
KANDIYOHI COUNTY AND CITY OF WILLMAR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT COMMISSION (EDC)

JOINT OPERATIONS BOARD OF DIRECTORS (OB)

MINUTES
March 9, 2023

Community Room, Heritage Bank, N.A., Willmar and Via ZOOM Video Conference

Present: Art Benson, Abdulcadir Gaal, Jesse Gislason, Les Heitke, Kelly TerWisscha and
Mary Warszynski

Ex Officio: Steve Gardner

Staff: Aaron Backman, Executive Director and Sarah Swedburg, Business Development
Manager

Media: Jennifer Kotila, West Central Tribune

Secretarial: Nancy Birkeland, Legal & Administrative Assistants, Inc.

Chair Art Benson called the meeting to order at approximately 11:07 a.m. and declared a
quorum was present.

AGENDA—Backman noted under the Consent Agenda Sam Romain will be added to the
Marketing & Public Relations Committee and provided his information.  He also informed the
board that Duane Anderson, Kandiyohi County Commissioner, has recommended Noah
Hultgren fill the vacancy on this board; Backman provided his background information.  The
Joint Powers Board may hold a short special meeting prior to the planning session to appoint
Hultgren.  Les Heitke asked for an update on tiny homes, which was not available at this
meeting. 

IT WAS MOVED BY Kelly TerWisscha, seconded by Mary Warszynski, to approve the
Agenda and following Consent Agenda:

CONSENT AGENDA—

Approve: 1. Minutes of February 9, 2023
2. Financial reports as of February 28, 2023
3. Addition of Sam Romain to the Marketing and Public Relations

Committee
4. Payment of invoices over $2,500:

a. Invoice No. 0307233 from Bolton & Menk in the amount of $9,658
from the  Tiger II/Industrial Park line of the budget

b. Invoice No. 4210 from Redwood Valley Technical Solutions in the
amount of $5,375 from the Marketing and Public Relations/Website
Development line of the budget



Accept: Committee/Subcommittee Minutes
1. Broadband and Advanced Technology 2/6/2023
2. Marketing and Public Relations 1/23/2023
3. Leisure Travel 1/9/2023

UNFINISHED BUSINESS

2023 Planning Session.  Backman announced the boards’ planning session will be held next
Thursday, March 16, 2023 from 9:00 a.m. to approximately 2:30 p.m. at the Willmar
Conference Center.  At this time 33 have registered to attend.  Backman reviewed the
proposed agenda for the day (see attached).

NEW BUSINESS

Micropolitan Ranking.  Backman announced in the March 2023 edition of Site Selection
magazine the City of Willmar is ranked 177 in the 2022 Top Micropolitans (see attached).  He
informed Willmar’s Public Policy Committee of this ranking.  Backman provided information on
the criteria and based on that criteria the FedEx project was a factor in the ranking, as well as
another project, possibly Case New Holland or expansion of Northern Radiator.  Backman
noted Business View magazine is interested in doing an article on Willmar in its economic
resilience edition.  

EDC Intern.  Sarah Swedburg reported staff has discussed the number of grants the EDC has
received this year and has been approached by individuals interested in doing an internship
with the EDC.  The childcare grant funds need to be spent by year end.  Staff is recommending
hiring an intern for 16 hours per week for 12-14 weeks at a maximum cost of $5,000.  The
childcare grant has $2,000 of administrative funds included in the budget.  The Minnesota
Economic Development Foundation has a $1,000 grant that can be applied for and the EDC
would contribute $2,000.

IT WAS MOVED BY Mary Warszynski, SECONDED BY Abdulcadir Gaal, to pursue an
individual to serve as an intern with the Kandiyohi County and City of Willmar
Economic Development Commission (EDC) for 12-14 weeks at 16 hours per
week at a cost of no more than $2,000 by the EDC.  MOTION CARRIED.

REPORTS

Economic Development Activity.  Backman reported on his activities, including infrastructure
priorities with the Highway 23 Coalition and the bypass project southwest of Willmar toward
Priam.  His main work was to obtain letters of support and meet with the Minnesota
Department of Transportation, District 8 office.  He has made four presentations on the
housing study so far and has additional presentations scheduled.  The studies have been sent
to developers and builders and three developers are considering projects; however, interest
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rates are a factor for some.   One developer focuses on duplexes and townhomes in smaller
communities.  He has also been contacted by a developer that does large projects for multi-
family and senior housing.  An article was in the West Central Tribune yesterday on the
Lakeland project and the traffic study.  The EDC was contacted by Realm5 on the Nexyst 360
project about bringing in an investor to purchase and develop the property, including adding
rail.  Certification of a portion of the Willmar Industrial Park by BNSF is ongoing; the
information requested is very detailed.  A virtual site visit may be held in the near future. 
Discussion was held on the power needed for new developments.

Swedburg reported the Main Street Economic Revitalization grant is receiving a lot of inquiries. 
The program launched Friday night; an updated application will be done; open office hours will
be held next Thursday at the Willmar Public Library with interpreters available.  The total funds
available is $750,000 with a maximum grant for a project of $75,000 or 30% of a project. 
Grants must be used for physical improvements to buildings within the defined project area. 
Swedburg has been working with Pen House Boba, a tea house opening in downtown Willmar,
Amin Grocery celebrated a ribbon cutting with the Willmar Lakes Area Chamber of Commerce
(WLACC), and Mainstream Boutique received its first dollar from WLACC.  The EDC will host a
Chamber Connection on March 24 at Mainstream Boutique and highlight the Elevate
Community Business Academy.  Primrose Boutique opened and TJ Maxx is remodeling the
former Office Max building.  

Elevate Community Business Academy.  Swedburg reported the first class of the next group
was held last night with 15 students enrolled and the first-ever Spanish class will be held
tonight with 10 students enrolled.  We are working on selecting a location and date for
graduation.

COMMITTEE REPORTS

Agriculture and Renewable Energy Development.  Swedburg reported planning is being done
for this year’s Partners in Ag Innovation Conference to be held July 25.  The planning
committee is working on finding a keynote speaker and has good storytellers scheduled.  It is
hoped someone from BNSF will speak.  The committee worked on obtaining sponsors upfront
and has most of the funds needed.  She continues to work with the Agricultural Utilization
Research Institute as to the European company.

Broadband and Advanced Technology.  The latest Border-to-Border Development Grant
deadline was March 1; the state received 88 applications.  The committee supported two
applications:  a regular application for Harrison Township and a low-density pilot program
application for East Lake Lillian and Lake Elizabeth Townships. The state weighs heavily on
letters of support, which the EDC was able to obtain for its projects.  Charter Spectrum came
forward with two proposed projects with high-density populations.  The committee applied for
a digital equity mini grant to assist our “Digital Connections Committee” in cataloging local
digital inclusion strengths, needs and goals.  The state confirmed receipt of the application and
she may hear tomorrow if the EDC received the $4,000 maximum.  Swedburg explained digital
equity, which is access to and affordability of the internet.  
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Business Retention and Expansion/Recruitment (BRE).  Backman reported the committee held
its quarterly meeting last week where it discussed the next virtual career fair on May 18. 
Renville, Redwood and Meeker Counties will participate.  A job fair will be held at the Willmar
High School on May 9th.  The partners of the West Central Minnesota Area Job Fair decided not
to hold an in-person job fair at Ridgewater College this spring, but may host one in October. 
They are trying to increase attendance by jobseekers and will be making some changes.  The
BRE Committee changed its meeting date to the second Wednesday of each month at
1:00 p.m.  Sam Bowen of Ridgewater College is working on a commercial driver’s license grant
through the state.  

Finance.  The committee will meet next week to consider two loan applications.

Marketing.  Backman highlighted areas of Olson’s report (see attached).  

Leisure Travel.  Benson reported the committee did not meet.

Childcare.  Swedburg reported the local Rural Child Care Innovation Program reconvened to
assist with portion of the childcare grant and held a meeting with area childcare providers.  The
childcare grant will be a rolling review of applications as they are received and funds will be
disbursed on a first come, first served basis.  Several new individuals have shown interest in
starting a childcare and one Spanish-speaking Elevate student is interested in starting a
childcare business.  Swedburg may consider holding Elevate-type classes for current childcare
providers that are shorter in length.  She is working with University of Minnesota Extension on
evaluating what is being done with the grant to best understand successes and gaps and what
comes next.

WHAT’S UP?  
• Les Heitke has seen good improvements on Lakeland Avenue properties and believes

Willmar’s housing inspector has resulted in improvements around the city.  
• Backman announced he is receiving the WLACC MILO award on March 31 at a 7 a.m.

breakfast to be held on the MinnWest Technology Campus.  If board members wish to
attend, the EDC will cover the cost.  

• Kelly TerWisscha announced South 71 Veterinary Clinic re-opened at is new location a
couple of weeks ago and a ribbon cutting was held last week; construction at Highway 7/71
is moving along; and he will be working with Swedburg on a project for Peterson Funeral
Home through the Main Street Economic Revitalization Program.  

• Swedburg announced the Willmar High School speech team has taken first in the last two
competitions and will be traveling to Moorhead for their first-ever national qualifying
competition.  

• Gardner reported the County Board introduced an ordinance to create a housing trust fund
through the Kandiyohi County Housing and Redevelopment Authority; public hearings will
be held.  It will be a fund to assist in maintaining existing housing stock and to meet
affordable housing needs for low and moderate income households through loans and
grants and assist in rehabilitation of smaller rental properties.  The County Board also
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Planning Session Facilitated by: Cheryl K. Glaeser | Achieve Consulting | www.achieveresultstogether.com 

Strategic Planning Session 
March 16, 2023 
Willmar Conference Center 

   
 
AGENDA 
9:00 – 9:05 AM WELCOME & INTRODUCTIONS 

 Aaron Backman, EDC Executive Director  
9:05 – 9:20 AM  Framing the Day 

  Cheryl K. Glaeser, Achieve Consulting 
  Sarah Swedburg, Business Development Manager 
 

9:20 – 9:50 AM INSIGHTS FROM BUSINESS SUPPORT EFFORTS 
  Sarah Swedburg, Business Development Manager 
 Guest Businesses: 
 Stephanie Lopez – Spurs Bar & Grill  
 Ashlyn Hillenbrand & Taylor Schreiner – Salon/Spa Entrepreneurs 

 
9:50 – 11:10 AM STRATEGIC PRIORITIES: 2022 HIGHLIGHTS/2023 INSIGHTS 
 Aaron Backman, EDC Executive Director 

• Highlights of past/current efforts 
• Insights on trends and opportunities 

 Kelsey Olson, Marking and Public Relations Specialist 
• Insights from Kandiyohi County Townships 

 Cheryl Glaeser, Achieve Consulting 
• Facilitated Discussion to Affirm Priorities 

 

11:10 – 11:20 AM BREAK 
 

11:20 AM – 12:00 PM HOUSING STUDY: Analysis and Conclusions 
 Jay Thompson, Viewpoint Consulting Group 
 
12:00 – 12:40 PM LUNCH  
 
12:40 – 1:15 PM DEVELOPING STRATEGIC GOALS/OBJECTIVES 

Facilitated Discussions: What specific goals and objectives will make the 
most difference AND have the greatest potential impact? What is our 
desired outcome for each goal area? 

 
1:15 – 1:25 PM BREAK  
 
1:25 – 2:15 PM ALIGNING AND PRIORITIZING RESOURCES 
 Review/Discussion of Committee Allocations 

Facilitated Discussions: What are the resources needed (human, 
financial, etc.) to achieve our goals/objectives? How might we prioritize 
and align the necessary resources to support this work?  

 
2:15 – 2:30 PM CLOSING REFLECTIONS/COMMENTS 









 

 

Joint Operations Board Meeting  

Willmar, MN  

3/9/2023 

Marketing and Communications Update  

• Landing pages were created for Broadband, Main Street Revitalization and Child Care which 
include detailed information and links to applications. Applications are easily accessible at the 
EDC.  

• Social media marketing continues to support our focus areas and needs for communication 
including calls to action for broadband and child care and sharing in our successes like the 
housing study results. So far for this year we are seeing a 47.5% increase in impressions (people 
seeing our posts) and 27.9% increase in engagements. We have a consistent increase in our 
LinkedIn following.  

• The next Virtual Career Fair will be May 18th. Our partners are again Renville and Redwood 
Counties in addition to Meeker County this time. The Career & Job Fair at the Willmar High 
School is scheduled again this year on May 9th and we are extending invite to our other schools 
in Kandiyohi County. This initiation will be to schools to select a number of students to attend 
to keep attendance manageable. SWIF may support transportation for these schools.  

• Workforce Support this month included contacting all ~80 child care providers to invite them to 
the informational session. Informative sheets on each of the ‘buckets’ of grant areas. The 
application is in process and will be available by March 18th.  

• Results of the Township & City Council Surveys have been received and the information is being 
organized to reflect priorities throughout the county and will be presented at the planning 
session. In addition to this I have been building on our relationships with these communities 
through one on one follow-up on survey comments on concerns.  

• The creation of the new website progresses as we continue to build on our unified voice to start 
the direct work with VantagePoint and Redwood Valley Technical Solutions. 

• All marketing informational materials have been finalized and will be available at the Planning 
Session.  

• The Housing Newsletter was well received with a 44% opening rate and a 98% on computer 
opening rate, a high rating when it comes to newsletters.  

• Sam Romain is the proposed new member of the MPR Committee needing board action to 
move him into the committee / the recommendation of the MPR Committee. He is the CEO of 
Romain-Berg Marketing, specializing in digital marketing and search optimization.  
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