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2021 Community Involvement Awards
Outstanding Youth Volunteer Award
Paula Akakpo
Paula Akakpo, as a junior at the Science and Math Academy in
Woodbury, has found great gratification in volunteering in civic
engagement and local politics. She is aware of how these topics affect
her life as well as the lives of other young people. By becoming involved,
she is learning information that will give her the best opportunity to
grow and achieve success as an adult.
Her volunteering career launched in 2018 at the R. H. Stafford
Library where she promoted their summer youth reading
program. But it was her 9th grade participation on the debate
team at the Science and Math Academy that inspired her to delve
into the criminal justice system and extended civic involvement.
This experience led to Paula being selected to be a Student
Fellow in the Youth Civic Engagement Program through the League of Women Voters Minnesota - Woodbury Cottage
Grove Area (LWVMN-WCGA), where she was tasked with integrating youth voices into the local chapter’s voter service
activities. The result was a video that included a student led Q&A session with the Minnesota Secretary of State that is
available statewide for schools to use.
Paula is also an active participant with the Woodbury Community Foundation (WFC), participating in board meetings
and supporting their major fundraiser. She has helped distribute meals, took a communication role in the year-end
fundraising video, and plans to participate in a new project related to anti-racism. Paula is enthusiastic about
developing future Woodbury leaders by helping establish the first ever Woodbury Youth Engagement Leadership
Academy. Besides her significant participation in WFC and LWVMN-WCGA, Paula has interned with the Minnesota
Historical Society, serves on the Math and Science Academy Board of Directors as a non-voting ex-officio member, and
represents Congressional District 4 on the Minnesota Youth Council.
To Paula, the Youth Volunteer Award is something that is possible because someone gave her the opportunity to serve.
She is a strong advocate for student volunteerism and encourages adults to recognize the value of engaging and
encouraging youth leadership. She has seen how community initiatives have benefited from the perspectives brought
to the table by students who are given the chance to offer ideas and opinions. In her words, “It allows the community to
flourish and grow when youth are involved in decision making.” As for the students, she urges them to take time to think
how to serve the community in the best way possible and find something that “makes you wake up in the morning.”
Paula Akakpo is a stunning example of what happens when youth are given the opportunity to serve their community.
Woodbury Mayor Ann Burt acknowledges “Paula is a shining example of the value of our youth, service for the common
good, and the potential to continue in many positive ways to our society.” Because of Paula’s dedication to volunteerism,
both the organizations and the community have benefitted from her success. She has clearly demonstrated one person
can truly make a positive difference.

2021 Community Involvement Awards
Exemplary Employer Award
DiaSorin, Inc.
DiaSorin is a global leader in the laboratory diagnostic
market. The company takes great pride in supporting
Washington Country on a regular basis through v
olunteerism, a program that has grown significantly over
the last four years.
Recognizing the value of supporting Stillwater and the
surrounding communities along with the desire to be socially
responsible, DiaSorin heartily supports employee
participation in a variety of volunteer opportunities. Among their favorites are the March Madness Food Drive, where
teams are chosen and brackets set up to provide motivation during an exciting month of competitive fundraising.
They also enthusiastically support many Community Thread initiatives including Stuff the Bus when they help to
collect, purchase and organize school supplies that are distributed to students. When flooding threatened downtown
Stillwater in 2019, DiaSorin employees were on the scene sandbagging and providing food and water for volunteers.
Whether it is the Baubles & Bangles Jewelry Sale, the Black Tie Bingo fundraiser, or responding to a community need,
DiaSorin employees can be found reaching out to support and serve.
Thanks to the supportive leadership at DiaSorin, there is great respect for employees who have the desire to give back to
the community.Employees are encouraged to engage in programs and projects that improve the community and help
those in need. During their Boo Bash in the fall, employees choose two favorite charities to support and creatively fund
raise through a variety of Halloween events with a company match up to $8000.
Because the company actively encourages volunteerism, DiaSorin employees are aware of various local charities and
nonprofits and how to provide needed assistance and support. They help promote those organizations and educate
people to the challenges and needs organizations face. As a result of DiaSorin’s volunteer efforts working with
community projects and nonprofits, programs succeed and individuals and families in need are treated with dignity
and provided with the resources they need.
According to DiaSorin spokesperson Jennifer Theisen, “DiaSorin
has been in the community a long time and the leadership wants
the community to know we are here as a supporter. The Exemplary
Employer Award is an honor, and reminds me of why we get
involved. Quoting from Denzel Washington, ‘at the end of the day
it’s not about what you have or even what you’ve accomplished, it’s
about who you’ve lifted up, who you’ve made better. It’s about what
you’ve given back.’” Inspirational words!
Thank you, DiaSorin, for giving back to Stillwater and Washington
County through your dedication to volunteerism.

2021 Community Involvement Awards
Outstanding Volunteer Award
Bryan Ring
Bryan Ring describes himself as “a simple guy.” He is a husband, father
of five, grandfather of eight, and owner of Ring Lawn Care in Stillwater.
He grew up in the Powderhorn Park area of Minneapolis. In June 2020
while on an errand for his business, Bryan decided to show his employee
where he grew up. That trip to the “old neighborhood” changed his life:
the scene of a homeless encampment and the people residing there
literally brought him and his companion to tears. They observed
devastation, hopelessness, and worst of all, children living in dangerous
conditions. Bryan found himself easily connecting with these people
because of his own life experiences on the street and struggling with
alcohol and drug dependency. Immediately he was moved to do
something to “bring love and dignity to people who deserved it.”
That day Bryan returned home, nearly emptied his own closet, and posted messages on Facebook and Next Door asking
for donations. He emptied whole shelves at the Dollar Store, bought entire pallets of water at Menards and started
spending $400 - $600 dollars week to support these struggling families. At the suggestion of his wife, Bryan started a
Facebook fundraiser to help bring in food and supplies. By mid-July Brian was making 10-15 trips a week delivering
much needed supplies, most of which came from Stillwater and Washington County donors.
Because of Bryan’s passion, people in our community have been inspired and motivated to help bring relief to the
unhoused community in ways he never could have imagined. Individuals set up clothing drives, schools collected items
while others arranged discounts on coats. Some people even donated stimulus checks. The garage at Bryan’s home
overflowed with tents, tarps, water, blankets, pillows, shoes, socks, underwear and other priorities. When specific items
were in short supply, a Facebook post brought immediate results.
Bryan feels that volunteering to make life better for unhoused people brought purpose to his life. Support for Bryan’s
cause combined with his tireless efforts allowed him to look into hopeless eyes and make personal connections that
inspire hope and bring dignity. By getting personally involved and sharing his experiences with our community,
Bryan created an awareness that motivated the public to learn more
about and begin to understand homelessness and the problems
associated with it. The community became aware of ways to
volunteer along with the encouragement to get involved.
Bryan is a stunning example of what one person can do to motivate
the community into purposeful action. Because of his devotion to
humankind, many people in the unhoused community are affirmed
and loved and have a true caring friend in Bryan Ring.
Photo: Scott Takushi/Pioneer Press

2021 Community Involvement Awards
Outstanding Volunteer Award
Tom Strom
Tom Strom grew up in a family where volunteerism was valued and
practiced on a regular basis. As a young boy he watched his parents
participate in many church related volunteer activities. He attributes
his motivation to volunteer to the example set by his parents as well as
from the encouragement of his wife of 48 years. With the passing of his
wife in 2016, Tom needed a reason to “take up oxygen” so he used his
extra time to expand his volunteer experiences as well as increase the
amount of time spent doing volunteer work.
Today Tom is a welcoming presence at Hope for the Journey Home, a
homeless shelter in St. Paul, where he has devoted an estimated 2000
hours of service in honor of his late wife. His duties include a 13 hour
overnight shift each week where he creates a bright spot with his
welcoming approach. Children know “Mr. Tom” as an excellent listener who takes interest in whatever they want to
share with him. With his positive attitude and warmth, Tom offers the reassurance that Hope for the Journey Home is
not only a place to sleep but also a safe and welcoming home for families until they find more permanent housing. Hope
for the Journey Home House Manager Patrick Twomey acknowledges he “can’t imagine a volunteer who will ever be
able to have the impact on our organization that Tom has had, both in the quantity of hours he has worked and the
quality of service provided.” Tom is also active at St. Thomas Aquinas Church, volunteering to serve mass and working
on projects with the men’s club. Feed My Starving Children also benefits from his involvement 3-4 times a month.
By volunteering, Tom’s intention is to educate and bring awareness to the community at large about the challenges
facing the homeless and hungry.He believes that knowledge and understanding contribute to a stronger sense of
community. Tom was reminded how the words of a familiar song clearly expresses his philosophy: ”if everyone lights
just one little candle what a bright world this would be.” He works diligently to be the bright light for those who need
hope and resources to regain stability and become contributing community members. Tom encourages others to find
something they feel strongly about and find a way to get involved. “The rewards are great and the people and
community benefit greatly from the contributions volunteers make on a regular basis”.
Tom Strom’s dedication to his volunteer commitments is a testament to the difference one person can make in another
person’s life. Patrick Twomey best describes Tom as a “humble servant of God who I believe does not know the impact
he has had on the lives of so many people.” The community is grateful for the care and hope Tom continues to foster
through his extensive volunteer commitments. His candle shines brightly!

2021 Community Involvement Awards
Outstanding GroupVolunteer Award
Team Hickerson
The Hickerson Family from Forest Lake has had their share of challenges and
hardships but they have managed to find ways to heal and move forward, finding
purpose in sharing their time and energy through volunteerism. In doing so they are
inspiring others while building community and relationships.
In April 2015, Tim Hickerson, their 21-year-old son, died by suicide. Motivated to do
something so that others would not have to experience the same excruciating pain
and loss, the Hickerson’s put together a team of family and friends and participated
for the first time in the annual Stomp Out Suicide (S.O.S.) 5K Run/Walk which supports Canvas Health’s suicide
prevention programs. The Hickerson Family Team continues to be one of the largest teams every year at the event with
their yellow T-shirts leading the way.
Amie Hickerson’s grandfather was very close to his great grandson and they enjoyed restoring vintage tractors together.
After Tim’s passing, “Papa” finished restoring a 1938 Allis Chalmers tractor the two had been working on and offered it
as an auction item for the 2016 Stomp Out Suicide fundraiser. This amazing story was produced by Boyd Huppert from
KARE 11 and aired on a “Land of Ten Thousand Stories” segment. Amie Hickerson has long been involved in
volunteering to educate, increase awareness and raise funds for many other important causes, including 23 years with
the Minnesota Society of Respiratory Care, 21 years with the Twin Cities Cystic Fibrosis Foundation, and 10 years with
the Muscular Dystrophy Association.
Amie acknowledges how the family’s award is a recognition for what they are doing.But more important is the
awareness it brings to help inspire others to volunteer. She is a strong advocate for volunteerism and acknowledges
there are many ways to get involved. As she shares: “if you are willing to open up to make yourself available, the return
on a volunteer’s investment is earth moving. The inspiration you receive is completely unbelievable.” Reflecting on a
favorite volunteer moment at their first S.O.S event, she was reminded of the overwhelming love and support she and
her team members felt from the participants. To Amie, volunteerism binds communities together and is very
purposeful. “It is a force to grow a mission and bring awareness. The more we do, the more the community benefits.”
For the Hickerson family, volunteering has been important for a
long time. Through their efforts they have brought enthusiasm,
purpose, comfort and encouragement to many individuals,
organizations, and communities, something that has inspired and
energized them as well. As Canvas Health points out: “It is hard not
to be drawn in to the energy and enthusiasm the Hickerson’s put
in to everything they do.”
Washington County is grateful to the Hickerson family and
celebrates their dedication to improving lives through
volunteerism.
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LifetimeVolunteer Award
Christina Arndt
Christina Arndt is a busy woman, devoting many hours each week volunteering
with various organizations in Washington County. According to Community
Thread Administrative Coordinator Jennifer Hutchins-Farrell, “Christina is such
a joyful person in all that she does -and she does a lot!”
After moving from Sweden to Stillwater where she settled into married life with
her husband, Christina wasted no time getting involved in her new community,
a lifestyle that continues to this day. Christina’s foray into volunteerism began
when invited to be on the board of The League of Women Voters. In addition, even
with three young children, she joined the board of the American Association of
University Women (AAUW) and became active with the Stillwater Mrs. Jaycees.
In 1985, in an effort to better her community, Christina became involved with the Family Violence Network in Lake
Elmo. Her roles included advocating for victims of domestic violence and providing needed services to help people out
of dire situations. When the Family Violence Network and Tubman merged, she volunteered for the legal department.
“Without Christina we would not have been able to reach the number of victims of violence that we did” according to a
spokesperson from the organization. She also spent time as a board member for both the Family Violence Network and
Tubman.
Since then her endeavors have expanded to include many other organizations including the Community Health Clinic,
Valley Outreach, Stillwater Library and the Lakeview Auxiliary. In 1997, she started volunteering at Community Thread
driving clients to appointments. She continues to volunteer in various support roles, special projects, and participates
in the Baubles, Bangles & Bling fund raiser and other Community Thread service initiatives. A member of Ascension
Episcopal Church, she recently retired as the church treasurer.Christina is on the board of the River Market Co-op, and
serves as the treasurer for the Pollinator Friendly Alliance.
As the recipient of the Lifetime Volunteer Award, Christina enjoys and appreciates the recognition yet acknowledges
that it is “frosting on the cake but not the important part. You get good things from volunteering. If you feel someone
can use you, get involved. Volunteering allows you to connect with other people in different ways and makes you feel
good to share even the small things.” She also appreciates that volunteer support saves thousands of dollars for
organizations that often struggle with funding while helping people gain insight that benefits decision making within
the organization and surrounding communities.
Christina Arndt has served as a role model for volunteerism through her lifetime. Her example of dedication and
compassion for helping others is a catalyst for encouraging others to get involved which strengthens our community,
making it a better place for all who live here.

2021 Community Involvement Awards
LegacyVolunteer Award
Edward Simonet
To the people who knew him, Edward Simonet was “Mr. Stillwater.” Born
and raised here, “Eddie” was a well-known and highly respected member
of the community.
Eddie’s grandfather and father were both involved in the legal community,
so it was natural for him to attend law school where he graduated 1974
and returned to Stillwater to work with his father at the Washington
County Abstract Company. Eddie ultimately set up his own law practice
that continued until his passing in 2020. Eddie was the kind of gentleman
who always had time for anyone and everyone. Growing up on the corner
of South 2nd and Churchill Streets, attending St. Michael’s Catholic School
and Stillwater High School, it seemed he knew everyone, and everyone was
equally important to him, according to his wife, Anne.
Eddie’s extensive list of community involvement included his longtime commitment to Canvas Health, an agency
offering mental health services. Members of Canvas Health remember Eddie as demonstrating “competence,
confidence, conscientiousness, and compassion … especially for the clientele Canvas Health served.” He volunteered on
many board committees and offered legal assistance on issues affecting the agency. Always thinking of the client, Eddie
advocated for having counselors present in court, and he helped develop a chemical treatment program for prisoners in
the Washington County jail.
Eddie also worked with the Veteran Law Program that provided resources and law advice to veterans needing help to
get through difficult times. Eddie seemed to have a way to normalize a difficult situation and help people define what
was important. He believed in the legal system and worked efficiently with colleagues to provide the best legal guidance
for clients. He always believed in treating people with dignity and kindness in his volunteer roles with Restorative
Justice, Sunrise Rotary, VAA, Stillwater County Club, the Stillwater Soccer Club, Sunrise Rotary, the high school
program STRIVE, the American Heart Association, the Lucy Winton Bell Soccer Complex, or giving free legal advice.
Eddie was a hard worker, often spending evenings and weekends in his office. He knew everyone and people knew he
was always available to talk. Anne remembers “Not a day went by when he didn’t do something for someone. Whatever
he was asked he’d find time to do it. He never turned anybody down.” His two sons grew up watching their father
selflessly help people in all walks of life and are well aware of the impact his work had on the community. The family is
gratified by the recognition bestowed on Eddie through the Legacy Award.
Edward Simonet was a person who took time, showed genuine care, and treated people with kindness and dignity. He
was truly a beloved attorney, friend, neighbor, and community servant. His legacy will live on and will continue to
reflect the many contributions he made that make Stillwater and Washington County a great place to live.

