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Illinois Innovation Network 
Council Meeting Minutes 
Thursday, April 9, 2026, 1:00-2:30 PM 
 
 
Hybrid Meeting: 

• Discovery Partners Institute, 200 South Wacker Drive, Suite 2032, Chicago, IL 60612 
• Northern Illinois University: 590 College Ave, DeKalb IL 60115, Lowden Hall 301. 
• Southern Illinois University: 1740 Innovation Drive; Carbondale, IL 62903 

 
Chris Merrett, IIN Council Chair, called the meeting to order at 1:04 p.m., whereupon roll was taken and an in-
person quorum confirmed.  
 
Present:  

• Chris Merrett – In person 
• Sonja Feist-Price – In person  
• Doug Cruitt – In Person 
• Craig McLauchlan – In person 
• Michael Bedell – In person  
• Richard Mocarski (Dara Little, proxy) – In person  
• Denise Cobb – In person  
• Joanna Groden – In person 
• Rob Kerr – In person 
• Lynn Andersen Lindberg 
• Kim Kidwell  
• Beverly Schneller (Craig Schmidt, proxy)  

 
Not Present:  

• Alex Stagnero Green 
• Pradeep Khanna 
• Laretta Henderson  
• Julianna Stratton 
• Kristin Richards 
• Ginger Ostro 
• Brian Durham 
• Matt Vann 

 
Welcome & Opening Remarks 
 
Chair Chris Merrett welcomed participants attending both in person and virtually. He noted that the inaugural 
cohort of IIN Fellows began their in-person professional development program that day, including sessions focused 
on design thinking and innovation leadership. 
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Consent Agenda  
 
The Council approved the Minutes of the January 22, 2026 Council Meeting and adopted the 2026-2027 IIN Council 
Meeting Schedule (third Thursday of the month): 

• September 17, 2026  
• November 19, 2026  
• January 14, 2027  
• March 18, 2027  
• May 27, 2027 

 
Motion by: Craig McLauchlan  
Seconded: Mike Bedell  
Yay: All  
Nay: None  
Abstain: None  
Motion passed unanimously by roll call. 
 
Chicago State University 95th Street Corridor  
Chris Merrett shared that IIN will present at the International Town & Gown Association Annual Conference on May 
20, 2026, highlighting work underway at Northern Illinois University, Southern Illinois University Carbondale, and 
Chicago State University, which is sharing their presentation at this meeting.  
 
Provost Sonja Feist-Price introduced Juatise Gathings, Co-Founder and Managing Partner of Just Act Partners, who 
presented Chicago State University's vision for expanding its role as an anchor institution, economic driver, 
residential campus, and Division I athletics destination. 
 
Ms. Gathings shared that university-commissioned studies found that significant economic activity generated by 
the campus currently occurs outside the surrounding community due to a lack of housing, retail, dining, and related 
amenities. To address this opportunity, CSU is advancing the University Village 95 initiative, a mixed-use 
development strategy designed to transform the 95th Street corridor into a vibrant university district. 
 
The initiative includes plans for: 
· Student housing 
· Family housing 
· Retail and commercial space 
· Community-serving amenities 
· Transit-oriented development connected to Metra and the CTA Red Line Extension 
 
University Village 95 is envisioned to include approximately 528 student beds and 25,000 square feet of retail and 
commercial space, including restaurants, student services, and neighborhood-serving amenities. The project is 
intended to leverage major public investments in the surrounding area, including the Metra 95th Street/CSU Station 
modernization project, the CTA Red Line Extension, and related transit-oriented and economic development 
investments along the 95th Street Corridor. 
  
The University has also expanded its athletics strategy through the launch of a new NCAA Division I Football 
Championship Subdivision program. CSU hired a head football coach in 2025, and the University's Board of 
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Trustees subsequently approved football as an official sport beginning with the Fall 2026 season. Recruitment of 
student-athletes is underway and is expected to support enrollment growth and strengthen campus life. 
 
As part of the next phase of implementation, CSU, working with CBRE, has initiated an RFP process to identify 
development partners and advance plans for the University Village 95 project. 
 
Members congratulated CSU on this accomplishment and wished the University future success.  
 
Illinois Soybean Association – Springboard Challenge  
Todd Main, Director of Market Development for the Illinois Soybean Association, provided an overview of the 
soybean industry's significance to Illinois' economy, noting that Illinois remained the nation's leading soybean-
producing state in 2025. He emphasized the importance of expanding domestic demand and developing value-
added markets to strengthen the long-term competitiveness, profitability, and resilience of Illinois agriculture. 
 
Mr. Main highlighted the SpringBoard Challenge, which originated from connections established through the 2024 
IIN Annual Conference, as a successful example of cross-sector collaboration driving innovation and economic 
development. He described ongoing efforts to connect researchers, industry partners, entrepreneurs, and farmers 
to accelerate the commercialization of soy-based technologies, including bioplastics, lubricants, biopolymers, 
PFAS alternatives, and other emerging products that create new market opportunities for Illinois-grown soybeans. 
 
Mr. Main also reported on the success of the SpringBoard Challenge event held March 4-5 in Bloomington and 
expressed appreciation to IIN Council members for their participation, engagement, and support in advancing the 
initiative. 
 
Strategic Plan Update  
Mike Bedell and Craig McLauchlan reviewed the status of the IIN Strategic Plan and discussed a framework for more 
effectively connecting IIN's work with related initiatives. 
 
Members discussed IIN's value proposition, its evolution as an organization, and approaches for measuring impact 
and return on investment. The Council examined key strategic considerations, including balancing focus and 
breadth, collaboration and competition, and statewide alignment with local flexibility. Members also reaffirmed 
inclusive development as a core value and highlighted the role of universities as drivers of economic development. 
Additional discussion emphasized the need for stronger storytelling to communicate successes and impact, 
maintaining a focus on execution and local priorities, aligning efforts with DCEO goals, and developing a clear, 
values-driven identity and tagline for IIN. 
 
The Council moved to request that the Executive Committee continue its work and submit recommendations for 
approval at the September Council meeting. 
 
Motion by: Doug Cruitt 
Seconded: Denise Cobb 
Yay: All  
Nay: None  
Abstain: None  
Motion passed unanimously by roll call. 
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Open Discussion & Updates 
Jeannette Tamayo shared the following information: 
• 1871 Membership: The Entrepreneurship Committee is overseeing implementation of IIN's membership with 

1871 to increase student participation and expand entrepreneurial resources across the IIN hubs. 
• DOE ART Track 3 Submission: IIN submitted a multi-institution proposal to establish a technology management 

resource center at UIC, with participation from SIUC, UIUC's EnterpriseWorks, and Distillery Labs.  
• NSF Export Controls, Security and Compliance: IIN staff are evaluating opportunities to provide shared support 

and resources for export controls and compliance requirements related to research commercialization and 
emerging technologies.   
 

Public Comment  
Jeannette Tamayo informed Council that no requests for public comment were received.  
 
Adjournment  
Chair Merrett adjourned the Council meeting at 3:00 p.m. and noted that the Council's next meeting will be held in 
person in September as a full-day session. 
  
 
Presentations to be posted with the Minutes on the IIN Website.  
 

 
 


