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COVID-19 leaves school budget up in air
By Royce Armstrong

roycearmstrong1219@att.net
(228) 238-8005

Uncertainty was the key
word at the George County
School District budget hear-
ing last week. 

State law requires the
District to prepare a budget
and hold a public hearing
prior to August 15th each
year. So, the District has, but
there is a great deal of uncer-
tainty about one of the pri-
mary sources of revenue –
state funding, according to
Business Administrator
Natasha Henderson. 

While funding comes from
several sources, the most sig-
nificant sources are state
funding through the
Mississippi Adequate
Education Program (MAEP),
local ad valorem taxes and
federal funding for a variety
of programs. The District
also receives revenue from
16th section leases within the
county, sports programs and
child nutrition. 

By far the greatest of these
is state funding (MAEP and
other much smaller funding
sources), accounting for
nearly 60 percent of the
District’s revenue. MAEP is
determined by a complicated
formula that presumably
considers the wealth, or abil-
ity of county residents to pay
through ad valorem taxes,
the number of students and
the average daily attendance.
Each year the state legisla-
ture allocates a portion of the
money it receives through
sales taxes to the Department
of Education for MAEP
funding. 

The state legislature has
never fully funded MAEP.
Henderson said MAEP is

normally underfunded by
about 10 percent. 

This year we had COVID-
19, the virus pandemic that
caused the Governor to issue
shelter in place executive
orders and the temporary
closure of many businesses.
Sales tax revenue to the state
is severely diminished with
cuts being made to many
state agencies and depart-
ments, including MAEP. 

Henderson said Education
Department officials told her
to expect at least an addition-
al five percent cut in state
funding, and it could be
more. She noted, during her
public hearing presentation,
that state funding was cut
three times in 2017. 

In the budget, Henderson
expects the school district to
receive $7,602,467 from
local ad valorem taxes, an
increase of 4.67 percent or
$338,922 over last year. She
projects MAEP funding to be
$19,617,275, which is
$1,344,965, or 6.42 percent
less than last year. Federal
funding, a much smaller part
of the budget, is projected to
be just under $70,000 more
than last year. Overall, she is
projecting the new budget
revenues to be $35,906,062,
or about $1.5 million less
than last year’s $37,422,521. 

On the expenditure side of
the ledger, Henderson is pro-
jecting total spending to be
$37,631,672, or about
$460,000 less than last year.
About 80 percent of the
District’s expenditures are
for salaries and employee
benefits, she explained.
Much of that is set at levels
mandated by the state with
only limited ability to make
reductions. 

Superintendent Wade
Whitney broke into the pres-
entation to say the District
was looking very carefully at
salaries and not filling some
positions because of the need
to cut spending. 

One of the District’s con-
cerns is average daily atten-
dance, or ADA, Whitney
added. He said he and his
staff are working to empha-
size the importance of stu-
dents attending school every
day, not only for the state
revenue, but also for the
learning the student receives.
He conceded revenue was a
part of the concern about
ADA, which was at what he
feels is unacceptable levels
prior to COVID-19. 

Because the school district
is going to resume classes
with traditional in-classroom
instruction, he is concerned a
number of parents may be
afraid to send their children
to school and may elect to try
home schooling. Not only
might this adversely affect
the child’s learning progress,
but it will alter the ADA as a
percentage of membership
(number of school age chil-
dren in the district). 

ADA, for MAEP purposes,
is measured in October and
November for the following
school year’s MAEP calcula-
tion. So, not only will
COVID-19 adversely impact
this year’s budget, but may
also reduce the budget for
the next school year as well. 

.Henderson said the
District would not know the
size of the budget deficit
until the state finally
announces what MAEP will
be and whether that is adjust-
ed as the school year pro-
gresses. 

Locals still free to choose masked 
or unmasked shopping

By Nancy Jo Maples
Several cities surrounding

Lucedale have implemented
policies for mask-wearing in
public places to reduce the
spread of COVID-19; however,
masks are still optional in
Lucedale.

"It ought to be a personal
choice. I don't think I'm in a
position to mandate masks,"
Mayor Darwin Nelson said.
"We have a strong contingent of
firm believers who don't want
their rights taken away."

Nelson added that the Board
of Aldermen would have the
right to bring up the issue; how-
ever, in his opinion the city
should follow the lead of Gov.
Tate Reeves.

Nearby metropolises Mobile
and Hattiesburg currently
require masks in public build-
ings and stores for both employ-
ees and customers. Last week
the City of Mobile as well as
Mobile County began requiring
masks for everyone. Both
employees and customers must
wear masks in retail shops and
businesses. Children under age
10 do not have to wear a mask.
Citizens who are found in viola-
tion will be offered a free mask
by police. If voluntary compli-
ance cannot be achieved, viola-
tors are subject to a $50 fine for
a first offense and $100 for each
subsequent offense. The facial
coverings are required not only
inside the stores, but also in
parking lots, on public trans-
portation and at outdoor athletic
events.

Hattiesburg was the first city
in south Mississippi to impose
stringent guidelines. Mayor
Toby Barker implemented the
order for business employees
beginning April 10 and for cus-
tomers beginning May 1.
Children under age 6 are
exempt as well as anyone with a
medical condition for whom
wearing a mask is not recom-
mended by their doctor.
Businesses are not required to
furnish masks to their customers
or clients; however, they are
required to ensure compliance.
Complaints about businesses
failing to enforce the rule can be
made to City Hall via telephone
or social media. For the first
offense, the fire marshal deliv-
ers a written warning to the
business. Subsequent com-
plaints may lead to the business
owner or manager being fined
up to $500 or up to 60 days in
jail by a municipal court judge.
Citizens are not punished;
instead, the businesses risk
being penalized.

This week Barker extended

Prohibition

A-3
Virtue Signaling

A-4

Traffic accident claims
George County life

By Royce Armstrong
roycearmstrong1219@att.net

(228) 238-8005
A tragic single vehicle colli-

sion claimed the life of a
recent George County High
School graduate on Monday,
July 6. 

Tajiri Lazell Washington, 18,
was traveling on Hwy. 26, just
west of the intersection of
Hwy. 15, when the 2006
Nissan Maxima he was driv-
ing left the highway at about
5:19 a.m.  He was pronounced
dead at the scene. 

Word spread quickly through
George County and the fol-
lowing post soon appeared on
the George County School
District Facebook page: “This
morning we lost one of our
own. 2020 graduate Tajiri
Washington was an excellent

student, athlete and human
being. We love you, Ty, and
we will miss you. Please
remember his family, friends
and teammates during this
time of sorrow.”

“Ty was that guy you had to
have on your team,” said
George County High School
head football coach James
Ray. “He worked hard, played
well every night, was a leader
on the field and a great team-
mate. He always had a smile
on his face and was a joy to be
around. Since graduation we
have been talking to him about
becoming a coach just for
those reasons. He will be
missed.”

The accident is currently
under investigation by the
Mississippi Highway Patrol.

The Quarterback Club has

teamed up with the GCHS
football team to set up a bene-
fit account to assist the family
with funeral expenses and
other expenses also incurred
due to the accident.
Donations can be made at
Singing River Federal Credit
Union into the Tajiri
Washington Benefit Account.

Newly sworn in school board member. . .
Jake Green was sworn in as District 2 new school board member Tuesday

night at the monthly George County School Board meeting.  Green will be ful-

filling  Derrick Gentry’s vacancy until the November General Election. 

Washington. . .

the order until July 20, but stat-
ed on a Twitter video that citi-
zens should be aware that
"masks are going to be part of
our everyday lives for the fore-
seeable future." He also report-
ed that between Forrest General
and Merit Health Wesley, 51
patients are confirmed with
COVID-19 and another 14 are
under investigation. Twenty-
four patients are in ICU.

"As of today, our local hospi-
tal system now has the highest
number of COVID-19 positive
patients thus far in the hospital
and the ICU," Barker said in a
July 7 tweet.

In neighboring Jackson
County, the cities of Pascagoula
and Moss Point require masks
in all city buildings. Gautier
does not require masks. All are
requiring both customers and
employees to wear masks in
barber shops, beauty shops and
nail salons in adherence to the
governor's order related to
grooming shops.

In neighboring Leakesville
mask-wearing is optional.
However, it is a topic that city
leaders have discussed and may
consider due to virus outbreaks
in two long-term care facilities
that have spread into the com-
munity.    Town Clerk Rex
Garretson said that town lead-
ers would really appreciate
directives from Gov. Reeves
and from the State Health
Department.

"We need to lead by science
and not politically," Garretson
said, noting that epidemiolo-
gists at the health department
are armed with knowledge
about disease distribution and
control.

Masks are required in City
Hall and at Board of Aldermen
meetings. Aldermen met out-
doors wearing masks and
socially distancing in the spring
months and now meet indoors
with restrictions. No more than
10 people are allowed in the
board room, which is small.
That number includes the alder-
men, mayor, city clerk, city
attorney and two members of
the public at a time. Masks are
required to be worn by all in
attendance.

In nearby Beaumont masks
have been required since April
4; however, the rule is not
enforced. Last week the state's
capital city started requiring

masks. The City of Jackson is
enforcing its order with a $300
fine for citizens who violate the
mandate. Businesses face clo-
sure if customers are not wear-
ing masks. The City of Oxford
also requires masks.

Medical grade masks are not
required in the cities mentioned
above. Masks can be made
from cloth and should be
designed to cover a person's
nose and mouth to stop the
spread of droplets while talk-
ing, coughing and sneezing.
The State Health Department
and the Center for Disease
Control have stated that data
proves mask-wearing helps
stop the spread of COVID-19.

Dr. Thomas Dobbs of the
Mississippi Department of
Health said in a press confer-
ence Tuesday afternoon that he
is glad to see cities embrace the
mask requirement as the state is
seeing its highest number of
cases and some hospitals are
full and therefore are having to
send patients to other states.
"It's ubiquitous. It's every-
where," Dobbs said. "If you
have a sneeze or cough and
think it's allergies, it is most
likely coronavirus."

Dobbs said it hurts his heart
that so many Mississippians are
putting socializing ahead of
children and senior citizens as
schools grapple with how to
open schools next month and
long-term care facilities grapple
with how to keep their residents
and employees safe. He pre-
dicts a "rough summer and fall"
adding that "we might not
come out on the other side of
this until next spring.

"Some people are denying the
message," Dobbs said. "Those
people are going to be hard to
reach until it gets personal to
them."

When asked if a statewide
mandate from the governor
would be a better option than
city by city orders, Dobbs said
that shared air is a public health
concern like smoking and "we
haven't been able to get smoke-
free air on the statewide level,
but we have been able to get
it addressed on local levels."

Award-winning journalist
Nancy Jo Maples has been
writing about Mississippi peo-
ple and places for more than
30 years. Contact her at nan-
cyjomaples@aol.com.


