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By WILLIAM MOORE, CALEB MCCLUSKEY  
and REGINA BUTLER
Daily Journal

United Furniture laid off its en-
tire workforce overnight Monday. 
Approximately 2,700 employees 
lost their jobs, most of whom live in 
Northeast Mississippi.

United sent a memo via email 
and text to employees late Monday 
night informing them not to report 
to work. Over-the-road drivers who 

were out on deliveries were told 
to immediately return to a United 
Furniture location to turn in their 
trucks.

“Your layoff from the Company is 
expected to be permanent and all 
benefits will be terminated immedi-
ately without provision of COBRA,” 
the memo said.

It is a stunning fall for a company 
that had become one of the largest 
furniture companies in the coun-
try. United had Mississippi plants 

in Amory, Belden, Hatley, Nettleton, 
Okolona, Vardaman, Verona and 
Wren. The company also had six 
plants in North Carolina and one in 
California.

Local leaders were caught off guard
Lee County Administrator Bill 

Benson called the mass layoffs a 
“terrible” situation, noting that the 
Lee County Board of Supervisors 

By TAYLOR VANCE
Daily Journal

JACKSON • Mississippi’s leading pub-
lic health expert told lawmakers 
on Monday that over half the 
state’s rural hospitals are at risk 
of either immediate or near-term 
closure.

Dr. Daniel Edney, the state 
health officer, explained to mem-
bers of the Senate Public Health 
Committee that 38 of the state’s 
total rural hospitals are facing se-
rious financial troubles. This rep-
resents 54% of Mississippi’s rural 
hospitals.

“Access to health care across 
our state is a distinct public 
health challenge,” Edney said.

Mississippi consistently has 
some of the worst health out-
comes in the nation. Hospital 
closures, particularly in the Mississip-
pi Delta, will make those already poor 
health outcomes even worse, according 
to Edney.

The problem isn’t confined to the 

Mississippi Delta. Health experts 
said when one hospital closes, new 
pressures can fall on other hospitals 
throughout the state.

“Everyone in the long term 
needs to be thinking about how 
we’re going to provide health-
care to people,” said Senate Pub-
lic Health Chairman Hob Bryan, 
D-Amory.

The Mississippi Hospital Asso-
ciation told legislators that hos-
pitals have trimmed expenses 
as much as possible and almost 
all other revenue streams are 
tapped out.

Richard Roberson, the vice 
president of policy for the asso-
ciation, told lawmakers that Mis-
sissippi hospitals have the lowest 
operating expenses per patient in 
the entire nation and still receive 
high quality health ratings.

“Expenses are not the problem,” 
Roberson said. “Relative to the rest of 
the country, our expenses can’t get any 

By CALEB MCCLUSKEY 
and WILLIAM MOORE
Daily Journal

TUPELO • Lee Coun-
ty officials approved a 
60% increase in the rate 
they charge other agen-
cies to house inmates 
at the county jail. The 
move is to balance the 
increasing costs of op-
erating the jail.

The Lee County 
Board of Supervisors 
voted unanimously to 
raise the jail’s inmate 
per diem from $25 a day 
to $40 with little discus-
sion. The $25 per diem 
was set in 1995 when 
the jail opened and has 
never increased. At the 
juvenile detention cen-
ter next to the adult jail, 
the per diem for cities 
and other counties to 
house inmates is $120 
per day. Lee County 
Sheriff Jim Johnson said 
that the price was set 
by Lee County Youth 

Court.
“This is trying to get us 

to break even on the hous-
ing of prisoners,” County 
Administrator Bill Benson 
said of the increase.

The cost came up during 
a previous meeting when 
jail officials addressed the 
board about the increase, 
noting that the cost of 
housing an inmate was 
close to $41 a day. Hous-
ing costs include mainte-
nance to the jail, salaries 
for guards and jail offi-
cials, food, clothing, and 
other necessities.

Johnson said he has 
been trying to get an in-
crease in the per diem 
for several years, but the 
board would never ap-
prove it. He said he has 
repeatedly brought it up 
during the budgeting pro-
cess. The inequity of the 
per diem was also men-
tioned in studies of three 
different consultants 
hired to look at the aging 
jail facility and the pos-

sibility of building a new 
jail.

“There was more going 
out than coming in. We 
had to do something. We 
have been looking at it for 
several years,” Johnson 
said.

The matter came to a 
head recently when John-
son had to look to an 
outside facility to house 
any overflow of inmates. 
He initially reached an 
agreement with Itawam-
ba County at a per diem 
of $40. The price was later 
renegotiated down to $35.

“For us to only charge 
$25 to house other in-
mates and we now have 
to pay $40 to house our 
own inmates, that was ri-
diculous,” Johnson said. 
“Paying that much more 
was something I was not 
comfortable with.”

Johnson looked at his 
budget and broke down 
the actual costs of what it 
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State health leader: Over 
half of rural hospitals  
at risk of closure soon

Lee County Supervisors 
raise inmate housing costs
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TURN TO HOSPITAL, 3A TURN TO JAIL, 2A

UNITED FURNITURE CLOSES DOORS

By WILLIAM MOORE
Daily Journal

TUPELO • The sud-
den overnight termi-
nation of thousands 
of United and Lane 
furniture employees 
has brought out the 
best in northeast Mis-
sissippi residents.

The CREATE Foun-
dation established 
a special assistance 
fund to help employ-
ees and the Salvation 

Army reopened Angel 
Tree registration to 
help their children.

Ashley Furniture 
also opened a pop-
up job fair, while 
Itawamba Communi-
ty College, the Com-
munity Development 
Foundation and 
Three Rivers Planning 
and Development 
District are all part-
nering for a job fair on 

By WILLIAM MOORE, 
BROOKE BURLESON 
and REGINA BUTLER
Daily Journal

The email from 
United Furniture an-
nouncing that the 
entire workforce 
had been terminat-
ed arrived in Denise 
Alomari’s inbox at 
10:56 p.m. Monday, 
but she didn’t see it 
until Tuesday morn-
ing.

And even when she 
saw it, she didn’t be-
lieve it was real.

“I thought it was a 
hack, but then folks 
started calling and I 
realized it was real. My 
heart just dropped,” 
Alomari said. “I went 
to work (Monday) and 
it was everything as 
normal. Nobody said 
a word. There was no 
hint about what was 

Community coming 
together to support 
United employees
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The Lane Home Furnishing facility in Belden

TURN TO ASSISTANCE, 3A

Former employees 
share stories  
of mass layoff

TURN TO EMPLOYEES, 2A

2,700 people lose jobs after United 
Furniture terminates workforce

TURN TO UNITED, 2A


