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Our Mission
To improve county Farm Bureau® influence in local 
government issues and advance county Farm Bureau leaders’ 
awareness, capability, and involvement in local government 
issues through information and assistance in understanding 
and planning on local government issues.

Call to Action 
We encourage you to share LINK with county Farm Bureau 
leadership and membership. 

We encourage you to share this publication with your local 
officials. This information may be a LINK to their success.

Upcoming Dates & Events

Week of February 15
Governmental Affairs Leadership Conference 
(GALC) Virtual Conference

•  Tuesday, February 16: Noon – 1:00 PM
National & State Update and Priorities

•  Wednesday, February 17: Noon – 1:00 PM
Business and Environment

•  Thursday, February 18: Noon – 1:00 PM
Local Issues and Engagement

February 23
Consolidated Primary Election

February 24-25 
31st Annual Rural Community Economic 
Development Conference. This event will be virtual.

April 6 
Consolidated Election

April 13 
Annual Town Meeting
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By Brenda Matherly

News headlines related to COVID-19 have brought attention 
to county health departments (CHD) recently, but they 
shine a light on only a small portion of what these and other 
local government bodies do. While some of their services, 
such as emergency preparedness and reporting processes, 
are commonly covered by local news outlets and social 
media, their routine roles, structure and authority within 
the county sometimes fall below the radar. 

This edition of LINK provides a broader look at CHDs to 
give you a better understanding of their role outside of a 
pandemic.  

One of the primary roles of our local units of government 
is to serve as a subunit of state government. Our CHDs, 
for example, are accountable to the Illinois Department of 
Public Health, while performing services and administering 
programs designed to maintain the health of our local 
communities. 

COVID-19 has called new attention to CHDs and their efforts 
to keep the public safe. 

Multiple Illinois county boards have given the CHD the 
authority to enforce COVID-19 mitigation measures from 
the governor and Illinois Department of Public Health. 
Among the measures now in its power, these county health 
departments can now issue fines to businesses not in 
compliance with public health guidelines.

At the local level, CHDs are served by a county board of 
health. Members of the board of health are appointed by 
the chairman of the county governing board and must 
report to the county board. According to the Counties Code 
(55 ILCS 5/5-25001), the board of health must be made up of 
two physicians, one dentist, one county board member and 
four citizens at-large. Public board members are appointed 
for three-year terms, while the term of the member 
appointed from the county board shall be one year. County 
health departments in counties with populations of 200,000 
or more can decide to increase the size of the health board 
to up to 12 members. 

Whether to establish a CHD is a local decision. Only two 
Illinois counties do not have a CHD: Edwards and Richland. 

The decision to operate a CHD happens either by a 
resolution passed by the county board or by voter support 
through a referendum. That creation process is key to their 
funding structure.  

Read more about funding options on page 4 of this 
publication.

To better serve the community, CHDs often partner and/
or contract with other agencies, community organizations 
and local units of government. This might include private 
or public hospitals, local law enforcement, school districts, 
municipal-level boards and county Farm Bureaus.  

County Care: How Health Departments Work to Keep Residents Safe
County Health Departments’ Efforts to Keep Residents Safe Often Goes Unnoticed

The CHD has the authority to:

•  Recommend the county board
adopt health-care and disease-
control rules and regulations

•  Offer input and recommendation
to the county board on the
declaration of a county health
emergency

• Set fees for services

•  Conduct food-safety and health
inspections

• Perform water-quality checks

•  Conduct private well and septic
inspections and issue permits

•  Investigate public health
nuisance complaints

•  Enforce capacity limits and
closures of retail food operations
and similar businesses

•  Provide support for training
food-service workers

•  Investigate the existence of any
contagious or infectious disease
and adopt measures to control it

What about Post-Pandemic? 

In non-pandemic times, CHDs still carry 
significant power to carry out their primary 
functions of promoting and protecting the 
health of residents and controlling the spread 
of disease. 
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Like many units of government, funding for county health 
department (CHD) services and infrastructure can come 
from a combination of sources.  

Funding comes from local, state, and federal government 
and non-governmental contributions. Examples of 
funding can include local tax dollars and fees for services, 
state dollars from the Illinois Department of Health, 
intergovernmental sharing from the federal government 
and governmental and non-governmental grants.  

County-level funding is predicated, in part, by the initial 
creation of the county, bi-county or multi-county health 
departments.

•  If the CHD was created by voter approval, through ballots
cast on a county-wide referendum, voters can also
approve a separate property tax to help fund the CHD.
That tax is limited to no more than 10 cents per $100 of
assessed property value in the district.

•  If the CHD was created through the passage of a resolution
voted on by the county board(s), funding may be pulled
from the county’s existing general corporate fund.

•  If the county has an existing tuberculosis district that levies
a property tax, it has the option of dissolving the taxing
district and converting those tax dollars to support CHD
services. That tax is limited to up to 7.5 cents per $100 of
assessed property value in the district.

•  If a county has a population of fewer than 1 million people,
it may use the CHD to assist with mental health programs.
In that case, an additional property tax may be levied
with voter approval. That tax is limited to .05% of the total
taxable value within the district. With additional voter
approval, that tax can be increased by another .05%.

•  If counties are served by a bi-county or multi-county
health department, the permitted revenue and
expenditures are shared proportionally.

As is also the case with local units of government, the CHD
is required to prepare an annual budget. Included in the
budget is identification of the upcoming year’s revenue
sources and anticipated expenditures. The CHD must report
that proposed budget to the county board for approval.

CHD Funding Available from Multiple Sources
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Illinois County Health Departments Spectrum of Services
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Environmental 
Health Services

Adult And 
Senior Health 
Services

Adolescent And 
Child Health 
Services

•  Health Insurance Enrollment Assistance
• Medicine Disposal (RxBox)
•  Health Safety Donations

(e.g. face coverings)
• Public Pool Inspections

•  Hearing and Vision Screenings
• Immunizations
• Influenza Vaccines
•  Dental Clinics and Exams
•  Outpatient Behavioral Health
• Family Counseling

•  Developmental Screenings
• Therapeutic Services
•  School and Sports Physicals
•  Sick Visits and Injury Evaluations
• Daycare Inspections
• Lead Exposure Testing

• Adult Health Screenings
• Physical Exams
•  Communicable Disease

Control
• Health Education
•  HIV/AIDS Prevtention and

Testing
•  TB Surveillance and Testing

• Travel Immunizations
•  Tobacco-Free Community 

Initiatives
•  Vision and Hearing Testing
• Diabetes Education
•  Optometry Services and Exams
• Elder Abuse Hotline
•  Harm Reduction Programs for

Substance Use Disorders

• Prenatal Care
• Breastfeeding Education
•  WIC Application Assistance
• Baby Well Exams
•  Breast and Cervical Cancer Screenings
•  Farmers Market Nutrition Program

•  Food Safety and Inspections
•  Bacterial Screens and Counts
• Water Quality Checks
•  Private Well and Septic

Permits and Inspections

•  Well Sealings/Tank 
Abandonment

•  Radon Education and Test Kits
•  West Nile Virus Surveillance
•  Public Health Nuisance

Complaints

Emergency 
Preparedness 
Services

• Infectious Disease Control
•  Natural Disaster Response and Recovery
•  Bioterrorism Preparedness and

Community Coordination
• Emergency Food and Water Safety
•  Emergency Pharmaceutical Distribution

•  Crisis Intervention and Counseling
•  Addictions Treatment and Substance

Abuse Programs
•  Psychological Assessment
•  Outpatient Mental Health Services
•  Case Management and Care Coordination
• Family Support Services
• Homelessness Resources

Maternal 
Health 
Services

Community 
Health 
Services

Behavioral 
Health 
Services

Source: Illinois Association of County Board Members
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Multi-County Health Departments Often Effective Intergovernmental Agreements

County health departments (CHDs) can be organized under 
a bi-county or multi-county structure, and many elect to 
use this option to share resources. In all, 14 Illinois counties 
partner with neighboring counties to more efficiently 
provide residents with health services.

The structure and authorities of these multi-county CHDs 
have more similarities than differences compared with a 
single CHD. 

The primary differences include serving a larger area and 
governance by more than one county board. By law (55 ILCS 
5/5-25012), any two or more adjacent counties may establish 
and operate under the authority of a bi-county or multi-
CHD. Like a single CHD, these may be created by resolution 
of the county boards of the respective counties or by 
approval through county-wide referenda.

Multi-county health departments that cover four or more 
counties must receive approval from the Illinois Department 
of Public Health before being created. 

The sharing of a CHD is an example of an intergovernmental 
agreement, where two or more units of government agree 
on a course of action that is mutually beneficial. In this 
case, the agreement allows for the sharing of services, staff, 
expenses and revenue.

At least four multi-county health departments exist in 
Illinois, covering the following counties:

•  Alexander, Harding, Johnson, Massac, Pope, Pulaski and 
Union counties: Southern Seven Health Department

•  Gallatin, Saline and White counties: Egyptian Health 
Department 

• Dewitt-Piatt Bi-County Health Department

• Franklin-Williamson Bi-County Health Department
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In counties with a population under 500,000, one member shall 
be chosen from each county board. In counties with a population 
over 500,000, two members shall be chosen from each county 
board. Additional board requirements may vary by population.

By the Numbers: Multi-County Health Departments

The board of health for bi-county and multi-county 
CHDs will typically have four members appointed 
from each county. At least 2 members shall be 
physicians and at least one member a dentist.

< 500,000

> 500,000
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In-Person During a Virtual Year
County Farm Bureau Partners with CHD to Sweeten a Sticky Situation at the Fairgrounds 
When life gives you lemons, you make lemonade – and if 
you’re a county fair, you make a lemonade-shakeup. At least, 
that was the case before the giant lemon called COVID-19 
turned this year’s schedule of county fairs and other live 
events sour. 

The McLean County Fairgrounds were among the many 
locations forced to cancel some or all events during the 
pandemic. But with guidance from the McLean County Health 
Department, the facility played host to a successful junior 
livestock show and food fest last summer. 

The McLean County Farm Bureau (CFB) has owned the 
fairgrounds since 1932. Board members stay actively involved 
in the use of the facility by serving as the McLean County Fair 
Association, and McLean CFB Manager Mike Swartz oversees 
the fairgrounds.  

Under typical circumstances, the grounds are in use for 43 out 
of 52 weekends of the year. But once the state started shutting 
down gatherings due to coronavirus-mitigation efforts mid-
March, bookings started rapidly falling through.

Cancelations included the five-day McLean County Fair. 

Although the larger event was shuttered, Swartz worked with 
the county health department to salvage the McLean County 
Fair Junior Livestock Show and create the Taste of McLean 
County Fair Food Fest. 

He met with health department officials three times leading 
up to the events, discussing safety and health concerns and 
best practices. 

“Our junior livestock exhibitors and their families work hard all 
year to get their animals ready for the show ring; we had to do 
our best to make the livestock show happen for them,” said 
Swartz. “The food vendors that are regulars at our county fair 
rely on the event for income and we wanted to be sure they 
were taken care of, too.” 

Swartz originally thought the food fest would have to be a 
drive-up event, where patrons parked, ordered food and had 
it delivered to their cars. But during planning meetings, health 
department officials suggested a more traditional approach.  

“They said, ‘we think we have a plan for you, so you can 
actually have people walk down main street to get food.’ And 
I said, ‘I am all ears, tell me what to do’,” said Swartz, who was 
excited to have this friendlier option for visitors. 

To make the idea a reality, the team created a new plan 
and printed signage for one-way traffic to flow through the 
property. 

Menus for each food vendor were provided online and at 
various locations around the property. Masks were mandatory 
for people to enter the food vendor area and only 50 
individuals were allowed in the space at one time.

Thanks to these additional precautions, nearly 7,000 people 
safely attended the events over a six-day period. Swartz said 
the modified plan was no harder to execute than an average 
event at the fairgrounds but took a new type of thought 
process. 

“This was just different because everything was brand new,” 
he said. “I’m grateful that the county health department was 
willing to work with us to provide a safe in-person experience 
for visitors during these uncertain times.” 

With so many of its regularly scheduled activities canceled, 
the McLean County Fairgrounds has served as a coronavirus-
testing site for most of the pandemic. On an average day, 
nearly 530 people are tested at the location. 
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COVID testing site at the McLean County Fairgrounds.

Taste of McLean County Fair Food Fest. (Photos courtesy of 
McLean CFB Manager Mike Swartz)

Mike Swartz

County Farm Bureau Manager 
McLean County
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County Health Departments Offer Diverse, Unique Services
Fulton County Official Advises Learning More about What’s Available in your Area
How familiar are you with what your local county health 
department (CHD) offers? 

During an emergency, when you’re more likely to hear 
about only certain parts of the portfolio, you might think 
you know what this local agency is responsible for. But 
the full scope is much broader and more diverse than just 
vaccinations and placing restrictions on restaurants.

“The health department is doing more than what most 
people are aware of,” said Laura Hepp Kessel, who manages 
the Southern Illinois University School of Medicine’s 
telehealth program and sits on both the Fulton County 
Board and the county’s board of health. 

Kessel said the services available from CHDs will vary greatly 
from county to county. Some services are standard, while 
others are at local officials’ discretion. 

But in many cases, they could be a resident’s only option. 

In Fulton County, for example, the CHD offers a dental 
clinic that is widely used. It’s not a required service for 
CHDs to offer, Kessel noted, but the board saw it as a need, 
particularly for residents who don’t have dental insurance 
or for those who have Medicaid coverage.

The Fulton CHD funds some of its programs through 
revenue from local taxes. In other cases, it uses grant 
funding, further expanding the services it can provide.

Outside funding allows the Fulton CHD to offer medication 
management and housekeeping programs to residents of 
certain parts of the county. 

That’s in addition to the more traditional health care 
services, such as immunizations, wellness checks, medical 
testing and many more (see graphic on page 5). Even 
though many of these services are likely available through 
local hospitals and clinics, whether residents can afford 
them there is another question.

“Depending on their health insurance co-pays and 
deductibles, I would say it’s likely some people wouldn’t 
be able to access many of the services if they couldn’t go 
through the health department,” Kessel said.

Laura Hepp Kessel

Director of Telehealth 
Services at Southern Illinois 
University School of Medicine

Fulton County Board Member

Laura Hepp Kessel, left, has led the Southern Illinois University School of Medicine’s telehealth program since 2019.  
Also pictured is Dr. Kari Wolf, Psychology Department chair at the SIU School of Medicine. (Photo courtesy of Laura Hepp Kessel)
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6 Questions for Kessel About How the Fulton CHD Works

1) How was the FCHD created?  

In response to rising cases of measles, 
scarlet fever and smallpox, Fulton 
County hired its first public health 
nurse in 1937. Six years later, it partnered 
with McDonough County to create a 
bi-county health department, in large 
measure to support the Camp Ellis 
U.S. Army base. In 1946, Fulton County 
residents approved a referendum to 
create a health department of their own.

2) What’s the relationship between 
the county health department and 
the county board of health?  

The eight-member board of health is 
appointed by the county board chair 
and approved by the county board to 
three-year terms. The board of health 
is involved in most of the regular 
operations of the CHD. Among its 
duties, the board of health oversees 
grant funds, establishes committees and 
sets salaries for CHD staff.

3) How do the CHD and board of 
health work with the county board?  

The board of health reports to 
the county board and makes 
recommendations for the county board 
to decide, such as the CHD budget, 

health ordinances, fees and more. 
The county board also levies taxes on 
behalf of the CHD and administers 
payroll and employment benefits for 
CHD employees. The county board also 
leads an annual county audit, which will 
include the CHD. 

4) What value do CHDs provide 
rural areas?  

FCHD provides invaluable services to 
Fulton County. It hosts health-related 
activities in the county, provides 
immunizations, family planning services, 
PSA testing, smoking cessation support, 
blood lead screening, cholesterol 
testing and disease reporting and 
investigation, among many other health 
care services to those who need it. 

5) What other groups does the FCHD 
partner with?  

It hosts monthly meetings with area 
social service organizations, educational 
institutions, health care organizations 
and others to connect and learn about 
what each other is doing. In addition, 
the CHD partners with local schools 
and other organizations for health 
promotion and education activities. 
 

In the event of a health emergency, such 
as COVID-19, FCHD partners with our 
county Emergency Services and Disaster 
Agency director, local law 
enforcement leaders, emergency 
medical services director, the local 
hospital, the Salvation Army, the local 
school district and many others. 

6) Do they improve access to health 
care in rural areas? 

Absolutely! In addition to the services 
I already mentioned, they also provide 
blood pressure screening, colorectal 
cancer screening, WIC and case 
management of baby and mother, 
flu immunizations, glucose testing, 
hearing testing, HIV/AIDS testing and 
education, Pap tests, pregnancy testing, 
STD testing, vision screenings and much 
more.

Fulton County Farm Bureau has worked with the Fulton 
CHD for several years and promotes its clinics and services 
to members, Manager Elaine Stone said. 

Stone has a high opinion of the value the Fulton CHD 
provides.

“County health departments are often taken for granted, 
but they have a role in everything a county does,” Stone 
said. “They’re unsung heroes. They’re always there, quietly 
doing what they’re supposed to do.” 

Kessel suggested county Farm Bureaus invite the local CHD 
administrator to a future board meeting to learn more 
about how they operate, their services and partnership 
opportunities.

“It’s important for county Farm Bureau managers just to get 
to know the local health department and get to know what 
services are offered in your area,” she said. “These are things 
that impact the community, but it’s happening behind the 
scenes.”

Beyond health care, the Fulton CHD also has the authority 
to inspect restaurants, water wells and septic systems. And 
during an emergency, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, it 
can enforce restrictions. 

“ The COVID-19 pandemic has been challenging for all of us, 
but local leaders have stepped up to do what’s best for the 
county,” Kessel said. 

“ Even when people have different perspectives, we’ve 
worked well as a team to get through the emergency.”

The services offered by a county health department (CHD) aren’t the only things 
that will vary between counties – how each one operates will be different, too. Here, 
Kessel shares some details from inside the Fulton CHD.
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