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Arts & Culture 

Jacqui Kaese - Owner - Artistic Director Spotlight Academy. 

The daughter of a professional jazz drummer, Jacqui fell in love with the arts 

at an early age. She moved to London at seventeen and appeared in the 

West Ends’ Theatre District. Jacqui’s first role in film was as a MOD in the 

cult movie Quadrophenia, starring music legend Sting. She was head 

hunted by First Leisure Corporation as one of only three female managers 

in entertainment.  

After falling in love with a young Nanaimo Hockey player, Trent Kaese, she 

unexpectedly fell pregnant. Jacqui was told that as a single mother, she was 

unfit and an embarrassment to the company, and should resign. She 

refused. 

The same year, she was awarded “Manager of the Year”. Reunited with Trent, the couple moved 

back to Nanaimo. After landing a role in a feature film, Jacqui opened Spotlight Academy and began 

a long history of success with students working in film on an international scale. 

Jacqui continues to forge a foundation of opportunity for young artists, and is continually motivated by 

their success. She now devotes her time to the industry as an Award Winning Casting Director with 

over 100 film and TV credits on the island and celebrates 30 years in an industry that she loves. 

Kiana Hodge - Nail Artist 

As a nail artist, my work is more than just creating beautiful designs, it’s 

about crafting a meaningful experience. I offer my clients a safe, welcoming 

space to disconnect, relax, and indulge in self-care. My home studio is a 

retreat where artistry meets connection, turning each appointment into a 

moment of rest and rejuvenation. 

Beyond nails, I value the personal bonds I share with my clients, serving as a 

confidant and celebrating their stories and milestones. Nail art not only fuels 

my creativity but also encourages my clients to express themselves in 

unique, meaningful ways. Every design reflects their individuality, mood, or 

vision, making the process a collaborative and empowering experience. 

For me, this is about more than nails, it’s about people. My goal is to help clients leave feeling 

polished, confident, and cared for, with a renewed sense of self-expression and beauty. 
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Ailsa Wilson - Female Bagpiper    

Ailsa Wilson is a passionate bagpiper and aspiring educator from 

Vancouver Island, Canada. Born in 2003, at the age of nine, she began 

playing the bagpipes and quickly developed a deep connection to the 

instrument. Over the years, Ailsa has excelled in this traditionally male-

dominated field and she has witnessed a growing number of young girls 

taking up the bagpipes; a trend that she finds inspiring. Her dedication to 

the craft has made her a role model for others in her community. 

Ailsa is currently in her fourth year of the education program at Vancouver 

Island University (VIU), where she is preparing to become a teacher. Her 

love for working with children extends beyond the classroom, as she strives to create environments 

where young people feel safe, supported, and inspired. Ailsa aspires to be a figure that children can 

look up to, offering guidance and encouragement both inside and outside the classroom. As she 

continues to grow as a musician and educator, Ailsa remains committed to breaking barriers and 

fostering a sense of inclusion and confidence for the next generation. 

Celestine Aleck - Author   

Celeste is a VIU Storyteller who was inspired and supported by her 

Grandfather, Ronald Aleck, who taught her to always continue to learn 

through her lifetime. To Celestine, the meaning of influence is to live in such 

a way where you strive to help others and inspire others to do so. If she 

could tell her younger self anything, it would be that “you are worthy, loved, 

and to never stop learning”. 

Staci Chimes - Tattoo Artist /Tattoo Studio 

owner   

I’m Staci! I’m a tattoo artist in Nanaimo. My passion for the arts began at a 

young age when I learned that art was a means to communicate and 

connect with the world around me. I've explored many types of media, but 

tattooing has to be the greatest adventure of my life. It's the most personal 

and intimate form of art that l've found. Each session holds deep meaning for 

me, and every client that trusts me to mark them in such a permanent way 

has my deepest gratitude. I feel so grateful every day that I get to do what I 

love, and I truly believe that each path I've crossed has shaped me into who I 

am today. 
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Sukhi Sangha - Dance Teacher     

Sukhi Sangha was the first South Asian recipient of a Local Government 

Award from the City of Nanaimo; winning the 2024 Honor in Culture award 

for her contributions to Nanaimo’s cultural community. Sukhi is the proud 

founder of Vancouver Island Bhangra. She’s a strong leader, with great 

enthusiasm and charisma that engages all audiences.  

She came from a small community in North Delta and travelled the globe, 

spreading her passion for South Asian arts before coming to Nanaimo. She 

has been inspiring communities throughout B.C. for 20 years, through dance 

and free community engagement events. Sukhi excels in fostering cultural 

collaboration within the community, showcasing her ability to bring people 

together from diverse backgrounds. 

Settling in Nanaimo in 2021, she became an established figure for South Asian arts and Bhangra 

fitness. Serving as a volunteer Board of Director for the Crimson Coast Dance Society, her 

community contributions have enriched Nanaimo's cultural tapestry, introducing South Asian Arts to 

Vancouver Island at large. The Bhangra fitness classes she offers through the City of Nanaimo 

inspire young and mature participants alike, further demonstrating her commitment to Nanaimo’s 

health and wellness. She believes your mind is the strongest muscle in your body. 

Sukhi has competed across North America with her SFU Bhangra Team and solo on the national 

stage as a participant on Poland’s Got Talent. Sukhi's positive outlook and commitment to spreading 

joy through dance have made her a beloved member of the community. 

Being a strong community member and fostering unity, inclusivity, and happiness, are evident in her 

work. Her impact on the community is profound, making her an inspiring cultural figure. 

Amy Pye - Graphic Artist 

I’ve always believed that art can be both fulfilling and lucrative, 

rejecting the “starving artist” stereotype from an early age. My creative 

journey began with Crayola masterpieces under the coffee table and 

evolved into a thriving career. 

After earning a Bachelor of Arts in Design and a diploma in Digital 

Media Technologies from Vancouver Island University, I began my 

career in 2005 at a local design firm. There, I advanced from Junior 

Designer to Creative Director while also gaining front-end web 

development experience. This foundation led to the launch of Pye Design in 2014. 

Since then, Pye Design has crafted corporate identities, websites, illustrations, and marketing 

campaigns for clients worldwide. What began as a solo endeavour has grown into a network of skilled 

professionals, including designers, photographers, and marketers. Our work has been recognized 
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with numerous awards, including five consecutive Top 20 Under 40 accolades, and we maintain a 

strong community presence. 

I also contribute locally as a member of the Nanaimo Chamber of Commerce and the city’s Urban 

Design Roster. Outside of work, I’ve written and illustrated three children’s books and enjoy reading, 

kayaking, and practicing karate. Living in Nanaimo with my daughter, I embrace life as a Buddhist, a 

proud LGBTQ+ individual, and a passionate creator. 

Tania Do Amaral - Dance Teacher 

PynKsy Shell, also known as Tania, hails from Mozambique and is a 

passionate dancer, teacher, and cultural activist. Formerly a pharmacist, 

she transitioned to full-time dancing and researching African dances. After 

stints in Portugal and Cape Verde, she now resides in Canada, where she 

teaches Afro Fusion Sharqi Dance, a fusion style combining elements of 

dances from Africa. She aims to share African culture's richness and 

diversity through her art. She has collaborated with notable figures in the 

dance community and holds certifications in various dance styles. She's 

also a member of the International Dance Council, CID by UNESCO. In 

2019, she patented Afro Fusion Sharqi Dance, which has now become a 

trademark, and she's currently finalizing the AFSD Manual in English and 

Portuguese to spread this dance style globally. More information can be 

found on her website or Social Media. 

Faraz Amali - An artist that has a coffee shop that presents her culture 

in an artistic way 

I am a 54-year-old woman from Iran. I studied two artistic fields, cinema and 

textile design, in my home country. After years of gaining experience in 

these areas, I decided to update my knowledge by attending college in 

Canada. In 2012, after immigrating to Canada, I worked while studying 

Digital Media. I am the mother of two children—a 32-year-old son and a 26-

year-old daughter—whom I raised on my own in Canada, facing many 

challenges so they could achieve their goals. After five years of living apart 

from my homeland and in loneliness, my husband finally joined us after his 

retirement. 

Unfortunately, during my time in Canada, I couldn’t generate income from my artistic skills and 

experiences from Iran. In 2018, I decided to study Medical Assisting, but after one semester, I 

realized the field was not aligned with my interests. 

During the pandemic, and after relocating to Nanaimo, I began researching the people of this city, 

which inspired me to start a new journey: opening a coffee shop that would bring my dreams to life. 

Now, nine months after launching my business, I am proud to have earned a 5-star rating on Google 

as a café owner. I am deeply grateful to all my customers for their feedback. 
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Natasha Young - Furniture Artist 

I connect furniture to people by giving it a voice and personality that 

personifies and reflects individual uniqueness. I refurbish furniture 

through images and stories to create one-of-a-kind functional pieces of 

art.              

As an artist I draw from many different forms of inspiration. There hasn't 

been one particular person or thing that has inspired me, but rather a 

million little things. We get to choose daily what we focus our intention 

and happiness on, so finding inspiration in all the little things creates an 

overall sense of inspiration for life. 

As an introvert, I tend to spend a lot of time by myself creating, reading 

and imagining (which is just a more productive way of saying daydreaming!) I am fortunate that my 

biggest passion and interest is expressing myself through art and using painted furniture as that 

outlet. I enjoy building connections with people one-on-one, inspiring people to step beyond their 

comfort and seeing the beauty in the unusual.         

Manda Chelmak - Owner & Theatre Director       

Manda has lived on Vancouver Island since 2001, but was born and raised 

in southern Ontario. She is a graduate of the Malaspina Theatre program. 

In her last year of schooling she was presented with a unique opportunity to 

purchase a local company called Red Room Studio, where she worked as 

a stage manager. In 2008, a nonprofit she was working with was awarded a 

Cultural Capital grant that allowed her to develop the art programming for 

youth in the community. Manda has been with her partner Todd for 20 

years and together they have a beautiful 12 year old daughter. 

Breathe Fire 

Holly Wylie - Dragon Boat Paddling 

Holly is a dedicated paddler with over 20 years of experience. She has 

competed in four World Club Crew Championships and has achieved her 

dream of representing Team Canada at the 2023 World Championships in 

Pattaya, Thailand. There, her team secured four gold medals, contributing 

to Canada's impressive medal count. Holly’s journey involved years of 

rigorous training, testing, and international camps. As a coach and 

manager at the Nanaimo Paddling Centre, she’s committed to nurturing 

high-performance teams while inspiring others with her resilience and 

passion for the sport. 
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Andrea  McCaw - Mortgage Manager, Coastal Community Credit 

Union 

I am a dedicated and loving individual, and am married with three 

wonderful children. As a proud Meemaw and an autism Mama, I am 

deeply committed to advocating for the special needs community. I 

balance my full-time job with my passion for volunteering, and I strive to 

make a positive impact wherever I can. In my free time, I embrace the 

great outdoors, enjoying activities like camping, boating, kayaking, and 

hiking. 

My life is enriched by the harmony of family, advocacy, and adventure, 

making every moment fulfilling. 

Sahara Roden - Accessibility and Inclusiveness Committee 

Her dedication to overcoming adversity, no matter the challenge, reflects a deep-rooted will to 

transform her struggles into victories. Sahara's life is a testament to perseverance, whether in her 

health journey, professional life, or personal battles. This unwavering determination, combined with 

her compassionate nature, makes her an inspiring figure whose impact ripples through every 

community she touches. 

She has a profound passion for equity and diversity, motivating her to become an advocate for those 

who face discrimination and marginalization. Now, as a member of the Accessibility and 

Inclusiveness Committee, Sahara is actively working to create a more equitable environment for 

people from diverse backgrounds. Her lived experience fuels her drive to provoke real change. She 

uses her voice to challenge the status quo, pushing for policies and practices that promote true 

inclusiveness and respect. 

Naomi Sanderson - Artisan, brain injury, invisible injury advocate 

In 2019, Naomi sustained a workplace brain injury. Since then, she has worked her way back to life 

using art therapy as a medium to retrain her brain, make new pathways, 

and add a sense of calm. 

Naomi started and runs Naomi’s Painted Emporium. Naomi is a hand paint 

artisan living in Parksville, on Vancouver Island. Her art includes whimsical 

themed bird houses, mini campers, mini food trucks, tip/donation boxes, 

Vancouver Island fare, Christmas Ornaments, sandwich boards and more! 

Naomi also proudly supports Stone Soup, Wisteria, and the Nanaimo soup 

kitchen, by donating time and artwork for donation boxes, raffle items, and 

signage. Her markets and sales are part of the healing process and 

currently all her proceeds are going  towards the purchase of a Service 

Dog coming from Virginia, USA, to aid in her rehabilitation and ongoing 

care. 
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Lauren Semple (she/they) - Tourism & Inclusion Consultant 

Lauren Semple stands as a dynamic force at the intersection of 

inclusion, advocacy, project management, and the arts. Serving as the 

President of the Nanaimo Pride Society, Lauren is deeply committed to 

fostering diverse and welcoming communities while uplifting the status of 

2SLGBTQ+ individuals. A volunteer of almost 10 years, Lauren was a 

founding planner of the Nanaimo Pride Parade and Festival in 2016. 

Lauren's work spans various sectors, primarily focusing on tourism, arts, 

culture, and inclusion. Amidst the challenges of the pandemic, she 

played a pivotal role in architecting the Vancouver Island and B.C. 

Tourism Resiliency Networks. This work paved the way for subsequent achievements, including 

Lauren's development and delivery of the B.C. Tourism Sustainability Network in partnership with 

Destination B.C.’s Tourism Climate Resiliency Initiative. For the past 2 years, she's also supported 

Tourism Nanaimo in their inclusive destination development initiatives. 

In their professional life, Lauren is known for "getting shit done", whether consulting, managing 

projects, or painting murals as part of Humanity In Art. With a distinctive blend of creativity, energy, 

and an impact-driven approach, they assemble specialized experts, form collaborative teams, and 

connect communities.  

As a professional artist, Lauren has spent over a decade creating in both the performing and visual 

realms. Her most recent stage piece, Unboxing Bravery: an exploration of gender and trans allyship 

through the art of drag, was a sell out success for 6 nights with Western Edge Theatre. 

Kelsey  Pringle - Co-founder 

Kelsey Pringle is a dynamic entrepreneur, community builder, and advocate 

for women’s empowerment. As the co-founder of Empower Women 

Canada, Kelsey has created a platform that fosters education, collaboration, 

and growth for women in business. Through transformative events like the 

WORTHY series, she empowers individuals to scale their careers and 

businesses while addressing the silent struggles they face. 

Kelsey is also the founder of a successful marketing agency, where she 

specializes in crafting innovative strategies and solutions that drive business 

growth. Her passion for storytelling, marketing, and community impact fuels 

her dedication to helping organizations thrive. 

A proud mother, wife, and friend, Kelsey balances her professional ambitions with her deep 

commitment to family and relationships. She believes in leading with authenticity, cultivating self-

growth, and supporting the sustained growth of the communities she serves. 
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Kelsey’s work extends beyond business success; she’s dedicated to creating spaces where people 

feel seen, valued, and equipped to succeed. Her vision is to inspire others to embrace their potential, 

connect meaningfully, and drive positive change in their own lives and communities. 

Tehani Sharpe - Full Spectrum Birth Doula and Midwifery Office 

Administrator 

Tehani Sharpe is a Full Spectrum Birth Doula and Midwifery Office 

Administrator based in Nanaimo. With a deep passion for supporting 

families through pregnancy, birth, and postpartum, she provides 

compassionate care through her work with Willowtree Community 

Outreach and a local midwifery practice. Tehani’s commitment to 

birthwork is fueled by her own personal journey into motherhood, which 

inspired her pursuit of a career in midwifery. She is currently working 

towards entering a midwifery program in the coming years. 

Before her birthwork career, Tehani ran a small business called Napping 

Wolf and Co., where she created whimsical, up-cycled clothing and 

connected with the local community where she advocated for community support and raised funds for 

various causes. A lover of the outdoors, gardening, and creating with her hands through sewing and 

crochet, she brings a holistic and nurturing approach to everything she does. Tehani is also a 

dedicated volunteer at the SPCA, working with dog wellness to improve animal care and community 

well-being. 

Melissa Kriegerfox - Owner & Stylist 

Left Coast Fashion & Design is a curated collection of local fashion and 

artisan treasures.  I provide private style sessions helping others feel 

and look their best! When a person feels confident~ it impacts how they 

interact with themselves and the world around them! I support local 

artists and Canadian fashion companies/designers.  I provide the 

community with safe and friendly service and an outlet for sustainable 

fashion (and inclusive sizing)! Of course, Left Coast is also involved in 

supporting local organizations, and I am on the Board of Directors of the 

Ladysmith Resource Centre Association.  

I am passionate about providing a safe and inclusive environment for 

everyone.  My favourite two things at the shop are being a part of gift 

giving and style sessions that teach others to style in a way that makes them feel confident.  I love 

providing fashion choices that are sustainable and support Canadian and Island designers. I love 

supporting local artists, whether they are new or seasoned artisans. I am passionate about 

community.  My shop has been called the "one stop heart shop" because my shop also brings 

together connections.  
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Jennifer Adams - Executive Assistant to the President of Vancouver Island University 

Jennifer spent much of her life in Saskatoon before fulfilling a lifelong 

dream of relocating to Vancouver Island. Since 2020, she has called 

Nanaimo home. Her greatest joy comes from being a mom to her 11-year-

old son, Gus, whose strength and resilience inspires her every day, 

helping her navigate life’s challenges with perseverance. 

In her professional life, Jennifer thrives as the executive assistant to the 

president of Vancouver Island University, a role that brings her both 

fulfillment and purpose. When she's not at work, she embraces adventure, 

whether it's hiking the iconic West Coast Trail, camping, scaling 

mountains, taking ocean dips, skydiving, or indulging in her favorite 

pastime—playing dodgeball. 

A passionate advocate for strength and resilience, Jennifer is dedicated to 

sharing her story with her community, encouraging others to face their own obstacles with courage. 

Through her words and actions, she strives to remind those that are struggling that even in their 

toughest moments, they are never alone; there are always friends and family who believe in them. A 

natural cheerleader, Jennifer is committed to supporting and uplifting those in need of a little extra 

encouragement. 

Lianna Armstrong - Interior Designer 

Lianna Armstrong is the founder and principal designer of Evolve 

Interior Design Ltd., where she leads a team dedicated to creating 

joyful and inspiring spaces for clients. A third-generation Nanaimo 

resident, Lianna draws on her deep local roots and family legacy of 

entrepreneurship to fuel her passion for design and community. 

Beyond her work, Lianna is the founder of Cash Queens, a women’s 

financial literacy group that empowers women to build confidence in 

budgeting and business bookkeeping. She is also an advocate and 

mentor who uses her voice and story to inspire resilience and 

transformation in others. 

Lianna’s journey has been shaped by challenges that have redefined her purpose, teaching her the 

value of courage, empathy, and perseverance. Whether through her work, community involvement, or 

personal endeavors like participating in adventure races, she thrives on pushing boundaries and 

uplifting those around her. 
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Cathy (Trupp) Holmes - Host/Producer of Act3 Media Productions 

Since 2016, Cathy has produced and created both weekly and monthly 

programs for television and radio, including ""Act3,"" which airs on Rogers 

& Shaw TV and CHLY 101.7 FM. These programs are broadcast across 

Vancouver Island and are available on platforms such as YouTube, 

iHeartRadio, and Spotify. They create vibrant spaces for individuals to 

share information, advocate for important causes, and inform the 

community about noteworthy events, pressing issues, and diverse forms 

of entertainment. Most importantly, they actively engage the community at 

all levels. This volunteer role has brought Cathy closer to her community 

and has inspired many other volunteers to do the same. For over 12 

years, Cathy has also been a valued contributor to Nanaimo Voyager 

Magazine. Her articles are engaging and light-hearted, addressing local 

issues and promoting community engagement and awareness. 

Cathy has a remarkable ability to inspire others, which is evident through her impactful presence at 

local events. She emphasizes the importance of community stewardship and is dedicated to making a 

difference. Cathy commits her professional life to helping community agencies develop innovative 

solutions to the interconnected challenges of homelessness, mental health, and substance abuse. As 

an inspiring community steward, Cathy tirelessly unites various non-profit organizations to advocate 

for policies that enhance community connections. With a deep passion for social justice, she provides 

valuable insights into critical issues such as poverty reduction, discrimination against older adults, 

and intimate partner violence. Cathy's steadfast dedication empowers countless individuals, helping 

them find their voices and encouraging them to express their concerns and needs. Through her 

efforts and passion for her community, she fosters collaboration and resilience, making it a better 

place for everyone. 

Business Impact 

Ann Marie Clark - Dealer Principle 

As the recently appointed, first female Chair of the New Car 

Dealers Association of B.C., I am committed to extending our 

community-focused approach to a broader scale, by advocating 

for positive change within the automotive industry. Our 

dealership's family-oriented atmosphere, combined with our 

commitment to ongoing education and training, enables us to 

provide exceptional service to our guests while maintaining strong ties to our community. We believe 

that by fostering these relationships and continuing our community engagement efforts, we are not 

just selling vehicles but building lasting connections that strengthen the fabric of our local area. 

My passions are deeply rooted in my family, which includes my husband, our three children, our 

parents and extended, but close, family members. They are my greatest source of inspiration and 
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motivation. Beyond my family, I am equally passionate about the incredible team we have cultivated 

at both of our dealerships. I believe in fostering a collaborative environment where every team 

member feels valued and empowered. Supporting those around me is the nucleolus of who I am. 

To me, influence is about inspiring and encouraging others to explore new ideas and perspectives. It 

involves creating an environment where individuals feel empowered to seek out opportunities for 

growth and improvement. Influence is not just about leading by example; it’s about actively supporting 

those around you in their journeys. It means recognizing moments of potential and seizing them to 

foster positive change, whether that’s in the workplace, within the community, or in personal 

relationships. Ultimately, influence is about making a meaningful impact on the lives of others, helping 

them to realize their potential, and guiding them toward success. It's a powerful tool for creating 

lasting relationships and building a supportive community. 

Chantelle Hofferd - Director of Sales and Marketing 

I lead the Sales and Marketing departments, which are tasked with growing 

our business, to lead the way in hospitality focusing on community 

involvement, reconciliation and sustainability. I'm proud to give my team 

members strength and understanding of work-life balance, mental health 

support, and healthy boundaries, as well as by giving to our community, 

helping others, and leading with empathy. I speak to classes in VIU’s 

Tourism Management program and provide one-on-one mentorship when 

students have questions about their coursework, the industry, or their 

careers. I maintain mentorships with my previous team members and love 

being a safe person to look up to. I am also proud to be a part of a team at 

Tigh-Na-Mara that focuses on our SOS toy drive and monetary donations for families in our 

communities. 

If I could tell my younger self anything, it would be to “Explore resources! Your feelings and opinions 

do matter. Your intuitions are correct. You are ridiculously smart, but have ADHD and need help with 

organizing your life!". Get to know yourself! 

Charlene Yaskow - Owner of Yaskow Bookkeeping  

Born and raised on Vancouver Island, Charlene is a mom to three amazing 

kids and is a new business owner. She loves helping small businesses get 

their finances in order and sharing what she’s learned to make bookkeeping 

and taxes less stressful for everyone. 

Between running my business and raising her kids, she’s always learning 

something new to stay on top of the latest in bookkeeping and tax rules. In her 

words “Life’s busy, but I wouldn’t have it any other way!”. 
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Ellen Mann - Home Staging Professional 

Ellen Mann, a multi-award-winning home stager at Chrysalis Creative Home 

Staging in Nanaimo, B.C., has transformed over 1,250 properties with her 

creative expertise and client-focused approach. Her dedication to using local 

products and collaborating with local businesses highlights her commitment to 

the community and local economy. 

Ellen served for three years on the North American Real Estate Staging 

Association Board of Directors, where she promoted high industry standards, 

collaboration, and mentorship. She has stepped down just as of last December. 

Volunteering is central to her values, reflected in Chrysalis Creative Home 

Staging's "pay it forward” culture, which translates into meaningful community 

contributions. 

Her work enhances homes’ aesthetic appeal and marketability, positively impacting clients' equity. 

With a blend of skill, compassion, and community-centric values, Ellen stands as an industry leader 

and source of inspiration. 

Samantha Allen - Manager MAC Cosmetics 

I have managed MAC cosmetics in The Hudson Bay location for 

almost 25 years. During that time, I have had the pleasure of 

working with some of the most amazing people in the make-up and 

retail industry. I have been fortunate enough through my work to 

give back to the community that supports our business. The art of 

giving back is a precious one and something I am very passionate about. Throughout the last 25 

years, along with my amazing team, I have had the opportunity to help over 40 families in need during 

the holiday season by providing food and gifts to them. I have volunteered for AIDS Vancouver Island 

and have been able to donate over $100,000 through fundraising efforts with MAC to our local AVI 

branch.  Last year, I led our team in a fundraising effort, and we raised $1,000 for our local SPCA. 

MAC matches all money raised, so another $1,000 was given to the SPCA. 

To me, influence means you have the opportunity to spread something far and wide.  That 

‘something’ to me means taking chances, being determined in what drives you and knowing who you 

can inspire to be able to make positive changes in other people's lives.  Influence is an area of 

opportunity that we must all understand we are capable of and help each other reach our goals 

together to know anything within us is possible.          
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Julie Sperber – CEO 

With a career rooted in entrepreneurship, Julie Sperber has built a reputation 

for innovation and community engagement. From her beginnings as a studio 

jeweller and value-added food producer to her role as a restaurant owner, 

she has consistently demonstrated the entrepreneurial spirit and a 

commitment to fostering connection and collaboration within her community. 

In her late 30s, Julie transitioned to the nonprofit sector, with formal 

education in nonprofit management and community economic development. 

This pivotal shift led her to impactful roles within the nonprofit sector, with a 

focus on driving business growth and fostering economic resilience. 

Currently, Julie serves with the Vancouver Island Economic Alliance, where she aligns her 

entrepreneurial passion for building thriving, resilient local economies with the organization's mission. 

Recognized for her ability to connect interest holders, inspire collaboration, and execute innovative 

strategies, Julie is dedicated to advancing initiatives that strengthen communities and promote long-

term sustainability. 

Rae-Lynn Varga - Owner of Refine Home Inc. Downsizing Specialist & 

Professional Organizer     

As a Downsizing Specialist  and Professional Organizer, my main goal is to 

help clients feel less overwhelmed and for them to feel supported while 

providing solutions for their home or business spaces. I create functional, 

clutter-free spaces that are organized, and help to support people that are 

overwhelmed or who may have challenges staying focused. I do this by 

creating systems and solutions, so people feel that they have better 

management over their home and business spaces. 

I value community involvement, partnerships and networking, and I spend as much time as I can 

working with others. I am passionate about seeing other women succeed, spread their wings, and 

taking ‘the leap’. Influence to me means valuing my "personal connections with others".  For many 

years I have adopted a personal mantra (African Proverb) "we can go faster alone or farther 

together". In my personal life, career/business life, and even the years of fitness and health, I believed 

in the importance of being connected to others in order to experience growth and change. It's those 

relationships that influenced me and in turn I feel that I have been able to positively influence others.         
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Stephanie Benedict - Manager, Business Services  

I work with businesses and societies on their cash management, to help them 

run their finances as smoothly and efficiently as possible. Outside of work, I am 

dedicated to making a difference in the communities I work and live in through 

various forms of volunteerism, which includes sitting on four society boards. I 

am very passionate about volunteerism and the effect it has on our personal 

well-being, as well as the strength it can build in our community. 

To me, influence is about using your skills and passions to spark change in not 

just the people around you but in your community as a whole. There are so 

many strong, amazing women and men that have inspired me over my lifetime, but there are two  

people who have really inspired me to think big when it comes to giving back and leading by example. 

First, is an executive director of an organization I volunteer with. The second is a co-worker. Both of 

these individuals continually think beyond themselves and give their time, knowledge and passion to 

the communities they live in. 

Quinn Abbey – Realtor 

Quinn is a loving mother of two, to a toddler and baby, she is a partner to her 

high school sweetheart, and a dedicated Realtor. With over half a decade of 

real estate experience, she is honoured to have helped hundreds of people in 

our community and proud to offer her clients the best service through REMAX 

of Nanaimo. Her background includes a business degree, deep island roots, 

and global connections she's built through being a REMAX Young Leaders 

Ambassador. Her renovation and building experience is instrumental in her 

clients success. 

Mali Munroe - Art Therapist, Restaurant Reviewer        

Mali Munroe has a degree in Communications and is a Registered Canadian 

Art Therapist, with a specialty in childhood grief and loss. Mali is also a 

Compassionate Inquiry Practitioner (based on the work of Dr. Gabor Mate). In 

her spare time, Mali helps teach children TaeKwonDo, where the children 

learn the five tenets of TaeKwonDo; courtesy, integrity, perseverance, self-

control, and an indomitable spirit.  

Mali would especially like to give a big thank-you to the fearful part of herself, 

that sat on the sidelines for the last 20+ years waiting and hoping that 'one 

day' she would muster enough courage to break through fear and take action to make her dream, 

Famished Foodie, a reality. Mali would love it if you joined her on her foodie adventure on her 

YouTube channel, Famished Foodie, at  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUmpIsiaGl3_IVo8sWdOnvA . 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUmpIsiaGl3_IVo8sWdOnvA
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Lisa Monette - Business Development Manager/Operations Manager          

I grew up in a Military Family moving across Canada frequently and learning 

the value of adaptability, resilience, and connecting with people from all walks 

of life. These experiences shaped me into a natural people-person, unafraid to 

step outside of my comfort zone to embrace challenges and opportunities. As 

a dedicated mother of three, I've balanced the joys and responsibilities of 

family life with a thriving career as a business professional. My work ethic and 

passion for empowering others, particularly women in business, have made 

me a source of guidance and inspiration. 

I'm deeply involved in my community, driven by a commitment to foster 

connection and create positive change. Whether through mentorship, hosting meaningful gatherings, 

or simply leading by example, I strive to uplift and influence those around me. Hard work, integrity, 

and love for building relationships continue to fuel my journey as a mother, professional, and 

advocate for growth and opportunity." 

Sheri Taylor - Makeup Artist, Bridal Stylist  

As a makeup artist, I know firsthand how superficial the beauty industry can 

be. I use my voice and talent to really show why I got into this career in the 

first place. To make people feel beautiful, and feel confident in the skin. 

I am deeply passionate about empowering individuals through the art of 

beauty and self-expression. With a focus on inclusivity, I believe that 

makeup is more than just a tool, it’s a means of affirming one’s identity and 

embracing who we truly are. Alongside my love for makeup, I am a strong 

advocate for trans rights, using my platform to amplify the voices of the 

trans community and fight for equality. Whether through creating 

transformative looks or supporting activism, I aim to help others feel seen, 

celebrated, and empowered. 

Jolynn Green - Executive Director, Community Futures Central Island 

With over 14 years as the Executive Director of Community Futures Central 

Island, Jolynn Green has been a steadfast advocate for entrepreneurship and 

community growth. Through facilitating access to capital, advisory services, and 

training, they have empowered small businesses and nonprofits to thrive. Her 

leadership has secured funding for impactful community economic 

development programs, fostering partnerships that drive regional resilience. 

A dedicated Executive Board Member of the Vancouver Island Coastal 

Economic Developers Association for a decade, Jolynn champions 

collaboration within the economic development ecosystem. As Board Chair of Eden Gardens Long-
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Term Care Residence, she oversees the governance and support of 300 staff, 130 elders, and their 

families. 

Passionate about fostering leadership, Jolynn contributes to the Leadership Vancouver Island 

Program and supports nonprofit organizations through strategic planning facilitation. Active in the 

Rural Islands Economic Partnership, she advocates for regenerative initiatives that strengthen coastal 

communities. 

Known for her relational leadership and systems-thinking approach, Jolynn excels in connecting 

people, solving complex challenges, and driving positive change. Inspired by influential mentors and 

guided by a commitment to enduring relationships, she approaches life with curiosity, grace, and an 

unwavering belief in the transformative power of service. 

Melissa L’Heureux-Hachè - Founder & Director, VEGAIN  

Through my work with VEGAIN, my mission is to create products that are 

better for people’s performance, the planet, and their stomachs. I’m 

passionate about using the highest-quality inputs and innovating in spaces 

where others won’t, always pushing boundaries without ever cutting corners. 

For me, it’s about more than just making products, it’s about driving 

meaningful change in the sports nutrition industry, proving that sustainability, 

inclusivity, and performance can go hand in hand. 

To me, influence is about using your voice, actions, and platform to inspire 

and empower others to think differently, take bold steps, and create 

meaningful change. It’s not about power or control—it’s about leading by example, showing 

authenticity, and building trust. True influence comes from staying true to your values, fostering 

collaboration, and creating opportunities for others to thrive. It’s the ability to leave a lasting impact, 

not just through what you achieve, but through the way you uplift and support those around you. 

Influence, at its best, sparks positive transformation and encourages others to do the same. 

Megan Lum - Assistant Manager – Aquatics 

Meg is your go-to pro for fun and engaging events that bring people in 

Nanaimo together. Passionate about building connections within her 

community, she has worked alongside local businesses, organizations and 

residents for almost 20 years to create events that leave a lasting impact. Her 

event planning resume includes the World Under-17 Hockey Challenge, the 

2010 Olympic Torch Relay and the Play On! Sports Festival, among many, 

many others. 

She holds a Bachelor’s degree in Recreation and Health Education from the 

University of Victoria, and is a recent graduate of the Leadership Vancouver 

Island (LVI) program. She is passionate about leadership and mentorship. In 2022, Vancouver Island 

University's Centre for Experiential Learning named her a Mentor of the Year for her work with a  
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co-op student… that student is also nominated for a Women of Influence award this evening. When 

she's not at work, Meg is "mama" to two energetic kiddos (age 8 and 4), and wife to a stellar, 

supportive husband. She plays hockey, devours books, and loves fashion (she is a budding 

seamstress herself). If you need a personal shopper who doubles as an event planner, you’ve found 

your girl! 

Jona Kristinsson – CurVa-Voom 

Jona is a dynamic presence in the music scene, celebrated for her soulful 

performances and captivating melodies. After years of building a loyal following 

by performing at festivals and large venues, her career was abruptly paused 

when COVID-19 brought the music industry to a standstill. Undeterred, Jona 

redirected her creative energy toward a lifelong passion: fashion. 

Having always expressed herself through bold and unique clothing—often 

designing her own stage outfits—Jona seized the opportunity to turn her love 

for fashion into something tangible. With her savings and a vision for 

inclusivity, she opened a clothing store offering fully inclusive sizing. The space 

became a vibrant reflection of her artistic spirit, blending her love for music and fashion with curated 

collections that celebrated individuality. 

The store quickly grew into more than just a shopping destination—it became a community hub. Jona 

hosted intimate, safe events featuring local musicians, creating a space where her two passions 

harmoniously intertwined. Customers were drawn not only to the unique designs but also to the 

warm, welcoming atmosphere and the sense of connection Jona fostered. 

As live music made its comeback, Jona found herself joyfully balancing both her passions. By 

transforming a challenging moment into an opportunity, she reinvented her career, empowering 

others along the way. Her journey is a testament to resilience, creativity, and the beauty that emerges 

from embracing change. 

Debra Morgan - President of Simple Home Edit  

My company, Simple Home Edit, specializes in working with seniors at one of 

the most difficult times in their lives, when they are transitioning from their 

family home into their long-term care or Seniors home. This is one of the 

biggest decisions for seniors to make, as the thought of downsizing, packing, 

and moving is very overwhelming for most of them. Some have lost a spouse, 

or have no family to help, or their family lives far away. This is where I step in 

and become the daughter next-door. 

I make sure to treat each of my clients as if they were my parents. I carefully 

and lovingly help them pack up their most precious belongings for them to take 

to their next and final chapter. We completely settle them in their new home and then prepare and 

stage their family home for the realtors to sell. Once the house has been sold, we hold an estate sale 

to liquidate the remainder of their belongings. We take great measures to ensure their belongings go 

to good homes or get donated to multiple charities most in need. We also work very closely with The 
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Multicultural Society of Nanaimo by supplying them all their beds and as much furniture as possible to 

help the refugees in our community. 

Shanon Kelley - Owner and team lead of the Shanon Kelley Realty Group 

(We are rebranding for January 1st. Details to follow!)         

Born and raised in New Westminster, I went to school for theatre and ended up 

travelling the USA, opening steakhouses. In my late twenties, I sold everything 

I owned and moved to South East Asia where I taught English, worked for a 

magazine, and became a Buddhist nun for a stint. In 2007, I got my real estate 

license and was rookie of the year. Since then, I have won many realty awards 

and continue to grow my success across Canada. I run a dynamic team of 

professionals and enjoy coming home to my husband, the man of my dreams, 

and our son, my 15 year old stepson, that I couldn't be more proud of. I have 

many pets and look forward to my next travel adventure with nothing more than a book and a 

backpack. I am most proud of my work on the palliative care ward and my animal advocacy. My 

family and friends always come first. Thank you for your time, ask me anything, I am an open book. 

Coralee Katzberg - Certified Financial Planner  

Coralee Katzberg is a Certified Financial Planner and co-founder of Benson 

View Private Wealth, where she is highly respected for her authentic 

approach to financial advising. Known for her energy, positivity, and 

genuine care, Coralee connects deeply with clients, helping them reach 

financial stability and well-being. She goes beyond the numbers, focusing 

on understanding her clients' unique needs and helping them build secure 

futures. 

In the community, Coralee is known not only for her professional impact but 

also for her compassionate nature and commitment to service, such as 

through her active membership in the Rotary Club of Nanaimo. Her influence in the field radiates 

beyond financial planning, creating a supportive and inspiring atmosphere that encourages personal 

and community growth. 

Gauri Harrison - Entrepreneur 

Gauri is a passionate community connector and dedicated advocate for youth 

and women's empowerment. With a strong commitment to creating lasting 

social change, Gauri has focused much of her work on advocating for gender 

equality in the workplace and promoting opportunities for marginalized voices to 

be heard. 

Her efforts have extended beyond advocacy, as she has become an active 

fundraiser for initiatives that support both women’s rights and youth 

development. Gauri believes deeply in the power of community and has worked 
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tirelessly to bring back the sense of connection and support that we often lose in our fast-paced, 

modern lives. By fostering an environment where collaboration and care thrive, she has been 

instrumental in rebuilding the "village" aspect of community, where people of all ages and 

backgrounds can support each other and grow together. 

As a champion for gender equality, Gauri works to ensure that women, particularly in the workplace, 

have equal opportunities to succeed and thrive. She is dedicated to dismantling barriers that 

perpetuate inequality and advocating for policies that promote fair pay, career advancement, and 

safe, inclusive working environments. 

Through her tireless dedication to these causes, Gauri continues to make a lasting impact, both in her 

community and beyond, by working to build a more equitable and connected world." 

Sandra Odgers - Wealth Advisor & Financial Planner 

Sandra Odgers is a remarkable force in the world of finance and women’s 

empowerment.  With over 30 years of experience, Sandra has dedicated her 

career as a Wealth Advisor and Financial Planner with RBC Dominion 

Securities to helping women confidently navigate the often-complex world of 

investing.  Her recent accomplishments highlight her impact and passion. 

Sandra contributed to "The Me I Didn’t See", a book that became a #1 Amazon 

Best Selling New Release in June 2024. To further her mission of building 

financial confidence in women, Sandra launched a new seminar series, Wealth 

Warriors: Unlocking Financial Power for Women, and has been a featured 

guest at several women’s summits in Western Canada. 

Nadine Shemilt - Small Business Development Banker 

Meet Nadine! An award-winning entrepreneur turned commercial lender, 

Nadine grew up in Nanaimo and spent a decade building, buying, and selling 

online businesses—all while traveling the world. 

As the founder of Island Daily Deals, she turned a few thousand dollars into an 

e-commerce powerhouse, saving customers $8 million and supporting nearly 

1,000 Vancouver Island businesses. After selling the company, she launched 

further online businesses, combining her passion for innovation with smart 

automation. 

Now a Development Banker at BDC, Nadine helps business owners achieve their dreams, 

championing programs like the Inclusive Loan Program to support Women and underrepresented 

entrepreneurs. She specializes in commercial financing, offering tailored solutions and business 

coaching services to support business purchases, expansions, and strategic growth. With expertise in 

systemization, marketing, and community leadership, she also collaborates with groups like the 

Young Professionals of Nanaimo to empower local entrepreneurs, and most recently hosting Linkedin 

Business networking events. 
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Whether helping a business grow, mentoring women entrepreneurs, or optimizing workflows with AI 

and cutting-edge marketing strategies, Nadine’s mission is to empower others to succeed. Her unique 

blend of hands-on experience, strategic insight, and commitment to her community makes her a true 

force in the world of business." 

Siya Herman - Realtor, Entrepreneur  

I grew up in Barrie, Ontario. At the time, it was the fastest growing city in 

Canada. Growing up, I didn’t love the ‘small town’ feel that Barrie had, but 

moving to Nanaimo made me appreciate the value of community that you find in 

small towns. Finding my community here has given me purpose in wanting to 

help others who are new to the area to find and connect with other like-minded 

people. There are so many wonderful people in Nanaimo, doing some pretty 

amazing things. It gets me excited when I can make an introduction between 

people, either by referring them or connecting individuals together. I believe this 

is how we can weave a strong, well-connected, and loving community, which in 

turn supports and protects all of us.  

My passion project in 2024 was to restore a beautiful commercial character building to create a space 

for businesses to collaborate and as a meeting space. I am beyond excited for what we have created 

and for the future events that we plan to host here to bring more people together. In 2025, I am 

looking forward to growing my real estate team and being more active in the community through 

volunteer and other initiatives to help businesses in the downtown core. 

 

Community & Social Responsibility 

Ashley Kuramoto - Author, Illustrator, Community Advocate, Mom 

Ashley is a community champion like no other. She is a school teacher, and 

an artist, who has found a beautiful way to engage youth and their families in 

appreciating the Island's outdoors. Not only do her scavenger hunt books 

give families a reason to get together and explore the island, but her carefully 

hand drawn images pay homage to the history and culture of many lesser 

known Vancouver Island parks and community spaces. But that's not all, a 

percentage of sales from each book is dedicated to a reputable nonprofit in 

every community she features. To date she has supported the North Island 

Wildlife Rescue Center, Mama's to Mama's, District 69 Backpack Program, 

and Surfrider Foundation Pacific Rim. She has found a magical way to create 

a profound ripple effect in each community she covers. 

Ashley also has created a free set of Hul'qumi'num land and ocean cards for download through her 

website. By scanning a QR code on these cards you can hear the pronunciation of each word in First 
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Nation voices. She has used her design power to create a line of T-Shirts and Sweater to fundraise 

for the Qualicum Beach Skatepark Revitalization project, as well as currently fundraising for a family 

whose son is facing aggressive cancer. Ashley is also part of the leadership team of the QB 

Skatepark Revitalization Project, for which she successfully raised $13,000 through a day-long event 

called Puttin' for the Park. 

Ashley truly is a force for good. She spreads courage through every endeavour she undertakes while 

prioritizing the underdog for whom she stands up through her art.  

Megan Lyle - Founder of the Van Isle 2SLGBTQ+ Entrepreneur Club 

and the Owner of Genskee Apparel (Genskee Pronounced GEN-SKEE)  

I’m dedicated to uplifting 2SLGBTQ+ entrepreneurs, especially in places 

where they’ve often been overlooked. That’s why I started the Van Isle 

2SLGBTQ+ Entrepreneur Club, to create a space where we can meet, 

share ideas, and support each other’s growth. Through regular meetups, 

workshops, and co-working sessions, I’m proud to see a real community 

forming, where everyone encourages one another both personally and 

professionally. 

As the founder of Genskee Apparel, I also focus on authenticity and self-

expression. My gender-inclusive clothing brand encourages people to wear what makes them feel 

truly comfortable, free from labels or expectations. That same belief drives my community work. 

When people feel seen and celebrated, they’re more confident to be themselves and bring their whole 

selves to their passions. 

Above all, I want to help foster a sense of belonging. By connecting people and sparking 

collaborations, I hope to boost visibility and success for everyone involved. I genuinely believe that 

when we work together and support each other, we all rise. 

Janis Brooks - Indigenous Relations Consultant 

Janis Brooks is a respected consultant, facilitator, and changemaker 

specializing in Indigenous relations, reconciliation, and systemic 

transformation. As the owner of Salishan Solutions, she has 20 years of 

experience helping organizations and individuals break down barriers, build 

cultural understanding, and transform systems to center inclusion, equity, 

and cultural safety. Her work creates pathways for meaningful change, 

empowering others to take action and make lasting impacts in their 

communities. She has had the privilege of working with over 200 

Indigenous Nations across Turtle Island. 

A bicultural Indigenous woman, Janis draws on her lived experience, 

cultural teachings, and professional expertise to build bridges, navigate complex conversations, and 
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foster lasting change. Grounded in Indigenous values of reciprocity and interconnectedness, she 

inspires collaborative action and reimagines systems to uplift communities. 

Beyond her work, Janis lives in Nanaimo, B.C., with her husband, daughter, and dogs. She finds joy 

and balance in spending time outdoors, connecting with friends and family, and getting creative in the 

kitchen. 

Driven by a deep commitment to her community, Janis’s work is a powerful reminder that meaningful 

change begins with relationships, shared understanding, and the courage to challenge the status quo 

- creating ripples of impact that reach far beyond today.                        

Melinda Bige - Associate Dean of Arts 

Melinda Kachina Bige, a Nehiyaw and Dene ts'ekwi from Denesuline lands in 

Lutsel K’e, Northwest Territories, is a trailblazing scholar and advocate for 

social justice. Overcoming significant challenges, she has dedicated her 

career to uplifting marginalized communities, particularly Indigenous 

LGBTQIA2S+ groups. 

As a scholar, Melinda played a key role in establishing Kwantlen Polytechnic 

University’s Indigenous Studies program, serving as its chair and shaping its 

curriculum. She is also the founder of Octopus Spirit, an online nonprofit 

journal supporting emerging Indigenous academics and artists. Currently, she 

serves as Associate Dean of the Faculty of Arts at KPU, where her work has 

driven policy changes and increased retention of Indigenous instructors and staff. 

A recipient of UVic’s Distinguished Alumni Award in 2023, Melinda’s unwavering commitment to 

equity and inclusion continues to inspire her community and the broader academic landscape. 

Elizabeth Wennerberg - Girl Guide leader and Assistant store manager 

at Starbucks          

Elizabeth works with Sparks (5 and 6 year olds) and Embers (7 and 8 year 

olds) weekly and does public relations with Nanaimo arbutus district. She is 

also a community champion for Starbucks, by getting stores and partners 

into the community, with events like food bank volunteering, getting 

donations from stores to local charities, and by supporting groups at large 

community events. 

To her, influence is to be able to have an effect on someone. She aspires to 

be able to help educate girls and others on whatever is needed at meetings 

and to have them be able to walk away empowered to be able to do those things on their own after 

learning a new skill. 
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Shaun Baty - Publisher, Editor in Chief, and Fierce Advocate (They) 

Known for their passion and purpose, Shaun Baty lives for advocacy and 

active community service. Shaun is primarily a storyteller and uses mediums 

such as drag, writing, comedy, and social media to express their advocacy 

and connections throughout their communities. 

 

Amanda Hall - Self Advocate  

Amanda Hall is a proud recipient of the King 

Charles III Coronation Medal, recognized for her 

exceptional service to the community. As a 

dedicated member of the B.C. People First Society, Amanda serves as both 

a self-advocate and a passionate advocate for others, championing 

inclusion and empowerment. She shares her insights through a thought-

provoking Human Rights blog and leads welcome workshops for 

Community Living B.C., helping others navigate their journeys with 

confidence and support. 

Amanda’s vibrant personality shines through her love of cooking, baking, 

swimming, and making meaningful connections. Her unwavering 

commitment to social justice is deeply rooted in the inspiration she draws from her late mother, whose 

words of encouragement remain her guiding light: never let anyone put you down. 

Amanda’s advocacy and dedication continue to make a profound impact on her community and 

beyond. 

 

Rita Innamorati - Executive Director Volunteer Nanaimo 

I have been a volunteer for as long as I can remember. I was active in our 

church as a youngster and as I grew up I continued to try to find time to help 

whoever might be in need. As a mom, I encouraged my children to volunteer. 

They came along with me to events, and when they were old enough they also 

volunteered where they were most interested to do so. I have been with 

Volunteer Nanaimo since April 2005, and a volunteer Executive Director since 

March 2020.  I am also Treasurer on the Volunteer B.C. board, committee 

member for Networking for Nonprofits, and on the Citizens Advocacy board for 

the Nanaimo Corrections Centre and president of the Moose Lodge for the 

past two years. Volunteering is my passion, and it fills up most of my time.                        
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Leanne Salter - Director at the Regional District of Nanaimo 

As someone with a lifelong commitment to community service, I continue to be 

significantly involved in my community. I worked as a BCGEU Chair for 

component 602 and advocated for employees in all ministries. I was invited to 

attend the B.C. Dental Association and work with community dental clinics 

throughout B.C. that provide vital dental services to those without resources.  

Additionally, I spearheaded and opened a community dental clinic in Nanaimo 

(called C.O.D.E) which provided free or dental plan payments for those who 

need services. It supported folks who had no dental plan or whose plans did not 

cover certain services. The dentists who worked at C.O.D.E were local 

Nanaimo dentists willing to volunteer their services. The dental equipment was 

donated. Seniors, working families, and those on income assistance had a place to go for help. The 

clinic was eventually taken over by the John Howard Society. 

Supporting Vulnerable Populations:  

I opened a men's house for those in the process of being released from incarceration. I would attend 

the Nanaimo Correctional Center and interview men who were soon to be released and need 

housing. I located a large house for rent in Nanaimo and the landlord was willing to renovate it. The 

house had six rooms: one room for a live-in facilitator and five others. I had a small group of 

volunteers helping to open the house.  

I also enjoyed mentoring as a supervisor with FN youth as well as with women who wanted to train 

and learn work in non-traditional roles. I taught them how to operate heavy machinery as well as gas-

powered tools, such as chainsaws and power tools. 

Public Service and Policy Impact: 

When I worked for the Ministry of Social Development, I was tasked to create the fleeing abuse policy 

for our ministry to ensure that those who needed help were able to access resources quickly. There 

was a lot of pushback on this from the front line, but it was implemented, and it served people in 

unsafe situations with an alternative to remaining in the home. 

While working at the Ministry of Advanced Education, I was delivering student loans. I researched 

grant funding possibilities for students who needed more than the student loan could provide. I 

created a spreadsheet that assisted students to secure grant dollars towards the cost of their 

education without needing to take hours of research to find them. 

Continued Community Engagement: 

I have been a member of Volunteer Nanaimo, the Chair of the Nanaimo Community Dental Clinic, 

and liaison at the wrap-around program (providing homes, pantry, and household needs) for those 

seeking long-term security. 
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I was strongly committed as a member of the Western Canada Wilderness Committee. I was an 

elected City Councillor in Parksville and I am currently in my second term as Area F Director at the 

Regional District of Nanaimo. In this, I continue to work as an eternal advocate, recognizing that I am 

a servant of those who live within the RDN, and I dedicate and structure my work to ensure their 

voices are magnified and heard at the board table. 

In summary, as a provincial public servant for over 20 years, I delivered emergent social services to 

vulnerable individuals within the community and throughout the province. It was my personal edict to 

establish vital services and resources that secure the right to basic human needs for all. 

Stevie Sawatzky - Owner/ Operator of Red's Bakery 

Stevie "Red" Sawatzky is the owner/operator of Red's Bakery on Commercial Street. Not only is her 

comfort food and baking exceptional (she is renowned for her Nanaimo Bars and cheesecakes!), but 

she is known for her caring and compassion towards the unhoused youth and young adults in 

Nanaimo, which is beyond remarkable. 

Red has a "pay it forward" program, so that the less fortunate can come into her bakery and get a cup 

of coffee and a bite to eat when they need it. She promotes a non-hate, non-racist, protective 

environment for anyone going to her bakery, both inside and outside. Illegal behaviours will not be 

tolerated for the safety of her staff, customers, and others. She openly welcomes people of every 

age, ethnicity, culture, gender identity, or religion. She sponsors local sports teams and 

acknowledges extraordinary Nanaimoites, like Ethan Katzberg, by creating a cheesecake in his 

name.  

Beyond all of this, she is continually advocating for downtown businesses and restaurants by 

encouraging the public to come down and experience the magic of Commercial Street and the Old 

City Quarter. When there is a special event around the downtown core, Red promotes the event 

through word-of-mouth and social media. Red is very modest, but people who know her know that 

she is a fighter for justice and compassion for others, and is an integral part of Nanaimo’s downtown 

and our entire community. 

Annmarie Elderkin - Community Support Work 

Annmarie had no childhood. I am burdened with childhood sexual abuse, parental emotional distress, 

the effects of severe bullying at school and at home, and brutal emotional and physical trauma from 

my marriage. I lived with severe depression and suicide ideology from the age of 4, until I was in my 

30’s. With many visions and conversations with God, I am determined to make a legacy of change 

through my work on the Enhanced Crisis Line Project and other health related committees. This 

includes my project, Annmarie’s Angel Network, for there truly are angels in my network. 
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Amber White - Fund Development Coordinator 

Amber White is a passionate and community-driven professional who has 

dedicated her career to helping others. As a Fund Development Coordinator at 

the Children’s Health Foundation of Vancouver Island, Amber focuses on 

raising funds for critical projects, including the "Home Away from Home" in 

Nanaimo. A lifelong advocate for community well-being, Amber’s journey has 

included roles in property damage restoration and healthcare fundraising, where 

her compassion and commitment have made a lasting impact. Outside of work, 

Amber enjoys traveling, exploring new cultures, and spending quality time with 

her family. Amber believes in the power of community and the importance of 

building connections to inspire positive change. 

Dawn Lynne Clark - Team Lead and Family Services at NARSF Inc. 

Dawn is a dedicated advocate for women, children, youth, and families. As the 

Team Lead for Family Services at NARSF Inc., she passionately works to 

support and uplift her community. Dawn's interests include spending time with 

her family, friends, colleagues, and engaging with her community. She 

believes that influence is about using one's voice to advocate for oneself and 

others, leading both personally and professionally to make a positive impact. 

Inspired by her mother, Dawn continues to strive for excellence in her work 

and community involvement. 

Sarah Pump - Executive Director, Poverty Advocacy 

Nanaimo 

Sarah worked professionally as a librarian for many years. Her life changed in 

2021 when she was diagnosed with a chronic illness and was no longer able to 

work in the career that she loved. Already a single mother, Sarah was forced 

into poverty with her son, joining the countless others who depend on 

government benefits to survive. 

Sarah was able to use her research skills to locate a wide variety of programs 

available to low-income people. Maximizing use of these programs has 

significantly improved her standard of living. 

She founded Poverty Advocacy Nanaimo to promote helpful programs and organizations to low-

income people in Nanaimo, and now leads a team of volunteers in supporting clients.   
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Lisa Hemingway - Co-owner, Director of Creativity & Opportunities, iilo 

Creative Alliance 

Lisa is a communication designer with two decades of experience working for 

changemaker clients. At iilo ("ee-low"), we work to amplify world-changing 

missions with strategic design. With a Bachelor of Communication Design from 

Emily Carr University, Lisa is committed to continual learning, specifically in 

the areas of accessibility & sustainable design. She has expertise in branding, 

web design, publication design and infographics. Lisa loves to collaborate with 

her 100% remote team and has lived in Nanaimo, on Snuneymuxw & Coast 

Salish territory, for the last decade.   

Caitlin Lundgren - Account Executive & Community Leader 

Caitlin is a dedicated community member with a strong passion for sports, 

volunteer work, and giving back. As an Account Executive with Pattison 

Media, she brings her expertise and commitment to supporting local 

businesses and community initiatives. A Rotarian for seven years, Caitlin has 

contributed to the community through donations and hands-on projects. Her 

work with the VIU Mariners Hockey Club and the Nanaimo Clippers reflects a 

love for sports and a commitment to supporting local talent. She also 

volunteers with organizations like Loaves and Fishes, and Meals on Wheels, 

helping those in need. Inspired by her hardworking mother, she was raised 

to value community and never take anything for granted. Outside of work 

and volunteering, she enjoys spending time with her husband, Sten, and her 

dog, Indiana Bones, who bring joy to her life. 

 

Victoria Sakura Surry (she/her, they/them) - Strategic Advisor  

Victoria Sakura Surry is a dedicated strategic advisor with the Government of 

Canada, a Buddhist peacemaker and monastic educator, and a PhD candidate 

focusing on fisheries reconciliation. With a deep commitment to advancing 

social justice, Victoria works on initiatives that prioritize reconciliation with 

Indigenous peoples, support education programs for girls, women, and 

displaced populations, and promote planetary health. 

In addition to her/their professional work, Victoria is a passionate advocate for 

the intersection of cultural and environmental sustainability, and her/their 

research explores the vital connections between traditional knowledge systems, 

sustainable fisheries management, and reconciliation practices. As a Buddhist 

educator, she/they also focuses on fostering inner peace and compassionate action in both personal 

and community contexts. 
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Victoria is the proud mother of two university students, Liam and Aurora, and enjoys spending time 

with her beloved lab/collie mix, Belle. Her personal and professional life is guided by principles of 

compassion, resilience, and a deep respect for the interconnectedness of all beings. She/they teach 

Buddhist studies, karate, yoga, meditation and programs around 2SLGBTQQIA+ globally. She/they 

celebrates her/their role as a transwoman in all aspects of her/their life. 

Kathy Berg - Financial Planner and Board Chair 

Kathy Berg is the Board Chair for Nanaimo Ladysmith Schools Foundation. 

Her passion is to support our community organizations to ensure those who 

need assistance get it.  Kathy aims to support a variety of programs and 

sectors, including supporting kids, seniors, healthcare initiatives, and food 

recovery in the community. 

To Kathy, influence means awareness and she is inspired regularly by 

anyone who has taken the time to support and promote others who need 

assistance.  

If she could tell her younger self anything, it would be to “follow your dreams 

and inspire those who need assistance”.  

Lauren Krowicki - Therapeutic Community Specialist and Mental Health 

and Addictions Consultant 

Lauren Krowicki received her Bachelor of Science degree (honours) with a 

major in Psychology and a minor in Neuroscience from the University of 

Lethbridge in 2014. The focus of her honours thesis was on Social 

Neuroscience; additionally, she researched addiction and its effects on the 

brain and its capacity to make decisions. Rounding out this education, she has 

enrolled in a Masters of Counselling Psychology at Yorkville University. 

Working in the field of brain injury in the Okanagan before relocating to 

Vancouver Island, Lauren has a proven track record providing leadership, 

program management, training facilitation, and counseling in Correctional 

settings. Other notable skills and certification include Compassionate Inquiry, Trauma-Informed Care, 

and Critical Incident Stress Management. She has a passion for recognizing and advising systemic 

change, fostering individual and social responsibility, and creating culturally safe, trauma-informed 

environments with groups from diverse backgrounds.  

Currently, Lauren works as a consultant advising groups and partners in the field of mental health, 

criminal justice, and substance use on best care practices and effective therapeutic programs and 

resources. Her vision is to pave the way for collaborative care and systems that work together to 

support people rather than let them fall through the cracks. 
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Connie Crucil - Job Developer/Fitness Instructor/Bookkeeper at Coco 

Cafe/Treasurer of The Ladysmith Celebration Society 

Throughout my journey, I’ve embraced diverse roles that allow me to support 

and uplift the communities I call home. In Nanaimo, I led Spanish conversation 

groups at the Latin American Society, guided visitors at VIU, served as 

Treasurer for CHLY Radio, and managed the International Collective Show. I 

also worked as a bookkeeper at Crema Bookkeeping. 

Since moving to Ladysmith, I’ve created a Spanish conversation group and 

joined the Ladysmith Celebration Society, where I now manage finances as 

Treasurer. I work as a Job Developer at the Clements Centre and as a 

bookkeeper at Coco Café, both of which create opportunities and meaningful work for people with 

diverse abilities. Additionally, I bring energy and culture to my role as a Fitness Instructor at the 

Cowichan Recreation Centre. These experiences reflect my dedication to fostering connections, 

empowering others, and making a lasting impact in every community I’m part of.                           

Stephany Forrester - Nanaimo Piper District Commissioner 

What began as a mother’s search for a safe space where her child could 

learn the value of positive friendships, turned into a passionate journey of 

leadership within the Girl Guides of Canada. As a Girl Guide leader, I 

discovered the profound impact of fostering growth, connection, and 

empowerment among young women. 

Starting as a unit Guider, I quickly embraced the organization’s vision and 

goals, dedicating myself to creating an inclusive and inspiring environment. 

My commitment led to leadership roles, including Deputy District 

Commissioner and later District Commissioner. These experiences deepened 

my passion for empowering girls to realize their potential and encouraging 

Guiders to thrive in their roles. 

I focus on showing young women that anything is possible, promoting a growth mindset, and ensuring 

everyone feels safe and supported. For volunteer leaders, I am committed to mentoring and guiding 

them on their journey to deliver the best possible experiences within the Girl Guides community. 

This incredible sisterhood has shown me the power of mentorship, resilience, and shared purpose in 

shaping a brighter future. I am honored to play a part in empowering future leaders and building a 

supportive, inspiring community for all.                    
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Creative Innovator 

Holly Bright (she, her, they) - Artistic Managing Director, Crimson 

Coast Dance   

Holly Bright is the Founding Artistic and Executive Director of Crimson 

Coast Dance, established in 1998, where she leads a dynamic career as a 

creator, curator, and educator. 

The company offers a range of programs annually, including the MainStage 

series Dance On The Crimson Coast, a Residency program that connects 

artists with the community, an Inclusive Dance Jam for all bodies, and 

Body Talk, a youth program supporting Indigenous and allied youth in 

creative dance experiences. The company also presents the four-day 

InFrinGinG Dance Festival, celebrating cultural dance, and the long-

running The Wee Tipple Party: Nanaimo’s Scotch Festival, an annual fundraiser. 

Bright's curatorial work is an integral part of her creative process, serving as a bridge between the art 

form, community interests, and contemporary dance innovations. She has collaborated with 

prominent artists across Canada, the U.S., and internationally. Her choreography, The Sun and the 

Moon, inspired by Celestine Aleck's (Snuneymuxw) book, has been showcased in successful tours 

and re-imagined as a docu-art film by Evann Siebens. Holly’s contributions to the cultural landscape 

have earned her multiple accolades, including the 2010 Honour In Culture Award, a 2015 Business 

Achievement Award nomination, and the 2017 John Hobday Award for Excellence in Arts 

Management. 

Anne Dunnett - Creative Entrepreneur 

Anne Dunnett is the founder of Everyday Haiku; she is a haiku poet and 

creative designer based on Vancouver Island, B.C. Her journey with haiku 

began at the age of ten, when her grandmother introduced her to the art form 

and its power to create stillness and connection. Over the years, haiku has 

become a guiding force in both Anne’s creative work and personal philosophy. 

Inspired by the simplicity and depth of Japanese culture, she finds joy in 

capturing fleeting moments and the beauty of nature. 

Her poetry reflects a deep appreciation for mindfulness, presence, and nature, 

and has earned honourable mentions, as well as being featured in renowned haiku anthologies like 

Erotic Haiku and at Vancouver’s Cherry Blossom Festival.Beyond writing, Anne embodies the values 

of haiku into her everyday life, living a life filled with possibility, simplicity, creativity, and reflection. 

Through Everyday Haiku, Anne invites others to slow down, connect with their surroundings, and 

discover the beauty in life’s ordinary moments. 
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Sandy Gerber - Professional Speaker & Certified Communication Coach 

Sandy Gerber is a Professional Speaker, Certified Communication Coach, and 

award-winning Author. For 25 years Sandy revitalized communications for 

companies of all sizes, including many of Canada's most beloved brands. As 

CEO of NEXT Marketing Agency, she set a new standard for innovative 

communications, growing her company from a bedroom startup into a Top 100 

Fastest Growing Companies in B.C. A successful communicator, Sandy was a 

female executive leader in three male dominated industries (heavy equipment, 

tech, and finance). She’s founded three successful companies and is the 

visionary behind the Magnetic Communication training products and podcast. 

Her book Emotional Magnetism has won over 20 awards and is available now 

in 3 languages. Known for her relatable and humourous delivery, Sandy’s enlightened thousands 

from the stage and has coached hundreds of people in effective communication across North 

America. Gerber counts winning a limbo contest at 14 as one of her greatest achievements. 

Meredith Nicole - Cosmetic and Paramedical Tattoo Artist 

Meredith Nicole is a creative visionary and entrepreneur whose artistic 

journey spans over 20 years, from custom furniture design and large-scale 

sculpture for film to gallery ownership. This diverse background has honed 

her keen eye for aesthetics, precision, and attention to detail. Now, as the 

founder of Flamingo Room, a leading cosmetic and para-medical tattooing 

studio, Meredith seamlessly applies her artistic expertise to the human 

canvas. 

Believing her work is a vehicle for her life's purpose to facilitate joy, 

Meredith's practice is grounded in the conviction that joy can profoundly 

enhance individual well-being and foster stronger community bonds. Her 

philosophy asserts that beauty comes from within and self-expression is vital 

for personal fulfillment, echoing Dr. Seuss's belief: "Why fit in when you were born to stand out?". 

Meredith's dedication to quality and genuine curiosity has positively impacted over 4,000 people in 

local communities, establishing her as a beacon of positivity and inspiration. At Flamingo Room, she 

cultivates enduring joy that extends beyond the studio walls, empowering clients to embrace their 

individuality and feel truly seen.       

Rachel Anthony - The Farm Vancouver Island 

In 2020, Rachel inherited her family farm, a magical parcel of land that had always held a special 

place in her heart. From the beginning, her vision was to transform the farm into a space where love 

abounds, and dreams come true. In 2022, that dream became a reality when The Farm on Swayne 

Road, located in Errington, hosted its very first wedding. 

Rachel is known for her genuine, compassionate, and kind nature, which shines through in everything 

she does. She has cultivated an inclusive and welcoming environment at the farm, bringing together 
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like-minded vendors who share her commitment to sustainable business practices. Her thoughtful 

approach ensures that every event respects her clients’ unique visions while honoring the farm’s 

legacy and its positive impact on the region. With her dedication to creating unforgettable moments, 

Rachel has turned The Farm on Swayne Road into a haven where love and community thrive, leaving 

a lasting impression on all who visit. 

Jody Regner - Firstly a "Cheerleader" to those around me and 

secondly a Songwriter and Business Owner 

Jody is a passionate songwriter and entrepreneur, owning and managing 

two thriving businesses with an all-in, hands-on approach. As a creative 

force behind the rebranding and successful launch of The Wolf Den and 

most recently, the brand development behind their new local distillery, West 

Coast Vodka. Jody brings vision, innovation, and a dedication to excellence 

to every endeavour. 

Beyond the professional realm, Jody is deeply committed to community 

service, volunteering and partnering with local organizations and most 

recently creating a rotating fundraising initiative to support diverse causes. Jody's mind is forever 

curious, always eager to learn and try new things. With a blend of creativity, business savvy, and a 

heart for giving back, Jody is making an impact in both business and community. 

 

Diena Henry - Principal Instructor/ Owner of Brigadoon Dance Academy 

Diena Henry was born and raised in Nanaimo, B.C. Diena is a wife and a 

mother of two sons. She opened Brigadoon Dance Academy when she was 19 

years old, which was 29 years ago. In that time, she has produced multiple 

Provincial Champions, two Canadian Champions, one Commonwealth 

Champion, and one World Champion. Brigadoon dancer. Annalise Lam was the 

first Vancouver Island dancer in 40 years to win the World Highland Dance 

Championships, in Scotland, and the first ever person to win from Nanaimo.  

Diena's dancers not only perform for our beautiful city, they perform 

internationally. Dancers from Brigadoon Dance Academy have been selected to dance in 

international Tattoo's in Australia, Switzerland and Scotland!! It has been a great honour to have three 

of our dancers be selected for The Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo. 
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Jessica Marley - Event Director  

I host community events, as the events director, in order to support small 

businesses in the community. I aim to get out to meet new people, and to get 

involved in new and exciting ventures as much as I can to support the 

communities in B.C. My true passion is supporting local businesses and making 

the business owners and teams feel seen and heard. Influence to me means you 

make a positive mark on someone’s life.  

I moved to British Columbia four years ago, and this province is an inspiration to 

me. I feel like I have found my people and my community. People here are open 

to new people and new ideas, and the beauty here is endless and nurturing. The opportunities on the 

island inspire me to do more and be more in my personal and professional life. Outside of work, I like 

to spend my time in nature and take advantage of all that this province has to offer! I enjoy hot yoga 

and anything active.  

Fan The Flame 

Aman Hair  Regional Director, Khalsa Aid Mid Island | Business Banking 

Officer, Coast Capital Savings 

Aman is a dedicated community leader and the Regional Director for Khalsa Aid 

Mid Island, where they oversee initiatives to support vulnerable communities. 

Their efforts focus on providing essential resources, such as school supplies, 

winter clothing, and other necessities to Indigenous communities, youth, and 

seniors in need. 

In addition to their volunteer work, Aman is a Business Banking Officer at Coast 

Capital Savings. Known for fostering meaningful relationships, they provide 

personalized financial solutions while supporting the growth and success of local businesses. 

Passionate about service, Aman balances their professional expertise with a commitment to uplifting 

their community and inspiring others to make a difference. 

Chelsea Oaten - Ms. - Sexual Health Educator, Director of Curious 

ComicCon  

I am a certified sexual health educator and employment specialist who works with 

youth and adults with diverse abilities and multiple barriers to success. I am also 

the Director of Curious ComiCon, a charitable convention that supports local 

organizations and Western Canada’s largest free geek culture convention. 

My passions include advocacy for equitable access to sexual health education 

and resources, employment opportunities for those facing multiple barriers, and 
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Dungeons & Dragons! To me, Influence is providing guidance, mentorship and leadership. 

Leah Vaisanen - Policy Lead, MMIWG2+ for NWAC 

I am a dedicated Indigenous leader and advocate, serving as the Indigenous 

Students Representative and the Policy for MMIWG2+ with the Native Women's 

Association of Canada. My work focuses on addressing issues such as 

MMIWG2+, advancing food insecurity among students, and enhancing and 

supporting Indigenous students in the community. My interests and passions 

revolve around advocating for Indigenous rights and sovereignty. I am deeply 

committed to addressing systemic issues such as MMIWG2+ and Indigenous 

equality. I am passionate about uplifting Indigenous voices, enhancing cultural 

empowerment, and creating sustainable, community-centered solutions. 

Additionally, my engagement with education and policy demonstrates my 

dedication to long-term, meaningful change for our peoples. 

Influence to me means the ability to inspire and empower others to take action, amplify Indigenous 

voices, and drive systemic change that reflects the values and needs of our community. It's about 

creating meaningful connections and using my platform to advocate for justice, equity, and 

sustainability. Influence is not about personal gain but about leaving a lasting positive impact on the 

people and causes I care deeply about.  

My greatest inspiration comes from the wisdom of my professors, the unwavering support of my 

family, and the shared strength of my friends. Each of them reminds me that knowledge, love, and 

community are the pillars of positive change. 

 

Shalema Gantt - The Nanaimo African Heritage Society  

My journey began in the heart of New York City, a place where cultures, 

creativity, and resilience thrive. Growing up, I immersed myself in the arts, 

studying dance and drama at the Dance Theatre of Harlem and performing 

at the Applause Theatre at just 12 years old, where I was introduced by the 

wonderful Roni William. Soon after, I found myself walking the runway for 

iconic designers like Bob Mackie, living a dream I didn’t even know I had. In 

1999, I took a leap of faith and moved to Canada, a decision that forever 

changed my life. While studying at Malaspina University (now Vancouver 

Island University), I stumbled upon a publication called the Resource Guide 

on Black Pioneers in British Columbia. It was a moment that stirred 

something deep within me. Discovering the history of Black pioneers in 

Canada, and their incredible contributions to British Columbia, filled me with pride and inspiration. 

That moment gave me a sense of purpose I hadn’t realized I was searching for. I decided to take 

action. I started with a simple idea: to bring people together to celebrate and share this history. What 

began as a gathering of one hundred people at the university grew into a mission to honor and 

amplify the voices of Black Canadians. Over the years, I’ve had the privilege of organizing countless 
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events, including Black History Month celebrations, Multicultural Festivals, and Cultural Days, all 

aimed at fostering awareness, understanding, and community pride. 

For me, life has always been about connecting with others and helping them shine. I’ve worked with 

First Nations youth and young people in my community for over 24 years, helping them build 

confidence and embrace their potential. Watching someone find their voice or realize their worth is 

one of the greatest joys of my life. It reminds me why I do what I do. My upbringing in a culturally rich 

and diverse environment taught me the beauty of inclusion and the power of shared stories. Through 

workshops, productions, and events, I’ve worked to create spaces where people can celebrate their 

identities and find belonging. I believe that diversity is our greatest strength and that when we come 

together, we create something truly extraordinary. This year marks the 25th anniversary of NAHS, a 

milestone that fills me with immense pride and gratitude, celebrating the collective dedication and 

inspiring continued efforts to foster community pride and connection. 

Myriam Cuadros – Realtor 

Myriam is a Colombian immigrant, Realtor, and community leader who has 

always embraced creating opportunities for herself and others. Having moved 

to a new country, she understands the power of resilience and determination, 

and she has used these traits to build a solid career in real estate. 

As a wife and mother to teenagers, Myriam deeply values teaching core values 

and emotional intelligence to her children. She also works alongside her 

husband to build a partnership grounded in respect, trust, and support. These 

lessons shape not only her family but also her professional life, where empathy 

and understanding are essential for building lasting relationships. 

Beyond her work as a Realtor, Myriam is committed to creating spaces where women can come 

together, uplift one another, and thrive. She is dedicated to helping others achieve their full potential 

through collaboration and empowerment. 

Outside of work, Myriam enjoys dancing, reading, exercising, hiking, and working with her hands; 

activities that keep her energized and balanced. Whether in her personal life or professional 

endeavors, Myriam is passionate about inspiring others, creating opportunities, and fostering a sense 

of belonging and empowerment. 

Jannika Sanchez - Assistant for The Scott Parker Team  

Jannika has been an assistant for the Scott Parker Team since July 2024, 

where she supports the team with a wide range of administrative duties. She 

enjoys connecting with clients, colleagues, and the community, which is one of 

the aspects she loves most about her role. Real estate has been her dream 

since she was in Grade 9, and working with such an inspiring and hardworking 

team has brought her closer to her dreams. Jannika feels incredibly fortunate to 

apply the skills she’s gained through school and past jobs while growing both 

personally and professionally in this industry. 
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Community involvement has always been a priority for Jannika. She was actively involved in student 

council, environmental clubs, and volunteering with nonprofits and a healthcare facility. She was a co-

chair for a student-led committee at Vancouver Island University, where she helped organize events 

to connect students and the community. Her passion for service continues with volunteering at events 

in town and joining the Nanaimo Rotaract Club. 

Outside of work, Jannika loves traveling, exploring new cultures, trying different foods, and enjoying 

hobbies like fashion, baking, and dancing. Her greatest inspiration is her mom, whose sacrifices 

shaped her future, and Jannika is deeply grateful for her love and hard work.    

Michelle Fonseca - Real estate agent 

Michelle grew up in the lively heart of Mexico where family bonds run deep, and 

homes pulsate with life. Living in a bustling household taught her that a home is 

more than just a place – it's where memories are made and where you can 

always find comfort. This deep love for the concept of home is what drives 

Michelle's passion for real estate. She loves hearing people's stories and finding 

ways to connect. 

Beyond her professional pursuits, Michelle finds adventure in every corner. 

Whether she's pounding the pavement on a run, immersing herself in the great 

outdoors, or battling it out in video games with her husband and sons, she embraces life with gusto, 

making every moment count. 

Health & Wellness 

Tracy Makarenko - Intuitive Healer & Soul Realignment Coach 

Tracy Makarenko is a bestselling author, Certified Holistic Life Coach, and 

Spiritual Teacher who specializes in guiding women to heal deeply and reconnect 

with their true selves. With over 20 years of experience, she has helped countless 

individuals release trauma, elevate their vibrations, and transform their 

perceptions to create a more balanced and fulfilling life. 

Tracy’s journey began with her own breakdown, which became a breakthrough 

that revealed her purpose as a healer. Combining personal experience with 

training in over 25 modalities, including Reiki, Shamanic Medicine, CranioSacral 

Therapy, and Transform Coaching, Tracy provides a compassionate and intuitive approach tailored to 

each client’s unique needs. 

Her work focuses on creating a safe, sacred space where clients can uncover the root of their 

challenges, release limiting beliefs, and rediscover the wholeness within. Tracy is a co-author of the 

international bestseller “I AM a Brilliant Woman” Vol I and shares her personal journey in “Moving 

from the Outside, In.” 
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Through private coaching, transformative retreats, healing sessions, and workshops, Tracy 

empowers others to embrace their magic and step into their highest potential. To learn more, visit 

www.tracymakarenko.com. 

 

Mitzi Bob - Wellness Counsellor 

Mitzi Bob is a transformative leader and passionate advocate with over 32 years 

of experience in healing individuals impacted by addictions and trauma. Known 

for her deep expertise in trauma-informed care, Mitzi specializes in assessments 

for treatment readiness and developing effective trauma treatment programs. 

Throughout her distinguished career, she has dedicated herself to empowering 

marginalized communities, including residential school survivors and 

incarcerated individuals, to reclaim their lives and break free from the cycles of 

trauma and addiction. 

In addition to her clinical work, Mitzi is currently focused on supporting families in the community 

through prevention programs. Her commitment to prevention and healing is integral to her mission of 

breaking generational cycles of trauma and creating sustainable, positive change for families and 

communities. 

Her unwavering commitment to providing compassionate, evidence-based support has earned her 

recognition as a respected voice in the healing community. Mitzi's work in both clinical and community 

settings demonstrates her ability to create lasting change, offering individuals and families the tools to 

heal, grow, and thrive. Her contributions continue to inspire and impact countless lives, earning her 

the admiration and respect of colleagues, clients, and the communities she serves. 

Dr. Jacqueline Presslauer – Doctor 

I'm a family physician who was born and raised in Nanaimo. After 

leaving for undergraduate studies at the University of Victoria, I 

later went on to complete medical school abroad in Ireland. I later 

returned home to Canada to complete residency at the University 

of Manitoba in Winnipeg. After residency my husband and I made 

the decision to return home to the Island, where I continued my 

passion for family medicine as I took on a role at the Family Practice Clinic. As time went by I later 

stepped into a leadership role at the clinic, taking on the ownership and management alongside two 

colleagues. I also provide care to the community at the Oceanside Urgent Care in Parksville. Lastly I 

also started Lumina MD Aesthetics, where we address medical aesthetic conditions. I love these 

varied forms of practice, which allow me to care for families and help our community members in 

times of urgent health situations. Outside of work I love running, gardening, and spending time with 

my young family.        

http://www.tracymakarenko.com/
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Dr. Elisabeth Crisci - Medical Doctor, Medical Director at Pacifica MD 

Dr. Elisabeth Crisci is a distinguished medical professional with nearly two 

decades of experience in oncology, palliative care, and hospital medicine. Her 

exceptional dedication has earned her three prestigious practice awards, 

highlighting her commitment to superior patient care. 

Dr. Crisci specializes in bioidentical hormone replacement therapy (BHRT), 

focusing on patients with hormonal imbalances, particularly women 

experiencing perimenopause and menopause. She views BHRT as a crucial 

tool in preventing chronic illnesses such as cardiovascular disease, cognitive 

decline, type 2 diabetes, and osteoporosis. 

With a vision to transform healthcare from 'reactive' to 'proactive', Dr. Crisci combines her extensive 

experience with cutting-edge knowledge to provide comprehensive, personalized care that addresses 

both immediate health concerns and long-term wellness goals. 

Dr. Ana Armas Enriquez – Women’s Vita Medical Clinic  

I achieved my medical degree in Havana, Cuba, in 2000. Soon after, 

my husband and I immigrated to Canada to begin our life here 

together. In 2004, I became licensed to practice medicine in rural 

Manitoba. Over the next 12 years I provided both primary and hospital 

care to my patients as a family doctor in the town of Morden, MB. 

During this time, my husband and I had our two daughters; Cosette 

and Camille. My family and I moved to Nanaimo, B.C. in late 2016.  We enjoy being close to the 

ocean and surrounded by the natural beauty offered by the island.   

I am passionate about women’s health and enjoy the variety of practice that being a family doctor can 

offer. I especially love seeing my patients throughout their journeys, providing care through primary 

and preventative medicine, overseeing hospital care in the ER, through labour and delivery, or as in-

patients.  It is a unique opportunity to build special bonds with my patients, including their families, in 

times of need and to provide support in times of struggle or despair.  

While I know I cannot fix everything, I feel privileged to be a part of people’s life journey through their 

health. I am excited to create my practice of family medicine focused on women’s health. I am excited 

to build off some of the same ideas from my practice in Manitoba and to integrate them into the 

women's vita medical clinic on Vancouver Island. 
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Gypsy Hart - Holistic Practitioner/Coach 

With a rich, mixed Hungarian and Romanian heritage, I have a great deal of 

Holistic and Mystic attributes that enrich me with a healthy, visionary and 

instinctual nature of the truest sense, a knowing of the soul. Vancouver Island 

is my professional and personal playground where I balance life’s adventures 

with my family and clients.  

As a Transformational Coach, you allow me to help you open to the 

connectedness between you and your goals. Infusing positivity into intentions 

and actions creates more space for personal thriving and achievement in all 

aspects of life.  With all of the plentiful distractions of modern life, having me as your life coach will 

help bring  clarity to develop within you. Those who have clarity around purpose, personal values, 

and personal priorities can, in turn, interact with the world as their highest self.   

Let's connect heart to heart, either in-person or virtual programs available.  

There are many things that make being a Holistic Practitioner a fulfilling career. Clients come to my 

wellness studio with injuries, general tension, or pain, and I can help them with their wellness journey. 

I may see people because they love to come in for a pamper day or regularly as part of a plan to 

improve mobility and decrease pain for overall well being. I love the diversity of my practice; I hold a 

healing space for everyone and their uniqueness they bring to my wellness studio on Vancouver 

Island. 

Sharing a wealth of personal and professional experience as an inspirational Yoga Teacher. 

Dedicated to serving my students through providing an empowering space for individuals to truly step 

into fully being themselves; I am consciously and creatively fostering a serene environment for all my 

students to strengthen the body, mind, and spirit. Here to guide you every step of the way whether a 

beginner or advanced yogi, I will graciously guide all my students to undergo unique transformation at 

every level. 

As a Metaphysical Practitioner I am here to learn and to live in attunement and harmony with the 

world in love. It requires a deep understanding of oneself, a release from judgment about what is 

considered good and bad and a willingness to notice and then listen to all the shifts in energy around 

you. Including the subtle signs, the fleeting images and inner knowing.  It demands daily 

attentiveness and real discipline.  I use my Mediumship, Clairvoyance, Divination and Empathy 

abilities to help guide me in my readings. 

My passion is to bring communities together. As an Event Organizer, I create connections by hosting 

small business entrepreneurs twice a year at the Nanaimo Wellness & Spirit Fair. 

Exhibitors/Speakers/Sponsors can utilize these events as a platform to highlight their small business 

ventures and build their business. I’m also always excited to organize Workshops for those who wish 

to learn the many modalities I offer. Knowledge is power to those who seek to be inspired.  

http://wellnessandspiritfair.com/
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Plus hosting Nanaimo Small Business Group network meetings - is yet another opportunity to help 

businesses thrive by holding space to connect people to new extensions of business practices to 

spotlight their passions.  

Sharon K. Summerfield - Founder, The Nourished Executive  

Sharon K. Summerfield is the Founder of The Nourished Executive. She is a 

Coach, Holistic Nutritionist, and Certified Growth Advisor. Sharon helps leaders 

invest in their wellbeing, with a holistic lens, to prevent burnout. She is also on a 

mission to build a community of care, building connections with ourselves and 

others, through gluten free food and the power of a handwritten card. 

Shortly after Sharon launched The Nourished Executive, she was in an accident 

that resulted in a significant injury that disrupted her life. She continues to invest 

in her rehabilitation journey, finding those ways to learn to learn again. 

Sharon holds multiple certifications in Business Management, Project Management, Psychological 

Safety, Coaching and Holistic Nutrition, along with the Smart. 

 

Sandi Magnusson - Owner of Knead it or Knot Massage 

Sandi is a strong community person that gives with her heart; she is always 

involved and supporting the community. Sandi runs Knead it or Knot massage 

which offers many services. She runs this successful business where she has 

supported many people, both young and old. She is a Reki master, sound healer, 

and master community cupper. She provides healing massage using hot stones 

and bamboo, Gua Sha, reflexology on both hands and feet, and aromatherapy.  

Sandi has decades of experience, and utilizes both Western and Eastern 

modalities. She loves what she does and appreciates the people. 

Jenna Wickham  - Probation Officer and Lifelong Learner 

Health and wellness is the foundation of my life and the greatest 

asset I possess. I balance my wellness mirroring the wellness wheel, 

a holistic approach, where I focus on physical, mental, emotional and 

spiritual health. I encourage those around me through pro-social 

modelling, active listening, empowerment, and support. I believe 

health and wellness is not a one-size-fits-all approach and instead 

needs to be responsive to each individual. I am happy. I am learning. 

I am grateful. I am enough. 
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Tia Sutton – Aesthetician, Your Skin Magician  

I always knew I wanted to make a positive impact both in my community and beyond, and I feel so 

blessed to have found my place. By combining my love for people and skincare, I am able to provide 

compassionate and result-driven skin health services. 

My passion and focus is corrective skincare, focusing on acne and rosacea, although I love any major 

skin transformation! I use a combination of modalities in all of my treatments, in conjunction with at-

home skincare solutions and other lifestyle factors to create a skin health treatment plan that works 

for you and your lifestyle. 

Erin Thorpe - Registered Acupuncturist 

My work involves a great deal of space-holding for people in vulnerable 

moments and times in their lives. While people often think of acupuncture as 

a way to relieve pain and get their energy moving, my work allows me to offer 

so much more than that to my patients. While everyone and all their 

experiences are welcome at Nettle, the focus of my practice, and my passion, 

is supporting people moving through somatic healing and finding safety in 

their body again (or for the first time). Chronic illness and its connection to 

Mental/Emotional health and Trauma healing can be supported beautifully 

through acupuncture and I am honoured to get to be the person to sit with, 

listen to, acknowledge, and support those who trust me with their 

acupuncture care. 

Louise Clarke – Owner 

I’m Louise Clarke, the owner of Aurora Wellness Centre in Parksville on Vancouver Island, and a 

passionate advocate for holistic health, beauty, and community connection. My wellness journey 

began as a personal mission to support my mother, who was living with dementia. Determined to 

ease her struggles, I explored advanced therapies and discovered the transformative potential of 

Thor laser and photobiomodulation therapy. This discovery inspired me to create Aurora Wellness 

Centre, a space where innovative treatments blend seamlessly with nurturing practices like energy 

healing, meditation, and sound therapy. 

Giving back is at the heart of what I do. I feel incredibly grateful to be able to host events, from sip-

and-shop evenings to mini retreats, that raise funds for local charities. My goal is to use my business 

as a platform to support those in need while fostering a sense of connection within our community. 

As a community leader and a 2024 Women of Influence nominee, I’m committed to empowering 

others on their wellness journeys. I live each day with infinite love and gratitude, knowing that 

balance, compassion, and purpose lead to a fulfilled life. Outside of work, I enjoy the tranquil beauty 

of Vancouver Island with my husband, family, extended family, two golden retrievers, and our pet pig.          
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Sarah Gilks - Founder/CEO of Healthy Role Models 

Sarah Gilks is an entrepreneur and the founder/CEO of the internationally 

recognized women’s health and fitness movement, Healthy Role Models 

(HRM). With a mission to inspire vibrant, healthy lives, Sarah created HRM to 

provide a supportive community for women passionate about health, self-

improvement, and excellence in all areas of life.  

HRM is more than a 12-week challenge—it’s a lifestyle transformation. The 

program teaches sustainable habits, resilience, and strategies for overcoming 

obstacles, emphasizing community and modeling success through action. 

"Leading by example is the most powerful way to inspire others" Sarah says, 

and HRM’s ripple effect has grown from 20 women in her hometown to nearly 

1,000 participants worldwide. 

A heart-centered leader, Sarah balances her career with being a mom of two, a devoted wife, and a 

lifelong learner. Her accomplishments have earned her multiple awards, including “Rising Star” and 

“#1 Millionaire in Action.” She credits her success to consistent, positive choices, a commitment to 

excellence, and her desire to uplift everyone she encounters. 

Certified in leadership and fitness coaching, Sarah continues to lead HRM with passion, creating a 

global impact one vibrant, healthy lifestyle at a time. 

Visit www.healthyrolemodels.com | Instagram: @healthyrolemodels | Podcast: Training for Life. 

Heather Carnie - Fibre Supply Assistant at Nanaimo Forest Products, 

Ambassador with Shaklee Canada  

Born and raised in Nanaimo, I began highland dancing at age four with Anne 

Reid, achieving milestones like B.C. champion, top 5 in Canada, and 5th in the 

world by fifteen. I’m married to an amazing and supportive husband, and 

together we have two beautiful children who inspire me daily. 

I’ve worked at Nanaimo Forest Products for nearly ten years and renewed my 

passion for highland dance two years ago with Diena Henry, coinciding with my 

health and wellness journey. This past summer, I competed internationally in 

highland dance, a full-circle moment that reignited my love for performing. 

I started coaching with Beachbody (BODi) and now focus on wellness and nutrition with Shaklee 

Canada while continuing to coach and support others. I love performing in the community, whether 

it’s at care homes, local events, or studio shows. 

Sharing my passions for dance, health, and wellness drives me, and I’m committed to inspiring and 

uplifting others every step of the way. 
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Gillian Goerzen - Registered Clinical Counsellor           

Gillian is a body-neutral health and fitness coach/ author, turned therapist. 

What does that mean? In addition to her degree in Kinesiology, multiple fitness/ 

health registrations (Personal Trainer, Group Fitness Instructor, Yoga Fitness 

Leader, Certified Intuitive Eating Counsellor), and 25 years in fitness, she's now 

acquired a Master in Counselling Psychology and some more cool letters 

behind her name (RCC, aka. Registered Clinical Counsellor in B.C.).  

She's a self-proclaimed body/mind/ spirit health nerd who is passionate about 

making a difference! She is committed to helping her clients and the community 

at large not just survive, but THRIVE! She works with folks through her one-to-

one and group counselling and coaching practice, as well as her online Super 

You Studio platform. In keeping with her commitment to accessibility, she also has a robust social 

media presence and offers a free weekly Substack for folks interested in exploring themes related to 

health, body, mind, and spirit! Gillian lives, works and plays in the traditional territory of the 

Snuneymuxw First Nation, on Vancouver Island in B.C., Canada with her two sons, husband and 

mini-aussie ‘Tucker’. 

 

Karleena Wiebe - Co-Founder & Operator of Loaded Movement Academy  

Meet Karleena Wiebe, co-founder, CEO, and head coach at LMA. But you can 

call her Kar. LMA started in 2020 with just two trainers on a mission to make a 

difference. Today, it’s grown into a team of 10 professionals and 1 intern, all 

committed to empowering people through movement. Karleena no longer trains 

clients directly. Instead, she focuses on training her team of coaches, leading 

them to help far more people take charge of their health and fitness than she 

could ever reach alone. 

Born and raised on Vancouver Island, Karleena’s own fitness journey began 

with eleven years as a competitive gymnast, followed by thirteen years as a 

gymnastics and fitness coach. Her passion for functional strength was ignited by overcoming a 

career-ending back injury, sparking a lifelong love for rebuilding the body and pushing limits. 

With a BSc in Biology & Psychology, and specializations in pain-free performance and pelvic floor 

training, Karleena champions movement as the best medicine for body and mind. Her coaching 

philosophy focuses on resilience and inner strength, and she has built a community where fitness 

goes beyond aesthetics or "body goals." 

When she’s not leading her team, Karleena enjoys downtime with her dogs, finding new camping 

spots with her husband, or tricking herself into doing cardio with dance classes like pole or jazz. 

Whether in the gym or in the great outdoors, Karleena’s passion for helping others build stronger, 
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more resilient lives shines through. She believes that the strength cultivated in fitness extends into 

every part of life, empowering people from the inside out. 

Celeste Walmsley - Owner & Laser Technician   

Celeste was a highly successful, self-employed entrepreneur in 

marketing. She loved serving clients and building relationships with 

them, and found that being her own boss gave her the freedom to 

offer personalized services and provide a comfortable and relaxing 

atmosphere but she eventually decided to pursue a new career path. 

She has been involved with the Laser Hair Removal industry for over 20 years as a consumer and is 

now a Certified Laser Technician. She has a passion for helping others with skin issues that impact 

their lives negatively and wants to help them feel more beautiful and confident by removing 

'unwanteds' from their skin. 

With her extensive business skills, Celeste decided to start Lisse Laser & Skin Studio; her own Laser 

Hair Removal & Laser Skin Rejuvenation company. She used her knowledge and expertise to build a 

thriving business that offers a wide range of laser treatments, including hair removal, skin 

rejuvenation, and scar, spot, fine line, wrinkle, pigmentation, Rosacea & vein reduction. 

Lisse Laser & Skin Studio has become a favourite among clients in the community, and Celeste is 

proud of the relationships she has built with her clients. She believes in providing exceptional 

customer service and offering customized treatment plans to help each client to achieve their desired 

results. 

Overall, Celeste is an inspiring entrepreneur who has used her skills and passion to build a business 

that makes a difference in people's lives. 

Jennifer Baker - Spiritual Wellness Entrepreneur 

I’m a chemical free spa that offers two massages with Young Living essential 

oils and infused with energy healing. Spiritually I’m an astrologer and a card 

reader. I am passionate about Astrology and learning about divination tools. 

To me, influence is someone that you look up to and admire for their love to do 

things better and support their community. My life goals are that I want to do 

better and help others know that we can do better together with love. Be patient 

with yourself, have faith and be open to new things 
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Matriarch 

Joan Brown - CAO, Snuneymuxw First Nation  

Joan Brown is Snuneymuxw and oversees the overall administration of 

Snuneymuxw First Nation as Chief Administration Officer. 

With over 40 years of administrative experience and a Master's in Indigenous 

Language Revitalization, Mrs. Brown is dedicated to restoring an ancient 

Snuneymuxw way of honouring the Land, with every breath and every step. 

Under the leadership of Chief Wyse, Mrs. Brown has fostered strong 

partnerships with organizations such as the First Nations Finance Authority, 

BC Housing, the City of Nanaimo, the Regional District of Nanaimo, and 

Nanaimo Ladysmith Public Schools. These and other collaborations have 

been instrumental in advancing initiatives focused on healing, economic development, and 

Snuneymuxw knowledge. 

Kathleen Darby - Executive Director of the Creative City Network of Canada 

For over forty years, I have been a driving force in developing and elevating 

organizations, particularly in the arts and culture sector. As a trailblazer, I 

served as the inaugural Executive Director for three groundbreaking 

organizations: the Costume Museum of Canada, the Winnipeg International 

Writers Festival, and the Arts and Cultural Industries Association, now 

known as Creative Manitoba. 

In 2008, I relocated to Nanaimo, where I became Manager and later 

Executive Director of the Nanaimo Conservatory of Music (NCM). Over eight 

transformative years, I spearheaded initiatives that strengthened NCM’s 

programs, expanded its reach, and supported its students and families. My 

contributions included launching a bursary program, introducing new 

awards, and founding the Vancouver Island Chamber Music Festival. I also mentored Vancouver 

Island University (VIU) students, creating meaningful placements and offered NCM staff opportunities 

for development and growth. 

Later, as I joined the Bethlehem Centre to guide its transition to a new operating model, I continued 

my mentorship efforts with VIU students and established programs to reskill and upskill 

underemployed individuals. Under my leadership, the Centre earned a Hospitality Award from the 

Chamber of Commerce. 

Between 2008 to 2019, I served as President of the Board of the B.C. Association of Music Schools 

where I developed a comprehensive policy compendium for B.C. music schools. I advocated for the 

restoration of B.C. Gaming funding, contributed to the City of Nanaimo’s Cultural Plan, and mentored 
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over a dozen arts organizations through the Business/Arts artsVest program. As a consultant, I 

worked with the Nanaimo Arts Council and the Seymour Art Gallery in Deep Cove. 

Currently, I am the Executive Director of the Creative City Network of Canada, which includes 

members such as Nanaimo and Ladysmith. In October 2023, I represented the arts sector as a 

speaker at the VIEA conference, discussing the arts as an economic driver. I have also been 

nominated for a prestigious King Charles III medal. 

Beyond my professional roles, I am deeply committed to public service and mentorship. I chair the 

Town of Ladysmith Public Art Committee, continue to mentor emerging arts professionals, and serve 

on the board of Arts Consultants Canada as Membership Chair. My passion for fostering talent and 

advancing the arts remains steadfast, making me a proud advocate for the cultural sector’s role in 

building vibrant communities. 

Jennifer Ferguson - Owner/Operator After School Kids Klub  

I was born and raised in Nanaimo BC. I attended Rock City Elementary, Wellington Secondary and 

NDSS (class of 1985). I then went on to complete my Recreation Diploma at Malaspina University-

College. 

In 1988, I began working for the Regional District of Nanaimo, Parks Recreation and Culture, as well 

as a number of other part time jobs at Stephenson Point Fitness Club and Quarterway Racquet Club. 

It was at this time After School Kids Klub was born as an RDN After School Program at Beban 

House. 

Near the end of that same year, I met my husband Farren. We have been happily married since 1992 

and are proud parents to our daughter Sarah born in 2001. 

In my many years living in this beautiful city, I have had the honour and pleasure of meeting and 

spending time with so many children, parents, teachers, care-givers and programmers. I am very 

fortunate to have had such a fulfilling career and I am very grateful for the love and support of my 

family and especially my team who will be with me to celebrate all of the influential women of this city. 

Tanya Hiltz - President Of Wisteria Community Association aka Stone Soup 

Tanya is an unwavering advocate and a source of strength for those in need. As the President of the 

Wisteria Association, she leads with compassion, determination, and an unrelenting commitment to 

uplifting her community. 
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Tanya and her husband, Doug, co-founded Stone Soup, a volunteer-driven, 

community-supported nightly meal program that ensures Nanaimo's homeless 

population has access to food and clothing every single day. With the help of 

dedicated volunteers, Stone Soup has become a lifeline for countless 

individuals, demonstrating the power of kindness and collective action. As of 

January 10th, 2025, they have marked ten years of looking after Nanaimo’s 

homeless population every day, without missing a single night even through 

COVID and other challenges.  

Beyond her hands-on work, Tanya is a fierce champion for the rights of people 

experiencing homelessness. Her advocacy extends far and wide, inspiring 

others to take action and creating a ripple effect of positive change.  

Tanya's support and encouragement are boundless. She has personally impacted lives, offering 

strength and guidance during the most challenging times. Her leadership, paired with her deep 

empathy, makes her not only a hero to many but also a beacon of hope in the Nanaimo community. 

Tanya is a shining example of what it means to care deeply, act boldly, and make a difference every 

day. 

Marie Ranalli - Lawn/ Property caretaker  

My biggest passion is caring for people, bringing people together 

and making a better community. My life goals are to bring more joy 

to Nanaimo and to bring more people together for events. In our 

neighborhood, there are fifteen homes/families; each of them know 

me and come to me for help or care of their homes. I am responsible 

for helping keep my elderly neighbors in their home. I believe that 

you need people like me in all neighborhoods to help make it more of a community.     

Influence to me means to help and understand others; to help others make a better choice or 

direction. It means being there and listening and helping to guide them to a better place; to offer a 

hand.            

Linda Breedlove - Author/ Writer 

Author bio: Linda Breedlove is the international award-winning author of the motivational 

‘REBELHEART’ series. 

Linda was on a journey to find purpose, mindfulness and contentment in her life and began posting 

motivational and inspirational messages on social media to keep herself accountable. Along the way, 

she discovered that she was not only helping herself, but she was inspiring many others as well. 

Her books show us that having the right attitude and discipline in your life can be motivating and can 

help you to reach the dreams and goals you desire. 
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Linda became inspired to help women embrace the best in themselves. She has been called a 

‘motivational voice for anyone desiring change.’ 

Linda has shown us again and again in her books that you might have to bend or even break the 

rules and rebel to make the changes in your life that you desire to live a happy and purposeful life.                    

  

Teresa Ostman - Health and Wellness Enthusiast and Influencer 

I have a passion for health and wellness; this passion is reflected in 

everything I do. I share health and wellness information 

professionally, personally, and as a volunteer to help people live 

healthier and happier lives. I give to others while also making sure 

to take care of myself. I believe that you can’t really help others if 

you are not practicing self-care.  

I am the editor, publisher and owner of five printed editions of the 

Wellness News Choices for Healthy Living Newsletters on Vancouver Island, as well as a host of 

Wellness.News, an online health and wellness resource. And I produce several large Wellness Expos 

and Health Fairs. I have hosted a Wellness Wednesday weekly radio show for over six years, as well 

as the Wellness Minute on Act3 Rogers TV show. I am the President of the Nanaimo Senior Services 

Network Society (NSSN) and I organize a meetup group for a Social and Outdoor Group for Women 

over 40. I also volunteer as a dog walker with Elderdog, and I foster dogs when their human is ill or in 

hospital, a community volunteer. 

Teltitelwet (Coast Salish  Yetta (Okanagan) or Connie Paul RN - First Nations Advocacy/ 

Community development    

Teltitelwet, my Coast Salish Name from my father's side. Yetta, my Great 

Granny Dirty Lakes grandmother's name from my mother's side. Hanakim Zim 

Lisms, a gifted name from the four tribes of the Nisga'a People. My Traditional 

names tell you everything about me.        

Connie Paul is a cultural spiritual leader that is blessed with three different First 

Nations names. Her true education comes from her great grandmother, while 

she is formally educated as a Registered Nurse, who graduated from McMaster 

University through their remote outpost nursing program. Connie has worked at 

Nanaimo Regional General Hospital (NRGH) and then almost 20 years as an outpost nurse.  

For the past fifteen years, Connie has been and currently is a nurse manager with Snuneymuxw Hulit 

Lelum (Snuneymuxw First Nation) where she has been instrumental in improving health care 

exponentially for the Nation. Connie is an absolute advocate, identifying health care gaps and 

empowering those with the skills needed to find innovative solutions for filling those gaps. Connie 

loves to spend her time beading, cedar weaving, painting, writing plays and writing poetry. Connie 

finds that Art is medicine and has been her medicine since she was a child.  
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Marianne Stone - Mrs. - Community Champion 

I am a devout member of the Catholic Church, and deeply committed to service, 

focusing on others' needs and fostering connections that uplift and inspire. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, I volunteered with the Nanaimo Telephone Society, 

a lifeline for isolated seniors seeking companionship and support. This volunteer 

initiative provided vital mental health support and a sense of belonging to 

countless individuals. During these 37 years, the society evolved into a broader 

effort to care for those vulnerable seniors. I have personally “adopted” several 

seniors, integrating them into my family and supporting them through their final 

years. 

From organizing Thanksgiving and Christmas lunches, to providing transportation for appointments 

and errands, I hope to bring joy and connection to seniors who might otherwise feel forgotten.                 

               

Marnie Strijckers - PAC Chair  

Marnie Strijckers is a seasoned entrepreneur and passionate community leader 

with over 25 years of experience in the recruitment industry. As the owner of her 

own recruiting company, Marnie has built a strong reputation for providing 

tailored recruitment solutions that help businesses find top-tier talent across 

various industries. 

In addition to her professional success, Marnie has made a lasting impact in her 

community as the Chair of the Parent Advisory Committee (PAC) for 15 years. 

During this time, she has raised over $250,000 to support educational initiatives 

and has organized talent shows, providing students with a platform to showcase 

their abilities and build confidence so they can perform at their best. Her dedication to enhancing the 

educational experience for students and supporting families has earned her the respect of parents, 

educators, and local leaders alike. 

Driven by a commitment to both business excellence and community empowerment, Marnie 

continues to create lasting change through her professional work and volunteer efforts. 
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Lesley Lambert - Sync or Swim Coach  

Lesley Lambert is the coach of Ladysmith's Sync or Swim Racing Dragon Boat 

team.  She also serves on the Executive Committee of the Ladysmith Dragon 

Boat Society.  She is a Mother of six children and a Grandmother of fifteen.  

She brings decades of experience managing and coaching teams, working with 

and supporting people in all walks of life.  

Kitty Bonham - Retired 

Kitty Bonham sews Highland Dance costumes, as a hobby, and has over 40 

years of costume-making experience. Her support and kindness has been a huge support to the local 

dance community. She loves to sew for the dancers and each costume makes each dancer feel 

confident, beautiful, and proud. When she isn’t sewing, she can be found reading, walking the dog, 

and visiting with friends.  

To Kitty, influence means bringing about some sort of change in other people. And she is inspired 

and influenced by her daughter.  

STEM 

Janna Wale - Indigenous Research and Partnerships Lead at the Pacific Institute for Climate 

Solutions (PICS) OR an Indigenous Climate Researcher             

Janna Wale (Gitxsan/Cree-Métis) is the Indigenous Research and Partnerships 

Lead at the Pacific Institute for Climate Solutions (PICS), where she integrates 

Indigenous and Western knowledge to build climate resilience in Indigenous 

communities. With a bachelor of Natural Resource Science and a Master in 

Sustainability, her research focuses on creating adaptive strategies for climate 

change using Indigenous ways of knowing and being. 

Janna has received several prestigious accolades for her work in sustainability, 

including 30 Under 30 Sustainability Leaders (Corporate Knights, 2024), the 

B.C. Achievement Award for Emerging Leader (2024), and the Anitra Paris 

Female Youth Leadership Award (Clean Energy BC, 2023). She was also a finalist for the Community 

Advocate of the Year Award (Foresight Canada, 2024), and will be a featured speaker at TEDx 

Surrey in January of 2025. 
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Beyond her professional work, Janna is committed to mentoring Indigenous youth, encouraging them 

to pursue careers in climate science. She has represented Indigenous youth at international forums, 

including the UN Climate Change Conference (COP28) with SevenGen, a collective of Indigenous 

Youth Energy Leaders. Janna’s leadership and advocacy ensure Indigenous voices are central in 

shaping climate policies, creating a more sustainable and inclusive future for all. 

Jennifer Hufnagel - Owner/ Principal       

Jennifer Hufnagel is an accomplished corporate trainer, operations consultant, 

and AI enthusiast. Born in Sointula on Vancouver Island, she embodies the 

Finnish ethos of SISU—grit, perseverance, and determination. With a BCom in 

Entrepreneurship from UVIC, she began her career in the early days of 

software as a business analyst. With over 25 years in learning and 

development, instructional design and operations, through her consulting 

practice, Hufnagel Consulting, Jennifer specializes in business analysis, 

process improvement, operations support, software/digital transformation, 

corporate training, and instructional design. 

She works with hundreds of small to medium businesses, nonprofits, and Fortune 100 companies to 

optimize operations, adopt new technologies, and train teams. At Innovation Island, Jennifer co-

created the DER3 Program, which helped over 460 Vancouver Island businesses "Get Digital" and 

expanded across British Columbia. 

Jennifer is known for her energy, enthusiasm, and strong ability to Get “Stuff” Done. One of her 

favourite quotes is: "Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much." – Helen Keller. Rooted in 

authenticity, integrity, and service, Jennifer balances her professional life with outdoor activities like 

cold dipping, hiking, travel and holds a volunteer board position at a local food security charity in 

Nanoose Bay. 

Jennifer Sinclair - Western Canada Dam Practice Manager   

Jennifer Sinclair is the Western Canada Dam Practice Manager at Tetra Tech, a global engineering 

consulting firm with corporate headquarters in Pasadena, California. Born in Victoria B.C. to a military 

family, she grew up in B.C. and Quebec, and completed her engineering studies at UBC in 2002. She 

has spent the last twenty plus years juggling family and career aspirations of leadership in a 

significantly male dominated industry. Being active with family, friends and her two Irish setters helps 

keep her balanced. 
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Natasha Wilch - Physical Therapist, Founder & Owner, Symphony Brain 

Performance.  

Natasha Wilch is the visionary founder of Symphony Brain Performance, a 

leading clinic in Nanaimo, B.C., specializing in acute and persistent concussion, 

vestibular, and neurological disorders. With an interdisciplinary team dedicated 

to helping clients "live life’s moments again", Natasha and her team deliver 

exceptional care rooted in innovation, compassion, and expertise. 

Driven by a passion to elevate the global standard of concussion care, Natasha 

extends her impact beyond the clinic. She is the founder of Concussion Nerds, a 

mentorship program for clinicians seeking advanced skills and confidence in concussion 

management. A dynamic educator and advocate, Natasha uses her strong social media presence, 

engaging podcast, and sought-after speaking opportunities to inspire and educate both the public and 

medical community on this critical topic. 

Natasha’s unwavering commitment to improving lives and driving change reflects her deep dedication 

to this field that is so close to her heart. 

To me, influence is a powerful responsibility—one that should never be taken lightly. It’s the ability to 

inspire meaningful action, whether on an individual level through behavior change or on a larger scale 

by sparking a movement. I feel deeply honored to be in a position where I can connect with incredible 

people, share knowledge, and offer inspiration. Being a catalyst for positive change, both within my 

community and beyond, is a privilege I hold close to my heart.        

Vanessa Craig - PhD, RPBio            

Vanessa Craig, PhD, RPBio, is a seasoned wildlife biologist and a committed 

leader in her community. Her 25-year career as a conservation-focused 

scientist has been rooted in the study and protection of species at risk in 

British Columbia. Holding both an MSc and PhD in wildlife biology, her 

expertise spans small mammal ecology with a particular focus on shrews, 

voles, mice, and bats. Dr. Craig has contributed to key recovery strategies, 

authored critical habitat definitions for at-risk species, and has developed 

best management practices, particularly for bat conservation. 

Her community involvement is equally extensive. She served on the College 

of Applied Biologists Council for over a decade and was the first woman to serve as its elected 

President. She is currently serving her second term as the elected representative for Gabriola, 

Mudge, and DeCourcy Islands on the Regional District of Nanaimo (RDN) Board. She is also in her 

third year of serving as the RDN Board's Chair and is the first woman to hold that position in its 57-

year history. In all her roles she brings her scientific curiosity and rigor and strives to foster good 

governance and collaborative solutions for our region's future. 



2025 WIN Awards Nominees - Photo Credit Barbara Anne Photography 
 

Samantha Hackett - Professional Engineer        

I’m Samantha Hackett, founder and lead engineer of Check Engineering Inc., 

where I specialize in delivering structural engineering solutions with care and 

collaboration. As a woman in STEM, I’ve worked hard to carve out a space 

where inclusivity and approachability thrive in an industry that often feels 

inaccessible. I’m passionate about working directly with homeowners on 

projects that blend technical expertise with a warm, supportive client 

experience. 

Beyond my professional work, I’m committed to inspiring the next generation of 

women in engineering. 

Outside of engineering, I enjoy a full and adventurous life. Backcountry hiking, exploring Vancouver 

Island with my husband and son, golfing, music, and travel bring me joy and balance. 

Jenn Bogwald - Chief Financial Officer, Problem Solver for purpose-built rental development 

company       

Jenn Bogwald is a heart-centered leader passionate about helping community-minded business 

owners make informed, impactful decisions. Growing up in a family filled with creatives—actors, 

designers, and musicians. But Jenn took a different path by pursuing a degree in business. This 

unique combination of creativity and business acumen led to a successful career in public accounting, 

where she thrived for over twenty-two tax seasons. In that time, she developed a specialization in 

business succession planning and enjoyed working with a diverse range of businesses and people. 

In a bold career shift, Jenn transitioned into the real estate and construction industry, taking on the 

role of Chief Financial Officer at WestUrban Developments. For the past two years, she has brought 

her extensive financial expertise to the company, helping drive its growth while remaining committed 

to the values of collaboration and strategic decision-making that guide her work. 

Jenn’s journey reflects her dedication to creating positive change, fostering growth, and using her 

experience to empower others in both business and community. 

Shaelyn Clark - Environmental Scientist  

I am an Environmental Scientist who specializes in the monitoring and 

remediation of contaminated sites. In my spare time, I volunteer with community 

organizations to protect and support biodiversity and vulnerable habitats around 

Nanaimo. Notable projects I have worked on are the Western Painted Project, 

and the Walley Creek and Cat Stream Restoration projects. 

Throughout my life, I have been passionate about the enjoyment and preservation 

of the natural world. Doing our part in the fight against climate change fueled my 

professional path. I studied Geoscience in university and followed my passion to 

become an Environmental Scientist. Most of my hobbies revolve around enjoying nature and include 
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hiking, backpacking, skiing, and surfing. I am also an avid birder and love watching animals in their 

natural habitats.           

Influence describes the power to affect the character, development, or behavior of someone and 

often is the driving force behind people's life paths. Being influenced by prominent figures and 

movements has the ability to foster great passion for subjects and was a great driving force behind 

my love for the natural world. From a young age I was inspired by conservation visionaries and 

environmental activists such as Jane Goodall, David Attenborough, and Al Gore. 

Trades 

Gabrielle Colonna – Hairstylist 

I'm a passionate hairstylist with a love for creativity and helping people feel 

confident in their own skin. I believe every person’s style should reflect their 

unique personality, and I’m dedicated to making that happen with every cut, 

color, and style I create. Outside of the salon, I’m an avid reader, always on the 

lookout for new ideas and inspiration. Traveling is another big part of my life; I 

love exploring new places and cultures, which fuels my creativity and broadens 

my perspective. Whether I'm styling hair or discovering something new, I’m 

always striving to bring fresh energy and creativity into everything I do. 

 

Trinity LaRose - Automotive Service Technician 

I am a level 1 apprentice Mechanic at Canadian Tire in Nanaimo. I perform in-depth vehicle 

inspections, oil changes, tire swaps/rotations, and various other mechanical jobs required of me.  

I work and learn under Red Seal Mechanics to further my experience, skills, and 

training. I work directly with the community, helping people get their cars in 

better and safer working conditions. 

To me, influence means using your experiences, insights, and knowledge to 

help affect positive change whether in the community, an individual or an 

industry. I feel I am able to positively affect individuals in my community by using 

my mechanics skills to fix their cars and make sure they are safe. 

My greatest influence is my dad. My dad has inspired me to follow my passion 

for being a mechanic. My dad is a tradesmen himself, in residential and 

commercial HVAC. He is motivated, determined, and is always proud of his work. The proud feeling 

that trades people all know when they can step back from their work and know they put their best 

work in and are able to see and feel their craft in action. My dad showed me this feeling and I now 

share that proud feeling with him and let it fuel my determination and ambition for my trade. 
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Selina Hannen - Founder & Lead Interior Designer 

With over a decade of experience in the interior design industry, Selina Hannen 

is the founder and lead designer at Hannen Homes & Interior Design. 

Specializing in luxury kitchen design and millwork, Selina’s work blends 

aesthetic elegance with functional excellence, creating bespoke spaces that 

elevate everyday living. 

Graduating with a bachelor's degree in interior design, Selina’s career has been 

driven by her strong passion for construction and the renovation process. She 

thrives in collaborative environments, working closely with fellow designers and 

tradespeople to bring visionary designs to life. Her dedication to quality craftsmanship and innovative 

design solutions has made her a respected leader in the field, with a particular focus on creating 

timeless spaces that reflect her clients' lifestyles and personalities. 

Delea Trumbley - Owner/ Operator of Details Painting 

Delea embodies authenticity and compassion in every brushstroke. With over 

17 years of experience in residential painting, her work is not just about 

beautifying spaces—it’s about lighting up the lives of those she serves. Delea’s 

incredible work ethic and dedication to her craft are matched only by her unique 

approach to business. Known for her attention to detail, she brings joy and 

creativity into every project, infusing her quirky spirit, dance, and humour to 

connect with clients and make them feel seen and appreciated. 

Her commitment to creating inclusive, safe spaces extends beyond the homes 

she transforms. Her influence ripples through her profession and community, not only through her 

exceptional craftsmanship, but also through her unwavering dedication to making a positive impact. 

Delea’s work is a reflection of who she is at her core—a compassionate, creative force driven by a 

passion for art and human connection. She doesn’t just paint walls; she paints stories of kindness, 

inclusion, and beauty, leaving a lasting impression on everyone she encounters. 

Karen Fry - Fire Service, Public Safety  

I have been in the fire service for 25 years. During that time, I started out as a 

dispatcher with Nanaimo Fire, rose through the ranks, and became a Chief 

officer in Surrey and the Fire Chief in Nanaimo for five years. I am currently 

serving as the female leading one of the largest fire departments in North 

America at Vancouver Fire Rescue. I lead a team of nearly 1,000 staff. In an 

industry where only 3.5% of women work, I have crashed through a ceiling to 

be a mentor, leader and example for women, under-represented groups, and 

men in public safety. I have taken on some of the hardest issues, from 

homelessness and the safety of individuals living at risk, to fire prevention, 

smoke alarms, and bystander first aid. I continue to advocate as a representative for all fire services 

across B.C. and North America. 
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I also take on key initiatives, including charity work that focuses on providing snacks for kids, sports 

for kids, and wellness initiatives. I was awarded the King's Coronation Medal in 2024, by the 

Lieutenant Governor of B.C., as well as was given an honorary Doctorate of Laws from the JIBC. I 

have been requested to speak to corporate and government agencies on leadership many times. 

My passions include truth and reconciliation, and support for our indigenous people. This ranges from 

learning the truth, to providing mentorship and building partnerships, to engaging indigenous youth to 

see opportunities in firefighting. I am also an advocate for cancer prevention and mental health 

support for first responders, and am a leader across North America in providing cancer free 

firefighting gear. I mentor other women in fire departments across B.C. and Canada who want to grow 

their careers, volunteer my time as an Honorary Aide de Camp to the Lieutenant Governor, and 

support the Pacific Autism Family Network to ensure that firefighters and first responders understand 

how to support neuro-diverse individuals across BC. 

Kate Cram - Chef and Owner of Old Town Bakery, Wild Poppy Market, 

Cold Front Gelato 

I mentor a team of 70 employees and take great care in ensuring my 

employees are supported and profiled in their work environment. I advocate 

for education and encourage my team to continue their education. I have 

sponsored fourteen baking apprentices. I have also worked with Skilled 

Trades B.C. on the Baker curriculum and testing. I foster a relationship with 

VIU, mentoring the next generation of bakers. I currently volunteer with 

Ladysmith Family and Friends and Youth Bloom Project (bridging culture with 

the First Nations community through food). I was a referee coordinator for the 

Mid-isle Soccer Club, and was a Scouter. My business also sponsors many 

youth sports and arts and culture programs 

My greatest joy is to make everyone feel accepted and loved through food.  Baking and cooking are 

my love languages.  When I am not in the kitchen, I enjoy time with my husband and three sons.  

When I am not at one of the shops, you can find me on the sidelines of a soccer field, near the ocean 

or walking in the woods with my dogs. 

I have been influenced by a variety of people. Each person has been an ingredient in the recipe that 

has shaped me into who I am today. It is a great honour to positively and inclusively influence the 

next generation of my trade.  
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Jenna Mayzes - Partner at United Floors 

I was born and raised on Vancouver Island. We moved to Nanaimo (from 

Victoria) when I was four years old. I grew up actively participating in 

competitive gymnastics and spending time with my family and friends. I 

graduated from Dover Bay Secondary School in 2000, and then VIU with a 

BBA in Management in 2008. I have always worked in a customer service role, 

so when the opportunity came to work under my Dad's leadership and 

mentorship at United Floors, it was a natural fit for me. The real game changer 

was in 2015 when my daughter, Madeline, was born. She is my reason for 

everything. 

Chiara Sulyok - Regional Partner for Vancouver Island  

As a Regional Partner for Vancouver Island, with nearly 20 years in the 

construction industry, I’ve built a career rooted in hard work, creativity, and 

passion. My love for carpentry and landscaping fuels my drive to create and 

transform spaces, allowing me to work with my hands and bring ideas to life. 

Outside of work, you’ll find me recharging at the gym—lifting weights and 

unplugging from the world—or enjoying time with my wonderful husband, Steve, 

our two amazing kids, and our home full of animals. I’m someone who thrives 

on challenges, always seeking new goals to push my limits and keep my cup 

full. 

I believe success comes to those who put in the work and project positive energy into the universe. 

With creativity, dedication, and a little faith, anything is possible. 

Carla Smith - President - CMF Construction Ltd. 

Carla's passion for construction stems from her upbringing in the family 

business. She works closely with two of her brothers to manage the Carlson 

Construction Group (CCG), which her father founded in 1971. 

Carla graduated from BCIT in 1996 with a Diploma in Civil and Structural 

Engineering and has spent over 27 years in the family business. As president 

of CMF Construction Ltd., a general contractor based in Nanaimo, she 

oversees a team of carpenters, laborers, operators, and mechanics. CMF 

Construction is now certified by WorkSafeBC in hazmat abatement and serves 

clients across industrial, commercial, institutional, and infrastructure sectors 

throughout British Columbia and Yukon. 

Carla is also a former Chair of Women in Construction (WIC) based in Central Vancouver Island, 

dedicated to supporting women in the industry. Her three children have worked for CMF Construction 

over the years, with her son pursuing a career in HVAC and starting his second-year apprenticeship 
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in January 2025. One daughter is currently a project coordinator. Carla leverages her Construction 

Management and Project Planning skills to secure bids and execute successful projects. 

Donna Hais - This Generation's Caretaker of My Family's Business 

Donna Hais is the Owner and General Manager of R. W. (Bob) Wall Ltd., a leading commercial 

construction contractor on Vancouver Island. The company’s projects have included professional 

offices, hotels, pubs, restaurants, warehouses, retail spaces, apartment buildings, social housing 

projects, dental clinics, medical offices, surgical centres, schools, and churches. Special focus in the 

past number of years has been in the medical and dental community throughout Vancouver Island. In 

2020, R. W. (Bob) Wall Ltd. won the Construction Leadership Award for Vancouver Island. 

Donna is also the Owner and General Manager of Canadian Cache Development Corporation, a land 

development company which has been concentrating its efforts in creating a Hospital Campus in 

Nanaimo. This has been accomplished through the development of new infrastructure in and around 

the Hospital area, which is not strictly defined as medical offices, but rather answering the needs of a 

comprehensive Hospital Campus. 

Donna served as the Board Chair of the Nanaimo Port Authority from 2019-2023 and October 2024- 

current ,and has served as President of the Nanaimo Executive Association and the Nanaimo 

Chamber of Commerce. In 2014, Donna was awarded the Community Leader of the Year. 

Currently, Donna acts as Chair of the Fair Care Alliance and Community Liaison for the MSA 

(Medical Staff Association) with respect to the conversation on a Tertiary Care Hospital in Nanaimo, 

servicing all patients North of the Malahat. Donna also sits at the Mayor's Leaders Table and chairs 

the Infrastructure Task Force for this group. 

Youth Resiliency 

Michelle Palmer - Assistant Event Coordinator  

Michelle Palmer is a dedicated and passionate event planner at the beginning of 

her career. She is committed to achieving her professional goals and is excited 

to grow in her field. 

Michelle holds a degree in Tourism Management and a Health Care Assistant 

certificate from Vancouver Island University, providing her with a diverse skill set. 

She has gained experience working with the City of Nanaimo’s Parks, 

Recreation, and Culture Department, where she contributed to organizing a 

variety of community events. In addition, Michelle works as an Assistant 

Coordinator for a Victoria-based company, where she supports the day-of coordination of weddings, 

ensuring everything runs smoothly and providing clients with a memorable experience. 
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Outside of her professional life, Michelle is an enthusiastic traveler, eager to explore new cultures and 

gain fresh perspectives. She also greatly values the support of her family, who have been a constant 

source of strength and encouragement. 

Michelle is inspired by the influential people in her life who have shaped her personal and 

professional growth. With a passion for learning, she looks forward to taking on new opportunities and 

challenges in the event planning industry as she continues to make a positive impact. 

Binisha Giri - Financial Consultant  

I am a Financial Consultant with close to a decade of experience helping 

individuals, families, and small businesses across Canada with Financial and 

Investment Planning. My previous role in the banking and investing world 

equipped me with a strong foundation in financial strategies, and now, as an 

advice-only consultant, I focus on providing transparent, unbiased guidance.  

I don’t sell products; instead, I charge a clear, flat fee, ensuring my client's needs 

and interests always come first. 

Beyond my financial expertise, I co-run a boutique handicraft shop in Bhutan 

with my mother, where we support indigenous artisans and preserve the art of 

weaving. We’re passionate about empowering local communities, and 50 percent of the proceeds go 

back to the artisans. I’m also the Treasurer of the Nanaimo Women's Business Network and work as 

an organizer for Sip, Learn & Create: Networking Happy Hour in Nanaimo, fostering connections and 

growth within the local community. 

I'm passionate about education and giving back, I volunteer my time and am currently working on a 

fundraiser to support a school in Bhutan. I love analyzing stock charts, traveling, and connecting with 

people from diverse cultures—I speak seven languages, which helps me build meaningful 

connections. 

I’m dedicated to helping my clients change their financial trajectory with trust, transparency, and 

exceptional service. 
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Sydney Hunt - Organ Donation Activist 

Sydney Hunt is a passionate storyteller and advocate for positive change. With 

a deep belief in the power of words to inspire and create impact, she is 

dedicated to using her voice to advocate for organ, tissue, and blood donation. 

Her work is inspired by her personal experiences, including her own journey 

through grief, which has shaped her empathy and compassion. Sydney draws 

inspiration from the strength of those who persist through their own 

challenges, particularly those who bravely navigate grief and loss, and from 

individuals who selflessly donate their organs to give others a chance at life. 

She is especially moved by the courage of her brother, who embodied these 

qualities in his own life and passing. 

When she's not working at Nanaimo Community Hospice, Sydney enjoys 

writing and connecting with others through storytelling, particularly for the stage. Her commitment to 

making a difference extends to every aspect of her life, whether it's through her role in community-

based work, helping others through tough times, or simply offering a kind word. Sydney believes in 

the power of human connection, and that, by sharing our stories, we can all inspire each other to 

grow and thrive. 

Aurora Zuraw - Marketing & Events for the Nanaimo Chamber of Commerce 

Aurora Zuraw graduated from McMaster University in 2020 with 

honors in Communications Studies and a minor in Sociology, She 

then attended Mohawk College for the Public Relations post-

graduate certificate in 2021. Upon graduating from her bachelor’s 

degree amidst a global pandemic, she recognized the shift that 

was awaiting us as we began to transition toward an even more 

digital world. Aurora started her working career by working as a 

lifeguard both in her hometown, Georgetown, ON and at McMaster 

University. She quickly moved through the lifeguard levels and ended her lifeguarding job as a Head 

Lifeguard. In 2017, during her summer while in post-secondary, Aurora traveled to Florida, to work as 

a lifeguard in Walt Disney World as part of the Disney College Program. The following Summer, 

through the DCP again, Aurora had the opportunity to work in Animal Kingdom Park as a Ride 

Operator on the water attraction Kali River Rapids. 

After graduating the Public Relations Program, Aurora picked up all her belongings and went to tackle 

her next adventure; a cross country move from Ontario to British Columbia. 

Aurora wanted to find a role that really helped incorporate herself into the community. Luckily she was 

able to start working with the Greater Nanaimo Chamber of Commerce in 2022 as a Night Market 

Coordinator. She was then hired permanently in October 2022, focusing on social media 

management, social marketing, promotions, and communications. As of January 2024, she had 

received her second promotion and new role responsibilities by taking over the Events Coordinator 

position, focusing on event bookings, grants, reports, and organizing not only two monthly events, but 
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also five major events for the Chamber. This past Summer was Aurora’s third year helping organize 

the popular Commercial Street Night Market! She is very thrilled to help make Chamber events the 

best events in Nanaimo! 

Emily Hoppe – Education 

Emily is a dedicated educator and youth leader with a passion for fostering 

inclusion, diversity, and personal growth. Holding a Bachelor of Education 

degree from Vancouver Island University and a diploma in Kinesiology, Emily 

brings a well-rounded approach to teaching and mentoring. As the Youth 

Leadership Coordinator for the City of Nanaimo, she works tirelessly to 

empower young people through coaching, education, and community 

engagement. With experience teaching in School District 68, Emily is committed 

to creating inclusive and supportive learning environments that encourage 

every student to reach their full potential. Passionate about social justice, she 

advocates for equity and works to ensure all youth have access to opportunities that allow them to 

thrive both academically and personally. 

Keltie Willis – Dancer 

I have been a Highland dancer for 14 years with Brigadoon Dance 

Academy. We regularly put on community shows for a variety of 

holidays (i.e. Rabbie Burns and St. Patrick’s Day). I strive to 

perfect my dancing and to keep going even when things are 

difficult.  

To me, influence means someone who I can look up to, someone that stays strong in stressful 

situations and someone who helps others. My mom inspires me the most, she is very hardworking 

and always puts others before herself. 

Millie-Mai Dadzie - Communications and Digital Marketing Specialist 

Millie-Mai Dadzie is a passionate community leader dedicated to fostering 

connections and empowering others. Originally from the UK, she moved to 

Canada in 2018. She recently graduated from Vancouver Island University 

as valedictorian of the Bachelor of Business Administration program. While 

at VIU, she served as Vice President of the Business Students’ Association, 

where she helped organize professional and community-building events 

that strengthened student engagement. 

 Millie-Mai’s career reflects her commitment to the community. She worked 

as a Community Manager at Hullo, where she supported local initiatives like 

B.C. School Sports and the Nanaimo Night Markets while enhancing the 

organization’s public presence. 
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Her most meaningful contributions, however, stem from her work with Minerva B.C., a Vancouver-

based charity dedicated to advancing the leadership of women and girls. Over five years, she 

transitioned from mentee to mentor, now serving as Co-Chair of the Mentorship Committee for the 

Youth Advisory Council. There, she led impactful events such as the “Ready, Set, Resume!” 

workshop, empowering young professionals to build confidence in their careers. 

Ambitious and optimistic, Millie-Mai is driven by her mission to be the representation she wished for 

growing up, inspiring young girls to dream big and lead with confidence. 

 

 

Congratulations Nominees  

WIN Awards 2025 

woinanaimo.ca/winawards 


