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MINUTES OF THE BLACK BELT COMMISSION 

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE MEETING 

October 30, 2012 

University of West Alabama – Livingston, AL 

 

The Black Belt Commission Executive Committee met Tuesday, October 30, 2012,  at 

the University  of West Alabama in Livingston, AL.  The following were in attendance: 

 

Dr. Richard Holland, President, UWA 

Sue Jones, FOCUS 

Dr. Karl Hamner, U of A 

Ron Sparks, Director, Alabama Rural Development Office 

Mayor Sheldon Day, Co-Chair 

John Zippert, Chair, Agriculture Committee 

Chad Nichols, Co-Chair, Health Committee 

Bea Forniss, Chair, Infrastructure Committee 

Pam Swanner, Marketing and Tourism Committee 

Donald Mills, Chair, Small Business Committee 

Dr. Carol Zippert, Chair, Cultural and Youth Committee 

Dr. Nick Stinnett, Chair, Families Committee 

Samuel Greene, Liaison, Congresswoman Terri Sewell’s Office 

John Clyde Riggs, Alabama-Tombigbee Regional Commission 

Ginger Rue, Project Manager 

Candy Capel, Project Manager  

Emily Law, BBC Executive Director 

Mrs. Stinnett (Dr. Stinnett’s wife) 

Delano Allen, Adm. Asst. to Donald Mills 

 

Dr. Richard Holland, President of the University of West Alabama, welcomed the 

Black Belt Commission to the campus.   He spoke about UWA’s Exchange program.  He 

reported there are 127 students from 27 foreign countries and hope to have 230 more next 

year on campus.   Spoke about the latest expansion project at the University and the 

people involved with the growth of the school and its programs.  He also compared UWA 

to TSU’s foreign program.  The schools are both “state located schools” but with an 

outreach throughout the world.  

 

Mayor Sheldon Day, Co-Chair, welcomed everyone and called the meeting to order. 

He then asked for Ron’s remarks. 

 

Ron Sparks, ARDO Director, gave his comments: 

 Thanked Dr. Holland for his guidance and service at the University of West 

Alabama 

 Talked about the Telehealth Conference in Prattville.  There were over 200 

providers present.  It was a great success. 

 If this can be accomplished, services will be provided by top notch doctors to 

provide the best care available for people in rural areas. 
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 Ron also talked about Duck Dynasty and the Small Business Conference in 

Tuscaloosa. 

 

Ron introduced Sue Jones,  

 Sue has been a youth advocate for over thirty years.  

 She is the co-founder of FOCUS, a funded project of the Alabama Department of 

Public Health and presently serves as the Executive Director. 

 A Health Education Consultant, she works to promote and implement FOCUS in 

schools and communities throughout the State of Alabama. 

 The FOCUS Program promotes school and community partnerships for the 

prevention of HIV/AIDS and other adolescent risk behaviors. 

 The program promotes involvement of students in the planning of prevention 

activities. 

 The program is supported by the Alabama State Department of Education, 

Governor’s Commission on HIV/AIDS, Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy 

and numerous Community based organizations. 

 Sue expressed her desire to partner with members of the Black Belt Commission 

in getting the FOCUS program in the schools  throughout the Black Belt. 

 The biggest problem in the school is getting someone to take charge of the 

program. 

 There are over 200 schools across Alabama participating in the program. 

 Carol Zippert asked what happens when a school signs up?  Sue replied that they 

immediately provide them with training in areas such as leadership. They plan 

and implement health related issues such as the Pink ribbon campaign and 

bullying.  This is a program that should be in every school in the Black Belt. 

 HIV Task Force – Teen Pregnancy and infant mortality are all programs we 

want to get schools involved in. 

 

Dr. Karl Hamner. Ph. D. University of Alabama was introduced by Dr. Hale, Chair 

of the Communications Committee.  Dr. Hamner talked about Broadband’s role in 

healthcare: The case for telehealth and rural veterans in Alabama.   

 He pointed out that it’s impossible to get specialist out in the rural areas of the 

state and about the shortage of doctors statewide. 

 Only 45% of eligible Veterans are enrolled in the VA Health Care System. 41% 

of Veterans are considered rural and 39% of enrolled Veterans who served in Iraw 

and Afghanistan are rural communities. 

 Discussed rural Veterans and their general health problems and mental health 

issues of Veterans.  20.3 % - 42.4% of soldiers returning from Iraq and 

Afghanistan require mental health treatment. 

 Dr. Hamner’s provider community is academic and he is looking for partners in 

this effort. He shared an informative brochure with the committee members. 

 Sheldon talked about the partnerships that could be created to implement the 

program.               

 Ron stated most hospitals are not equipped to treat stoke victims.  That’s what 

this commission is all about; quality of life and saving people’s lives. 
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COMMITTEE REPORTS:  

 

AGRICULTURE COMMITTEE – John Zippert, Chair, reported – 

 Continuing to work on the major project, the Fruit and Vegetable Marketing 

Center. 

 Everything is in hands of Tuskegee University which is in process of contracting.  

 Talked about the Alabama Agriculture Grant Alliance – Tuskegee, Alabama A & 

M and Auburn.   

  Processing center will be for produce processing, research and for education. 

 In meeting with farmers who will participate they will also assist with operating 

the market. 

 Next step will be the ribbon cutting. 

 

COMMUNICATIONS COMMITTEE – Dr. David Hale, Chair, Ginger Rue. 

Project Manager, reported – 

 Aiding the state Broadband Initiative in developing and disseminating 

performance metrics.  This includes participating in focus groups throughout 

Alabama to gain stakeholder feedback interviewing key stakeholders and 

developing metrics for assessment of projects within each of the State’s ten 

broadband regions. 

 Contributed to a new U. S. Department of Commerce proposal to develop the 

bamboo industry in Alabama. Our participation focuses on the economic 

development aspects of the proposal including industry capacity, supply-chain 

distribution, market analysis and policy trade-off analysis. 

 Assisting the Veteran’s Administration Hospital in Tuscaloosa reach out to Vets 

in the Black Belt to gain access to care through the VA Mobile Care Unit.  Less 

than 40% of those vets that are eligible for health assistance are currently using 

services.  Our goal is to make vets more aware of the services to which they are 

entitled. 

 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE - Felecia Jones, Chair, Thomas 

Moore, Program Manager- 

 No report. 

 

CULTURAL AND YOUTH – Dr. Carol Zippert, Chair, Thomas Moore, Project 

Manager, reported – 

 Stated Dr. Holland sits on the Board of the Black Belt Community Foundation. 

 We get funding for community-based arts projects. 

 Funded again for $155,000, $100,000 of which is earmarked for arts education.   

 The average grant is $3,000. 

 In partnership with the State Council on the arts. 

 Will be sending out information the first of the year regarding grant workshops. 

 Projects have to be community-based arts programs. 

 Group can partner with schools. 
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 Goal is to find ways to help the groups get these funds. 

 Looking forward to another year of celebration. 

 

EDUCATION COMMITTEE – Dr. Daniel Boyd, Chair, Ginger Rue, Project 

Manager, reported- 

 Continuing to meet.  Held conference call last meeting. Waiting on grant 

information. 

 Lowndes County schools participated in the Teach for America Program again 

with 80% passing graduation exams this year. 

 

FAMILIES COMMITTEE – Dr. Nick Stinnett, Co-Chair – Ginger Rue, Project 

Manager: 

 Presently working with churches in Alabama to conduct marriage enrichment 

seminars. 

 Committee has done public service announcement regarding families.  These are 

thirty-second leaders about the importance of having family meals together. 

 

HEALTH COMMITTEE –– Congresswoman Terri Sewell and Chad Nichols, Co-

Chairs, reported: 

 Talked about the Dialysis Center opening in January in Perry County and what a 

great thing it would be for the Commission to have a presence there. 

 Good news regarding KidCheck funding from USDA through DRA to get more 

equipment and supplies. 

 These funds will pay for all equipment and supplies. This is important especially 

in the Black Belt. 

 It will be enough to make a difference as we are looking for this to expand in the 

Black Belt.  

 We will be partnering with more nursing schools in this region: Bullock, Macon, 

Thomasville City, Selma City, Wilcox County. 

 Verizon Foundation has asked us to make a presentation in Washington at a 

health summit about KidCheck and this technology. 

 

Samuel Green, Congresswoman Sewell’s office – People of Perry County are excited 

about this.  He reported the CEO Vaughn Hospital last week to do health clinic. 

 

INFRASTRUCTURE COMMITTEE – Bea Forniss, Chair - Thomas Moore, 

Program Manager, reported: 

 We (ASU) are going into the new stadium on Thanksgiving. 

 Discussed this year’s DRA Class with Donald Mills and Ron Sparks. 

 Stressed that she wants people for the class who are doing the work. 

 Talked about the CDBG Compliance Workshop.  

 Hope to have workshop in Mobile this year. 

 Technical Assistance Workshop will be in Florence. 

 A Compliance Workshop will be held at Perdido Beach. 

 Reported Bonnie Durham with ARC is retiring January 1 and Jimmy Lester will 
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Be assigned ARC and DRA. 

 Regarding Recaptured Funds: $1,000,000 – three projects awarded 

Camden – Sewer $350,000 – Butler-Sewer $326,357 and Lowndes County - 

$327,643 

 Reported trying to hire person who will do nothing but look for funding. 

 

MANUFACTURING COMMITTEE – George Alford, Chair, Candy Capel, Project 

Manager, reported- 

 George continues to work on the Golden Dragon project and several other 

Chinese projects in Wilcox County. 

 

MARKETING & TOURISM –Pam Swanner, Chair, Thomas Moore, Project 

Manager, reported – 

 Tourism is a strong industry. Alabama Black Belt Adventures predicts that 

$1,000,000 will be generated in the Black Belt region alone. 

 Awarded grant and hope to have funding in sixty days. 

 The Tourism Committee is organizing and establishing the Black Belt Tourism 

Alliance. 

 Working on the 2013 “World’s Widest Yard Sale.” Hope to expand this year on 

the coverage of the yard sale. 

 

SMALL BUSINESS COMMITTEE – Donald Mills, Chair, Ginger Rue, Program 

Manager, reported: 

 Homegrown Small Business Conference held September 28
th  

 had 167 attendees 

from Hale, Greene and Sumter Counties. 

 One guest speaker was Willow Tufano, a young entrepreneur, who made her own 

money to use as a down payment to purchase a foreclosed house.  She repaired 

the house and now has a steady income from her investment. 

 Conference also featured Kay Robertson, known to fans of the hit reality show 

Duck Dynasty as “Miss Kay, which was quite enjoyable 

 Next conference call is November 8. 

 A Calendar of Events and Activities for 2013 was distributed. 

 

SKILLS TRAINING AND WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT – Dr. James Mitchell, 

Chair, Candy Cappel, Project Manager, reported- 

 No report 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

TRANSPORTATION COMMITTEE – Shirley Worthington, Chair – Candy Capel, 

Project Manager, reported - 

 Still waiting on ALDOT before Ron goes to see the Governor. 

 

Ron reminded everyone to contact Sue Jones with your contact for schools in your area. 

 

REGIONAL COUNCIL REPORTS:  

 

John Clyde Riggs, Alabama-Tombigbee Regional Commission –  
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 Talked about changes in the Black Belt. 

 All Regional Councils have contracted with the Alabama Dept of Senior Services 

to take over the Medicaid Waiver Program from Department of Public Health. 

 Seventeen additional people have been hired to assist with this. 

 Discussed the Golden Dragon project and how it will define rural areas to 

compete for manufacturing. 

 Also discussed the negotiations that have gone on for two years and the Chinese 

have never asked about the workforce or where it’s coming from. 

 Held Job Fair for construction jobs in Camden with 600 people in attendance. 

 Working with AIDT – to offer program “Pathway to Employment.”  The goal is 

to get people employed. 

 Concerned with the demand created by other jobs that will be coming to the area. 

 Partnering with Wilcox County School system with training. 

 Talked about the Corps of Engineer closing down locks.  Went to Governor and 

he worked with Congresswoman Sewell’s office to get this stopped. 

 

Tyson Howard, South Central Alabama Development Commission: Absent 

 

Bob Lake, West Alabama Regional Commission: (Absent) 

 

 

Sheldon and Ron gave closing remarks before the meeting adjourned for a delicious 

lunch provided by Donald Mills and the University of West Alabama. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


