
Carmel
A Social  Publ icat ion  Exclus ively  for  the  res idents  of  Montibello , 
Stonecroft,  Carmel  Estates  East,  Tuckaway,  Carmel  Estates  West

LivingApril 2015

Meet your neighbor of the month Amy Millikan as well as Kara 
Diachenko and Leighann Swanson.  These three neighborhood 
families share a special connection. You are going to not only enjoy 
reading about their bond, but will want to pass the word along …
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Meet our neighbor Amy, her husband Bill 
and children Will and Mary Cass.   Amy 
feels very blessed to not only be able to be 
a full-time mom, but also work part time 
from home with a fabulous organization 
making a huge difference in this world. 

Amy has been involved with fundrais-
ing most of her professional life with the 
American Heart Association as well as 
Charlotte Country Day School.  After leav-
ing the work force in 2004 and enjoying 
being a full-time mom, she was presented 
four years ago with a flexible opportunity to 
reenter the working world as Development 
Director for Camp Blue Skies Foundation.  

Camp Blue Skies (CBS) serves individuals 
age 21 and older with cognitive and intel-
lectual disabilities.  This camp’s mission and 
focus is “enhancing the lives of adults with 
developmental disabilities through recre-
ation, socialization and life skills education.” 

Amy grew up in Greensboro, North Car-
olina.  While she attended Salem College 
1986-90 little did she know her future 
husband Bill was across town at Wake 
Forest University.  It wasn’t until an ACC 
basketball party in 2002 that they actually 
met, despite having many mutual friends.  
After a short six-month courtship (when 
it is right…it is right!) they got engaged, 
married and settled into our neighbor-
hood.   When I say settled… that actually 
means settled twice because after they 
outgrew their first house and they pur-
chased again in our neighborhood.  Bill 

owns and operates Champion Concrete 
Cutting and they have two beautiful 
children.  Will is in the fourth grade and 
their daughter Mary Cass is in second 
grade at Beverly Woods Elementary.  

“It was 2011 and I was enjoying being a 
stay-at-home mom and hadn’t considered 
at this point going back to work.  My friend 
Shana Plott knew my professional back-
ground and encouraged me to have a cup of 
coffee with Dick Sesler, founder of Camp 
Blue Skies. “I was captivated with Dick’s 
journey – raising a son with Williams Syn-
drome, his business career and his vision 
for his newly founded organization,” Amy 
says. “We immediately had a connection. 
I admired what he was doing and what he 
was striving for.  He has a genuine passion 
for this underserved population…and I was 
very impressed with his mission and busi-
ness plan.  By the time I left our meeting, I 
was going to work at Camp Blue Skies.”  

“Amy Millikan’s smile walks into a room 
before she does – and so does her warm 
and welcoming personality.  Every person 
and every thing she encounters is better 
because of her presence.  She is a joy to 
work with and as dependable as anyone I 
know,” Dick Sesler says of Amy.

An estimated 4.6 million Americans have 
an intellectual or developmental disability, 
and in NC alone there are over 110,000 
adults with developmental disabilities. 
When Dick’s son, Brent, aged out of the 
school system he realized that oppor-
tunities for recreation and socialization 
diminished greatly. Brent, now 32, was 
born with Williams Syndrome.  Williams 
Syndrome (WS) is a genetic condition 
that is present at birth and is character-
ized by medical problems, including 
cardiovascular disease, developmental 
delays, and learning disabilities.  Most 
adults with developmental disabilities are 
isolated – physically and emotionally. As 
Sesler says, “If you can’t drive a car, it’s 
hard to make a friend.”  Dick had an idea 
that could engage this group of individu-
als, who otherwise have little opportunity, 
to recreate and socialize.

In 2009, Dick developed an innovative 
business plan and established CBS as 
a 501C3 non-profit. Camp Blue Skies 
provides five-day, four-night overnight 
camps for adults with developmental 
disabilities, like Down syndrome and 
mild to moderate autism. Campers have 
opportunities to challenge themselves in 
a safe environment and to enhance their 

interests and abilities while developing their social skills and 
individual independence. Year after year campers have a special 
place to look forward to – where they can enjoy themselves, 
build self-confidence, and make new friends.  

The camp experience focuses on the camper’s physical, mental 
and emotional well-being through continued development of a 
healthy lifestyle and positive social skills. 

1. Recreation — Discover enjoyable and sustainable physical 
activities. 
2. Socialization — Join a network of new friends from camp. 
3. Life Skills – Learn practical skills towards an independent 
lifestyle. 

Breakfast begins at 8:15 and lights are out at 10 p.m.  Activi-
ties throughout the week include zipline, nature walks, fishing, 
drumming, Dude Ranch, arts/crafts, painting, dancing, giant 
swing, yoga, bingo, kickball, Skit Night, karaoke, ‘wacky’ Olym-
pics, fun with food, campfire with s’mores and MORE! 

Instead of owning property, CBS rents traditional camp sites 
in their off season. The first camp launched in NC at host 
site YMCA Camp Harrison near Wilkesboro.  In 2011 they 
expanded to Georgia when a close family friend of Dick’s 
expressed an interest in serving adults in Georgia.  And in 2014 
CBS launched camp in Ohio where Dick grew up, attended 
college and maintains close contacts with many friends.

With the expansion of camps comes the expansion of staff.  Just 
recently CBS grew from five part-time staff to an impressive 

10.  Everyone works from home sometimes making it difficult 
to collaborate with each other. They conduct video conferenced 
staff meetings and typically get together for two or three retreats 
during the year. And who wants to miss camp? Almost everyone 
attends each camp session.  

As the Development Director for the Foundation, Amy is 
responsible for the organization’s annual fundraising plan 
which includes three fundraisers, grants applications, year-end 
letter campaign and a growing endowment. Amy oversees 
three other teammates who are responsible for raising funds to 
support camps in North Carolina, Georgia, and Ohio.   Fund-
raising is crucial to all non-profit organizations, and CBS is no 
different. Campers pay a registration fee of $350 but the actual 
cost per camper is approximately $950.  They rely on contribu-
tions from donors, corporations and foundations to help cover 
the other two-thirds expense.

Ironically there are two other neighborhood families (there 
may be more!) who are affiliated with Camp Blue Skies.  Meet 
Leighann Swanson who joined the Camp Blue Skies team in 
January. “My family moved into Montibello a little over a year 
ago. At our wonderful new bus stop, I met Amy Millikan. As 
I got to know her better, Amy started telling me about the 
awesome work of Camp Blue Skies, how they were growing, 
and that they needed more development people. The more I 
heard the more excited I got about working with them, and 
when I met Dick Sesler I was hooked. His passion and energy 
are inspiring, and his ideas about social venture philanthropy 
really resonated with me.”

meet yourNeighbor
Amy Millikan
Submitted by Amy Shober

NeighborhoodNews

Bryant (YMCA Bryant) also attends Camp Blue Skies.

Kara dressed 
for a skit

continued...
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Leighann serves as Development Director for CBS-NC.  She 
and husband Charlie have two children, Natalie age 9 and 
Charlie age 6, who both attend Beverly Woods Elementary. 
Before staying home with her children, Leighann worked at 
Providence Day School as the Director of Annual and Major 
Gifts for three years and on the Charlotte Chamber's annual 
fundraising campaign for five years. Leighann is responsible 
for raising funds to support the NC camp and oversees two 
signature events; Hoops for Camp NCAA Bracket Challenge 
(March) and Hooked on Camp Fishing Derby (September), 
plus the annual year-end campaign. 

Our neighbors the Diachenko family also has strong ties to 
CBS. Bob and Barbara have a 23-year-old daughter, Kara, who 
has attended camp for the last three years.  Kara’s Special Olym-
pics coach, Bob Bowler, who is also a member of Camp Blue 
Skies’ Board of Directors, introduced the Diachenko family to 
the Camp Blue Skies.  “The camp is really fun and I love hang-
ing out with my friends.  They have lots of cool activities – I love 
drumming and the last night dance is so fun,” says Kara.  Kara’s 
first year at Camp Blue Skies was not only her first overnight 
camp that she had ever attended, but she went not knowing 
anyone.  “Although we were all nervous, she had a great time.  
The following year she went with a friend from school and they 
were able to room together.  It is a great week,” says Barbara.

The real winners are the parents. For many parents and caregiv-
ers, this is the only respite they get. One mother said after a 

recent camp session, “Thank you, thank you…this is the first 
time in 22 years that my husband and I had three nights alone 
together.”  There have been many interesting and emotional 
separations… from the mom who stayed in a nearby hotel in 
fear that her adult special needs daughter would need her….to 
the parents who were popping champagne as they drove away 
after dropping off their adult child.  It is reassuring to parents to 
know that their children are in a safe environment. 

“CBS is such a special place, as is Dick Sesler, the amazing 
founder of the program. I had the privilege of working with 
Dick several years ago before deciding to return to work full 
time in executive search.  Upon resigning, my parting promise 
to Dick was that I would find my own replacement, and that 
someone would be far better than me.  That person was Amy.  
Promise fulfilled in spades!  It brings me great joy to follow the 
incredible journey that Amy, Dick and the rest of the CBS team 
continue to lead so beautifully.” –Shana Plott

Volunteers are essential to Camp Blue Skies’ success. The aver-
age volunteer to camper ratio is 1:1. Unlike a lot of camps, CBS 
do not charge volunteers to attend camp. “The volunteers are 
so valuable. We want them to come have fun and experience 
camp too.  Some people volunteer and spend the entire week as 
a cabin counselor and others choose to serve as a day volunteer.  
Regardless, all volunteers have the opportunity to spend time 
with campers either by staying in a cabin, working in a specific 
activity or rotating activities with the groups,” Amy states. 

Another innovative volunteer role that CBS recently imple-
mented is a partnership with pharmacy students at UNC-Ashe-
ville and Winthrop University. A large percentage of campers 
are on medications.  This partnership allows pharmacy students 
to assist with medical check-in and help organize medications 
for the week. The professor/advisor oversees the process, answers 
questions and uses the opportunity as a “teaching moment.” This 
service is beneficial for providing a safe and accurate dispensing 
system for the camp nurses.  

Since inception in 2010, Camp Blue Skies has hosted 13 
camp sessions in NC, GA, and OH. 682 campers have 
attended camp and nearly 775 volunteers have given of their 
time.   As you have read, Camp Blue Skies is an impressive 
unique camp that serves a beautiful and needed population 
in three states.  Your neighbors feel very lucky to be a part of 
the CBS family and hopes you will consider referring fami-
lies and volunteers to their camp who will benefit from their 
mission.  “My goal is to continue to improve and enhance the 
programs we provide to adults with developmental disabili-
ties. The camps that we have hosted have proven successful 
and is life changing for campers, caregivers and volunteers,” 
states Amy. 

To learn more about this camp including registration, eligibility 
requirements, FAQs, locations, volunteer opportunities or make 
a donation, visit CampBlueSkies.org.

22-year-old Charlotte resident Kate Howard attended 
Philips Academy and is now in their Bridges program (a 
post graduate program focusing on vocational and inde-
pendent living skills). All the school goes to CBS for one 
week in the fall.  She wrote a list of her favorite things at 
the camp including, “I like playing basketball, I like the 
dance…talent show...I have lots of friends….”Camp Blue Skies founder Dick Sesler with his son Brent

Your neighbors and CBS employees Amy and Leighann
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Get to know your neighbors better by having your passion, life changing event, 
hobby, (unfortunate) circumstances, career etc. featured in the next available 
issue.   Share your special story with us…  We ALL have a story to share and all 
would benefit from getting to know one another better.  Email amy.shober@
n2publishing.com.




