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When Casey Strunk graduated from
college and returned home to work for
his dad’s employment benefits insur-
ance firm, he found himself learning
the ropes of the Phoenix-based busi-
ness his father founded in 1982.

But with the evolving of technology
and the Affordable Care Act, the young-
er Strunk found himself on the other
end of the ropes, leading the shift into a
more comprehensive and modern in-
surance world.

“There was an older generation of
benefit brokers who were not sure how
to handle the ACA, compliance, IRS re-
porting,” said Strunk, who along with
his wife Teresa purchased the Strunk
Insurance Group from his father, Greg
Strunk, in 2018. “We saw a lot of bene-
fits shops sell or hang on as long as they
could. It became a new age of brokers
helping others.”

Working with his father, a former
NFL player turned insurance business-
man, Strunk also saw the value of per-
sonal connection with clients. He was
able to merge both old and new schools
of the industry, something he did then

and continues to do today.
“The older generation understands

relationships in business. The younger
generation understands the technol-
ogy. In between, there’s some who un-
derstand both and comfort people but
also leverage technology to do business
more efficiently and provide more val-
ue to clients,” Strunk said. 

The firm has found a comfortable
spot in this middle ground, with reve-
nue having doubled over the last 8-10
years, Strunk said. The firm is up 50%
since he took over four years ago.

See STRUNK, Page 3BG

Employment insurance
firm is a family affair

In 2018, Casey Strunk and his wife Teresa purchased the Strunk Insurance Group from his father Greg in 2018. SARAH HOAG
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Earlier this month, Maricopa
County Superior Court Judge Brad
Astrowsky ruled in favor of Mirabella
at ASU, a 20-story senior-living high-
rise, in a lawsuit filed against Shady
Park Tempe, a popular EDM club on
East University Drive just off Mill Av-
enue.

Shady Park owner Scott Price said
the ruling would force the club to
cease all live music immediately, as
the mandated restrictions would
make it impossible for the venue to
hold live music events. 

The venue plans to file a formal
notice of appeal on April 18.

“With all due respect to the superi-
or court judge, we disagree vehe-
mently with his findings,” Shady Park
Tempe lawyer Scott Zwillinger said.
“So we’ll be asking the court of ap-
peals to set it aside.”

The Shady Park team also plans to
file a motion asking the judge to stay
his order while the appeal process
plays out.

“Appeals take time,” Zwillinger
said. “So we think it’s important that 

Tempe City
Council
backs club
in dispute
over noise
Ed Masley
Arizona Republic

USA TODAY NETWORK

See CLUB, Page 4BG

Backers of a proposal to use Arizo-
na taxpayer dollars to subsidize
movie and TV production companies
describe the deal as something like
the end of “Vegas Vacation,” which
sees the whole family cashing in.

Skeptics — looking at the state’s
expensive and failed attempt in the
2000s to lure Hollywood with tax
credits — predict something more re-
sembling the end of “Game of
Thrones”: a hot mess disliked by
most everyone.

It might take a few years to deter-
mine who is right if it becomes law.

Some Republican lawmakers and
government watchdog groups are
wary of the risks of Senate Bill 1708,
though it’s being sponsored by a Re-
publican — Sen. David Gowan of Si-
erra Vista.

If the House approves the bill,
which the Senate passed in February,
and if Gov. Doug Ducey signs it, the
public could soon see visible signs of
a new movie industry in Arizona.

The program would provide up to
$150 million each year in refundable
tax credits to productions compa-
nies, at a maximum of $25 million for
each individual production. Depend-

Can AZ lure
Hollywood
productions
with tax
credits?
Ray Stern Arizona Republic | USA TODAY

NETWORK

See HOLLYWOOD, Page 4BG

Moscow might be more than 6,000
miles from Phoenix, but the ramifica-
tions of war in Ukraine and economic
sanctions against Russia are as close as
the gas station and the grocery store. 

Prices are rising for loaves of bread
and gallons of gas. Farmers face higher
costs for fertilizer. And the Federal Re-
serve could raise interest rates again to
combat inflation.

It’s hard to separate the impact of
the invasion from other rising costs.
Metro Phoenix has dealt with a 12-
month inflation rate of 10.9% through
February, according to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics. Some of that increase
is pandemic-related, economists say,
with supply chain disruptions and
massive federal payouts to blunt the
economic impact of COVID-19. 

But the economic sanctions against
the Kremlin could make inflation worse
by raising costs even more. For exam-
ple, Russia is an important source of
essential minerals, like nickel and pal-
ladium, used in essential products like
cars and washing machines.

In Russia, financial transactions
have been cut off, flights have halted
and many multinational businesses
have pulled out. On March 8, President

Joe Biden banned oil from Russia.
The U.S., Canada and countries in

Europe and Asia have frozen assets
and imposed sanctions against indi-
viduals. The cumulative effects of war
and the sanctions have boosted the
cost of a barrel of oil to more than $100.

But sanctions rarely have a one-way
impact. Two economic experts dis-

cussed a variety of ways in which sanc-
tions against Russia could affect Arizo-
nans, including raising the price of es-
sential goods, like food and fuel.

Sen. Kyrsten Sinema, D-Ariz., noted
this concern soon after Ukraine was at-
tacked when Federal Reserve Chair Je-

Gas, food, pensions: Sanctions on Russia hit Ariz.
Tara Kavaler
Arizona Republic

USA TODAY NETWORK

See SANCTIONS, Page 3BG

A gas pump displays that 14.2 gallons of gas cost $65.43 at the Shell gas
station on Scottsdale Road and Weber Drive on March 13, 2022, in Tempe,
Arizona. ALEX GOULD/THE REPUBLIC
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rome Powell spoke to the Senate Bank-
ing Committee, of which she is a mem-
ber. 

“I am also mindful of the impacts that
these sanctions are having and will con-
tinue to have on everyday people …
These sanctions can affect the availabil-
ity and pricing of essential goods for
hardworking Arizona families by fur-
ther disrupting global supply chains,”
the Arizona Democrat said.

Danny Court is a senior economist
with Elliott D. Pollack & Co., an econom-
ic and real estate consulting firm in
Scottsdale.

“Consumers make up 70% of our
overall economy ... and higher costs for
basic needs reduces their disposable in-
come,” he said. “Any increased costs on
top of what we’ve already experienced is
going to decrease economic activity.”

Big bills at the pump 

Arizonans and other Western states
are paying among the highest rates in
the country for a gallon of regular un-
leaded gasoline. 

While the U.S. imports just 3% of its
oil from Russia, the global supply crisis
affects prices. 

Prices have dropped slightly from
their peaks after the U.S. and other
countries announced plans to tap into
their emergency oil stockpiles. On April
13, the average gallon of regular unlead-
ed gas nationally was $4.08. In Arizona,
the average price that same day was
$4.58. 

AAA ranks U.S. states in five colored
tiers based on prices at the pump, and
Arizona is classified as “dark red,” with
the highest prices in the country, with
some counties averaging prices at near-
ly a dime under five dollars. 

Gas prices vary widely based on ge-
ography.

Drivers in Apache, Pima and Green-
lee counties pay the least, on average, in
the state for a gallon of gas at $4.36,
$4.39 and $4.45, respectively. Motorists
in Cochise and Graham counties pay
$4.47 and $4.49, respectively, followed
by drivers in Navajo and Santa Cruz
($4.52), Yuma ($4.54) and Gila ($4.57)
counties.

Pinal ($4.57), Yavapai ($4.60) and
Maricopa ($4.63) come next. The costli-
est fuel in the state is found in Coconino
($4.71), La Paz ($4.72), and Mohave
($4.77) counties. 

Food prices on the rise

Sanctions may raise the cost of

wheat products such as bread and cere-
al. Russia and Ukraine are both major
exporters of wheat. U.S. farmers have
planted less wheat over the past two
decades because of lower returns on the
crop, but the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture projects a 2% increase in wheat
plantings this season.

Costs of meat, poultry, fish and eggs
already have risen more than 16% in the
past year, according to the BLS.

More supply chain disruptions 

Josh Lipsky is senior director of the
Atlantic Council’s GeoEconomics Cen-
ter, an entity within the nonpartisan
Washington, D.C.-based think tank that
looks at the convergence of economics,
finance, and international affairs.

“The major supply chain crunch was
actually getting better,” he told The Re-
public, referring to the COVID-induced
slowdown in the supply chain. 

Lipsky said supply chain improve-
ment may be slowed because of disrup-
tions to common shipping routes
through the Black Sea, which borders,
among other countries, Russia and Uk-
raine.

“If there’s an inability to ship in the
Black Sea or if it’s not safe to ship in the
Black Sea, this could be an unseen
wrench in the plans,” Lipsky added, not-
ing that Maersk, the largest shipping
company in the world, is refusing to
ship in certain places. 

Jobs, pensions and investments

Large companies in the U.S. and else-
where may be harmed because their in-
vestments and opportunities in Russia

are significantly impacted, Lipsky said.
This could have a negative impact on

the stock market, which could hurt
banks, individual investors and pension
funds. 

The S&P 500, the Dow Jones Indus-
trial Average and Nasdaq composite are
all down this year, and the potential
ramifications from sanctions have add-
ed more unpredictability to stock mar-
ket investments. 

Court said, “We don’t have a lot of
control over the ripple effects of sanc-
tions and it introduces uncertainty and
volatility into the economy.” 

“That tends to scare investors. Some-
times they’ll pull back on investments
the net effect is that you lower economic
activity.” 

Interest rates headed up

Raising interest rates is the primary
mechanism for the Federal Reserve to
lower inflation.

In mid-March, the Fed raised the fed-
eral funds target rate for the first time
since 2018 by 0.25% to combat the high-
est inflation rates in almost 40 years.
Fed watchers expect additional interest
rate increases in coming months.

Raising that interest rate increases
the cost of credit across the economy. It
could increase the cost of some loans
and raise credit-card interest rates and
cause people and businesses to post-
pone spending.

Higher farming costs

Wheat from Russia and Ukraine ac-
count for nearly 30% of the crop con-
sumed worldwide.

While Ukraine is more important
than Russia in terms of wheat exports,
Ukraine’s supply will also be disrupted
as a result of the war, Lipsky said.

Lipsky said for American farmers
this will lead to an overall higher cost of
doing business despite being able to sell
products, like wheat, at higher prices. 

“From a farmer’s perspective, I would
say prices of everything are going to go
up. That means potentially what you’re
selling, you can sell at a higher price, but
what you’re importing is going to be
more costly as well,” Lipsky said. 

The price of fertilizer, a major Rus-
sian export, has gone up and may sky-
rocket even higher. U.S. farmers need an
abundant supply to grow crops like
wheat. 

Russia produces potash and exports
natural gas, which are essential ingredi-
ents in making nitrogen fertilizer. 

Court said this is particularly prob-
lematic in Arizona.

“Arizona has a really strong agricul-
tural economy, and our industry could
be impacted. The costs of fuel and fertil-
izer are affecting our farmers and crop
producers on top of other issues that we
already dealing with of water supplies,”
he said.

Other countries face greater
challenges

While Arizonans and Americans may
feel pain from sanctions on Russia, the
brunt of the blowback is likely to be
faced elsewhere.

Europe depends heavily on Russia for
oil and natural gas, Lipsky and Court
said.

According to the International Ener-
gy Agency, the European Union relies on
Russia for 45% of its natural gas imports
and almost 40% of its total gas con-
sumption. 

On March 8, the European Commis-
sion, a part of the EU, released plans to
lessen dependency on Russian gas by
two-thirds before the year is over. Ger-
many has already halted progress on the
Nord Stream 2 natural gas pipeline from
Russia.

In the Middle East North Africa re-
gion, millions of people could lose a vital
food supply as a result of sanctions.
Russia and Ukraine serve as major
sources of wheat for many countries in
the area. 

Includes information from Arizona
Republic reporter Russ Wiles.

Tara Kavaler is a politics reporter at
The Arizona Republic. She can be
reached by email at tara.kavaler@ari-
zonarepublic.com or on Twitter @kava-
lertara.

At a grocery store in Washington, D.C., on April 12, 2022. Inflation hit a fresh
40-year high as continuing surges in gasoline, food and rent costs more than
offset moderating prices for used cars. STEFANI REYNOLDS/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES
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The firm is part of a vital employment
benefits insurance space where in 2021,
health care benefits were available to
71% of private industry workers, accord-
ing to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. In
that same year, 39% of workers partici-
pated in short-term disability benefits,
and dental care benefits were available
to 40% of private industry workers.

The Strunks also help small and large
businesses adjust to the changing de-
mands with regard to what employees
are needing and seeking. This was mag-
nified during the pandemic and the
Great Resignation. Short- and long-
term disability pensions, long-term care
products and a stronger focus on offer-
ings that address topics like behavioral
health have become more vital in the
package, Strunk said.

“Fifteen or 10 years ago, having a
benefits plan with medical, dental and
vision was enough to check the box.
Now, we’re having conversations with
clients daily about what else is out there
to attract and retain employees,” he
said. 

When Great Elm Healthcare wanted
to switch benefits brokers in 2015, Hu-
man Resources Director Roxanne Malo-
ney advocated for Strunk. Maloney had
worked with Strunk at a previous em-
ployer. She was familiar and pleased
with the agency and knew it would be
an asset. 

“Benefits has been my background
and I know how important it is to have a
broker with great customer service and
that level of service and care,” said Mal-
oney, who is based in Mesa. 

Since going with Strunk, Great Elm
Healthcare has grown from a 160-em-
ployee crew in a single state to having a
multi-state presence with around 400.
Strunk has accommodated the changes
to keep everyone satisfied. 

“They’ve been in business so long so
they have good relationships with carri-
ers. When you build your business on
relationships and providing that good
service, then that’s what it’s all about,”
Maloney said.

Dad's instructions: 'Go sell
something'

Born and raised in Phoenix, Casey
Strunk graduated from Illinois's North-
western University — also his father’s
alma mater — on a golf scholarship in
2004. He came back to Phoenix and
worked for the firm. 

Although he grew up in the business,
that wasn’t the same as having learned

it. At the agency, nepotism was in no
one’s vocabulary. Strunk started at a
minimum salary entry level position
and lived at home for the first year.

“He gave me a desk and a computer
and said, ‘Go sell something,’” Strunk
recalled his father’s directive. 

Strunk got the hang of it and then
learned the consulting side and moved
up the ranks to management and now
owner. 

“In his mind, he had always hoped I’d
gravitate to the business. But it wasn’t
really clear to either of us until 10 years
into it,” Strunk said.

It remains very much a family busi-
ness today. Strunk’s wife of eight years
Teresa is not only co-owner but also
holds a business development role in
the company. Strunk’s sister, Jessie Van
Peursem, runs finance and accounting.
Greg is in the office when he is in town.

What Strunk enjoys is helping busi-
ness owners find sustainable solutions
that will benefit both business and em-
ployee. What he may enjoy even more is
stepping in when the system breaks
down, whether it’s helping an older staff
member get the treatment he needs or a
mother trying to get medications to
treat her child’s medical condition. That
also means cutting through red tape and
convoluted billing.

“Helping employees understand the
options available to them, helping them
make the right choices, helping them
navigate the complicated world of in-
surance — that’s all very rewarding for
us,” Strunk said. 

Maloney has seen this in action. She
talked about occasions when a specific
insurance plan is written in a way an
employee doesn’t understand or there’s
another complicated issue and some-
one from Strunk can provide a human
advocate element to the equation.

“The Strunk Group is always willing
to go and ask the question, 'Is there any
way to get this covered? Any way the
team member can reap the benefits?'”
Maloney said. “It doesn’t matter what
question you bring to the team, they go
down that path for you to get a resolu-
tion that’s a win-win.” 

Strunk Insurance Group founder Greg Strunk (left) and his son and agency owner
Casey are responsible for a 40-year-old employment benefits business that
experiences success by merging old and new methods of the industry. STRUNK

INSURANCE GROUP

Strunk
Continued from Page 1BG

What: Strunk Insurance Group

Where: 14425 N. Seventh St. #102,
Phoenix 

Employees: 12

Factoid: In 2021, health care benefits
were available to 71% of private
industry workers, according to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Details: 602-978-4414,
strunkgroup.com
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When Casey Strunk graduated from
college and returned home to work for
his dad’s employment benefits insur-
ance firm, he found himself learning
the ropes of the Phoenix-based busi-
ness his father founded in 1982.

But with the evolving of technology
and the Affordable Care Act, the young-
er Strunk found himself on the other
end of the ropes, leading the shift into a
more comprehensive and modern in-
surance world.

“There was an older generation of
benefit brokers who were not sure how
to handle the ACA, compliance, IRS re-
porting,” said Strunk, who along with
his wife Teresa purchased the Strunk
Insurance Group from his father, Greg
Strunk, in 2018. “We saw a lot of bene-
fits shops sell or hang on as long as they
could. It became a new age of brokers
helping others.”

Working with his father, a former
NFL player turned insurance business-
man, Strunk also saw the value of per-
sonal connection with clients. He was
able to merge both old and new schools
of the industry, something he did then

and continues to do today.
“The older generation understands

relationships in business. The younger
generation understands the technol-
ogy. In between, there’s some who un-
derstand both and comfort people but
also leverage technology to do business
more efficiently and provide more val-
ue to clients,” Strunk said. 

The firm has found a comfortable
spot in this middle ground, with reve-
nue having doubled over the last 8-10
years, Strunk said. The firm is up 50%
since he took over four years ago.

See STRUNK, Page 3BG

Employment insurance
firm is a family affair

In 2018, Casey Strunk and his wife Teresa purchased the Strunk Insurance Group from his father Greg in 2018. SARAH HOAG
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Earlier this month, Maricopa
County Superior Court Judge Brad
Astrowsky ruled in favor of Mirabella
at ASU, a 20-story senior-living high-
rise, in a lawsuit filed against Shady
Park Tempe, a popular EDM club on
East University Drive just off Mill Av-
enue.

Shady Park owner Scott Price said
the ruling would force the club to
cease all live music immediately, as
the mandated restrictions would
make it impossible for the venue to
hold live music events. 

The venue plans to file a formal
notice of appeal on April 18.

“With all due respect to the superi-
or court judge, we disagree vehe-
mently with his findings,” Shady Park
Tempe lawyer Scott Zwillinger said.
“So we’ll be asking the court of ap-
peals to set it aside.”

The Shady Park team also plans to
file a motion asking the judge to stay
his order while the appeal process
plays out.

“Appeals take time,” Zwillinger
said. “So we think it’s important that 

Tempe City
Council
backs club
in dispute
over noise
Ed Masley
Arizona Republic

USA TODAY NETWORK

See CLUB, Page 4BG

Backers of a proposal to use Arizo-
na taxpayer dollars to subsidize
movie and TV production companies
describe the deal as something like
the end of “Vegas Vacation,” which
sees the whole family cashing in.

Skeptics — looking at the state’s
expensive and failed attempt in the
2000s to lure Hollywood with tax
credits — predict something more re-
sembling the end of “Game of
Thrones”: a hot mess disliked by
most everyone.

It might take a few years to deter-
mine who is right if it becomes law.

Some Republican lawmakers and
government watchdog groups are
wary of the risks of Senate Bill 1708,
though it’s being sponsored by a Re-
publican — Sen. David Gowan of Si-
erra Vista.

If the House approves the bill,
which the Senate passed in February,
and if Gov. Doug Ducey signs it, the
public could soon see visible signs of
a new movie industry in Arizona.

The program would provide up to
$150 million each year in refundable
tax credits to productions compa-
nies, at a maximum of $25 million for
each individual production. Depend-

Can AZ lure
Hollywood
productions
with tax
credits?
Ray Stern Arizona Republic | USA TODAY

NETWORK
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Moscow might be more than 6,000
miles from Phoenix, but the ramifica-
tions of war in Ukraine and economic
sanctions against Russia are as close as
the gas station and the grocery store. 

Prices are rising for loaves of bread
and gallons of gas. Farmers face higher
costs for fertilizer. And the Federal Re-
serve could raise interest rates again to
combat inflation.

It’s hard to separate the impact of
the invasion from other rising costs.
Metro Phoenix has dealt with a 12-
month inflation rate of 10.9% through
February, according to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics. Some of that increase
is pandemic-related, economists say,
with supply chain disruptions and
massive federal payouts to blunt the
economic impact of COVID-19. 

But the economic sanctions against
the Kremlin could make inflation worse
by raising costs even more. For exam-
ple, Russia is an important source of
essential minerals, like nickel and pal-
ladium, used in essential products like
cars and washing machines.

In Russia, financial transactions
have been cut off, flights have halted
and many multinational businesses
have pulled out. On March 8, President

Joe Biden banned oil from Russia.
The U.S., Canada and countries in

Europe and Asia have frozen assets
and imposed sanctions against indi-
viduals. The cumulative effects of war
and the sanctions have boosted the
cost of a barrel of oil to more than $100.

But sanctions rarely have a one-way
impact. Two economic experts dis-

cussed a variety of ways in which sanc-
tions against Russia could affect Arizo-
nans, including raising the price of es-
sential goods, like food and fuel.

Sen. Kyrsten Sinema, D-Ariz., noted
this concern soon after Ukraine was at-
tacked when Federal Reserve Chair Je-

Gas, food, pensions: Sanctions on Russia hit Ariz.
Tara Kavaler
Arizona Republic

USA TODAY NETWORK
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A gas pump displays that 14.2 gallons of gas cost $65.43 at the Shell gas
station on Scottsdale Road and Weber Drive on March 13, 2022, in Tempe,
Arizona. ALEX GOULD/THE REPUBLIC
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