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Governor’s Rural Affairs Council 

Meeting Minutes December 15, 2022 

 

1. Lt. Governor Juliana Stratton called the meeting to order at 10:02 a.m. 

 

2. Roll Call 

 

Member Agencies Present: 

Illinois Agricultural Association / Illinois Farm Bureau, Ryan Tate 

Illinois Department of Aging, Amy Lulich 

Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity, Monica Bristow and Salvador 

Garza  

Illinois Department of Agriculture, Robert Baren 

Illinois Department of Human Services, Francisco Alvarado 

Illinois Environmental Protection Agency, Christine Davis 

Illinois Community College Board, Jennifer Foster 

Illinois Finance Authority, Lorrie Karcher and Chris Meister 

Illinois Housing Development Authority, Amy Bashiti 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs, Chris Merrett and Sandy Wittig 

Rural Partners, Molly Hammond and Susan Bence 

Southern Illinois University, Laura Kessel 

University of Illinois Cooperative Extension Service, Anne Silvis  

 

Not Present: 

Illinois Department of Natural Resources, Illinois Department of Employment Security, 

Illinois State Board of Education, Illinois Department of Transportation, Illinois Department 

of Public Health 

 

Citizen Members Present: 

Heather Hampton-Knodle 

Sonja Reece 

Norm Walzer 

 

Guests: 

Kala Lambert, Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity 

Alex Benishek, City of Mattoon 

Rick Hall, Mayor, City of Mattoon 

Dr. Christy Hild, Mattoon Community School District 2 

Melissa McDaniel, Habitat for Humanity Coles County 

Ed Dowd, Mattoon Chamber of Commerce 

Carlos Ortega, Elevate CCIC, Inc. 

Amber Wilson, Governor’s Office 

Representative Sonya Harper 
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Lt. Governor’s Office Staff Members Present: 

Juliana Stratton, Lt. Governor 

Charles Watkins, Chief of Staff 

Susan Ogwal, Policy Director 

Natashee Scott, General Counsel & Deputy Chief of Staff 

Patrobas Wafula, University of Illinois Illini Science Policy Fellow 

Sarah Richman, Dunn Fellow 

Lian Nicholson, Special Assistant to the Lt. Governor 

Joseph McGee, Manager of Intergovernmental Affairs 

Nicholas Davis, Senior Manager for Strategic Engagements and Initiatives 

Daniel Otarola, JEO Intern 

 

Quorum determined. 

 

Lt. Governor Stratton inquired if there were any corrections or additions to the agenda for 

today’s meeting. Amy Bashiti made a motion to accept the agenda. Sonja Reece seconded the 

motion. Motion passed. 

 

3. Approval of Meeting Minutes from October 13, 2022. 

 

Lt. Governor Stratton announced that a draft of the minutes from the October 2022 meeting 

had been provided to council members prior to today’s meeting.  

 

Sonja Reece made a motion to approve the minutes. Robert Baren seconded the motion. 

Motion passed. Minutes were approved.  

 

4. Lt. Governor Stratton Remarks 

 

The Lt. Governor welcomed everyone to the fourth quarterly meeting of the year. She 

thanked Elevate CCIC and Carolos Ortega for hosting today’s meeting. She mentioned that 

she had the opportunity to tour Elevate and enjoyed learning about how the organization 

provides training, mentorship, and resources for local entrepreneurs and business owners to 

succeed.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked everyone who was able to join today’s meeting in person. She 

encouraged all of the attendees to join the tour of the LIFT Innovation Center directly after 

the GRAC meeting. The LIFT Innovation Center is a regional innovation and technology 

center, which connects students in central Illinois to career pathways, industry certifications, 

and internships, as well as helping students develop important leadership skills for the 21st 

century.  

 

The Lt. Governor welcomed the newest council members, Colleen Callahan, Director of the 

Illinois Department of Natural Resources, and Monica Bristow, Illinois Department of 

Commerce and Economic Opportunity. She asked Monica to introduce herself.  

 

Monica thanked the Lt. Governor and said she was pleased to be a part of the GRAC. 
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The Lt. Governor acknowledged the guests who were representing Mattoon. These guests 

include Dr. Christy Hild, Assistant Superintendent for the Mattoon Community School 

District, Ed Dowd, Director of Mattoon Chamber of Commerce, Melissa McDaniel, 

Executive Director of Coles County Habitat for Humanity, Blake Pierce, Finance Director of 

Rural King, and Mattoon Mayor Rick Hall.  

 

The Lt. Governor introduced the first speaker, Mayor Rick Hall who is the lifelong resident 

of Mattoon. He was elected Mayor on April 6, 2021 after serving as the city commissioner 

for over 13 years. Mayor Hall is also a member of the Mattoon in Motion and previously 

chaired its coordinating council. The second speaker will be Alex Benishek, President of 

Mattoon in Motion, as well as Community Development and Planning Manager for the City 

of Mattoon. As part of his work, Alex designed and implemented a marketing, recruitment, 

and welcoming campaign called “Move to Mattoon” which provided an incentive package 

for five remote workers and their families to relocate to Mattoon. Today, Alex will present 

on the goals, initiatives, and accomplishments of this Mattoon in Motion group.  

 

Following Alex’s presentation, Dr. Chris Merrett will lead a Q&A session for the council to 

engage in a dialogue with our guests and speakers from Mattoon. Dr. Merrett is the Dean for 

Innovation and Economic Development at Western Illinois University (WIU) and the 

Director of the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs (IIRA). The Q&A will be an opportunity for 

our state agencies and other GRAC representatives to discuss programs, grants, or resources, 

which reflect the goals of Mattoon. As you listen to the speakers, I encourage you to think 

about ways your organization or agency can assist our Mattoon representatives in furthering 

their initiatives. This is part of our effort to create a “community engaged” GRAC. 

 

After the Q&A session, we will hear a brief update on the Farmer Disparity Study from 

Kristi Jones and Rob Baren. Kristi is the Deputy Director for the Illinois Department of 

Agriculture and Rob is the Legislative Liaison for the Illinois Department of Agriculture. 

Then we will move on to committee updates from Laura Kessel and Norm Walzer. 

 

The Lt. Governor provided an update on the status of requests from the last few meetings. 

She announced that earlier this year, Dr. Merrett presented the MAPPING program to our 

council, and strategies were discussed to create a community engaged GRAC. She stated she 

was thrilled that the Mattoon in Motion group will be presenting at today’s meeting 

providing the GRAC the opportunity to strengthen connections and relationships between 

state agencies and local community organizations. She looks forward to implementing this 

structure for future GRAC meetings.  

 

The Lt. Governor continued that at the last meeting, Dr. Walzer requested funding for a 

webinar series hosted by University of Illinois Extension and Rural Partners. I am happy to 

report that Dr. Walzer has acquired full funding to arrange and deliver the webinar series. 

Sponsors for this initiative include UI Extension, Rural Partners, IIRA MAPPING program, 

the Association of Illinois Rural and Small Schools (AIRSS), and the Illinois Farm Bureau. 

The webinars are scheduled for January, February, and March 2023. The Lt. Governor’s 

Office will assist with promotion and outreach.  
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The Lt. Governor then reminded all member of the Council that each member was required 

to complete various State trainings such as harassment, ethics, and diversity, equity, and 

inclusion trainings each year. She reminded those who have not completed the training that 

the internal deadline has passed so these trainings need to be completed as soon as possible. 

 

5. New Business 

 

Mayor Hall thanked the Lt. Governor and Chris Merrett for their assistance to Mattoon. He 

also thanked the GRAC members for attending. He then provided a brief overview of how 

Mattoon Economic Development started and where they are today. He noted that their 

original start came from going through the IIRA MAPPING planning process. The plan that 

emerged from a MAPPING Committee, Mattoon in Motion, to establish Elevate, CCIC and 

the new LIFT Innovation Center. He is excited to have GRAC members and agencies assist 

Mattoon in the future. 

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Mayor Hall for his comments.  

 

Alex Benishek was the next speaker. He previously served as a WIU / IIRA Peace Corps 

Fellow intern for the City of Mattoon, working on the Mattoon in Motion initiative. The City 

of Mattoon recently hired Alex to work full time on this initiative. He showed a presentation 

on Mattoon in Motion, which was founded in 2017. He first described past accomplishments 

of Mattoon in Motion. He then discussed future goals, including the four goals included in 

the recently completed MAPPING update planning process.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Alex for his presentation and asked Dr. Chris Merrett from the 

IIRA to moderate the Q & A session. 

 

Chris started by reiterating the four planning objectives issues that Mattoon in Motion 

intends to pursue. These goals including a focus on housing, tourism, innovation, and water 

resource issues. A survey of GRAC members shows that there are at least 20 agencies 

offering 33 technical assistance, research, and funding programs that could have some 

relevance to Mattoon’s four goals. He noted that we would not have enough time to discuss 

all goals at today’s meeting. Hence, the effort to create a “community engaged” GRAC 

focused on housing. Chris then shared a document summarizing the MAPPING planning 

process and a list of 12 GRAC member agencies that in some way provide support for 

housing. These agencies include: 

1. Illinois Housing Development Authority 

(IHDA) 

7. Illinois Department of Public 

Health (IDPH) 

2. United States Department of Agriculture—

Rural Development (USDA—RD) 

8. Illinois Department of 

Transportation (IDOT) 

3. Department of Commerce and Economic 

Opportunity (DCEO) 

9. Illinois Environmental 

Protection Agency (IEPA) 

4. Illinois Finance Authority (IFA) 10. UI Extension 

5. Illinois Department on Aging (IL Aging) 11. SIU School of Medicine 

6. Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS) 12. IIRA. 
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Amy Bashiti from the IHDA started the discussion. She described many of programs that are 

available through the IHDA. She mentioned that her agency also has tools available that 

would assist Mattoon with surveys and data analysis.  

 

Molly Hammond then discussed how USDA-RD programs could complement what the 

IHDA can offer. USDA-RD has arranged low-interest loans and technical assistance 

programs to help rural communities. 

 

Sal Garza stated that DCEO also offers some funding for housing-related developments. He 

further mentioned that this kind of discussion has great value for rural development. 

 

Chris explained that the end goal of this kind of meeting is to connect Mattoon to multiple 

agencies at the same time to help Mattoon achieve their goals. The Lt. Governor noted that 

all GRAC agencies should send her office a document of what their respective agency can do 

and how they might assist Mattoon.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Chris for leading the discussion.  

 

She then asked Rob Baren and Kristi Jones from the Illinois Department of Agriculture to 

provide an update on the Farmer Disparity Study. Rob shared a presentation of what the 

study hoped to accomplish. He noted that the study includes researchers from Illinois 

universities with Schools of Agriculture. This includes the University of Illinois, Urbana-

Champaign, Illinois State University, and Southern Illinois University—Carbondale. The 

IIRA from WIU is the fourth partner on this study. 

 

He mentioned that the Illinois Department of Agriculture would submit a preliminary report 

by December 31, 2022. Researchers should complete the report by the first quarter of 2023. 

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Rob for his presentation. 

 

6. Committee Updates 

 

The Lt. Governor requested an update from Laura Kessel for the Health and Healthcare 

Committee and from Norm Walzer for the Economic Development and Infrastructure 

Committee.  

 

Healthcare 

 

Laura announced that they are planning to start hosting Telehealth visits in January in 

Hillsboro and Lewistown. The SIU School of Medicine will service these telehealth sites. 

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Laura for her updates and the committee for their efforts.  
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Economic Development and Infrastructure Committee 

 

Norm announced the 34th Annual Rural Community Development Conference would be held 

on February 22 & 23, 2023 at the Abraham Lincoln Hotel in Springfield, Illinois. This 

conference is hosted by the IIRA in partnership with the GRAC and Rural Partners. 

 

It will be designed to help participants find strategies and projects that will be effective post-

recession. Presentations will examine successful and innovative recruitment strategies for 

populations and businesses building on local assets and encouraging entrepreneurial 

practices.  

 

Norm also provided an update about webinars that will be offered in partnership with UI 

Extension and Rural Partners. These webinars will feature speakers who will discuss how 

rural communities can recruit people to live in rural places.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Norm for his updates and the committee for their efforts.  

 

Member Updates and Reports 

 

The Lt. Governor requested that all member updates be entered in the chat or be sent to her 

office. Sarah will then send out these updates to all members through email. As a reminder, 

GRAC members can send updates to Dr. Ogwal or Sarah at any time.  

 

The Lt. Governor asked if there were any public comments.  

 

Carlos Ortega, Elevate, CCIC, thanked everyone for attending. He further thanked the GRAC 

members and agencies for all that they have already done for Mattoon. 

 

The Lt. Governor announced the next quarterly meeting would occur in early 2023. She 

thanked everyone for their continued contributions to the GRAC and rural Illinois. She then 

requested a motion to adjourn. 

 

Monica Bristow made a motion to adjourn the meeting. Amy Bashiti seconded the motion. 

The meeting adjourned at 11:34 a.m. 

 

 

Respectfully Submitted: 

Sandy Wittig and Chris Merrett 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

Western Illinois University 

 


