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VISION
A society free of stigma, void of shame, where artistic expression is
supported and knows no bounds.

VALUES
Respect - Treat all members as artists
Honour - Recognize that members are at different stages of their practice
Accountability - Encourage members to set goals, boundaries, and be independent
Compassion - Meet people where they are at
Celebrate - Recognize members’ achievements 
Safety - Foster an inclusive and supportive environment
Responsive- Flexible to the needs of our community

MISSION
Willow Arts Community provides
low-barrier peer-to-peer arts
education, and fosters safe spaces
for creative exploration and
connections for people with living
experience of mental illness or
substance use in Niagara. 

YENIS CAMARGO



2025
REMARKS
At its heart, Willow Arts is about making space.

Space to create. Space to connect. Space to take

risks, be challenged, celebrate one another, and

discover what is possible. In a world that so often

asks people to shrink themselves, creating

spaces where people can be fully seen has never

felt more important.

We begin from the belief that every person

already possesses creativity, insight, and

something meaningful to contribute. Our role is

not to uncover hidden potential or define success

for others, but to create the conditions where

people can explore, develop, and share what is

already theirs.

As I reflect on 2025, I am filled with gratitude for

the artists, staff, volunteers, board members,

partners, and supporters who continue to make

that space possible. Every course, mural,

performance, exhibition, and conversation was an

opportunity to strengthen our community of

artistic practice—a place where people are

welcomed as they are, encouraged to grow, and

trusted to discover their own voice.

The pages that follow celebrate an incredible

year of creativity, collaboration, and connection.

More importantly, they celebrate the people who

continue to shape Willow Arts into a place where

art, community, and belonging matter.

With gratitude and love,

Leigh MacLeod (they/them)

Willow Arts Community

Founder/Director

2025 was an incredible year of creativity,

collaboration, and growth at Willow Arts. From

the inspiring work showcased at our annual

unscene exhibition to the success of our An

Artful Afternoon fundraiser, our members, staff,

volunteers, and supporters continued to

demonstrate the power of art to bring people

together. We are grateful to everyone who

helped make this year such a success.

On behalf of the Board of Directors, I extend my

sincere thanks to our members, supporters,

dedicated staff, volunteers, and Executive

Director, Leigh MacLeod. Your passion and

commitment continue to shape Willow Arts into

a place where artists and community flourish

together. 

As we celebrate our milestone 10th anniversary

in 2026, we look forward to another year of art,

community, and possibility.

Patrick Crummey (he/him)

Willow Arts Community

Board Chair



410
REGISTERED
MEMBERS

45%
IDENTIFY AS PART OF THE 
2SLGBTQIA+ COMMUNITY

33%
HAVE A VISIBLE OR INVISIBLE

PHYSICAL DISABILITY

77%
RECEIVE DISABILITY ASSISTANCE, ARE

UNEMPLOYED, OR RETIRED

24%
ARE BLACK, INDIGENOUS,

OR PEOPLE OF COLOUR

46%
IDENTIFY AS BEING NEURODIVERSE 

(AUTISM, OCD, ADHD)

AS OF JUNE 2026

100%
HAVE LIVED OR LIVING EXPERIENCE WITH

MENTAL ILLNESS/ SUBSTANCE USE (MI/SU)

THE WILLOW
COMMUNITY

“I enjoy the community. Trusting and

setting healthy boundaries in a safe

environment. Playing with like-minded

artists and learning from each other. And

knowing that the instructors have been

down similar paths gives me hope.”

-Willow Member

We prioritize hiring artists and arts workers

who reflect the diverse makeup of our

membership. Having leadership, staff, artists,

and instructors who reflect these diversities

and lived experiences is essential and

foundational to creating a space that feels

inclusive and safe for all.

WEARABLE ART AT UNSCENE

OPENING RECEIPTION



IMPACT The demand for our programming grows daily,

with referrals from every mental health and social

service agency across the Niagara Region. 

People living with mental illness and substance

use often face a greater risk of social isolation

due to symptoms, stigma, poverty, and

discrimination that limit their ability to fully

engage within the community. Access to the arts

in a community setting is vital to people living

with mental illness/substance use. 

1 IN 5 NIAGARA RESIDENTS WILL FACE A MENTAL HEALTH
CRISIS IN ANY GIVEN YEAR ACCORDING TO THE
CANADIAN MENTAL HEALTH ASSOCIATION.

ARE AMONG THE TOP 3 ISSUES IMPACTING SAFETY
AND WELL-BEING IN NIAGARA ACCORDING TO THE
2023 LIVING IN NIAGARA REPORT. 

MENTAL HEALTH
AND

SUBSTANCE USE

Social isolation is a primary risk factor for

increased rates of suicide, substance use,

and poor physical health outcomes.

A three year province-wide study has

shown that participating in our hands on

artistic programming reduces social

isolation and increases wellbeing. UNSCENE OPENING RECEPTION

LEAH KLASSEN



 IN THE STUDIO

Multi-week courses in 2025 included life drawing,

songwriting, Indigenous storytelling, mural

painting, drag performance, radio and sound

design, soft sculpture, monoprinting, costume

design, video production, improv, still life painting,

photography, comedy, and more.

LIFE DRAWING AT THE STUDIO

CREATED AT AN OPEN STUDIO

In 2025, we facilitated three seasons of

arts programming at no cost to Willow Arts

members in our vibrant studio downtown in

St Catharines. All supplies were provided

and all skill levels were welcome. 

“It helps me to have opportunities

 to express myself creatively and

develop my artistic skills. I have

made valuable connections and

friendships there.”

-Willow Member

We also offered single and multi-day

workshops on Chinese calligraphy, needle

felting, illustrative painting, poetry, wire-

wrapped jewellery, watercolour, silk fan

painting, and Polaroid emulsion lifts.

We hosted 49 sessions of our tried-and-true

Open Studio, where Willow members had

access to shared studio space, materials, and

equipment. Members worked independently,

prepared for our annual exhibition,

experimented with new mediums, and freely

shared peer support and artistic knowledge

with one another and professional artists.

In the spring and fall, we welcomed the wider

community into our studio for performances

celebrating our drag performers, improvisors, and

songwriters. Members also collaborated on a

vibrant mural outside the studio, bringing their

creativity into the public realm and showcasing the

artistic skills they developed throughout the year.



TAMMY MAE FENNER

UNSCENE OPENING RECEPTION

UNSCENE
WILLOW ARTS
GROUP EXHIBITION

The 2025 unscene exhibition brought

together more than 40 artists and

creatives living with mental illness and

substance use in Niagara, and

featured a diverse array of artworks

including mixed media, sculpture,

painting, drawing, photography, fibre

arts, music, poetry, and installation.

The opening reception featured

wearable art from a sculptural

costume course held during our spring

season. Our annual exhibition

continues to be the most attended

exhibit each year at the VISA gallery

downtown St. Catharines. We are

grateful for the ongoing partnership

with the Marilyn I. Walker School of

Fine and Performing Arts / Brock

University. 

The Annual Members’ exhibition

stands as a collective testament to

courage and truth—heartbreaking,

challenging, and profoundly real. We

are deeply grateful to the artists for

trusting us to hold and foster this

space, where stories can be shared,

witnessed, and transformed. For

those in the process of healing, the

act of making and exhibiting art

becomes a way to give shape and

meaning to experience.



COLLABORATIONS
These partnerships allow us to reach and engage with

the wider community, provide paid opportunities for

our members, and reduce stigma. We were invited to

facilitate art-making, to showcase Willow Members’

artworks, and to share the beneficial effects of creative

self-expression with Niagara residents of all ages.

Our award-winning organization

reaches thousands of people

each year through special projects

in partnership with local agencies

across the Niagara Region.

IN PRINT
illuminate book launch and exhibit

illuminate celebrates creativity and the ability of

art to connect people, reflecting the complexities

of life and the voices within the Willow Arts

Community. The book features the creative works

of Willow members who participated in a series of

experimental photography and poetry classes.

The Niagara Artists Centre (NAC) hosted an

exhibition of the photography featured in the

book. illuminate was curated and edited by artists

Amber Lee Williams and Dani RJ Hummel.

Family Day at the FirstOntario Performing

Arts Centre (PAC)

In February we hosted an all-ages interactive art

project led by artist Mikah Fortier. This hands on

activity was enjoyed by more than 400 participants.

Young people and their parents and guardians

explored working with mixed media, watercolours,

and other forms of art-making. Arts exploration and

fun for all ages!

ARTS EXPLORATION 



SUMMER IN THE FALLS

COLLAGING WITH PURPOSE
Community Addiction Services of Niagara (CASON)

For the past two years, we have hosted monthly and bi-

monthly collaging workshops with participants of CASON’s

addictions treatment program. This valued partnership helps

to introduce our programming to folks interested in joining,

and highlights an afforadable arts practice for their ongoing

exploration. 

Book of Dreams

An original short film created by Willow members

was screened as part of the Mighty Niagara Film

Festival. The film was made through a

collaborative production effort by Willow members

in a 12 week Video Production course. These

artists explored how to express their creative

ideas through audiovisual storytelling, learning the

fundamentals of filmmaking including story

creation, recording, audio mixing, and editing with

filmmaker and artist Luis Martin Flores.

Niagara Falls Community Health Centre

We returned to the Niagara Falls Community Health

Centre and hosted one-day hands-on workshops

exploring song writing with Joe Lapinksi, acrylic

painting with Tricia Franklin, watercolour with Lisa

Forstinger, and creative writing with Dani Hummel.

These workshops and all art-making materials were

provided at no cost to NFCHC clients and anyone in

the Niagara region.

ON THE BIG SCREEN 



MURALS & PUBLIC ART
Public art and mural production were a defining component of our artistic output. In

2025, Willow completed nine large-scale murals across the region, in addition to

facilitating two community-engaged mural activations during the Canada Day

celebrations and the Niagara Grape and Wine Festival parade. Projects such as the

murals on the construction boards at the former GM site and the fencing by STEPS

Niagara transformed highly visible public sites into evolving, artist-designed works.

RONALD MCDONALD HOUSE CHARITIES MURAL 

ST CATHARINES HOSPITAL SITE

ANDREA EBY, DANI HUMMEL, TAMMY FENNER 

AFTER SCHOOL YOUTH INSPIRED MURAL

LISA FORSTINGER, TRICIA FRANKLIN

LAKESIDE PARK MURAL MAKING

INTERACTIVE MURAL PAINTING ACTIVITY WITH ARTIST

TAMMY FENNER AND WILLOW STAFF

REACH NIAGARA MURAL

MIGUEL ALBINO



MURAL

STEPS NIAGARA MURAL

MEGHAN CADE, FARROW MASCOE

GM WORKER’S CELEBRATION MURAL A

MIGUEL ALBINO

GM WORKER’S CELEBRATION MURAL B

ANDRII PALVAL

GM WORKER’S CELEBRATION MURAL C

ANDRII PALVAL

CULTURE DAYS MURAL MAKING

INTERACTIVE MURAL PAINTING ACTIVITY

WITH ARTIST AYSE KUNT AND WILLOW STAFF

We also introduced a mentorship

model pairing senior muralists with

emerging artists, supporting skills

development in design, scaling, and

collaborative production. Through

paid, hands-on mentorship,

emerging artists gained practical

experience, built confidence, and

strengthened the skills needed to

pursue future opportunities in public

art at the Willow.



 STAFF & RESOURCES

In 2025, Willow was the recipient of an Ontario
Trillium Foundation Resilient Communities
Grant. This grant and increased funding from
other sources allowed us to maintain two part-
time staff positions: a Program Coordinator and
a Studio Assistant. With these people
supporting our Director, we were able to offer
in-studio programs up to six days a week for 38
weeks. 

The Willow Arts Community is able to offer its
in-studio programs at no cost to members due
to funding from the City of St. Catharines,
project grants from foundations, and vital
sponsorships and donations from organizations
and individuals.

In 2025, we focused on building our capacity to
generate this income so that we can maintain
our current level of in-studio programming in
future years and add special projects as
opportunities present themselves.

12,000
PEOPLE WITH FREE ARTS PROGRAMMING, PUBLIC

ART, EXHIBITIONS, PUBLICATIONS, AND
PERFORMANCES

WE REACHED MORE THAN

COMPARED TO 2024

OUR OPERATING BUDGET GREW BY

$57,432
FROM DONATIONS, FUNDRAISING,

AND SPONSORSHIPS

WE RAISED

$165,110
ON ARTIST FEES, ARTISTIC SALARIES,

HONOURARIUMS, STUDIO AND SUPPLIES COSTS

AND SPENT

82%
OF OUR OPERATING BUDGET WENT TO ARTISTS AND

ARTS WORKERS LIVING IN NIAGARA, MAJORITY
LIVING WITH MENTAL ILLNESS/SUBSTANCE USE

WILLOW STAFF LEIGH AND KATE AT THE 

LAKESIDE PARK COMMUNITY MURAL MAKING EVENT
10.5%



Port Dalhousie

Lions Club

THANK YOU FOR YOUR VITAL SUPPORT
WE COULDN'T DO IT WITHOUT OUR DONORS, SPONSORS, VOLUNTEERS, FUNDERS, AND

PARTNERS. WE THANK YOU FOR YOUR CONTINUED SUPPORT IN OUR MISSION AND VISION.

Our generous individual donors:  Anonymous, Thomas Beaudry, Carolyn Boll, Jean Bridge, Terry Carroll, Helen
Donald, Khadija Farooq, Giulia Forsythe, Marcel Grimard, Ross Hayden, Katie Hemsworth, Cyn Hogan, Shideh
Houshmandi, Dani Hummel, Lauren Marco, Maureen O'Neill, Douglas Paget, Sara Palmieri, and Natasha Pedros.

The artists who donated works to the Artful Afternoon Auction: Yenis Carmago, June-Etta Chenard, Andrea Eby, Geoff
Farnsworth, Tammy Fenner, Liz Hayden, Kim Height, Dani Hummel, Farrow Mascoe, Sandy Middleton, Doug Robb, Robert
Royal, and Amber Lee Williams.

Thank you to those who made donations
In Memory of Rick Carroll

In Memory of Kahlin Holmes
In Memory of Chris Jamieson

PARTNERS, DONORS, AND SPONSORS

FUNDERS

Big thank you to Lauren Garbutt and Willow staff/volunteers for capturing the many wonderful
moments and artworks this year at our exhibitions, events, and mural sites.



Scan the QR code to donate to our registered charity

Willow Arts Community
366 St. Paul Street St. Catharines, ON L2R 3N2

www.thewillowcommunity.com   |   thewillowcommunity@gmail.com

The Willow Community Support Services is a Registered Charity
Charity Registration Number: 760231696RR0001

KATE SPIEGEL
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