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Community Foundation and Ralph C. Wilson, Jr.
Foundation partner to strengthen rural philanthropy

through fellowship

The Community Foundation of St. Clair County is
strengthening its long-term commitment to rural
communities by welcoming Collin Holzberger as
its new Ralph C. Wilson, Jr. Rural Philanthropy
Fellow.

“Having grown up in rural St. Clair County, |
know our small towns have a heart you won’t

find anywhere else,” said Holzberger. “I’m here

to provide the face-to-face support they deserve.
Whether that’s a shovel in the ground for a new
park or the deep work of defining a community’s
future. We’re building growth from the ground up,
and I can’t wait to start.”

Holzberger is one of 15 professionals selected
nationwide for the 20262027 Rural Philanthropy
Fellows cohort, which includes 12 Ralph C. Wilson, Jr.
Fellows and three Herrick Foundation Fellows serving
community foundations across Michigan and New
York. Each two-year fellowship offers professionals
the opportunity to strengthen rural philanthropy while
building the capacity of the community foundations
they serve.

Supported through grant funding from the Ralph C.
Wilson, Jr. Foundation and the Herrick Foundation,
Fellows work within local community foundations to
advance rural-focused efforts that prioritize resident
voice, local leadership, and long-term community
vitality. In St. Clair County, the fellowship supports
the Community Foundation’s strategic focus on rural
communities, which represent more than 80 percent of
the county’s municipalities.

“We’ve always known our rural communities have

a unique spirit and a lot of untapped potential,” said
William Oldford, Community Foundation Board Chair.
“Having Collin, who was born and raised in the very
communities we want to deepen relationships in, allows
us to be more present and engaged.”

In his role, Holzberger will support resident-led

initiatives across the county, including efforts connected
to Community Heart & Soul, a nationally recognized
framework that helps communities identify shared
values and turn them into action. He will also assist
with placemaking and quality-of-life projects such as
public art, trail development, and outdoor recreation
initiatives that help small towns remain vibrant and
connected.

Beyond direct job experience, Holzberger and the
broader Rural Philanthropy Fellows cohort will
receive ongoing support from philanthropic practice
experts through the New York Funder Alliance,
including cohort-based learning opportunities, an
individualized professional development budget,

and one-on-one networking support to explore long-
term career pathways within philanthropy and related
fields. Fellows also participate in local and national
stakeholder meetings and conferences.

This Fellowship is made possible through the Ralph
C. Wilson, Jr. Foundation, a grantmaking organization
dedicated to improving quality of life in Southeast
Michigan and Western New York. As a spend-down
foundation committed to granting its full $1.2 billion
legacy by 2035, the Foundation continues to invest in
leadership and infrastructure to ensure lasting impact
beyond its lifespan.
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Community Foundation sets grant-

making record in 20235

The Community Foundation
marked a milestone year in 2025,
awarding more than $6.53 million
in grants, the largest total in its
history, as investments poured
into nonprofit organizations,
infrastructure projects and
essential community services
across the region.

“Grantmaking in 2025 reflected a
clear focus on areas where need
and opportunity intersected,” said
Board Chair Will Oldford. “The
largest share of funding supported
initiatives tied to Community

& Economic Prosperity and

Basic Needs & Human Services,
reinforcing the Foundation’s
commitment to both long-term
economic growth and immediate quality-of-life
improvements.”

A list of all 2025 grants may be found here.

The record-breaking year was fueled by a mix of
large-scale fundraising success and targeted, high-
impact grants. A major contributor was The Big Give,
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the Community Foundation’s 24-hour online giving
event that happens every three or four years, which
raised more than $625,000 for 70 local nonprofits,
underscoring both donor generosity and the breadth of
community need.

Significant infrastructure investments also played a
key role in pushing grant totals to new heights. More
than $940,000 was awarded for Phase II of the Bridge
to Bay Trail, supporting trail connectors designed

to enhance accessibility, recreation and economic
vitality. In addition, a $242,500 grant helped advance
the Memphis Lions Community Hub, a project aimed
at strengthening neighborhood connections and
expanding community-based resources.

The Community Foundation was also there to support
basic needs in times of crisis. The disaster response
fund SCC Strong, created with the goal of supporting
any local community that may be impacted by a
disaster and the hope that it would never have to be
used, ended up supporting two small-scale



disasters at the request of the St. Clair
County director of Homeland Security
& Emergency Management — more
than $34,000 was awarded to support
individuals impacted by the Bree Road
apartment fire in East China and the St.
Clair Landings flood in Port Huron.

The newly established Community
Assistance Fund also awarded almost
$52,000 to food pantries and programs
that supported federal employees and
others who needed it during the federal
government shutdown.

Oldford said the scale of 2025’s

grantmaking demonstrates what’s

possible when donors, nonprofits and community
partners align around shared priorities. With record-
setting investments now on the books, the year stands
as a defining chapter in the Foundation’s ongoing
mission to build a stronger, more resilient community.

Check out the giving center to learn more about
how you can support the work of the Community

Foundation.
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Thumb Art Spark igniting creativity

throughout Michigan’s Thumb

Public art plays an important role in shaping how
people experience their communities. It marks
gathering places, sparks conversation, and reflects the
identity of the people who live there. Across St. Clair
County, murals, sculptures, and riverfront installations
have become part of everyday life, enhancing public
spaces and creating shared points of pride.

This commitment to creative placemaking continues
with a new public art installation planned for the
Blue Water River Walk in Spring 2026. Supported by
the Community Foundation of St. Clair County, the
project builds on years of local investment in public
art and connects to the launch of Thumb Art Spark,

a new regional initiative designed to expand public
art opportunities throughout Michigan’s Thumb and
culminate in a region-wide public art celebration in
2027.

“By sharing examples of large-scale public art

from communities across the country, we hope to
expand what feels possible here in our own region,”
said Randy Maiers, President of the Community
Foundation of St. Clair County. “These projects show
how art can transform public spaces, tell community
stories, and spark new ideas—encouraging us to
imagine bold, meaningful works that reflect who we
are and where we’re going.

For years, the Community Foundation has supported
public art projects across St. Clair County, recognizing
that creative installations strengthen community
identity and bring people together. From murals and
free-standing sculptures to riverfront installations,
these projects have helped transform shared spaces
into places of connection.

Marine City has used public art to energize its
downtown and walkable areas, while Capac has
activated shared spaces through creative installations.
In Port Huron, murals and sculptures contribute to the
city’s cultural landscape, and along the
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Photo credit: Sheri McWhirter | “Benny The Beard
Fischer”, Germfask, MI | Artist Thomas Dambo

the Blue Water River Walk, art complements the
river’s natural setting. In St. Clair, public art enhances
gathering spaces while reflecting local history.

Building on this local momentum, the six-community
foundation’s that serve Michigan’s Thumb Region are
collaborating to launch “Thumb Art Spark.” This new
initiative begins with an online hub connecting artists,
site hosts, and funders across the Thumb region.
Designed to make public art easier to imagine, fund,
and install, the platform at ThumbArtSpark.com helps
communities share project ideas, identify potential art
sites, connect with experienced artists, and explore
sponsorship and funding pathways. The initiative

will support public art of all types, including murals
and sculptures, while allowing each community to
participate at a scale that fits its capacity.

Thumb Art Spark provides a framework for regional
collaboration while keeping projects grounded in local
leadership. Each participating community maintains
its own vision. Jody Parmann, a Port Huron-based
artist and Chair of the Blue Water Arts Council at the
Community Foundation of St. Clair County, leads the
creative direction and coordination



of Thumb Art Spark and serves as the primary point of
contact for the initiative.

Launching a public art project requires planning,

partnerships, and financial support. Funding is often : .
the biggest hurdle. Some projects may be eligible for Public art depends on community

grant support through a local community foundation, investment. Donor support helps bring
creative projects to life and strengthen
public spaces across the region. To learn

though funding is not guaranteed. Communities are
encouraged to explore multiple funding options—
including sponsorships, local fundraising, and
donor support—when planning public art projects. more about Thumb Art Spark or how to

Communities interested in publ}c art are encouraged get involved, reach out to Jo dy Parmann
to start locally by connecting with their community

foundation. To find your local community foundation, at .] p@] odyparmann.art or info@

visit the Council on Foundations (COF). Residents thumbartspark.com
and organizations interested in learning more about
public art or participating in Thumb Art Spark are
encouraged to connect directly with Jody Parmann
to ask questions, explore opportunities, and discuss
potential next steps.

Photo credit: Rick Pepper | Silo Art Project, Mankato, MN | Artist Guido van Helten
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From local vision to lasting places:

$600,000 in rural recreation takes shape

By Krystal Moralee

This year, three local communities will see $600,000
in rural recreation projects come to life — all because
of local vision paired with a little support and
guidance.

For many small and rural communities, the

greatest challenge to improving public recreational
spaces isn’t a lack of ideas. It’s the complexity of
securing funding to bring those ideas to life. Yet the
growing relationships between rural communities
and the Community Foundation are proving those
complexities can be overcome.

The Community Foundation didn’t want good ideas to Grant Township

sit on a shelf. Instead, they connected Emmett, Grant,
and Ira Townships with two experts — grant writer
Kim Harmer and recreation specialist Nancy Winzer
— who understood exactly how to guide communities
through the detailed Michigan Department of Natural
Resources (DNR) Recreation Passport grant process.

“We know our communities have powerful ideas,”
said Kim Harmer, grant writer and consultant for

the Community Foundation. “With a little coaching,
funding becomes possible to bring those ideas to life.”

That’s exactly what happened. Each project grew
out of the townships’ five-year recreation plans —
roadmaps created with input from local residents —
and was strengthened through expert guidance and
collaboration.

In Grant Township, the DNR awarded a $100,000
grant toward the development of a new splash pad,
matched by $100,000 in local funding for a total
project investment of $200,000. Designed as a family-
friendly gathering place, the splash pad will offer
residents a new space to cool off and connect on warm
summer days.
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In Emmett Township, a $75,000 DNR grant, paired
with a $25,000 local match, will support a $100,000
project that includes a half multi-use court and

an accessible play feature. The project builds on
recent park improvements and emphasizes inclusive
recreation opportunities for residents of all ages and
abilities.

Ira Township received the largest award: a $150,000
DNR grant toward a $300,000 project that will feature
a green treehouse and a nature trail. The township
raised $125,000 locally and received an additional
$25,000 challenge grant from the Community
Foundation — designed to strengthen the local match
and increase competitiveness in the DNR application
process.

“This would not have been possible without the
resources from the Community Foundation Capacity
Building program and their knowledgeable consulting
team,” shared Cindy Babisz, Ira Township Parks and
Recreation Director.



When the Community Foundation talks about its
Capacity Building program, it means working side-
by-side with rural and small town communities —
providing resources, expert support, and connections
that help turn local ideas into fundable projects.

Over the past several years, the Community
Foundation has partnered with Emmett, Grant, and
Ira Townships through this program, alongside
consultants Harmer and Winzer, helping each
community translate residents’ wishes into strong,
competitive grant applications.

“This is a model we see real value in continuing.

As a funder, one of our roles is to help communities
access resources they might not otherwise be able to
pursue on their own,” said Natacha Hayden, Program
Officer for Community Impact. “Investing in experts
who can help our rural and small towns handle the
documentation necessary to apply for funding from
the state, through things like the DNR passport grants,
helps unlock larger sources of support to leverage our
grantmaking.”

Ira Township

Construction is expected to begin later this year,

with all projects completed by late 2027. These
investments build on improvements already visible in
the townships — including a new kayak launch in Ira
Township, a multi-use court in Grant Township, and a
pavilion and trail in Emmett Township.

For the Community Foundation, these wins
demonstrate what is possible when local ideas are
paired with expert guidance. By helping townships
navigate complex grant systems, community dreams
become real places where people can gather, play, and
connect for years to come.

To support rural communities as they continue to build
parks, trails, and gathering spaces, email Natacha
Hayden at natacha@stclairfoundation.org to learn how
you can get involved.
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Removing barriers, building futures: how

one mother’s dream became possible

For years, the dream of becoming a nurse quietly
lingered in the background of Cecilia Ward’s life—
patient and persistent, always waiting for the right
moment. This January, that dream finally became
reality when she began the nursing program at St.
Clair County Community College. But the journey to
that first day of class was far from easy.

“What many people don’t realize are the significant
upfront costs of programs like nursing that aren’t
typically covered by a traditional scholarship,”
explains Jessica Flann, Program Officer for
Postsecondary Success. “These expenses can threaten
enrollment, closing the door to a future before it even
starts.”

Cecilia’s journey to get into the nursing program was
shaped by late nights, early mornings, and unwavering
determination as she powered through four semesters
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of prerequisites, intense exam preparation, and
constant sacrifice.

She didn’t anticipate the financial barriers that arrived
all at once. Beyond tuition, there were required
access codes, scrubs, clinical shoes, equipment, and
supplies—unexpected costs that appeared just as she
was trying to find her footing.

Thanks to strong and continued donor support

for students like Cecilia, to cover those life needs
expenses through the High Priority and Life Needs
Fund at the Community Foundation, Cecilia was able
to accept her spot in the program prepared, confident,
and focused on learning. “For many students, these
expenses feel like an impassable wall,” Flann notes.
“Life needs support doesn’t just ease the burden—it
makes participation possible.”



Cecilia overcame barriers that could have ended and dedication meet donor support at just the right

her journey before it began because the Community moment. “We are so fortunate that our donors believe
Foundation helps students not only access college, but  in our students ability to succeed with a little extra
persist through it. help through their entire college going experience, not
just one time support like traditional scholarships,”
Originally from Lapeer and shared Jackie Hanton, Vice

President at the Community
Foundation of St. Clair County.

now raising her family in St.
Clair County, Cecilia found
balancing college, work,

“What many people don’t realize
are the significant upfront costs of

and motherhood a relentless programs like nursing that aren’t “By investing in students through
juggling act. During her typically covered by a traditional renewable scholarships and life
prerequisites, she worked full- scholarship,” explains Jessica needs support, donors help remove

Flann, Program Officer for the bamers that stand betwe?n
« determined students and their
. Postsecondary Success. “These : " s
a first-semester nursing student, degrees. This support doesn’t just
her alarm goes off hours before €XPenses can threaten enrollment, g4 education—it fuels futures,
dawn so she can study in the closing the door to a future before strengthens families, and ensures

time, attended school full-time,
and parented full-time. Now, as

quiet before her children wake it even starts.” that those who want a better life
up. Once they do, she shifts can achieve it.”

seamlessly into “mom mode”—

packing lunches, tying shoes, and navigating drop- If you would like to support the Community
offs—before heading straight to class. “There is no Foundation’s Life Needs Fund or explore creating
pause button, no backup plan, and no room for delay,”  your own scholarship fund, visit

Cecilia says. “It’s exhausting, but deeply meaningful.”  stclairfoundation.org/give or contact Jackie Hanton at

jackie@stclairfoundation.org.
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Bill and Ann Maas leave a lasting legacy

gift for the St. Clair County Library

By Krystal Moralee

Last summer, Port Huron lost the second half of a
couple who held the needs of the community close to
their hearts. Bill and Ann Maas helped meet the needs
of community through action during their lifetimes
and then a planned gift through their estate to carry
forward their legacy of loving our local library.

Bill and Ann Maas started their journey together

in midlife, and long-time friend Sandy Laham said
they were soulmates who took their commitment

to each other seriously, renewing their promises
annually. They brought that same level of dedication
to everything in life that they deemed worthy. “They
were people who got involved and supported —
through work and financially — the things that were
important to them,” said Laham.
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Bill passed away in 2018 at the age of 89, and Ann
followed in August of last year at 85 years old. But
while their ability to give their time came to an end,
the Maases planned ahead and trusted the Community
Foundation to steward a legacy gift in their name to
the St. Clair County Library Fund, to ensure their
commitment to the library was carried on beyond their
lives.

As educators, Bill and Ann Maas understood that
accessibility is a key component in having a strong
community, opening the doors to literacy and
educational and recreational materials and activities,
regardless of one’s economic situation. For them,

all of that and more was available through the local
library. They knew the library offers much more than
books, including internet access, a law library,



historical reference materials, a maker’s space, and a
refreshed bookmobile service to take materials to areas
in our county that don’t have a library branch.

St. Clair County Library Director Allison Arnold
remembers Bill as a “quietly dignified gentleman”
who had a love for the arts, and she knew Ann a bit
better, as the library was very dear to her.

Ann was also a dedicated patron of the library, coming
in every week to get books and spend time chatting
with everyone.

“She had a lot of friends here,” said Arnold.
The couple, she said, were always supportive and saw
the value of having a public library system.

When someone leaves a legacy gift like Ann and

Bill Maas did, said Arnold, it sends an important
message that they really believed in the cause they are
supporting.

“It shows the donor trusts the organization will use
these monies to the betterment of the organization and
that they will do good,” she said. “It’s just a show of
support that says, ‘this is what’s important to us.’”

The Maases moved from Mt. Clemens to Port Huron
in the late 1980s. Both retired from long careers in
education — Bill taught biology at Bellevue High
School and Fordson High School in Dearborn, and
Ann spent many years in the Macomb Intermediate
School District, teaching young adults with significant
disabilities and behavioral challenges and ending her
career as the vocational evaluator for students with
disabilities.

After retirement, Bill and Ann took the passion

they poured into their careers and pivoted their
efforts toward volunteering and contributing to

the community. Bill was a volunteer at Port Huron
Hospital for more than 16 years, also volunteering at
the Huron Lightship and the Municipal Office Center.
Ann was an active member of the Friends of the St.
Clair Library and ran two successful countywide
millage campaigns for the library. She was also an
avid supporter of the International Symphony, first on
their auxiliary and then on their board, and was active

with the League of Women’s Voters, the American
Association of University Women, and several book
clubs. She was also a popular community columnist
for the Port Huron Times Herald for several years.

Arnold said having the support of citizens like the
Maases gives the library staff a boost because working
with the public can at times be a thankless job. This,
she said, shows staff that there are people who believe
in the good they’re trying to do on a daily basis.

When individuals or couples like the Maases make a
charitable bequest in their Will or Trust, or name the
Community Foundation or a fund at the Foundation as
a beneficiary of an IRA or life insurance policy, they
ensure the causes they care about continue to thrive
for generations. Through this thoughtful planning,

the Maases’ lifelong commitment to learning, civic
engagement, and community enrichment will live on
well beyond their lifetimes.

The Maases were part of the Community Foundation’s
Legacy Society which honors donors who choose

to make a lasting impact through their estate plans.
Their generosity reflects a deep belief in the power of
community and a desire to give back in meaningful,
enduring ways. The Foundation is grateful for the
Maases’ foresight and for the example they set for
others who wish to leave a legacy rooted in purpose.

If you would like to make a gift or talk
to someone about setting up a legacy gift
of your own, visit the Giving Center on

the Community Foundation website or
talk with Jackie Hanton at
810-984-4761.
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Life Needs Assistance goes beyond tuition

to help students succeed

By Krystal Moralee

The costs of post-secondary education extend far
beyond tuition, and even when scholarships and
financial aid cover classes, additional expenses can
sometimes determine whether a student completes
the semester or quietly steps away with their goal
unrealized.

The Community Foundation’s Life Needs Assistance
program is designed to help remove those obstacles.
The program provided $50,950 in grants in 2025 to
help local students address tuition and non-tuition
barriers that threaten their ability to stay enrolled.

“If we want students to reach degree or certification
completion, we have to support them beyond tuition,
fees, and books,” said Jessica Flann, the Foundation’s
Program Officer for Post-Secondary Success. “When
students
know they
won’t have
to struggle
alone, they
can focus on
learning, not
surviving.
Supporting
their basic
needs helps
keep them
on their
educational
path and
strengthens
our
community

Joslyn Williams

23 | Generosity in Action

with a more
prepared
workforce.”

Textbooks,
lab supplies,
and required
online access
codes can
cost hundreds
of dollars

per semester,
and students
need them
immediately.
Technology
is equally
essential

a reliable
laptop, stable internet access, and specialized software
are often required to complete coursework, and if
equipment fails, the result can be catastrophic.

Nyles Hughes

Transportation costs add up as well, particularly

in a largely rural region like St. Clair County. Gas,
vehicle repairs, parking fees, or long commutes can
become barriers to attendance. For many students,
especially adult learners, the challenge is compounded
by ongoing living expenses such as rent, utilities,
groceries, childcare, and healthcare. Many also have
to work less or leave jobs to attend classes, labs,

or internships, resulting in lost income at the very
moment expenses increase. It doesn’t take a streak of
bad luck, either. For some students, one unexpected
expense can make continuing with their education
impossible.

Nyles Hughes of Yale has seen how quickly those gaps
can appear. Currently studying Criminal Justice and
Psychology at Michigan State University, Hughes has
received assistance from the Foundation that allowed



Isaiah Lopez

him to keep moving toward his goal.

“The Community Foundation has helped me more
than I could have imagined,” Hughes said. “A
renewing scholarship has kept college affordable and
helped me avoid financial strain. When I hit a deer and
had transportation issues, a Life Needs grant helped
cover much of the repair cost so I could stay afloat.”

Isaiah Lopez of Port Huron described similar support.

“The Life Needs Assistance program truly changed my
life,” he said. “Growing up in a five-person household
with one working parent, college didn’t seem possible.
The Foundation helped me navigate college and
finances and even provided a computer and backpack
so I could keep moving forward.”

For Joslyn Williams, the program’s impact came
during a particularly demanding time in her education.

“The Community Foundation’s support was invaluable
during my student teaching semester,” Williams said.
“Through the Life Needs Assistance program, they
helped reduce stress and strengthen my confidence
during a very busy semester. Knowing that this
foundation believes in my potential and supports

me through my journey inspires me to grow both
personally and professionally.”

These local stories illustrate how modest gaps can
have critical consequences. Philanthropic support fills
that gap. The Foundation’s Life Needs Assistance fund
is designed to be flexible and responsive, providing
timely help that traditional financial aid cannot.
Donors who contribute to this effort recognize that
access to college is only the first step. Completion is
the goal.

When students earn certificates or degrees, the
return extends far beyond the individual. Families
gain greater financial stability, employers benefit
from a more skilled workforce, and communities
grow stronger overall when more residents have the
opportunity to finish what they started.

Community members who want
to ensure local students can
continue their education — even
when unexpected obstacles
arise — can help by supporting
the Life Needs Assistance fund

by contacting Jessica Flann at

jessica@stclairfoundation.org,
and students who could use a
hand can find an application

here: https://stclairfoundation.
org/scholarships/
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GENEROSITY LIVES HERE.
IN EVERY STORY, EVERY GIFT, EVERY ACT OF CARE.
THANK YOU FOR BEING PART OF IT.
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