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A Message from Blackie Wills
Community Engagement is central to the Wills Group’s culture
and values. As we grow and become leaders in our market, we
increase our offerings to our customers and neighbors. By giving
back and strengthening our bond with the communities we serve,
we also strengthen our business and our bond with our employees.
Our Community Engagement program is essential to retaining our
exceptional employees and attracting people who share our values.
We reached an important milestone this year, celebrating our 95th
anniversary in business, and I was personally honored to transition into
the role of President & COO. We also launched a fresh approach to
community engagement, continuing our focus on Ending Childhood
Hunger and adding a commitment to Enhancing Outdoor Spaces in the
neighborhoods where our Dash In convenience stores are located.
We are thrilled to share in this report an exciting new project where
we have sought out to enrich and enliven a community gathering
place near our headquarters in Southern Maryland—Phoenix Run. This
project takes on a special meaning as I think about the family legacy
of service that carries on for future generations. I recently took part in
a tree planting at the park my great-grandparents donated to the La
Plata community more than 55 years ago. We are all planting seeds,
both literally and figuratively, to grow a better community.
I am proud of our efforts at the Wills Group to deeply and meaningfully
engage community members to ensure that our projects, like Phoenix
Run, meet the needs of the neighborhoods around us. Thank you to
our employees and partners for bringing the Wills Group’s Community
Engagement program to life.
Sincerely,

Blackie Wills
President and Chief Operating Officer
The Wills Group
Pictured: Blackie Wills, President and Chief Operating Officer
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2021 by the Numbers
Evolving our Approach to Keeping
Lives in Motion
With a shift in focus to expand the Wills Groups’ retail line of businesses
including Dash In convenience stores, Splash In ECO Car Wash, and SMO
Motor Fuels, we engaged our employees in refreshing our approach to
charitable giving, volunteerism, and community leadership. We remain invested
in working with our partners to end childhood hunger and are deepening
our commitment to keeping Lives in Motion by working with community
organizations, leaders, and members to create vibrant and welcoming
neighborhoods through our new initiative, Enhancing Outdoor Spaces.
Building on the success of our community engagement program to-date, the
Wills Group will support our communities through three integrated pillars:

OUR
PEOPLE

OUR
NEIGHBORS

OUR
NEIGHBORHOODS

Providing our employees
with the resources, tools,
and support they need
to be the best for
themselves and
for others.

Ensuring kids facing
hunger get the food
they need to learn,
grow, and thrive.

Enhancing vibrant
and welcoming
outdoor spaces for our
neighbors to gather.

$92,000

$229,183

raised through the
employee Charitable
Match Campaign

raised by the
Blackie Wills
Golf Classic

$615,570
in total grants made

22

33

nonprofits
supported

grants
distributed

Over 40
partners engaged

Over $4.5M
donated since 2006
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Filling Food Gaps for
Hardworking Families
Based in Richmond, VA with a service area that spans across
34 cities and counties, Wills Group grantee, Feed More,
collects, prepares, and distributes food and meals with the
mission to fight hunger in Central Virginia. Last year, Feed
More distributed 35.2 million meals—32% more meals than
in the previous year.
When Sharima Weekes, a single mother of two, first started
volunteering at Feed More, she didn’t expect to one day
need its services. With a job, she didn’t qualify for benefits
from the government. “There came a time that I started
classes, my kids hit the teenage zone, and their appetites
were high. My groceries, bills, and everything, it just wasn’t
adding up,” she said. Because of donors like the Wills Group,
Feed More could fill the gaps during a challenging time.
Today, Weekes works full-time as a dialysis technician
at Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond and
continues to volunteer.
“People think because you work you don’t need the help,”
Weekes said. “It’s just not always true.”
“The Wills Group has been an important part of the Feed
More community through this challenging time. Their
generous investment in Feed More ensured that healthy
food was available to those who needed it most.”
— Doug Pick, President and CEO, Feed More

“I don’t see how I would have completely made it on my
own. I don’t think that without this program, my son, or
my daughter would have been healthy.”
— Sharima Weekes

Pictured: Sharima Weekes picking up food at a Feed More distribution site
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Partnering to End Childhood Hunger
High-Impact Charitable Investments
In alignment with our goal to end childhood hunger, the Wills Group has
provided $1 million to regional food banks and nonprofits working to fight
hunger since the beginning of the pandemic. In 2021, these dollars supported:

200,000 meals

3 tractortrailer loads

for families and stipends to
support volunteer workers

of mixed produce
and

200,000 meals

373
additonal kids served through
the year-long backpack
program
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Seeding Innovative Ideas
to Address Hunger
The Wills Group partnered with Farming 4 Hunger to
pilot a community garden at the College of Southern
Maryland Prince Frederick campus, which consists of
26 raised beds, two mobile greenhouse tunnels, a mini
greenhouse, and an outdoor classroom. The garden
produces an abundance of fresh food year-round
including kale, lettuce, and carrots, and is available to
students and their families, distributed through CSM’s oncampus Hawks Feeder pantry. During the winter season
alone, the garden supplied five weeks of fresh produce
for students to access through the pantry. The garden is
also being utilized for agriculture education, volunteering,
and promoting a campus community. In the garden’s first
year, over 100 College of Southern Maryland Students
participated in community service and team building
activities. Together, the Wills Group and Farming 4 Hunger
seek to expand this effort to additional campuses to help
ensure more students with food insecurities have access
to fresh produce.

340,000 meals
for families experiencing
food insecurity
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Understanding Systemic
Barriers to Food Security
Employee Education and Engagement
The Capital Area Food Bank facilitated a virtual Face Hunger workshop to
give Wills Group employees first hand exposure to the barriers that people
experiencing food insecurity face. Participants playing the role of a person
struggling with food insecurity attempted to apply for emergency aid or
SNAP benefits, purchase food from a corner store, or pick up food at a food
pantry. During the simulation, employees faced barriers related to language,
price gouging, food shortages, or closures–real and frustrating challenges
encountered by individuals and families in our region every day.

“The backlogs, disconnects,
and many challenges that
occur when someone in
need is trying to use their
very limited resources to
meet basic needs are eyeopening.”
— Aaron Mace, Senior Customer
Experience Design Manager

“No wonder people struggling with these situations cannot move forward,” said
Susan Peery, Audit and Loss Prevention Supervisor. “The system is designed to
leave those in need feeling like failures and with no other option.”
“I am excited about the growth of donations and getting more involved in our
communities,” said Juanita Lacefield, Manager of Information and Technology
Security Administration. “The better we do, the more individuals and families
we can reach.”
As a result of this activity, employees are inspired to continue to address the
systemic issues related to hunger and food insecurity and address the dayto-day needs of individuals and families.

Pictured: Employees who participated in the virtual Face Hunger workshop
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Creating a Welcoming
Space for Seniors and
Library Patrons

Bringing Communities Together to
Enhance Outdoor Spaces
Deepening our Commitment to Community
With the launch of the Wills Group’s new Enhancing Outdoor Spaces initiative
in 2020, the Community Engagement program in 2021 focused on enhancing
the communities where our customers and employees live, work, and play.
Specifically, Wills Group and Dash In employees are turning outdoor spaces
near new and refurbished Dash In stores into vibrant and welcoming spaces
for neighbors to gather and play.

Employees “Rolling Up Their Sleeves”
Wills Group employees are the engine behind community engagement.
They develop and maintain the company’s nonprofit relationships, vet grant
proposals, and make recommendations for funding. They also plan and
implement events like food distributions and the company’s annual charitable
golf tournament. This year, employees prepared garden kits with packets of
vegetable and herb seeds, soil, pots for planting, and how-to instructions and
distributed them to community members at the grand opening of the Lanham
Dash In store.

As part of the introduction of our Enhancing
Outdoor Spaces initiative earlier this year,
we partnered with Rebuilding Together Anne
Arundel County and the Anne Arundel County
Library Foundation to enhance an outdoor
space at a library branch in Edgewater, MD,
just one mile from one of our remodeled
Dash In store locations. The space is uniquely
situated between the library and a senior
center, attracting residents from across
backgrounds and generations. Community
members asked that the area includes
shaded areas and additional seating for
lounging, reading, and enjoying meals. As a
result, the Wills Group is installing pergolas,
benches, and a picnic table to create a space
that is better protected from the elements,
comfortable for spending time with family and
friends, and suitable for library and senior
center outdoor programming. Wills Group
employee volunteers began the project in July
and will complete the final phase in 2022.

Employees also organized clean-up events in their own neighborhoods or
local parks to take the place of group activities they enjoyed prior to the
pandemic. In addition to giving their time, employees generously gave their
own resources to causes they care about.
82% of employees participated in the company’s annual charitable
match campaign.

Pictured: Jeff Harris, Fuel Marketing Area Manager
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“Over time, more and more people will see that
Dash In isn’t just here to make money and
provide services. It’s not just about food and
beverage or snacks. We’re really invested in
communities. We’re here for the long term.”

Going Deeper in our
Home Community
Phoenix Run: Official External Launch

— Blackie Wills, President & COO

In honor of its 95th anniversary in La Plata, the Wills Group brought together
community leaders and neighbors to share their hopes and dreams for
Phoenix Run. Now we’re helping to make them a reality.
Together with the Neighborhood Design Center, residents, and more than a
dozen community partners (see list), the Wills Group is leading a community
effort to revitalize the basketball courts and surrounding space at Phoenix
Run, including seating areas, a walking path, and landscaping—creating the
type of vibrant gathering space the community wants and deserves.

Community members weighed in on the type of artwork, color palette, and amenities they hope to
see in the new space. The art selection committee ultimately selected this colorful mural, created by
artist Donald Ely of Three Ring Studio, to bring the courts to life. Our cover art playfully mimics the
Phoenix Run mural to signal forward movement into exciting new places and spaces.
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PHOENIX RUN PROJECT PARTNERS
Dorchester Community Center

Neighborhood Design Center

Donald Ely, Three Ring Studio

Phoenix Run Community Members

Fifth Management & Consulting, Inc.

Ruppert Landscaping

Keep La Plata Beautiful Committee

Stella’s Girls, Inc.

La Plata Police Department

Town of La Plata

Local Teens

Artist Shannon Wang

MJH Project Inc.

W&W Striping
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Looking Ahead:
Future Projects
As we look to next year, we’re planning additional
projects near our Dash In store locations to create
more welcoming outdoor spaces as part of our
Enhancing Outdoor Spaces initiative.
The next project celebrates the opening of a new
Dash In store in Clinton, MD, by beautifying and
adding additional elements to Tanglewood Park.
This is just one of many projects to come where
we will work alongside our neighbors to enhance
our communities.

Pictured: Wills Group employees volunteer in Fort Meade, MD
to improve a neighborhood block
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“Through these investments, we are building longterm relationships and truly becoming a neighbor
to the communities we serve. The outdoor
improvements will offer space for people to gather,
connect, and enjoy for many years to come.”
— Sam Stornelli, Regional Human Resource Manager
& Community Impact Committee Co-Chair
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Support from our
Business Partners
Allows Us To Do
More, Together
Just as the Wills Group invites the
community into its Community Engagement
program, it also welcomes its business
partners to extend their impact through
opportunities to give back. This year’s fifth
annual Blackie Wills Golf Classic brought
together the corporate community to raise
$229,000 for the Wills Group’s efforts
to End Childhood Hunger and Enhance
Outdoor Spaces.

Employees who helped lead
Community Engagement in 2021
COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP TEAM

Lock Wills (Co-Chair)
Tara Handy (Co-Chair)
Brian Fenwick
Mary Jane Garner
Ken Halperin
Gaurang Maniar
Mark Oliver
Brooke Rieman
Sam Stornelli
Blackie Wills
Joe Wills
Michele Wills
COMMUNITY IMPACT
COMMITTEE

Mary Jane Garner (Co-Chair)
Sam Stornelli (Co-Chair)
Patrick Doyle
Jeff Harris
Saher Perkins
Kim Purdy
Sajid Rahim
Anthony F. Young
Karen Zamostny

18

COMMUNITY EVENTS
COMMITTEE

Brian Fenwick (Co-Chair)
Brooke Rieman (Co-Chair)
Brady Appleton
Don Hamberger
Alaina Hinds
Susan Peery
Ekaterina Sovich
Jim Tisack
Tabi Wilson
MATCH CAMPAIGN COMMITTEE

Ken Halperin (Chair)
Veronica Breck
Sharon Espinosa
David Lipshaw
Aaron Mace
Karen Zamostny
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102 Centennial St.
La Plata, MD 20646

301.932.3600
willsgroup.com

