.org/paper/social-capital-
i-measurement-and-associations-with-economic-
mobility/ 

Bright Spots/Assets: What’s working? What are some bright spots or shining examples to 
note?
Participants were asked to speak to their own personal experience, their community experience or to share 
their broader/larger perspective (regional, statewide, national) when it comes to building or sustaining social 
connections in Vermont. 
• Put on Community Talent Show at town hall and 

invited old families to share stories and play music, 
poetry reading, fun way to bring folks across age and 
socio-economic differences.  

• Book clubs connections started in all places they’ve 
lived. Found a venue open Sunday late afternoons; 
meet at Bar Hill last Sunday of the Month after 3:30 
pm. Partner with local establishments and get excited 
to support the group.  

• Need to be more open to dream out loud.  
• Upper Valley really volunteer powered, and one 

person’s idea can establish things. Examples are: 
o Upper Valley Young Professionals 2019 started 

and is thriving.  
o list serves hosted by Vital Communities  

• DayBreak curated list of news and events that list 
what’s happening. 

• Skill sharing – for example Bethel University -skill 
sharing throughout the month of March, anyone can 
take the lesson and meet people and anyone can 
share a skill, lead a workshop.  

• Upper Valley University starting a skill share in 
January. 

• Young Professional networks, Addison County, Upper 
Valley Young Professionals, and more! 

• Savy Speakers Toast Masters potluck, this year 
celebrating 100 years,  

• Ralph Smedley started to train people to stand up 
and speak and Roberts Rules of Order on learning 
leadership skills and socialize in the process. Used to 

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
https://opportunityinsights.org/paper/social-capital-i-measurement-and-associations-with-economic-mobility/
https://opportunityinsights.org/paper/social-capital-i-measurement-and-associations-with-economic-mobility/
https://opportunityinsights.org/paper/social-capital-i-measurement-and-associations-with-economic-mobility/
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meet and share dinner, 1970s women joined 
officially. Virtual clubs now, and in person gatherings 
better to connect. Structure includes introduce 
yourselves then table topics 1-2 minutes on topic 
when each person speaks.  

• Aldrich Library, 4th largest state in VT, serve all 
hamlets of Barre Town, had 10,000 people in the 
library last month. Last year 86,000 people. Bright 
spot that libraries are bringing people in and back to 
pre-COVID numbers of people in person.  

• Libraries every day every minute doing social fabric. 
• Rotary groups, well attended breakfast supporting 

the library. 
• Vermont Junior League of Champlain Valley, all 

women members, had a huge diaper bank but losing 

funding, not business related, training and 
programming around education. Give skills for 
advancement. Learn budgeting, email marketing, 
etc.  Other legacy programs exist including 
bereavement camp and other clubs, that are harder 
to find.  

• Winooski farmers market is huge and busiest event, 
serves local connections between businesses and 
locals. 

• Protesting on rotaries and roadsides.  
• Hartford Alumni Parade. 
• Social meals. 
• Montpelier –All Species Day – dressed up parade all 

welcome.

Challenges: What are some barriers to social connections? What’s keeping us or challenging us 
to building or sustaining social connections? What’s not working so well?
• Fireman BBQs, turned into a drive thru during COVID 

and has continued so it’s lost the social connections 
and sharing a sit down meal together. 

• Age creates relatability barrier, 20 yr olds to 50-70 
year olds, life experiences or life stages are different. 

• Health limitations and accessibility of events has 
dropped off being accommodated for 
immunocompromised, physically accessible, A/C, 
ventilation, bathroom access, childcare, food, places 
without alcohol, safe space for all, or others.  

• Time, many work long hours and commute and take 
care of families.  

• Lack of energy to participate. 
• Divisions – Old farm families, art folks, mixed socio-

economic, out of state summer homes, hard to 
connect and communicate with all of the 
differences.  

• What makes us a Vermonter? The definition of 
Vermonters varies and divides people. Needs to be 
broadened to include all who are here.  

• Average person doesn’t feel comfortable in these 
topics in a way that feels authentic and genuine.  

• Mid-30 peer groups often diverge based on who has 
children, and who may not want children. How to 
bridge the divides that happen in that peer group so 
asking tough questions.  

• Not everyone has skillset to bring people together.  
• Logistics of how to bring skills to those who want to 

hold conversations.  
• Every event is now competing with technology (stay 

home and watch show) and people have lost the 

muscle of a “joiner” and don’t feel comfortable going 
to spaces they may not know anyone.  

• Economic and work demands reduce physical and 
mental bandwidth to join a club or event.  

• Geographic spread of events because of our rural 
disconnected towns. 

• Need more of a central communication hub for 
knowing what’s going on, disparate sources so it’s 
hard to find events. 

• Need to have fun, people are afraid to be bad at 
things! 

• Some folk’s connections could feel less safe for 
showing up in spaces. 

• National and political challenges divides people and 
creates distrust and divided “teams”, we often don’t 
know how to show up and be in conflict together.  

• Different hours for work, to continue to volunteer 
and raise a family, constantly at odds. 

• There are intangibles of perception of epidemics, 
mental health, drug use, unemployment and how to 
stay in mission of library or other community spaces. 
Ex: Barre hosts large homelessness summit every 2 
months, has homeless liaison, and social worker 
counselor at police department, librarian holds that 
space. Continue to work in my mission to connect to 
the larger dialogues around us.  

• High housing costs and hard to meet people.  
• Stigma in loneliness and isolation, it’s not any 

person’s problem, it’s a collective issue for our 
communities. 



Page 8 

Ideas for Action: How can we support these bright spots or address these challenges? What 
should we do to build social connections across generations and identities? What can we do 
about this in your town?
• Events to clearly identify what accessible features 

are.  
• Events list accessibility access, A/C, front and center 

to health tents/emergency services, to make it safe 
and comfortable for people to be there.  

• Shortening work weeks, to make more time for 
energy and involvement. 

• Ask peer groups that are diverging (ex: mid 30s who 
want kids or don’t want kids), ask what you want in 
friend groups, what are your desires about lifestyles 
in intentional ways. 

• Outside workplaces conversations are needed. 
• Block parties for neighbors to come together, share 

food, rent bounce house, “neighborhood 
togetherness party”. 

•  Centralized place to know what is going on. 
• Looking for child-friendly church to join, that can be 

who they are where they are in life, creating more 
spaces like this that are accessible for all.  

• Spend money to make air filtered, elevators work, 
programming needs such as childcare and food.  

• Radical inclusion, all are invited into the building and 
work in your mission. 

• Community radio station in 5 town area, will be a 
new way to share communications. 

• Utilize public access televisions to publicize events. 
• Get rid of “all or none” mentality, to encourage small 

involvements that people are able to step into and 
offer. Look where you are and do the little things 
where you can. 

• Find your Super power: find it, define it then link it to 
your actions.  

• Meet needs that we can, singles nights held by Upper 
Valley Young Professionals, gaming nights, social 
nights, salamander clubs, slow running clubs, etc.  

• Small funding opportunities for these small groups 
that are holding space can be huge for getting them 
off the ground and have access to things. Ex: 
Vermont Community Foundation- Spark Grants (see 
below). 

• General public education/conversations on different 
topics – Parent Teacher forums, public official town 
space, people talk at the dinner table, but not in 
public spaces/forums and we need to create those 
spaces to have those conversations. Ex: flexing the 
joining muscle,  

• No judgement on loneliness and isolation and 
normalizing it. 

Resource Reflections: What did you hear? What encouragement do you want to leave us with? 
How could we take some of these ideas into action with your community? What do you need?
• Social Tinkering, https://www.socialtinkering.org/ 
• Toast Masters, https://www.toastmasters.org/ 
• Vermont Community Foundation – small and 

inspiring grants – Spark Community Grants 
https://vermontcf.org/funds/spark/ 

• VCRD Climate Catalysts Innovation Fund: 
https://www.vtrural.org/climate-economy/climate-
catalysts-innovation-fund/ 

• Senator Welch – Women’s Economic Opportunity 
Conferences – Saturday September 27th, 
https://www.welch.senate.gov/weoc/ 

• Vermont’s Women’s fund Sept 30th, 1,400 seats. Free 
for youth, keynote Rushman sumani (sp?). Women 
who read, book club options. 
https://vermontwomensfund.org/ 

• Mentor Vermont – relationship centered training and 
conversations to any organization. Challenging to find 
mentors, https://mentorvt.org/ 

• Leadership Upper Valley – local leadership programs. 
https://vitalcommunities.org/leadership-upper-
valley/ 

• VCRD Climate Catalysts Leadership Program: 
https://www.vtrural.org/climate-economy/climate-
catalysts-leadership-program/ 

• Robert Putnam – social connections speaking in 
Keene, NH Sept 21st, Leadership NH putting on the 
event. Free for anyone.   

https://www.socialtinkering.org/
https://www.toastmasters.org/
https://vermontcf.org/funds/spark/
https://www.vtrural.org/climate-economy/climate-catalysts-innovation-fund/
https://www.vtrural.org/climate-economy/climate-catalysts-innovation-fund/
https://www.welch.senate.gov/weoc/
https://vermontwomensfund.org/
https://mentorvt.org/
https://vitalcommunities.org/leadership-upper-valley/
https://vitalcommunities.org/leadership-upper-valley/
https://www.vtrural.org/climate-economy/climate-catalysts-leadership-program/
https://www.vtrural.org/climate-economy/climate-catalysts-leadership-program/
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Speakers 
• Andy Barker, Program Officer, VT Community 

Foundation 
• Stephanie Barrett, Snowsville Community Trust 
• Shannon Barsotti, Chair, VCRD Board  
• Helen Beattie, Hardwick, Neighbor to Neighbor  
• Alex Beck, Welcoming Communities, Brattleboro 
• Ted Brady, Executive Director, VT League of Cities and 

Towns 
• Tina Breault, Lunenburg-Gilman Community Trust 
• Chad Butt, Executive Director, Mentor VT  
• Marina Caceres, Program Manager - USDA, Forest 

Economy, Timber for Transit, Northern Border Regional 
Commission  

• Chris Campany, Executive Director, Windham Regional 
Commission  

• Emily Cayer, Executive Director & Operations Manager, 
Tiny Seed  

• Kevin Chu, VT Futures Project  
• Susan Clark, Founder, Consultant, Slow Democracy  
• Amy Cunningham, Deputy Director, VT Arts Council, VT 

Creative Network  
• Annie Decker, Associate Director of Resource 

Development & Resiliency, VT Housing and Conservation 
Board  

• Eun-Young Denny, Senior Commercial Loan Officer, VT 
Economic Development Authority (VEDA)  

• Harmony Devoe, Chair, VT State Youth Council  
• Rebecca Ellis, State Director, Senator Welch’s Office 
• Mandy Fischer, Director of Programs, Intervale Center  
• Jody Fried, Executive Director, Catamount Arts 
• Rose Friedman, Founder & Executive Director, The Civic 

Standard  
• Lena Greenberg, Co-Director, Community Resilience 

Organizations (CROs)  
• Megan Grove, SRH Law  
• Marc Gwinn, Commission Member, Montpelier Flood 

Commission 
• Ryan Haac, Sharon Skillshares, Sharon Energy 

Committee  
• Martin Hahn, Director, Common Good VT  
• Jean Hamilton, Co-Director Land Access and 

Opportunity Board  
• Kia’Rae Hanron, Clemmons Family Farm  
• Kaziah Haviland, Village Trust Program Director, VT 

Council on Rural Development  
• Jethro Hayman, Owner, NEKInfo Associates  

• Jenn Hayslett, Founder, Jenn Hayslett Coaching and 
Consulting  

• Sarah Henshaw, Founder, Leaves of Change VT  
• Aunika Higbee, Student, Community College of VT 
• Erika Hoffman-Kiess, Executive Director, Green 

Mountain Economic Development Corporation  
• Gary Holloway, Downtown Program Coordinator, VT 

Department of Housing & Community Development 
• Cassandra Holloway, Director, Building a Positive 

Community  
• Aliyah Ivey-Leake, Member, VT State Youth Council  
• Amanda Janoo, Steering Committee Member, VT 

Prosperity Project  
• Will Jeffries, Founder, Blumenthal Enterprises  
• Seth Jensen, Deputy Director, Lamoille County Planning 

Commission  
• Alyssa Johnson, Community Visit Program Director, VT 

Council on Rural Development  
• Ellen Kahler, Executive Director, VT Sustainable Jobs 

Fund  
• Dani Kehlmann, Community Resilience for the 

Waterbury Area (CReW)  
• Susannah Kerest, Marketing and Communications 

Director, Front Porch Forum  
• Sarah Kresser, Early College Degree Program Manager, 

Community College of VT (CCV)  
• Kevin Lambert, Public Affairs, USDA Rural Development  
• Jeannette Langston, Founder and Director, Social 

Tinkering  
• Jenna Lapachinski, Field Service Representative, 

Preservation Trust of VT 
• Sarah Launderville, Executive Director, VT Center for 

Independent Living  
• Terri Lavely, Training and Community Engagement 

Director, Northeast Kingdom Human Services 
• Ann Lawless, Selectboard Chair, Town of Wheelock  
• Dan Lerner, Executive Director, Windham Foundation  
• Phayvanh Luekhamhan, Executive Director, Center for 

Arts and Learning  
• Amy Macrellis, Senior Water Quality Specialist, Stone 

Environmental  
• Lalitha Mailwaganam, Montpelier Resident  
• Linda Martin, Selectboard Chair, Town of Wolcott  
• Ornella Matta-Figueroa, Co-Director, Land Access and 

Opportunity Board  
• Susan McClure, Executive Director, VT Arts Council  
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• John Mullett, Executive Director, National Life 
Foundation  

• Ryan Newswanger, Director of Programs, VT 
Humanities  

• Grace Oedel, Executive Director, NOFA-VT  
• Rachel Onuf, Program Director, VT Historical 

Records/VACDaRN  
• Ferene Paris, All Heart Inspirations, LLC  
• Steve Perkins, Executive Director, VT Historical Society  
• Haley Pero, Outreach Director, Senator Sander’s Office  
• Matthew Perry, Co-Founder & Executive Director, VT 

Arts Exchange  
• Sarah Phillips, Director of Housing & Community 

Facilities Programs, VT Community Loan Fund  
• Mike Pieciak, VT State Treasurer, State of VT  
• Dru Roessle, Facilitator & Consultant, Plan Do Club, LLC  
• Maya Russell, Youth Mental Health Committee Chair VT 

State Youth Council  
• Rebecca Sanborn Stone, Principal, Community 

Workshop LLC  
• Jessica Savage, Director of Programs & Strategic 

Initiatives, VT Council on Rural Development  
• Erin Scaggs, Downtown Brattleboro Alliance 
• David Scherr, State Director, Representative Balint’s 

Office  
• Liz Schlegel, Vice Chair, Community Resilience for the 

Waterbury Area (CReW)  
• Jesse Schmidt, Director of Strategic Initiatives, VT 

Community Foundation  

• Thomas and Erika Schramm, Co-chairs, Shelburne 
Forward Bike & Pedestrian Task Force  

• Brianne Smith, Youth Engagement Coordinator, VT 
Afterschool  

• Denise Smith, Executive Director, VT Council on Rural 
Development  

• Jacoby Soter, Youth Program Coordinator, UP for 
Learning  

• Ruth Steinmetz, WCC Winooski Team 
• Cynthia Stuart, Owner, Stuart Consulting 
• Shalini Suryanarayana, Director of Education & 

Outreach, VT Office of Racial Equity 
• Gaye Symington, Co-Chair, Jericho’s Town Meeting 

Reimagined Taskforce 
• Thayer Tomlinson, Friends of Algiers  
• Wendy Turnbull, Chair, Craftsbury Freedom and Unity 

group  
• David Upson, Town Manager, Town of Hardwick  
• Katie Van Haste, State Director, Senator Sander’s 

Office 
• Weiwei Wang, Executive Director, Community & Policy, 

Co-Founder, VT Professionals of Color Network  
• Elaine Wang, City Manager, Winooski  
• Meghan Wayland, Lead Organizer, NEKO  
• Abbey Willard, Agriculture Development Division 

Director, VT Agency of Agriculture, Food & Markets  
• Pam Wilson, Artist & Counselor  
• Michael Wood-Lewis, Founder, Front Porch Forum  
 

Outreach Partners 
We appreciate these partners and organizations for sharing Summit information through their networks.

• AARP 
• Action Circles 
• Alchemist Foundation 
• Association of VT Conservation Commissions 
• Bennington County Regional Commission 
• Brattleboro Development Credit Corporation 
• Burlington Community Justice Center 
• Burlington Young Professionals 
• Capstone Community Action 
• Center for an Agricultural Economy 
• Central VT Economic Development Corporation 
• Central VT Regional Planning Commission 
• Chamber and Economic Development of the 

Rutland Region 
• Champlain Area NAACP 

• Common Good VT 
• Community Resilience Organizations 
• Energy Action Network 
• Essex Westford School District 
• Governor’s Institutes of VT 
• Green Mountain Economic Development 

Corporation 
• Lake Champlain Chamber of Commerce / 

Leadership Champlain 
• Lake Champlain Islands Economic Development 

Corporation 
• Lake Hortonia Community Trust, Sud/Hub Initiative 
• Lamoille Economic Development Corporation / 

Lamoille Chamber of Commerce 
• Local Motion 



 

• Logic Building Systems 
• Mentor VT 
• Mount Ascutney Regional Commission 
• NEK Collaborative 
• NEK Young Professionals Network 
• Northeast Organic Farming Association of VT 
• Northeastern VT Development Association 
• Northern Forest Center 
• Preservation Trust of VT 
• Regional Development Corporations of VT 
• Rutland Area NAACP 
• Rutland Regional Planning Commission 
• Shelburne Farms 
• Slow Democracy / Susan Clark 
• Southern VT Young Professionals 
• Springfield Regional Development Corporation 
• The Intervale Center 
• Town of Brandon 
• Town of Bridport 
• TreBar Consulting 
• Two Rivers - Ottauquechee Regional Commission 
• United Ways of VT / VT 211 
• UP For Learning 
• UVM Extension / Across the Fence 
• UVM Extension / 4-H Program 
• UVM Office of Engagement & Leahy Institute for 

Rural Partnerships 
• UVM Urban and Community Forestry Program 
• VT Afterschool 
• VT Agency of Education 
• VT Arts Council 
• VT Association of Conservation Districts 
• VT Center for Independent Living 
• VT Chamber of Commerce /  
•    VT Futures Project 
• VT Commission on Women 

• VT Community Development Association 
• VT Community Foundation 
• VT Community Loan Fund 
• VT Conservation Voters 
• VT Creative Network 
• VT Department of Children & Families 
• VT Department of Economic Development 
• VT Department of Housing and Community 

Development / VT 250th Anniversary Commission 
• VT Energy & Climate Action Network  
• VT Energy Education Program - Leadership Program 
• VT Farm to School & Early Childhood Network 
• VT Green Building Network 
• VT Housing Finance Agency 
• VT Law & Graduate School 
• VT Leadership Institute at the Snelling Center for 

Government 
• VT League of Cities and Towns 
• VT Library Association 
• VT Natural Resources Council 
• VT Office of Racial Equity 
• VT Outdoor Recreation Economic Collaborative  
• VT Professionals of Color Network 
• VT Prosperity Project 
• VT Racial Justice Alliance 
• VT School Boards Association 
• VT Small Business Development Center 
• VT State Colleges (VTSU / CCV) 
• VT State Youth Council 
• VT Student Assistance Corporation 
• VT Sustainable Jobs Fund / VT Farm to Plate 

Network / DeltaClimeVT 
• VT Trails and Greenways Council 
• VT Works for Women 
• Windham Regional Commission 

  



 

Town Nominees 
VCRD invited leadership of each Vermont city and town to nominate an established or emerging leader from 
their community to attend the Summit for free. We celebrate these town nominees who, like many of you, are 
working to improve their communities. And thanks to the towns for their nominations!

• Alburgh: Alex McCracken 
• Barre: Amanda Gustin 
• Bethel: Jordan Garrow 
• Brattleboro: Oscar Heller 
• Burlington: Marek Broderick 
• Essex: Ashley Snellenberger 
• Fair Haven: Joe Gunther 
• Fair Haven: Teri Perry 
• Grafton: Morgan Wilbur 
• Guilford: Mike Szostack 
• Middlesex: Zara Vincent 
• Pittsford: Ann Reed 
• Pomfret: Meg Emmons 
• Ripton: Giles Hoyler 

• Ripton: Bill Hunsinger 
• Shoreham: Laura Siebecker 
• St. Albans: Megan Sherlund 
• Topsham: Greg Tilton 
• Walden: Debbie Messier 
• Westmore: Pam Kennedy 
• Weston: Katie Fitzpatrick 
• Wilmington: Samantha Kondraki 
• Windham: Cathy Fales 
• Winooski: Ruth Steinmetz 
• Woodstock: Seton Mcilroy 
• Jericho: Laura Crain 
• Barnard: Kassie Hull 
• Danville: Glenn Herrin 

• Huntington: Karen Barber 
• Lincoln: Sally Ober 
• Lunenburg: Tina Breault 
• Manchester: Katie Dixon 
• Morristown: Leah Hollenberger 
• Saxtons River: Stanley Talstra 
• Shelburne: Chester Brigham 
• Swanton: Heidi Britch-Valenta 
• Topsham: Megan Clark 
• Waltham: Cookie Steponaitis 
• Wheelock: Meaghan Rinehart  
• Windsor: Tera Howard 
• Wolcott: Michelle Gudorf

Other Acknowledgements 
Plenary Keynote ~ Communities in Action: Naming Truths to Ignite Change 

Thanks to Ferene Paris for leading a dynamic and thought-provoking keynote. A local 
artist and storyteller, Ferene invited participants into the heart of what ignites needed 
community action: truth-telling. She called us to witness what’s real—about ourselves 
and our communities—because she believes that naming truth helps us find the 
courage to act. Ferene’s work has made a collective impact within her local 
community, Vermont, and beyond—one story at a time. She founded All Heart 
Inspirations where she has curated over 200 storytelling-centered spaces rooted in the 
love of culture, people, and connection. 

Opening Livestream 
VCRD deeply appreciates ORCA Media (Onion River Community Access) for 
livestreaming the opening sessions: https://www.vtrural.org/summit/. With a 

mission to strengthen participation in local communities and government, ORCA provides event and meeting 
coverage, free video production services and content distribution. Find out more: https://orcamedia.net/.  

https://www.vtrural.org/summit/
https://orcamedia.net/


 

Thank you Sponsors! 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From a pre-Summit poll that asked registrants  
“What inspires you to take action in your community?” 
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