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Commissioners review rules on economic development grant giving
By Chrissy Ewald of the Daily Courier

The Josephine County Board of Commissioners is revamping the county’s process
for handing out around $600,000 per year of state economic development money,
after years of questions about the process and a lawsuit.

“I believe we’ll actually fund some project that creates some economic development
instead of just some surveys,” said Commissioner Ron Smith at a workshop
Wednesday.

Counties across Oregon receive money from the Oregon Lottery to promote
economic development.

Josephine County has in recent years put money toward multiple local businesses
and organizations, including a truck manufacturer, a homeless ministry, a zoo and a
fishing guide.

It has also used the money to support the Small Business Development Center at
Rogue Community College, to pay dues to a regional economic development
organization and to pay courthouse security.

Commissioners have in the past questioned the application and screening process
and what the money can be used for.

On Wednesday, Commissioner Gary Richardson said he dislikes economic
development money going to specific businesses, saying the impact is hard to
measure.

“There’s all sorts of sewer projects, airport development projects, other types of
infrastructure within the county that lets businesses thrive,” he said.

Smith agreed, pointing specifically to the need for a wastewater treatment alternative
for the North Valley Industrial Park, which currently relies upon a tiny, overburdened
sewage plant on the campus of nearby Fleming Middle School.

“Infrastructure does lead to future development, as we can see with the project we
need to finish up at the North Valley Industrial Park,” he said. “That could lead to —
we don’t know, could be 100 jobs, which is a big deal in Josephine County.”

The way the state defines economic development is fairly broad, county Finance
Director Ruth Nelson told the commissioners.



“It says that the funds must be used to further economic development in the county,
so I think that could be argued in different ways,” she said. “I think the focus typically
is on job creation.”

The county’s existing process for handing out economic development money is for
business owners or government agencies to put in an application to the county’s
finance department, which reviews it for completeness and relevance to economic
development and then forwards the applications to the Board of Commissioners.

The commissioners have considered applications on a quarterly basis. The money is
given as a grant and does not have to be paid back.

The commissioners most recently gave out a round of grants in December, including
$5,000 to support a long-running business survey by the Grants Pass & Josephine
County Chamber of Commerce.

But another grant of $68,145 given to a local waste hauler and thrift store operator to
buy a dump truck and sorting system caused months of headaches for the county.

Staff said Konnor Kirkpatrick, the business owner, had said in his application
materials he could haul waste to a particular waste facility. However, he was banned
from using the disposal site at the time. He has since worked out his dispute with local
garbage companies about using the site

County staff issued a stop payment order on the check. Kirkpatrick, who cashed the
check and bought the truck, sued the county in an effort to get it reissued. A judge
declined to order the county to reissue the check, but urged Kirkpatrick to work with
the county in a different forum.

Commissioner Colene Martin said after Wednesday’s meeting that Kirkpatrick had
amended his application to “remove any specific single disposal location.” She said
the county had delivered a check with the amount Kirkpatrick had been granted to the
appropriate bank on March 30.

In an email, Martin said she has always believed the economic development program
needed “‘stronger foundational elements — clear criteria, measurable outcomes, and a
structural approach that aligns with our broader economic development goals.”

She said the situation with Kirkpatrick, who is now running for commissioner,
“reinforced why having a solid, consistent framework in place is so important.”

The new process, as proposed by Nelson and modified by the commissioners, is not
finalized yet, but would have more layers of review, including by a new citizen
advisory committee.

The committee is planned to have seven members, three of whom would be at-large.
At Martin’s suggestion, with input from the other commissioners, the other four are
supposed to meet specific qualifications: a rural business owner, a small business
owner, a large business owner (employing 50 or more people), and someone involved
in workforce development.



Nelson suggested, and the commissioners agreed, to have the committee review
economic development requests once per year, in the fall, instead of four times per
year.

The commissioners also said they want to consider the handful of existing
applications for economic development money. Nelson said after the meeting that
should happen on April 21.

She said that same meeting should be when the commissioners discuss another
application a previous interation of the Board of Commissioners approved in
December.

The commissioners at that time voted to give Patriot Solutions LLC, a company
owned by developer Chad Hansen, $62,500 to create an economic development
strategy for the county. The company would have the chance to apply for an
additional $62,500 after six months, bringing the total to $125,000.

Hansen is currently a candidate for county commissioner, though he had not filed for
the position at the time the request was approved.

According to records from the Oregon Secretary of State’s office, another partner in
the business is former Josephine County Commissioner Simon Hare, who is now a
candidate for county treasurer; Hare also had not filed for office at the time the
request was approved.

Although the money was approved, Nelson said that a contract with Patriot Solutions
has not yet been approved. County officials have not explained why.



