
 
 
 

Business Services/Economic Development Committee 
January 15, 2026, 9:30-11:00am 

The committee was called to order at 9:30 am.  
 
Featured Topic: RETAIN Program Overview – John Connell & Margaret Odanga | MN RETAIN, DEED 

• John & Margaret joined the committee to share an overview of the MN RETAIN Program.  
o The Minnesota Retain Program is a free initiative designed to help workers stay 

employed or return to work safely after an injury or illness that impacts their ability to 
work. 

o Retain supports both workers and employers by coordinating return-to-work planning, 
workplace accommodations, and communication between healthcare providers, 
employers, and workforce partners. 

o The program launched in 2018 as a pilot in Southeastern Minnesota and has since 
expanded statewide based on demonstrated success and positive outcomes. 

o Retain prioritizes early intervention, as providing support soon after injury or illness 
leads to better employment and recovery outcomes. 

o Eligible participants may be referred by healthcare providers, employers, or workforce 
partners, and must meet established program criteria. 

o Employers benefit from Retain by retaining experienced workers, reducing turnover, 
minimizing disruptions, and receiving guidance on effective accommodations. 

o Retain is aligned with Minnesota’s broader workforce development system and partners 
with local workforce boards and organizations to connect employers and workers to 
retention supports. 

o Program goals include serving a diverse population of workers, with a focus on equitable 
access for priority populations. 

o Success stories highlighted through the program demonstrate reduced work disruption, 
improved recovery experiences, and positive outcomes for both workers and employers. 

o Workforce partners were encouraged to share information about Retain and refer 
eligible workers as part of a broader strategy to support job retention and workforce 
stability. 

 
Employer-Related Updates: Items Pertinent to Employers or Employer Services 
• M State 
• Minnesota Chamber of Commerce 
• Economic Development Association of Minnesota (EDAM)  
• Minnesota Association of Professional County Economic Developers (MAPCED)  
• State Agencies 

o DEED 



 Marci Jasper noted that teams are continuing to refine processes to improve 
efficiency while still meeting participant needs. She highlighted the importance of 
clear guidance and shared understanding of expectations across the system. 

 New Employer Engagement Representative for the Metro Area, replacing Robert 
Willis, is Betsy Helmeke (formerly of Twin Cities Rise) started training yesterday. 

o VRS 
o DLI  

 Dan Solomon reflected on broader system-level considerations, noting that many 
regions are facing similar challenges. He emphasized the value of these committee 
discussions as a space to share strategies, normalize challenges, and learn from one 
another’s approaches. 

o RETAIN 
 Highlighted the importance of collaboration across partners to ensure participants 

are not falling through the cracks. Noted that coordination and communication 
between organizations continues to be essential, particularly as staffing levels 
fluctuate and service models evolve. 

• Local Areas 
o Rural Minnesota CEP 

 Need to adapt services to meet participants where they are, including adjusting 
approaches to engagement and support. Emphasized that flexibility and 
responsiveness have become increasingly important in sustaining participant 
outcomes. 

o City of Duluth 
o City of Lakeville 
o Central Minnesota (CMJTS)  
o Southeast Minnesota (WDI)  
o Hennepin-Carver 
o City of Minneapolis 
o Anoka County 

 Ongoing efforts to balance participant needs with administrative responsibilities. 
Emphasized the importance of maintaining service quality while navigating 
reporting and compliance demands, and noted that staff are being thoughtful about 
where time and resources are most effectively spent. 

o Ramsey County 
o Dakota-Scott 
o Stearns-Benton (Career Solutions) 

 Team continues to experience staffing pressures, which has required prioritizing 
core services and adjusting workloads. Despite capacity challenges, staff remain 
committed to serving participants effectively and are finding ways to stay flexible 
while meeting program requirements. 

o Washington County  
o Northwest PIC 
o Winona County 
o Many areas report increased jobseekers coming in seeking DW services. 



o The committee discussed how areas are moving forward with the I-WE program. 

The committee concluded at 10:45 am.  


