
 

 

CARES ACT STEERING COMMITTEE MEETING MINUTES 
 

Governor’s Conference Room and ZOOM 
Friday, May 1, 2020 - 9:30 am 

 
 
ATTENDEES 
 
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 David Wallace 
Senator Will Bond 
Representative Lane Jean 
Representative Michelle Gray 
Representative Fred Allen 
 
AGENDA 
 
This meeting was called to discuss a proposal from Secretary Mike Preston and the 
Arkansas Economic Development Commission (AEDC). A memo for the proposal was 
provided to the Steering Committee in advance of the meeting and the memo is attached 
to these minutes. 
 
WELCOME & OPENING REMARKS 
 
Secretary Elizabeth Smith noted she appreciates the committee members taking the 
time to meet today and asked Secretary Mike Preston to present his proposal. 
 
ARKANSAS READY FOR BUSINESS GRANT PROGRAM 
 
Secretary Mike Preston thanked Secretary Smith and the Steering Committee and 
emphasized that time is of the essence on this proposal related to the Arkansas Ready 
for Business Grant Program that the committee previously approved $15 million for. 
 
Secretary Preston explained that when the announcement was made in the Governor’s 
press conference and the application went live on the AEDC website, over 2,300 
applications were submitted totaling over $36 million in requests.  



 

 

Secretary Preston noted that advance notice was not given to businesses, but that he did 
host a call with economic development professionals from all 75 counties around the 
state. Secretary Preston noted that requests came in from 74 of the 75 counties, which 
displays the reach of the Governor’s press conference.  
 
Secretary Preston noted that 92% of the requests received were for businesses with 50 
employees or fewer, which shows we were reaching the small businesses that the 
proposal aims to address.  

Secretary Preston clarified that the applications are for an “up to” amount and that not 
all businesses will need that amount of funding. Secretary Preston further explained that 
his team can re-evaluate the applications and spread the $15 million to as many 
businesses as possible. Secretary Preston noted the ability to audit expenditures was 
made clear to businesses on the application. 

Secretary Preston listed the below updates to the proposal: 

 At least 15% of the recipients will be women and minority owned businesses as 
defined by Arkansas Statute. 

 At least 75% of the total funds will go to businesses with 50 employees or less. 

Secretary Preston noted that $85 million will provide the opportunity for more 
businesses to apply and his team is ready to begin processing those applications. 

Secretary Preston explained that the demand exists and this additional funding gives 
businesses the comfort that they can meet the guidelines put forth by the Health 
Department to re-open. Secretary Preston stressed that this is what Arkansas needs to 
get back to work. 

Discussion 

Representative Fred Allen asked if the maximum grant amount of $100,ooo is going to 
be changed. Secretary Preston stated the maximum grant amount will remain at 
$100,000.  

Representative Allen asked how many of the requests from the first round of 
applications came from minority businesses. Secretary Preston noted his team will have 
to verify the information and they will do the legwork to find out how many of the 
applications were for minority businesses. 

Representative Allen asked if the application process is first-come, first-served. 
Secretary Preston noted the applications will be time stamped and evaluated as they 
come in and the goal is to qualify as many businesses as possible.  

Representative Allen asked if small businesses that use a 1099 will be eligible. Secretary 
Preston answered yes and clarified that as a sole proprietor, that business owner would 
be the one W2 employee that the grant covers. 



 

 

Senator David Wallace asked if small companies with fewer than 10 employees are being 
considered. Secretary Preston noted that of the 2,300 applications that were submitted, 
over 1,400 came from businesses with 1-9 employees, so those businesses account for 
the largest subset of applications. 

Senator Missy Irvin pointed out the requirement in the memo that “Business and 
owners must NOT be delinquent on any Arkansas tax” and asked if recent delinquency 
since the COVID-19 shutdown will be considered. Secretary Preston noted the 
Department of Finance and Administration (DFA) is working with those individuals and 
if an agreement has been verified, they will be eligible. Senator Irvin asked if that can be 
made clear for people when applying. Secretary Preston answered yes. 

Senator Irvin noted the language is confusing for 1099 businesses and mentioned that if 
people see the list of required attachments and they do not have a business license, they 
may not know they can still apply. Senator Irvin agreed with Representative Allen that 
the language needs to be clarified. Secretary Preston noted his team will look into that 
language to make it clearer.  

Senator Irvin pointed out the statement in the memo that says “Businesses will be 
required to verify funds were used for eligible expenditures and may be required to 
repay all or a portion of the grant if the business is found not in compliance with grant 
requirements” and asked if that “may” should be replaced by “shall”. Secretary Preston 
agreed it should be “shall” and confirmed that adjustment will be made on the 
application. 

Senator Irvin asked Secretary Preston to describe the rollout – Will the site be live 
during normal business hours? Will the legislature have appropriation authority before 
the website opens? Secretary Preston answered yes to both. 

Senator Irvin stressed that a set time period is needed for the public. Secretary Preston 
agreed and noted that advance notice will also be given to the legislature and nothing 
will be done until the Arkansas Legislative Council (ALC) gives the appropriation.  

Representative Lane Jean asked how many of the first round applications were 
approved for $100,000. Secretary Preston clarified that the first round applicants were 
notified that their application was received, but none of them have been approved. 
Secretary Preston noted that 94 of the 2,300 applications were submitted for $100,000. 

Representative Jean noted he spoke with two small business owners – one has 
restaurant with 23 employees and one has a restaurant with 15 employees – that asked 
how we came up with the $1,000 figure and stated that $500 would suffice. Secretary 
Preston agreed that for a business like a restaurant, $1,000 per employee is too high.  

Secretary Preston explained this is why the $36 million requested in the first round of 
applications is not reflective of what would be distributed. Secretary Preston noted the 
$1,000 figure is more applicable to industrial business and manufacturers that have to 
reconfigure for social distancing, conduct screenings, and incur other large 



 

 

expenditures. Secretary Preston noted that the vast majority of grants will be less than 
$1,000 per employee. 

Senator Will Bond asked for the total amount of this request. Secretary Preston noted 
the request is for $85 million. 

Senator Bond asked if the funds will be first come-first served or if everyone will have an 
opportunity to get something. Secretary Preston explained the intention is to get funds 
to everyone who needs them. Secretary Preston reiterated that he is hopeful the majority 
of the initial 2,300 applications will be able to be funded with the initial appropriation. 

Senator Bond noted the Steering Committee recently approved $15 million and he 
suggested the committee approve an additional $35 million today instead of jumping to 
$85 million. Senator Bond noted the Steering Committee needs to consider more costs 
down the line and plan accordingly.  

Secretary Preston expressed that businesses have been cleared to open and they need 
these funds to follow the re-opening guidelines. Secretary Preston noted the need for the 
grants was demonstrated when 2,300 applications were received in one hour. Secretary 
Preston added that he does not want businesses to have to wait for funds while incurring 
these costs and that we need to give confidence to employees and customers that we are 
returning to work in a safe and secure manner.  

Senator Bond agreed that the money needs to be provided, but asked for clarification on 
why $85 million is needed. Senator Bond suggested an approval of $35 million and 
noted the Steering Committee can meet again early next week and make another 
recommendation if needed. Senator Bond expressed the desire to move more slowly on 
this and noted he does not see a reason to approve such a large amount immediately.  

Secretary Preston reiterated that the demand is there and noted frustration will result if 
the program opens up and then has to shut down again to go back to the committee for 
another approval. Secretary Preston noted his department would like to get as many 
businesses approved as possible in a quick amount of time. 

Senator Irvin noted the Senate feels that the program needs to be rolled out for a 
specified time period and that businesses should be considered in a pro-rated fashion. 
Senator Irvin noted the Senate would be comfortable with a $50 million total then more 
information could be gathered after the specified time period, at which time the Steering 
Committee could meet again and see how much more needs approved. 

Senator Irvin expressed that if the Steering Committee approved $100 million, that is 
8% of the total and 26% of the funds would already be extended. Senator Irvin noted the 
committee needs to keep a vision for the entire amount of money and the committee 
also needs a clear process for how to propose funds. Senator Irvin agreed that the 
committee should be attentive to needs, but stated the process should be fair, 
transparent and accountable.  



 

 

Secretary Smith noted she appreciates the committee’s input, and asked Secretary 
Preston if there are any changes he has for the proposal in addition to changing the 
word “may” to “shall” in the following statement: “Businesses will be required to verify 
funds were used for eligible expenditures and may be required to repay all or a portion 
of the grant if the business is found not in compliance with grant requirements.” 
Secretary Preston did not have any additional changes.  

Representative Fred Allen asked if specific language would be added to include 1099 
businesses. Secretary Preston assured that language would be reflected in the 
application. 

Secretary Walther motioned to accept the proposal with the two language 
changes that were discussed. Bill Gossage provided a second. 

Secretary Walther clarified that the Steering Committee already approved $15 million 
and that this proposal is for an additional $85 million. 

Senator Bond motioned to amend the proposal as stated by Secretary 
Walther with an amount of $35 million rather than $85 million.  

Representative Lane Jean pointed out that he does not mind a compromise, but 
suggested an amount of at least $60 million for total of $75 million. Representative Jean 
noted that if only $50 million total is approved, it will be used up quickly. 

Senator Irvin reiterated that Senators are weighing in and that the Senate will give 
approval for an appropriation amount that they are comfortable with. Senator Irvin 
pointed out that this money has not been spent yet and that authorization will need to 
be given first.  

Representative Michelle Gray echoed Representative Jean’s thoughts and noted there 
were $36 million worth of requests received in under one hour, so if the committee 
approves $50 million total, that could run out within 3-5 hours. Representative Gray 
clarified that Senator Irvin’s recommendation is a Senate recommendation and it is not 
the recommendation of the House.  

Senator Irvin provided a second for the substitute motion of $35 million for 
total of $50 million. 

Secretary Smith noted there is now a motion and a second on both the original proposal 
and the substitute proposal. 

Secretary Preston clarified the dollar amount in the original proposal is $85 million and 
the dollar amount in the substitute proposal is $35 million.  

Bill Gossage offered further clarification that the Senate is proposing to only add $35 
million to the original $15 million and the motion was made by Senator Will Bond with 
a second provided by Senator Missy Irvin. Senator Bond specified that a larger amount 
could be reevaluated in a future meeting. 



 

 

Secretary Walther voiced his concern about the delay that would be caused if the 
demand is higher than what is approved. Secretary Walther noted the purpose of the 
CARES Act is to get money into the hands of those who need it and we do not want to 
delay a good program if there is a need for that money to be in the hands of small 
businesses. Secretary Walther stated he would vote no on the substitute proposal.    

Dr. Greg Bledsoe asked when the amount approved by the Steering Committee will go to 
the legislature for approval. Secretary Walther noted the desire would be to ask for 
emergency approval through Performance Evaluation and Expenditure Review (PEER) 
and ALC chairs today.  

Senator Irvin explained that the reason the Senate is suggesting a $50 million total is 
because they feel comfortable with that appropriation approval. Senator Irvin reiterated 
that legislative authority must be given and noted that the Senate is not opposed to 
opening the website back up with a fair process, gathering information, then deciding 
what to do moving forward. 

Dr. Bledsoe thanked Senator Irvin for her feedback and noted the Steering Committee 
should vote. 

Secretary Smith opened the vote for the substitute proposal allowing for a change in the 
amount from $85 million to $35 million. The substitute proposal failed.  

Secretary Smith opened the vote for the original proposal of $85 million to be added to 
the Arkansas Open for Business Grant Program, with the addition of language for 1099 
businesses and the change of the word “may” to “shall”. The original proposal 
passed with the suggested changes to language.  

Senator Missy Irvin, Senator David Wallace and Senator Will Bond voted against the 
original proposal.   

CONCLUSION 

Secretary Smith noted a recommendation will be made to the Governor from the 
Steering Committee, then the proposal will move onto the ALC. 

Senator Irvin asked if the decision made by the ALC will be reported back to the 
committee. Secretary Smith answered yes and the meeting was adjourned.  

 


