
CARES ACT STEERING COMMITTEE MEETING MINUTES 

ZOOM Meeting 

Friday, September 25, 2020 - 10:00am 

 

 

IN ATTENDANCE 

 

STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBERS  

Chair, Elizabeth Smith, Secretary of the Department of Inspector General 

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 

Brian Hicks, Division of Workforce Services 

 

AGENDA 

1) Welcome and Opening Remarks  

2) Proposal: Department of Commerce - Unemployment Insurance Trust Fund 

 

WELCOME & OPENING REMARKS 

Secretary Elizabeth Smith noted the committee will need to have motion to suspend the rules 

related to sending the agenda in advance to committee members and to the public. Secretary 

Smith noted the committee also had an agreement to not expend any funds from the $250 million 

set aside until after October 1, but after learning that September 30 is a key date related to the 

Unemployment Insurance Trust Fund (UITF), there will also need to be a motion to amend that.  

Representative Lane Jean motioned to suspend the rules related to the agenda; Senator David 

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

Secretary Mike Preston motioned to allow access to the $250 million set aside prior to October 

1; Secretary Johnny Key provided a second; Secretary Smith call for a vote; Senator Bond 

opposed; the motion passed.  



DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE: UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE TRUST FUND 

Secretary Preston reminded that the issue related to the UITF was first presented to the Steering 

Committee at a meeting in June, at which time the burn rate was much higher and $350 million 

would have been needed to stabilize the trust fund. Secretary Preston noted that since then, the 

burn rate has slowed down with less money being spent toward unemployment, and $165 million 

is the amount currently needed to balance the trust fund in order to avoid a tax increase. 

Discussion  

Senator Bond shared that he does not see this as an emergency since there is over $600 million in 

the trust fund, and expressed concern over rushing and making a mistake. Senator Bond added 

that this CARES Act money is supposed to address pandemic related costs, and there are certain 

businesses, industries, and people that have not yet been helped.  

Senator Bond asked for confirmation that the additional tax on employers amounts to an 

additional $10 per year per employee if we do not move this $160 million into the trust fund. 

Secretary Preston confirmed, and noted that this proposal would allow the rate to remain the 

same as it has been for the past year. Brian Hicks emphasized that this request is to lessen the 

burden on employers who would be seeing their unemployment insurance taxes go up in 2021. 

Senator Bond noted this is not a significant issue for small businesses, for example if an 

employer has 10 employees they would only pay $100 less if this $160 million were moved. 

Brian Hicks noted the $10 per employee is on top of what is already being paid for state 

unemployment taxes, which might be a significant amount.  

Senator Bond noted the triggers being referenced in this request are state laws and they could be 

changed, and reiterated that there are plenty of other needs out there to help Arkansans and 

businesses that have been devastated. 

Representative Fred Allen noted that if the Department of Commerce saw this coming ahead of 

time, it would have been better to put this on the table further in advance rather than having the 

sense of urgency that the committee has today. Representative Allen agreed with Senator Bond 

that this is not going to benefit many of the small businesses in Arkansas, and the majority of 

those that will benefit are big businesses.  

Secretary Preston apologized for the rush and noted that businesses with more employees will 

benefit more, but that there is a sense in the business community that this is important because 

otherwise the taxes on Arkansas businesses will go up. Secretary Preston noted that the impact 

for businesses with fewer employees will not be as significant, but we do not want to penalize 

someone because they have more employees. 

Secretary Walther added that this is proportional to the number of employees, so one could 

assume it will be just as difficult for a small business of 5-10 employees as for a big business 

because the per-employee change would be the same.  



Representative Allen expressed concern regarding transparency, and noted he appreciates 

Secretary Preston’s work but he feels this could have been handled better. Secretary Smith 

agreed. 

Representative Jean asked what the total cost would be if we did not do this. Brian Hicks noted 

there are just short of 1 million employees in Arkansas paying into the trust fund, so it would be 

about $10 million per year until the trust fund is built back up. 

Senator Irvin noted this has been a long-standing problem when the trust fund has been depleted, 

and it has taken hard work to put good legislation in place that is responsible for these triggers. 

Secretary Preston noted that in the recession, we depleted the trust fund and the state had to 

borrow from the federal government and it took several years to pay that back. Secretary Preston 

added that it took legislation and getting the triggers in place to get the trust fund to where it is 

today, which has helped us weather this storm. Secretary Preston noted that now, with CARES 

Act dollars, we can add this money back in and get us to that stabilization. 

Senator Irvin asked if the amount being requested is definitely enough to get us through the year. 

Secretary Preston answered yes, but noted that we can always use more and we do not know 

what will happen with the pandemic in future months so he would advocate for any leftover 

CARES Act money to go into the trust fund, if there is any left at the end of the year. Senator 

Irvin agreed. Senator Irvin also shared that $100 is a big deal for some small business owners 

and she would never support raising taxes on them as they are working hard to keep people 

employed. 

Senator Bond pointed out that this proposal is not targeted at the businesses that have struggled, 

and the CARES Act money should be targeted to those negatively impacted by the pandemic. 

Senator Bond also reiterated that these triggers are put in place by state law, and asked if the 

Executive Branch has considered issuing an Executive Order to extend the triggers. Secretary 

Preston noted the state was in a position in 2008 after the recession where they did have to 

borrow from the federal government, and emphasized that these laws are in place to help 

stabilize the trust fund.  

Secretary Smith asked Secretary Walther to review the remaining funds available. Secretary 

Walther noted that, with the $250 million and the reclaiming of money from DHS and 

Commerce, in addition to the residual balance, $278.7 million is the amount the committee has to 

consider. Secretary Walther noted if $165 million is taken out for the UITF, that would leave 

$113 million for other projects. 

Secretary Walther pointed out that hopefully a vaccine is coming, so there is $30 million set 

aside for that, and there are a couple of items that have priority if they occur in this calendar 

year. 

Representative Jean asked if the amount for the UITF is $160 million or $165 million. Secretary 

Preston clarified it is $165 million.  



Representative Jean asked if any additional money is expected to be returned other than what has 

been discussed. Secretary Walther answered there is a possibility that more will come back, but 

we do not know what those are right now. 

Secretary Smith asked if this tax is paid monthly, yearly, or quarterly. Brian Hicks answered that 

it is $10 per employee per year total, but it is paid on a quarterly tax for the first $10,000 of the 

year’s wages. 

Representative Jean motioned to approve putting $165 million into the Unemployment Insurance 

Trust Fund; Senator Wallace provided a second; Secretary Smith called for a vote; Senator 

Bond and Representative Allen opposed; the motion passed.  

The meeting was adjourned. 


