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Connect Globally, Thrive Locally 
One individual, one community at a time 

       
President's Remarks...Karen Munson 

Strengthening Global Partnerships 

Suffolk Sister Cities International continues to strengthen its relationship with our sister city, Oderzo, 
Italy and is working to regain a connection with Suffolk County, England. An upcoming in-person 
delegation fosters greater understanding and cooperation between our communities and exposes our 
community to diverse cultures and traditions. The Suffolk International Festival had its inaugural year at 
Festival Park in 2025. Suffolk Sister Cities plans to have a display in 2026 to further promote cultural 
education in our community. 

Expanding Youth Opportunities 

Creating student diplomats is still the heart of our mission. A highlight of our outreach this year was our 
partnership with the City of Suffolk, Suffolk Center for Cultural Arts, Suffolk Public Schools, and 
Nansemond Suffolk Academy. This partnership culminated in the Annual Young Artists, Authors, and 
Musicians Showcase held on March 11, 2025. This vibrant event provided a platform for students to 
display their creativity in art, writing, and music, celebrating the talent and imagination of the next 
generation. The showcase brought together youth from across the city to share their work, fostering 
greater collaboration and cultural exchange within our local community. In particular, we are proud to 
recognize the exceptional accomplishments of two talented individuals who received not only recognition 
from our local organization, but from Sister Cities International:  Allison Spires, who earned the Grand 
Prize in Photography along with a $1000 award  and Margaret Laney Cross, recipient of the 3rd place 
prize in Poetry with a $250 award. You will find a copy of their work later in this report. Their creative 
achievements are the spirit of innovation and artistic excellence that defines our youth programs. 

Humanitarian Efforts and Civic Engagement 

Suffolk Sister Cities International responded to global challenges with compassion. Our organization 
continues to partner with Project Peanut Butter to provide clothing for the benefit of malnourished 
children in Sri Lanka. We will continue these efforts in 2026. Suffolk Sister Cities International is 
participating in the Magical Christmas Tree display at Suffolk Center for Cultural Arts to help feed 
families through ForKids. 

Recognizing Our Volunteers and Supporters 

None of these accomplishments would have been possible without the tireless efforts of our volunteers 
and the generosity of our supporters. Our board members, and community partners have shown 
unwavering commitment, creativity, and leadership throughout the year. 

Looking Ahead 

As we celebrate the successes of 2025, let us also look to the future with hope and determination. Suffolk 
Sister Cities International will continue to serve as a bridge — linking cultures, fostering friendship, and 
inspiring positive change both locally and globally. Thank you for your continued support, your 
enthusiasm, and your belief in the power of international partnership. Together, we have made 2025 a 
year to remember, and together, we will continue to make a difference in the years to come. 



 
Sister Cities…In the World 
 The Sister Cities movement was founded by President Dwight Eisenhower on September 11, 1956, 
at a White House Conference on Citizen Diplomacy. His vision was to involve citizens of the world in a 
grass-roots effort to promote peace through mutual understanding and respect.  This initial act of 
“sistering” led in 1967 to Sister Cities International (SCI), which now represents over 700 U.S. cities in 
more than 2,500 communities in 134 countries around the world. 
 
Sister Cities…In Our City 
 In 1981, Mayor Andy Damiani and the Suffolk City Council signed our first sister city 
relationship with the County of Suffolk, England. Our second sister city affiliation, with Oderzo, Italy, 
began in 1995 because of Amedeo Obici, an immigrant from Oderzo who founded Planter Peanuts and 
Obici Hospital in Suffolk. 
 From 1981 until 2008, Suffolk Sister Cities was governed by a seven-member commission, 
appointed by City Council. In 2005, the Commission added “Friends of Suffolk Sister Cities” and 
“Suffolk International Youth Association” (SIYA) to involve more citizens in its programs.   

In December 2008, Suffolk Sister Cities became incorporated and has since acquired its 501(c)(3) 
designation for tax exempt status. Suffolk City Council continues to make appointments to the Board of 
Directors and provides some staff support. Additional Directors are elected and several serve in an Ex-
Officio capacity, representing local organizations and institutions. Members oversee the development and 
implementation of programs, cultural/social events, and exchanges. 
 
About Our Sister Cities… 
County of Suffolk, England 
 Over thirty towns and seven boroughs make up the 1,500 square miles known as Suffolk County, 
England. Bounded on the north by Norfolk, on the east by the North Sea, on the south by Essex, and on 
the west by Cambridge, Suffolk County is famous for its stunning coastline and its delightful countryside. 
 Visitors to Suffolk County in search of the idyllic English village, rolling farmlands, river valleys, 
lofty churches, 12th and 13th century castles, beautiful gardens or unspoiled beaches will not be 
disappointed. Long known for its concerts, outdoor sports, horse racing, exhibitions and festivals, the 
country now has a reputation for fine food, specialty shops, and farmer's market. Suffolk County truly 
has it all. Over the years, students and teacher exchanges between Suffolk County, England and Suffolk, 
Virginia, have resulted in many friendships. A special relationship has been formed with Bury St. 
Edmunds, known for its beautiful English gardens and historic abbey ruins. Student musicians from 
local high schools have held exchanges with the Bury St. Edmunds County Upper School Swing Band, an   



award-winning performance group under the direction of Tim Jenkins. Serving as citizen diplomats, as 
well as musical ambassadors, has had an enormous impact on young people on both sides of the ocean.  
 

Oderzo, Italy 
 Between Venice and the beautiful Dolomite mountains lies Oderzo, a small, friendly city of 16,000 
people, situated on the Monticano River, Oderzo is known as the "Archeological City" as its land was 
crossed by an old Roman road built in 148 B.C. The municipality's archeological ruins are well-preserved 
in its Civic Museum of Archeology, one of the oldest museums in Italy. Oderzo's Roman name, 
Opiterguim, means "the village of the market" and today Oderzo remains a popular, up-scale shopping 
mecca. Oderzo, known as the city of the old and the new, comes alive with artists, craftsmen, fashion 
shows, festivals, shops, and restaurants. Once a year, the town stages outdoor opera in the piazza, 
complete with elaborate sets and costuming. 
 Symbolizing the strong friendship between our two cities are Suffolk's Obici-Oderzo Fountain 
located beside the Godwin Courthouse, designed by Oderzo architect, Paolo Rosso, and a Mr. Peanut 
statue which stands proudly at Amadeo Obici High School in Oderzo. In 2012, the City of Suffolk 
presented the City of Oderzo with a plaque commemorating the accomplishments of our shared 
benefactor, Amadeo Obici. Dedicated during a delegation visit during 2013, this plaque has been 
mounted on a gateway recognizing the impact of Oderzo around the world. 
 Several individual and group exchanges have taken place between these two cities for years, a 
number of which have had long-lasting impact. Ryan Winnegan, who grew up in Suffolk, enjoyed her 
exchange visit so much that, upon graduation from college, she went to Oderzo in the fall of 2008 to live 
with a family and work. Ryan, who has become fluent in Italian, has had jobs in fashion merchandising 
and teaching English privately and at an Italian high school. She recently married and is loving her 
Italian life. Several students from Oderzo with an interest in medicine have expanded their knowledge at 
Sentara Obici Hospital, where they shadowed physicians, observed surgeries, and learned about career 
opportunities. In 2014, an Italian university graduate seeking international business experience interned 
at Massimo Zanetti. Does Sister Cities open doors for opportunities such as this? You bet it does!  
 
 
 
 

Local Partnerships 
Thanks to our local partnerships which help in many ways! 

 City of Suffolk   Suffolk Center for Cultural Arts 
      Suffolk Public Schools      Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
      Sentara Obici Hospital       George Birdsong 

 
2025 Supporters 

Thanks to the following individuals, businesses, and foundations who supported programs! 
                             City of Suffolk                        George Birdsong 

Nansemond Suffolk Academy                  Suffolk Public Schools 
           Oakland Christian Church   Suffolk Center for the Cultural Arts 

 
 

  



Board of Directors 
 

Officers 
                                   Karen Munson           President                      

           Mark Popik   Vice President 
                                   Theresa Sims   Secretary 
                                   Mary Jane Naismith  Treasurer 

           Michelle Wren   Past President 
 

Directors 
     

Appointed Commissioners: 
            Deborah Harris Austin  Bettie Swain 
                               Duanne Hoffler Foster                 Bruce Spiro 
                               Donna Standish              Karen Munson 

       Maryanne Persons  Theresa Sims 
 

Elected Directors: 
                           Vickie Wiggins-Pittman  Mark Popik 

   Mary Jane Naismith   Linnette Langguth 
                           Edward Woodis   Ninochanka Harris 
                           Michelle Wren   Wanda Rector 

 
 

Ex Officio Directors: 
                      Danielle Jonigan                              City of Suffolk, Liaison  

                 Department of Tourism 
Dr. Joleen Neighbours  Suffolk Public Schools Liaison 
Dr. Keisha Melvin   Suffolk Public Schools Liaison 

 
Committees 

  
       Community Outreach   Bettie Swain, Wanda Rector, Linette Langguth 

                  Young Artists & Authors   Maryanne Persons, Joleen Neighbours 
     Finance    Mary Jane Naismith 
     Governance   Deborah Harris Austin 
     Membership   Duanne Hoffler Foster 
     Technology    Joleen Neighbours 
     Social    Donna Standish, Bettie Swain 
     National Liaison    Mark Popik 

 
 

 

  



SUFFOLK SISTER CITIES INTERNATIONAL 
YOUNG AUTHORS, ARTISTS & MUSICIAN WINNERS 2025 

Honorable Mentions in Visual Arts- Classic Arts — 14 and Under  

• Nina Bonsu  – Growth of Friendship, John Yeates Middle School 
• Cirrae Pegram  – Flower Ties, John Yeates Middle School 
• Juliana Samonote  – Two Phones Uniting New York and Greece, Nansemond-

Suffolk Academy 
• Gabriella Pagan Abreu – 28, Col. Fred Cherry Middle School 

AWARD WINNERS in Visual Arts – Classic Art, (14 & Under) 

• Third Place: One World Four Religions by KB Rountree, Nansemond-Suffolk 
Academy 

• Second Place: The Dining Room by Hunter Cowan, Nansemond-Suffolk 
Academy 

• First Place: Pink Friendship by Eva Riggs, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 

Honorable Mentions in Painting: (15 & Over) 

• Mack Moore – Friendship in Space, Nansemond River High School 
• Jakhya Harden — Fingerprints, King’s Fork High School 
• Emma South – A Pinky Promise, Nansemond River High School 
• Lexie White – Kaleidoscope, Nansemond River High School 
• Aubrey Council – Budding Friendship, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 

AWARD WINNERS in Painting (15 & Over) 

• Third Place: What The World Needs Now by Zoe Mitchell, Nansemond-
Suffolk Academy 

• Second Place: Solace by Inasah Mitchell, King’s Fork High School 
• First Place: We Are the Light of the World by Lily Capps, Nansemond River 

High School 

Honorable Mentions in Mixed Media (15 & Over) 

• Khori Ryley  – A Global Community, Nansemond River High School 
• Chyna Rock – Friendship Connected Through a Heartbeat, King’s Fork High 

School 
• Aisha Brown  – The Sea of Sonder, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Audrey Slattery – In Our Hands, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Kate Leugers – Threads, King’s Fork High School 
• Tara Taylor – Eternal String, King’s Fork High School 
• Jasmine Ganies – My Cookbook, Nansemond River High School 
• Samantha Ilich   – Pen Pals, Nansemond River High School 
• Ariyanah Parson – Swing, King’s Fork High School 
• Elizabeth Jenkins – Roots, Nansemond River High School 
• Kaleb Alston – Pillars of Power, Nansemond River High Schoo 

  



AWARD WINNERS in Mixed Media (15 & Over) 

• Third Place: Catching Up by Twyla Mitchell, Nansemond River High School 
• Second Place: Amicitia by Kiley Whitworth, Nansemond River High School 
• First Place: The Group by Carley Stublen, Nansemond River High School 

Honorable Mentions in Photography: 

• Jade Dalton – A Helping Hand, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Landon Everett – Bandage of Global Stability, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Inayah Rana – Fostering Friendships, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 

AWARD WINNERS in Photography (15 & Over): 

• Third Place: Helping Hands by Ryan Pillsbury, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Second Place: Different Perspective by Shane Rogers Johnson, Nansemond-

Suffolk Academy 
• First Place: Through Our Eyes by Alisson Spires, Nansemond-Suffolk 

Academy. 

Honorable Mentions in Digital Art (15 & Over) 

• Rylie Hite – United, King’s Fork High School 
• Ja’Niyah Anderson-Wood — Heartbeat of Individuality, King’s Fork High 

School 

AWARD WINNERS in Digital Art (15 & Over): 

• Third Place: There’s Room for One More by Sariah Fisher, Lakeland High 
School 

• Second Place: Growing Together by Kira Hoffman, King’s Fork High School 
• First Place: Friendship: The Heart of Global Peace by Taylor Davis, King’s Fork 

High School 

Honorable Mentions in Drawing: 

• Audrina Boyles – Traveling, Nansemond River High School 
• Lucia Botran – Amistad, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Maria Pratt – Take A Step Back, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Shelby Jones – Peace of Heart, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Jada Green – Intertwine, King’s Fork High School 

AWARD WINNERS in Drawing (15 & Over): 

• Third Place: Three Peas in a Pod by Parker Duke, Nansemond-Suffolk 
Academy 

• Second Place: Marble Game by Makaela Waddington, Nansemond-
Suffolk Academy 

• First Place: Friendship: The Heart of Global Peace by Raven Hunter, 
King’s Fork High School 



The Best in Show for all Visual Arts goes to Naomi James for her piece, Friendship: 
The Heart of Global Peace, from King’s Fork High School! 

Honorable Mentions in Poetry (15& Over) 

• Mackenzie Farrell – Saying What’s Needed, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Zoe Mitchell – Why the World Spins, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 

AWARD WINNERS in Poetry: 

There was a TIE for 2nd place  
• Global Peace Shall Prolong by Elizabeth Balka, Nansemond Suffolk Academy 
• My People, My Own by Percy Ansah, Nansemond River High School 
• Unity of Human Kinds by Gavin Angelillo, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• First Place: Echoes of Emotion by Andrew Perkins, Nansemond River High 

School 

AWARD WINNERS in Essay: 

• Third Place: Student by Paiton Gillott, Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 
• Second Place: Friendship is Valuable by Zoey Carpenter, Nansemond-Suffolk 

Academy 
• First Place: My Grandma’s Friend by Margaret Laney Cross, Nansemond-

Suffolk Academy   

The Best in Show for Young Authors goes to Caitlin Miranda for her essay, 
Friendship is (Actually) Magic Nansemond-Suffolk Academy 

Honorable Mentions in Music (15 & Over) 

• Bryce White – Plank Road to Peace, The Center for Performing and 
Production Arts at Lakeland High School 

• Kayleigh Shenton – Riddick’s Folly of Prejudice,  The Center for Performing 
and Production Arts at Lakeland High School 

• Avory Mickle – Cedar Hill Cemetery’s Timeless Bond,  The Center for 
Performing and Production Arts at Lakeland High School 

• Riley Hall-Trout – The Bricks, The Center for Performing and Production Arts 
at Lakeland High School 

AWARD WINNERS in Music: 

• Third Place: Seaboard Station Connections by S’Maria Joe   The Center for 
Performing and Production Arts at Lakeland High School 

• Second Place: Rails of the Seaboard Air Line by Quinton Moore, The Center 
for Performing and Production Arts at Lakeland High School 

• First Place: Suffolk Peanut Festival Unity by Eddie Oliver, The Center for 
Performing and Production Arts at Lakeland High School 

The Best in Show for Music goes to Bryo’n Davis  for Waves of Kindness, Lakeland 
High School! 

 
  



 
2025 Sister Cities International Youth Winners 

 
Two Suffolk students are winners in the Sister Cities International Young Artists and Authors Showcase 

2025! 
 

Allison Spires (SCI Grand Prize/1st place in Photography - $1000)  
Allison is a senior student at Nansemond Suffolk Academy who is involved in Varsity Softball. Her coach 

says of her. “Ally works extremely hard. She is super sweet and always strives to do the right thing”. 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 

Margaret Laney Cross (SCI 3rd place in Poetry - $250)  
Margaret Laney Cross is the granddaughter of Suffolk Sister Cities International’s own Harry and Lisa 

Cross. She is a sophomore at Nansemond Suffolk Academy. Margaret Laney is a very conscientious student. 
This poem is based on a true story about her grandmother and her childhood friend who are still friends 

today.  
 

MC, My Grandma’s Friend 
 

In 1957, during the Cold War, there was an eight-year-old girl living in the USA         
with her brother and mother. 

 
In 1957, during the Cold War, there was an eight-year-old girl living 

in Soviet Hungary with her brother and mother. 
 
Both of their fathers had died when they were little, and their mothers decided 

they needed a pen pal. 
 
They didn’t speak the same language, 
 
But they found a way to communicate 
 
Through laughter, tears, and stories. 

 
The two little girls sent each other letters 
 
Over the Berlin Wall, 
 
Across the sea, 
 
And through outer space, 
 
Waiting for the day they would finally meet. 
 
And finally, it came. 
 
On a cold winter day, 
 
A Hungarian plane touched down on US soil, 
 
Carrying three eager passengers. 
 
At first, it was awkward. 
 
They all spoke different languages. 
 
But then someone started to sing a Christmas carol, 
 
And it didn’t matter they were singing in two different languages, 
 
Or it might not be the same sone 
 
Because they were all together. 

 
It’s 2023, and 
 
Two old ladies are hugging and crying 
 
On a porch in Hungary. 
 
Their friendship never let something so simple 
 
As a language, or a border, 
 
Come between them. 



 
 
 
Looking forward . . . . . .. .  
 
Upcoming Events 
 

December 12-27, 2025 Suffolk Sister Cities International takes part in Magical Christmas Tree 
Tour at Suffolk Center for Cultural Arts. Vote for your favorite tree (ours of 
course) with a canned good to help ForKids! 

February 24, 2026  Young Artists, Authors & Musicians Showcase Opening 
2026 will be a year of commemoration and celebration, as the United States 
turns 250 and Sister Cities International reaches its 70th anniversary. In 
recognition of the founding of both the USA and SCI, the theme for the 
Young Artists and Authors Showcase 2026 will be "Voices of Today, Vision of 
Tomorrow". Student entries will highlight both legacy and tradition, as 
participants use their voices today to look and work toward a brighter, more 
unified future for the world. Youn Authors, Artists and Musicians Showcase 
2026 will once again feature two divisions for those aged 12-14 years old and 
15-18 years old. Categories will be announced in the coming weeks, but will 
include Classic Art (painting, drawing, mixed media), Digital Art, 
Photography, Poetry, Essay, and Music. The Awards Ceremony and Opening 
Reception will be on Tuesday, February 24, 2026 

May 16, 2026   Suffolk International Festival — Festival Park 
 
June 21-27, 2026 Sister Cities International Conference  

Youth Leadership Summit 
     Washington, DC 

              Details at www.sistercities.org 
 
TBD    Delegation to Oderzo 
 
October 12, 2026  Fall Member Social – theme TBD 

 
 December 14, 2026  Annual Meeting 
 

Board meetings are held at 6 PM on the 2nd Monday of the month at 
Oakland Christian Church. Open to the public

http://www.sister-cities.org/
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