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Winter hoopla
Local high school basketball preview INSIDE
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2021-22 Daily Journal Basketball Preview

Schedules, rosters and previews for girls and  

boys basketball teams for all 24 area schools.
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SMALL BUSINESS OF THE YEAR
Jimmy Jo’s BBQ, in Bourbonnais. Jim Johanek and 
Mishelle Denault, owners. Johanek noted that while 
2021 was a challenging year for many, Jimmy Jo’s, 
which opened in Bourbonnais in 2008, experienced 
its best year in sales.

LARGE BUSINESS OF THE YEAR
SERVPRO of Kankakee County. The Mante-
no-based company is owned by Bobby Nichols. The 
company specializes in property cleanup following 
disasters, big or small. In addition to cleaning and 
restoring properties, the company is focused on 
community involvement as it participates and spon-
sors many local events.

NEW BUSINESS OF THE YEAR
Brandon Casey’s Comfort Crew. Owned by Brandon 
Casey. The Bourbonnais-based business originated 
in 2018 when Casey decided to utilize his exten-
sive knowledge, industry education and 17 years of 
heating and air conditioning experience for his own 
business.

NONPROFIT OF THE YEAR
Still I Rise. Operated by Tocarra Eldridge-Robinson, 
executive director, and Aaron Robinson, operations 
manager. This Kankakee-based organization found-
ed in October 2014 helps to empower low-income 
and underprivileged youth and young adults to cre-
ate a positive and healthy change in society.

BUSINESS OF THE YEAR IN  
INNOVATION & TECHNOLOGY
Converging Networks Group. Jerry Kuntz, chief 
executive officer, and Brad Kuntz, chief technology 
officer. Founded in 2003, the telecommunications 
service provider in downtown Kankakee designs and 
implements complete communications systems 
to meet the specifications of any organization or 
business.

MANUFACTURER OF THE YEAR
Johnsonville Foods in Momence. The sausage-pro-
ducing plant not only maintained production lev-
els in these difficult business times through such 
practices as pay raises and “pandemic pay,” but 
the company also stepped up and helped wherever 
needed. The company gave more than $25,000 to 
local organizations such as Fortitude Community 
Outreach, Choices Youth and Still I Rise. Johnson-
ville also donated hundreds of brats to local commu-
nity organizations, including the Kankakee County 
Chamber of Commerce and to school fundraisers.

AMBASSADOR OF THE YEAR
Amber Turner, account manager, Agente Staffing/
People Etc. Overwhelmed by the award, Turner had 
difficulty maintaining her composure when accept-
ing the award. “It’s so nice to be honored,” she said. 
The chamber noted Turner attended nearly every 
event, from ribbon cuttings to Business Before/
Business After Hours. She worked extensively on the 
chamber’s golf outing, one of its chief fundraisers.

SPECIAL RECOGNITION
Scott Smith, the president of the chamber prior 
to John Keigher’s current term, was honored with 
a special recognition award. Smith has long been 
involved in the chamber and was a key figure in the 
interview and selection process of the organization’s 
executive directors.

PRESIDENT’S AWARD
Brian Creek, accounting partner with Kanka-
kee-based firm, Borschnack, Pelletier & Co. Creek 
serves as the chamber’s treasurer. New chamber 
executive director Ashley Villarreal explained that 
Creek has been one of her go-to people as she has 
worked to find her way within the organization since 
her hiring earlier this spring. She noted Creek is 
often the first phone call she makes when working 
through a problem. “He is literally the voice of rea-
son when I need it,” she said.

An evening of 
awards, reflection

Daily Journal photos/Tiffany Blanchette
Amber Turner accepts her 2021 Ambassador of the Year award Wednesday evening during the Kankakee County Chamber of Commerce Annual 
Dinner & 2021 Awards Night at the Knights of Columbus.
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The Kankakee County Chamber of  Commerce Annual Dinner & 2021 Awards 
Night proved to be an emotional evening for some, as the organization bestowed 
honors on some of  its members and reflected on what’s been a tough year for most.

In addition to tending to some end-of-the-year business and a wrap-up of  this 
year’s successes, the Chamber presented awards to individuals, organizations and 
businesses during the Wednesday evening event at the Knights of  Columbus in 
downtown Kankakee.

The following awards were given during the event:

Employee 
shortages  
could be the  
‘new normal’
Speaker addresses  
America’s changing  
workforce at annual dinner

KANKAKEE — Employers may have 
squirmed in their seats when the keynote 
speaker at Wednesday’s Kankakee Coun-
ty Chamber of Commerce Annual Dinner 
made the following proclamation:

Employers are no longer in control of 
the workforce. Workers are.

“It’s a different world right now,” Pat-
rick Dolan said after the conclusion of 
his speech at the chamber’s annual din-
ner meeting at the Knights of Columbus 
banquet hall in downtown Kankakee. 
“It might not go back to what it was. I 
believe we are going to be in this pat-
tern for years to come.”

Patrick Dolan
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KANKAKEE — Over the last 
seven days, Kankakee County 
has recorded 561 COVID-19 cases, 
according to the Illinois Depart-
ment of  Public Health.

There have been 312 new cases 
over the past four days, the Kanka-
kee County Health Department 
reported as of  Tuesday evening. The 
county now has 20,277 confirmed 
cases and 296 total COVID-related 
deaths.

Health department administrator 
John Bevis said people traveling 
and gathering for Thanksgiving, 
possibly without practicing mask-
ing and social distancing, has con-
tributed to the uptick in cases local-
ly and across the state.

“It would appear that when you 
look at all of  the regions in the state, 
Region 1, which is the northwest 
corner of  the state, and Region 7, 
which includes Will and Kankakee 
counties, we are the two regions 
experiencing the highest positivity 
rate right now,” he said.

Kankakee County’s seven-day 
rolling average positivity rate 
was 6.5 percent on Thanksgiving 
day, according to IDPH, and was  
11.44 percent on Tuesday.

However, it looks like the increase 
might be starting to plateau accord-
ing to recent data, Bevis said.

Kankakee 
Co. sees 
increase 
in COVID
Region’s positivity rate 
stands at over 11%
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KANKAKEE — Closing in on a 
month since a drive-by shooting 
outside the International Lounge in 
Kankakee, two victims remain hos-
pitalized, according to Kankakee 
Police Chief  Robin Passwater.

A total of  four injuries — three 
with gunshot wounds — were 
reported following the Nov. 20 inci-
dent at the 698 N. Schuyler Ave. 
establishment.

“Our investigators are continu-
ing to actively investigate the infor-
mation we have and await evidence 
testing results from the [Illinois 
State Police] lab,” Passwater said.

On Nov. 20, an evening when the 
bar closed early, people were exiting 
the building when multiple shoot-
ers in a passing vehicle opened fire 
on them.

Officers at the scene believe that 
more than 50 rounds were fired 
from several different weapons. 
Investigators recovered one weapon 
at the scene, police said.

Witnesses were uncooperative fol-
lowing the shooting, officials said.

2 victims of 
shooting at  
bar remain  
hospitalized
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