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

JOINT OPERATIONS BOARD OF DIRECTORS (OB)

MINUTES
May 9, 2024

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

Present: Art Benson, Veronica Garcia, Jesse Gislason and Les Heitke (via Zoom)

Excused: Abdulcadir Gaal, Noah Hultgren and Mary Warszynski 

Guest: Corky Berg, Joint Powers Board Liaison

Staff: Aaron Backman, Executive Director; Michelle Marotzke, Business
Development Manager; and Kelsey Olson, Marketing & Communications
Specialist

Media: Jennifer Kotila, West Central Tribune

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

President Jesse Gislason called the meeting to order at approximately 11:02 a.m. and announced a
quorum was present.  

AGENDA—Added to the Agenda under Unfinished Business as item 1a was a furniture quote and
under Reports, Childcare Program as item 3a was budget revision.

IT WAS MOVED BY Art Benson, SECONDED BY Veronica Garcia, to approve the revised
Agenda and the following Consent Agenda.

CONSENT AGENDA

Approve: 1. Minutes of April 11, 2024
2. Financial reports as of April 30, 2024

Accept: Committee/Subcommittee Minutes
1. Agriculture and Renewable Energy Development 3/21/2024
2. Broadband and Advanced Technology 4/1/2024
3. Marketing and Public Relations 3/25/2024

MOTION CARRIED.

UNFINISHED BUSINESS

KCED Office Relocation Update.  Backman reported the plans (see attached) have been submitted
to the city of Willmar for approval.  Renovations will begin on or about June 3, 2024 so it is ready
by mid-September, which would accommodate the next Elevate cohort.  Backman indicated



Michelle Marotzke’s husband may be able to move the office to the new location.  Les Heitke
suggested Willmar Public Works Department could assist with the move, if needed.  

Furniture Quote.  Backman reviewed with the board the Furniture Quote from Innovative Office
Solutions (see attached).  Backman and Marotzke believe the furniture related to the Elevate
program can be reimbursed through a grant.  Marotzke contacted the state to discuss the budget
reallocation process for the Elevate program as this year the amount budgeted for administrative
for rent was donated.  Southwest Initiative Foundation (SWIF) has also been contacted as it has
provided funds in the past.  It will take approximately six weeks for the furniture to arrive once
ordered, except the chairs are available now.  

IT WAS MOVED BY Les Heitke, SECONDED BY Veronica Garcia, to approve the purchase of
the furniture listed on the Furniture Quote from Innovative Office Solutions at an
approximate cost of $18,298.75.  MOTION CARRIED.

Executive Director Search Update.  Backman informed the board that Liza Donabauer of DDA
Human Resources posted the position on April 19 and as of yesterday morning there were nine
candidates who had submitted their resumes plus there are others who have indicated to
Donabauer they are considering the position.  Applications will close on May 19.  DDA will select
semi finalists the week of May 20, administer personality tests, hold a video interview and on
June 10 the Joint Powers Board will hold a special meeting to select the candidates to interview. 
Backman noted he will not attend the special meeting on June 10.

NEW BUSINESS—There was no new business.

REPORTS

Economic Development Activity.  Backman reported Christopher Corbett was unable to attend
today’s meeting.  The Willmar Planning Commission approved the annexation of approximately
6.6 acres of land for Vaxxinova to add onto the west side of its building; a liquor license was
approved for Rendezvous; a tax increment financing application was received for Trident
Development for construction east of Walmart and south of the HRA for senior housing, 75 units
for assisted living and some for memory care; approved conduit financing for Bethesda for its
construction east of the current campus—dirt is being moved for Phase 1 for 120 independent
living units; and a hearing for Cura will be held May 20 for the property north of the Taunton
Stadium.  Backman noted that with the current projects only half of the amount needed for senior
housing will occur.  Michelle Marotzke is working with a local transportation business that is
interested in the Third Addition of Willmar Industrial Park; she is also connecting them with like
businesses.  Marotzke reported she has been meeting with the smaller communities in the county,
introducing herself and offering the assistance of the KCED (see attached report).  The Ag
Committee requested she reach out to the AURI (Agricultural Utilization Research Institute) about
holding one of its conferences in Willmar and it is interested.  Marotzke also had a conversation
with an international business that was interested in the Industrial Park, but it is locating to a
nearby county.  Willmar Rail Park, LLC that will use the rail spur is awaiting permission from BNSF
to go ahead with construction.  
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Elevate Community Business Academy.  Marotzke announced graduation for the Elevate program
will be held May 17 for 4 Spanish students and 15-16 English students.  Tickets are going fast as the
students have a large number reserved.  The ceremony will be held at the Auditorium of the
MinnWest Technology Campus.  Sarah Swedburg created podcasts as part of the state grant and
she is working on developing business assistance services for graduates and is checking with Rising
Tide Capital for any information it may have.  Elevate has its own website; Olson will bring business
cards with QR codes to the next board meeting.  The new office in AppleTree Square will have a
small space for graduates to use as a short-term incubator for a few months with a modest
amount charged for rent to get them used to budgeting.  Two businesses will be the maximum
that can use that space at any one time.  The space will include a locked file cabinet for their use. 
Development of the incubator and how it will be used still needs to be finalized.  

Child Care Economic Development Grant.  Marotzke spoke with SWIF about hosting an
appreciation event for childcare providers this summer, possibly at The Land.  Tomorrow is
national Provider Appreciation Day.  Marotzke announced that late Tuesday afternoon the KCED
was awarded a $500,000 Child Care Economic Development Grant for 2024-2025.  The funds will
be for Prairie Woods Environmental Learning Center to develop a preschool in the Westby
Observatory, and the city of Atwater to develop a childcare facility in the former Kandi Works DAC
building.  The KCED will work on the documents needed to receive the grant.  The two new
programs will assist 60+ children.  A press release cannot be done until the state announces the
grant awards.  With approval of this grant, the 2024 budget needs to be revised.  The budget
needs to be changed: Under income add $500,000 new line for 2024; under BRE Childcare
Initiative, add expense line items according to the state grant.

IT WAS MOVED BY Art Benson, seconded by Veronica Garcia, to approve adding
$500,000 under Income/Grants/MN Department of Employment & Economic
Development/Child Care Grant and adding under Expenses for Business Retention
and Expansion/Recruitment, Childcare Initiative the appropriate lines for state grant
reporting.  MOTION CARRIED.

Marotzke and Tanna Stucky are familiarizing themselves with the laws going through the state
legislature.  Some rules are related to safety and others appear to be excessive.  Backman noted
the House passed a law requiring  prevailing wage for broadband projects using state grant funds,
which is being addressed by the state lobbyist for the Association of Minnesota Counties.  Senator
Lang and Representative Baker are aware of the KCED’s concerns relative to these proposed law
changes.  The state has federal funds coming, which could be a concern for the state as it could be
in conflict with federal rules.  
  

COMMITTEE REPORTS

Agriculture and Renewable Energy Development.  Marotzke spoke with Harold Stanislawski of
AURI about holding a future event in Willmar, which he is in favor of doing.  The Industrial Hemp
Exploratory Subcommittee is meeting Monday.

Broadband and Advanced Technology.  President Gislason reported at the last meeting the
committee discussed the grants awarded in the county.  Marotzke reported Vibrant Broadband is
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submitting three applications in Round 10 of the state Border-to-Border Broadband Development
Grant program.  Marotzke has been in contact with Hometown Fiber relative to the Broadband
Committee and discussed community outreach.  Dave Sisser, who is on the KCED Broadband
Committee also serves on the city’s broadband committee.  Federated Telephone Cooperative is
completing its current project and will be moving to Lake Andrew Township later this year.  

Business Retention and Expansion/Recruitment.  Backman stated the committee will meet
June 12 to discuss projects for 2024-2025. 

Finance.  Backman reported staff is working with a few projects that are not yet ready.

Marketing and Public Relations.  Kelsey Olson reported the landing page for the new website has
been approved.  Each page will be approved as they are done.  The project is moving along.  The
committee has approved some swag with the new KCED logo.  A small batch of new business cards
have been printed.  The new logo and name is on the current website.  Olson has been connecting
with all townships to be featured on the new website.  She would like to hold a marketing 101
meeting with township chairs and clerks.  Olson reminded the board that she is collecting a profile
of all committee and board members along with a photo for the website.  Olson assisted with
marketing the International Heritage Festival held in April.  Plans have already started for next year
and will coincide with the International Heritage Festival held at the Willmar Senior High School. 
Marotzke attended the Student Job Fair and Career Expo at the Willmar High School.  Olson was
instrumental in getting other area schools to participate in the job fair and SWIF assisting with
transportation for those schools.  Marotzke announced Ridgewater College had a career
exploration event in which she participated.  Olson and Beth Fischer of the Willmar Lakes Area
Convention & Visitors Bureau (CVB) are assisting New London with its summer event.  Kandi is
Dandy Days will be holding a tractor pull for which Olson will assist.  Olson is assisting with
marketing the Elevate graduation.  Manufacturing Week will be held in October.  See Olson’s
written report for additional information.

Leisure Travel.  Olson stated the last meeting was held at Hawk Creek Country Club in Raymond. 
There are a lot of activities planned for this summer.  Marotzke noted Sunburg Community Music
is holding free workshops for all ages this summer.  Sunburg will also be holding its annual
Syttende Mai celebration May 19.  May is bike month and the CVB is holding a photo contest;
details are on the CVB website.  Tourism week is May 19-25.  Rebranding has also been done by
Willmar Main Street and the Kandiyohi County Fair.  The CVB is doing an inventory of the kiosks
located around the county.  Art Benson reported the Little Crow Ski Team is getting active for the
season along with the Antique Car Run and other events.  The Historical Society is doing a
cemetery tour on May 25.  Benson stated the CVB is looking for people to sign up and write a short
note on what they did while visiting locations in the county.  Glacial Ridge Curling continues to
fund raise for a curling center; it is getting assistance to apply for grants and will set up a fund
through the Willmar Area Community Foundation.  Benson noted 15 schools want to come to
Willmar for curling, as well as 4-H, FFA and church groups and many groups come from outside the
county and 14 disabled individuals come for adaptive curling.  The group was very busy this last
winter.  Corky Berg informed Benson that the funds from the former Kandi Works DAC were given
by Kandiyohi County to the Willmar Area Community Foundation and could be applied for use by
Glacial Ridge Curling.  
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TO: Joint Operations Board 

FROM: Michelle Marotzke, Business Development Manager 

DATE: April 25, 2024 Board Meeting 

 

Economic Development Activity 
• I continue to connect people with resources and information about Willmar and Kandiyohi County, including 

local business connections with various developers.  
• Housing has been a priority as I learn about and work with several developers for different types of housing 

in Kandiyohi County.  
• I have been in touch with an organization to host a couple of conferences in Willmar and will connect them 

with CVB when I have more information. 
• I have completed tours of Kandiyohi, Prinsburg, and Sunburg and learned a great deal about what those 

communities are doing and what their needs are. I will schedule visits with the remaining communities over 
the next few weeks. 

Elevate 
• I have met with Sarah Swedburg twice to review the Elevate program and the technical tasks that happen for 

the successful program. She is willing to extend the existing contract to September 30, 2024. This will help us 
as we navigate the Executive Director search and office relocation.  

• The Riding Tide Capital Partner Meeting is October 9-11 in Richmond, VA, which I will plan to attend.  
• We plan to graduate 4 Spanish students and 16 English students on May 17th. Please register by Thursday 

afternoon as space is very limited (which is a good thing!). 
Child Care Program 

• We learned last week that DHS released a draft of proposed regulation changes to Family-based and Center-
based child care programs. It is not likely that these changes will be implemented in the 2024 session, but they 
are likely to be introduced in the 2025 session. We will discuss these proposals with attendees at the May 20th 
RCCIP/SSP meeting.  

• We are working on recognition for Provider Appreciation Day. 
Ag and Renewable Energy 

• We are working on the 2025 budget. 
• We are firming up speakers for the rest of the year, including Zach Rada, a farm business management 

instructor from MN West Community and Technical College in June.  
• We hope to hear from Dun Agro, Brian Miller and Simply Shrimp in the coming months.  
• The Industrial Hemp Subcommittee will meet on 5/13 at 9:00 a.m. 

Broadband 
• We are working on the 2025 budget.  
• Round 10 of Minnesota’s Border to Border grant closed on May 10th. There are three known projects being 

submitted on the east side of the county. 
Finance 

• We are working on the 2025 budget. 
• I am working with a new business owner who may be looking for financing additional equipment. This is 

expected to be ready for June’s Finance Committee meeting (May’s has been cancelled). 




