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Governor’s Rural Affairs Council 

Meeting Minutes July 28, 2022 

Lawndale Christian Conference Center  

Skyline Conference Room (4th Floor)  

3750 W Ogden Ave. Chicago, IL 60623  

 

 

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

 

2. Roll Call 

 

Member Agencies Present: 

Illinois Agricultural Association (Farm Bureau), Ryan Tate 

Illinois Department of Aging, Amy Lulich 

Illinois Department of Agriculture, Robert Baren  

Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity, Salvador Garza 

Illinois Department of Human Services, Francisco Alvarado 

Illinois Department of Public Health, Don Jones 

Illinois Environmental Protection Agency, Christine Davis  

Illinois Community College Board, Jennifer Foster 

Illinois Housing Development Authority, Amy Bashiti 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs, Chris Merrett and Sandy Wittig 

University of Illinois Cooperative Extension Service, Anne Silvis  

Southern Illinois University, Laura Kessel 

Rural Partners, Molly Hammond 

 

Not Present:  

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

Illinois State Board of Education, Illinois Finance Authority, Illinois Department of 

Transportation 

 

Citizen Members Present: 

Heather Hampton-Knodle 

Sonja Reece 

Norm Walzer 

David Ardrey 

 

Guests: 

Karen Jenkins 

Troy Horton 

Blanche Shoup 

Lauren Messmore 

Austin Grammer 

Amber Wilson 

Gisele Hamm 
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Lt. Governor’s Office Staff Members Present: 

Juliana Stratton, Lt. Governor 

Charles Watkins, Chief of Staff 

Cynthia Orizaba, Dunn Fellow 

Dr. Susan Ogwal, Policy Director for the Office of the Lt. Governor 

Natashee Scott, General Counsel & Deputy Chief-of-Staff 

Patrobas Wafula, University of Illinois Illini Science Policy Fellow 

 

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. Mary Reynolds seconded 

the motion. Motion passed. 

 

3. Approval of Meeting Minutes from February 24, 2022. 

 

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

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

 

Ryan Tate made a motion to approve the minutes. The motion was seconded by Amy Bashiti. 

Motion passed. Minutes were approved.  

 

4. Lt. Governor Stratton Remarks 

 

The Lt. Governor welcomed everyone to the first in-person council meeting since the start of 

the pandemic. We will continue to meet in a hybrid option for all meetings. Future meetings 

will be at locations all across the state.  

 

The Lt. Governor announced that Chris Merrett was named the new Dean of Innovation and 

Economic Development and Special Adviser to the President for Innovation at Western 

Illinois University. Chris will continue to serve as the Director of the Illinois Institute for 

Rural Affairs. The Lt. Governor thanked Chris for all of his contributions on development 

and productivity of the GRAC.  

 

She also announced that Governor Pritzker appointed Dr. Sameer Vohra, of Southern Illinois 

University School of Medicine, to be the Director of the Illinois Department of Public Health 

effective August 1, 2022. She thanked Dr. Vohra for all of his leadership and service as a 

past member of the GRAC. 

 

The Lt. Governor announced that today’s meeting will feature a presentation on a MAPPING 

project from Chris Merrett which is a continuation of an earlier proposal to create a 

community engaged GRAC. The idea is that we will bring a community that has gone 

through a strategic visioning planning process to a future GRAC meeting. The purpose is to 

have the community present their plan and then discuss how state agency community and 

economic development programs could help the community. The Lt. Governor also 
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requested that Betsy Dirksen Londrigan offer her prospective and thoughts on the MAPPING 

project and any suggestions she might have to advance the work of the Council. 

 

5. New Business 

 

The Lt. Governor invited Chris Merrett to give a brief presentation the MAPPING project.  

 

Chris explained the overview of creating a Community Engaged GRAC. Communities would 

bring their strategic plans to the GRAC meeting to discuss these plans with GRAC members. 

Chris provided examples of how a traditional MAPPING program works. He then explained 

the pilot program would include distributing a Mattoon Update Plan at this meeting from 

which GRAC members could determine if their respective agencies could provide any 

assistance. Then, the GRAC would invite Mattoon members to attend the fall GRAC 

meeting. Each GRAC member would be asked to prepare 1-2 pages of synopsis of technical 

assistance and funding that your agency could provide. Each agency with relevant 

programming would share this information at the fall GRAC meeting. Chris noted that he 

emailed the Mattoon planning document to all GRAC members. He also briefly explained the 

plans for Mattoon, which included initiatives to promote tourism, expand access to affordable 

housing, and recruit remote workers to the area.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Chris for his presentation. She requested that Betsy Dirksen 

Londrigan provide her input. Director Londrigan shared what the USDA is currently doing 

with the Equity Program, which has recruited 10 Illinois communities to work with USDA-

Rural Development, and other agencies from the state. She explained this is a national 

initiative to assist underserved communities gain better access to USDA--Rural Development 

resources, and resources from other agencies as well. USDA—Rural Development is 

engaged in a similar process to what the GRAC is proposing to do. 

 

The Lt. Governor expressed support for this kind of work that being done at the federal and 

state level. It is important because makes it easier for communities to gain access to 

government services. It will also help state agencies see how their technical assistance and 

funding programs complement one another to benefit communities.  

 

Heather Hampton Knodle complimented both the USDA and the IIRA. She stated that the 

MAPPING program has produced phenomenal results. She thinks these are great ideas, but 

wonders if these should be held separately from the GRAC meetings.  

 

Chris thanked Gisele Hamm for her leadership with the MAPPING program. 

 

Amy Bashiti mentioned that she liked the actionable pilot plan. Christine Davis said she is 

supportive of both projects. She thinks the IL EPA does have programs that could offer 

support. She is wondering if there are issues that need to be addressed prior to the 

fundraising. Heather Hampton Knodle wanted to know if there would be any budget costs.  
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The Lt. Governor thanked everyone for their comments. She noted this type of work is the 

“kind of thing” to push the work of the council forward. The Lt. Governor offered her 

support for both projects. She asked that any feedback be sent to Dr. Ogwal.  

 

Sonja Reece made a motion to move forward with the pilot MAPPING project as well as the 

Equity Project. Sal Garza second the motion. The motion passed.  

 

The Lt. Governor mentioned that she is aware that the committees may not have met, but that 

Dr. Ogwal, the new Policy Director, has been in contact with committee chairs. 

 

6. Committee Updates 

 

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

Committee.  

 

Healthcare 

 

Laura announced that the committee is currently working through contracts/agreements to set 

up public spaces at the Farm Bureau and Extension offices. The committee will also be 

taking part in the gender-based violence report.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Laura for her updates. She noted that she is aware that during the 

pandemic gender-based violence increased. She appreciates the committee for taking this 

report on with their other duties.  

 

7. Member Updates and Reports 

 

The Lt. Governor mentioned that today would be the last GRAC meeting with Cynthia. She 

thanked her for a fabulous job. With Cynthia’s departure, please contact Dr. Ogwal with any 

questions.  

 

Director Londrigan announced there will be an interagency working group on September 29, 

2022. There is also a conference in Carbondale about communities transitioning away from 

coal.  

 

The Lt. Governor asked if there were any public comments. There were no public comments 

at this time.  

 

Amy Bashiti made a motion to adjourn the meeting. Sonja Reece seconded the motion. The 

meeting was adjourned at 11:30am. 

 

 

Respectfully Submitted: 

Sandy Wittig and Chris Merrett 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

Western Illinois University 


