
CARES ACT STEERING COMMITTEE MEETING MINUTES 

ZOOM Meeting 

Wednesday, September 23, 2020 - 4:00pm 

 

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 

Cindy Gillespie, Secretary of the 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 Will Bond 

Senator David Wallace 

Representative Lane Jean 

Representative Michelle Gray 

Representative Fred Allen 

 

ADDITIONAL ATTENDEES 

Paul Louthian, Deputy Director, Department of Finance & Administration 

Mark Hayes, Executive Director, Arkansas Municipal League 

Chris Villines, Executive Director, Association of Arkansas Counties 

Representative Andrew Collins 

Kathy Webb, Executive Director, Arkansas Hunger Relief Alliance 

Terry Bearden, Chief Operations Officer, Arkansas Community Action Agencies Association 

 

AGENDA 

1) Welcome and Opening Remarks  

2) Proposals for approval 

a. Department of Finance and Administration - Cities & Counties Processes 

3) Proposals for review and discussion with no vote to be considered 

a. Housing Stabilization, Rent Assistance - Senator Bond, Representative Collins 

b. Hunger Relief Alliance - Kathy Webb 

WELCOME & OPENING REMARKS 

Secretary Elizabeth Smith called the meeting to order and presented the minutes from the 

CARES Act Steering Committee meeting on September 9, 2020. Representative Lane Jean 

motioned to approve the minutes; Representative Fred Allen provided a second; Secretary Smith 

called for a vote; the minutes were approved.  



DFA - CITIES & COUNTIES PRE-APPROVED PROJECT RECOMMENDATIONS 

Paul Louthian noted this concept was designed to make it as easy as possible for cities and 

counties to access a project in the portal and have it pre-filled with information for them that they 

can change as needed. Mr. Louthian noted they will upload the necessary documentation and 

submit that, then a Department of Finance and Administration (DFA) or CTEH staff member 

would review and approve. 

Mr. Louthian noted if the amount being requested is above the $50,000 level for pre-approval, it 

would go to the Steering Committee for review and approval. Mr. Louthian noted the caveat to 

that is the salary reimbursement for public health and safety workers. Mr. Louthian pointed out 

that the new guidance received yesterday says documentation does not need to be provided to 

qualify these individuals, and if the work they were doing was inside the public health and safety 

arena, those expenses will be allowed. Mr. Louthian noted the duty rosters and payroll records 

will be the extent of documentation needed. Secretary Walther clarified that this is for straight-

time work, and Mr. Louthian added that if overtime is involved, that still has to be run through as 

a request from FEMA. Mr. Louthian noted DFA would like to have approval to back items 3, 3a, 

3b, and 3c on the spreadsheet provided, at whatever level they may be.  

Secretary Smith reiterated that DFA is requesting to have the ability to approve anything that 

falls into the categories of public safety workers, jailers, dispatchers, and patrol officers, even if 

it exceeds the $50,000 level, and Steering Committee would not have to review those as long as 

they fall into those categories. 

Senator Missy Irvin motioned to approve the recommendation by DFA; Representative Jean 

provided a second; Secretary Smith called for a vote; the motion passed.  

Secretary Smith noted the committee members had a chance to review the rest of the items listed 

that, if under the threshold of $50,000, would not need to come back to the Steering Committee 

for approval (items 1, 2, and 4-8 on the spreadsheet).   

Secretary Walther motioned to accept the DFA proposal on those other items; Senator Irvin 

provided a second; Secretary Smith called for a vote; the motion passed.  

Secretary Smith noted there was a discussion in Arkansas Legislative Council (ALC) last week 

to ensure that all cities and counties are reached, and Mark Hayes and Chris Villines have agreed 

to assist with that by reaching out to the cities and counties to make them aware of the 

opportunity for these funds. 

DISCUSSION: HOUSING STABILIZATION/RENT ASSISTANCE 

Senator Will Bond noted with the increased length of the federal moratorium we may have a 

bubble where people will be very behind on their rent by January, and this is a way to piggyback 

on an existing program rather than starting a new one. 

Representative Andrew Collins noted people are struggling to make rent and landlords are 

struggling to get revenue with a federal moratorium on evictions, and there is a concern about a 

wave of evictions when the moratorium ends in January. Representative Collins noted this 



proposal is to add to work that is being done with the Community Action Agencies. 

Representative Collins noted $13 million has already been provided through the CARES Act to 

the Community Action Agencies to help people with food and other social needs besides just 

rent, and the threshold set by the Community Action Agency for rent is 125% of the federal 

poverty line which is too low to make the necessary impact. Representative Collins noted this 

proposal is for $10 million for rent assistance that would be paid to the landlord, using the 

safeguards and processes that the Community Action Agencies have already put in place.  

Representative Collins noted the thought is that raising the eligibility level from 125% of federal 

poverty to 200% would allow us to capture more people and to change the amount of rent 

assistance available. Representative Collins noted another piece of the proposal is to publicize 

the program to renters and landlords. Representative Collins noted the Realtors Association is 

supportive of this and he is waiting to hear back from the Landlord Association. 

Representative Michelle Gray asked if unemployment would count as income. Terry Bearden 

answered yes.  

Senator Irvin asked if the change from 125% to 200% would be problematic, and asked if that 

was set at the federal level or the state level. Representative Collins clarified that this proposal is 

not to change from 125% to 200%; rather it is to supplement additional funds, so these funds 

would not be encumbered by the same CSBG requirements. 

Secretary Cindy Gillespie noted her team met today with Senator Bond and Representative 

Collins and they will be doing additional work on the technical parts of this proposal. Secretary 

Smith asked if this proposal could potentially come through the Department of Human Services 

(DHS). Secretary Gillespie answered yes.  

Representative Allen expressed that this is a great proposal and voiced his full support.  

DISCUSSION: HUNGER RELIEF ALLIANCE 

Kathy Webb noted the Arkansas Hunger Relief Alliance is the only statewide anti-hunger 

organization, representing six Feeding America food banks, over 400 pantries and soup kitchens, 

and other non-profits that serve those struggling to access food. Ms. Webb noted that when the 

pandemic hit there was an immediate increase in the number of Arkansans suffering from food 

insecurity, and the food banks in different parts of the state are seeing anywhere from 24% to 

over 100% increases in distribution, and between 20%-50% of those coming to pantries and 

distributions are first time users.  

Ms. Webb noted one of the last reports from Feeding America pre-pandemic said that about 

520,000 Arkansans struggled with food insecurity, which is 17%. Ms. Webb noted the 

Department of Education website said for the last school year; over 280,000 of the K-12 students 

enrolled were eligible for free or reduced meals. Ms. Webb noted that since the pandemic started, 

food insecurity rates in Arkansas are estimated to increase to over 23% for adults, which is 

almost 700,000 and the number of kids would go up by over 65,000 meaning almost 1 in 3 kids 

will be struggling with food insecurity.   



Ms. Webb noted the Hunger Relief Alliance and all the organizations they work with are 

appreciative of the work that Congress has done and of the support that the Governor and 

Secretaries Gillespie, Key, and Ward have done in pursuing waivers. Ms. Webb expressed that 

the food that the food banks and pantries receive must constantly be replenished, and a lot of 

reimbursement money that food banks have been supplied with has already been committed.  

Ms. Webb relayed the following statistics: 

- Northeast Arkansas Food Bank is seeing a 24% increase in distribution since last year.  

- Harvest Regional Food Bank has distributed 108% more pounds YTD than last year. 

- The Arkansas Food Bank, since the pandemic hit, has had 2 months where they have 

distributed over 3.4 million pounds of food and one month where they served over 4 

million pounds. 

- The North Central Food Bank has seen record distributions for 6 of the last 9 months.  

- First time users are up dramatically: Harvest Regional reports that 50% of those coming 

in are first time users, the Northeast Arkansas Food Bank reports 20% of their users are 

new, and Northwest Arkansas reports that 33% are new.  

Ms. Webb noted this request is for just under $2 million and the proposal talks about three 

particular needs: 

1) Canned Goods - Ms. Webb noted the Hunger Relief Alliance already administers a 

program called the State Food Purchasing Program, but a lot of the food they have been 

getting is produce and is from trade mitigation, which expires in December, so there is a 

great need for canned goods. Ms. Webb noted they pay approximately $20,000 for a 

truckload of canned food, and they can probably get over 1 million meals with this 

request for canned goods.  

2) Distribution - Ms. Webb noted the food banks get a reimbursement for commodities, 

which has been covered in two of the acts that Congress has passed, but they have been 

spending a lot of money at the food bank level for storage, drivers, and diesel. Ms. Webb 

noted that pantries across the state always struggle with refrigeration and shelving, and 

the Hunger Relief Alliance has been blessed this year with over $330,000 in sub-grants, 

but they have had $965,000 in requests for those two grants. 

3) Meat Protein - Ms. Webb noted she had to change this portion of the request because of 

the changing market and because of the timeframe to fulfill the requirements of the 

proposal. Ms. Webb noted she tweaked the request to allow the Alliance to buy a 

combination of protein, which they still think could get approximately 997,000 servings.  

Ms. Webb also noted there is a small amount in the proposal to cover administrative costs, which 

includes staff for food sourcing, accounting, and membership. 

Secretary Smith pointed out that the CARES Act Steering Committee has allocated funds for 

meat processors to comply with USDA requirements and become certified, and hopefully that 

will be assisting in this process soon. Ms. Webb noted the Hunger Relief Alliance was aware of 

the beef processing issue and they have also been talking to a legislator that is going to introduce 

a bill in session next year regarding beef processing. 



Senator Irvin suggested to Secretary Smith that the committee get a report from Secretary Ward 

if they receive an additional request above the $5 million that they already approved, so they can 

decide whether to provide more support for meat processing. Secretary Smith confirmed she 

would ask for that report. 

Secretary Gillespie emphasized the tremendous work that the Hunger Alliance does and shared 

that in a normal year DHS gets about 28 truckloads to distribute in the first 6 months, but they 

distributed 271 truckloads in the first 6 months of this year, which displays the enormous impact 

of COVID and trade mitigation on these food banks pantries.  

Secretary Gillespie noted that in the last round of commodities distribution money out of the 

CARES Act, $1.5 million in administrative funds went to supporting storage and some similar 

types of activities, and she asked Ms. Webb to explain why additional money is needed for that. 

Ms. Webb noted Arkansas food banks were allocated approximately $3 million in storage and 

distribution costs specifically for commodities distribution. Ms. Webb explained that the food 

banks have applied for those reimbursements and they are pending, but this proposal looks to the 

future for food that will replace commodities and trade mitigation food, and it will also be more 

canned food and protein as opposed to produce. 

Secretary Smith clarified that this proposal is for short-term needs through the end of December, 

and noted that when talking about Capacity Building Grants for food banks and panties, the 

proposal is not talking about building facilities but is increasing the ability for pantries to have 

the food that is needed. 

Representative Allen noted Ms. Webb is running a great program and doing an outstanding job, 

and asked for confirmation that with this request, the Hunger Relief Alliance would be able to 

feed 1 million people. Ms. Webb clarified that the she expects the Alliance would be able to 

purchase about 1.5 million pounds of food with the canned goods portion of the proposal, which 

is equivalent to 1 million meals, and with the protein portion of the proposal they expect to be 

able to purchase about 997,000 servings of protein. 

Representative Jean asked if the request is for $2 million. Ms. Webb clarified that the request is 

for $1,976,075.  

Senator Bond thanked Ms. Webb and the Alliance. 

CLOSING REMARKS 

Representative Michelle Gray noted that in the last meeting, the committee talked about mobile 

testing units and they asked Dr. Romero to look into the amount of money the Department of 

Health has already spent on testing. Secretary Smith noted the Health Equity Response Team is 

looking at that to make sure they will be able to provide the need for mobile units. 

The meeting was adjourned. 


