
CARES ACT STEERING COMMITTEE MEETING MINUTES 
 

Governor’s Conference Room and ZOOM 
Wednesday, July 8, 2020 

3:30-5:00 pm 
 
 
IN ATTENDANCE 
 
STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBERS  
Chair, Elizabeth Smith, Secretary of the Department of Inspector General 
Vice Chair, Dr. Greg Bledsoe, Surgeon General (Department of Health Designee) 
Larry Walther, Secretary of the Department of Finance and Administration 
Mike Preston, Secretary of the Department of Commerce 
Mark White, Chief of Staff for Secretary Cindy Gillespie, Department of Human Services 
Amy Fecher, Secretary of the Department of Transformation and Shared Services 
Jami Cook, Secretary of the Department of Public Safety 
Johnny Key, Secretary of the Department of Education 
Bill Gossage, Governor’s Office Representative 
Senator Missy Irvin 
Senator David Wallace 
Senator Will Bond 
Representative Lane Jean 
Representative Michelle Gray 
Representative Fred Allen 
 
ADDITIONAL ATTENDEES 
Dr. Nate Smith, Secretary of the Arkansas Department of Health 
Stephanie Williams, Chief of Staff for Secretary Nate Smith, Department of Health 
Ron Ekstrand, President & CEO, Easterseals Arkansas 
Scott Copas, Board Member, Easterseals Arkansas 
Brian Marsh, President & CEO, Goodwill Arkansas 
Cindy Mahan, CEO, Friendship Community Care 
Syard Evans, CEO, Arkansas Support Network 
 
AGENDA 
 

1) Welcome and Opening Remarks – Secretary Elizabeth Smith 
2) Proposals 

a. Department of Health – Dr. Nate Smith, Stephanie Williams 
b. Department of Commerce – Secretary Mike Preston 

3) Planning future meetings – Secretary Elizabeth Smith 

 

 



WELCOME & OPENING REMARKS 
 
Secretary Elizabeth Smith presented the minutes from the meeting on June 15, 2020. 
Representative Lane Jean motioned to approve the minutes; Senator Missy Irvin 
provided a second; Secretary Elizabeth Smith call for a vote; the minutes were approved. 
 
PROPOSAL 1: CONTACT TRACING SUPPLEMENTAL FUNDING 
 
Dr. Nate Smith noted this proposal is similar to the earlier request for contact tracing, 
but it proposes doubling the contact tracing efforts to meet the needs as the number of 
active cases rises higher than anticipated when the original proposal was presented. 

Stephanie Williams noted that the plan outlined for the Steering Committee will add 
350 individuals to assist with contact tracing efforts, and that between the first vendor, 
the second vendor, and the Department of Health staff there will be about 1,000 contact 
tracers.  

Ms. Williams noted that this proposal is for an addition of a second vendor and the 
addition of nursing staff to assist with case investigations for both vendor contracts, and 
the Department of Health is also anticipating the need for a third contact tracing vendor 
as we move into the fall. The combined total for these efforts is $38,400,000 and the 
initial amount award from the CARES Act funds was $22,400,000, so the Department 
of Health is asking for an additional $16 million allocation to make up the difference. 

Discussion 

Secretary Larry Walther requested the Department of Health seek appropriations from 
the Arkansas Legislative Council (ALC) the week after next. 

Senator Will Bond asked questions about the contract in terms of hiring timelines, pay 
requirements, and any requirements to hire Arkansans. Stephanie Williams and Dr. 
Smith addressed Senator Bond’s questions and noted they will look into the details of 
the contracts and provide additional information to the committee.  

Senator Irvin asked questions about procurement, the extent of coverage that will be 
available with the addition of a second and potential third vendor, and how a consistent 
approach will be coordinated among all vendors. Stephanie Williams addressed Senator 
Irvin’s questions and emphasize there will be state-wide coverage and standardized 
tools to ensure consistency. 

Senator Missy Irvin motioned to accept the proposal; Rep. Lane Jean provided the 
second; Secretary Elizabeth Smith called for a vote; the proposal passed.  
 
PROPOSAL 2: FORGIVABLE LOAN PROGRAM FOR DD PROVIDERS 
 
Secretary Mike Preston shared that the Ready for Business grants are close to being 
finalized and the Department of Commerce will be able to return $15 million that was 
not utilized to the CARES Act Steering Committee.  



Secretary Preston noted the Department of Commerce and the Arkansas Economic 
Development Commission (AEDC) are presenting a funding request from the Arkansas 
Support Network, Easterseals of Arkansas, Friendship Community Care, and Goodwill. 
Secretary Preston noted these development disability (DD) providers were negatively 
impacted by the economic effects of COVID-19 but they are not eligible for the Paycheck 
Protection Program (PPP) loans because of their size, so they are requesting forgivable 
loans in the amount of $7,844,021. Secretary Preston added that AEDC is prepared to 
service these loans in a manner consistent with PPP, and that the proposal meets the 
economic support requirements of the CARES Act. 

Discussion 

Senator Irvin asked the DD provider representatives to provide specific information 
about how they have been impacted by COVID-19. Ron Ekstrand and Scott Copas from 
Easterseals, Brian Marsh from Goodwill, Cindy Mahan from Friendship Community 
Care, and Syard Evans from Arkansas Support Network each provided examples. 
Impacts included shutting down large fundraising events, closing down programs and 
facilities, creating virtual options for services, furloughing staff and paying for their 
health benefits, acquiring personal protective equipment (PPE), increasing overtime pay 
and sick leave, and following protocols to protect the health and safety of individuals 
that continue to provide services to the development disability community. 

Representative Michelle Gray asked how this proposal is different from hospitals that 
had similar issues with furloughing but were told the CARES Act funds could not be 
used for lost revenue or payroll. Representative Gray emphasized the need to ensure we 
are applying the same standards across all sectors. Secretary Walther noted that we are 
looking at this as an extension of the Paycheck Protection Program. Secretary Preston 
added that this proposal is not to make up for lost revenue or lost payroll, but to ensure 
these DD providers have funds in place to continue providing their services. 

Senator Irvin asked for specifics about how the $7 million will be used. Mr. Ekstrand 
noted the proposal is structured to be used for payroll, mortgage interest payments, rent 
payments, and utility payments, and clarified that at least 60% must be spent on payroll 
for it to be forgivable. 

Representative Jean asked for a breakdown of how many employees each of these four 
entities has. Secretary Preston noted Arkansas Support Network has 827 employees, 
Easterseals has 546 employees, Friendship Community Care has 1,522 employees, and 
Goodwill has 1,026 employees. 

Secretary Larry Walther motioned to accept the proposal; Representative Fred Allen 
provided a second; Secretary Elizabeth Smith called for a vote; Representative Michelle 
Gray opposed; the proposal passed.  
 
 
 
 



PLANNING FOR FUTURE MEETINGS 
 
Secretary Elizabeth Smith listed the proposals received that are related to minority 
populations:  

• Arkansas Black Hall of Fame: $300,000 request to set up a grant program for 
education, screening, food, and other assistance for those exposed to COVID-19 

• Coalition for Tobacco Free Arkansas: $50,000 request for educational materials 
to target communities of color suffering disproportionately from COVID-19 

• Marshallese COVID-19 Task Force: request for assistance (no specific dollar 
amount) with testing, treatment, education, and outreach 

• Northwest Arkansas Council: $6,553,272 request for contact tracing and 
coordination for Hispanic/Latinx and Pacific Islander populations in Northwest 
Arkansas. 

• Arkansas Community COVID Ad-Hoc: $11,153,000 request for healthcare, 
education, and business and economic development for Arkansans who live in 
the top ten low-wealth counties.  

Secretary Smith noted she wants the Steering Committee members to have a chance to 
read through these proposals so we can ensure there are no overlaps or gaps in the 
requests. 

Discussion 

Dr. Greg Bledsoe noted he thinks the committee needs to review these requests sooner 
rather than later because a lot of them are targeting at-risk communities that are more 
likely have severe infections if they develop COVID-19. Representative Jean, Senator 
Irvin, Senator Wallace, and Secretary Smith added that these requests need to be 
addressed from a statewide perspective. 

Senator Bond noted the Health Department contract for contract tracers needs to 
ensure Marshallese and Spanish speakers are included. Dr. Bledsoe agreed. 

Representative Jean suggested the committee should meet next Wednesday to discuss 
these proposals, then have a separate meeting on the following Monday or Tuesday to 
vote, that way the proposals can go to ALC the following Friday. 

Secretary Walther asked if there are any proposals that the committee will be hearing in 
addition to those for minority populations. Secretary Smith noted there is one request 
from the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) for approximately $5 million to build towers 
and reach more areas of Arkansas, which may be discussed. Secretary Smith noted there 
is also a large amount being requested for the tourism industry.  

The meeting was adjourned. 


