
CARES ACT STEERING COMMITTEE MEETING MINUTES 
 

Governor’s Conference Room and ZOOM 
Wednesday, July 15, 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 
JR Hankins, Chief of Staff for Secretary Jami Cook, Department of Public Safety 
Johnny Key, Secretary of the Department of Education 
Bill Gossage, Governor’s Office Representative 
Senator Missy Irvin 
Senator Will Bond 
Representative Lane Jean 
Representative Michelle Gray 
Representative Fred Allen 
 
ADDITIONAL ATTENDEES 
Courtney Pledger, Executive Director & CEO, Arkansas PBS 
Stephanie Williams, Chief of Staff for Secretary Nate Smith, Department of Health 
Charles Stewart, Chairman, Arkansas Black Hall of Fame 
Katherine Donald, Executive Director, Coalition for Tobacco Free Arkansas 
ShaRonda Love, Executive Director, Arkansas Minority Health Commission 
Eldon Alik, Consulate General for the Marshall Islands 
Dr. Michelle Smith, Director of the Office of Minority Health, Department of Health 
Melisa Laelan, Executive Director, Arkansas Coalition of Marshallese 
Dr. Pearl McElfish, Vice Chancellor, UAMS Northwest Regional Campus 
Nelson Peacock, President & CEO, Northwest Arkansas Council 
Susan Barrett, Chair of the Healthcare Division, Northwest Arkansas Council  
Judd Semingson, CEO, Community Clinic Northwest Arkansas 
Representative Reginald Murdock 
Mayor Cedric Williams 
Frederick Freeman 
Dr, Sherece West, Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation 
Gerald Turner, Urban League of the State of Arkansas 
Dr. Lanita White, President, Arkansas Medical Dental and Pharmaceutical Association 
 
 



AGENDA 
 

1) Welcome and Opening Remarks – Secretary Elizabeth Smith 
2) Proposal: Arkansas PBS – Director Courtney Pledger 
3) Discussion: Minority Health Proposals – Secretary Elizabeth Smith 

 
WELCOME & OPENING REMARKS 
 
Secretary Elizabeth Smith presented the minutes from the CARES Act Steering Committee 
meeting on July 8, 2020. Representative Lane Jean motioned to approve the minutes; Bill 
Gossage provided a second; Secretary Smith called for a vote; the minutes were approved. 
 
PROPOSAL: ARKANSAS PBS – UNIVERSAL DTV BROADCAST COVERAGE PLAN 
 
Director Courtney Pledger with Arkansas Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) noted her team 
worked closely with the Arkansas Department of Education (ADE) when schools were closed 
due to COVID-19 to distribute Alternative Methods of Instruction (AMI) and keep education 
moving forward for students. Director Pledger noted many students in Arkansas do not have 
broadband available to them, and there are significant gaps in PBS coverage across the state in 
rural areas. Director Pledger explained there are currently 6 towers and 12 microwave sites that 
provide a signal to 76% of the state’s population, leaving a 24% coverage gap. Director Pledger 
noted providing coverage in a truly statewide manner is critical at this time, particularly for 
education and as an early warning system, and this proposal is for an additional 4 transmitters 
which would provide service to approximately 97% of the state. Director Pledger noted the total 
for the proposal is $6.4 million, and about $5.2 million can be utilized by the end of 2020.  
 
Discussion 
 
Secretary Larry Walther noted that we need to keep an eye on this project as we approach the 
end of the year, in case other sources of revenue are needed to complete the project. Secretary 
Johnny Key noted ADE has been working with Arkansas PBS to incorporate the $1.2 million in 
the post-December expenditures into another grant that ADE is seeking from the federal 
government. 

Secretary Key and Secretary Walther voiced their support for this proposal and the importance of 
increased coverage for Arkansas PBS. 

Representative Lane Jean and Representative Fred Allen asked questions about purchasing 
equipment in relation to the end-of-year CARES Act deadline. Secretary Walther addressed their 
questions.  

Secretary Key motioned to approve; Secretary Walther provided a second; Secretary Smith 
called for a vote; the proposal passed. 
 
 
 
 



DISCUSSION: MINORITY HEALTH PROPOSALS 
 
Secretary Elizabeth Smith noted the last proposal (Item #8: Health Equity Response Team), has 
been postponed and will be discussed at a future date. Secretary Smith also noted a few of the 
minority health proposals have already been discussed with the Arkansas Department of Health 
(ADH) to review how the funding will flow. 
 
Stephanie Williams noted ADH has reviewed the first five (5) proposals in detail and they 
support all of them. Ms. Williams noted ADH could facilitate the disbursement of funds for the 
Arkansas Black Hall of Fame, the Coalition for Tobacco Free Arkansas, and the Northwest 
Arkansas Council, but the Arkansas Community COVID Ad-Hoc Committee proposal may need 
to reside with another agency due to its diversity and complexity with different types of funding. 
Ms. Williams added that ADH is willing to facilitate the funding for the Marshallese COVID-19 
Task Force and Arkansas Coalition of Marshallese proposals as well, but they have not yet had 
conversations with their leadership. 

The seven (7) minority health proposals listed below were discussed by the Steering Committee: 
 
1. Arkansas Black Hall of Fame: $300,000 request for grant funding to support minorities 
affected by COVID 
 
Charles Stewart from the Arkansas Black Hall of Fame (ABHOF) presented the proposal and 
noted that that the ABHOF has received 178 applications to date, and 166 of those applicants 
qualified, which totals $171,490 that was requested in grants.  Mr. Stewart noted the ABHOF 
foundation has already funded 54 grants totaling $50,000, which leaves $121,490 in grants 
pending review. Mr. Stewart noted the Arkansas Black Hall of Fame would be very grateful to 
have assistance with this next phase of grants so they can meet the significant needs they have 
identified in the black and underserved communities for COVID relief. 

Discussion 

Representative Allen expressed his support for this proposal and noted the Arkansas Black Hall 
of Fame is a very reputable organization that is doing positive work in communities throughout 
the state of Arkansas. 
 
Representative Jean asked questions about the different people and businesses that are applying 
for these grants. Senator Missy Irvin asked questions about the geographical reach of the grants, 
the auditing process, and ensuring these grants are comprehensive while also not overlapping 
with other funding that may be available. Mr. Stewart addressed the questions and concerns that 
were voiced by the committee. 
 
Secretary Walther and Senator Irvin both mentioned that $150 million has been set aside for 
cities and counties to address similar issues. Senator Will Bond noted the Arkansas Black Hall of 
Fame is a wonderful organization, and expressed that this is a larger discussion around how the 
Steering Committee is managing these funds.  
 



2. Coalition for Tobacco Free Arkansas: $50,000 request for education materials to target 
communities of color, primarily African Americans that are suffering disproportionately from the 
COVID-19 disease and subsequent deaths 
 
Director Katherine Donald from the Coalition for Tobacco Free Arkansas presented the proposal 
and noted there is a need for educational campaigns and media outreach to show the importance 
of social distancing and wearing masks, and that hopefully a consistent message will help us as a 
state. 
 
There were no questions or discussion. 
 
3a. Marshallese COVID-19 Task Force: $273,600 request for assistance with rent, utilities, 
funeral expenses, PPE, education, and outreach 
 
3b. Arkansas Coalition of Marshallese: $200,000 request for assistance with rent, utilities, PPE 
and food 
 
Director ShaRonda Love noted the Arkansas Minority Health Commission is in support of these 
proposals and they have a grant process that is audited through legislative audit. Stephanie 
Williams noted both of these proposals could go through the Minority Health Commission. 

Eldon Alik presented on behalf of the Marshallese COVID-19 Task Force and noted that 
Springdale has one of the largest Marshallese communities in the United States, and 80-90% are 
working in the poultry plants. Mr. Alik noted the pandemic has hit the Marshallese community 
the hardest due to underlying conditions, no health insurance, and the extended family structure 
in the household. Mr. Alik noted most of the poultry plants offer 2-3 weeks of sick leave pay, but 
many members of the Marshallese community have had to be quarantined for 3-5 weeks so they 
are running out of money for rent, electricity, and water, while also having to pay for funeral 
expenses. Mr. Alik noted the most immediate need is to provide healthcare for the Marshallese 
community.  
 
Discussion 
 
Representative Jean noted he would like the committee to see a more detailed plan on how the 
funds will be administered before voting. Secretary Smith noted she would like to have Director 
Love and Dr. Michelle Smith review these proposals together before the committee reviews and 
votes next week. Senator Irvin agreed with Representative Jean and Secretary Smith, and 
emphasized the need for one comprehensive plan. 
 
Melisa Laelan from the Arkansas Coalition of Marshallese (ACOM) noted their proposal is well 
aligned with what is happening in the community - assisting families with paying their rent and 
utilities - and although the proposals from ACOM and the Marshallese COVID-19 Task Force 
may be similar, there will always be more of a need as the pandemic continues.  
 



4. Northwest Arkansas Council: $6,553,272 request for a comprehensive plan for COVID-19 
contact tracing, testing, and coordination for Hispanic/Latinx and Pacific Islander populations. 
 
Susan Barrett noted that over the last 111 days during the COVID-19 pandemic, the Northwest 
Arkansas Council has been focused on creating a regional surge plan that addresses bed capacity, 
ventilator capacity, a tracking tool and sharing system for PPE, enhanced testing capacity, 
support for the healthcare workforce, and communication to reduce confusion and fear. Ms. 
Barrett noted that today’s proposal is to address special populations and the urgent need for 
contact tracing and case management.  
 
Judd Semingson noted that in Northwest Arkansas specifically, a 17% Latinx population 
represents about 46% of cases, and a 2-3% Marshallese population represents about 19% of 
cases. Mr. Semingson emphasized the need for an immediate response for this public health and 
economic issue, and noted the Northwest Arkansas Council is able to work in conjunction with 
the Department of Health and other public/private partnerships for a coordinated response effort. 
 
Dr. Pearl McElfish noted three (3) components of the Northwest Arkansas Council’s plan: 

1. A collaborative and targeted approach for testing with people who speak the language 
and understand the culture of Hispanic and Marshallese populations 

2. A dedicated contact tracing center that coordinates with ADH and integrates with 
employers and healthcare providers  

3. Enhanced case management and connecting special populations with support services  

Discussion 

Representative Jean asked how the contact tracing efforts coordinate with what the state is doing 
though the Health Department. Stephanie Williams noted the efforts of the Northwest Arkansas 
Council in their region would free up capacity for the Department of Health to focus on other 
areas in the state where there also is great need.  
 
Senator Irvin emphasized the need for a comprehensive and state-wide approach, while also 
tracking how much has been received in federal funds and making sure we’re not duplicative. 
Dr. Greg Bledsoe agreed that the need is truly state-wide, but added that this is a great proposal 
and it is something we should use as a model for other regions. 
 
Representative Michelle Gray and Secretary Larry Walther pointed out that the Steering 
Committee has already approved funding for statewide contact tracing through the Department 
of Health. Secretary Walther and Senator Irvin both suggested the Department of Health could 
apply this model with funds that have already been set aside for these efforts.  
 
Stephanie Williams and Dr. McElfish noted they are looking at this as an opportunity to expand 
capacity, but they are happy to look at how to incorporate these efforts with the ADH contracts. 
 



Senator Bond emphasized the urgency and the need to quickly hire bilingual contact tracers. Dr. 
McElfish agreed and noted they have the ability to rapidly recruit. 
 
5. AR Community COVID Ad-Hoc: $11,153,000 request to create and provide a safety net to 
assist with the survival from the devastation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic by 
implementing a community-based grassroots, outreach, educational, and technical service 
delivery network for all Arkansas citizens residing in the top ten (10) low wealth counties 
 
Representative Reginald Murdock noted this is a community-based proposal and they have 
partnered with the Rockefeller Foundation. Representative Murdock noted this proposal is to 
help members of the community that are often missed, and while it is specific to a 10-county 
area, the concept can be expanded to reach other areas. 

Dr. Sherece West noted the Rockefeller Foundation is also putting in their own resources and 
they have committed $250,000 to a Delta COVID Relief and Response Fund. Dr. West noted the 
Rockefeller Foundation has the capacity to do re-granting and to connect organizations with 
technical support. 

Mayor Cedric Williams noted this is an effort to reach all aspects of the communities in low 
wealth areas tremendously effected by COVID-19. 

Frederick Freeman noted this is a 10-county approach using non-profit organizations as the 
means to reach individuals by providing outreach, education, and technical assistance. 

Discussion 

Representative Allen thanked Representative Murdock and the rest of the team for their hard 
work in putting this proposal together.  

Senator Irvin and Representative Jean asked how the 10 counties were selected. Mr. Freeman 
noted they are the top 10 minority counties, but the services will be available to anyone in those 
counties, not just the minorities. Representative Murdock reiterated that other counties could be 
added to the proposal. 

Senator Bond asked how the money will be applied since there are so many different entities 
involved. Representative Murdock noted the Rockefeller Foundation would be a part of that 
process and they have the experience and capacity to assist. Secretary Smith added that it may 
work out for some areas to work with the Department of Commerce, some with the Department 
of Health, and some with the Department of Human Services. Secretary Smith noted we do not 
want to duplicate funding that has already been provided, but we want to make sure needs are 
met.  

Senator Irvin emphasized the need to focus on three areas: 
1. Process - making sure we are accountable to this money and have audit capability  
2. Duplication – making sure we are not funding something that has already been funded  
3. Comprehensive approach – making sure this is state-wide 

 



Secretary Walther noted another important group that can help navigate these issues is the 
Association of Cities and Counties, which has $150 million set aside.   
 
6. Urban League of the State of Arkansas: $500,000 request to operate a mobile delivery 
system to expand health food accessibility to citizens experiencing challenges that prevent them 
from accessing healthy foods during the COVID-19 pandemic 
 
Gerald Turner from the Urban League of the State of Arkansas noted their organization is trying 
to fill the gaps that are growing in Arkansas due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and they want to 
ensure their traditional health screenings and services provided through health fairs can still be 
delivered. Mr. Turner noted financial resources are critical for innovating what the Urban League 
of the State of Arkansas does each day and continuing to provide access to healthy food in order 
to build healthy communities.  
 
There were no questions or discussion. 
 
7. Arkansas Medical Dental and Pharmaceutical Association (AMDPA): $868,456.50 
request to increase healthcare services in minority and under-served communities and decrease 
community spread of COVID-19 
 
Dr. Lanita White from AMDPA noted this is organization looks at healthcare in a comprehensive 
manner with a state-wide approach. Dr. White noted the proposals discussed today are all about 
the same things – poverty, lack of access, lack of information, lack of broadband, decreased 
funding – and they all play a vital role in our health. Dr. White noted AMDPA focuses on 
reducing healthcare disparities, diversifying the healthcare workforce, providing cutting edge 
information to members, and advocating for their patient base. 

Dr. White noted this is a comprehensive proposal with three (3) parts: 

1. Expand telehealth and telemedicine, including tele-dentistry and tele-mental health 
2. Procure PPE at a better price so offices can continue to run safely 
3. Gather data and share best practices 
 
There were no questions or discussion. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
Secretary Smith noted the Steering Committee can send her any additional questions they have 
about the proposals that were discussed today.  
 
The meeting was adjourned. 

 


