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What comes to mind when you hear the word “rural?”

For some, the word evokes images of pastoral landscapes and rustic barns, the smells of home cooking and 
curing tobacco, the sounds of lapping waves and square dance callers.

For others, the idea of rural is dominated by (often inaccurate) ideas of homogeneous cultures, insular thinking, 
and stubborn competition with an urban world of unceasing “progress.”

For us at the NC Rural Center, the word “rural” calls to mind something different: it is visions of vibrant small 
towns, led by driven business owners who invest in their local economies. It is mountaintops with high-speed 
internet connectivity. It is innovative healthcare facilities, bringing state-of-the-art technology and top-of-the-
field service providers to underserved areas.

But while these visions are realities in many of our rural communities, they are still elusive dreams for others. 
Regardless of where we live in rural North Carolina, we must work closely together to lift up the success stories 
we see, figure out how to replicate and scale those successes, and then empower our leaders to make innovation 
a quality of every rural community in North Carolina.

The changing demographics of our state make such rural cooperation imperative. For example, the 19 counties 
in the northeastern corner of our state are represented by 17 members of the General Assembly. Mecklenburg 
County alone has the same number of representatives—and this distribution will only become more pronounced 
after the 2020 census. We want to emphasize that population growth in our urban areas is not a bad thing. It is 
wonderful that people from around the world want to call North Carolina home. What this does mean, though, 
is that rural people must now speak with a united voice as never before if we are to call attention to the policy 
issues that matter most to us and our communities.

Today, more than 636 rural advocates from more than 85 counties have gathered here in Raleigh for our  
third-annual Rural Day, our chance to speak together to our state leaders with a unified rural voice. We will hear 
about success stories and promising practices from around the country in rural health and broadband from 
national speakers, including former Ohio Governor John Kasich and former FCC Commissioner Mignon Clyburn. 
We will also hear from Governor Roy Cooper, Senator Phil Berger, House Speaker Tim Moore, and many other 
state and local leaders about their visions for the future of rural North Carolina.

The big issues we will talk about today—broadband, health, and small business development—are not just rural 
issues, they are North Carolina issues. They are great challenges, but no greater than we have faced before. The 
way we address these issues in our communities is a wonderful opportunity to show this state that rural people 
are entrepreneurial. We are innovative. And we are committed to each other and our future. With those values, 
and our rural resolve, there is no problem we cannot face…together.

Patrick Woodie 
President

John Coggin 
Director of Advocacy

Tiffany Gladney 
Policy and Government 

Affairs Manager

Welcome to Rural Day 2019
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8:30AM - 9:00AM BREAKFAST | Ballroom Lobby 
Presented by ECC Technologies

REGISTRATION | Ballroom Lobby 
Presented by Novant Health

LEADERS THAT INSPIRE | Ballroom B

WELCOME
Patrick Woodie | NC Rural Center

OPENING REMARKS
Roy Cooper | NC Governor

VIRTUAL ADDRESS
Dan Forest | NC Lieutenant Governor

ISSUES THAT UNITE: BROADBAND | Ballroom B
Introduction:  
Katherine Bates | US Department of Commerce, NTIA 

Mignon Clyburn | Former Federal Communications  
Committee (FCC) Commissioner

NETWORKING BREAK | Ballroom Lobby 

ISSUES THAT UNITE: HEALTH | Ballroom B 
Alan Morgan | National Rural Health Association (NRHA) 

Introduction: Dan Gerlach | Golden LEAF Foundation

John Kasich | Former Governor of Ohio &  
CNN Political Commentator
 
SPECIAL ANNOUNCEMENT 
Josh Stein | NC Attorney General 

LUNCH | Ballroom Lobby 
Presented by NC Electric Cooperatives 

9:00AM - 9:35AM 

9:35AM - 10:15AM 

NOON - 1:15PM

10:30AM - NOON
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Agenda

10:15AM - 10:30AM



2:20PM - 2:45PM

IN CONVERSATION WITH  
LEGISLATIVE LEADERS | Ballroom B
Phil Berger | NC Senate, President Pro Tempore
Tim Moore | NC House, Speaker

Dan Blue | NC Senate, Democratic Leader 
Robert Reives | NC House, Deputy Democratic Leader

Moderators 
John Hood | John William Pope Foundation  
Nelle Hotchkiss | NC Electric Cooperatives

NETWORKING BREAK | Ballroom Lobby

BREAKOUT SESSIONS 

BROADBAND | ROOM 301 AB 
Presented by ATMC & Wilkes Communications

HEALTH | ROOM 302 C 
Presented by United Healthcare

SMALL BUSINESS | ROOM 302 AB 
Presented by South State Bank
Supported by Carolina Farm Credit 

FAITH-BASED ADVOCACY | ROOM 303 
Presented by The James B. Duke Endowment 

PARTNERS FOR RURAL RECEPTION | Ballroom B 
Supporting Sponsor: Affinity Living Group

2:45PM - 5:00PM

5:00PM - 7:00PM

March 26, 2019 | 9:00 AM - 7:00 PM
Raleigh Convention Center | Raleigh, NC

1:15PM - 2:20PM

Special thanks to Richard Campbell,  
NCSU CALS chief communications officer, 
for being the voice of Rural Day!
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Plenary Speakers

Phil Berger | NC Senate, President Pro Tempore
Phil Berger grew up in Danville, Virginia, in a working class family that taught him the value 
of hard work. After school, Phil married his high school sweetheart, Pat, and worked in a local 
factory and then as a produce manager of a grocery store while raising two young kids and 
attending college. He became the first in his family to graduate, from what is now Averett 
University. Still raising a young family and working long hours to make ends meet, Phil attended 
law school at Wake Forest and graduated early. He practiced law briefly in Charlotte and Raleigh 
before settling in Eden, where he still lives with Pat and runs the Berger Law Firm. Phil and Pat 
have three kids – Phil Jr., Kevin, and Ashley – and four grandkids.
Phil Berger was first elected to the State Senate in 2000. His colleagues elected him minority 
leader in 2004, and President Pro Tempore in 2010 after Republicans won a Senate majority 
for the first time since the 19th century. The first Republican leader of the North Carolina Senate 
in more than 100 years, Senator Berger has delivered common sense, conservative reforms to 
State government.

Dan Blue | NC Senate
A Robeson County native, Senator Daniel T. Blue, Jr., has devoted his career in public office to 
improving education, economic development, workers’ rights, access to health, and retirement 
security. He earned a degree in mathematics from NC Central University and a juris doctor 
degree from Duke University’s School of Law. In the last 40 years, Dan has served in various 
capacities at the Legislature, including: House Representative, Speaker of the House, State 
Senate, and Chairman of the Judiciary and Appropriations committees. He currently is the 
chairman of the Board of Trustees at Duke University and is the past president of the National 
Conference of State Legislatures. Dan also served on the executive committee of the Southern 
Legislative Conference and is a founding partner of Blue, Stephens & Fellers, a law firm in 
Raleigh, North Carolina.

Katherine Bates | US Department of Commerce, NTIA
Katherine Bates is manager of state and local partnerships for the National Telecommunications 
and Information Administration’s (NTIA) BroadbandUSA program. In this capacity, Bates works 
with state and local governments to increase broadband access throughout the United States, 
focusing on rural and unserved areas. Before coming to BroadbandUSA, she worked with large 
library systems on the E-rate modernization effort and ICF International, a global consulting 
firm, where she focused on broadband funding, planning, training, and technical assistance. She 
has also worked at both the state and local level. Her work has allowed her to engage national, 
state, and local leaders to help shape national policies on telecommunications and  
community development. 

Mignon Clyburn | Former FCC Commissioner
Mignon L. Clyburn served as commissioner on the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) from 2009 to 2018, and acting chair from May to November of 2013. During her nearly 
nine years at the FCC, Commissioner Clyburn was committed to closing persistent digital and 
opportunities divides that continue to challenge rural, native, and low-wealth communities. 
Specifically, she pushed for the modernization of the agency’s Lifeline Program, which assists 
low-income consumers in defraying the cost of voice and broadband service, championed 
diversity in media ownership, initiated inmate calling services reforms, emphasized diversity 
and inclusion in STEM opportunities, and fought to preserve a free and open internet. Clyburn is 
currently a fellow at the Open Society Foundation where she continues to champion efforts to 
eliminate predatory rates for prison telephone services and is the principal of MLC Strategies. 



Don Davis | NC Senate
Donald G. Davis represents the Fifth Senatorial District of North Carolina, which consists of Pitt 
and Greene counties.
In the NC Senate, Don is a member of the following standing committees: Education/Higher 
Education, Appropriations on Education/Higher Education, Agriculture/Environment/Natural 
Resources, Health Care, and Rules. He served as the mayor of Snow Hill for seven years. Don 
served as a member of the East Carolina University Board of Visitors for eight years. He has 
served over 20 years in higher education and served over eight years active duty in the United 
States Air Force.  
Don has completed courses in the Commissioned Lay Pastor program in the Presbyterian 
Church United States of America through the Presbytery of New Hope. Since 2003, he has 
provided clerical support at Saint James Presbyterian Church in Snow Hill. 

Dan Forest | Lieutenant Governor of NC
Dan Forest has served as Lieutenant Governor of North Carolina since January 2013. Prior 
to becoming Lt. Governor, he received two degrees from the University of North Carolina 
Charlotte (UNCC). After college, Dan became a leader in the business community for over  
20 years, having served as office president and senior partner of the state’s largest 
architectural firm - Little Diversified Architectural Consulting. Dan has been designated as an 
Architect Emeritus. A father of four, he and his wife, Alice, reside in Wake County.
As Lieutenant Governor, Dan serves as the president of the NC Senate and serves as a voting 
member of the State Board of Education and the State Board of Community Colleges. 
On the State Board of Education he is the chairman of the Special Committee on Digital 
Technology, which is tasked with the implementation of the state-wide digital technology plan. 
In addition, Dan is a member of the NC Advisory Commission on Military Affairs, the Food 
Manufacturing Task Force, and serves as chair of both the Energy Policy Council and the Board 
of Postsecondary Education Credentials. 

Roy Cooper | Governor of NC
Roy Cooper has spent nearly three decades in public service protecting families, keeping 
communities safe, and working to create jobs and improve schools. The son of a school teacher, he 
knows that education creates opportunity and he has worked throughout his career to strengthen 
our schools and create a sound foundation for our state’s children.
Roy Cooper entered public service to fight for communities like the one where he grew up. Born 
and raised in Nash County, he attended public schools and worked summers on the family farm 
before attending UNC-Chapel Hill on a Morehead Scholarship. His mother, Beverly Cooper, worked 
as a school teacher, and his father, Roy Cooper, Jr., farmed and practiced law.  
After earning a law degree from UNC, Roy Cooper returned home to Nash County to practice 
law and, with his wife Kristin, raise three daughters – Hilary, Natalie, and Claire. He taught Sunday 
school, served as an elder and deacon in his church, and tutored students in local schools. 
Roy Cooper believes in the potential of our great state and its people. He knows that we can build 
a state and an economy that work for everyone. By investing in our public schools and giving 
students the tools they need to succeed, creating good jobs and raising incomes for the middle 
class, and strengthening our communities, North Carolinians can live and work in places they are 
proud to call home.

Dan Gerlach | Golden LEAF Foundation
Since 2008, Dan Gerlach has served as president of the Golden LEAF Foundation. After 
working as a budget analyst for the New York State Assembly for five years, Gerlach spent 
seven years as the director of the NC Budget and Tax Center and seven years as the senior 
fiscal advisor for Governor Easley. Dan has served on more than a dozen commissions on 
budget, tax, agriculture, and economic development at the state and national level. He 
formerly served on the NC Network of Grantmakers Board of Directors and is actively  
involved in his church. 
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John Hood | John William Pope Foundation
John Hood is president of the John William Pope Foundation, a Raleigh-based grantmaker. 
He is also the author of seven books, including Catalyst: Jim Martin and the Rise of North 
Carolina Republicans, and teaches at Duke University’s Sanford School of Public Policy. Since 
1986, Hood has written a syndicated column that now appears regularly in the Winston-
Salem Journal, Greensboro News & Record, Raleigh News & Observer, Asheville Citizen-Times, 
Wilmington Star-News, and newspapers in 70 other North Carolina communities. His articles 
have also appeared in National Review, Readers’ Digest, The New Republic, The Wall Street 
Journal, and USA Today, among other publications. In addition, Hood appears weekly on the 
UNC-TV political talk show “NC SPIN.”

Nelle Hotchkiss | NC Electric Cooperatives
Nelle Hotchkiss is senior vice president and COO of association services for the N.C. Electric 
Cooperatives. Nelle’s responsibilities include policy, safety, communications and marketing, 
and economic and community development as well as publication of Carolina Country 
magazine, the most widely circulated magazine in North Carolina. Nelle provides leadership 
on rural issues impacting North Carolina and around the country. She has worked in various 
capacities in the cooperative program for over 25 years. Nelle serves as a board member for 
a number of organizations, including the NC Rural Center, College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences for N.C. A&T State University, N.C. Cooperative Council, N.C. Institute for Political 
Leadership, and the N.C. Agribusiness Council Boards of Directors. 

John Kasich | Former Governor of Ohio & CNN Senior Political Commentator
Two-term former Ohio Governor John R. Kasich is a politician, a New York Times best-selling author,  
a former FOX television host, and ultimately an American citizen who believes that unity is the answer 
to our most common problems.
As Governor, Kasich closed an $8 billion budget shortfall without a tax increase, reduced taxes by  
$5 billion, and outpaced the nation’s job growth with 557,600 new jobs in the Buckeye State. Under  
his tenure, Ohio budget reserves grew from 89¢ to $2.7 billion. The Governor was a leading  
voice in promoting bipartisan solutions to healthcare reform, immigration, and international trade.  
He has been one of the first Republican governors to advocate for Medicaid’s expansion.
Kasich has had a storied career in both the public and private sectors. He served as a member of 
Congress from central Ohio for 18 years. He was elected to the U.S. House at just 30 years old, after 
having become the youngest state senator in Ohio history. He went on to become the chairman of  
the House Budget Committee and balanced the Federal Budget four times—a feat not accomplished 
since. After leaving Congress in 2000, Kasich worked as a managing director in the Investment  
Banking Division of Lehman Brothers, where he helped companies secure the resources they  
needed to succeed and create jobs.
He was a FOX television commentator for two shows, Heroes and Heartland with John Kasich, in 
addition to being a stand-in host for both Bill O’Reilly and Chris Matthews. In January of 2019,  
Kasich made his debut as a senior political commentator for CNN, where he will appear across a  
variety of programs.
Kasich is the author of four New York Times best-sellers: Courage is Contagious; Stand for Something: 
The Battle for America’s Soul; Every Other Monday; and most recently Two Paths: America Divided or 
United, which reflects on his 2016 run as Republican Primary Presidential candidate and his hopes for 
America’s future.
Kasich is a graduate of The Ohio State University, where he also served as a presidential fellow. No 
longer Ohio’s governor, he continues his roles as husband, father, and American citizen, eager for  
the next chapter. 

8 | 2019 Rural Day

Plenary Speakers



2019 Rural Day | 9

Robert Reives | NC House of Representatives 
Representative Robert Reives II has served in the NC House of Representatives since 2014. 
He represents House District 54, which currently serves constituents in a portion of Durham 
County and all of Chatham County. Upon entering the NCGA, Robert was immediately tapped 
for leadership serving as Freshman Caucus co-chair and as treasurer of the NC Legislative 
Black Caucus. Currently, Robert is still looked to for leadership as he works across party 
lines in his role as deputy democratic leader of the House, as vice-chair of the Education-
Community Colleges Committee, and as vice-chair of the Judiciary III Committee. His other 
legislative committee assignments include Agriculture, Finance, and Rules, Calendar, and 
Operations of the House. 

Tim Moore | NC House of Representatives, Speaker 
First elected to the North Carolina General Assembly in 2002, Speaker Tim Moore is currently 
serving his second term as the presiding officer of the State House of Representatives. Tim 
represents Cleveland County.
A lifelong resident of Kings Mountain, NC, Tim graduated from the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill in 1992 with a bachelor’s degree in political science.
He then attended law school at the Oklahoma City University School of Law and received 
his juris doctor degree in 1995. After passing the North Carolina Bar Exam, Tim returned to 
Cleveland County and began practicing law in Shelby.
In 1997, Tim was appointed to the UNC Board of Governors, the youngest person appointed to 
that position at age 26. Tim became a partner in the firm of Flowers, Martin, Moore, & Ditz, P.A. 
and practiced there until 2009, when he opened his own firm, Tim Moore, Attorney at Law, 
P.A., in Kings Mountain, where he currently practices.
Tim resides in Kings Mountain with his two sons, McRae and Wilson. He is a member of First 
Baptist Church of Kings Mountain.

Alan Morgan | National Rural Health Association
Recognized as among the top-100 most influential people in health care by Modern 
Healthcare Magazine, Alan Morgan serves as chief executive officer for the National Rural 
Health Association. He has more than 28 years experience in health policy at the state and 
federal level, and is one of the nation’s leading experts on rural health policy. Morgan served 
as a contributing author for the publication, “Policy & Politics in Nursing and Health Care,” and 
for the publication, “Rural Populations and Health.” In addition, his health policy articles have 
been published in: The American Journal of Clinical Medicine, The Journal of Rural Health, The 
Journal of Cardiovascular Management, The Journal of Pacing and Clinical Electrophysiology, 
Cardiac Electrophysiology Review, and in Laboratory Medicine.

Josh Stein | NC Attorney General 
Josh Stein was sworn in as North Carolina’s 50th attorney general on January 1, 2017. Stein 
is focused on protecting North Carolina families from crime and consumer fraud. His office 
drafted the STOP Act to reduce the number of people who become addicted to opioids 
through smarter prescribing practices and the Synthetic Opioid Control Act to close 
loopholes in state criminal law concerning fentanyl. Both laws passed the General Assembly 
unanimously and were signed into law by the Governor. 
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THE IMPERATIVE

For too long, our public conversations have framed broadband 
as a commodity for personal or recreational use, when in fact it 
is the primary factor of community success in a rapidly changing 
economy. Our rural communities must have access to quality 
broadband infrastructure if we are to educate our children, live 
healthy lives, start new businesses, and ensure public safety. 
Communities without future-proof connectivity will not be 
competitive in retaining or recruiting businesses, physicians, 
teachers, or a new generation of citizens and leaders. 

North Carolina was once a leader in broadband deployment.  
It can be again.

Our state has one of the most robust middle-mile fiber networks 
in the nation. Our anchor institutions—schools, colleges, libraries, 
hospitals, local governments—are connected to a strong backbone 
of high-speed connectivity. Yet, providing last-mile fiber to the 
home or business remains a persistent challenge, due to low 
population density, high construction costs, and rapidly advancing 
technologies. 

The Rural Center’s top advocacy goal was realized last year  
with the passage of the GREAT (Growing Rural Economies with  
Access to Technology) program. 

Now it is time to build upon that success with a sustained and 
comprehensive approach to incentivizing competition among 
internet service providers to deploy the digital infrastructure 
necessary for our state and its people to thrive.

It is not the state’s role to build and operate such infrastructure 
itself. Nor is it wise for every municipality to take on the role of an 
internet service provider (ISP). There are, however, several policy 
options the state could take to drive the competition among 
existing and potential ISPs that will improve access, affordability, 
and adoption of internet services in rural areas. The solutions 
include:

• Expand the GREAT Program

• Clarify the Role of Local Governments in  
 Public-Private Partnerships

• Implement a Statewide Dig-Once Policy

• Explore an Internet Adoption Initiative

These options have been tested and proven in other states and 
should be implemented in North Carolina as best practices in a 
coordinated effort to lessen our state’s rural-urban divide and 
prepare our rural areas to compete in the global economy.

THE SOLUTIONS
The State of North Carolina, through 
legislative and executive actions, should 
implement the following options:

1. Expand the GREAT Program

Expanding access to the state’s most rural 
and underserved areas incurs high costs that 
burden smaller providers. In many areas, 
only one provider (or no providers) exists, 
so competition is needed to increase both 
quality and affordability of services. The 
General Assembly, under the leadership of 
Senator Harry Brown and Representative 
Dean Arp, enacted the GREAT program last 
year. The NC Broadband Infrastructure Office 
is currently implementing this pilot program 
with overwhelming demand from service 
providers across  
the state.  

The original $10 million appropriation was a 
strong start to pilot the program. Now that 
we have experienced one round of funding, 
we now understand what tweaks and 
additions need to be made when the program 
is made permanent. 

This year, we look forward to working with 
legislative leaders to create a recurring,  
$30 million appropriation for the GREAT 
Program, with the following changes to the  
original program:

The solutions for rural broadband are multipronged, 
but in all cases they involve cultivating the public-
private relationships that will make sure our homes, 
schools, health systems, and businesses are equipped 
with the broadband infrastructure necessary for them 
to thrive.

Issue Brief
Broadband

Expanding access to high-speed, affordable broadband internet is the rural economic development 
issue of our time.
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• Allow any undeserved area county (not 
just Tier I counties) the opportunity to 
apply for areas verified to be underserved

• Raise the speed minimum to 25:3 Mbps, 
and retaining the incentive for projects 
scalable to 1 Gbps 

• Allow areas that have received previous 
grants for 10 Mbps to apply to projects 
raising speed access to future-proof levels

• Strengthen reporting requirements for 
providers to prove they are offering 
promised services

2. Clarify the Role of Local Governments in 
Public-Private Partnerships

Broadband is considered a basic resource by 
many, though citizens in rural counties often 
do not have access to broadband that meet 
the FCC standards. Providing high-speed 
internet to homes and businesses in rural 
communities remains a challenge due to low 
population density, high construction costs, 
and the rapid advancement of technology. 
Public-private partnerships provide an 
alternative to municipal broadband models 
that many rural communities lack the 
resources to sustain on their own.

State law is currently unclear on exactly what 
role local governments may play in partnering 
with private internet service providers on 
plans to expand access. We ask the NC 
General Assembly to clarify that role, allowing 
local governments to:

• Raise and spend funds for  
broadband infrastructure

• Lease existing assets to private and  
nonprofit providers

3. Implement a Statewide Dig-Once Policy 

The Governor’s administration should explore the 
creation of a dig-once policy that coordinates 
efforts among state and local offices to reduce costs 
incurred by installing infrastructure. Such a provision 
would lower capital costs for providers and create 
efficiencies in both the permitting and installing 
of new infrastructure. Several states have adopted 
such a policy, and the practice is recommended 
by the USDOT Federal Highway Administration. 
Characteristics of a dig-once policy include: 

• Cost-based recovery for NCDOT 

• Uniform, statewide policy 

• Focuses on “path creation,” does not favor who 
owns the infrastructure 

• Focuses on remote secondary roads  
currently unserved or underserved by  
broadband technology 

4. Explore an Internet Adoption Initiative 

Even in areas of the state with greater access to 
broadband, many citizens do not yet fully understand 
the broad impacts high-speed internet can have 
on their lives, health, education, and careers. More 
education is needed to inform citizens on the wide-
ranging benefits of home internet access. Low-
income families face many competing demands 
for limited dollars and need internet options to be 
eminently affordable. A successful adoption initiative  
would include: 

• Funding for digital literacy programs aimed at 
senior citizens, parents, and low-income families 

• Incentives for internet service providers to offer 
low-cost service options in targeted areas 

• Options for vouchers or other subsidies for 
citizens in underserved areas 

March 26, 2019 | 9:00 AM - 7:00 PM
Raleigh Convention Center | Raleigh, NC 2019 Rural Day | 11
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Dean Arp | NC House of Representatives
Representative Dean Arp was elected to the NC General Assembly in 2012, representing Union 
County in District 69. He currently serves as a chairman of the Appropriations Committee 
and the Energy and Public Utilities Committee, and as vice chairman of General Government 
Appropriations and Capital Appropriations. He also serves as a member of the Homeland Security, 
Military, and Veterans Affairs Committee, Judiciary Committee, Judiciary Subcommittee on Civil 
Matters, Transportation Committee, and sits on several non-standing committees. Representative 
Dean Arp is a professional engineer and president of Arp Engineering in Monroe, North Carolina. 

Rich Price | Jackson County, NC
Rich Price is in his fifth year as director of Economic Development for Jackson County, North 
Carolina, having been appointed to the position in October of 2013. He also serves as the 
chairman of the Board for the Mountain West NC partnership, a regional collaboration of 
economic developers and educational leaders representing the seven western-most counties in 
North Carolina, including Haywood, Jackson, Macon, Swain, Graham, Clay, and Cherokee, and the 
Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians. The Partnership’s primary focus is to promote the region’s 
collective assets in pursuit of new business development opportunities.

Donald Imhoff | Innovate BD, LLC
Donald Imhoff worked with Eastern Shore Communications of North Carolina to help them open 
an office in Elizabeth City, located in the northeastern county of Pasquotank. As a business 
development executive for Eastern Shore, he also worked with neighboring Camden County 
leaders to learn the extent of a suspected digital divide existing in the county. Donald has 30 
years of experience in the high technology sector with executive roles leading teams of business 
developers and product managers. He earned a bachelor of science degree from the University of 
Pittsburgh School of Computing and Information Science. His company, Innovative BD, provides 
business development services for independent internet service providers to help them expand 
their market presence and customer base. 

Presented by: ATMC & Wilkes Communications

Harry Brown | NC Senate
Senator Harry Brown is currently serving in his eighth term in the NC Senate where he was 
elected by his colleagues as majority leader for the past nine years. As a co-chairman of the 
Senate Appropriations/Base Budget Committee, his main priority during the legislative session 
is developing a balanced state budget. Senator Brown is a native of Maysville in Jones County 
and currently lives in Jacksonville with his wife, Lisa, who serves as the clerk of Superior Court in 
Onslow County.

LEGISLATOR REMARKS

BROADBAND ADVOCACY SNAPSHOTS

Caleb Malcolm | Lumbee River EMC
Caleb A. Malcolm serves as vice president of Lumbee River EMC and as the chief operating 
officer of Lumbee River EMC-Technologies in Red Springs, North Carolina. A native of Pembroke 
and graduate of the University of North Carolina at Pembroke, Caleb is a retired Air Force 
cyber operations officer. At Lumbee River EMC, he directs and coordinates IT development 
and production activities across all departments. Additionally, he serves as the principle agent 
for LREMC-Technologies, a Fiber-to-the-Home (FTTH) and dark fiber subsidiary that includes 
sustainment and further build out of over 1,000 miles of fiber serving southeastern North Carolina.

Breakout Speakers
Broadband
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Eric Cramer | Wilkes Communications  
Moderator
Eric Cramer has over 20 year of industry experience. He began his career as a consultant 
with John Staurulakis, Inc., where he spent eight years working with numerous rural ILECs 
on financial and regulatory matters from 1996-2005. He has since been working with Wilkes 
Communications as the CFO, assistant GM and CFO, CEO, and now president and CEO. He has 
most recently overseen multiple strategic acquisitions and an extensive growth initiative in the 
state through the establishment of multiple public-private partnerships. 

Katherine Bates | US Department of Commerce, NTIA
Katherine Bates is manager of State and Local Partnerships for the National Telecommunications 
and Information Administration’s (NTIA) BroadbandUSA program. In this capacity, Bates works with 
state and local governments to increase broadband access throughout the United States, focusing 
on rural and unserved areas. Before coming to BroadbandUSA, she worked with large library 
systems on the E-rate modernization effort and ICF International, a global consulting firm, where 
she focused on broadband funding, planning, training, and technical assistance. She has also worked 
at both the state and local level. Her work has allowed her to engage national, state, and local 
leaders to help shape national policies on telecommunications and community development. 

Jeff Sural | NC Broadband Infrastructure Office, DIT
Jeff joined the Department of Information Technology in January 2015 as the director of the 
Broadband Infrastructure Office (BIO). With the stated mission of creating the nation’s first 
giga-state by 2021, BIO leads the statewide initiative to expand high-speed internet access for 
all North Carolinians, focusing its resources on underserved rural communities. Jeff earned his 
bachelor’s degree in journalism from UNC-Chapel Hill and his juris doctor from the Western 
Michigan University’s Thomas M. Cooley Law School in Lansing, Michigan.

Becki Gray | John Locke Foundation
Becki Gray is senior vice president at the John Locke Foundation (JLF). She provides information, 
consultation, and publications to elected officials, government staff, and other decision makers 
involved in the state public-policy process. Gray taps her experience in the legal field, at the NC 
General Assembly, and as a lobbyist in the private sector as well as the full resources and staff of 
JLF to fulfill requests for information and analysis from policymakers. She offers commentary on 
television and radio shows across North Carolina and is a regular panelist on “NCSpin.” Gray writes a 
monthly column for Carolina Journal and her op-eds have been published in newspapers across the 
state. She frequently speaks to civic and political groups about public policy and legislative issues.

Erin Wynia | NC League of Municipalities
Erin serves as the chief legislative counsel for the NC League of Municipalities, where she 
represents and lobbies for the League members’ interests throughout the legislative process 
and in negotiations with legislators, legislative staff, and interest groups. While she has 
gained experience with numerous municipal issues, she has developed knowledge in land and 
economic development-related issues such as land use, planning, transportation, development 
approvals, code enforcement, utilities, telecommunications, environment, housing, and 
community development.

BROADBAND PANEL
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THE IMPERATIVE

Without healthy workers, rural businesses pay additional costs. 
Without financially stable health institutions, rural communities 
cannot keep the businesses they have, and will be unable to 
attract new ones. Healthy communities are essential for vibrant, 
competitive rural economies and continued private sector business 
investment; but 70 of the 80 rural counties in North Carolina are 
currently designated “medical deserts” for their lack of primary 
care availability.

The health sector is an economic engine. 

Diverse healthcare providers contribute greatly to the quality 
of life of rural communities. The healthcare sector that has 
experienced growth across rural North Carolina even during the 
Great Recession and many healthcare occupations pay above 
average wage levels relative to other rural jobs. 

Rural hospitals are vulnerable and the economic impact is real. 

The North Carolina Rural Health Research Center at the Cecil 
G. Sheps Center for Health Services Research at UNC-Chapel 
Hill, released a report in December 2017 that identified 197 rural 
hospitals across the nation at high risk of financial distress. This 
is nine percent of all rural hospitals. In North Carolina there are 
eight rural hospitals at high risk of financial distress, and one just 
declared bankruptcy this year. Typically, these hospitals serve 
a more vulnerable population, both in health and economic 
benchmarks. Should these hospitals close, the economic impact 
for the communities would be profound. 

The bottom line.

To retain existing jobs and to recruit new ones, rural North Carolina 
must have a high quality of life. A sustainable, financially sound 
healthcare system is essential to good jobs, good wages, and a 
competitive rural economy. In order for rural health to flourish, we 
need to tackle several issues, including:

• Close the health insurance coverage gap 

• Expand efforts to recruit and retain healthcare providers in 
rural places

• Implement recommendations of NC DHHS’s 2017  
Telehealth Report

• Explore broad-based solutions for the substance abuse crisis 
that address both prevention and treatment.

Various policy strategies could be leveraged in support of these 
goals, but the imperative is clear: a strong healthcare delivery 
system matters for individuals, communities, and  
local economies. 

THE SOLUTIONS
The State of North Carolina, through 
legislative and executive actions, should 
implement the following options:

1. Close the Health Insurance Coverage Gap

There are at least 400,000 people in North 
Carolina who fall into the health insurance 
coverage gap. Most of them are working hard 
but do not make enough money to afford 
health insurance. Closing the gap in North 
Carolina would be a single policy action that 
would not only provide relief for working 
families across the state, but would also 
stabilize healthcare systems in rural  
North Carolina.

Over a four-year period, closing the gap 
would give a $21.5 billion boost to the state’s 
economy, reduce uncompensated care by 
$3.45 billion, and bring more than 43,000 
jobs to North Carolina. 

There are multiple policy proposals being 
considered by the General Assembly, and it 
is important to make sure we create a model 
that will work for North Carolina. But, there is 
no single health policy action that we could 
take that would make more difference to 
individuals, communities, and local economies 
than closing the coverage gap.

Issue Brief
Health

Healthy people and strong medical systems are fundamental to economic competitiveness.



2. Expand Efforts to Recruit and Retain 
Healthcare Providers in Rural North Carolina

The Rural Center applauds the NC General 
Assembly for forming a study committee last 
year to explore policy options for recruiting 
and retaining more healthcare providers in 
rural areas. Chaired by Representative David 
Lewis, this committee’s recommendations 
form a blueprint for rural health policy. They 
include:

• Enhance graduate medical education 
funding in rural areas

• Increase funding for loan repayment for 
rural health providers

• Identify rural hospitals that desire to serve 
as teaching hospitals

• Supplement funding for Southern 
Regional AHEC and Eastern AHEC (the 
Rural Center would also suggest greater 
funding for AHECs across the state)

• Implement a statutory framework for 
telemedicine in North Carolina

Another key component to attracting 
healthcare professionals to rural areas is to 
allow trained providers to practice to the full 
extent of their training. Small towns across 
the state would benefit from an influx of 
doctors, dentists, nurses, dental hygienists, 
and mental health professionals. The State of 
North Carolina can take immediate steps to 
help recruit these vital practitioners and:

• Allow full practice authority for advanced 
nurse practitioners

• Increase the scope of practice for  
dental hygienists.

3. Implement NC DHHS  
Telemedicine Recommendations

Session Law 2017-133, Section 2, required the 
Department of Health and Human Services 
to prepare and present a report to the 
Joint Legislative Oversight Committee on 
Health and Human Service on findings and 
recommendations for telehealth policy. We 
encourage lawmakers to implement DHHS’s 
recommendations, which include more  
clearly defining:

• The definition and scope of services  
of “telemedicine”

• Acceptable communication and data 
transfer speeds necessary to ensure 
information privacy

• Informed consent standards

• Provider licensing standards

• Reimbursement standards

The report also recommends—and the 
Rural Center supports—joining the national 
Psychology Interjurisdictional Compact 
(PSYPACT), to address behavioral health 
workforce shortages by allowing providers to 
practice across state lines.

4. Explore Solutions for the Substance Abuse 
Crisis through Prevention and Treatment

The Rural Center was pleased that the NC 
General Assembly came together across 
political lines to pass the STOP Act in 2017 
and the HOPE Act in 2018. These pieces of 
legislation will help curb the number of opioid 
prescriptions, but questions remain about 
how to build upon them by next addressing 
the root causes of the crisis. 

More efforts need to be paid to prevention, 
treatment, and recovery. Ultimately, though, 
one of the biggest obstacles in fighting the 
opioid crisis is our state’s broken behavioral 
health system. Focused attention must be 
paid on transforming behavioral health in 
North Carolina, both to counter the effects of 
opioids and to ensure a high quality of life for 
all our rural residents. 
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Donny Lambeth | NC House of Representatives
A lifelong resident of Winston-Salem, Donny graduated from Parkland High School, earned his 
undergraduate degree from High Point University, and his MBA from Wake Forest. In 2012, he retired 
from Wake Forest Baptist Health as president of Lexington Medical Center and Davie Hospital.  In 
addition, he served in a variety of leadership positions at NC Baptist Hospital including president 
of the hospital from 2007 to 2011. Furthermore, Donny was the only freshman legislator in 2014 to 
be named to the Budget Negotiating Team. He has served in various roles at the General Assembly 
including, chair of the Appropriations, Health, Healthcare Reform and sits on the Speaker’s 
Leadership Team. 

LEGISLATOR REMARKS

David Lewis | NC House of Representatives
The Honorable David Lewis was first elected to the NC State House in 2002 and represents the 53rd 
House District, which encompasses most of Harnett County, including the City of Dunn and the 
Towns of Angier, Coats, Erwin, and Lillington. Lewis currently serves as the chairman of the Rules, 
Calendar, and Operations of the House Committee and Elections Committee, and is well known for 
his work on the 2013 tax reform legislation. He is a tobacco and cotton farmer by trade and resides 
in Dunn, North Carolina, with wife Michelle and their three children: David Ray, Henry, and Tillie. 

HEALTH ADVOCACY SNAPSHOTS
Devin Lyall | Wilkes Recovery Revolution
Devin Lyall is executive director of Wilkes Recovery Revolution, Inc., which she founded following her 
own journey through addiction and into recovery. For years, Devin worked as a certified peer support 
specialist and was driven to expand her efforts independently to create a community where recovery 
is possible for everyone. Devin has been featured in The Economist and Winston Salem Journal, and 
she recently participated in “Recovery to Work,” a conversation hosted by the Appalachian Regional 
commission. Devin also serves as a team member of Wilkes COPE, an initiative through Wilkes Health 
Foundation, BCBS, and the UNC School of Government. 

Christopher Vann | CommWell Health
Christopher “Chris” R. Vann, MHA, serves as chief development officer of CommWell Health, a 
community healthcare organization offering medical, dental, and behavioral health services among 
16 locations across southeastern North Carolina. Chris serves as a co-chair of CommWell Health’s 
Eagle Excellence Council, the governing board for the organization’s Eagle Excellence Program. In 
his role, Chris has raised over $64 million in grants to expand and develop Health Center services.  
As a Joint Commission, Patient Centered Medical Home Certified organization, CommWell Health 
has received 42 national service excellence awards for best practices in healthcare service and 
operations and patient satisfaction. 

Leslie Sharpe | Sylvan Community Health Center
Dr. Leslie Sharpe, DNP, FNP-BC, is a clinical instructor at the UNC-Chapel Hill School of Nursing 
and consulting associate (adjunct faculty) for Duke University School of Nursing. For 13 years she 
worked in a primary care setting at Pittsboro Family Medicine in Chatham County. In 2013, Dr. 
Sharpe was recruited to serve on faculty of the UNC-CH School of Nursing to serve as the health 
care provider at Sylvan Community Health Center in Snow Camp, North Carolina. Dr. Sharpe 
also pursued further training in behavioral health as part of an Adult Intensive Program for NPs 
facilitated by Duke Psychiatry in 2015. She then enrolled in the Duke Doctor of Nursing Practice 
program and graduated in May 2016.
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Lori Kroll | Novant Health 
Moderator
Lori Kroll is the director of government relations for Novant Health. Lori came to Novant Health 
after serving as legal counsel to the NC Senate Appropriations Chairman and the NC Senate 
Judiciary Committee. She previously served as the general counsel at the NC Department of 
Transportation and as a healthcare litigator for the NC Attorney General. As an Army judge 
advocate she had the privilege to serve as legal counsel to the US Surgeon General in Europe. 
Lori is a lieutenant colonel in the US Army Reserves and is currently assigned as an instructor 
and deputy director for distance education at the Army’s Judge Advocate General’s School in 
Charlottesville, Virginia. 

Phillip Graham | RTI International
Phillip W. Graham directs the Center on Social Determinants, Risk Behaviors, and Prevention 
Science within RTI International’s Behavioral Health Research Division. Dr. Graham has more 
than 20 years of experience conducting community-based research and evaluation. His research 
focuses on evaluating preventive interventions developed to reduce and prevent interpersonal 
violence and substance use among youth and young adults. He has served as the project 
director of several national cross-site evaluations assessing community efforts to reduce 
underage drinking, prescription drug misuse and abuse, marijuana use, and opioid deaths.  
Dr. Graham is a board member of the Society for Prevention Research and a current founding 
board member for the National Prevention Science Coalition (where he chairs the Impact and 
Influence committee). Dr. Graham grew up in rural North Carolina (Bladen County) and brings 
that perspective to the conduct of applied research and evaluation in local communities.

Erica Palmer Smith | Care4Carolina
Erica Palmer Smith is the director of Care4Carolina, a statewide coalition of over 40 organizations 
dedicated to closing the state’s health insurance coverage gap. Prior to this role, Erica served 
as government relations director for the American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network in 
Kentucky. There, she led the organization’s work improving access to care for cancer patients, 
including securing critical patient protections in the state’s 1115 Medicaid Waiver. A native of rural 
North Carolina, Erica grew up in Sampson and Alexander counties. She received her bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees in political science from Appalachian State University. Erica resides in Cary 
with her husband, Ryan, and daughter, Alice. 

Alex Miller | NC Nurses Association
Alex Miller is the founder and principal of Alex Miller Government Affairs, a leading lobbying and 
public relations firm founded in 2006. Alex has served as an infantry squad leader in the United 
States Army and a direct practice social worker. He holds a bachelor’s degree in social work 
from Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma, Washington, and a master’s in social work with a 
focus in public policy from UNC-Chapel Hill. He lives in Carrboro with his wife, four children, and 
two dogs.

Maggie Sauer | Office of Rural Health, NC DHHS
Margaret “Maggie” Sauer joined North Carolina’s Department of Health and Human Services as 
the director of the Office of Rural Health on June 12, 2017, after serving as the president/CEO 
of the Foundation for Health Leadership and Innovation for over five years. She oversees ORH’s 
programs that support the following: designation of health professional shortage areas, provider 
recruitment, safety-net primary care infrastructure, integration of behavioral, oral and physical 
health, migrant health, telepsychiatry, prescription assistance, critical access hospitals, and 
community network development for both Medicaid and uninsured populations. Within the NC 
Department of Health and Human Services, her oversight responsibilities include participating in 
the Medicaid 1115 waiver team to inform Medicaid transformation. She serves on state and federal 
task forces pertaining to primary care, safety-net, rural health, and models of integrated care. 

HEALTH PANEL
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THE IMPERATIVE
Small businesses are the heart of the rural 
economy—indeed the heart of our national 
economy.  
Very small businesses—defined as those with fewer than 10 
employees—make up 75 percent of all business establishments 
in rural North Carolina. Yet, we are experiencing disturbing 
trends in the number of very small firms in the state. While 
the number of very small firms statewide has grown by 2,393 
establishments (two percent) since 2005, our rural counties 

have lost 4,289 establishments—a decline of seven percent. 

What is causing these closures? 

The decline in entrepreneurial startups since the Great Recession is 
a national story, and economists have put considerable effort into 
understanding stalled business creation. In rural North Carolina, the 
causes of this decline are complex, but they include: an aging and 
declining workforce; underfunding of entrepreneurial education; lack 
of investment in and coordination among existing business support 
networks; deficient and outdated physical and digital infrastructure; 
and access to capital for new and growing businesses.

What are the statewide issues?

The Rural Center does not claim to have all the answers, nor do we 
believe that the actions of any one player—the government, financial 
institutions, educational institutions, or advocacy organizations—can 
wholly solve this problem. Still, there are statewide issues we can 
work together to address.

• Balance state economic development efforts with an added 
emphasis on supporting entrepreneurs and retaining  
existing firms.

• Address regulatory barriers that hinder entrepreneurs from 
starting and growing businesses.

• Increase funding and coordination of technical assistance for 
rural communities nurturing small business development and 
downtown revitalization.

• Support inclusive disaster recovery and resilience through 
improving small business support and strategic planning.

THE SOLUTIONS

1. Balance state economic development efforts

Recruitment is important. We want large companies to 
bring thousands of jobs to North Carolina, and we want 
our state to be the best in the nation at recruitment. 
Economic development is not all about recruitment, 
though. Eighty-seven percent of the private-sector jobs 
created in rural North Carolina are formed by companies 
that are already located in the state or by homegrown 
entrepreneurs.  

In rural areas, we must also focus on the industries that 
provide the greatest opportunities for small business 
growth. Sectors like tourism, arts and culture, agriculture, 
aquaculture, value-added food processing, and 
homegrown manufacturing are all poised to transform  
and diversify. 

Our state’s approach to economic development can be 
put in better balance through several means, including:

• Reform arcane state policies, such as the Tier system, 
to regain relevancy and effectiveness in incentives 
designed to support rural communities. Prioritize 
(or limit) incentives to rural areas that are less 
competitive for recruitment projects than their urban 
counterparts

• Build an entrepreneurial workforce by enhancing 
entrepreneurship education programs at the K-12 and 
community college levels and improving coordination 
of workforce development programs to better support 
small employers.

• Invest in the infrastructure that supports the needs 
of rural small businesses, including high-speed 
broadband, affordable health care, and workforce 
housing. 

• Adopt a North Carolina tax credit to mirror to the 
federal Opportunity Zones tax credit program; the 
NC credit should exclusively encourage investment in 
Opportunity Zones located in rural counties.  

• Support policies that provide funding or increase 
capacity for Community Development Financial 
Institutions (CDFIs) and other organizations that 
enable access to capital through small business loan 
and investment programs; remain wary of State 
funding for programs that are non-competitive or 
support only one recipient organization or investment 
firm; encourage policies that maximize leverage of 
private investment. 

Issue Brief
Small Business Development
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2. Address regulatory barriers that hinder entrepreneurs 
from starting and growing businesses

Small business owners face many challenges in starting 
and growing firms in rural areas, from capital access to a 
rapidly evolving global marketplace. Red tape should not 
stand in their way. More than any particular regulation, 
it is imperative that our state and federal agencies work 
together to ensure that regulatory requirements are 
streamlined to create efficient interactions between 
government and private firms.

The General Assembly has passed a succession of regulatory 
reform acts with the aim of removing hurdles to success. In 
this year’s reform efforts, a focus should be given to special 
burdens small businesses face. In particular, reforms should:

• Remove barriers for small firms growing, producing, 
processing, and distributing local foods and value-
added products.

• Revise building code and inspections procedures—or 
provide supplementary assistance—to ensure they no 
longer disproportionately stunt redevelopment in small 
towns and rural communities.  

• Reduce regulatory burdens on community banks 
in providing loans to small businesses; ensure 
transparency with truth-in-lending disclosures for 
small business financing; support credit enhancement 
programs to help businesses obtain better terms for 
existing debt and improve their credit worthiness.

3. Increase funding and coordination of technical 
assistance for rural communities nurturing small business 
development and downtown revitalization

Communities across the state are working hard to revitalize 
their downtown infrastructure and enhance a homegrown 
small business ecosystem. In order to better support these 
local efforts, the state needs to streamline its technical 
assistance, business support, and regulatory environment 
and invest in the various forms of infrastructure that will 
help small town businesses thrive. 

A key component to success in small business development 
are the various state and private entities working to support 
rural small businesses, but that network is often too 
fractured or under-resourced to meet the demand. These 
include the Small Business Center Network, SBTDC, CDFIs, 
EDPNC, and the NC Department of Commerce, among many 
others. Business owners are often confused or unaware of 
resources available to assist as they start of or grow their 
business. We must make sure that small business owners 
have access not only to financial resources but also to the 
technical expertise and mentorship needed to launch or 
preserve a successful business model.

Options for statewide action include:

• Increase funding and capacity for organizations 
focused on small business support and technical 
assistance. 

• Support the formation of a statewide entity, office, or 
collaborative designed to coordinate small business and 
entrepreneurship resources and increase awareness of 
the success of local entrepreneurs.

• Increase funding and adjust guidelines so the Building 
Reuse Program may help local governments recruit small 
businesses to invest in their downtowns. 

• Improve coordination of local, state, and federal 
permitting, licensing, and inspections requirements. 

4. Support inclusive disaster recovery and resilience 

North Carolina has felt the impact of two 500-year storms 
in two years, along with significant damage from wildfires in 
the western part of the state. The Rural Center is committed 
to ensuring that small businesses hurt by these disasters 
come back stronger than before and that the communities 
of our state build the infrastructure to be prepared for future 
disasters.

The Small Business Administration (SBA) provides disaster 
loans and assistance for businesses affected by physical 
damage or economic injury. With support from the Golden 
LEAF Foundation, the NC General Assembly, and several 
private-sector partners, the Rural Center, through its nonprofit 
subsidiary Thread Capital, operates two loan programs 
designed to provide immediate bridge funds and long-term 
gap financing to supplement the SBA disaster loan programs.  

Natural disasters disproportionately affect low-income 
and minority communities, and major catastrophes only 
magnify gaps in affordable housing, resilient infrastructure, 
and the capacity of local and state organizations charged 
with long-term economic recovery. Now is the time to invest 
in rebuilding our rural communities and strengthening the 
grassroots and statewide organizations supporting their 
recovery efforts by supporting policies that:

• Streamline application and eligibility processes for 
Disaster Unemployment Assistance (and Regular NC 
Unemployment Insurance benefits) for both employees 
and employers to ensure immediate and uncomplicated 
access to benefits.

• Prioritize Hazard Mitigation or “buyout” programs that 
minimize population loss in rural communities already 
struggling with community and economic vitality. 

• Provide funding to “close the gap” where excessive 
demolition or flood remediation costs could result in 
vacant buildings, brownfields, or neglected properties in 
small towns and rural communities.

• Provide funding for mental health services for small 
business owners, farmers, and others affected by natural 
disasters.

• Provide funding for technical assistance to improve small 
business disaster resiliency and preparedness.

• Increase access for local and minority-owned contractors 
to bid for recovery and rebuilding projects.
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Stephen Ross | NC House of Representatives
Stephen Ross is serving the people of Alamance County in his fourth term in the NC General Assembly.  
A Burlington native and graduate of Walter M. Williams High School he also graduated from Elon 
University where he is a member of the Phi Beta Kappa National Honor Society. He then attended 
North Carolina State University in the master of public administration program. Steve currently serves 
as senior chairman of the Commerce Committee, as chairman of the Finance Committee, as co-chair 
of the Economic Development and Global Engagement Committee, and as a member of the State and 
Local Government, Insurance, and Rules, Calendar, and Operations of the House Committees. 

Presented by: South State Bank 
Supported by: Carolina Farm Credit

Erica Smith | NC Senate
Erica Smith is a three-term member of the NC State Senate, representing District 3 – Beaufort, Bertie, 
Martin, Northampton, Vance, and Warren counties. She was first elected to the NC General Assembly in 
2014 making history as the first woman to serve the district in the Senate. Her prior political experience 
includes Northampton County Board of Education Member (2008-2014), Northampton County 
Democratic Party chair and first-vice chair (2006-2013). Smith earned her bachelor’s in mechanical 
engineering from North Carolina Agricultural & Technical State University in 1994 and her master’s in 
religious studies from Howard University School of Divinity in 2000. Her professional experience includes 

working for The Boeing Co. (Seattle, Washington) as a senior specialist engineer from 1993 to 1997, for the U.S. Patent & 
Trademark Office as a patent examiner in the Chemical Engineering Technology Center from 1998 to 2003 and presently as a 
secondary math instructional specialist. 

LEGISLATOR REMARKS

SMALL BUSINESS ADVOCACY SNAPSHOTS

Amy Bastian | NC IDEA
Amy serves as director at NC IDEA, where her primary responsibilities are managing NC IDEA SEED 
and the NC IDEA SEED Micro-Grants program. Prior to NC IDEA, Amy Bastian served as director 
of analytics and testing for The Nature Conservancy. There she developed and led the marketing 
department’s digital analytics and website testing programs, with a focus on developing well-defined 
business goals and providing actionable insights leveraging qualitative and quantitative data. Amy 
was also an account director at Blackbaud and the membership director of KCRW public radio.

AJ Ware | Inmates to Entrepreneurs
AJ is co-chair of the Inmates to Entrepreneurs’ Board of Directors and has been sharing his 
entrepreneurial experience with the program since 2008. AJ has been an entrepreneur since he 
was 15 years old, learning firsthand how to start, and run different businesses. The experience of 
running radio sales and starting a sports marketing firm has given AJ the knowledge to provide 
mentorship in the world of entrepreneurship. Ware is the founding and managing partner of Majestic 
Sports Marketing. Ware has extensive experience in public speaking and aiding business owners in 
developing a diverse clientele. He has presented in over fifty prisons across the country.

Sean Lilly Wilson | Fullsteam Brewery
Sean Lilly Wilson is owner and chief executive optimist of Durham, North Carolina-based Fullsteam, 
a “plow to pint” brewery and tavern. Fullsteam’s mission is to pioneer a Southern Beer Economy 
through the act of commerce, fostering economic opportunity for farmers, foragers, and agricultural 
entrepreneurs in a post-tobacco South. Since launching in 2010, Fullsteam has purchased nearly 
$500,000 in locally-farmed ingredients for making beer. His passion for connecting beer to the 
region’s farm and food systems earned him three James Beard Foundation semi-finalist honors in the 
Outstanding Wine, Spirits, or Beer Professional category (2012, 2013, and 2018).

Breakout Speakers
Small Business Development
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Christopher Chung | Economic Development Partnership of NC 
Moderator
In 2015, Christopher Chung joined the Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina 
(EDPNC) as chief executive officer. Chris brings more than 20 years of state-level economic 
development experience to his role. As a public-private partnership, the EDPNC is responsible 
for a number of economic development functions on behalf of the State of North Carolina, 
including new business recruitment, existing business support, international trade and export 
assistance, small business start-up counseling, and tourism, sports, and film promotion. 

SMALL BUSINESS PANEL

Jonathan Brereton | Thread Capital
Jonathan is the executive director of Thread Capital. He guided Accion Chicago, an Illinois-
based Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI), for 14 years before moving to 
North Carolina in 2017. He led Accion to a place of financial strength and national prominence 
by 2017, including collaboration on a first-of-its-kind $34 million food production incubator that 
opened in December 2018. Jonathan has done additional work to develop a more robust CDFI 
ecosystem throughout the country.

Vicki Lee Parker | NC Business Council
Vicki Lee Parker currently serves as the executive director of the North Carolina Business Council 
(NCBC), a statewide nonprofit business association with a mission to connect, empower, and 
influence business leaders to build a vibrant economy that protects our natural resources, 
sustains local communities and benefits all North Carolinians. Prior to joining NCBC, Vicki served 
five years as the communications and development director at the Carolina Small Business 
Development Fund that provides small business loans to companies in underutilized markets. 
Through her fundraising initiatives, Vicki helped to secure more than $11 million in funding that 
was used to provide loans to hundreds of small businesses in underserved communities across 
North Carolina. 

Gregg Thompson | National Federation of Independent Business
Gregg Thompson is in his 14th year as the North Carolina state director of the National Federation 
of Independent Business—North Carolina’s and the nation’s largest small-business advocacy group. 
Thompson’s responsibilities include lobbying on behalf of NFIB’s membership in North Carolina 
overseeing small-business grassroots activity, and serving as NFIB’s media spokesperson in the  
Tar Heel state. After serving in the administration of Governor Jim Martin, Thompson was elected 
at age 27 to the North Carolina House of Representatives. He completed five terms and served as 
chairman of the Appropriations Committee during his last two years. Upon his retirement from 
the House, Thompson served briefly as senior budget and policy advisor to the Speaker of the 
House and as the director of the division of research, policy, and planning in the North Carolina 
Department of Labor. 

Alan Wood | Burke Development, Inc.
Alan Wood has led Burke Development, Inc., since 2015. The public-private partnership promotes 
economic growth, innovation, and sustainability in Burke County. From 2009 until 2015, he was 
director of the Stokes County Economic Development Commission and prior to that served as 
senior development manager at the Caldwell County Economic Development Commission. While 
there, he helped recruit the Google Data Center, among other companies. Wood holds a CEcD 
designation from the International Economic Development Council (IEDC). He is a graduate of  
UNC-Chapel Hill, where he received a bachelor’s in business administration with a concentration in 
marketing. Wood and his wife, Kelly, live in Morganton.



Jason Gray | NC Rural Center 
Moderator
Jason’s career has been dedicated to raising up and advancing the interests of rural communities. As 
senior fellow at the Rural Center, he brings his experience linking research and over-the-horizon policy 
and program development to assist Center initiatives. From 2009 to 2013, he was director of the Office 
of Research and Innovation, and managed a diverse portfolio of research and grant-making projects. He 
holds a master’s degree in regional planning from the School of Architecture at the University of Virginia, 
where he held a fellowship at the Institute for Environmental Negotiation. Jason has a bachelor’s from 
Emory & Henry College, a small Methodist school in rural Southwestern Virginia. 

Presented by: The James B. Duke Endowment

Dr. Cathy Deats | Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina
Dr. Cathy Deats is regional canon for the East of the Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina. Her work is to 
support congregations with leadership development and mission. Prior to ordination, she had a career as 
a clinical social worker in New Jersey. She has worked extensively in leadership positions in the churches 
she served in both New Jersey and North Carolina, including St. Paul’s, Cary, and Good Shepherd, Rocky 
Mount. Cathy counts as some of her more valuable experiences her work as a sign language interpreter, 
truck stop chaplain, and plumber. She and her husband Ted are foster parents in Wake County. Her 
avocation is amateur boxing.   

FAITH PANEL

James Gailliard | NC House of Representatives
Rep. James David Gailliard serves as the NC House District 25 Representative. He was born and raised 
in North Philadelphia. After graduating from the nationally acclaimed Central High School for Boys, 
he matriculated to Morehouse College where he was on both Honor Roll and Dean’s List. After many 
years in corporate America, he accepted a call to full-time ministry and has spent the last 15 years of his 
life dedicated to human, economic, and community development. Since 2005, he has pastored Word 
Tabernacle Church in Rocky Mount, North Carolina. Word Tabernacle has grown from a church plant of 14 
people to named amongst the 100 fastest growing churches in America. In addition to his responsibilities 
as pastor, he serves as president of The Impact Center, a place where programs, partnerships, and 
paradigms are provided that enable people to progress.   

David Heinen | NC Center for Nonprofits
David Heinen has been with the North Carolina Center for Nonprofits since 2007, leading the Center’s 
public policy and advocacy work and providing non-answers (and occasional useful information) 
about legal compliance, trends in the nonprofit sector, and advocacy to hundreds of nonprofits. Before 
returning to North Carolina to work for the Center, David spent seven years as an attorney with a 
Washington, D.C., law firm serving the nonprofit community. He lives in Raleigh with his wife and two 
young(ish) children.  

Justin Somers | Yadkin County Farm Bureau
Justin Somers is beef cattle farmer and works as a senior flock advisor for Perdue Farms, Inc., in Yadkin 
County, North Carolina. In addition, Justin serves as president of Yadkin County Farm Bureau, a member of 
the Board of Directors of NC Farm Bureau Federation, youth director and Sunday school superintendent 
of Longtown United Methodist Church, along with other local boards and committees. Justin is a graduate 
of NC State University’s Agricultural Institute and holds associates of applied science degrees in livestock 
and poultry management, general agriculture, and agriculture business management. Justin enjoys 
spending time with his wife Lindsey, daughter Julia, and son Preston, practicing softball with his daughter, 
traveling, fishing, camping, cooking, and taking care of his beef cattle herd. 
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Advocacy Speakers
Faith-Based
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American Cancer Society

American Heart Association

Appalachian Regional 
Commission 

Association of Regional 
Councils of Government

Care4Carolina

Carolina Farm Stewards

ECU Office of Innovation & 
New Ventures

Foundation for Health 
Leadership & Innovation

Highway 17 Commission

Homegrown Legacies

InnovateNC

Justus-Warren Heart Disease 
and Stroke Prevention  
Task Force

March of Dimes

NC Alliance for Health

NC Association of County 
Commissioners

NC Budget & Tax Center

NC Center for Nonprofits

NC Child

NC Department of 
Environmental Quality 

NC Early Childhood 
Foundation

NC Economic Development 
Association

NC Grange

NC Healthcare Association

NC Hearts Gigabit

5:00 – 7:00 PM

Featuring the Eric Xavier Trio

March 26, 2019 | 9:00 AM - 7:00 PM
Raleigh Convention Center | Raleigh, NC

Legislative Reception
Partners for Rural

Supported by: Affinity Living Group
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NC Historically  
Underutilized Business Office

NC Independent Colleges 
and Universities

NC League of Municipalities 

NC Nurses Association

NC School of Science & 
Mathematics

NC Sustainable Energy 
Association

NC Area Health Education 
Centers 

Unite Us

USDA Office of Rural 
Development
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Whether you are speaking with a legislator for the first time or your representative is also 
your best friend, the process of sitting down in a legislative office can be intimidating. 
Check out our tips below for making the most of your time when meeting with legislators. 

Tell Your Story
Your expertise is your experience. Speak to why you care 
about broadband, health, or small business development 
based on your own experience. Let your legislators know 
how these issues are affecting your community, and that 
you are ready to work with them on finding solutions. Let 
your story speak for itself.

Honesty Is Key 
Do not feel like you have to be a policy expert. It is okay to 
say you do not know the answer to a question, but assure 
the legislator that someone from the Rural Center will 
follow up with an answer. 

Navigating the General Assembly
Legislative offices are located in two adjacent 
buildings, the iconic Legislative Building (16 
W. Jones Street) and the Legislative Office 
Building (300 N. Salisbury Street), which 
is located behind the Legislative Building, 
across a pedestrian bridge on the left side of 
Halifax Mall. If in doubt, look for the building 
with the golden roof—that is the Legislative 
Building. 

Keep in Mind: Four-digit room numbers are 
in the Legislative Building, three-digit room 
numbers are in the Legislative Office Building.

Who Represents You
Go to ncleg.gov, roll your cursor over the 
“District Representation” tab at the top of 
the home page, click the drop down arrow, 
and select “Find Your Legislator.” 

Safety First
The General Assembly now has stringent 
security protocols, including metal detectors, 
CT scanners, and security guards. Firearms, 
knives, and other weapons are prohibited. 
We recommend arriving early if you have 
legislative meetings to account for both 
wayfinding and delays entering the building. 

Keep in Mind: Rural Counts policy briefs can serve as talking 
points to help frame your legislative meetings.   
They can also be useful leave-behind documents for 
legislators. Copies of these briefs will be available in the 
workshop sessions. 

Keep It Short
Yes, your expertise is your experience, but learning to tell 
a compelling story concisely is an integral part of effective 
advocacy. Lead with the central purpose of the meeting 
first, skip unnecessary details, prepare what you will say 
beforehand, and know your audience. 

Engaging with Legislators
Helpful Hints for
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March 26, 2019 | 9:00 AM - 7:00 PM
Raleigh Convention Center | Raleigh, NC

Notes
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2019 NC Rural Assembly
NOVEMBER 21-22
Hilton North Raleigh/Midtown

Thank you to all who came and 
supported the 2018 NC Rural Assembly.

Upcoming Events

Rural Counts Policy Luncheons
Inspired by Rural Day?  

Ready to take your advocacy to the next level? 

Tuesday, May 7 
Laurinburg

Tuesday, May 21 
Wentworth

Tuesday, May 14 
Bryson City

Wednesday, May 22 
Rocky Mount

Wednesday, May 15 
Morganton

Thursday, May 30 
Jacksonville

Join the Rural Center this spring at one of six regional Rural Counts Policy Luncheons.  
We will provide up-to-the-minute updates about what’s happening at the General Assembly 
and what you can do to put the ideas from Rural Day into action.  
All events will run from Noon – 2:00 p.m.

Save the date now for the 
event nearest to you!

Save The Date

Registration Opens Soon!



Is your business still recovering 
from Hurricane Florence?

Thread Capital might be able to help!

threadcap.org

To meet your business’s ongoing needs, Thread Capital 

has launched a new Resilient Recovery loan program. 

Resilient Recovery loans are our new long-term loans 

designed to meet the extended challenges faced during 

your business’s disaster recovery, including repairing 

physical damage and recouping from more significant 

economic losses.



2019 Rural Counts Advocacy Priorities

#RuralDay2019  
#RuralCounts  
#CelebrateRural
 

ncruralcenter.org

@ncruralcenter

@theruralcenter

NC Rural Center

Broadband

• Provide additional funding for and make 
improvements to the broadband grant program, 
Growing Rural Economies with Access to 
Technology (GREAT), to foster and expand 
competition and innovation in deploying 
broadband to the last mile.

• Encourage public-private partnerships by clarifying 
the ability of local governments to raise and spend 
funds for broadband infrastructure and to lease 
existing assets to private and nonprofit partners.

• Implement a state-level “dig-once” policy to cut 
costs and increase efficiency in laying  
broadband infrastructure.

• Explore an internet adoption initiative that offers 
incentives for low-cost options in underserved 
areas, funds digital literacy programs, and explores 
a subsidy program for low-income households.

Health

• Close the health insurance coverage gap 
in North Carolina.

• Expand efforts to recruit and retain rural 
healthcare providers in underserved areas 
of the state. 

• Implement the telehealth 
recommendations made by DHHS to  
the Joint Legislative Oversight Committee 
on Health and Human Services.

• Investigate opportunities to attract mid-
level healthcare providers to rural areas 
by allowing full practice authority and 
increasing scope of practice.

• Explore broad-based solutions for the 
substance abuse crisis that address both 
prevention and treatment.

Small Business Development

• Balance state economic development efforts with an added emphasis on supporting entrepreneurs and 
retaining existing firms.

• Address regulatory barriers that hinder entrepreneurs from starting and growing businesses.
• Increase funding and coordination of technical assistance for rural communities nurturing small business 

development and downtown revitalization.
• Support long-term disaster recovery through improving small business support and strategic planning.


