
The Kirkland Alliance of Neighborhoods (KAN) nominates Karen Story for the Jefferson Public Service Award 
for her unparalleled commitment to her neighborhood, to the city of Kirkland, and to the sustainability of our 
environment.  Karen’s definition of community goes far beyond the borders of Kirkland, though, and 
encompasses a global perspective that may have begun with her work in the Peace Corps. 
 
Neighborhood Leader 
Karen has been a resident of Kirkland for 21 years, works for a local business, and has raised two boys.  Like 
most parents, Karen helps out in the schools by volunteering.  However, her contribution to her community 
goes way beyond what most parents offer.  Karen’s volunteer efforts began in high school with Youth Eastside 
Services.  At seventeen, she spent a summer with the Youth Conservation Corps, building trails in the North 
Cascades.  She was in the Peace Corps in Togo (West Africa) from 1985-87.  Her commitment to the world 
around her has led her to become a neighborhood leader who has shaped the community in tangible and in 
intangible ways.  The tangible projects that she has had a hand in include the creation of a new park, the 
restoration of an existing park, the installation of a paved walkway to connect her neighborhood with the 
downtown area, landscaping the entrances to her neighborhood, and the construction of a 500 foot long 
raised walking trail.    

The intangible ways that she has shaped her community, however, may in fact be even more valuable.  
David Ramsay, Kirkland’s City Manager, describes her as the “glue that holds the community together”.  The 
Kirkland Reporter, for whom she has written numerous neighborhood columns, named her a “community 
information guru” (4/2/08 edition).  She created a website (www.kirklandhighlands.org) and e-mail list for her 
neighborhood association.  Karen sends out neighborhood crime alerts and organizes community events such 
as the annual egg hunt and picnic. Whether it is negotiating with local, regional, or private entities, she is a 
community organizer--willing to work slowly, methodically, and persistently to improve the quality of life for 
her and those around her.  Nothing is too daunting or too trivial for Karen to take on, and she never does it by 
herself.  She is passionate about community, and about what people can accomplish when they work together.  
It is Karen’s infusion of enthusiasm that gives not only motivation but direction.  She gets people the 
information that they need, creates a plan and a timeline. Karen sets high standards, and follows up when 
needed.  She sustains the vision that carries everyone through.   
 
Commitment to Sustainability 
Karen has been described as a “citizen extraordinaire” by the Green Kirkland program, and her efforts over the 
past 10 years make this almost an understatement.  She has a deep commitment to sustainability, and she 
makes sure that that commitment is contagious.  When Karen heard that a developer was going to purchase a 
piece of City property, Karen and another neighbor intervened and encouraged the City to instead turn that 
land into Cedar View Park.  She helped get the City Council’s approval, went door to door to get the neighbors 
involved, organized the volunteer effort to landscape the area, and even designed the layout of the park itself.  
Through volunteer efforts and neighborhood grant funding, a new neighborhood park was created for a 
fraction of the cost.   

Several years later, Karen began work to restore the four acre Cotton Hill Park to a natural forest and 
wetland.  She completed the training required to become a Native Plant Steward, and has organized multiple 
volunteer events involving local youth, the cub scouts, and adults to donate over 2400 volunteer hours. They 
have they removed 1.6 acres of invasive plants through these efforts.  Karen also spearheaded the volunteer 
effort to create a 500 foot long “turnpike” trail to increase public access through the park without disturbing 
the natural wetlands.  Although Karen avoids the limelight, she is willing to be creative in her problem solving. 
For Earth Day 2008, she got permission and funding to hire sixty goats to help remove invasive plants.  The 
unusual idea brought not only media attention but 150 volunteers out to see the spectacle, help out and cheer 
on the goats as they ate their way through the hillside. King 5 featured it and you can view the video here: 
http://www.ilanga.com/other/King5-news-item.wmv  Currently Kirkland, Kirkland’s local news program, 
featured it as well.The UW Restoration Ecology program has selected Cotton Hill Park for two years to assist 
with restoration efforts.  That brings additional resources and volunteer efforts to Cotton Hill Park.  One reason 
they give for their selection is the commitment of the neighborhood to the park.  This commitment is fueled by 
Karen Story.   

This same commitment to sustainability and community has also led Karen to champion efforts to build 
sidewalks and walkways.  Karen worked with the City to find cost effective solutions to pave a walkway along 
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2 very busy streets.  One of those walkways connected her neighborhood to the downtown area.  These 
pedestrian safety measures allow people to get out of their cars, enjoy their neighborhood, and meet their 
neighbors.  To spread that message, Karen organized a Celebrate Sidewalks event to show how the new 
walkway connected three neighborhoods.   
 
Organizing for,  not against 
Anyone who has worked with a City or other government entity can attest to the fact that any effort such as 
putting in a park or creating a sidewalk can be very slow going.  In a time when many have given up on 
government and there are limited funds available, Karen has the persistence to see these projects through to 
the end.  Karen’s mantra is “what we can do, not what we can’t do”.  Kari Page, Neighborhood Resources 
Coordinator, notes that Karen would organize a project along a timeline, and have specific tasks laid out with 
particular deadlines.  “Karen would always call you, to check in on how the project was going.  She was always 
friendly, always offering to help, but you knew if you didn’t live up to the commitments you’d made, the 
timeline that was set, you’d have to answer to why”.  Some call her persistent; others say relentless, but 
everyone admires and respects her for the work that she does.   

Karen also has an ability to bring different groups together around a common cause.  City Manager 
David Ramsay notes that it is always easier to organize against something, but Karen would always organize 
for something.  If it was a Cub Scout group that was willing to help, Karen would work with young children.  If 
the City Council needed to be on board, Karen would work to gain their support as well.  She worked with the 
Department of Transportation to get permission to beautify freeway offramps, and with the Burlington 
Northern Santa Fe Railroad to build a sidewalk.   

She used this same approach to find funding for many of the projects she spearheaded.  As 
Neighborhood Chair, she was scrupulous in her tracking of the grant funding received from the City.  Each 
dollar was utilized to the full extent possible, and leveraged with volunteer hours and community support.  
Where most neighborhoods completed two or three projects with their grant monies, Karen’s neighborhood 
would complete six or seven.  Currently, Karen is working to restore the Summer Concert Series that fell victim 
to a recent budget cut.  She says she is doing it partly for selfish reasons, as her band “Back Burner” would 
like to play a concert.  But everyone knows that each time Karen puts her mind to something, it gets done.  
And each time a project of hers is completed, everyone benefits.   

A fitting end to this nomination is a quote from Karen when she heard she would be nominated “I am 
enormously flattered and humbled.  I don’t want the recognition, but am willing to be one example of how 
individuals really can make a difference”.   



Summary 
The Kirkland Alliance of Neighborhoods (KAN) nominates Karen Story for her unparalleled commitment to her 
neighborhood, the city of Kirkland, and the sustainability of our environment.  Her tangible contributions 
include building new walkways that unite neighborhoods and allow people to access the downtown by foot, 
creating parks where none existed, restoring overgrown parks to their natural state, and uniting stakeholders 
in sustaining our community. Her intangible contributions bring people together by providing information 
(crime alerts, volunteer opportunities) and organizing community events (park clean-ups, egg hunts, summer 
concerts, picnics).  Her mantra is “what we can do, not what we can’t do”. 
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February 11, 2010 
 
 
 
RE: Karen Story 
 
 
Dear Colleague: 
 
It is my pleasure to be able to recommend Karen Story for your consideration to receive the Jefferson 
Award.  The City of Kirkland takes great pride in the valuable role that our neighborhoods play in our 
livability and strong sense of community.  This requires very effective leadership coming from our 
neighborhood associations.  As far as I am concerned, Karen has set the gold standard for what a 
neighborhood leader should be. 
 
Karen has a unique set of organizational and inter-personal skills that result in her being a very effective 
community organizer.  She combines a personal passion for her work with the ability to rally people to 
the cause.  She is very creative at harnessing the energy of volunteers while leveraging the resources of 
the City and other organizations.  
 
A great example of this is the Cotton Hill Park restoration project.  This natural area had been overtaken 
with such invasive plants as blackberries and holly.  She laid the foundation for this project by first 
working with the City, the University of Washington and the Cascade Land Conservancy to secure 
support and resources for the project.  This has been followed by a series of volunteer work days 
involving a wide variety of individuals and organizations that she has recruited.  As one of “Karen’s 
volunteers,” I can attest to the organization and positive energy of these work days – including my 
favorite part namely Karen’s home baked cookies!  In recognition of the quality of this effort, it was 
recently selected as a Martin Luther King Day project. 
 
Karen’s community organizing efforts go beyond organizing volunteer projects.  They include 
communication coordination involving e-mail updates and a website. She is the glue that keeps the 
neighborhood together.  She has also worked with the City on a series of neighborhood improvement 
projects including Cedar View Park, pedestrian walkways and sidewalks and the Forbes Creek stairs.  All 
along the way she has established positive relationships with everyone involved. 
 
Karen and I share something in common.  We are both former Peace Corps Volunteers.  I believe that 
through her community involvement she has continued to demonstrate her passion, commitment and 
desire to make a positive difference.  For all of this, I am very proud to be able to recommend her for 
your favorable consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
David Ramsay 
City Manager 

 










