


 
 

June 30, 2021 
 

DISCUSSION TOPICS 
 

We are looking forward to meeting with a diverse group of stakeholders within Jasper 
County to discuss how a COVID-19 Economic Development Strategy could enhance 
your organizations and businesses.  I would specifically like to get your input 
regarding the following topics: 
 

1. How did COVID-19 impact the building material supply chain?  Increase expenses? No 
impact, etc.? 
 

2. What might a community/regional economic development strategy include to assist your 
agency regarding workforce issues during and after COVID-19? 
 

3. Were labor force issues impacted by the presence of COVID-19? 
 

4. What are the biggest threats to organizations or businesses during this COVID-19 
period?  What might be helpful in a strategy to address these issues? 
 

5. What impacts did the COVID-19 have on the travel and tourism and other related 
businesses in your region? 
 

6. What types of programs or policies could be implemented to assist you should this 
pandemic occur again? 
 

7. Did the Payroll Protection Plan help your agency?  Other programs that 
helped/hindered? 
 

8. What might a partnership between businesses, industrial, non-profits and the public 
sector do to address COVID-19 related issues? 
 

9. How do we as a region plan for potential loss of revenue, employment, and potential 
outmigration of population? 
 

10. Are there strategies that could be put in place moving forward to ease the burden of 
future pandemics similar to COVID-19 or other major emergency type events? 
 

11. Additional thoughts/comments? 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The South East Texas Economic Development District and the South East Texas 

Regional Planning Commission has worked extensively with area jurisdictions to 

secure major Economic Development Administration Disaster Recovery grant 

funded projects to help speed up economic recovery efforts after major 

hurricanes have hit our South East Texas Region over the years. 

 

The South East Texas Economic Development District  – South East Texas Regional 

Planning Commission received a CARES Act Planning Grant from the U.S. 

Department of Commerce – Economic Development Administration to Prepare a 

Corona Virus (COVID-19) Pandemic Short & Long Term Economic Recovery & 

Resiliency Plan and address the pandemic through a strategic approach directly.  

 

The Mike Barnes Group, Inc., an economic development firm, was selected to 

develop a short and long-term Corona Virus (COVID-19) Pandemic Economic 

Recovery and Resiliency Plan.  Also, to create a Resiliency component for our 

SETRPC Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) to deal with 

future pandemics.  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Background: 
 

The Southeast Texas Economic Development District retained the Mike Barnes 
Group, an economic development firm, to develop a short- and long-term Economic 
Recovery and Resiliency Plan in response to the Corona Virus (COVID- 19) 
Pandemic.   
 

As part of the effort to complete this plan, five separate sessions were held in a 
variety of locations within the region.  These sessions were attended by 
representatives from civic and governmental leaders, large & small contractors, 
retailers, real estate organizations, port directors, large industrial entities, economic 
development agencies, Chambers of Commerce, as well as, locally owned 
businesses and non-profit organizations.  A similar meeting with a diverse group of 
Jasper County Stakeholders is scheduled to be held on Wednesday, July 14, 2021 at 
11:00 a.m. at the Jasper Economic Development Corporation office, 500 S. Wheeler 
Street, Jasper, Texas, 75951. 
 

These round table discussions are designed to elicit input from broad based 
representatives to identify major issues and seek solutions moving forward.  
Numerous discussion topics were addressed in these sessions, including the 
following: 
 

 How did the Corona Virus (COVID-19) impact the building and other material 
supply chain?  

 What might a community/regional economic development strategy include to 
assist business during these times?  

 What labor force issues were impacted by the Corona Virus (COVID-19)?  
 What were the biggest threats to business during the Corona Virus (COVID-19)?  
 What types of programs could be implemented to assist moving forward with 

another potential pandemic?  
 Was Payroll Protection Plan  helpful?  What other programs helped/hindered?  
 What strategies or protocols could be put in place to ease the burden of another 

pandemic, based upon the experience with Covid-19? 
 

These and other business-related topics were discussed in detail.  Valuable input 
was received from the participants and a preliminary set of “Findings and 
Observations” are being developed.  These will, in turn, be an integral part of the 
Resiliency Strategy. 



































SOUTH EAST TEXAS 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT DISTRICT 

(SETEDD) 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

 
                       MEETING MINUTES 

 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
DATE:   July 14, 2021 
 
TIME:   11:00 a.m. 
 
LOCATION:  Jasper Economic Development Corp. 
  550 S. Wheeler Street, Jasper Texas 75951 
  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Mr. Bob Dickinson, Director, SETRPC, Transportation & Environmental Resources 
Division introduced and welcomed members for attending the meeting and asked 
everyone to introduce themselves. 
 
This was an open discussion meeting, these are the main topics/responses discussed: 
 
Mr. Mike Barnes, President and CEO, the Mike Barnes Group, kicked off the meeting by 
asking the group how the COVID-19 pandemic affected the building supply chain. 
 
Judge Mark Allen, Jasper County, stated that the area was hit extensively.  The City and 
County were behind on obtaining new vehicles, parts, materials. 
 
Ms. Denise Kelley, Jasper City Manager, City of Jasper, stated the pandemic has forced 
them to preorder materials to ensure on-time delivery as long as it didn’t exceed the 
budget. 
 
Mr. Greg Kelley, Director of Public Works, City of Jasper, stated their struggle was 
dealing with the lack of parts for water leaks such as valves, pipes and fittings. 
 
Mr. Barnes asked if the issue was the fact that these parts were coming from offshore, 
domestic or both?  The response from Mr. Kelley was both. 
 



Mr. Dickinson made a statement that in the Beaumont Area, due to the large demand, 
car dealerships are having issues filling their lots. Vehicles are practically sold as they 
come off the delivery truck. 
 
Ms. Kelley stated that they have yet to receive their new garbage truck they ordered in 
October 2020. 
 
The area is also suffering from a shortage of ammunition. 
 
Mr. Kelley stated that prices on materials are doubling for some of their large projects 
so they are ordering as much as they can ahead of time to hopefully avoid the price 
hikes. 
 
The area is having issues trying to keep the air conditioning unit fully functional due to 
parts taking an abnormally long time to procure.  Mr. Kelley stated that the two main 
reason for this shortage is because: 
1.  Aluminum shortage. 
2. The building for the larges train plant in the country (In Tyler) collapsed during the 
ice storm. 
 
Mr. Barnes asked how the cost hikes and preorders affected the budget process. 
 
Mr. Don Iles, Mid Basin Regional Manager, Sabine River Authority, stated that they 
were experiencing the same issues.  They had to give up 10 million dollars’ worth of 
projects that were due to be completed in this fiscal year and shifted them to the next 
budget year.  They have also phased out projects differently by extending them into the 
following fiscal year. 
 
Mr. Eddie Hopkins, Executive Director, Jasper Economic Development Corp., stated 
that he had been part of a timber study.  They discovered that the people who harvest 
the lumber, as well as landowners, are not receiving any of the extra funds being 
collected at places like Lowes and Home Depot. 
 
He continued, another example of price hikes is that one of his directors owns a tire 
store.  He purchases tires overseas which are shipped to California and then delivered 
by truck.  The increase in cost of freight for just the container is $6,000.00. 
 
We are also in the process of recruiting a company that manufactures ecofriendly lids 
for coffee cups.  It is costing them and additional $24,000.00 in shipping costs to bring in 
this product from China.  
 
Judge Allen asked if this could possibly be a positive outcome in the long run.  Maybe a 
transition to bringing in manufacturing back to the United States. 



Mr. Hopkins stated that these issues are just the more reason to manufacture in the 
United States.  However, the challenge will be the labor costs.  In order to become on a 
level playing field with China, technology will have to play a big part of the solution.  
This means reducing manual head count and having the machines do most of the work. 
 
Judge Allen stated that they have had to reduce the Scope of Work on certain grants 
because the costs of bids are coming in higher and higher. 
 
Ms. Shanna Burke, Executive Director, SETRPC stated that with all the delays and 
circumstances, will there be a time where we will have to say to the Federal 
Government, “I’m unable to finish the scope of work as described due to all the 
obstacles and challenges, how do we proceed?  Do you want us to repay the grant 
funding allocated for these projects?”  She expresses the need to have conversations 
with Federal and State entities to explain what the reality of the situation is, and also 
having to deal with all the hurdles.  
 
Mr. Kelley stated that some projects have been extended because of the lack of 
environmental companies.  There have been so many grant projects that have been 
issued, yet not enough personnel to clear the project for it to move forward.  This even 
includes little things like negotiating for land costs. 
 
Mr. Mark Durand, Executive Director, Deep East Texas Workforce Solution, stated that 
the issues they are facing is how to supply the workforce as they are competing with the 
refineries in the Beaumont region.  Jasper County is labeled as having an unskilled and 
uneducated workforce.  Over the years we worked on developing people into the 
skilled workforce, the question now is how to keep that skilled level in the Jasper area.  
We have also developed a partnership with local colleges such as Lufkin and Lamar 
Port Arthur, but these schools are 70 miles away which brings their own set of 
limitations.  For example, transportation and childcare. 
 
Mr. Durand stated that they have a grant ready to fund parents with fully covered 
childcare but have no caregivers to watch over the children because the hourly rate is 
only $8.50.  Then you also have the overpayment of unemployment, where the younger 
service industry workers don’t want to return to work because they are making more 
money sitting at home rather than working, which means they have absolutely no 
incentive to return to work. 
 
Mr. Barnes asked what practices or policies could be set in place to offset these issues. 
 
Mr. Isles stated that in order to overcome the lack of qualified personnel staying in the 
area, we have consciously raised our pay scale.  This has resulted in a slight turn in the 
unskilled and skilled labor as they are looking to leave the urban city and experience a 
rural lifestyle.  We are also giving an incentive for CDL drivers or for those who go and 



get their CDL license.  Our challenge is attracting the educated, middle manager up to 
the manager to professional employees. 
 
Mr. Isles stated that remote work will be a huge opportunity for rural East Texas. 
 
Mr. Barnes asked what did the government do during COVID that was beneficial? 
 
Judge Allen stated that there were several businesses in Jasper County that participated 
in the PPP program. 
 
Mr. Durant stated that they received funding to pay an extra incentive to childcare 
centers to stay open.  If the center had to close for the 14 day mandated period, they still 
received the extra funds.  They were provided with disinfectants and sprayers to help 
prevent the spread of COVID.  These extra funds helped the childcare centers offset the 
loss of revenue due to parents wanting to keep their child at home. 
 
Mr. Hopkins stated they have individuals who are currently suffering more now due to 
the lack of availability for parts such as car dealerships.  Also, air conditioning and 
generator vendors are being forced to install inoperative equipment because they are 
waiting on the microchips needed to make them function.   The delay may last until 
October 2021. 
 
Mr. Barnes asked what pragmatic and common sense actions should be taken moving 
forward. 
 
Mr. Hopkins responded that we lacked common sense.  The state had to mandate 
certain PPE instead of simply using common sense. 
 
Mr. Durant stated that New Mexico restaurants basically didn’t adapt and didn’t offer 
the “to go” orders like Texas did.  This helped bring in extra revenue that would have 
been lost otherwise. 
 
Mr. Barnes stated that he was surprised to see that non-profit organizations did fairly 
well during the pandemic. 
 
Mrs. Burke stated that was when human nature kicked in.  SETPRC works quite a bit 
with non-profit organizations and we knew where the help was needed, and we 
focused on that. 
 
Mr. Hopkins addressed the issue on how COVID affected the travel and tourism 
industry.  He explained that in the past few years, including Hurricane Harvey, as well 
as other disasters, the area has had a positive impact on their sales taxes.  So much so 
that it will set records. 



Everyone who had to stay at home but like to fish and hunt, have come up this way.  
They have had more of a lack of business within the past 6 weeks due to the water 
levels at the lake being too high.   
 
Mr. Iles stated that they operate six recreational facilities in the lakes area (Fishing, 
Camping, Boating, fishing license sales, etc..). All these indicators showed a tremendous 
increase in ecotourism.  Now, all these people who were here visiting the area, trying to 
get out of the city, have started buying real estate.   
 
Mr. Iles made the reflection that Middle, South and West Texas will be coming for the 
water supply in this area.  Currently, the price of 1,000 acres of local water is 
approximately $3,000.  In Arizona, that 1,000 acres would be $40,000.  He suggested that 
our strategy should not be to ship the water out of the area, but rather bring the jobs to 
the water. 
 
Mr. Barnes asked what else he should know to move forward. 
 
Mr. Durant stated that they are looking at educating students for jobs that can be useful 
during the pandemic such as linemen.  He is looking at implementing apprenticeship 
programs within companies to help train workers that show potential. 
 
He continued, 70% (105) of their 2018 (150 total students) class did not finish their first 
year of college or didn’t even enroll in college. 
 
Mr. Iles stated that work ethic is a big part of success.  If an individual does not 
understand how hard one must work to be successful in life, they will more than likely 
not succeed.  For years, schools have made the mistake of not teaching that and letting 
the students pass to the following grade. 
 
Judge Allen stated that in order to encourage economic growth, we need to have a 
skilled workforce.  We have a high percentage of unskilled workers, is there any way to 
work together to find transportation system or a network to help some of these 
individuals work in the Beaumont area, develop those skills and bring it back to Jasper 
and the surrounding area.  Several people agreed to the possibility. 
 
Mr. Dickinson thanked everyone for attending the meeting and asked they review the 
Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) handout. 
 
Ms. Burke thanked the Jasper Economic Development Corp. for holding the meeting 
and offered SETRPC’s help in any way possible. 
 
Mr. Barnes ended the meeting at 1:17 p.m. and thanked everyone for their time and 
participation. 



 GUESTS PRESENT 
 

Mark Allen   County Judge, Jasper County 
Mike Barnes  President/CEO, The Mike Barnes Group 
Tonya Dora Director of Economic Development, Texas Forest County 

Partnership 
Mark Durand Executive Director, Deep East Texas Workforce Solutions 
Beverly Holley Executive Director, Chamber of Commerce – Jasper County 
Eddie Hopkins Executive Director, Jasper Economic Development Corp. 
Don Iles Mid Basin Regional Manager, Sabine River Authority 
Denise Kelley City Manager, City of Jasper 
Greg Kelley Director of Public Works, City of Jasper 
John Seybold Superintendent, Jasper ISD 
Paul R. Smith Executive Assistant, Jasper Economic Development Corp. 
 

 
 

SETRPC STAFF PRESENT 
 

Bob Dickinson  Director, T&ER Division, SETRPC 
Shanna Burke  Executive Director, SETRPC 
Lucie Michaud  Administrative Assistant, SETRPC 
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