
WASHINGTON — Little 
Rock Mayor Mark Stodola 
and Springdale Mayor Doug 
Sprouse met with White 
House officials Wednesday 
to discuss infrastructure 
priorities and to hear brief 
remarks from President 
Donald Trump.

Stodola, who serves as 
president of the National 
League of 
Cities, and 
S p r o u s e 
opted not to 
boycott the 
gathering, as 
several oth-
er mayors 
had done.

T h e 
League and 
Little Rock’s 
city govern-
m e n t  a r e 
both non-
partisan, St-
odola noted.

“We rep-
resent con-
servatives, 
liberals, in-
dependents, 
we represent Republicans 
and Democrats [and] what-
ever other stripes there 
might be,” Stodola said. “I 
think it was important to 
listen to the administration 
very directly. And to the ex-
tent that I can have a voice 
to influence that direction 

The state highway depart-
ment will not tear down the 
historic White River Bridge 
in Clarendon — at least, for 
now.

Pulaski  County Cir-
cuit Judge Chris Piazza on 
Wednesday asked officials 
to hold off until a hearing in 
February, and they agreed.

Arkansas Deputy Attor-
ney General Monty Baugh 
told Piazza that the state De-
partment of Transportation is 
under legal obligation to fed-
eral authorities to tear down 
the old bridge. If that order is 
not carried out, he said, the 
state could end up having to 
repay up to 80 percent of the 
$60.8 million it took to con-
struct a new bridge.

Baugh provided a copy of 
a letter sent Tuesday from 
Angel Correau, division ad-
ministrator with the Feder-
al Highway Administration, 
saying that the state agency 
“must fully comply” with the 
order despite pending law-
suits.

Failure to comply could 
lead to actions by the federal 
agency, “such as repayment 
of Federal Funds previously 
expended to construct the 
new U.S. Highway 79 bridge 
and other associated activi-
ties for the removal of the 
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University of Arkansas System board of trustees Chairman Ben 
Hyneman (left) and Vice Chairman Mark Waldrip attend a meeting 
Wednesday at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences in 
Little Rock.

Rallying for school choice
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Arkansas Christian Academy students (from left) Hailey Gaddis, Taylor Apple, Markeson Taylor and Zachary Arp listen as classmate 
Brandon Clowers speaks Wednesday during the Arkansas School Choice Rally at the state Capitol.                               Article, 2B

Volunteers remove wreaths

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette/STATON BREIDENTHAL

Isaac Perales, a Marine stationed at Little Rock Air Force Base, picks up wreaths Wednesday at 
the Arkansas State Veterans Cemetery in North Little Rock. Volunteers worked picking up and 
boxing the 8,000 Wreaths of Honor put out for the holidays.
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Old bridge gets few weeks’ reprieve
Judge sets hearing for parties seeking to raze it, save it
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FAYETTEVILLE — For-
mer state Rep. Micah Neal, 
who pleaded guilty to accept-
ing kickbacks, will testify in a 
hearing today in the case of 
his accused co-conspirators, 
according to a passage in a 
court order Wednesday.

Neal’s attorney, Shane 

Wilkinson of Bentonville, 
confirmed that Neal has been 
subpoenaed for today’s hear-
ing.

“I will not object to his tes-
timony because he has noth-
ing to hide,” Wilkinson said 
in an email.

The U.S. Department of 
Justice alleges that Neal and 
former state Sen. Jon Woods, 

both of Springdale, took kick-
backs in return for steering 
$550,000 in state grants to Ec-
clesia College in Springdale.

The kickbacks, according 
to the government’s indict-
ment, were passed through 
a consulting firm owned by 
Randell Shelton Jr., a mutual 
friend of Woods and Eccle-
sia President Oren Paris III. 

Woods, Shelton and Paris face 
trial April 9.

Neal and Woods also ac-
cepted kickbacks in return for 
directing $400,000 in grants 
to a Bentonville nonprofit 
organization called Ameri-
Works, according to the gov-
ernment’s case.

Neal, a Republican, plead-
ed guilty Jan. 4, 2017, to one 

count of conspiracy to com-
mit fraud, admitting that he 
took two kickbacks totaling 
$38,000 in exchange for di-
recting the grants. He has not 
been sentenced.

The main focus of today’s 
hearing will be on the fur-
ther consequences, if any, 
of 79 audio recordings made 
by Neal but not disclosed 

to the defense until Nov. 15, 
shortly before Woods’ trial 
was originally set to begin. 
The focus of the hearing was 
confirmed in a court order is-
sued Wednesday by U.S. Dis-
trict Judge Timothy Brooks. 
Brooks ruled on motions by 
both the defense and the gov-
ernment.

Ex-lawmaker to testify in case of former senator accused of getting kickbacks
DOUG THOMPSON
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FORT SMITH — A federal 
court jury ruled Wednesday 
that a police officer did not 
use excessive force against a 
man under arrest and hand-
cuffed when the man fell face 
first onto the concrete floor 
at the county jail.

A jury of six men and two 
women deliberated about an 

hour before returning with a 
ruling in favor of former offi-
cer Justin Deleon and the city 
of Fort Smith.

The jury also returned a 
verdict against the accusation 
that the city ratified unconsti-
tutional behavior by approv-
ing the use-of-force report 
Deleon wrote after the inci-
dent at the jail.

The jury began deliberat-

ing about 5 p.m. after three 
days of testimony in the civ-
il lawsuit filed by Clarence 
Leonard Scott, 44, of Fort 
Smith against Deleon and 
Fort Smith.

“‘I’m going to bond out 
and file a lawsuit,’” Scott 
yelled at Deleon before he 
was injured at the jail, one of 
Fort Smith’s attorneys, Doug 
Carson, told jurors in closing 

arguments. Carson said Scott 
saw an opportunity to sue 
Deleon and he took it.

The lawsuit centered on 
injuries Scott suffered April 
18, 2014, when he fell onto the 
concrete floor of the Sebas-
tian County jail’s sally port, 
a garage.

Scott claimed that Deleon, 
who arrested Scott outside a 

Jury rules in favor of ex-officer
Verdict in jail injury lawsuit also a victory for Fort Smith
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2 mayors
opt to go
to D.C.,
join talks
Focus of session
on infrastructure
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12 road
projects
on back
burner
Stalled U.S. bill
cited as reason
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The Arkansas Depart-
ment of Transportation 
has pulled a dozen road 
construction projects from 
its bid-letting in February, 
citing the inability of Con-
gress to come up with a 
transportation spending bill 
for the federal fiscal year 
that began Oct. 1.

Although Congress has 
continued to fund the U.S. 
government under a se-
ries of what are known as 
continuing resolutions, the 
funding levels under such 
stopgap measures are lower 
than funding levels set out 
in the five-year highway bill 
Congress passed in 2015.

The most recent con-
tinuing resolution was 
signed into law Monday by 
President Donald Trump. 
It ended a three-day par-
tial government shutdown 
and funds the government 
through Feb. 8.

Most road construction 
projects in Arkansas are 
built using a mix of feder-
al and state money. Federal 
money can be used to pay 
up to 80 percent of the cost 
of Arkansas routes on the 
national highway system.

Bids will be opened on 
Feb. 21 as scheduled on a 
reduced total of 32 projects 
worth an estimated $67.2 
million.

Scott Bennett, the de-
partment’s director, made 
the recommendation to 
withdraw the 12 projects 
before the government 
shutdown.

“Due to the lower level 
of authorized funding and a 
partial year’s obligation au-
thority, we are forced to be-
gin delaying projects until 
funding becomes available,” 
Bennett told the Arkansas 
Highway Commission in a 
memo dated Jan. 17.

The projects are scat-
tered throughout the state 
and mostly involved heavy 
maintenance in which con-
tractors add another layer of 
asphalt to extend the life of 
the roadway before it must 
be fully rebuilt. Other proj-
ects involve making safety 
improvements to selected 
sections, such as treatments 
that provide more traction 
on wet pavement.

See PROJECTS, Page 7B

The University of Arkan-
sas System is closely moni-
toring the financial status of 
its academic medical center 
after the layoffs of nearly 260 
employees earlier this month 
to curb a deficit.

The University of Arkan-
sas for Medical Sciences on 
Jan. 8 announced that it was 
cutting 600 positions, 258 of 
which were filled at the time, 
as a way to help trim what 
administrators there antici-
pated would be a $72.3 mil-

lion deficit, nearly twice the 
$39.8 million they had orig-
inally expected. The elim-
inated positions represent 
5.5 percent of UAMS’ 10,900 
employees.

UAMS has said the lay-
offs — though a difficult 
decision — were necessary 
when nearly two-thirds of its 
$1.5 billion budget is made up 
of personnel costs. It expects 
the move to save $18 million 
in the fiscal year that ends 
June 30.

Now, the UA System’s in-
ternal auditors are meeting 

biweekly with UAMS ad-
ministrators to monitor the 
effects of the budget reduc-
tions and revenue enhance-
ments. The auditors are also 
keeping close watch on the 
medical center’s unrestricted 
cash, days cash on hand and 
days in accounts receivable, 
the system’s Chief Audit Ex-
ecutive Jacob Flournoy said 
Wednesday.

Speaking to trustees at a 
board meeting Wednesday, 
Flournoy pulled out financial 
statements for the academic 

UA System focusing
on UAMS cash woes
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FAYETTEVILLE — A 
public forum to discuss the 
expansion of the state’s law 
on concealed-carry handguns 
will be held at 10 a.m. today 
on the University of Arkan-
sas, Fayetteville campus.

State lawmakers last year 
expanded the number of 
public facilities where peo-
ple who had permits could 
carry concealed weapons. 
Previously, public colleges 
and universities could ban 

concealed weapons on cam-
puses.

The new law states that any-
one wishing to carry a weapon 
in areas such as a public univer-
sity classroom must get a spe-
cial, enhanced license.

No such licenses have 
been issued thus far, but the 
Arkansas State Police has ap-
proved the rules for training 
firearms instructors who will 
offer the training to get the 
enhanced permits. Firearms 
instructors will have to pass 

a state test before offering 
the training, and, apart from 
some military-related excep-
tions, licenses will be issued 
only to people who are 21 or 
older.

The forum will be held in the 
E.J. Ball Courtroom in UA’s law 
school. Among those answer-
ing questions from the campus 
community will be Steve Gaha-
gans, director of the university’s 
Police Department, and Terry 
Martin, UA’s vice provost for 
academic affairs.
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 Friends, family, clients and especially his
partners and colleagues at
Dover Dixon Horne PLLC

mourn the loss of

Allan W. “Dick” Horne

Dover Dixon Horne PLLC

Bennett said that until 
Congress passes a budget 
for the federal fiscal year 
that began Oct. 1, depart-
ment officials will continue 
to re-evaluate its available 
balance of federal money 
before each bid-letting to de-
termine which projects will 
be advertised for bids and 
awarded contracts.

This isn’t the first time the 
department has delayed bid-
ding on projects. The most 
recent delays came in 2015 
when 87 projects worth an 
estimated $411 million were 
pulled from bid-lettings. 
They were eventually award-
ed contracts.

“We’ve been through this 
before,” Danny Straessle, 
the department spokesman, 
said Tuesday. “With the un-
certainty, we felt it was the 
prudent thing to do.”

Department off icials 

don’t want to be in a situa-
tion where they award proj-
ects or have work started on 
projects for which they don’t 
have the money, he said.

“The continuing resolu-
tions are not helping us plan 
anything,” Straessle said.

Like 2015, the projects 
eventually will be awarded 
contracts.

“The projects will still 
happen,” Straessle said. 
“We’ve never not awarded 
contracts that were delayed. 
They will be reinstated when 
there is a more solid footing 
moving forward.”

The projects on which 
bids will be opened Feb. 21 
include work to widen a sec-
tion of U.S. 167 north from 
Arkansas 274 in Calhoun 
County at a cost estimated at 
between $20 million and $30 
million and to widen a sec-
tion of U.S. 82 between U.S. 
425 and Hamburg in Ashley 
County at a cost estimated 
between $15 million and $20 
million.

Projects
v Continued from Page 1B
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1. Arkansas 16 east from Benton 
County line in Washington 
County.

2. Arkansas 7 from Jasper to 
Buffalo River in Newton County.

3. Arkansas 166 from north of 
Lawrence County line to U.S. 62 
in Randolph County.

4. Arkansas 135 from U.S. 49B to 
Hooker in Greene County.

5. Sections of U.S. 64 and U.S. 
67B in Beebe in White County.

6. Arkansas 367 from Arkansas 36 
to Bald Knob in White County.

7. U.S. 270 from Twin Creek Road 
to Garland County line in 

Montgomery County.

8. Arkansas 46 from Leola to 
Sheridan in Grant County.

9. Sections of U.S. 79 from 
Wabbeseka to Arkansas 13 in 
Arkansas and Jefferson 
counties.

10. Sections of U.S. 71 and 
Arkansas 371 in Little River 
County.

11. Arkansas 35 from Arkansas 
167 to Big Creek in Cleveland 
and Grant counties.

12. Arkansas 165 from Desha 
County line to Arkansas 144 in 
Arkansas County.

SOURCE: Arkansas Department of Transportation
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old Highway 79 bridge and 
structures,” Correau said in 
the letter.

Although the state Trans-
portation Department opened 
bridge-demolition bids on Jan. 
17, it has not yet awarded a 
contract for the project. Cen-
tury Construction Group of 
Tupelo, Miss., submitted the 
lowest of four bids — $11.3 
million.

Last week, eight Monroe 
County residents asked the 
circuit court to temporarily 
halt demolition of the 87-year-
old bridge until a lawsuit filed 
last summer in federal court 
to save the bridge can run its 
course.

When Piazza suggested a 
30-day stay until all court re-
sponses could be submitted 
and a hearing held, Baugh 
objected to a preliminary in-
junction order but said work 
would not start on the bridge 
in the next 30 days.

“There’s no possible way,” 
Baugh said.

Robert Keller Jackson, 
the attorney for the Monroe 
County residents, asked for an 
order forbidding the awarding 
of the bid to the contractor. 
Baugh objected, saying that 
the agency will award the 
contract but will not issue a 
work order until after the next 
court hearing.

Piazza agreed.
In 2007, Clarendon and the 

highway department signed 
an agreement with the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service to 
demolish the old bridge in ex-
change for the new one. The 
bridges run through parts of 
the 68,993-acre Cache River 
National Wildlife Refuge and 
the 160,756-acre Dale Bumpers 
White River National Refuge.

The deal is intended to bal-
ance out the ecological impact 
and flood plain of the area. In-
stead of having two bridges 
through the bottomlands, the 
old one would be torn down 
and the area below it would 
be replanted in hardwood 
trees.

The state and federal law-
suits claim that the agreement 
constitutes an illegal exaction 
under Arkansas’ Constitution 
and is, therefore, invalid. In 
order to get approval for the 
new bridge, the state highway 
department gave 147 acres val-

ued at $404,000 to the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service. In 
exchange, the federal agency 
granted a 49.69-acre easement 
valued at $104,500 — a differ-
ence of nearly $300,000.

“There are no facts at all 
under which the highway de-
partment has expended illegal 
funds,” Baugh told Piazza.

Baugh argued that the ones 
filing the legal actions were 
not the same officials who 
made the initial deal.

“The parties knew exactly 
what they were doing,” Baugh 
said.

The Department of Trans-
portation has no choice but to 
follow through with the con-
tract, even if it means remov-
ing a historic bridge, he said.

“The highway department 
is in the business of building 
bridges; not tearing them 
down,” Baugh said.

The fight to save the old 
bridge began in 2013 when 
two Monroe County brothers, 
John Moore IV and Jeremiah 
Moore, joined forces with city 
officials and others — even-
tually becoming the Friends 
of the Historic White River 
Bridge. The plan would turn 
the nearly 3-mile structure 
into the longest-elevated bik-
ing and pedestrian trail in the 
world. Currently, that title is 
held by the 1.25-mile Walkway 
Over the Hudson in Pough-
keepsie, N.Y.

Jackson argued that the 
old Clarendon bridge “wasn’t 
hurting anything” and de-
scribed the natural beauty of 
the bridge as it winds its way 
through the treetops of the 
wildlife refuges.

Piazza smiled and said, 
“I’m old enough to have 
driven it hundreds of times.” 
The judge then joked about 
possibly finding the elusive 
ivory-billed woodpecker — 
believed to be extinct and the 
subject of an intensive year-
long search by researchers.

“I am convinced he has 
moved to Clarendon,” Jack-
son said.

Piazza gave the parties 
two weeks to file written ar-
guments and scheduled the 
next court date for 1:30 p.m. 
on Feb. 27.

Jackson called Wednes-
day’s hearing a victory.

“I’m looking forward to 
the next hearing,” he said af-
terward. “It’s all been moving 
way too fast. This is our effort 
to slow it down.”

Bridge
v Continued from Page 1B

to help cities, that is my sin-
gular objective.”

Sprouse, a nonpartisan 
mayor who serves as presi-
dent of the Arkansas Munici-
pal League, said he welcomed 
the opportunity to work with 
the administration.

“I agree with a lot of the 
policies President Trump is 
implementing,” he said. “I 
think it’s important that we’re 
up to speed and engaged on 
the negotiations of the in-
frastructure bill as it moves 
forward.”

Wednesday’s “Working 
Session with Mayors,” which 
drew dozens of local govern-
ment chiefs, coincided with 
the annual winter meeting of 
the U.S. Conference of May-
ors in Washington.

Mayors were eager to hear 
about the administration’s 
plans for improving the na-
tion’s roads, bridges, rail lines 
and runways.

Among other things, St-
odola wants the administra-
tion to support the release of 
the $9 billion that is currently 
held in the Harbor Mainte-
nance Trust Fund. The tax 
revenue can’t be spent with-
out congressional approval.

Hours before the White 
House event, the Department 
of Justice threatened 23 juris-
dictions that haven’t cooper-
ated with federal immigration 
enforcement efforts.

Those jurisdictions includ-
ed the nation’s three largest 
cities — New York City, Los 
Angeles and Chicago — as 
well as the states of Califor-
nia, Illinois and Oregon.

New York Mayor Bill de 
Blasio and leaders of several 
other “sanctuary cities” sub-
sequently announced that 
they would not meet with 

Mayors
v Continued from Page 1B

After learning of the ad-
ditional recordings, further 
investigation discovered that 
the memory of a laptop used 
in the investigation and which 
had previously held copies 
of the audio files had been 
erased, court records show. 
The consequences of that Dec. 
7 erasure are also a subject of 
today’s hearing, according to 
the court’s order.

FBI Special Agent Robert 
Cessario took the laptop home 
for unauthorized personal use 
and then wiped the machine’s 
memory before returning it, 
according to court records. 
The letter describing those 
events was subject to a pro-
tective order and should have 
been sealed, Brooks has ruled. 
The matter of the letter’s re-
lease is another subject of to-
day’s proceedings, according 
to court documents.

Shelton’s attorneys have 
requested that government 
officials testify whether they 
pressured either Neal or 
Woods to drop their election 
bids before charges against 
them were filed.

Neal was running for coun-
ty judge of Washington Coun-
ty in 2016. He dropped out 
of the race before his guilty 
plea. Woods had announced 
a re-election bid to the state 
Senate the same year before 
dropping out just before the 
deadline for candidate filing.

There is no need to subpoe-
na government officials since 
defense attorneys can ask Neal 
at the hearing, Brooks ruled. 
Referring to Cessario, who is 
also named as a witness in the 
order, the court “will permit 
Mr. Shelton’s counsel to ask 
at least a few questions of Mr. 
Cessario and Mr. Neal regard-
ing whether any government 
agent pressured Mr. Neal or 
Mr. Woods not to run for elec-
tion to public office,” Wednes-
day’s order said.

Many of the records in the 
case are sealed, including a 
list of witnesses subpoenaed 
to appear in today’s hearing. 
Open documents such as 
Wednesday’s court order are 
the only indicators of who will 
appear in court proceedings 
before those proceedings take 
place.

Other witnesses mentioned 

in the court’s order are: FBI 
Supervisory Special Agent 
Brenan Despain, who is an 
FBI custodian of records, and 
Charles Kerr, a contract em-
ployee of the U.S. attorney’s 
office.

Woods faces 15 counts of 
fraud, all relating to either wire 
or mail transfers of money. 
Paris and Shelton are named 
in 14 of the fraud charges. All 
three are charged with one 
count of conspiracy to commit 
fraud. Woods also is charged 
with one count of money laun-
dering in connection with the 
purchase of a cashier’s check.

The case involves grants 
from the state General Im-
provement Fund, which was 
controlled by legislators at the 
time of the alleged kickbacks. 
The fund consists of state tax 
money left unallocated at the 
end of each fiscal year and in-
terest earned on state depos-
its. Each legislator was given 
a share of the fund to be di-
rected to a nonprofit group or 
government entity. The state 
Supreme Court declared this 
method of distribution uncon-
stitutional in a ruling Oct. 5.

The indictment does not 
give a total figure of what 
Woods is accused of receiv-
ing in kickbacks because it 
says portions of it were paid 
in cash.

All three defendants have 
entered innocent pleas. They 
were first indicted on March 3 
with a superseding indictment 
filed April 18 and a second 
superseding indictment filed 
Sept. 13.

The three defendants face 
up to 20 years in prison on the 
fraud and conspiracy charges, 
if convicted. Woods faces an 
additional 10 years on the 
money-laundering charge, if 
convicted.

All three may also be or-
dered to forfeit any money 
or property obtained through 
their actions, if they are found 
guilty.

AmeriWorks was incorpo-
rated by Milton “Rusty” Cran-
ford of Rogers, a lobbyist. He 
also held a executive position 
with Alternative Opportuni-
ties, which provided behav-
ioral and substance abuse 
treatment. Staff members at 
Decision Point, a subsidiary 
of Alternative Opportunities, 
helped file the grant involved 
in the kickback allegation, ac-
cording to state records and 
court documents.

Testimony
v Continued from Page 1B
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for me to share our priorities 
with the administration, and 
I think the best way to do that 
is face to face when you have 
that opportunity,” he said.

Local governments need 
to get their “fair share” of 
the money, Stodola said. “We 
think it needs to go directly 
to the cities as opposed to … 
going through the states.”

“Most of the funding of 
infrastructure is done by the 
local communities. It’s local-
ly driven decisions on what’s 
most needed, so local lead-
ers of cities large and small 
are best positioned to identi-
fy where that infrastructure 
need is.”

Sprouse said infrastruc-
ture funding is a high priority 
for his city.

“Next month, the voters 
of Springdale are voting to 
extend a penny sales tax 
that would generate about 
$80 million in road improve-
ments, and I fully expect it to 
pass. Probably by a wide mar-
gin,” he said. “When you’re 
growing as fast as we are, 
infrastructure is a vital com-
ponent.”

Asked how he obtained 
an invitation to the event, 
Sprouse said, “Your guess is 
as good as mine. I got an in-
vitation. I didn’t know if I was 
one of 100 or one of 10,000.”

It was a quick trip. He flew 
up Wednesday morning and 
headed home Wednesday 
evening, taking advantage of 
Northwest Arkansas Region-
al Airport’s nonstop flights to 
Washington.

“One of the valuable things 
on a trip like this is to meet 
the president’s staff and to 
get acquainted with some of 
the people that really help 
[guide] the decision-making 
and then to build those re-
lationships,” he said. “From 
that perspective, I think it was 
well worth coming.”

Trump.
Portland, Ore., Mayor Ted 

Wheeler called the admin-
istration’s latest attack on 
sanctuary cities “insulting” 
and “dangerous,” arguing that 
it “demonstrates a lack of a 
moral compass in the leader-
ship of the United States of 
America.”

During a 16-minute speech, 
Trump portrayed the boycott 
as a failure and promised to 
“hold accountable” the sanc-
tuary cities, calling them “the 
best friend of gangs and car-
tels.”

“My administration is 
committed to protecting in-
nocent Americans, and the 
mayors who choose to boy-
cott this event have put the 
needs of criminal illegal im-
migrants over law-abiding 
Americans. But let me tell 
you, the vast majority of peo-
ple showed up. OK? The vast 
majority. Because the vast 
majority believe in safety for 
your city,” he added.

The speech highlighted 
the nation’s growing econ-
omy, its low unemployment 
and its rising stock markets 
but included few details 
about infrastructure. Trump 
said the administration would 
likely unveil its plan “in a 
week or two.”

The proposal will proba-
bly call for an investment of 
about $1.7 trillion, he added.

“We’re still looking for de-
tails,” Stodola said afterward.

He characterized the 
meeting as worthwhile.

“I think it’s very important 

UA forum to discuss gun toting on campus
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