
CARES ACT STEERING COMMITTEE MEETING MINUTES 
ZOOM Meeting 

Tuesday, October 6, 2020 - 3:30pm 
 
 
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 
Representative Lane Jean 
Representative Michelle Gray 
Representative Fred Allen 
 
ADDITIONAL ATTENDEES 
Senator Kim Hammer 
Representative Brian Evans 
Karen Walters, Superintendent, Bryant Public Schools 
Greg Rogers, Department of Education, Division of Elementary and Secondary Education  
Senator Trent Garner 
Yessica Jones, Director, Arkansas Division of Information Systems 
Representative Andrew Collins 
Stephanie Williams, Chief of Staff, Department of Health 
ShaRhonda Love, Executive Director, Arkansas Minority Health Commission 
Keesa Smith, Deputy Director, Department of Human Services 
 
AGENDA 

1) Welcome and Opening Remarks  
2) DFA report on available funds to date 
3) Department Requests for presentation and discussion (no vote until next meeting) 

a. Department of Finance & Administration: increase preapproved funds 
b. Department of Transformation & Shared Services: Cybersecurity Data Center 
c. Department of Inspector General: medical records portal 
d. Department of Human Services: food insecurity 
e. Department of Health: Mobile Health Units 
f. Department of Commerce: rental assistance 

4) Legislative Requests for presentation and discussion (no vote until next meeting) 



a. Representative Allen: assistance for non-profit charitable organizations 
b. Senator Hammer: reimbursement for school meals 
c. Senator Garner: suicide prevention and mental health services for veterans 

WELCOME & OPENING REMARKS 

Secretary Elizabeth Smith noted Senator David Wallace and Dr. Greg Bledsoe are not able to 
join for today’s meeting.  

Secretary Smith called the meeting to order and presented the minutes from the CARES Act 
Steering Committee meetings on September 23 and September 25, 2020. Representative Lane 
Jean motioned to approve both sets of minutes; Representative Fred Allen provided a second; 
Secretary Smith called for a vote; the minutes were approved. 

DEPARTMENT OF FINANCE & ADMINISTRATION REPORT: AVAILABLE FUNDS 
TO DATE 

Secretary Larry Walther noted there is a spreadsheet that breaks down the distributions to each 
agency, and the remaining balance of $22.698 million includes a set aside of $85 million 
remaining from the $250 million that was originally set aside for after October 1. Secretary 
Walther noted there is also $6.6 million that Secretary Gillespie has indicated will be coming 
back from another project, and when you add the $85 million and the $6.6 million back into the 
$22.7 million that means $114.3 million is available for distribution.  

[Secretary Smith sent the spreadsheet via email to committee members.] 

SENATOR HAMMER: REQUEST FOR REIMBURSEMENT FOR SCHOOL MEALS 

Senator Kim Hammer noted this request is for $9.8 million to reimburse schools for food 
services. Senator Hammer mentioned about $126 million of funding was provided to schools 
across the state, but some schools had to make themselves whole at end of the year and some are 
running short due to requests for food services. Senator Hammer pointed out that the schools 
have been separated on the spreadsheet provided by those who did not have shortages and those 
that did, and the request is only to make whole the schools that did have shortages.  

Superintendent Karen Walters noted on March 12, schools were told they would be closing their 
doors for a while, which then turned into the rest of the school term, but they were asked to keep 
their staff working and to continue feeding students. Superintendent Walters emphasized that 
they did not reduce any staff and they provided thousands of meals during the time of closure, 
but that was about 20% of the meals they would have fed during a time on campus pre-COVID. 
Superintendent Walters noted that when reimbursement costs were at 20% and labor costs stayed 
the same, deficits were realized for the schools that have their own food service workers. 
Superintendent Walters noted that this year, Bryant was in the red about $350,000 and they had 
to use their CARES Act funds to take care of that. Superintendent Walters noted they received a 
little over $700,000 and they have about 9,300 students and they have to provide PPE for those 
students, so their CARES Act money is gone and all the PPE they are now purchasing is coming 
out of their operating budget.  



Senator Missy Irvin asked Greg Rogers to explain the spreadsheet and provide a breakdown of 
how the numbers were derived. Greg Rogers noted the information provided is a revenue versus 
expenditure model, and this is the difference between the schools’ expenditures and what they 
had as revenues, excluding schools with their own food service contract companies.  

Senator Irvin asked for further explanation of the amounts listed for different schools and also 
asked for information about the federal funds already provided to schools and how that was 
spent. Mr. Rogers addressed Senator Irvin’s questions and explained how the $126 million that 
was released through the CARES Act was incorporated into the request being presented today. 

Representative Brian Evans noted there are four areas the ESSER funds could be spent on, and 
the bulk of it was spent on PPE and on enhancing technology for virtual offerings, then what was 
left was spent on food services. Representative Evans also explained that the ESSER funds 
issued to schools were based on a formula calculation of their free and reduced lunch population, 
so the funds received by schools with a lower free and reduced lunch population were 
considerably lower.  

Superintendent Walters further explained the use of federal funds based on the Title 1 formula 
and how that resulted in a disproportionate amount of money being distributed per student for 
different schools.  

Secretary Smith asked for confirmation that only meals that were served were reimbursed. 
Superintendent Walters confirmed and noted they were serving 5,600 lunches per day before 
COVID and they were getting reimbursed based on that, then it went to 1,300-1,500 meals per 
day. Superintendent Walters reiterated that labor costs stayed the same and revenues were 20%.  

Senator Hammer provided closing comments and pointed out that the amount being requested is 
for specific reimbursements for the schools, rather than projected expenses. 

SENATOR GARNER: SUICIDE PREVENTION & MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES FOR 
VETERANS  

Senator Trent Garner noted that, due to the changing of the reserve fund for the Unemployment 
Insurance Trust Fund, he would like to modify this request to a lower amount of $5 million and 
also narrow the scope for the money to only be used for non-profits that provide peer to peer and 
other vital services.  Senator Garner noted that multiple veterans are having issues accessing the 
VA or getting the care they need, and also due to stressors introduced by the COVID crisis, some 
veterans with PTSD or other mental health issues are having events occur that could lead to 
suicide. Senator Garner also noted he asked the VA directly during a joint task force meeting on 
08.31 if the veteran suicide crisis has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and they 
said yes. Senator Garner noted the below statistics: 

• Studies say that for every 5% of unemployment that was added to a veterans group, 
roughly an additional 550 veterans commit suicide and an additional 20,000 have 
substance abuse issues.  

• On August 2 there had been 2,500 veterans killed due to COVID-19 and during that same 
time period we have lost over 3,000 veterans due to suicide.  



• The Veterans Affairs office in Fayetteville says they have a 20-25% increase in people 
calling the crisis hotline and that has corresponded with an increase in veteran suicides.   

• Military leaders nationwide have estimated a roughly 20% increase in active duty deaths 
from suicide.  

Senator Garner explained this money would go to the VA to provide grants to non-profit groups 
that provide services directly to veterans. Senator Garner added that these non-profits were 
underfunded before the pandemic, and that has been exacerbated during the pandemic because 
they cannot hold events or have speakers, and people who typically have more money to give are 
being hurt by the economic crisis today. Senator Garner noted the VA would set up parameters 
on how the grant system would work. 

DEPARTMENT OF FINANCE AND ADMINISTRATION: INCREASE OF 
PREAPPROVED FUNDS 

Secretary Walther noted this proposal is for an additional $5 million which is the amount that the 
Department of Finance and Administration (DFA) believes has been spent among state agencies 
for PPE and the like but has not yet been requested for reimbursement.  

Secretary Smith asked if the initial $5 million has been expended. Secretary Walther answered 
yes.  

TRANSFORMATION & SHARED SERVICES: CYBERSECURITY DATA CENTER 
OPTIMIZATION 

Secretary Amy Fecher noted the pandemic has highlighted the cybersecurity risk to our state, and 
this proposal is to modernize our fragmented and aging IT infrastructure and strengthen our 
cybersecurity. 

Director Yessica Jones emphasized that COVID-19 has increased our cyber risk with workers 
staying home, using video services and digital tools, which puts a lot of stress on cybersecurity 
control. Director Jones noted the rapid deployment of technology to remote work increased the 
risk of cyber-attack, and there is increased vulnerability with some people working from their 
personal devices. Director Jones noted the need to modernize is more important than ever, 
particularly as we allow remote access and remote work, and we must modernize our 
infrastructure so remote work can be done securely. Director Jones noted the proposal is for 
$33.5 million to improve the state cybersecurity structure and provide secure, scalable, and 
responsive capabilities. Director Jones noted this includes procurement of all the equipment 
necessary to modernize and secure the state cybersecurity structure. 

Senator Will Bond asked where the numbers are coming from, whether this will be done by the 
end of the year, and whether this would involve a competitive bid. Secretary Fecher addressed 
Senator Bond’s questions and clarified that the proposal is to get all of the equipment, which 
they can procure by the December 30 deadline.  

Senator Bond agreed that we need to update the fragmented and aging IT infrastructure, but 
suggested that the Legislature should discuss this as a budget priority rather than using CARES 



Act funds. Senator Bond emphasized that he thinks this is an inappropriate use of the CARES 
funds at this time and there are numerous other needs for teachers, schools, businesses, and 
individuals that continue to be negatively affected in this economy.  

Secretary Fecher noted DFA has deemed this as an appropriate use of CARES Act funds and 
there are other states using CARES funds for similar projects. Senator Bond expressed additional 
concerns about the proposal and emphasized that this is not an expenditure that fits within our 
purpose.  

Secretary Cindy Gillespie noted the proposal does address future events, but COVID has put a 
lot of stress on our current IT structure and we are continuing to have to expand what we are 
doing on that structure. Secretary Gillespie mentioned that the pandemic forced us to move 
remote and we are shifting from short-term response to operations being done virtually more 
permanently, so this future event is actually now.   

There was further discussion between Senator Bond and Director Jones about the need for this to 
be a priority for CARES funds and about the timeline of the projects.   

Representative Michelle Gray noted system migrations are very labor intensive and asked if 
there is a current budget amount for labor costs and installation. Secretary Fecher answered that a 
lot of the work can be done by current DIS employees and if there is a vendor that is something 
that would be put into each department’s budget going forward. 

Representative Allen expressed that he thinks the committee needs to take time and evaluate this 
proposal. Senator Irvin noted she feels the same way about the education proposal.  

DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE: RENTAL ASSISTANCE 

Secretary Mike Preston noted we got approved by HUD for an allocation coming from the 
federal government for the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program, and they 
have allocated us $5.76 million. Secretary Preston noted the Department of Commerce decided 
to work together with Senator Bond and Representative Collins, as well as with Secretary 
Gillespie and the Department of Human Services (DHS), to put this program together, work on 
rules, and figure out how to fund it. Secretary Preston noted the original request for rental 
assistance was for $10 million and today’s proposal to the CARES Act Steering Committee is for 
$4.24 million. 

Representative Collins noted the main difference between this proposal and the one presented 
previously is they are changing from 200% of the federal poverty level to 80% of area median 
income, which is a different way of calculating close to the same amount.  

Senator Bond, Senator Irvin, and Representative Allen thanked everyone for their work on this 
proposal and agreed this is a good project.   

Secretary Preston reminded that this committee has approved $8 million for the Lost Wages 
Assistance (LWA) match, which took us through the first 3 weeks, and we are now eligible to 
request a second 3 weeks for a total of 6 weeks. Secretary Preston noted there will be a request 
made to the Arkansas Legislative Council (ALC) on October 16 to fund that match for the entire 



6 weeks, which will require additional funds from CARES. Secretary Preston noted this will 
potentially be $10-$15 million and he wanted to put that on the radar for the committee.  

DEPARTMENT OF INSPECTOR GENERAL: REIMBURSEMENT FOR MEDICAL 
RECORDS PORTAL 

Secretary Smith noted the Office of Medicaid Inspector General needed to purchase an $8,024 
medical records portal and they are utilizing DIS to build it. Secretary Smith noted this was 
needed to allow medical records to come in remotely since they cannot go to medical offices. 

DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVICES: FOOD INSECURITY 

Secretary Gillespie thanked Director Kathy Webb from the Hunger Relief Alliance for working 
with DHS on this proposal, and noted the proposal was for $2 million but is now for $1.826 
million. Secretary Gillespie noted they have dropped the request for infrastructure because the 
funds going through cities and counties allow those types of purchases to be made as 
preapproved items. Secretary Gillespie noted the canned food purchases are a big need, so that 
portion of the proposal has increased to $1 million, and there is a very small allocation of 
$76,000 for the Hunger Relief Alliance to do this work. 

DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH: MOBILE HEALTH UNITS 

Chief Stephanie Williams noted the original proposal for $6.59 million has gone through several 
revisions and it is now for $1.2 million. Chief Williams noted Director ShaRhonda Love has 
worked with the Health Equity Task Force to revise the proposal to be more targeted, and the 
Mobile Health Units have been included in our state testing plan, so all the testing supplies and 
kits that were previously part of this proposal will now be supported through the Department of 
Health. Director Love noted this proposal will be focusing on Delta counties, Southwest, and 
Central Arkansas. 

Senator Irvin expressed appreciation for Director Love’s work on this targeted proposal.  

DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SERVICES: NON-PROFIT CHARITABLE 
ORGANIZATIONS 

Keesa Smith noted there is no proposal in front of the Steering Committee but they are working 
quickly on that with the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation and the Department of Finance. Ms. 
Smith noted the pandemic has had a significant and disproportional impact on communities of 
high poverty, and many low income individuals in the state have consistently relied on small 
community nonprofits for food, clothing, transportation, and job search assistance. Ms. Smith 
noted these organizations are often highly reliant on donations, which they have not received 
during this pandemic, so this proposal is for these entities to present proposals for up to $50,000 
that will be vetted by the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation. Ms. Smith noted clarified this 
proposal is for smaller community organizations, and 80% or more of the grant will be required 
to go to direct services. 

Representative Allen thanked Keesa Smith and Secretary Gillespie for their work on this.  



Representative Jean noted he heard $50,000 per entity, but asked if there is any idea what the 
total requested amount will be. Secretary Gillespie mentioned they are looking at potentially $5 
million but they are still in development and the goal is to have that to the committee by 
tomorrow. 

CLOSING COMMENTS 

Representative Jean noted we have roughly $65 million in requests today and asked Secretary 
Walther if he anticipates any additional funds being returned to the committee. Secretary Walther 
noted there are areas where balances are high but each individual agency will have to address 
those.  

Senator Irvin asked Secretary Smith if the letter requesting $5.4 million in additional funding for 
the meat processing grant program will be discussed at the next meeting. Secretary Smith 
thanked Senator Irvin for bringing that to her attention. 

Secretary Smith noted Senator Bond also has a $4 million request for teachers and school 
employees. Senator Bond noted he thinks that discussion needs to occur before this money is 
expended. 

Secretary Gillespie noted DHS has another $4.5 million being returned from the ambulance 
direct care workers proposal. 

Representative Gray asked if there are any plans for everyone to come back in October and show 
what their balances are. Secretary Smith noted she is working on that.   

Secretary Walther noted that $75-$80 million has been discussed today. 

The meeting was adjourned. 

 


