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Speaker Bios
Christopher D. Merrett is director of the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs (IIRA),
director and graduate coordinator of the Master Degree Program in Community
and Economic Development, and professor of Geography at Western Illinois
University. He received his Ph.D. in Geography from the University of Iowa in
1994 with a focus on regional development and international trade. His current
research focuses on cooperatives and community development. Merrett coedited (with Norman Walzer) two books on this topic and he has also published
in a range of journals.

Norman Walzer, Ph.D., is Professor Emeritus of Economics at Western Illinois
University and founded the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs in 1989. He was
engaged in launching the Governor’s Rural Affairs Council. Recently, he worked
as Senior Research Scholar in the NIU Center for Governmental Studies. His
professional expertise has involved local public finance, community and economic
development, government structure, and community supported enterprises. He
is widely published in the academic and professional literatures with more than
25 books and numerous articles on these issues.

Juliana Stratton is the first Black woman to serve as Illinois’ Lieutenant Governor
and chairs the Governors Rural Affairs Council. In addition to spearheading
the administration’s Justice, Equity, and Opportunity Initiative, Stratton also
heads more than a dozen councils, commissions, boards and agencies as Chair
or executive liaison. She has received numerous awards and accolades for her
commitment to public service and social justice advocacy, including being
named one of the “50 Most Powerful Women in Chicago.”

Andy Manar, BS, is Deputy Governor for Budget and Economy under Illinois
Governor JB Pritzker since January 2021. Previously, he was a member of the
Illinois General Assembly and chaired the Senate Appropriations II Committee
covering the budgets of state agencies including the Department of Natural
Resources, the Department of Transportation, and the Department of Agriculture.
He was elected to the Illinois State Senate in November 2012 to serve the 48th
district, which includes parts of Sangamon, Christian, Macoupin, Madison,
Macon, and Montgomery counties. Recently, he was a driving force behind the
passage of the K-12 Evidence-Based Funding Reform Formula that transformed
public education to make it more equitable for all children in Illinois.
Guiyou Huang, Ph.D., is the 12th President of Western Illinois University with
campuses in Macomb and Moline. Previously, he was president of Edinboro
University of Pennsylvania and before that was Chancellor of Louisiana State
University of Alexandria. He has also served in administrative and academic
positions at Grand Valley State University (Allendale, MI), Kutztown University of
Pennsylvania, Lehigh University (Bethlehem, PA), Texas A&M University at College
Station, Beijing University, and Qufu Normal University (Shandong, China). He is
also a graduate of the Harvard Institute for Educational Management.

Jessica AcMoody, B.S., has more than 15 years of experience in state and federal
legislative policy and advocacy and during the past ten years directed state and
federal policy initiatives at the Community Economic Development Association
of Michigan (CEDAM), a nonprofit trade association serving the community
economic development (CED) industry through training, resources, and policy
advocacy. Her work focuses on coalition building and advocating for policies
that create more vibrant, equitable neighborhoods around the state. She is
also the acting executive director for the Rural Partners of Michigan (RPM)
which focuses on economic development in rural areas around the state. ented
extensively on rural and regional development.

Scott Boston, MD, is president and CEO of Jacksonville Memorial Hospital,
serving as an emergency room physician at Springfield Memorial Hospital from
2003-2019, and as the medical director of the JMH Emergency Department
from 2012-2015. Several months into his new role, the COVID-19 pandemic hit
central Illinois. Since then, his colleagues in healthcare, as well as the public
and local media, have relied on Dr. Boston as an expert and advocate, keeping
rural communities safe and healthy.

Brian Dabson,Ph.D., is an independent rural policy analyst and researcher
with extensive experience in community and economic development in the
United States and Europe. He led the Corporation for Enterprise Development
(CFED), the Rural Policy Research Institute, and the University of Missouri
Institute of Public Policy, and was Research Fellow at the University of North
Carolina School of Government. He served as board chair of the Center for Rural
Entrepreneurship, member of the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis Community
Development Advisory Council, and member of the Rural Assembly’s steering
committee. He has written and presented extensively on rural and regional
development.
Cammy Rose Davis is a second-year graduate fellow in Western Illinois
University’s Fellows Program in Community Development and is completing
her AmeriCorps service in Monmouth, Illinois in partnership with Monmouth
College’s Educational Studies Department. Prior to entering graduate school,
she taught English Language Arts at the high school level for six years in the low
country of South Carolina and completed her Peace Corps service in Madagascar
as an education volunteer earning a TEFL certificate in the process.

Mike Davis is Executive Director of the Central Illinois Land Bank Authority.
Before working in Illinois, he was a Senior Program Officer for LISC Boston
from 2012-19, providing affordable housing owners with technical assistance
on energy efficiency, clean energy and healthy housing. He also led LISC’s
lending for community development projects in Massachusetts. Previously, he
worked for five years at New York City’s Department of Housing Preservation
& Development as a Director of Operations for the Division of Architecture &
Engineering and as a Senior Planner for the Bronx Planning Unit.

Emily Doerr, MBA, is Executive Director of the Michigan State Land Bank Fast
Track Authority, which recycles land and property and brings it to productive
use in Michigan communities. Prior to taking on her role at the state’s land
bank, Emily managed housing development and portfolio management for
Metro Community Development, was CED Program Manager for the City of Flint,
and held other real estate and community development roles with Consumers
Energy, Michigan Economic Development Corporation (MEDC), the City of Oak
Park, and the Detroit Regional Chamber.

Brent Denzin, partner in Denzin Soltanzadeh LLC, previously held an Equal
Justice Works Fellowship working with rural and suburban Wisconsin communities
to promote sustainable economic growth. He worked on legal strategies that
would later combine to help develop and operate land banks and development
authorities in Illinois. His early experience representing community groups
in impact litigation, challenging international crude oil pipeline projects,
developing statewide municipal stormwater rules, and filing citizen suits, add
to the skill sets of the DENZIN team to provide a holistic approach to land
banking and community development.

Dan Fisher is President of Grow Gillespie and a member of the board of directors
of both Rural Partners and the Macoupin County CEO Program. He is a graduate
of Southern Illinois University in government and public affairs. His career
includes working as a Project Manager at John H Crawford & Associates, Civil
Engineers. He is also the former coordinator for economic development for
Macoupin County, former owner of the The Benld Enterprise and The Gillespie
Newssleader weekly newspapers, and a former Mayor of the City of Gillespie.

Brad Futrell, MHA, is Chief Operating Officer at Pinckneyville Community
Hospital in Pinckneyville, Illinois. He has more than 23 years of experience
in hospital leadership and has served as a Human Resource Director, Associate
Chief Executive Officer, and Chief Operating Officer in small, rural hospitals
in Southern Illinois. He is certified as a Professional in Human Resources (PHR)
from the Human Resources Certification Institute and is a Certified Professional
from the Society of Human Resources Management (SHRM-CP).

Galen Gondolfi is Chief Strategy Officer with St. Louis-based Justine PETERSEN,
a nationally recognized asset development organization and microlender, and
has held positions in housing, microlending and most recently communications
and development. He previously worked for community development
organizations in Chicago, Boston, and Washington DC. He routinely speaks
on issues of microfinance, community-driven economic development and the
plight of the underbanked. He has been quoted in The New York Times, The
Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, The Guardian, Bloomberg, American
Banker, and The Chronicle of Philanthropy.

Brittny Gipson, BS Civil Engineering, is village clerk and Economic Development
Coordinator in the Village of Dieterich, Illinois. She also serves as the Village
TIF Administrator and grant writer, securing more than $5.5 million in grant
funding for the Village to make beautification, infrastructure,and recreation
improvements. She is an active member of the Dieterich Community
Development Corporation (DCDC), Dieterich Community Ruritan Club,
Dieterich 4th of July, and Small Town Christmas committees.

Ernie Goss, Ph.D. is the Jack MacAllister Chair in Economics at Creighton
University. He is a former faculty research fellow at NASA’s Marshall Space
Flight Center and was a visiting scholar with the Congressional Budget Office.
He edits Economic Trends, a monthly economics newsletter with more than
10,000 subscribers, produces a monthly business conditions index for the ninestate Mid-American region, and conducts a survey of bank CEOs in 10 U.S.
states. He has published more than 100 research studies focusing primarily on
economic forecasting and on the statistical analysis of business and economic
data.

Mark Gridley, MBA, FACHE, is President and CEO of FHN Memorial Hospital
with more than 30 years of healthcare experience, managing and developing
special teams and projects of varying scales impacting caregivers, patients,
and community members. Previously, he served on active duty in the US Army
as a medic and licensed practical nurse. He earned an Executive Scholar
Certificate in Finance from Kellogg Northwestern University and is a Fellow of
the American College of Healthcare Executives.

Gabriel Guevara, MA, is an urban planner working at the Tri-County Regional
Planning Commission (TCRPC) in Peoria, Illinois, which is the metropolitan
planning organization for Tazewell, Woodford, and Peoria counties. He is
currently engaged in grant writing, comprehensive planning, and community
engagement activities. Previous activities involve creating an action plan
for the City of Gillespie to help prioritize community development projects,
several of which will be described during a conference session.

Zach Kennedy is an Extension Specialist in Community and Economic
Development at University of Illinois Extension. An economist and urban
planner by training, Zach helps Extension colleagues, local governments,
and non-profit organizations build their capacity to engage in data-informed
decision making and planning. His areas of expertise are in Demographics,
Economic Analysis, and Planning. He has been with Extension since 2009,
previously working as an Extension Educator in Champaign, Ford, Iroquois,
and Vermilion Counties.

Laura Hepp Kessel has chaired the Rural Partners board for the past two
years and serves as the Director of Telehealth Services at the SIU School
of Medicine. Laura manages SIU’s telehealth activities and represents the
medical school on the Governor’s Rural Affairs Council (GRAC). She serves as
an elected county board member in Fulton County. Laura previously worked
at the Illinois State Board of Education, for Illinois Lt. Governor Sheila Simon,
and as a community organizer in southern Illinois. She earned a Masters
Degree in Social Work from the Brown School at Washington University in St.
Louis and her undergraduate social work degree from SIU Carbondale.

Kimber Lanning is an entrepreneur, business leader, and community development
specialist working to cultivate strong self-reliant communities and inspire a
higher quality of life for people across Arizona. She is the founder and CEO of
Local First Arizona, an organization focused on creating a diverse and inclusive
Arizona economy. LFA is a widely respected organization that is leading the
nation in implementing systems and policies to ensure a level playing field and
increased access to capital for entrepreneurial endeavors and communities of
all sizes. She has received several awards including the Distinguished Citizen
Planner Award, one of the “50 Most Influential Women in Arizona”, and Citizen
Leader of the Year Award (International Economic Development Council).
Tammy La Prad, Ed.D. is Co-Chair of the Educational Studies Department at
Monmouth College and serves on the board of the Rural Schools Collaborative.
Her teaching and research is situated within a rural context. She is involved
in organizing and supporting place-based educational opportunities centered
around strengthening and growing rural communities. Her continued interest
involves working with educators and community leaders in rural communities
seeking teacher visionaries who recognize and leverage the symbiotic
relationship between schools and communities.

Neil Linscheid, MS, is an Extension Educator at the University of Minnesota
Extension Center for Community Vitality and was a 2017 Bush Fellow. His
work focuses on supporting local leaders as they navigate economic changes
taking place in their communities. His mission is to teach, coach, and connect
local leaders as they try to make informed decisions about their community’s
economic future. In addition to professional work, he is active in local
economic development, serving as a member of their city council, Economic
Development Authority, and community foundations.

Betsy Londrigan is State Director of the USDA Rural Development (RD) Office,
after spending more than 20 years teaching in an underserved school and
engaging with community, regional, and state leaders to effect positive change
through nonprofit work. These experiences provided insights into their needs
and how USDA’s Rural Development programs can assist in those projects. USDA
programs include targeting underserved schools, improving healthcare access,
and connecting homes and farms with high-speed broadband internet access to
face the amplified challenges after the COVID-19 Pandemic. Director Londrigan
is committed to working with rural communities to bring investments to every
corner of the state by supporting local and regional initiatives.

Gabrielle Lyon, PhD., has been Executive Director of Illinois Humanities
since June 2019. She is a nationally recognized nonprofit leader, educator,
and public speaker with experience in launching and leading award-winning
social impact organizations and initiatives focused on leveling the playing field
of educational access and opportunity. Previously, she was Vice President of
Education and Experience at the Chicago Architecture Center and a senior
researcher at the Great Cities Institute at the University of Illinois at Chicago.
She is also the founding executive director of Project Exploration, a nonprofit
dedicated to changing the face of science for youth and girls of color.

Dara Macan has consulted with organizations engaged in economic development
activities that improve visibility and help drive economic impact in their
communities for more than a decade. She joined SourceLink in 2016 as the
Global Director Partnerships & Engagement to lead strategic partnerships and
business development initiatives. She is responsible for identifying market
opportunities and building relationships with economic developers, academic,
business, government, corporate and nonprofit groups to increase the
SourceLink landscape.

Bobby Mannis serves as Policy Director in the office of Illinois Lieutenant
Governor Juliana Stratton. Bobby supports work with the Governor’s Rural
Affairs Council, the Governor’s Opioid Overdose Prevention and Recovery
Steering Committee, and on a host of issues including agricultural equity, food
insecurity, health, gender equality, and military affairs. A Chicago native, he
attended Tulane University in New Orleans, Louisiana and returned to Illinois
to pursue a career in public service.

Robbie McBeath, BS, is Outreach Manager with the Benton Institute for
Broadband & Society since 2014. He began as a Writing Associate, helping
produce Benton’s Headlines and Weekly Digest of communications policy news.
He currently is Outreach Manager, where he oversees the distribution of Benton’s
publications and manages the organization’s online presence. In addition, he
helps manage the Illinois Connected Communities program and produces the
bi-weekly Illinois Broadband Connections newsletter. He is the author of a
forthcoming report on Round 1 of the Illinois Connected Communities program.
Previously, he interned at the Federal Communications Commission.

Jonathan McGee, MFS, is a social entrepreneur, civic leader, and external
affairs expert with more than 7 years of non-profit, public sector, and social
impact experience. He currently is Deputy Director of Regional Economic
Development, Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity.
Previously, he founded The Global Organization for Applied Political Leadership,
the first of its kind global training incubator for advocacy, specifically focused
on lower socioeconomic communities of color. He is an Adjunct Professor for
West Virginia University, where he teaches Event Planning in the Reed College
of Media.

Matt Meacham is Program Manager for Statewide Engagement in Illinois
Humanities where he manages its Museum on Main Street program and program
series entitled The Country and the City: Common Ground in the Prairie
State. He assists with its Community Grants program and has managed or
contributed to its Road Scholars Speakers Bureau, Veterans’ Reading Groups,
Illinois Bicentennial-related projects, Southern Illinois Wonders radio series,
and programs addressing agriculture, education, and cultural sustainability.
His professional background includes experience in teaching, journalism,
folklore, and music.

Bill Menner, MA, is President of Partners for Rural America and is the
founder of The Bill Menner Group, a consulting firm focused on community
development, rural partnerships, and economic vitality. His work includes
contract executive leadership of the Iowa Rural Health Association and the
Iowa Rural Development Council. Previously, he was the Iowa’s state director
of USDA Rural Development in the Obama Administration and provided support
for housing, community facility, energy, and businesses. He had been economic
development director in Grinnell, Iowa where he led downtown development,
historic preservation, and tourism efforts.

Jon Oliphant M.A., has been the Planning & Development Director for the
City of Washington since 2006. The department oversees all building, zoning,
economic development, code enforcement, historic preservation, and GIS.
Previously, he had been a Community Planner with the North Central Illinois
Council of Governments in Princeton for more than five years. He is an active
member of American Planning Association member since 2001 and the American
Institute of Certified Planners and is a Certified Floodplain Manager. He has
served on the APA-Illinois State Section Board since 2006.

Carolee Rigsbee, Ph.D., is an Assistant Professor in the Department of
Management, Marketing, and Operations at the University of Illinois at
Springfield. She specializes in strategic management based on experience
with nuclear, aerospace & defense, food manufacturing, and other industries.
Her research is on novel organization designs with the potential to strengthen
stakeholder voice and reduce obstacles to economic, social, and environmental
goal achievement (e.g., benefit corporations, using blockchain as an enabling
technology in value chain management and governance). She on the Executive
Committee for the Discovery Partners Institute Center for Urban Resilience and
Environmental Sustainability.
Matt Scachette is the Cofounder and Chief Technology Officer of CivicServ,
an Economic Development Technology company in Bloomington, Illinois. He
focuses on designing and developing innovative technology solutions that help
smaller and mid-size Economic Development Organizations enhance their
Economic Development programs using focused ED technology. In the past 6
years, CivicServ has worked with communities in Illinois to digitize their grant,
loan, TIF, EZ, and Business Development District programs into a new platform
built for the digital age. Matt has more than 15 years of proven experience
designing and delivering technological innovations to a variety of industries
such as manufacturing, health care, insurance, and local government solutions.

Blanche Shoup is the President/CEO of Western Illinois Works and the director
of the Workforce Office of Western Illinois (LWA 14), which encompasses
nine counties in Western Illinois (Adams, Brown, Hancock, Henderson, Knox,
McDonough, Pike, Schuyler, and Warren). Her office provides staff support
to the Chief Elected Officials Consortium of Western Illinois and oversees the
implementation of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act and other
employment and training programs.

Thomas Skuzinski, J.D., Ph.D., is Associate Professor of Public Administration
at Northern Illinois University, an affiliate with the Northern Illinois Center for
Community Sustainability, and a member of the Illinois Innovation Network
Research Council. His research, which focuses mainly on how local governments
collaborate, cooperate, and coordinate to govern complex infrastructure issues,
has been funded by the Illinois Innovation Network, the Illinois Department of
Commerce and Economic Opportunity, the U.S. Department of Transportation,
and the Regional Studies Association.

Michael Wallace is a Community Programs Director with USDA Rural Development
in Illinois. Born and raised in Hoopeston, Illinois, he is a graduate of Illinois State
University and has been with USDA for 36 years. He was involved in singlefamily housing and farm program loans as well as 16 years in Southern Illinois
as a loan specialist in Community and Business Programs. He has directed the
Community Programs section for 12 years and oversees all aspects of these
programs in Illinois.

Mary Warren, BS, is the Business & Cooperative Programs Director with
USDA Rural Development in Illinois and oversees business related programs
in Illinois. While with Rural Development, she also worked with Community
Programs and Multi-Family Housing Programs. In a previous role as Business
Programs Specialist, she coordinated the agency’s renewable energy and
energy efficiency efforts in Illinois and was also responsible for coordinating
available programs with Illinois electric and telephone cooperatives.

Alex Wright earned an Associates Degree at Lakeland College and a Marketing
Degree at EIU in 2012. He is currently employed at Wrights Furniture in
Dieterich, Illinois. He served as President of the YBNext Effingham Chapter,
and is currently a committee leader of the Dieterich MAPPING committee,
the Dieterich Community Development Corporation, and the Dieterich
Business Association.

