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Governor’s Rural Affairs Council 

Meeting Minutes February 24, 2022 

 

1. Lt. Governor Juliana Stratton called the meeting to order at 10:03 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, Amy Bashiti 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs, Chris Merrett 

University of Illinois Cooperative Extension Service, Anne Silvis  

Southern Illinois University, Laura Kessel 

Rural Partners, Molly Hammond 

Illinois Farm Bureau, Ryan Tate 

 

Not Present:  

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

Illinois State Board of Education, Illinois Finance Authority. 

 

Citizen Members Present: 

Sonja Reece 

Norm Walzer 

David Ardrey 

 

Citizen Members Not Present 

Heather Hampton-Knodle 

Sameer Vohra 

 

Guests: 

Karen Jenkins, University of Illinois Center for Prevention Research and Development 

Mary Reynolds, Illinois Department of Transportation 

Betsy Dirksen Londrigan, USDA-Rural Development, Illinois 

Gisele Hamm, Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

Carol Schuester, UIC College of Medicine, Rockford 

Lauren Messmore, UIC College of Medicine, Rockford 

Alex Stagnaro-Green, UIC College of Medicine, Rockford 
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Lt. Governor’s Office Staff Members Present: 

Juliana Stratton, Lt. Governor 

Charles Watkins, Chief of Staff 

Cynthia Orizaba, Dunns Fellow 

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

 

Quorum determined. 

 

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

today’s meeting. Lt. Governor Stratton noted that she would like to add an item to the 

agenda. The Lt. Governor asked GRAC members to consider adding remarks by Dr. Alex 

Stagnaro-Green and his colleagues from UIC College of Medicine, Rockford, to the “New 

Business” section of the agenda. The Office of the Lt. Governor invited Dr. Stagnaro-Green 

and his colleagues to discuss the rural emphasis of the UIC College of Medicine and new 

plans for the campus related to the Illinois Innovation Network. Sonja Reece made a motion 

to accept the amended agenda. Norm Walzer seconded the motion. Motion passed. 

 

3. Approval of Meeting Minutes from December 15, 2021. 

 

Lt. Governor Stratton announced that her office distributed a draft of the minutes from the 

December 2021 meeting to council members prior to the February 2022 GRAC meeting. Lt. 

Governor Stratton asked a GRAC member to make a motion to approve the minutes. Sonja 

Reece made a motion to approve the minutes. Norm Walzer seconded the motion. Motion 

passed. Minutes were approved.  

 

4. Lt. Governor Stratton Remarks 

 

Before moving on to formal remarks, the Lt. Governor reminded attendees that because of 

the videoconference format of the meeting, a formal roll call vote would be required for any 

substantive motion proposed during a GRAC meeting. 

 

The Lt. Governor welcomed everyone to the first GRAC meeting of 2022. She offered four 

key topics during her opening remarks. First, Lt. Governor Stratton announced that her office 

has launched an Agricultural Equity and Food Insecurity Initiative. With the hashtag 

#AgConnectsUsAll, the initiative highlights unequal access to food in both urban and rural 

communities. The initiative also points out the disparities in the farm sector, raising questions 

about who gets to be a successful farmer. The Lt. Governor and her staff have been traveling 

across the state holding listening sessions about food access. The ultimate goal of the 

initiative is to promote equity in the farm sector, while ensuring access to healthy food, 

regardless of geographic location or socioeconomic status. 

 

Second, Lt. Governor Stratton reported on a meeting she convened in early February 2022 

with the Illinois Council on Women and Girls. This meeting focused on gender-based 

violence. Although the meeting participants and speakers came mainly from Chicago and 

Cook County, speakers noted that gender-based violence is a problem across Illinois, 
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including rural communities. The Lt. Governor asked the GRAC, including Laura Kessel 

from Southern Illinois University (SIU) School of Medicine, to help complete a briefing on 

gender-based violence in the rural communities of Illinois. 

 

Third, the Lt. Governor briefly introduced two sets of speakers, who spoke during the “new 

business” portion of the GRAC meeting. Lt. Stratton introduced Dr. Alex Stagnaro-Green, 

who serves as the Dean of the University of Illinois-Chicago (UIC) College of Medicine in 

Rockford. She also introduced Hana Hinkle, who serves as Interim Director for the National 

Center for Rural Health Professions, Associate Director of the Illinois Area Health Education 

Center Network Program, and Research Assistant Professor at UIC College of Medicine 

Rockford. Carol Schuster and Lauren Messmore from UIC College of Medicine also 

participated in this presentation. The speakers from UIC College of Medicine spoke on their 

school’s role training rural health care professionals. They also shared information on plans 

to expand the UIC College of Medicine with funding secured through the Illinois Innovation 

Network. 

 

The Lt. Governor then introduced Chris Merrett from the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

(IIRA) at Western Illinois University (WIU) and Bobby Mannis, Policy Director for the 

Office of the Lt. Governor. They will speak on “Creating a Community Engaged GRAC.” 

 

The Lt. Governor ended her opening remarks by introducing Betsy Dirksen Londrigan. The 

Biden administrator recently appointed Ms. Londrigan to serve as the USDA-Rural 

Development State Director. Director Londrigan graduated from the University of Illinois, 

Urbana-Champaign. She spent the past two decades in the nonprofit sector. Her family also 

owns and operates a Century Farm in central Illinois. 

 

5. New Business 

 

Doctor Alex Stagnaro-Green provided an overview and updates related to the work the UIC 

College of Medicine in Rockford does related to rural health care. The UIC College of 

Medicine emphasizes community-based medical training in a range of health care 

professions. UIC College of Medicine manages the Rural Medical Education (RMED) 

Program to recruit and train doctors to serve in rural communities across the state. Using the 

RMED program as a template, the UIC College Medicine also offers several related 

programs to recruit and train health care professionals to serve in rural communities. For 

example, the RPHARM (Rural Pharmacy Education) Program recruits and trains rural 

pharmacists. The Rural Nursing Education (RNURSING) Program recruits students to train 

and then serve as nurses in rural communities.  

 

Building on their ongoing success, the UIC College of Medicine in Rockford now plans to 

expand its facilities to train rural healthcare professionals. It is planning to construct a $100 

million rural health sciences building. This new facility will help UIC College of Medicine 

expand its capacity to train the next generation of doctors, dentists, nurses, and public health 

professionals to serve rural Illinois. Doctor Stagnaro-Green expects this new facility to be 

open by 2025. 
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Chris Merrett from the IIRA at WIU and Bobby Mannis from the Office of the Lt. Governor 

then delivered a presentation proposing to create a “community engaged” GRAC. The 

premise of creating a “community engaged” GRAC draws on the community planning 

conducted by the Management and Planning Program in Non-Metro Groups (MAPPING) 

Program. The MAPPING program takes a community through a strategic visioning process 

to help the community create a plan for future economic development. Community members 

are asked three questions: (i) Where are you now? (ii) Where do you want to be? and (iii) 

How do you get there? In a consensus-based process, community members use answers to 

these questions to identify three to five community and economic development objectives the 

community can pursue in the next three to five years. 

 

Communities may identify goals such as building affordable housing, filling up empty 

storefronts with new businesses, creating a system of bicycle trails, repurposing a closed 

school building, or promoting the community as a tourist destination. Based on the 

community goals, the MAPPING program brings representatives from relevant government 

agencies to share technical assistance and project funding options. The idea is that instead of 

the community having to travel to Springfield to talk to state agencies one at a time, the 

MAPPING programs brings all relevant state agencies to the community so that the 

community can talk to all programs at the same time. If a community wants to expand 

affordable housing options, the MAPPING program would invite representatives from the 

Illinois Housing Development Authority and the USDA-Rural Development because of their 

expertise in housing. If a community wants to expand entrepreneurship and tourism, the 

MAPPING program could invite members from the Department of Commerce and Economic 

Opportunity, the Illinois Department of Natural Resources, and even the Illinois Department 

of Transportation, among other possible agencies. 

 

Chris Merrett proposed that the GRAC could also serve this kind of community-engaged role 

because so many government agencies and other experts are GRAC members. The idea 

would be to invite a community that has already gone through the MAPPING strategic 

planning process and identified goals but has not yet had a chance to meet with government 

agencies. The GRAC would invite the community to attend a GRAC meeting. In advance of 

the GRAC meeting, the community would share its plan with the GRAC and its members. 

When the community attends the GRAC meeting, the relevant GRAC members could 

propose technical assistance and funding programs to help the community implement its 

proposed projects. 

 

After these two presentations, the Lt. Governor asked the GRAC working committees to 

provide updates. 

 

6. Committee Updates 

 

There are three working committees in the GRAC. Laura Kessel, SIU School of Medicine, 

provided a brief update on the Healthcare Committee. She stated that the two sites for 

telehealth services should be opening soon. Farm Bureau offices in Lewiston and Hillsboro 

will be the likely hosts for the telehealth facilities. The Lt. Governor thanked Laura for the 

report. 
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Bobby Mannis provided an update on education and workforce. Bobby announced that this 

committee continues to work on the issue of teaching shortages. He also mentioned webinars 

offered by the Hunt Institute. The Lt. Governor thanked Bobby for the updates.  

 

The Lt. Governor then asked Norman Walzer to provide an update on economic development 

and infrastructure issues. Norm used this time to discuss the rural development conference, 

which had at least 275 attendees. Norm also continues to work on the CORI proposal. Two 

MAPPING communities have been identified to be part of this project if adequate funding 

can be secured. 

 

7. Member Updates and Reports 

 

The meeting ran long and hence GRAC members were asked to defer updates to the next 

meeting. 

 

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 take place on Thursday June 23, 

2022.  

 

Sonja Reece made a motion to adjourn the meeting. Norm Walzer seconded the motion. The 

meeting was adjourned at 11:07. 

 

 

Respectfully Submitted: 

Chris Merrett 

Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 

Western Illinois University 

 


