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Governor’s Rural Affairs Council 

Meeting Minutes December 16, 2021 

 

1. Lt. Governor Juliana Stratton called the meeting to order at 10:05 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, Michael Vanderhoof 

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 Farm Bureau 
 

 

Citizen Members Present: 

Heather Hampton-Knodle 
Sameer Vohra 
Sonja Reece 

Norm Walzer 
David Ardrey 

 

Guests: 

Karen Jenkins 
 

Lt. Governor’s Office Staff Members Present: 

Juliana Stratton, Lt. Governor 

Charles Watkins, Chief of Staff 
Cynthia Orizaba 
Bobby Mannis, Policy Director for the Office of the Lt. Governor 

 

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

today’s meeting. Heather Hampton-Knodle made a motion to accept the agenda. Sonja Reece 

seconded the motion. Motion passed. 

 
3. Approval of Meeting Minutes from September 16, 2021. 

 
Lt. Governor Stratton announced that a draft of the minutes from the September 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 Norm 
Walzer. 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 offered a special thanks to Chris Merrett and Western Illinois University 
for the tremendous work in the drafting of the 2021 GRAC’s report. A copy of the report was 
sent to everyone in advance of today’s meeting. She noted that the report tracks the GRAC 

progress. She thanked everyone for their contributions. She announced that the 33 rd Annual 
Rural Community and Economic Development Conference would be held February 23 which 
coincides with the 35th anniversary of the GRAC.  
 

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. 
 

5. New Business 

 

The Lt. Governor invited Chris Merrett to give a brief presentation of the 2021 GRAC 
Annual Report.  
 

Chris noted that the 33rd Annual Rural Community and Economic Development Conference 
would be delivered virtually due to the ongoing concern of the pandemic. The conference 
would be held on February 23. 
 

Chris presented a brief overview of the GRAC Annual Report. He noted that even with the 
population loss that Illinois has experienced, Illinois rural population is still larger than 10 
entire states. The presentation highlighted the work of the GRAC committees. 
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Education and Workforce Committee: 
 

• Improving Access to Higher Education 

• Workforce Development 
 
Healthcare and Broadband: 

 

• Improving Access to Telehealth 

• Addressing the Opioid Misuse 

• Broadband Access 
 
Economic Development and Infrastructure 
 

• Broadband and the Digital Divide 

• Rural Quality of Life 

• Responding to COVID 19 

• Business Succession Planning 
 

The Lt. Governor thanked Chris for the fantastic report. She noted that her office appreciates 
everything he has done to make this report happen. She also stated she is thankful for all of 

the progress that the GRAC has made. 
 

The Lt. Governor asked the committees to provide updates. 
 

6. Committee Updates 

 

Healthcare 

 

The Lt. Governor stated that Laura Kessel would be providing the update.  
 
Laura provided a brief update of the committee has been doing. She stated that the 2 sites for 
telehealth services should be opening soon.  

 
The Lt. Governor thanked Laura for the report. 
 

Education and Workforce Development  

 

The Lt. Governor requested that Bobby Mannis provide an update on education and 
workforce. Bobby announced that the committee would be following up on education matters 
that were identified in the August retreat. He stated their focus would be on the teacher 

pipeline and diversity. He will be reaching out to legislatures in January.  
 
The Lt. Governor thanked Bobby for the updates.  
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Economic Development & Infrastructure  

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

 
Norm stated the committee was following up on the Cori proposal. He stated that 2 
MAPPING communities would be possible used for this project. 
 

He provided a detailed overview of the upcoming 33 rd Annual Rural Community and 
Economic Development Conference. The theme for the conference is “Repositioning Rural 
for Economies in the Future.” Sessions will focus on new strategies to implement, rural as an 
opportunity, Main Street, rural prosperity, and practical examples for communities to use.  

 
The Lt. Governor thanked Norm for his report. She noted that her office is currently working 
on Main Street and the teacher shortage. She is looking forward to the conference. 
 

At this time, the Lt. Governor opened the floor for a Q&A.  
 
Sonja Reece asked that if the Annual Report is routinely shared with county boards. The Lt. 
Governor requested that Bobby follow up on this.  

 
Heather Hampton Knodle thanked Chris and Norm for their reports. She noted it is critical to 
focus on the how to close the wage gap between rural and urban. Also, what can be done to 
build business? She would also like to see a report on the comparisons on energy and the 

closing of energy plants.  
 
The Lt. Governor thanked everyone for their comments. She noted that there are definite 
issues and we need to be working to stimulate growth. 

 
7. Member Updates and Reports 

 
Amy Lulich announced 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. She also announced that he 
American Rescue Act has provided 50 million to be distributed to 13 agencies across the 
state. Please don’t hesitate to contact her if you have questions.  
 

Francisco Alvarado thanked Amy for her agencies support in providing the technology. This 
has allowed the Dept of Human Services to work remotely and provide services.  
 
Amy Bashiti announced that another round of rental payment program funding has opened. 

Applications are being accepted through January 9, 2022. 
 
Sameer Vohra announced the Children’s Mental Health Plan will be presenting a draft to the 
Governor’s office in January and will be seeking input. Also, that there is a Rural Health 

Summit Webinar today. Please contact him for more info. The Lt. Governor noted she is 
aware that children’s mental health has become a crisis in America. She thanked Sameer for 
his work.  
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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 February 24, 2022.  
 
Sonja Reece made a motion to adjourn the meeting. Heather Hampton-Knodle seconded the 

motion. The meeting was adjourned at 11:07. 
 
 
Respectfully Submitted: 

Sandy Wittig and Chris Merrett 
Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs 
Western Illinois University 
 


