Minutes

Governor’s Rural Affairs Council Meeting

June 1, 2006

(Illinois Department of Agriculture Building)

1. Lt. Governor Pat Quinn opened the meeting at 10:00 a.m. 

2. Director Hartke, IDOA, welcomed the group telling about the 105 county fairs and the state fair (August 11-20) including many activities that will promote value-added and agriculture. The National High School Rodeo competition will be July 24-30. 

3. Minutes of the December 9th meeting were approved (Keyser/Gregg).

4. All American Energy
a.  Wind Energy.  Roger Brown, IVARDC (IIRA), reported on the wind monitoring project funded by the Illinois Clean Energy Foundation in which several towers have been installed to determine wind velocity so that investors have data available. The project is going well and several farm groups and schools have expressed interest or are investigating possibilities for installing a wind turbine.  He also discussed the growing number of Ethanol projects with which the IVARDC is working. As many as 30-40 sites may be on the drawing board but there is no definite number at this time. IVARDC has helped organize several successful cooperatives in Illinois and currently manages a statewide Cooperative Development Center to work with these groups. The IIRA also recently received a $1 million grant from DCEO to work with Ethanol producers and to determine the impact of these investments on rural communities.

b. E-85 report. Darwin Burkhart, IEPA, reported on the rebate program for renewable fuel consumers. In 2005, approximately $120K in rebates for using E-85 were provided.  There are currently 120 E-85 stations and more applications are expected. The IEPA held workshops covering issues related to the use of E-85 and Bio-diesel with nearly 800 attending 10 workshops with additional workshops planned for next spring. Some branded gas stations carry E-85 and IEPA expects that the number will increase.

c.  Renewable Energy Programs. Josh Weger, DCEO, reported on a new 

program with funding to help ethanol and Bio-diesel companies start-up and move from the critical phase of testing to full commercialization and marketing. Applications will probably exceed available funding, but opportunities will exist to increase farm income with sustainable energy consumption.  

d. Geothermal Grants from Association of Illinois Electric Cooperatives and 

the Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation. John Freitag, AIEC, explained. Geothermal energy systems bring energy from the earth into a facility.  This process is more efficient than traditional heating/cooling methods but geothermal systems are not widely used by businesses.  The Illinois Clean Energy Foundation (ICEF) provided a $500K grant to fund projects that are nonresidential, 501(c) 3, or a local government building. Another $500K grant was just issued from ICEF and they are currently looking for applicants that are nonprofit/501(c)3, local governments, and served by an electricity cooperative.  

e.  Energy Net. Carol Timms, Educational Dividends. The LtG’s Office sponsored a group of students (an E-team) to audit their schools for energy efficiency.  Students in Knox County created a wind energy project for the Abingdon School District but the SB 3178 is needed for the school district to own a wind energy tower.  Students produce hydrogen to fuel vehicles and robots; have raised funds to install energy efficient school windows; and have shown that for $1 invested, $10 can be saved.  Newly constructed schools should use geothermal energy to help school funding.  Students are interested in mentoring other students by teaching them how to change behaviors and become more energy efficient.  (A final report was presented.)
f.  All American Energy: Soybean product handouts. Carolyn Brown Hodge 

(CBH) reviewed information on Illinois companies working with soybean products.  Lt. Governor Quinn discussed the Sustainable University Symposium on June 28, 2006 for college or university personnel to learn ways to use ethanol, biodiesel, geothermal systems, and energy efficient practices.  

5. Telecommunications
a.  ICC Universal Services funds to expand cell phone service. Tom Walsh, President, Rural Cellular Association.  Illinois Valley Cellular has funds to build additional towers in north-central Illinois (other carriers can also apply for funds).  There are 19 new towers, 8 with universal service.  Three other points: (1) 911 service will now be available for Public Service Access Points, (2) will promote rural businesses, and (3) low income people will have wireless access.  In four counties, 8% to 12% of residents have no land phones.  
b. Broadband Deployment Council update.  CBH provided a handout showing 

funding available to map the infrastructure of internet access in Illinois, which is key to know where support is needed. The 06 budget has $1 million for a pilot project in Macoupin and Montgomery counties to use 14 state-owned towers to provide high-speed internet service to all residents. The towers will increase high-speed broadband internet access to rural areas and other areas should be included. Burlington Northern will provide  property access for fiber between Galesburg and Chicago area.

c.  Illinois Century Network: Vision Rewrite.  Lori Sorenson, Chief Operating Officer, ICN.  The ICN serves public schools (K-12), higher education, libraries and museums, but not residential or for-profit markets.  The original 1997 vision for high speed access is being updated through focus groups to learn about business needs and applications.  A leadership committee will examine recommendations.  A fall 2006 report  will be sent to the policy committee with a final version sent around the state.  

d. Northern Illinois Technology Triangle.  CBH.  The Technology Triangle is 

making progress. The GRAC provided MainStreet grants to Quincy and Mt. Vernon for wireless projects and the wireless project in downtown Springfield is also moving forward.  Press release of the Connect SI included in packet.
6. Healthcare Services
a. Conference on access to mental health services. Roger Hannan, Farm

Resource Center, discussed the successes with Doc Hollywood day to be repeated on October 10 in Springfield to discuss best practices.  He also discussed mental health issues, drug abuse among rural youth, and lack of service providers in rural areas. EMS needs additional funding.
b. Healthcare: Update from the Illinois Rural Health Association.  Sheldon 

Kayser, Illinois Rural Health Association.  Oral health and mental health services 

are major rural issues. The Rural Health Association is working on a variety of 

issues and projects and invites other rural organizations to participate in these efforts.
c. School Based Health Center Cost Sharing Program.  Kari Bruce, Illinois 

Maternal and Child Health Coalition/Southern Illinois Healthcare.  Efforts are needed to provide better health care in rural areas to avoid reliance on emergency room visits. In addition, it is important that students be inoculated. Emphasis is also placed on preventative medicine and providing student physicals. There are 49 school health centers that provide health services on school grounds at substantially lower costs.  Additional state funding, as well as external funding, is needed to expand the program. In some instances, the school based health centers also provide health care services to other members of the community.  By March 2007, all schools will have the option to buy-into this arrangement.

d. Rural Mental Health Issues.  Daniel Yohanna, President Elect, Illinois 
Psychiatric Society.  No presentation.

e. Rural Initiatives at the University of Illinois College of Medicine.  Dianna 

Dummitt, IUC College of Medicine.  Interested in three areas: (1) outreach can help with issues and bring expertise; (2) rural education and preparing students for future careers in healthcare. A NSF grant was obtained to help high school chemistry teachers and 142 responded. Work is underway on three main rural health issues—access, isolation, and tele-medicine with a goal being to help find external funding and related issues.

f. AEDs, Farmers’ Markets, MainStreet, and All-Kids Care.  CBH.  The 06
budget has $100K in Heart Saver AED grants, but the application process has been delayed.  AEDs can be as common as fire extinguishers when costs decrease.  All-Kids training tours are coming up. Illinois Agricultural Leadership program, is a way to learn more about government in the agricultural arena.  Grant applications for Farmer’s Markets through the Mainstreet program are provided. Call with questions.
g. Rural Health Task Force/HJR 5 and update on Care-A-Van.  John Record, 

SIU School of Medicine.  The Illinois General Assembly passed House Joint Resolution 5 creating a Rural Health Task force (8 Illinois legislators).  The task force (Sen. DeMuzio, co-chair) met in January, will schedule future public hearings, and will prepare a report.  

The Care-A-Van is a unique school health center program with a mobile health center serving West Frankfort and Benton High Schools in Franklin County.  Only 8 rural school health centers exist in Illinois and this is the only mobile unit (students decorated vehicle).  Funding is from Illinois Children’s Healthcare Foundation and other sources.

7. Low Income Issues
a.  Poverty. Souper Bowl of Caring.  CBH.  Held on Super Bowl Sunday with food collected going to regional food bank.   In all, 511 groups with 643 service participants and volunteers collected  $229,320.57 last year.
b. Fan Club.  CBH.  GRAC will again work with the Illinois Community 

Action Agencies on the Fan Club providing fans during hot weather for those 

who cannot afford them.  The DHFS will match a GRAC $10,000 grant for fans.

c. Earned Income Tax Credit.  Alan Kamhi, Tax Counseling Project, Center 

for Economic Progress.  A handout showed that 366 returns at five sites brought  $417K in refunds similar to 2005, but with fewer sites and fewer days this year.  The sessions will start earlier next year and try to minimize competing events.  The two biggest sites are Karmac and Macomb.  Statewide results were up 70%, but outside of Chicago, results were up 15% - 20% demonstrating a need for the EITC in rural areas.  Two-thirds of those qualifying for EITC are rural.  About 40,000 families had taxes done for free with nearly $9 million dollars in savings.  A recent Casey Foundation report ranked Illinois highest for support of the EITC. The LtG suggested starting after New Years to be ready when W-2’s arrive.  

8. Housing.  2006 Comprehensive Housing Plan/Progress Report. Jennifer Novak, Illinois Housing Development Authority.  IHDA has excellent programs to help communities build an adequate and affordable supply of housing. IDHA is working with Rural Partners on a series of county initiatives. It also is hosting workshops on home modification and is working with DHS and the Department of Aging on ways to accommodate the housing needs of the elderly. These programs and outcomes are explained in the 2005 and 2006 IDHA annual reports distributed.

9. Environmental Issues. Doug Scott, IEPA. The IEPA has actively worked with many communities to help redevelop brownfields. The successful programs have generated substantial numbers of jobs for relatively few state funds and local governments have provided tax breaks and support for these projects. Mercury problems are also an issue in some communities and IEPA is working with local agencies.

10. Mississippi River Coordinating Council.  Lt. Governor Quinn noted that successes with the Illinois River Coordinating Council have generated interest in starting a Mississippi River Coordinating Council including the Mississippi and tributaries. The quality of this major waterway is crucial to economic development and quality of life in Illinois.  

11. Rural Water Task Force report. Frank Dunmire, Illinois Rural Water District Association.  A copy of the Report from the General Assembly Rural Water Task Force was distributed with recommendations. There is a strong need in rural Illinois to improve the quality of the water available. At a bare minimum, the remaining rural water systems should be mapped using GIS so that the availability and water quality is known. The funds available to USDA-RD have dwindled and a completion of the Mapping project will require state funds.

12. Transportation. CBH. The Paul Simon Rural Public Transportation bill/ HB222 passed and Richland and Lawrence counties have joined RIDES as a regional public transportation agency.  Crawford, DeWitt and Adams counties are considering rural transportation options as well.  These counties do not have general public transportation; in total, 28 counties do not. (A list of counties without general public transportation is attached.)
13. Tourism and Economic Development: Looking for Lincoln (LfL). Nicky Stratton, Looking for Lincoln. LfL works with 30 historic sites in 16 counties in central Illinois to create visitor experiences.  Communities must be aggressive and have developed sites, not just a statue.  2008 is the 150th anniversary of the Lincoln-Douglas debate; 2009 is the 200th anniversary of Lincoln’s birthday; and 2010 is the 150th anniversary of Lincoln’s election as President.  This is a great opportunity for international tourism because people from other countries are looking for Abraham Lincoln.  Illinois cities have a great marketing and development opportunity.

14. I-Fly. Susan Shea, Illinois Department of Transportation.  The 06 budget includes  $1.67 million to provide service from rural counties (Decatur, Quincy and Marion) to Midway Airport.  There will be two daily flights to Quincy and the other cities.  Hopefully, the service will begin by October 1.

15. Community Matters. Jeri Marxman, UIUC Extension Specialist. Community matters is a collaborative project between University of Illinois Extension and UIUC Department of Regional Planning to place students in communities to improve the quality of life by helping residents make decisions about their community.  The Charette in Macomb helped residents decide what to do about a specific area that is growing. Communities can apply and applications are reviewed twice a year. Most important is whether the community is ready and various parts of the community are represented.
16. Update from Farm Credit Service.  Peggy Kaye, Farm Credit Services.  The FCS mainly provides loans to farmers and is interested in investing in rural areas.  The FCS has a Biofuel Stock Financing Plan that provides loans of up to 100 % of the purchase price of stock ($150K or 10% whichever is less) in a cooperative or LLC Biofuels production facility (ethanol or Bio-diesel). These investments are expected to have positive development impacts on surrounding communities as well.

17. Rural Forums, RIGHT, and Related Projects. Kay Gregg, Rural Partners. Currently, Rural Partners is working with the GRAC, the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs, USDA-RD, UI-Extension, and other agencies to host six regional Vision 2007 forums to gather information about rural issues including economic vitality; health care, homeland security, and health care. The results of the forums will be tabulated and provided to elected officials. GRAC members are encouraged to have employees or clients attend. Rural Partners is working with the medical community in a Rural Initiative Grant for Health Training (RIGHT) program to help EMT personnel in rural counties access training using human patient simulator mannequins. These programs have just begun and the Elmwood EMT group is the first to train on the system.  A series of Homeownership Forums are being held across the state to help rural counties gain access to affordable housing funds. The reception by counties, thus far, has been solid. 

18. Illinois Farmer-Consumer Coalition. Jim Braun. Rural areas must partner with metro areas and work together to keep rural areas strong. Rural products, such as meat, can be sold to niche markets at substantially higher prices and profit to producers.  Iowa farmers may be ahead of Illinois on this issue and work is needed with Illinois producers to access these markets.
19. Annual Report/Conference. Norman Walzer, Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs. The annual Rural Community Development Conference co-sponsored by the GRAC and Rural Partners, in March, went well with more than 350 participants again this year. Lt. Governor Quinn opened the session followed by presentations by state and nationally-recognized speakers.  The annual GRAC report to the Governor and the General Assembly examined rural trends and summarized programs by member agencies as well as highlighted policy issues.  The 06 Budget included $1 million for the IIRA to participate with other universities in research on the potential for Ethanol in rural Illinois. The IIRA role will be to examine the development impact on communities and identify related industries that can build on the Ethanol initiative.

20. The next GRAC meeting will be in December. Specific date to be announced.

21. Meeting adjourned at 12:10 PM

Respectively submitted by Norman Walzer, IIRA
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