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Governor’s Rural Affairs Council 

Meeting Minutes September 16, 2021 

 

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

 

2. Roll Call 

 

Member Agencies Present: 

Illinois Department of Aging, Amy Lulich 

Illinois Department of Agriculture, Robert Baren  

Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity, Wendy Bell and Agnes 

Masnik 

Illinois Department of Human Services, Francisco Alvarado 

Illinois Department of Public Health, Don Jones 

Illinois Department of Transportation, Holly Bieneman 

Illinois Environmental Protection Agency, Christine Davis  

Illinois Community College Board, Jennifer Foster 

Illinois Housing Development Authority, Ben Fenton and Amy Bashiti 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs, Sandy Wittig 

University of Illinois Cooperative Extension Service, Anne Silvis  

Southern Illinois University, Laura Kessel 

Rural Partners, Molly Hammond 

Illinois Farm Bureau, Brenda Matherly 

 

 

Not Present:  

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

Illinois State Board of Education, Illinois Finance Authority,  

 

 

Citizen Members Present: 

Heather Hampton-Knodle 

Sameer Vohra 

Sonja Reece 

Norm Walzer 

David Ardrey 

 

Guests: 

Mary Reynolds 

Karen Jenkins 

Sonya Harper 

Labraya Harris 

Lila Galindo 

Sara Robinson Torres 
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Lt. Governor’s Office Staff Members Present: 

Juliana Stratton, Lt. Governor 

Charles Watkins, Chief of Staff 

Kirsten Davis-Franklin 

Cynthia Orizaba, Dunn Fellow 

Bobby Mannis, Policy Director for the Office of the Lt. Governor 

 

Quorum determined. 

 

Lt. Governor Stratton introduced Cynthia Orizaba. Cynthia is the new Dunn Fellow in her 

office.  

 

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

today’s meeting. Sonja Reece made a motion to accept the agenda. Norm Walzer seconded 

the motion. Motion passed. 

 

3. Approval of Meeting Minutes from June 17, 2021. 

 

Lt. Governor Stratton announced that a draft of the minutes from the June 2021 meeting had 

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

 

Sonja Reece made a motion to approve the minutes. The motion was seconded by Don Jones. 

Motion passed. Minutes were approved.  

 

4. Lt. Governor Stratton Remarks 

 

The Lt. Governor reminded everyone that the GRAC meeting will continue to be convened 

by video conference because of the public health challenges. She noted that State law 

requires a roll call for every substantive motion made by the Council. 

 

The Lt. Governor briefly provided an update on the 2021 GRAC Annual Report. She 

announced the final edits were being made and the would be sent to GRAC members as well 

as legislators and the Governor. She thanked Chris Merrett and WIU for drafted the report.  

She noted that she wants to make sure the report is useful. She would like for the GRAC 

committees and members to discuss how the report can be utilized as a tool and to push the 

proposed policy forward. She requested that all members be prepared to discuss this topic at 

the next meeting.  

 

The Lt. Governor reminded all that to serve on this Council, you must comply with the 

statutory mandates requiring the completion of the annual ethics and harassment-

discrimination-prevention trainings. The training packets were attached to the calendar invite 

for today’s meeting. Please review the documents, sign, and forward back to Cynthia or 

Bobby for record keeping. If you have any questions regarding this training, please let her 

office know. 
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New Business 

 

The Lt. Governor asked the committees to provide updates. 

 

Committee Updates 

 

Education and Workforce Development  

 

The Lt. Governor requested that Bobby Mannis provide an update on education and 

workforce. Bobby announced that the legislative retreat was successful. He noted that the 

committee is discussing further webinars.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Bobby for the updates.  

 

Economic Development & Infrastructure  

 

The Lt. Governor stated that Norman Walzer would be providing an update.  

 

Norm stated the early counts of the census show that overall 15 urban counties gained 

population, but 85 counties lost population. He stated that small towns have been hit hard in 

rural counties.   

 

The committee recognized how important building broadband is due to the increase of the 

digital world. Also, since remote work is becoming the new normal communities need to 

focus on “quality of life” so that more of the population will be drawn to settling in rural 

areas. He mentioned that telehealth is a critical component of quality of life. Norm also noted 

the need to enhance local investments and regional economic development.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Norm for his report. She noted that she agrees with the importance 

of broadband. She would like to hold strategic conversations on ways to improve the quality 

of life in Illinois. She mentioned the promotion of “staycations.” Illinois has lots to offer 

without leaving the state.  

 

Sonja Reece asked that if the Annual Report is routinely shared with county boards. The Lt. 

Governor said that yes it normally is, but we can also provide a link to the county boards. 

 

Wendy Bell mentioned that the Municipal League should also be included in the distribution 

of the Annual Report.  

 

Heather Hampton Knodle stated that the IIRA does a good job of bringing models to the 

conference. The Lt. Governor noted she would like to bring these discussions to communities 

also. Christine Davis mentioned that we need to provide appropriate language since there is 

some disconnect with all technical language is used.  
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David Arby stated that he thinks we need to look at he lower population areas. The Lt. 

Governor agreed and noted that several people don’t realize that most of the Illinois is rural. 

We need to provide education on what “rural” means.  

 

The Lt. Governor thanked everyone for their comments. She noted that there are several 

opportunities to share this info and to make things easier for communities. 

 

Healthcare 

 

The Lt. Governor stated that Laura Kessel would be providing the update. 

 

Laura announced that the committee would like to host a RP webinar series during the 

months of November and December to report on the GRAC report and highlight the work of 

the GRAC Council.  

 

She noted that the pilot demo for telehealth is coming together. Logistics are being finalized 

so that a safe space can be offered for psychiatry patients to use telehealth services. 

 

The Lt. Governor thanked Laura for the report. 

 

Welcome – Sonya Harper 

 

The Lt. Governor welcomed Representative Sonya Harper to the GRAC meeting. 

Representative Harper said she is a huge supporter of rural. She thanked everyone for all of 

their work. 

 

5. Member Updates and Reports 

 

Amy Lulich announced the comprehensive plan for the Department of Aging for FY22-FY24 

had been approved. She noted that the IL Care Connections aided to over 3,000 adults for 

devices and Wi-Fi hot spots. This project is continued in the new budget. 

 

Mary Reynolds announced that the drive-up WI-FI map will be reopened. This allows people 

to see where WI-FI is available in parking lots across Illinois. She announced that this project 

was recognized as a finalist for a national award. 

 

Sameer Vohra announced the Children’s Mental Health Plan is seeking community 

engagement and input. Also, that the Rural Health Summit Webinar held in March 2021 has 

released 5 of 9 policy briefs. Please contact him for more info. 

 

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

at this time.  

 

Lt. Governor Stratton announced the next meeting will be December 16.  
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Sonja Reece made a motion to adjourn the meeting. Amy Lulich second the motion. The 

meeting was adjourned at 11:00. 

 

Respectfully Submitted: 

Sandy Wittig and Chris Merrett 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

Western Illinois University 

 


