Minutes
Governor’s Rural Affairs Council Meeting

December 11, 2008

Stratton Office Building
1. Carolyn Brown Hodge (CBH) opened the meeting at 10:05 a.m. welcoming more than 70 people in attendance and indicating that Lt. Governor Quinn was in route.
2.  The minutes of the June 2, 2008 meeting were approved.

3. Souper Bowl of Caring. CBH  discussed this project supported by GRAC. The program is strong and receipts are up 6 percent from last year with food being distributed to food banks across Illinois. In total, more than $290 thousand were provided to 567 groups. Giving canned goods helps but dollar donations work even better for the providers.
4. Heart Month. February, as Heart Month, offers an opportunity to raise the visibility and recognition for the AEDs that have been effective in saving lives.  A goal is to have AEDs as available as fire extinguishers in public places.
5. Rain Garden Grants.  Rain Gardens are an effort to divert rainwater from drainage areas and use it, instead, to provide a greener environment. The GRAC will have applications for rain garden grants in the near future.  Prairie type plants for schools and public places are especially appropriate. Rain barrels are a complementary activity and a push to have Main Street communities use them is underway.
6. Green Cleaning Schools Act.  Since May, all K-12 schools are required to use green cleaning products. These products can provide safer environment for children but also can provide a stronger market for renewable resources. Additional information is available on: www.greensolutions.il.gov. CBH encouraged those in attendance to support the sustainable schools compact encouraging energy efficiency and sustainable practices.
7. School Siting Grant. Six states, including Illinois, received a grant to examine school siting concerns. More information is available at www.standingupforillinois.org/green/school/siting.php
8. Upcoming Dates.  Dates were provided for several upcoming conferences including the Sustainable Governments Symposium (12-12-08), Specialty Crops and Agri-tourism Conference (2-27-09), Sustainable Schools Symposium (3-26-09); and the Illinois Agricultural Legislative Day (3-26-09).
9. Rural Families Economic Summit. CBH reported on a summit in Ohio that an Illinois delegation attended. The GRAC selected two projects to bring to Illinois. First, Invest’en is a Buy Local project that has worked well in other states and increased sales by as much as 10 percent.  A second project is to place 5 VISTA volunteers in rural counties to identify barriers to getting out of poverty. Lack of transportation and day care are two obstacles that come up often. GRAC may work with the Assn of Small Counties in Illinois and Team Illinois communities on this project.
10. Laptop Initiatives. Ryan Croke discussed the “1 laptop, 1 child” program to provide low cost computers to schools. All schools can apply for computers that cost less than $400. He distributed a list of computer possibilities but no preferential treatment is given to any company. The Buy 1; Give 1 program provides a free computer to a school in a developing country when one is purchased in the U.S. Ryan passed a sample computer around.
11. Vince DeMuzio Rural Broadband Initiative. The GRAC managed a project in which a team from NIU worked with local leaders in Macoupin and Montgomery counties to determine the need for broadband as well as how an expanded system might be used. The second phase of this project involves implementing the findings and building capacity. A contract has been let and by March these counties will be breaking ground.
12. Illinois Rural Health Net Consortium. Ryan also described a consortium, headed by a team from NIU, provide funds for video conferencing and network connections among health care providers. A federal grant of $21 million was received which must be matched by 15 percent ($3 million). The GRAC is trying to help secure the funds for the project to link health care institutions electronically so that they can share records and conduct business more efficiently.
13. Earned Income Tax Credit. Larry Garner described this program to help residents apply for EITCs as well as have their tax forms prepared at no cost. This service is provided at 34 sites in conjunction with the Center for Economic Progress.  The program is targeted to families with incomes of less than $45K and individuals with incomes of less than $20K but no one is turned away. The aim of the program is to bring more Federal tax returns back to Illinois. Sometimes the service can be provided by phone.
14. Illinois Bankers Association. Gary McCants described services provided by Illinois banks including public service efforts such as supporting local groups including FFA, participating in  local development initiatives, making loans to businesses, and working with the State Treasurer’s Office (Cultivate Illinois) to provide loans at below market  interest rates. They also work with local groups to support scholarship programs, work with SBA loans, and help homeowners obtain credit.
15. Smart Energy Design Assistance Center. Donald Fournier described the SEDAC program provided by the School of Architecture at UIUC to provide technical assistance for both businesses and public agencies regarding electric efficiency and building incentives.  In some instances, as much as 35 percent of the energy costs are saved on SEDAC projects. Educational services are also provided and a network of energy service providers is maintained. More information is available at: www.sedac.org.
16. Energy Incentives from DCEO.  Carol Kulek described a program sponsored by Ameren and Commonwealth Edison that provides incentives to both private and public agencies to conserve energy. The budget this year was $53 million and is expected to be $111 million next year. The funds are paid by electricity users on their bills. Brochures are available and Carol is looking for speaking opportunities about the program.
17. Rural Public Transportation. Ed Heflin, Rural Transit Assistance Center, IIRA, noted that as many as 30 Illinois counties do not have organized public transit services and the Interagency Coordinating Council for Transportation has been working with 21 counties to help them plan better for an organized transit system. The counties are in various stages of progress in developing transit solutions. The intent is to make this program sustainable in the future.
18. Illinois Clean Diesel Grant Program. Darwin Burkhart discussed the Illinois Green Fleets program (Ilgreenfleets.org) to promote the use of bio-diesel in school busses and other fleets across Illinois. A clean diesel grant ($5.5 million) will become available in the future. Help will be provided to public agencies such as local governments including school districts, and, in some instances, private truckers. Hazardous Household wastes were also discussed as a way to keep wastes from water sources. The Illinois Removes Illegal Dumps program was also described.
19. Value-Added Sustainable Development Center. Chris Merrett, IIRA, described the use of Peace Corps Fellows and VISTA volunteers in communities and indicated a willingness to work with the programs mentioned earlier (9). IIRA, through the VASDC has programs underway in wind energy and ethanol-biomass. He introduced Fred Iutzi who described the bio-fuels initiative funded through DCEO to create a GIS program that allows people to determine suitable locations for ethanol and other plants. Work will be underway this year on co-product utilization to determine opportunities to better use by-products from ethanol production etc. Work continues with the wind monitoring efforts that are included on the web site.
20. IL 25 by 25 Efforts. Blake Roderick discussed the Illinois Renewable Energy Alliance with the goal of obtaining 25 percent of the energy from renewable resources by the year 2025. This grass-roots organization includes 125 local and state associations which are members and include more than 825 individual partners. Promotional efforts in the past have been successful in reaching established goals. He requested GRAC support in promoting the initiative.
Lt. Governor Quinn joined the meeting and made opening remarks.
21. Federal AED Grant.  Alice Foss indicated the need for additional dollars to purchase AEDs. The amount of money available has decreased even though there is a significant need. In addition, she drew attention to the impacts that the late payment schedule by the state are having on medical care providers such as pharmacies and health clinics.  She stressed that these agencies must start planning for contingencies before it becomes time to close the doors. Discussion from the audience indicated that 4 of 7 health clinics in southern Illinois have closed partly because of the late payment schedules.
22. Rural Health Task Force Report/RMED Update. Dale Flach and Matt Hunsaker reported on the medical personnel shortages within the state. Currently Illinois is 300 doctors short because of retirements and other personnel leaving the state. The major concern is a lack of primary care physicians because medical students tend to go to specialties, rather than primary care. Somewhat the same concern exists for mid-level practitioners.The UI Rockford School of Medicine (RMED) has a program(s) that encourage students to return to rural areas to practice. RMED is starting a Doctor of Pharmacy Program and this may help alleviate some shortages in rural areas.
23. Healthy Communities Partnership. Kirsten Leseen discussed programs underway in Logan County that specialize in providing dental services. The program uses volunteer dentists and focuses on children and in some instances pregnant women are also admitted.  More than 100 children are on the waiting list. The program has treated 43,000 patients (independent count) in the past 10 years and uses several mobile vans to deliver services.
24. Housing Task Force-Rural and Small Cities Working Group. Alan Quirk reported on the Neighborhood stabilization program in the Housing and Economic Recovery Act of 2008.  IDHS is the lead agency for this program and grant funds will be provided to assist in the redevelopment of abandoned and foreclosed homes. The focus will be on the 35 percent of the state considered most needy according to established criteria.  He distributed an executive summary of the program with recommendations. 34 counties will qualify for the $53 million available.
25. Rural Partners Homeownership Program. Materials were distributed regarding a program managed by Rural Partners to assist potential home-owners line up funding by providing counseling opportunities and opportunities to work with developers. The program offers people either a $25,000 or $30,000 zero percent second mortgage with deferred payments and either a $3,000 or $5,000 grant for a down payment and closing costs.
26. Looking for Your Lincoln Hero.  Several major Lincoln anniversaries including Lincoln’s 200th birthday, will happen this year and next.  Hal Smith described the recently-funded Abraham Lincoln National Heritage Area which includes 42 counties in central Illinois.  Several re-enactments have occurred already and more will occur around the state in 2009. He also reported on the international competition for essays by sixth graders describing a Lincoln Hero in their communities. These submissions will be judged and 4 winners will be brought to Springfield. 
27. National Animal Identification System (NAIS). Sarah Marshall presented information on the NAIS mandates being imposed. Animal Identification will mean placing a tag on each animal  so that they can be tracked and fines could be imposed if the requirements are not followed. She opposes these requirements because they require people to provide too much information about their business and personal life. 
28. Importance of Illinois Livestock Industry. Bill Olthoff distributed materials explaining the economic importance of the livestock industry in Illinois. He made the point that the livestock industry is $3 billion and generates $257 million in taxes and 29,340 jobs across the state. He provided comparable numbers for the Dairy  industry.
29. Local and Family Farm Task Force. Jim Braun presented the case for the positive economic impact of buying local food in the state. Much of the food consumed travels many miles and purchasing local foods would greatly stimulate the economy. Purchasing foods locally can mean they are fresher and of better quality in addition to helping the local economy.
30. GRAC Annual Report to Governor and GA.  Norman Walzer discussed the annual GRAC report prepared in cooperation with the Illinois Institute for Rural Affairs. The three sections of the report include: status of rural Illinois; testimony provided to GRAC during sessions; and recommendations for additional policies or legislative action to meet rural needs. A draft report has been submitted to the Lt. Governor and GRAC staff for review.
31. IIRA/GRAC/Rural Partners Annual Conference.   Norman Walzer outline the agenda for the 20th Annual Rural Community and Economic Development conference in Peoria on March 4-5, 2009. Several themes including various forms of entrepreneurship approaches, community foundations, health and housing, and innovative practices in Illinois and other states will be featured. A special attraction will be time spent on ways to make small communities more competitive in attracting businesses and population based on successes in Indiana.
32. Lt. Governor Quinn adjourned the meeting at 12:30 p.m.
(Respectfully submitted by Norman Walzer)
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