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C1ty, businesses grapple with multlfaceted
homelessness issue; Complaints to city hall up

By Mindy Ragan Wood
Southwest Ledger

LAWTON - Com-
plaints for homeless-
ness are rising at city
hall as leaders grapple
to address an issue they
say is getting worse
before it gets better.

Lawton Mayor Stan
Booker said calls to
the city about vagran-
cy “are up” as council
members hear more
complaints—especially
from business own-
ers—about the issue.

Lawton police records
obtained by Southwest

Ledger show 137 calls in
which a homeless per-
son was cited with tres-
passing. The number
of unsheltered people
in Lawton is unknown
until the results of an
annual count conduct-
ed last month are tabu-
lated later this year.

“We won't have a
count until late May, I
think, but everybody
believes the count is
up,” Booker said.

As the mayor’s hous-
ing taskforce to address
homelessness reaches
its one year milestone,
members say they hope

to see Lawton and Fort
Sill area residents and
business owners come
on board.

Meanwhile, the
Lawton City Council
approved a sign or-
dinance on Feb. 13
to discourage people
from giving money to
homeless people. Signs
will be posted through-
out town with similar
language to those in
other cities which read,
“Say no to panhan-
dling, “Contribute to
the solution and give to
a nonprofit.”

Booker said panhan-

dlers often spend the
cash to support a drug
or alcohol addiction
instead of attempts to
obtain housing.
Though research on
panhandlers’ spending
habits is limited, a 2002
National Library of
Medicine study found
most panhandlers
spent money on food
first but also a signifi-
cant amount to support
their addictions. A 2022
Science Direct study
indicated substance
abuse is likely more
common in the home-
less population than

the general public.
Policies

The council’s sign
ordinance steers clear
of more controversial
policies to crack down
on homelessness that
could draw costly liti-
gation.

As homelessness rises
nationwide, city offi-
cials and state lawmak-
ers across the U.S. have
turned to legislation
to solve the problem.
Some of those laws,
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Census figures illustrate alarming loss of family farms

From staff reports

Farm acreage and the
number of farms operat-
ing in the U.S. have fall-
en significantly, accord-
ing to new agriculture
census data released
by the USDA. The 2022
Census of Agriculture
reports that farm acres

fell to

880,100,848, a loss of
more than 20 million
acres since 2017; total

farms have decreased by

141,733.
“The latest census
numbers put in black
and white the warnings
our members have been
expressing for years,”

said American Farm
Bureau Federation
President Zippy Duvall.
“Increased regulations,
rising supply

costs, lack of available
labor and weather di-
sasters have all squeeze
farmers to the point
that many of them find
it impossible to remain

economically sustain-
able.

The latest Census data
show that farmers over
the age of 65 are out-
pacing younger farm-
ers. Approximately 1.3
million farmers are now
at or beyond retirement
age, while just 300,000
farmers are under the

age of 35.

“Family farms not only
help drive the economy,
they allow the rest of
the nation the freedom
to pursue their dreams
without worrying about
whether there will be
enough food in their
pantries,” Duvall said.
“We urge Congress to

heed the warning signs
of these latest numbers.
Passing a new Farm Bill
that addresses these
challenges is the best
way to help create an
environment that at-
tracts new farmers and
enables families to pass
their farms to the next
generation.”

Central High Public Schools voters approve $6.16M bond issue

By Mike W. Ray
Southwest Ledger

CENTRAL HIGH -
Approval last week of a
$6.16 million bond issue
by patrons of Central
High Public Schools
ensures new space for
agriculture, family and
consumer science educa-
tion, and STEM students.

The bond proceeds will
finance construction of
two new classrooms, one
at the high school/middle
school and another at
the nearby elementary
school, Supt. Kevin L.
Dyes told Southwest Led-
ger. Approximately 9,000
square feet of new floor
space will be created,
enabling the district to
repurpose some existing
space in district build-
ings, he said.

The revised bond issue
was endorsed by 172
patrons, or 62.32% of
the voters in the Feb. 13
special election, and was
opposed by 104 patrons,
or 37.68% of the voters.

The 276 voters consti-
tuted 19.22% of the 1,436
registered voters in the
school district’s nine pre-
cincts: 910 in Stephens
County, 519 in Comanche
County, and 7 in a Grady
County precinct.

“I'm excited and thrilled
for our students and
staff,” Dyes told the Led-
ger on Feb. 14. The new
facilities will enhance the
school and will “benefit
our entire community.”

Proceeds from the
sale of the bonds will be
earmarked for several
projects.

* A “career tech” center
will be created on the
campus. It will house a
STEM classroom, an agri-
culture mechanics shop,
and a new agriculture
classroom to replace one
that was constructed in
the 1980s and “is not big
enough,” Dyes said.
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Voters in the Central High Public Schools district approved a $6.16 million bond issue on Feb. 13.

It will house a meat
science lab, including a
walk-in cooler/freezer.
“We have students and
ateacher who have an
interest in this area,”
Dyes said. Furthermore,
“It won't compete with
Career Tech courses.
We're not going to com-
pete with anybody, and it
won't have a ‘kill floor,”
he emphasized.

“Maybe during an ag
event we can cut steaks
and pork chops and cook
them in the culinary arts
kitchen” for the partici-
pants, Dyes said. “There’s
a lot of potential there.”

The new facilities will
contain a Family and
Consumer Sciences
culinary arts kitchen and
classroom. “Some of our
kids have gone to Oklaho-
ma City for an education
in that field and are now
working in that industry,”
the superintendent said.

« The football conces-
sion stand in the Agri-
culture Building will be
renovated, and the exist-
ing agriculture classroom

will be converted into a
locker room and weight
room. The district’s old
ag building also serves

as a bus barn “and will
continue in that role” and
also will be used for some
storage, the superinten-
dent said.

* A new Family and
Consumer Sciences
Education classroom will
be created in the middle
school. Because space is
in short supply, an FCS
teacher is conducting
her classes in the faculty
lounge, Dyes said.

* The new STEM
(science, technology,
engineering and math-
ematics) classroom will
be created because,

“Our students have a lot
of interest in computer
technology and robotics,”
Dyes said.

« Central High has
two portable buildings:
one housing pre-K and
kindergarten classes, and
the other is a fieldhouse
and weight room. The lat-
ter portable building will
be scrapped because the

locker room and weight
room will be relocated to
the ag classroom in the
Agriculture Building.

Tentative plans call for
work on the architectural
drawings to start on or
about March 1, and will
take approximately six
months to complete,
Dyes estimated. Ground-
breaking is expected to
occur “around the first of
September” and con-
struction will take about a
year to complete, he said.
School officials hope to
occupy the new facilities
in September 2025 “or
around Christmastime”
next year.

Joe D. Hall Construction
of Elk City - currently
building a new perform-
ing arts center for Mar-
low Public Schools - will
be the contractor on the
Central High project.

The district’s ad va-
lorem millage levy this
year is 35.1, or $35.10 per
$1,000 of assessed val-
uation. Approval of the
bond issue won't result
in higher property taxes,

Dyes said, because the
new bonds will replace
existing bonds that will
be paid off this year and
next year. The new bonds
will be retired over a 10-
year period.

The earliest the new
bonds will be issued is
“July or after, depending
on interest rates,” Dyes
said.

Enrollment
recovering,
property values
growing

Enrollment K-12 at Cen-
tral High Public Schools
on Dec. 11 numbered 437
- exactly the same as in
2013-14, records reflect.
Enrollment began to
decline the next year and
fell to 388 in school year
2020-21, but since then
the student population
count has recovered.

Property values in the
district have steadily
increased during the
past decade: from $12.99
million in 2013-14 to
$15.91 million in 2023-

24. Much of that can be
attributed to inflation but
some is due to residential
construction in the area,
Dyes speculated.

The district started this
school year with a little
over half a million dol-
lars in carryover funding,
ledgers reflect.

The new bond issue is
a scaled-down version of
one that was submitted
to the voters a year and a
half ago.

Central High officials
proposed a 26-year, $14.5
million bond issue to
finance construction of
a new elementary school
to alleviate crowding;
voters rejected the plan
outright on Aug. 23, 2022,
by a margin of 53.55%
against versus 46.45%
for. Approval of a school
bond issue requires
endorsement from a 60%
supermajority.

Central High Public
Schools are located a
mile north of Oklahoma
Highway 7, between
Lawton and the Duncan
Wye.
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Father, son give insightful review of Temple Grandin

By James Finck, Ph.D.

I rarely get personal with my ar-
ticles, but this week’s subject reso-
nates with me. One of the hardest
days of my life was when a doctor
confirmed to my wife and me what
we already suspected - that my son,
my oldest child had autism.

We knew that not all was lost. Com-
pared to many, we are blessed in that
he is high functioning and incredibly
smart. Yet it is still a blow to any
parent knowing that their child is
different and would have challenges
many other kids would not have to
face.

That has been the case with our
child. While he excelled in school,
graduating as valedictorian and
earning the state regent’s scholar-
ship, he struggled making connec-
tions. He has always wanted friends,
but does not know how to talk to his
fellow students. It’s difficult for peo-
ple he meets to understand what is
going on in that big brain of his. He
struggles to look people in the eye,
does not know what to say and can’t
understand nonverbal cues. It's easy
to judge him as slow, until you talk
to him about movies. Suddenly, he
comes to life and knows more about
movies than anyone I know—how
they are made, who starred in and
directed every film, and even types
of techniques the directors used. I
have read some of his movie reviews
and he sees movies different than

most and understands things that I
did not even know I was supposed to
understand.

My dream for my son is that the
world understands that he is special,
and that autism makes him different
not lesser. That is the exact message
of HBO’s Temple Grandin. Grandin’s
condition allows her to see things
differently which has allowed her
to improve things in her field. The
biopic of her life and struggles have
brought hope to thousands of par-
ents like me who want what is best
for their kids.

I teach at the University of Sci-
ence and Arts of Oklahoma. I could
write dozens of articles about why
this school is special, but the one
program of which I am most proud
is The Neill-Wint Center for Neuro-
diversity. Started by Kathy Perry and
sponsored by Phillip and Katie Wint,
the center’s mission is to assist stu-
dents with autism spectrum disorder
in their transition to college life and
to help ensure postsecondary suc-
cess. Partly because of the center, on
Feb. 23, as part of the Emerson-Weir
Liberal Arts Series, Temple Grandin
herself will be the keynote speaker.

My son, who is currently part of
the Neill-Wint Center and lives on
campus, comes home at least once a
week and we watch a movie together.
With his love of all movies and me
being a historian, we tend to watch
a classic. However, this past week he
asked that we watch Temple Grandin

staring Clair Danes in preparation
for her upcoming visit. I was so
inspired by this movie that I knew
I needed to include a review in my
column.

Grandin, born in 1947, dealt with
autism in a time when the condition
was still relatively unknown. The
movie starts with her at a boarding
school where, because of a strong
mother and sainted teachers who
recognized her gifts, she was able to
excel. It then followed her through
college and graduate school. At each
level there were many who stood
in her way, believing she was not
capable of learning. At each level, she
proved them wrong. Not only did she
learn, but she excelled and became a
published author and expert in ani-
mal behavior.

At the end of the movie, she is at-
tending an autism conference where
parents were shown trying to handle
their autistic children in different
ways. When Grandin speaks up and
announces that she is autistic and a
has a Ph.D., suddenly every parent in
the room wanted to hear everything
she had to say. Symbolically, ever
parent of an autistic child, including
myself, was in that room. Seeing
what she overcame shows each of us
that our children can also. There are
things I can say technically about the
movie, but it only seems right that I
turn that part over to my son.

“Temple Grandin is a fine film. It
does a good job at explaining who

Temple Grandin is, specifically when
it comes to her work in agriculture
that first brought her attention, as
well as her life growing up with
autism that most people know her
for. Claire Danes is great as Grandin,
disappearing into the role without
her performance coming across as
cartoony. Director Mick Jackson suc-
ceeds at getting across how Grandin
thinks, thanks to the stylistic use of
on-screen graphics as well as small
cutaways to show how she interprets
certain phrases literally. Temple Gran-
din might feel like a TV movie, and it
probably won't blow everyone’s minds
away, but it’s still worth a watch.”

I am excited to see Dr. Grandin in
person. Watching the movie has made
her a personal hero. She broke down
many barriers in higher education
and paved a way for students like
my son and the others to chase their
dreams. It is because of people like
Dr. Grandin that USAO has already
seen several students in the Neill-
Wint Center walk across the stage at
graduation.

That day at the doctors may have
been one of my hardest days, but I
also know that watching my son cross
the stage in April when he graduates
college will be one of my absolute
best.

James Finck is a professor of history
at the University of Science and Arts of
Oklahoma. He may be reached at His-
toricallySpeakingl776@gmail.com.

Farmland values in region remain resilient

By Cortney Cowley
& Jannety Mosley

Agricultural real estate
values in the Federal
Reserve Bank of Kansas
City’s Tenth District (en-
compassing the Denver,
Oklahoma City and
Omaha areas) remained
resilient through the
end of 2023.

The value of non-irri-
gated farmland in the
region grew around 10%
from a year ago despite
sharply higher interest
rates and a moderation
in farm income and
credit conditions. Cap-
ital spending slowed,
however, alongside
higher rates and lower
farm income. Demand
for farm loans picked
up for a growing share
of lenders at the end of
2023, as lower crop pric-
es and relatively stable
production expenses
have squeezed margins
for some farm borrow-
ers.

The farm economy
continued to moderate
alongside lower crop
prices, but elevated
cattle prices and strong
farmland values have
provided some stability
for the sector. At the end
of 2023 and beginning
of 2024, production
forecasts for the current
crop year have weighed
on crop prices. Prices
for corn, soybeans, and
wheat declined steadily
throughout the fourth
quarter, contributing
to lower farm incomes
compared to a year ago.

Cattle prices have
stabilized at high levels
alongside historically
low inventories, and
despite recent concerns
related to crop markets,
demand for good qual-
ity cropland remains
robust, supporting real
estate values.

Despite lower com-
modity prices and
higher interest rates,
growth in farmland
values remained firm
through the end of 2023.
Non-irrigated farmland
values across the district
increased at a steady

Send legal notices to legals@southw

pace, while the pace

of growth in irrigated
farmland and ranchland
values slowed slightly.

Alongside a drop in
crop prices, contacts
across the district re-
ported some financial
strain from increased
expenses and lower
revenues, but values for
all types of farmland
still grew by about 8%,
on average, from the
previous year.

Farmland values
remained resilient
but varied throughout
the district. Increases
in non-irrigated land
values were particularly
high in western Missou-
ri and Nebraska; a Ne-
braska contact reported
that land values have
remained high along-
side strong demand for
cropland.

Irrigated cropland
and ranchland values
increased at a slower
rate in Oklahoma, as
contacts there reported
slight shifts in demand
to land for recreation
and other investment
opportunities amid
higher interest rates
and lingering drought in
some areas.

Cash rents steadied
despite further growth
in farmland values.
Average cash rents on
ranchland inched down-
ward from a year ago
during the second half
of 2023, while non-irri-
gated and irrigated rents
were largely unchanged.

Contacts in Kansas,
Nebraska and Oklahoma
reported strong prices
and revenues for cattle
producers that assisted
with stabilizing ranch-
land cash rents. Howev-
er, contacts in Nebraska
and Kansas reported
farmers having less cash
on hand, but strong as-
set values, both of which
affect farmers’ ability to
rent non-irrigated and
irrigated land.

A slowdown in the
amount of farmland on
the market across the
district may have con-
tributed to some of the
resiliency in farmland

Chart 8: Tenth District Farm Income

and Loan Repayment Rates
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values. Farmland sales
slowed across the region
and in all states except
Missouri, where sales
increased slightly from a
year ago.

The volume of farm-
land sales slowed the
most in Oklahoma,
where 45% of respon-
dents reported that
farmland sales were
lower than a year ago.
Overall, it appears that
most of the slowdown
was due to limited
amounts of land being
placed on the market,
not because of a slow-
down in demand.

Demand for land also
has remained strong as
the share of farmland
purchased by farmers
increased across the
district. The share of
farmland purchased by
farmers continued to
increase to almost 80%,
the highest since 2015.
In addition, the share of
farmland purchased by
farmers grew in every
state, and some agri-
cultural lenders com-
mented that they have
continued to see farm-
land buyers with ample
funding available.

Most agricultural lend-

ers expected farmland
values to remain stable
in 2024, and a large
share still expected an
increase in the coming
year. More than 70% of
survey respondents ex-
pected farmland values
to increase moderately
or remain unchanged.
Moreover, fewer lenders
expected a substantial
decline in farm real
estate markets coming
into this year.

Expectations for farm-
land values remained
optimistic despite in-
creased costs and risks
associated with higher
interest rates. Inter-
est rates on all types
of loans leveled off in
the fourth quarter but
remained at elevated
levels. Rates were more
than a full percentage
point higher than aver-
age rates last year and
stayed between 8% and
9%. Alongside higher
interest rates, interest
costs on farmland loans
have increased dramat-
ically, but the effects on
farm real estate markets
have been fairly muted
so far.

One risk to the outlook
for land markets is that

a large share of farm-
land loans could reprice
at higher interest rates
in coming months. At
the end of 2023, nearly
half of respondents
reported more than 80%
of farmland loans with
variable interest rates
in their bank’s portfoli-
os. Another quarter of
respondents reported
at least 40% of farm-
land loans with variable
interest rates.

Of these loans with
variable rates, almost
20% were scheduled to
reprice in the next six
months. About 45% of
farmland loans had re-
pricing schedules of 18
months or more. How-
ever, farm borrowers
whose loans were writ-
ten with shorter terms

could face much steeper

interest expenses when
those loans reprice,
since interest rates have
recently become much
higher than they would
have been on any loans
originated in the last
decade.

Farmland values also

held firm despite a mod-

eration in farm income
and credit conditions.
The pace of decline in

farm income was faster
than recent quarters, as
the share of respondents
reporting farm income
was lower than a year
ago neared 50% (Chart
8). Farm loan repayment
also softened alongside
farm income, and the
share of respondents
reporting lower rates of
repayment grew to 20%
in the fourth quarter.

As farm finances
moderated, demand for
farm loans grew at the
fastest pace in nearly
three years. Demand
for non-real estate farm
loans was subdued in
recent years alongside
financial strength across
the sector, but showed
signs of picking up in
the fourth quarter. Farm
borrower liquidity has
declined over the past
year and the share of
banks reporting higher
loan demand than a year
ago reached the highest
level since 2019.

Cortney Cowley is a senior
economist, and Jannety
Mosley is a senior survey
analyst, in the Oklahoma
City Branch of the Federal
Reserve Bank of Kansas

City.
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City to develop
discourage pan

By Eric Swanson
Southwest Ledger

LAWTON - Before long,
Lawton residents may
see signs around town
discouraging people from
giving money to panhan-
dlers.

After alengthy dis-
cussion on Feb. 13, the
Lawton City Council di-
rected city staff to create
a sign program aimed at
deterring panhandling
and bring the program
back to the council for
approval.

Lawton’s panhandling
problem is less severe
than Oklahoma City’s
but Lawton should take
steps to address the issue,
said Councilman George
Gill. He added that signs
warning Lawton resi-
dents not to give money
to panhandlers could be

the answer.

“In order to do this, we
would have to come up
with signs, which would
not be a very expensive
program to put them
on some of the selected
intersections,” he said.

Gill said the council
would have to amend
the city code to allow the
signs at intersections.

But internal auditor
Christine James said the
city already has authority
to install signs at inter-
sections, so the council
would not need to amend
city code.

City Manager John Rat-
liff said a Lawton police
officer, a representative
from Ratliff’s office and
other officials recently
started participating in a
city task force designed
to address homelessness.

“We literally just direct-

ﬁl‘

ogram to
andling

ed that,” he said. “I know
that there’s still panhan-
dling out there, but it
doesn’t seem like we're
really giving that (the task
force) an opportunity to
take root.”

Ratliff also said the city
is bombarded with re-
quests from people who
want to put signs near
intersections, especially
during campaign season.
He said if the city begins
installing anti-panhan-
dling signs near inter-
sections, that could open
the door to even more
requests.

“It’s just going to be
litter on a stick,” Ratliff
said. “It’s going to be up
and down our sidewalks
and our streets. There’s
some other unintended
consequences that may
occur if we approve this
sign program.”

Homeless statistics for
Oklahoma, county

From staff reports

The following are sta-
tistics from HUD’s annual
homelessness 2023 report
for Oklahoma as provided
by the National Alliance
to End Homelessness.

From 2022-2023, overall
homelessness in Oklaho-
ma increased by 23.8%.
The U.S. overall increased
by 12.1%.

Unsheltered counts in
Oklahoma increased by
44.6% since 2022. Nation-
ally unsheltered counts
increased 9.7%.

The largest increases

since 2022 were among
individuals at 26.7% and
unaccompanied youth
under 25 at 21.9%.

The largest increases
in overall homelessness
in Oklahoma were in
the rural areas 61.6%
increase, or an increase
of 711 people, in rural
areas since 2022. Major
cities and suburban areas
saw single-digit increases
since 2022.

Homelessness also grew
substantially among Okla-
homa'’s people of color.
Since 2022, the number of
Hispanic/Latino people

experiencing homeless-
ness increased 42.3%. The
number of Black people
experiencing home-
lessness in Oklahoma
increased 23.0% during
that same time period.

Unsheltered home-
lessness increased by
158% from 2022-2023 in
Oklahoma’s rural areas. It
decreased 3.9% in subur-
ban areas and increased
by only 1.4% in major
cities.

Unsheltered homeless-
ness decreased by 4.9%
since 2022 in the Oklaho-
ma City area.

Homeless

from p1

though, encroach on
Constitutional rights
and don’t survive law-
suits from homeless
and housing advocates.

As reported by The
Oklahoman, the City of
Shawnee faces a po-
tential lawsuit over an
ordinance it recently
passed to ban sleeping
outdoors in the down-
town area. The Amer-
ican Civil Liberties
Union of Oklahoma
said in a letter to the
city that its “no sit, no
lie” ordinance violates
freedom of speech.
The letter noted that
Oklahoma City paid $1
million in legal fees for
a lawsuit related to a
similar ordinance that
banned panhandling
in 2015.

Last month, the U.S.
Supreme Court an-
nounced it will decide
whether an Oregon
city Grants Pass ordi-
nance to ban homeless
people from sleeping
outside will be up-
held. Three homeless
people, who claim
they are involuntarily
unsheltered, sued the
city over several ordi-
nances.

Booker said steering
clear of litigation can
be done with careful
study and planning,
but the work to ad-
dress homelessness
remains difficult.

“We have to have a
balanced approach,”
he said. “What that
means is we have to
have compassion to
help people try to get
back on their feet, but
we also need to un-
derstand that society

has rules that must be
followed.”

What now?

Lawton officials
and nonprofit orga-
nizations continue to
address what they say
is a multifaceted issue
with many causes,
from substance abuse
and mental health to
job loss and the rising
cost of housing.

“It’s like a diamond,”
Booker said. “There
are 57 facets of a dia-
mond and there are 57
facets to this problem.”

The local Continuum
of Care (CoC), based
in Lawton, is a con-
sortium of nonprofit
agencies to provide
housing and other
human services to peo-
ple who struggle with
mental illness, addic-
tion and other housing
and employment chal-
lenges. Agencies are
often funded with U.S.
Housing and Urban
Development funds
and private donations.

CoC head for Co-
manche County and 16
other counties, Bernita
Taylor said their work
is a linear, compre-
hensive approach to
address homelessness.

From preventing a
person from losing
their housing, to gain-
ful employment and
treatment for addic-
tion and mental health
needs, case managers
tailor the plan to the
person’s needs so they
don’t become homeless
again.

Taylor serves along-
side Booker on the
housing taskforce but
they’re still looking for
people to join, in par-
ticular residents and

business owners, she
said. The CoC is largely
made up of nonprofit
organizations, hospi-
tals and city staff.

The more variety on
the taskforce, the bet-
ter, she said.

“It gives us the ability
to know where some of
the problem areas are,
what are they seeing
out there, how can we
address it and then
how can we support
them when they come
across issues,” Taylor
said.

The number of
homeless people
according to the 2023
point-in-time (PIT)
count will likely be
lower than the actual
number. The count
is mandated by HUD
to qualify for federal
housing money, but
people can be absent
from a camp on any
given day and some
refuse to cooperate
with the count, Taylor
said.

“We think it is
rising,” she said of
homelessness. “Some-
times the number
(PIT) reflects that and
sometimes it doesn’t.

Taylor’s outreach
team is developing
its own data using a
geographical informa-
tion system software
to better monitor the
number of homeless
people who are un-
sheltered.

CoC members will
share their data to be
uploaded in the soft-
ware to identify gaps
in services.

“Then we can begin
to make informed
decisions and plans on
how to be effective in
reducing those num-
bers,” Taylor said.

Gov. Stitt continues push for grocery, 1ncome tax cuts

By Barbara Hoberock
Oklahoma Voice

OKLAHOMA CITY — Gov. Kevin Stitt on Friday
continued to press the Senate for a tax cut.

The action comes after Senate Pro Tem Greg
Treat, R-Oklahoma City, said Thursday the state
could not afford to both cut the personal income
tax and eliminate the state’s sales tax on groceries.
Treat said he prefers to reduce the grocery tax be-
cause more Oklahomans will benefit.

Stitt has been advocating for a 0.25% cut to the
state’s 4.75% income tax with a pathway toward

eliminating it.

Stitt, who supports both an income and grocery
sales tax cut, said he will sign whatever bill comes

to his desk even if both do.

He said the bills could be on his desk next week.
“I think long term my job is to try to grow the

state and make us the most business-friendly state,

he said. “I would prefer to have an income tax cut.

Get us down to zero.”

The Board of Equalization met Thursday to de-
termine how much money lawmakers will have to

craft a budget.

They will have up to $14 billion to spend, or about

$1.4 billion more than last year and about $85

»

million more than the board certified in December,
according to the Office of Management and Enter-

prise Services.

“We had another growth year in revenue collec-
tions for the state,” Stitt said. “That is why it is so
important for me to think about — let’s give some
of that back to the taxpayer. Let’s do something for

the taxpayer.”

Working families are being harmed by inflation,

Stitt said.

He said he prefers a grocery tax elimination bill
that would include a moratorium to prevent munic-
ipalities from increasing their rates to fill the gap.

The Oklahoma House has already indicated a
willingness to cut both the income and grocery

taxes.

Barbara Hoberock is a senior reporter with
Oklahoma Voice. She began her career in journal-
ism in 1989 after graduating from Oklahoma State
University. She began with the Claremore Daily
Progress and then started working in 1990 for the
Tulsa World. She has covered the statehouse since
1994 and served as Tulsa World Capitol Bureau
chief. She covers statewide elected officials, the
legislature, agencies, state issues, appellate courts

and elections.
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Comanche County agrees to inmate
housing contract with Seminole County

By Eric Swanson
Southwest Ledger

LAWTON - Comanche
County has another
partner in the county’s
effort to ease over-
crowding at the Coman-
che County Detention
Center.

The Comanche Coun-
ty Facilities Advisory
Board, which is made
up of the three county
commissioners, ap-
proved on Feb. 12 an
inmate housing con-
tract with the Seminole
County Public Building

Authority. The contract
allows CCDC to house
some of its inmates at
the Seminole County
jail at the rate of $50 per
inmate per day.

With the signing of
the Seminole County
contract, CCDC has
agreements to house
inmates at six out-of-
county jails. The other
five counties are Grady,
Greer, Okmulgee, Till-
man and Pottawatomie.

The Pottawatomie
County jail is full, so it
is not accepting out-of-
county inmates at the

moment, said CCDC Ad-
ministrator Bill Hobbs.

Officially, CCDC has
space for 283 inmates.
However, the jail
housed 285 inmates as
of Feb. 12 and sent 72
additional inmates to
Tillman County.

Six inmates were
shipped to Grady Coun-
ty, 10 to Greer County
and 10 to Okmulgee
County for a combined
total of 383 inmates.

Commissioner John
O’Brien wondered why
CCDC was still over
capacity on Feb. 12.

“Can you explain?” he
asked Hobbs.

Hobbs said CCDC will
be able to send some
inmates to Seminole
County once that con-
tract is approved, which
should provide some
relief. He added that it’s
difficult to control the
number of inmates who
are booked into the jail.

“We don’t know how
many are coming and
going, as far as the jail’s
concerned,” Hobbs
said. “We do our best
to keep that number
down.”

Medicine Park hires assistant police chief

By Eric Swanson
Southwest Ledger

MEDICINE PARK -
Medicine Park has a
new assistant chief of
police.

After discussing the
matter in a closed
session Feb. 15, the

Medicine Park Board
of Trustees voted
4-0 to hire Anthony
Lemaitre for the po-
sition. His salary will
be $58,240 per year.
The trustees set the
stage for hiring an
assistant police chief
in January, when they

FRIGID TEMPS ARE

voted to set the salary
range for the position
at $50,000 to $60,000
a year. The board

also approved a pay
increase for Police
Chief Tom Crawford,
boosting his salary
from $62,000 a year to
$70,000.

The trustees also
gave the department’s
reserve officers a
raise, increasing their
salary from $15 an
hour to $23 per hour.
The changes were
slated to take effect
with the next pay
period.
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loan search
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City approves $9.6M
Commerce grant

By Eric Swanson
Southwest Ledger

LAWTON - With
the help of a $9.6
million state grant,
the FISTA Devel-
opment Trust Au-
thority will tackle a
series of projects,
including street
lighting upgrades on
Rogers Lane.

The Lawton City
Council voted 8-0
Feb. 13 to approve a
funding agreement
between the Okla-
homa Development
Finance Authority,
the city and FISTA.
Funds for the grant
will come from the
Oklahoma Depart-
ment of Commerce’s
Public-Private
Partnership Mili-
tary Pooled Finance
Program.

The grant will pro-
vide funds for the
following projects,
which would bene-
fit both the City of
Lawton and the FIS-
TA Innovation Park
in Central Plaza:

* $2 million for
road lights on Rog-
ers Lane near Inter-
state 44, a partner-
ship between FISTA
and the city.

* $2 million for
expanding the Inno-
vation Park’s confer-
ence center.

PUBLIC NOTIGE

A public notice is information intended to inform citizens of
government activities. The notice should be published in a
forum independent of the government, readily available to the
public, capable of being securely archived and verified by the

publisher.

the public in this way.

This newspaper carries public notices and is proud to serve

+ $2.2 million for
work on adminis-
trative space at the
Innovation Park.
Part of the fund-
ing for this project
will come from a
U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban
Development grant,
which has already
been awarded to
FISTA.

+ $2.8 million to
create a STEM (sci-
ence, technology,
engineering and
math) lab inside the
Innovation Park.

+ $600,000 for cre-
ating a small-busi-
ness incubator.

The grant program
is funded by the
withholding taxes
that federal employ-
ees pay the state,
said FISTA President
Dr. Krista Ratliff.

“It’s employment
taxes paid by em-
ployees that work on
Fort Sill,” she said.
“Because of that, the
Fort Sill leadership
team had to sign
off on this grant as
well.”

Ratliff said the
grant will be divid-
ed into quarterly
installments, and
FISTA officials
expect to receive
between $500,000
and $750,000 per
quarter.
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Corporation Commission donates
32 vehicles to law enforcement

From staff reports

OKLAHOMA CITY -
The Transportation Di-
vision of the Oklahoma
Corporation Commis-
sion downsized its fleet
and donated 32 vehicles
to 16 other law enforce-
ment agencies, depart-
ments and offices.

The decision to down-
size was made prior
to the executive order
Governor Kevin Stitt
issued last May to reduce
the state’s fleet invento-
ry, said OCC spokesman
Trey Davis.

Changes related to
vehicle use policies
reduced the number of
vehicles the Corporation
Commission needed
for its officers, Davis
said. This created an

equipment savings of
more than half a million
dollars, he said.

All Transportation Di-
vision enforcement vehi-
cles must now be based
at ports of entry and
weigh stations instead of
being assigned to each
enforcement officer.

“After personnel and
IT-related costs, main-
taining a vehicle fleet is
easily one of the largest
expenses for an agency,”
said Brandy Wreath, the
commission’s director of
administration.

“We conducted a full
review of our vehicle
fleet to ensure we were
complying with all state
guidelines and that our
fleet was operated and
assigned efficiently. The
result was a realized

savings of more than
$500,000 that we then
budgeted for career
progression within the
division.”

The OCC decided to
donate its vehicles to
law enforcement entities
struggling to replace
aging fleet vehicles due
to budget limitations,
rather than putting the
vehicles in a state sur-
plus auction.

“It was great being
able to help our brothers
and sisters in blue with
well-maintained police
vehicles,” Wreath said.
“Perhaps best of all,
two other state agen-
cies - the Department
of Public Safety and the
Council on Law Enforce-
ment Education and
Training - also benefit-

ted from the donation.”

The donations were
made on a first-come,
first-served basis. Re-
cipients of the 32 Dodge
Chargers were:

CLEET, 6; DPS, 5;
Atoka County Sheriff, 1;
Choctaw County Sheriff,
1; Haskell County Sher-
iff, 2; Murray County
Sheriff, 1; Boley Police
Department, 1; Davis
Police Department, 1;
Gore Police Department,
1; Hugo Police Depart-
ment, 2; Lone Grove
Police Department, 2;
Spiro Police Depart-
ment, 2; Stigler Police
Department, 2; Tonkawa
Police Department, 2;
Valliant Police Depart-
ment, 2; and Murray
State College Police
Department, 1.

Bill would bar Oklahomans from
purchasing alcohol at self-checkouts

By Barbara Hoberock
Oklahoma Voice

OKLAHOMA CITY—A
Senate panel on Monday
passed a bill that would
prohibit alcohol sales at
self-checkout stations.

The Senate Business
and Commerce Com-
mittee passed Senate
Bill 1866, by Sen. Bill
Coleman, R-Ponca City.

It now heads to the
full Senate for consider-
ation.

Coleman said the
measure is needed to
prevent minors from
purchasing alcohol.

Minors are scan-
ning other products to
disguise the alcohol, he
said.

“There has got to be a
human touch in there
somewhere,” Coleman
said.

Coleman said it is
a safety issue. Other
products, such as ciga-
rettes, are placed out of
the reach of minors, he
said.

Sen. Dusty Deevers,
R-Elgin, asked why the
government should be
regulating decisions that
should be left up to indi-
vidual business owners.

Deevers said the
measure would cause
more difficulties for
businesses than what is
necessary.

Business owners
should be allowed to po-
lice themselves, Deevers
said.

Sen. Shane Jett,
R-Shawnee, said the
state was imposing an
inconvenience on a
store owner.

Jett said the underage
individuals are commit-
ting theft if they do not
pay.

The bill passed by a
vote of 11-2.

Deevers and Jett voted
against the measure.

Barbara Hoberock is a se-
nior reporter with Oklahoma
Voice. She began her career
in journalism in 1989 after
graduating from Oklahoma
State University. She began
with the Claremore Daily
Progress and then started
working in 1990 for the Tul-
sa World. She has covered the
statehouse since 1994 and
served as Tulsa World Capi-
tol Bureau chief. She covers
statewide elected officials, the
legislature, agencies, state
issues, appellate courts
and elections.
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County

voters approve
sales tax for
Elkview General
Hospital

By Tim Farley
Southwest Ledger

HOBART - Kiowa
County voters decided
overwhelmingly on Tues-
day to support a 1.5-cent
sales tax that will keep
Elkview General Hospi-
tal operating for the next
25 years.

More than 80% of
voters cast their ballot in
favor of the proposition
while a slim minority
of 16% were against the
issue, according to elec-
tion board figures.

Hospital administra-
tor Lisa Hart said the
election was vital to the
facility as the only health
care facility in Kiowa
County. Southwest Led-
ger reached out to Hart
after the election but
received no response.

But before the vote,
Hart made it clear the
hospital would cut
services or possibly shut
down if the proposition
failed.

Elkview is a small, in-
dependent hospital that
has been in existence for
55 years, but “has never
had financial support
from the county,” Hart
said last week. “We won’t
be able to sustain the
same level of services
without some help.”

Sales tax proponents
used radio commercials,
social media and town
hall meetings to educate

voters about the hospi-
tal's needs. Elkview Gen-
eral offers comprehen-
sive hospital services,
radiology, surgery and
women’s health services.

Hart disclosed that
hospital admissions are
down 30% for July-De-
cember 2023 compared
to the same time period
a year earlier.

The sales tax money is
needed because insur-
ance companies have
locked down the hospi-
tal’'s ability to maintain
its inpatient volume, and
lower reimbursement
rates from Medicare and
Medicaid.

“In many instances, we
have to take whatever
they pay us. We can't
negotiate (better rates)
because we're small,”
Hart said.

Of Kiowa County’s
8,800 residents, 3,700
(approximately 42%) live
in Hobart.

Rural hospitals have
suffered financially the
last several years and
have been forced to close
their doors. Frederick
shut down its operation
while hospitals in Clin-
ton and Sayre also closed
during the last sev-
eral years. It was re-
ported that Clinton’s
hospital reopened in
late 2023 with emer-
gency room services,
radiology and lab
services.
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Southwest Oklahoma Legislative Update: Senate

By Debi DeSilver
Southwest Ledger

OKLAHOMA CITY -
Four southwest Oklaho-
ma senators filed a total
of 135 bills by the Jan. 18
deadline and, of those,
the majority have seen
recent action during the
Second Session of the
59th Legislature.

In total, Oklahoma’s 48
senators filed 841 bills
and 13 senate joint res-
olutions, according to a
Senate press release.

State Sens. Chris Kidd
(R-Waurika), Dusty
Deevers (R-Elgin), Brent
Howard (R-Altus) and
Jessica Garvin (R-Dun-
can) addressed nu-
merous issues in their
proposals, including
Oklahoma’s Industrial
Hemp Program, sales
tax exemption and re-
bate, crimes and punish-
ment, divorce, abortion,
landlord/tenant issues,
water rights, firearms,
agriculture, prescription
drug pricing, economic
development, medical
marijuana, domestic
abuse, alcoholic bever-
ages, oil and gas, health
insurance, driver educa-
tion and much more.

Sen. Garvin

The only bill to fail
to date is Sen. Garvin’s
SB 1719, which would
have allowed child care

licensees to appeal a
decision by the Depart-
ment of Human Services
to reduce the facility’s
rating. The proposal
failed on Feb. 15 in the
Health and Human Ser-
vices Committee. The
senator, whose district
covers the counties of
Stephens, McClain,
Grady, Garvin and
Cleveland has authored
or co-sponsored 82 bills
this session.

A majority of her bills
and several proposals
have been forwarded to
the appropriate commit-
tees. Thirteen bills will
have hearings this week,
including SB 453 which
proposes to increase
monthly benefits of vol-
unteer firefighters.

Sen. Kidd

Two agriculture bills
regarding Oklahoma’s
Industrial Hemp Pro-
gram were authored by
Sen. Kidd, whose dis-
trict covers the counties
of Comanche, Cotton,
Jefferson, Love and
Stephens. He authored
or co-sponsored 15 bills
this session.

Regarding the hemp
program, SB 1934, ad-
dresses modifying defi-
nitions and modifying
the amount of allowable
delta-9 tetrahydrocan-
nabinol concentration.
It would also allow

Jessica
Garvin

animal consumption of
industrial hemp within
certain criteria. HB 3011
is co-authored by Rep.
David Smith (R-Arpelar)
and, among other stat-
utes and suggestions,
would provide guidance
for noncompliant hemp,
modifying requirements
for selling industrial
hemp grain and other
industrial hemp deriva-
tives.

“The Agriculture Im-
provement Act of 2018
(2018 Farm Bill) autho-
rized the production
of hemp and removed
hemp and hemp seeds
from the Drug Enforce-
ment Administration’s
(DEA) schedule of Con-
trolled Substances,” said
the website.
On April 18, 2019, Gov-
ernor Kevin Stitt signed
into law SB 868 which
decriminalized hemp on
a state level, according
to

In addition, one of

Chris
Kidd

Sen. Kidd’'s measures
marked “pass” is a
senate concurrent res-
olution, SCR 16, co-au-
thored by Sen. Tom
Woods (R-Westville). The
resolution condemns
the atrocities of the
terrorist organization
Hamas and reaffirms
Oklahoman and Ameri-
can support for the State
of Israel in their fight to
eradicate Hamas.

Sen. Howard

Of the 29 authored or
co-sponsored bills by
Sen. Howard, whose dis-
trict covers the counties
of Jackson, Harmon, Ki-
owa, Tillman, Beckham,
Greer and Washita, HB
2109 has garnered the
most traction to date. It
is carried over from the
previous HB 2109 and
was sponsored by 12
representatives in 2023,
including Rep. Daniel
Pae (R-Lawton). For-

Brent
Howard

mer Sen. John Michael
Montgomery’s name
was removed from the
bill and Sen. Howard’s
was added.

The bill is titled:
Landlord and tenant;
prohibiting retaliation;
landlord’s breach of
rental agreement and
went through several
revisions in 2023.

Several of Sen. How-
ard’s bills are heading
toward the appropriate
committees for con-
sideration. Included in
those is SB 1432, which
would update statutory
language of the Oklaho-
ma Education Lottery
Act. It is headed to the
Senate Appropriations
Committee.

SB 1628 has been
forwarded to the Senate
Retirement and Insur-
ance Committee and
pertains to prescription
drug pricing. It would
also prohibit prescrip-
tion drug manufacturers

Dusty
Deevers

from taking certain
actions against certain
entities.

Sen. Deevers

All of Sen. Deevers’
nine authored or
co-sponsored bills have
been referred to the
appropriate committees
for consideration.

One bill’s content, SB
1958, garnered attention
from an Oklahoma City
news station due to pro-
posing a modification of
the permissible grounds
for divorce. It would
also require a court to
consider the degree
of fault when entering
certain orders, therefore
eliminating an option
for a no-fault decree.
The measure has been
sent to the Senate Judi-
ciary Committee.

Senate committees
have until Feb. 29 to re-
port on senate bills they
have considered.

Drummond supports FTC
proposal to outlaw ‘junk fees’

From staff reports

OKLAHOMA CITY -
State Attorney General
Gentner Drummond
is lending his voice in
support of the Federal
Trade Commission’s
proposed Trade Regu-
lation Rule on Unfair or
Deceptive Fees.

A bipartisan coalition
of 19 state attorneys
general recently filed a
comment letter in re-
sponse to an FTC notice
of proposed rulemaking
which would:

* Prohibit bait and
switch advertising by
requiring businesses,
from the outset, to clear-
ly and conspicuously
disclose the total price,
inclusive of any manda-
tory fees;

* Require businesses to
more prominently dis-
play the total price when
pricing information is
advertised;

* Prohibit businesses
from misrepresenting
the nature and purpose
of any fee; and

* Require businesses
to disclose the nature
and purpose of certain
fees (such as shipping

charges and optional
fees) clearly and con-
spicuously before the
consumer consents to
pay.

Bait and switch
advertising is “a com-
mon practice used to
deceive consumers and
businesses into making
decisions,” Drummond
said. “This proposed
rule would help ensure
transparency in busi-
ness, and ultimately is
in the best interest for
all consumers.”

The Feb. 7 letter notes
that junk fees’ hurt con-
sumers by concealing
the real prices of goods
and services, as well as
honest businesses that
lose out to competitors
that use the deceptive
practice to appear as the
better bargain.

“Such deceptive
conduct also frustrates
consumers’ efforts in
comparison shopping,
especially online,
where, presumably,
many consumers do
most of their research,”
the letter states.

“Hard-working con-
sumers should not have
to waste their valuable,

leisure time researching
prices by being forced
to navigate through
multiple webpages

of multiple websites,
including hyperlinks to
exhausting terms and
conditions containing
verbose legalese in min-
iscule and sometimes
obscured fonts, then
entering all of their pay-
ment and other personal
information to reach the
check-out page, so that
they can hopefully, fi-
nally learn the true and
final cost of the good or
service.”

In their letter, the
attorneys general sup-
port the FTC’s proposed
rule and highlight their
enforcement efforts in
protecting consumers
from deceptive fee prac-
tices.

Led by Pennsylvania
and North Carolina,
the letter is also signed
by attorneys general
from Arizona, Colorado,
Connecticut, Delaware,
the District of Columbia,
Hawaii, Illinois, Maine,
Michigan, Minnesota,
New Jersey, New York,
Oregon, Vermont, Wash-
ington and Wisconsin.

Senate bill would allow boards
to make school safety decisions

From staff reports

OKLAHOMA CITY
- Legislation to give
local school boards
more leniency in
deciding how best to
protect their districts
will be up for consid-
eration before the Sen-
ate Education Commit-
tee this month.

Senate Bill 1767 by
Sen. Jessica Garvin
(R-Duncan) would au-
thorize district boards
of education to estab-
lish qualifications for
additional individuals
to carry firearms on
public and private
school property, along
with the currently
allowed school person-
nel and others out-
lined in law.

“This bill is a top
priority for me this
session to increase
the level of security
on school campuses
and at school events,”
Garvin said. “Our
schools know how best
to protect their stu-
dents and they need
the freedom to deter-
mine who they want
to entrust to carry out

that important task.
Paired with my Senate
Bill 1254 to increase
the penalties for
individuals illegally
carrying on campus-
es, we will be able to
arm more law-abiding
citizens to protect our
students, while hold-
ing those with crimi-
nal intent responsible
for their devious plans
to harm Oklahoma’s
children.”

Garvin worked with
the Oklahoma Rifle
Association in drafting
SB 1767. ORA Presi-
dent Mark Vaughan
said his organization
strongly supports the
measure.

“Senator Garvin is
committed to protect-
ing our students and
our schools,” Vaughn
said. “We know that
the only way to combat
bad people with bad
intentions is through
increasing security by
putting firearms in the
hands of responsible
gun owners. As the
state’s only association
who focuses solely on
protecting the Second
Amendment, we have

been honored to pro-
vide her input on this
bill and look forward
to helping advocate for
its passage.”
Currently, only spe-
cific school personnel
authorized by local
school boards, along
with law enforcement
and others specifi-
cally outlined in law,
can legally carry on
school property. It is
against both state and
federal law for anyone
else to carry a firearm
on their person into
a school facility even
if an individual has
a handgun license.
Citizens with a valid
handgun license may
have a handgun in
their locked vehicle
on school property if
it is stored and hidden
from view when the
vehicle is unattend-
ed. Weapons used for
hunting may also be
kept in a vehicle if
properly displayed or
stored as required by
law if the driver is only
transporting a student
to and from school and
the vehicle is not left
unattended.
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When veterinary care is unavail-
able or unaffordable, ask for Happy
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dogs, & horses. At Tractor Supply ®
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ADVERTISE STATEWIDE

Put your message where it matters most
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1-888-815-2672.
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Four Chinese nationals linked to Maramec,
Mulhall illicit marijuana farms plead guilty

By Mike W. Ray
Southwest Ledger

OKLAHOMA CITY -
Four of the five Chinese
individuals linked to
marijuana farms in
Maramec and Mulhall
pleaded guilty to a fed-
eral charge of money
laundering conspiracy.

Two of the four were
sentenced, but one of
them fled the jurisdic-
tion and has remained
at-large for six months.

The alleged owner/op-
erator of the marijuana
farms is scheduled for
trial in Oklahoma City’s
Western District federal
court next month on 10
felony charges.

Jiu Bing Lin, alias Jack
Lin, 45, was indicted on
charges of drug con-
spiracy, money laun-
dering conspiracy, four
counts of laundering
monetary instruments,
and four counts of
monetary transaction
in criminally derived
property. In the latter
he is accused of depos-
iting in a bank account
multiple checks, each
written in an amount
in excess of $10,000
that was derived from
illegal activity: buying,
selling, and dealing in
a controlled substance,
marijuana.

A special agent with
the U.S. Drug Enforce-
ment Administration
submitted an affidavit
in support of a criminal
complaint accusing Lin
of conspiring to manu-
facture and distribute
1,000 kilograms (2,204

pounds) or more of “a
mixture or substance
containing a detectable
amount of marijuana.”

Although Oklahoma
voters legalized med-
ical marijuana, the
substance is still illegal
under federal law.

A joint investigation
by the DEA and the
Oklahoma Bureau of
Narcotics and Dan-
gerous Drugs Control
“revealed that Lin is
engaged in the distri-
bution of black-market
marijuana,” the DEA
agent informed the
court.

A federal grand jury
in OKC returned an
indictment on Oct. 19,
2022, charging Yuan
Yuan Luo, 30, and her
husband, Liang Wu, 37,
his sister, Yan Bing Wu,
34, who lived in Colora-
do; and another family
member, Tongfei Wu,
35, with money laun-
dering conspiracy. All
four pleaded guilty on
March 6, 2023.

The illegal activities
cited in the indictment
spanned from April
2021 through March
2022, court records
reflect.

During a search war-
rant executed Nov. 8,
2022, at a residence in
Country Club Terrace
in Edmond, DEA agents
and other officers found
numerous documents
that “suggested the
residents were tied”
to a marijuana farm at
355630 E. 5400 Road in
Maramec, in Pawnee
County.

OBNDD agents in-
spected marijuana
grow operations at the
Maramec location on
Now. 29, 2022. One of
the marijuana farms is
listed as Jack Lin LLC,
which law enforcement
officers subsequently
confirmed is owned
by Jiu Bing Lin and his
wife, Yanyun Zhu. The
other farm was identi-
fied as DDLQ LLC; its
license expired on Dec.
6, 2022, Oklahoma Med-
ical Marijuana Authori-
ty records indicate.

Investigators learned
that Jiu Bing Lin paid
$690,000 for the Mar-
amec land in December
2019 and placed the
property in his wife’s
name; nevertheless, he
maintained managerial
and business control
over the operation.

OBNDD officers later
said that while touring
the Maramec site they
were shown three duffel
bags that contained ap-
proximately 75 pounds
of undocumented
marijuana. Agents said
they saw no “METRC”
[marijuana enforce-
ment tracking reporting
compliance] tags on
the product; METRC is
the web-based software
platform selected by
the Oklahoma Medical
Marijuana Authority as
the statewide tracking
system.

Throughout grow
houses on the property
OBNDD personnel “ob-
served several hundred
plants lacking METRC
tags.”

Maramec, Mulhall
farms searched

Investigators with the
OBNDD, DEA, the State
Fire Marshal’s office,
the state Department of
Environmental Quality,
and the Pawnee County
Sheriff’s Office execut-
ed a search warrant at
the Maramec property.
Officers seized 17,334
marijuana plants and
approximately 745
pounds of marijuana.

Investigators subse-
quently discovered that
Jiu Bing Lin also owns
property at 13586 N.
U.S. Highway 77, near
Mulhall. That Logan
County marijuana farm
is registered under the
name Qin Fang, the
husband of Yan Bing
Wu. However, after it
was identified by law
enforcement officers
as “being out of com-
pliance with state law
and operating on the
black market,” Jiu Bing
Lin deeded that land
on March 7, 2023, to
his son, investigators
reported.

OBNDD officers
inspected the Mulhall
farm on Jan. 31, 2023,
and found evidence
indicating the own-
ers “are engaged in
black-market marijuana
distribution,” the DEA
special agent wrote.
For example, multiple
duffel bags contained
vacuum-sealed marijua-
na and plastic totes full
of processed marijuana
that was not labeled and
thus not documented.

More than 100 pounds
of undocumented pro-
cessed marijuana was
“ready for immediate
sale,” according to a
DEA agent’s affidavit.

When OBNDD person-
nel conducted a fol-
low-up inspection at the
Mulhall site on March
15, 2023, agents found
four black trash bags
containing marijuana
buds. The bags and the
marijuana flowers in
them were untagged
and had no METRC
stickers on them.

Since that was the
second time law en-
forcement officers
had found untagged
and undocumented
marijuana product on
the property, agents
seized the bags, which
weighed approximately
84 pounds.

$239,450 cash,
house forfeited

DEA and OBNDD
agents served a search
warrant on Lin’s primary
residence in Edmond
on April 5, 2023, and
confiscated six rifles
and four handguns; one
of the rifles was in the
attic next to a metal tin
containing more than
300 .223-caliber rounds
of armor-piercing am-
munition. Agents also
found “what appeared
to be drug ledgers inside
the residence,” the DEA
affidavit relates.

Also found were
“numerous” documents
tying Lin to both the
Maramec and Mulhall

properties, the agent
reported.

The federal govern-
ment initiated forfeiture
proceedings against Lin’s
house in Edmond and on
both marijuana farms.

Yan Bing Wu was sen-
tenced to 12 months and
a day in federal prison.

Tongfei Wu was sen-
tenced to 20 months in
prison, starting Aug. 2,
2023. But the day before
he was to report to pris-
on he removed his elec-
tronic monitoring device
and remains at-large,
court records indicate.

Yuan Yuan Lo and
Liang Wu have not been
sentenced yet. However,
the court ordered the
forfeiture of the house
in Country Club Terrace
in Edmond, and ordered
Yuan Yuan Lo and Liang
Wu to forfeit $239,450 in
cash that investigators
identified as “proceeds
obtained as a result” of
criminal activity.

During a discussion
with the Oklahoma
Farm Report’s KC
Sheperd about illegal
marijuana operations,
state Attorney General
Gentner Drummond
vowed, “We're going
to find them and we're
going to put them out
of work.”

Since the state began
weeding out illegal
marijuana operations,
the number of mar-
ijuana farms has de-
clined by 3,791 in the
last 22 months: from
8,062 on April 10, 2022,
to 4,271 on Feb. 12 this
year.
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Chinese

killing 4

By Mike W. Ray
Southwest Ledger

KINGFISHER - The
Chinese national iden-
tified on video and by
witnesses as the killer of
four people at a marijua-
na farm near Hennessey
pleaded guilty to four
counts of first-degree
murder and was sen-
tenced to life impris-
onment without the
possibility of parole.

Besides killing four
other Chinese nationals,
Wu Chen, 47, of rural
Hennessey, also shot
and wounded a fifth and
fired at, but missed, a
sixth, Assistant District
Attorney Austin Murrey
informed the court.

Because of those
offenses, Chen pleaded
guilty to assault and

national

admits

near Hennessey

battery with a deadly
weapon, for which he
was sentenced to 20
years in prison.

All five sentences were
imposed on Feb. 9 and
are to be served concur-
rently. The state agreed
not to seek the death
penalty in exchange for
Chen’s guilty pleas.

The gunplay occurred
on Nov. 20, 2022. The
farm, located 15 miles
west of Hennessey, was
registered and licensed
with the state as a
medical marijuana grow
operation. However, in-
vestigators discovered it
was operating illegally.

Witnesses at the scene
said Chen demanded
that employees of the
marijuana grow opera-
tion pay him $300,000
“as a return of a portion

of his ‘investment’ in
the enterprise,” Mur-
rey wrote in a motion
urging the court to not
release Chen on bail.
The fact that the money
“could not be handed
over on a moment’s
notice was what precipi-
tated the mass murder,”
Murrey wrote.

Immediately after the
killings, Chen drove to
Miami, Florida, where
the airport “services
several airlines with
flights to China,” Mur-
rey noted. In addition,
Miami is “extremely
close to Cuba,” which
has no criminal extradi-
tion treaty with the U.S.,
Murrey added.

Chen was found and
arrested in Miami on
Nov. 22, 2022, and was
sent back to Oklahoma.
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Crypto mining center under construction at Muskogee

By Mike W. Ray
Southwest Ledger

MUSKOGEE - Polaris
Technologies officials
announced recently
that the company is in-
vesting $100 million to
construct a 200-mega-
watt Bitcoin mining
facility at Port Musk-
ogee’s John T. Griffin
Industrial Park.

This will be Musk-
ogee’s first operational
data center. Plans an-
nounced two years ago
for development of
two other data centers
in the industrial park
subsequently failed to
materialize.

The Polaris site en-
compasses “40 acres,
more or less,” Deputy
Port Director Jeff Un-
derwood told South-
west Ledger. Construc-
tion has already begun
and, “I believe Polaris
is targeting Phase 1
being energized in
April,” he said.

“This facility is a
testament to our com-
mitment to advancing
mining operations
within crypto technol-
ogy,” said Alex Zhang,
CEO of Polaris Tech-
nologies. “Muskogee
provides the ideal
environment for a
project of this scale
because of its reliable

power,” he said.

Oklahoma Gas &
Electric Co. has a
1,716 MW generating
station just north of
Muskogee on the east
bank of the Arkansas
River. In addition, a
1,000MW electricity
substation has been
built near the Polaris
site, according to Data
Center Dynamics.

Polaris Technologies
“will focus on devel-
oping and deploying
digital industry skills
within the IT sector”
and plans to fill “20
tech positions span-
ning roles in facili-
ties support, systems
administration, data
center technicians,
and additional support
services,” Zhang said.
“We look forward to
contributing to the
growth of the local
economy and the cryp-
to industry.”

“We are proud to
welcome this data cen-
ter to Muskogee as our
city positions itself as
a prime destination
for tech companies,”
said Kimbra Scott,
executive director at
Port Muskogee. “We
are grateful for Polar-
is’s investment and
look forward to how
they’ll foster talent,
innovation and con-

tribute to Muskogee’s
economic success.”

“Polaris Technol-
ogies’ investment
aligns with our vision
to become a hub for
high-tech, living wage
jobs,” Muskogee May-
or Marlon Coleman
said. “This is a huge
win for a community
our size.”

Zhang said Polaris
is “optimistic about a
Phase II expansion”
that will double capac-
ity by another 200MW,
“creating additional
investment opportuni-
ties and tech jobs for
the region.”

Besides the planned
expansion, Polaris
envisions a Bitcoin
mining equipment
repair facility on-site
“in collaboration with
Bitman,” which would
lead to “the creation
of further employ-
ment opportunities,”
Underwood told the
Ledger.

Polaris claims it is
a “leading Bitcoin
mining data center
company, specializing
in robust infrastruc-
ture solutions tailored
to the unique needs
of the cryptocurrency
ecosystem.”

Reportedly dubbed
Project Bifrost, the
Muskogee center will

Regulators approve 3 AOG
retention programs

customer

By Mike W. Ray
Southwest Ledger

OKLAHOMA CITY
- Customer retention
programs to be admin-
istered by Arkansas
Oklahoma Gas Corp. for
the next three years were
approved unanimously
by the Oklahoma Corpo-
ration Commission on
Feb. 15.

The three retention
programs are service line
replacement, residential
weatherization improve-
ments and rebates for en-
ergy-efficient equipment
in homes and businesses.

The company’s budget
for the trio of programs
is $204,677 per year, or
$614,031 over the three-
year period of 2024-26.
That figure is almost
$76,000 less than the bud-
get the company initially
proposed, “because AOG
was able to renegoti-
ate its contract with its
third-party implementer
to reduce delivery costs,’
the settlement agreement
explains.

Consequently, the finan-
cial impact on the utility
bill for an “average” AOG
residential customer will
be $1.595 per month, 20.5
cents less than what the
company first proposed.

McKlein Aguirre, a
coordinator in the com-
mission’s Public Utility
Division, testified that all
three of AOG’s customer
retention programs bene-
fit the utility’s ratepayers,
and that the PUD believes
the costs are reasonable.

AOG conducts exit in-
terviews with customers
who ask to permanently
disconnect their natural
gas service, said William
Scott Gentry, manager of
energy efficiency for the
company.

“During these inter-
views the company
attempts to negotiate a
resolution to prevent the
customer from leaving
the system,” Gentry said.
However, if disconnec-
tion is “unavoidable,”’ the
company collects data
“in an effort to determine
what factors contributed
to” the customer’s deci-
sion, he said.

Data collected to date
suggest three primary
causes of disconnections,
Gentry said:

* Repair costs associated
with service line replace-
ment;

« High energy bills
attributed to energy inef-
ficient homes;

« Minimal usage of
appliances fueled with
natural gas.

Customer Retention
Programs

Consequently, AOG of-
fers three programs that
address those issues.

The company may
replace a service line
owned by a customer if
the line leaks because of
deterioration or dam-
age; afterward the line
is owned, operated and
maintained by the com-
pany. AOG also may move
the meter from the prop-
erty line to the house.

AOG will provide
rebates to residential and
small business customers
who install high-efficien-
cy natural gas furnaces,
natural gas water heaters,
and smart thermostats in
new and existing homes
and businesses.

The weatherization
program targets “severely
energy inefficient” homes
in order to “improve com-
fort and reduce energy
costs,” Gentry said.

Improvements provided
at no cost to participants
may include attic insula-
tion, duct sealing/repair,
window sealing/caulking,
low-flow showerheads,
faucet aerators, carbon
monoxide detectors, and
smoke alarms.

To qualify for the
weatherization program,
the customer must be a
homeowner, renter, or
tenant of a single-family
home or duplex that is at
least 10 years of age. Cus-
tomers who meet those
criteria receive a free
home energy audit that
will determine whether
the residence qualifies for
weatherization measures.

This was AOG’s fourth
consecutive three-year
customer retention
program endorsed by the

Corporation Commission
since late 2014.

Cities that are served by
AOG, Summit Utilities

Arkansas Oklahoma Gas
Corp. supplies natural gas
to approximately 60,000
residential, commercial,
industrial, and agricultur-
al customers in Arkansas
and Oklahoma. Towns
served in Oklahoma in-
clude Fanshawe, Red Oak,
Poteau, Sallisaw, Spiro,
Muldrow, Heavener and
West Siloam Springs.

AOG is based in Fort
Smith, Arkansas, in the
heart of the Arkoma
Basin, an area “rich” in
natural gas production.
“That gives us the ability
to access and transport
natural gas produced
from local wells,” the
company states. “These
local supplies, in combi-
nation with our ability to
obtain natural gas from
interstate pipelines, en-
able us to provide reliable
natural gas service to all
our customers.”

In 2017, AOG joined
alarger group of natu-
ral gas utilities when it
combined with Summit
Utilities, Inc. “This brings
added expertise to the
team, as well as addition-
al financial resources
for ongoing growth and
investments to protect
the integrity and safety of
AOG’s natural gas sys-
tem.”

Oklahoma cities served
by Summit Utilities
include Lawton, Elgin,
Fletcher, Sterling, Cache,
Geronimo, Altus, Apache,
Blair, Burns Flat, Chick-
asha, Comanche, Duke,
Duncan, Mangum, Mar-
low, Martha, Olustee and
Temple.

They also include
Cushing, Ada, Arapa-
ho, Blackwell, Canton,
Cheyenne, Cromwell,
Deer Creek, Earlsboro,
Fairview, Garber, Harts-
horne, Hominy, Mangum,
McAlester, Medford, Nar-
din, Okeene, Seminole,
Stringtown, Talihina,
Tonkawa, Vance Air Force
Base, Watonga, Weath-
erford, Wilburton and
Wynona.

Provided

This is a bird’s-eye view of the Polaris Technologies 200-megawatt data center under
construction on a 40-acre site in Muskogee.

be Polaris’s first large-
scale project in the
U.S.

Other crypto projects
announced in 2022

Two years ago, YZY
Capital Holdings
announced plans to in-
vest $100 million, and
to buy 136.5 acres, on
which to develop two
50MW data centers in
Muskogee County: one
at the tiny town of Ok-
taha (between Musk-
ogee and Checotah)
and the other in Musk-
ogee’s John T. Griffin
Industrial Park.

YZY completed the
50MW project on 10.5
acres in Oktaha and
that facility is “cur-
rently operational,”
Underwood reported.

But subsequently
YZY Capital “opted to
diversify their Bitcoin
mining locations,” and
because of that “stra-
tegic decision” the
Muskogee City-County
Port Authority has
reacquired from YZY
the 126 acres in John
T. Griffin Industrial
Park, Underwood said.

Also in February
2022, Core Scientific
announced plans to
develop a 500MW data
center in the port’s
industrial park.

Core Scientific owns
a 60-acre parcel in the
industrial park “con-
veniently adjacent to
OG&E’s 1,000MW sub-
station,” Underwood
told the Ledger. Core

Scientific “dedicated
significant investment
- tens of millions of
dollars - for develop-
ment of the site,” he
said. “This included
construction of a sub-
station and preparing
the location for opera-
tional activities.”

However, prior to
completion of con-
struction, Core Scien-
tific “faced challenges
due to a decline in
Bitcoin prices, leading
them to file for bank-
ruptcy,” Underwood
related. The company
has since emerged
from bankruptcy
“and is in the process
of evaluating their
options for the John T.
Griffin Industrial Park
site,” he said.

Besides the one at
Oktaha, Oklahoma
has nine other data
centers in three cities,
according to data-
Eenters.com: five in
Oklahoma City, three
in Tulsa, and a Goo-
gle data center in the
MidAmerica Industrial
Park in Pryor.

Crypto mining
produces
thirst for electricity

Crypto mining data
centers have an enor-
mous thirst for elec-
tricity because they
employ many com-
puters that require
cooling equipment to
keep the constantly
running hardware
from overheating. One

comparison from 2021
was that at least 13
years of typical house-
hold electricity is
consumed to produce
each mined Bitcoin.

It is possible to
participate in Bitcoin
mining with an at-
home personal com-
puter equipped with
some of the latest
and fastest hardware,
but the ‘miner’ might
make only a few cents
per day.

On Oct. 18, 2023, a
Bitcoin price was ap-
proximately $28,400.

Presumably the Po-
laris data center will
consume a large vol-
ume of electricity and
thus become a major
industrial customer
for OG&E.

“OG&E will support
Polaris through our
current infrastruc-
ture, which entails
receiving electricity
from an intercon-
nected power grid
that is managed by
the Southwest Pow-
er Pool,” the utility
told the Ledger in
response to an inqui-
ry. “Many regional
power plants, includ-
ing OG&E’s Musk-
ogee Power Plant,
supply power to this
interconnected grid,
allowing electric
companies and the
SPP to operate eco-
nomically across the
entire grid, ultimate-
ly benefitting all cus-
tomers by increasing
reliability.”
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REVIEW

Reviewing “The Summer of 1876 : Outlaws, Lawmen, and
Legends in the Season That Defined the American West”

By Mindy Ragan Wood
Southwest Ledger

“The Summer of 1876:
Outlaws, Lawmen, and
Legends in the Season
That Defined the American
West,” a book that often
reads like a page turning
novel, is a must have for
history buffs and any Okla-
homan with an interest in
the Wild West.

Full disclosure, I come
from an Old West family.
My great, great grandfa-
ther Frank Ragan was a
former deputy U.S. Mar-
shal who served under
“Hanging” Judge Isaac
Parker. A secretive man
of intrigue, Frank hunt-
ed criminals throughout
Indian, and later Oklaho-
ma Territory, as he tried to
scrape out a meager living
for his growing family.

My own ancestor aside, I
approach historical books
with an aversion to sensa-
tionalism and uninformed
assumptions, but author
Chris Wimmer is also a
journalist who has studied
the American West. So,
when I got the chance to
read and review “The Sum-
mer of 1876: Outlaws, Law-
men, and Legends in the
Season That Defined the
American West,” I hoped
to learn something new
about this time in history.
I wasn’t disappointed.

Wimmer transports the
reader into the lives of fa-

mous lawmen, outlaws and

Native American heroes at
a time when the
political climate
would determine
the future of Okla-
homa and other
western states.

His meticulous
research reveals
facts, little known
stories and the
historical nuance
of the period to
better understand
these villains and
victors.

Some stories
serve as lessons
for the reader,
like the account
of Lakota War
Chief Red Cloud.
He knew the best
way to beat an
opponent is to test
their reactions
and discover their
modus operandi.

Wimmer tells
the story of Red
Cloud’s young
warriors ready for battle
in northern Wyoming
near Fort Phil Kearny. The
warriors were itching with
bloodthirsty courage and
emblazoned with rage, but
Red Cloud convinced them
to hold back for a wiser
war strategy than mere
force and speed.

Fortune may favor the
brave, but only if they're
wise and Red Cloud was

both.

\ Jesi?er‘c\

_ hope|ess

RESTORED

frald

(]
Rl
—
(-
Rl
—
(—
(= —
-

palnfu|

J ei? em en

cheated

He had his men ambush
the fort’s soldiers, but pull

DUTLAWS, LAWMEN,
AND LEGENDS IN

THE SEASON THAT DEFINED

THE AMERICAN WEST
*

THE SUMMER OF

1876

CHRIS WIMMER

back well short of a sus-
tained attack. From a dis-
tance, Red Cloud watched
the entire skirmish and in
moments learned exactly
how soldiers at the fort
behaved when surprised,
the number of soldiers and
their defense procedures.

Upon their return a few
weeks later in the dead of
winter, the warriors re-
turned and decimated the
fort’s army.

-

Lesson learned.

You won'’t find those
kinds of details
on Wikipedia, but
you’ll find it in
Wimmer’s book.

Other daring
tales include those
of outlaws like
Billy Thompson
and Jesse James.
Lawmen’s troubles,
too, find their way
into Wimmer’s
account, such as
the story of “Wild”
Bill Hickok and the
reason he gave up
his badge. Hickok
mistook his friend
and deputy, Mike
Williams, as an
outlaw during a
gun battle and
shot him dead.
Hickok was never
the same, Wimmer
wrote. I don’t sup-
pose Hickok went
around telling
that story in his
day, but Wimmer
ferreted it out.

The author holds back
no punches when it comes
to national politics and
public opinion at that time
toward Native Americans.
National politicians were
under pressure to give
ambitious white Ameri-
cans more lands to develop
and more gold to glean,
and they did not disap-
point their constituents.
Native Americans were
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often forced onto reser-
vations through lies and
bloodshed, but the gold
and glory would tarnish as
history later unfolded the
awful truth.

In reading his accounts,
the reader can speculate
that political leaders of
the day could not know or
did not care how future
Americans would judge
these decisions, nor of the
social and economic con-
sequences on the nation’s
First Americans that linger
today.

My one criticism is that
Wimmer weaves together
so many characters and
historical events in numer-
ous locations the book is
at times tricky to follow. I
found myself having to go
back and check a name or
wondering what the next
three paragraphs had to
do with the first—but his
vivid storytelling, and the
subject, made me forgive
and keep reading.

I enjoyed Wimmer’s fair-
ness when telling the sto-
ries of all these characters
who were often sensation-
alized by reporters—and
certainly in autobiogra-
phies—of the time. You
won’t find any rose-col-
ored glasses when you pick
up this book, but rather an
eye-opening retelling and
a perspective that captures
a single year’s importance
in shaping Old West his-
tory.
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LEGAL NOTICE

COMMISSIONER PROCEEDINGS PAGE #2
REGULAR MEETING

FEBRUARY 5, 2024

COMMISSIONER PROCEEDINGS
FEBRUARY 5, 2024

APPROVE RESOLUTION FOR DISPOSING OF EQUIPMENT OF ONE (1) 2003 FORD ECONOLINE VAN,
INVENTORY #D3-347.01, SERIAL #1FBSS31SX3HB32035, TO BE TRANSFERRED TO COMANCHE COUNTY
DETENTION CENTER FROM DISTRICT #3. DECLARED SURPLUS BY BOARD OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS ON
NOVEMBER 20, 2023.

THE BOARD OF COMANCHE COUNTY COMMISSIONERS MET IN REGULAR SESSION AT 9:00 A.M., MONDAY,
FEBRUARY 5, 2024 IN ROOM 302 OF THE COMANCHE COUNTY COURTHOUSE, LAWTON, OKLAHOMA.

CHAIRMAN JOSH POWERS CALLED THE MEETING TO ORDER AND 15T DEPUTY LYNN BENTLEY CALLED THE
ROLL. PRESENT WERE JOSH POWERS, JOHN O’BRIEN AND JOHNNY OWENS. NONE WERE ABSENT. APPROVE RESOLUTIONS OF DECLARATION OF SURPLUS OF THE FOLLOWING FOR DISTRICT #3.

ONE (1) GAS POWERED BREAKER/DRIVER ID# D3-322.05, SERIAL #07060414A

ONE (1) HYDRA RAM HYDRAULIC BREAKER/COMPACTOR  ID# D3-322.04, SERIAL #2893

ONE (1) STIHL AUGER ID# D3-341.01, SERIAL #STI43130112101

TWO (2) 2007 DODGE 2500 QUAD CAB PICKUPS ID# D3-301.60, SERIAL #3D7KS28D77G817922
ID# D3-301.61, SERIAL #3D7KS28D17G817916
ID# D3-499.02, SERIAL #074014

OWENS RECITED THE LORDS PRAYER AND JOSH POWERS LED THE AUDIENCE IN THE PLEDGE OF
ALLEGIANCE.

PUBLIC COMMENTS. THERE WERE NONE.

ONE (1) DANHUSER POST HOLE AUGER
OWENS MOVED TO APPROVE THE ACCEPTANCE OF THE MINUTES OF JANUARY 29, 2024. O’BRIEN
SECONDED THE MOTION WITH OWENS, O’BRIEN AND POWERS VOTING AYE. NO NAY VOTES. APPROVE ENCUMBRANCE FROM OPIOID ABATEMENT SETTLEMENT FUND IN THE AMOUNT OF $5,000.00 TO
CENTER FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT LAW, TO PROVIDE PROFESSIONAL SERVICES IN CONNECTION WITH
THE FORMATION AND ESTABLISHMENT OF A PUBLIC TRUST AS IT PERTAINS TO THE OPIOID ABATEMENT
SETTLEMENT, FOR THE MONTH OF FEBRUARY, 2024.

OWENS MOVED TO ENTER INTO EXECUTIVE SESSION AS IDENTIFIED BELOW:

DISCUSSION AND POSSIBLE ACTION REGARDING THE EMPLOYMENT, HIRING, PROMOTION, DEMOTION.
DISCIPLINING OR RESIGNATION OF ANY EMPLOYEE AND MORE SPECIFICALLY DISTRICT #1 EMPLOYEE
JOHN BORDELON.

APPROVE OKLAHOMA TAX COMMISSION NOTARIZED CLAIM FORM 969 FOR COMANCHE COUNTY’S CLAIM
AGAINST THE AD VALOREM REIMBURSEMENT FUND PURSUANT TO 62 O.S., SUPP. 1993, SECTION 193, FOR
LOSS REVENUE DUE TO EXEMPTION OF NEW OR EXPANDED MANUFACTURING FACILITIES IN 2022 FOR 2023
TAX YEAR. AMOUNT OF CLAIM IS $3,470,650.00.

ENTER INTO EXECUTIVE SESSION FOR THE PURPOSE OF CONFIDENTIAL COMMUNICATIONS BETWEEN THE
BOARD MEMBERS OF THE COMANCHE COUNTY BOARD OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS CONCERNING SAID
EMPLOYMENT IDENTIFIED ABOVE FOR SAID EMPLOYEE. AS SUCH, THE COMMUNICATIONS IN THIS
EXECUTIVE SESSION ARE CONFIDENTIAL. AUTHORITY: TITLE 25 OKLAHOMA STATUTE § 307 (B) (1).
POWERS SECONDED THE MOTION WITH OWENS, POWERS AND O’BRIEN VOTING AYE. NO NAY VOTES.

APPROVE COUNTY UTILITY PERMIT SUBMITTED BY NORMAN HERRERA, MANAGER OF COMANCHE
RENEWABLES, LLC, TO INSTALL A LOW PRESSURE GAS LINE STARTING ON PRIVATE PROPERTY AT 8902 SW
11™ ST., LAWTON, OK, IN THE SW/4 OF SEC 30, TIN, R11W L.M., PARALLELING S. 11™ ST. A SHORT DISTANCE
ON PRIVATE PROPERTY CROSSING SW PECAN RD., THEN STAYING ON PRIVATE PROPERTY UNTIL IT CROSSES
RAILROAD ST. AT THE RIGHT ANGLE STAYING ON PRIVATE PROPERTY UNTIL IT CROSSES 15™ ST. AT RIGHT
ANGLE, THEN PARALLELING WOODLAWN RD ON PRIVATE PROPERTY CROSSING SE FLOWER MOUND RD. AT
RIGHT ANGLE, STILL PARALLELLING WOODLAWN RD. ON PRIVATE PROPERTY CROSSING SE 45™ ST. AT
RIGHT ANGLE, PARALLELING WOODLAWN A SHORT DISTANCE AND CROSSING WOODLAWN TO ENDING AT
6601 SE WOODLAWN RD, LAWTON, OK, NW/4 OF SEC 23, TIN, R11W LM. IN DISTRICT #1, AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF MEMO FROM COMANCHE COUNTY FLOODPLAIN AUTHORITY DECLARING THE
PROPOSED PROJECT AND PROPERTY IS LOCATED DIRECTLY WITHIN SPECIAL FLOOD HAZARD AREA ZONE A
OR APPLICABLE FLOODPLAIN. COMANCHE RENEWABLES, LLC HAS COMPLETED THE NECESSARY
FLOODPLAIN DEVELOPMENT PERMIT AS REQUIRED, AND HAS SUBMITTED SAID PERMIT TO THE
FLOODPLAIN OFFICE AND HAS BEEN APPROVED. COMPLETED FLOODPLAIN DEVELOPMENT PERMIT IS
ATTACHED FOR ACKNOWLEDGEMENT.

O’BRIEN MOVED TO ADJOURN EXECUTIVE SESSION AND RETURN TO REGULAR MEETING. NO ACTION
TAKEN FROM EXECUTIVE SESSION IDENTIFIED ABOVE. OWENS SECONDED THE MOTION WITH O’BRIEN,
OWENS AND POWERS VOTING AYE. NO NAY VOTES.

OWENS MOVED TO RETAIN THE SERVICES OF THE CENTER FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT LAW FIRM FOR
THE PURPOSE OF FORMING A PUBLIC TRUST FOR THE USE AND BENEFIT OF CERTAIN COUNTIES IN
SOUTHWEST OKLAHOMA INCLUDING COMANCHE COUNTY. THIS TRUST WILL USE OPIOID SETTLEMENT
FUNDS AND/OR GRANTS TO ESTABLISH, OWN AND OPERATE A TREATMENT FACILITY TO ABATE & TREAT
OPIOID & OTHER DRUG ADDICTIONS. O’BRIEN SECONDED THE MOTION WITH OWENS, O’BRIEN AND
POWERS VOTING AYE. NO NAY VOTES.

OWENS MOVED TO APPROVE STANDARD RENTAL SERVICE AGREEMENT BY AND BETWEEN CINTAS
CORPORATION AND COMANCHE COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS ON BEHALF OF COMANCHE

COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT TO SUPPLY LAUNDERED UNIFORMS AND SHOP TOWELS TO THE APPROVE OFFICIAL’S MONTHLY REPORTS.

VEHICLE MAINTENANCE MECHANIC ONCE PER WEEK. THIS AGREEMENT IS EFFECTIVE AS OF THE DATE ASSESSOR JANUARY 2024 $315.00
OF EXECUTION FOR A TERM OF 60 MONTHS. O’BRIEN SECONDED THE MOTION WITH OWENS, O’BRIEN

AND POWERS VOTING AYE. NO NAY VOTES. COUNTY CLERK JANUARY 2024 $89,645.45
OWENS MOVED TO APPROVE CHANGING ONE (1) OF THE THREE (3) ROADS NAMED “197™ STREET”, AND HEALTH DEPT. JANUARY 2024 $0.00

MORE SPECIFICALLY THE ROAD THAT CLIFFORD FISHER RESIDES ON NAMED “SW 197™ STREET”, TO
“SANDY HILL ROAD”, IN DISTRICT #3. A PETITION WITH THIS REQUEST WAS RECEIVED BY THE COUNTY
CLERK’S OFFICE ON AUGUST 10, 2023, AND ACKNOWLEDGED BY THE BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS ON
AUGUST 21, 2023, AT THEIR REGULAR MEETING. O’BRIEN SECONDED THE MOTION WITH OWENS, O’BRIEN

APPROVE MONTHLY P-CARD STATEMENT AND PAYMENTS. THERE WERE NONE.

APPROVE REQUESTS FOR APPROPRIATIONS.

AND POWERS VOTING AYE. NO NAY VOTES. HIGHWAY #1 199,751.34
688.50
OWENS MOVED TO APPROVE THE CONSENT AGENDA AS FOLLOWS: 113.40
51.49
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$200,604.73 1,170.21 O’BRIEN SECONDED THE MOTION WITH OWENS, O’BRIEN AND POWERS VOTING AYE. NO NAY VOTES.
$6,609.21
HIGHWAY #3 199,751.35 THE BOARD ACKNOWLEDGED COURT SUMMONS. CJ-2024-47
9,434.46 USE TAX 1,030.65
$209,185.81 117.466.89 THE BOARD ACKNOWLEDGED TORT CLAIMS. THERE WERE NONE.
$118,497.54
CBRI $80,128.93 THE BOARD ACKNOWLEDGED OMMA CERTIFICATES OF COMPLIANCE. THERE WERE NONE.
FAIR MAINTENANCE — ST 6.87
ASSESSOR REVOLVING FEE 225.00 3041427 NEW BUSINESS: (CONSIDER ANY MATTER NOT KNOWN ABOUT OR WHICH COULD NOT HAVE BEEN
10.28 $30.421.14 REASONABLY FORESEEN PRIOR TO THE TIME OF POSTING THIS AGENDA.) THERE WAS NONE.
$235.28
GENERAL GOVERNMENT — ST 24918 POWERS MOVED TO ADJOURN. O’BRIEN SECONDED THE MOTION WITH POWERS, O’BRIEN AND OWENS
COUNTY CLERK LIEN FEE 1,875.86 19.149.72 VOTING AYE. NO NAY VOTES.
36.60 $19,398.90
$1,912.46 THE FOLLOWING CLAIMS WERE ENTERED ON THE PURCHASE ORDER CALENDAR IN THE COUNTY CLERK’S
JAIL _ST 1926 OFFICE AND APPROVED FOR PAYMENT BY THE BOARD. EMERGENCY PURCHASE ORDERS HAVE
COUNTY CLERK PRESERVATION $12,740.00 450.581.71 DOCUMENTATION ON FILE IN THE COUNTY CLERK’S OFFICE. ASTERISKS* IDENTIFY EMERGENCIES.
EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT $10,000.00 $450,630.97 FY 22123
Donations
JUVENILE DETENTION CENTER 920.00 SHERIFF - ST ‘l‘ﬁ'gg - 000009  STENOGRAPH, LLC $155.14 MICROPHONE(S)
107,839.50 696,
1,240.00 $16,945.40 FY 2324
1,360.00 ARPA 2021
49.07 RURAL FIRE - ST 157.97 000030  COMANCHE CO FAIRGROUNDS $ 140,000.00 ARPA-SUBRECIPIENT
2,640.00 29,287.81 000031  CLIFFORD POWER SYSTEMS $34,186.34 GENERATOR
1,240.00 $29,445.78 000032  JOE COOPER CHEVROLET CADILLAC OF SHAWN  $ 46,977.00 VEHICLE
1,240.00
776833 ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT — ST 34.85 CBRI
75036 16,896.81 000006  ERGON ASPHALT & EMULSIONS INC $12,611.07 AEP
163.70 $16,931.66 000007  ERGON ASPHALT & EMULSIONS INC $ 58,384.98 CRS-2+
2,480.00
5.761.95 AMERICAN RESCUE PLAN ACT 2021 $3,141.21 GENERAL
760.00 001638 GLENN OIL COMPANY LLC $183.34 PUMP GAS
480.00 LAW LIBRARY $4,221.90 001639 SOUTH CENTRAL INDUSTRIES INC $132.42 EST OF NEEDS
$134,692.91 001640 D JONES MECHANICAL LLC $1,488.20 EST OF NEEDS
DRUG COURT 420.00 001641  FILE THIRTEEN $33.00 EST OF NEEDS
RESALE PROPERTY 20.00 100.00 001642 JOHNSON & JOHNSON LOCKSMITH LLC $172.00 EST OF NEEDS
34379 630.00 001643 JAMES SUPPLIES LLC $3.00 EST OF NEEDS
52,660.45 $1,150.00 001644 A 1 JANITORIAL SERVICES INC $5.955.00 JANITORIAL SVC
$53,024.24 001645  AMERICAN ELEVATOR CO $ 830.00 ELEVATOR MAINT
COURT CLERK RECORDS MANAGEMENT $4,772.25 001646 AQUA SOLUTIONS $833.33 EST OF NEEDS
SHERIFF SERVICE FEE 11,847.16 001647  EMPIRE PAPER $59.26 EST OF NEEDS
1,101.23 APPROVE TRANSFERS FOR APPROPRIATIONS. THERE WERE NONE. 001648 JAMES SUPPLIES LLC $3.00 EST OF NEEDS
4,396.14 001649 LOCKE SUPPLY CO $146.09 EST OF NEEDS
1,022.50 APPROVE TRANSFER OF FUNDS. THERE WERE NONE. 001650  SAMS CLUB DIRECT $350.96 EST OF NEEDS
950.00 001651  WASTE CONNECTIONS OF OKLAHOMA INC $516.96 EST OF NEEDS
$19,317.03 APPROVE BLANKET PURCHASE ORDERS. 001652 SUMMIT UTILITIES OKLAHOMA INC $3,700.19 SERVICE
244285 THROUGH 244291, 244310 THROUGH 244312 001653 SUMMIT UTILITIES OKLAHOMA INC $39.75 SERVICE
TREASURER’S MTG TAX $1,265.00 001654 FIRE PROS LLC $42.00 FIRE EXTINGUISHR SVC
001655 PUBLIC SVC CO OF OK $ 12,080.00 SERVICE
COUNTY DONATION — HOME FINANCE 1,999.75 gf;%gf’;?g/ ERAGES ON BLANKET PURCHASE ORDERS. 001656 PUBLIC SVC CO OF OK $380.23 SERVICE
1,170.21 : 001657 PUBLIC SVC CO OF OK $185.23 SERVICE
269.29 001658 PUBLIC SVC CO OF OK $87.45 SERVICE
1,999.75 APPROVE CLAIMS AND PURCHASE ORDERS FOR PAYMENT. 001659 SUMMIT UTILITIES OKLAHOMA INC $97.27 SERVICE
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001660  AT&T $393.38 SERVICE HOME FINANCE
001661  GLENN OIL COMPANY LLC $3478.85 PUMP GAS 000009  COLLINS, ZORN, & WAGNER PLLC $285.00 PROFESSIONAL SVC
00}662 Gigﬁ O?ﬂ Coﬁgigz ]LJﬂC $ ;’688'61 gUﬁg G/ZS ET JUVENILE DETENTION CENTER
001663 G OIL CO C $28.90 UMP GAS, ETC 000556  GARDENHIRE COUNSELING SVCS LLC $750.00 PROFESSIONAL SVC
001664  HART, CAROL $612.61 TRAVEL 000557  HIGH TECH OFFICE SYSTEMS $196.96 COPIER MAINT
001665 THEIS, ALLISON $807.61 TRAVEL 000558  GLENN OIL COMPANY LLC $31.41 PUMP GAS
001666 FIDELITY COMMUNICATIONS $249.52 SERVICE 000559 JOHNSON & JOHNSON LOCKSMITH LLC $995.00 LOCKS
000560  AFFINITEE GRAPHICS $ 634.68 SHIRTS
HEALTH 000561  SHERWIN WILLIAMS COMPANY $126.28 PAINT & MATERIALS
000394  MORALES, MARIA $161.92 TRAVEL 000562  JOHNSONS ELECTRIC SERVICE INC $291.48 REPLACE LIGHT FIXTR
000395 SPECTRUM PAINT COMPANY INC $416.44 SUPPLIES & PAINT 000563 SUMMIT UTILITIES OKLAHOMA INC $502.08 SERVICE
000396  GLENN OIL COMPANY LLC $37.81 PUMP GAS, ETC RM&P
MCKESSON MEDICAL-SURGICAL 1,599.91 VACCINE
88832; ATCCHESS() ADDYSCON LSU GIC i 9’3569(9)09 REggRDS CLERK 000122  AMAZON CAPITAL SERVICES $48.95 OFFICE SUPPLIES
g g X 000123  SHRED AWAY SHREDDING INC $40.00 EST OF NEEDS
000399  LLANO ALARCON, LAURA D. $1,084.50 INTERPRETER SVC 000124 SHRED AWAY SHREDDING ING $ 4000 EST OF NEEDS
000400  SOUTHWESTERN MEDICAL CTR $118.00 XRAYS 000125  KELLPRO INC $643.82 SERVICE
000401  GRIFFITTS, TATHENA MARIE $247.50 RECORDS CLERK 000126 A OK RUBBER STAMP CO $ 143.90 STAMP(S)
000402  HOWSE, CIERRA $553.50 RECORDS CLERK
000403  JUDY, SYLVIA $ 882.00 SWITCHBRD OPERATOR RURAL FIRE-ST
000404  JOHNSON, MIA PAIGE $729.00 RECORDS CLERK 000036  HAMMER LANE DIESEL SERVICE LLC $1,343.56 VFD-VEHICLE SERVICE
000405  CLAYS SERVICES LLC $150.00 LAWN CARE 000087  CASCO INDUSTRIES INC $4,930.00 VFD - FIRE EQUIPMENT
000406 CLAYS SERVICES LLC $150.00 LAWN CARE 000088 CASCO INDUSTRIES INC $ 535.00 VFD - FIRE GEAR
HIGHWAY SHERIFF-ST
001353 OBRIEN. JOHND $96.00 LODGING 000034  SNAP ON INCORPORATED $8,152.56 TIRE BALANCER
001354  SAMS CLUB DIRECT $94.92 MISC SUPPLIES SH SVC FEE
001355  SOUTHWEST READY MIX $1,298.25 CONCRETE 000217 WALMART $184.03 MISC SUPPLIES
001356  HOLT ELECTRIC LLC $175.00 LABOR & SUPPLIES 000218  OK SHERIFFS ASSN $ 150000 MEMBERSHIP DUES
001357 AMAZON CAPITAL SERVICES $938.96 TOOLBOX 000219  SIRCHIE ACQUISITION COMPANY LLC $124.03 EVIDENCE SUPPLIES
001358 HOW RUBBER $108.56 PARTS 000220 ODP BUSINESS SOLUTIONS LLC $179.28 OFFICE SUPPLIES
001359 SAMS CLUB DIRECT $195.96 SUPPLIES 000221 WALMART $80.00 MICROWAVE
001360  GLENN OIL COMPANY LLC $2,140.00 OIL 000222 ODP BUSINESS SOLUTIONS LLC $997.25 PAPER
001361 HOW RUBBER $483.83 PARTS 000223 SMITH, ISRAEL L. $998.66 COMPUTER ACCESSORI
001362 COMANCHE CO RWD #1 $35.00 SERVICE 000224 WALMART $ 198.00 STAMP(S)
001363 STOCK EXCHANGE BANK $2,996.65 LSE PURCH PYMT 000225 ODP BUSINESS SOLUTIONS LLC $298.91 OFFICE SUPPLIES
001364  STOCK EXCHANGE BANK $3,279.13 LSE PURCH PYMT gggggﬁ ﬁ i $ MOBILITY 2 19395;949 ggﬁ"%gg
001365  STOCK EXCHANGE BANK $3,279.13 LSE PURCH PYMT 00022; ALLEIO GERARDO A s ; o REIAXBURSEMENT
001366  STOCK EXCHANGE BANK $3,057.79 LSE PURCH PYMT 000229  FOREMAN. ANDREW 5 7048 REIMBURSEMENT
001367  SNB BANK, N.A. $1,609.03 LSE PURCH PYMT ’ .
001368  STOCK EXCHANGE BANK $1,821.29 LSE PURCH PYMT
001369 ~ HAMPTON INN $ 184.00 LODGING
001370  LUGO, LONNIE S. $19.01 MEALS COMMISSIONER PROCEEDINGS PAGE #38
001371 DEATON, NATHAN A. $46.70 MEALS FEBRUARY 5, 2024
001372 SECURITY STATE BANK $ 1,600.90 LSE PURCH PYMT
001373  RCB BANK $2,704.59 LSE PURCH PYMT COMANCHE COUNTY COMMISSIONERS
001374  VICS TELECOMMUNICATIONS INC $100.00 PHONE REPAIR
001375  BENNETT OFFICE EQUIPMENT $79.00 EST OF NEEDS
001376 AMAZON CAPITAL SERVICES $177.68 OFFICE SUPPLIES JOSH POWERS, CHAIRMAN
001377  QUALITY PETROLEUM INC $514.74 ANTIFREEZE
001378  GRAINGER $320.72 OIL DRUM CRADLES
001379  DUNCAN PRINTING INC, L W $59.00 PRINTING SERVICE ) ;
001380  LOCKE SUPPLY CO $76.16 BULBS ATTEST: JOHN O’BRIEN, VICE-CHAIRMAN
001381  JEFFS KEY & SAFE SHOP $27.60 MISC PARTS
001382  HOLT ELECTRIC, LLC $150.00 SERVICE CALL

CARRIE TUBBS, COUNTY CLERK
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Energy Briets: LEDs, LNG, ESG, fracking, royalties...

By Jerry Bohnen
OK Energy Today

Stillwater
streetlights

The City of Stillwater
is the latest to join the
movement toward LED
streetlights.

Stillwater Electric
Utility began installing
the first of 4,400 fixtures
earlier this month, and
the project is expected to
take nearly two years to
complete.

“LED lighting con-
sumes less energy to
operate, requires mini-
mal maintenance, and
the lights have a longer
lifespan,” said Loren
Smith, director of Elec-
tric Utility. Additionally,
“They provide a higher
quality of lighting, which
improves traffic safety
and road conditions.”

Job losses, gains

The government re-
ported recently that the
oil and gas industry lost
3,741 jobs in January.

Figures from the
Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics showed that job
availability, compared to
December, decreased by
0.6% across the sector.

The Energy Workforce
& Technology Council
analyzed preliminary
data and calculated
Oklahoma had nearly
49,100 workers in the
state’s oilfield. The U.S.
decline in oil and gas
contributed to a 3.7%
unemployment rate
across the nation.

While national job
growth posted a surpris-
ingly strong increase in
January, a U.S. Chamber
of Commerce analysis
found that workforce
participation remains
below pre-pandemic
levels.

Frac sand supplier
plans to go public
Alpine Silica Holding,
a frac sand supplier that

started sand mining
operations in Oklahoma
six years ago, plans to go
public.

Alpine’s parent com-
pany, ProFrac Holding
Corp., filed the requisite
paperwork recently.
Alpine Silica is ProFrac’s
proppant production
segment and has exist-
ing operations through-
out Louisiana and Texas.

Alpine Silica operates
frac sand reserves and
produces five different
sand products through-
out Louisiana in the
Haynesville play and in
the Permian Basin of
West Texas.

In 2018 Alpine an-
nounced plans to build
anew frac sand plant in
Fay, a small town west
of Kingfisher in the far
southeastern corner
of Dewey County. The
company stated at the
time it had secured
nearly 51 million tons of
reserves for the Okla-
homa project, which
was in the middle of the
STACK play. It expected
to produce nearly three
million tons of frac sand
ayear.

However, Alpine’s web-
site indicated the Fay
operation is temporarily
closed. Now the compa-
ny is moving forward as
investors believe there
could be a rebound for
U.S. initial public offer-
ing markets.

California bans
fracking

Nearly three years af-
ter Gov. Gavin Newsom
directed it, California’s
oil and gas industry
regulator kick-started a
process to ban hydraulic
fracturing, the fossil
fuel extraction method
known as ‘fracking.

Another tire
plant closing
Four months after

Michelin North America
announced it is closing
its tire plant at Ardmore,
another tire company
has announced similar
plans and for the same
reason: changes in tire
demand as a result of
the electric vehicle
industry and the cost of

meeting those demands.

Michelin issued a
statement in November
2023, indicating it made
the difficult decision
because the southern
Oklahoma plant could
no longer meet the
changing demands of
the auto industry. It will
close the Ardmore facili-
ty by 2025.

German auto suppli-
er Continental made a
similar announcement
last week. It plans to
cut more than 7,100
jobs worldwide by 2025
because the switch to
electric vehicles forces
companies in the sector
to retool. The company
has nearly 200,000 work-
ers across the globe.

How is the EV industry
affecting tire manufac-
turing? It has to do with
instant torque, which
electric vehicles are able
to do while gas-powered
vehicles cannot. As a
result, it is harder on
tires and according to
some reports, some EVs
wear standard tires at a
rate 30% faster than tires
on gas-powered cars and
trucks.

As a result, there is a
demand or increased
need for specialized tires
which are wider on EVs
and it means retooling
for tire manufacturers.
It’s a cost they don’t want
to assume.

Raise
royalty rates

The New Mexico
House of Representa-
tives passed a measure
that would compel
energy producers to pay
higher royalty rates on
premium oil and gas
leases offered by the
State Land Office.

One sponsor said the
state has a duty to max-
imize profits from oil
and gas leases to benefit
schools, reported New
Mexico Political Report.

As explained to the
legislature, the bill
would mostly affect the
Permian Basin in the
southeastern region of

New Mexico but not the
San Juan Basin in the
northwest; the reason is
because the premium
leases are in the Perm-
ian Basin.

The existing cap is
20% for the state, but
the bill would raise the
maximum royalty rate to
25%. Royalty rates have
not been changed since
the 1970s.

Keep the
public out!

A fight is brewing in
the Kansas Legislature
over a bill aimed at
exempting the Kansas
Corporation Commis-
sion from the state’s
Open Meetings Act.

Skepticism has been
raised by the Kansas
Electric Cooperatives
and its 29 nonprofit
cooperatives. Under the
bill filed by a Wichita
state representative,
corporation commis-
sioners would be able
to sidestep the Open
Meetings Act when con-
sidering contested issues
on the commission’s
docket, Kansas Reflector
reported.

The measure also
would forbid the com-
missioners from holding
secret conversations
with regulated business-
es or their attorneys.

BlackRock
backs off ESG

BlackRock, the in-
vestment firm banned
from doing business
with state entities in
Oklahoma because of its
environmental, social
and governance policies,
is backing off its previ-
ous commitment to an
international climate
change coalition.

The coalition, known
as Climate Action 100+,
promoted stronger ac-
tion on climate change.
But last week BlackRock,
JPMorgan Chase, and
State Street were among
firm that either quit or
changed their participa-
tion in the project.

JPMorgan Chase and

State Street pulled out
entirely while BlackRock
transferred its members
to its international arm,
a move that essentially
limited its involvement.

BlackRock has been
under growing pressure
from states such as Okla-
homa and Texas, where
it has been banned from
doing state business
because of its policies
that reportedly discrim-
inated against the oil
and gas industry. The
company was targeted in
Oklahoma because of a
new law in which firms
that discriminate against
oil and gas are banned
from doing business
with state entities.

While BlackRock
remains on the State
Treasurer’s banned list
created through the
Energy Discrimination
Elimination Act of 2022,
arecent OK Energy To-
day review of Securities
and Exchange Commis-
sion records showed
BlackRock has major
investments in Vital En-
ergy, ONEOK, ONE Gas,
and Chesapeake Energy.

7 rigs for
Saudi Aramco

Helmerich & Payne in
Tulsa reached a deal to
provide seven new rigs
to Saudi Aramco.

Terms of the contract
were finalized as the
seven super-spec rigs
were awarded 5-year
contracts with 1-year
options. The rigs are
expected to be put into
immediate use once
they are delivered, and
that should be in the
fourth quarter of this
year.

These rigs will be
sourced from H&P’s
idle super-spec FlexRigs
in the U.S. and, during
fiscal 2024, the company
plans to convert the rigs
to walking configura-
tions and further equip
them to suit Saudi Ar-
amco’s unconventional
gas drilling rig specifi-
cations.

Atlanta battery factory

planned by Norwegians

A Norwegian battery
company has been
working since 2022 to
open a supersize factory
outside of Atlanta.

Freyr Battery is devel-
oping a manufacturing
process for lithium-ion
batteries that it says will
be less expensive and
have less waste than the
processes many com-
petitors use. The batter-
ies would be available
for stationary energy
storage and for use in
electric vehicles.

The plant near Atlan-
ta will cost more than
$2.5 billion to build
and employ 723 people.
Currently the company
has a head count of 213,
most of them in Nor-
way.

French EV
subsidy cut
The French govern-

ment cut by 20% a
subsidy higher-income
car buyers can get for
buying electric and
hybrid vehicles, in order
to keep from overrun-
ning its budget to boost
the number of electric
cars on the road.

Shell predicts
gas boom
Shell, the British

oil-and-gas company,
predicts global demand
for liquefied natural gas
will grow beyond 2040,
driven by industrial
demand in China and
economic development
in South Asia and South-
east Asia.

Russian
tankers idle

A large fleet of oil tank-
ers used to export Rus-
sian crude oil is grinding
to a halt, potentially as a
result of increased U.S.
sanctions on the Russian
oil market, Bloomberg
reported Feb. 13. Nearly
half of the 50 tankers
sanctioned by the U.S.
Treasury in October have
not loaded cargo since
they appeared on track-
ing sites.

Oklahoma Corporation
Commission to meet Wednesday

By Debi DeSilver
Southwest Ledger

OKLAHOMA CITY -
Two bills co-authored by
Rep. Brad Boles (R-Mar-
low) will be discussed
at the Oklahoma Cor-
poration Commission
regular meeting on
Wednesday, Feb. 21.

Documents show
that Senate Bill 1568,
authored by Sen. Dave
Rader (R-Tulsa), pro-
poses to amend statute
17 0O.S. 2021, Section 52,
which relates to clarify-
ing well jurisdiction of
the commission. Other
statutes listed in the bill
relate to jurisdiction of
environmental agencies
and modifying authority
over certain injection
wells.

The last legislative
action on the bill was re-
corded on Feb. 6, noting
the Second Reading re-
ferred to the Energy and
Telecommunications
Committee then to the
Appropriations Com-
mittee. The OCC agenda
states the Commission
will have a briefing and
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discussion on the bill,
along with SB 1569. Dis-
cussion and a possible
vote(s) on a statement
and/or letter or other
direction to commission
staff will be considered.

A bill analysis on SB
1569 (Oklahoma Carbon
Sequestration Enhance-
ment Act) at trackbill.
com notes the proposal,
also authored by Sen.
Rader, clarifies that the
duties of the Oklahoma
Conservation Commis-
sion relating to carbon
sequestration shall not
include geologic carbon
sequestration occurring
in Underground Injec-
tion Control Class II or
Class VI projects. The
Commission’s jurisdic-
tion to sequestration
would only extend to
terrestrial and agricul-
tural carbon sequestra-
tion practices.

The last legislative
action on the bill was
recorded on Feb. 15,
reported as Do Pass
Energy and Telecommu-
nications committee;
CR (committee report)
filed. The OCC will have

a briefing and discus-
sion on the bill and con-
sider a possible vote(s)
on a statement and/or
letter or other direction
to commission staff.

Among other items
listed on the OCC
Agenda include dis-
cussion, hearing and
possible vote(s) in Case
No. RM2023-000014,

In the Matter of a
Permanent Rulemak-
ing of the Oklahoma
Corporation Commis-
sion Amending OAC
165:14, Electric Vehicle
Charging Stations VIII
Discussion and in Case
No. RM2023-000021, In
the Matter of a Perma-
nent Rulemaking of the
Oklahoma Corporation
Commission Amending
OAC 165:59, Oklahoma
Universal Service and
Oklahoma Lifeline.

The OCC meeting will
be held at 1:30 p.m.,
Wednesday, Feb. 21, at
the Concourse Theater,
Suite C50, Will Rogers
Memorial Office Build-
ing, 2401 North Lincoln
Boulevard, Oklahoma
City.

Hiett

named VP

of

Southwest Power Pool panel

By Mike W. Ray
Southwest Ledger

OKLAHOMA CITY -
Oklahoma Corporation
Commission Chairman
Todd Hiett was chosen
recently to fill a leader-
ship vacancy in the Re-
gional State Committee
of the Southwest Power
Pool.

The Regional State
Committee of the SPP
approved the nomina-
tion committee’s selec-
tion of Hiett earlier this
month to serve as its
vice president.

He replaces Minneso-
ta Commissioner John
Tuma, who was to serve
as the commission’s
vice president this year
but was promoted after
the incoming president
abruptly resigned. Hiett
joined the Regional State
Committee to replace
former Oklahoma Cor-
poration Commissioner
Dana Murphy, who
termed out after 14 years
with the state agency.

Hiett’s election is
important to Oklahoma
because the Sooner State
“represents a significant
portion of the load”

- the amount of elec-
tricity used within the
Southwest Power Pool.
In calendar year 2023
Oklahoma “produced
27.1% of all the energy
generated by SPP’s mem-
ber utilities, and the

Todd
Hiett

state represented 24.9%
of SPP’s total demand,”
SPP spokesperson Derek
Wingfield informed
Southwest Ledger.

The SPP is a regional
power transmission or-
ganization based in Lit-
tle Rock, Arkansas. SPP
has members and man-
ages the electric grid
in 15 states: Arkansas,
Colorado, Iowa, Kansas,
Louisiana, Minnesota,
Missouri, Montana,
Nebraska, New Mexico,
North Dakota, Oklaho-
ma, South Dakota, Texas
and Wyoming, and has
customers in all or parts
of 23 states and prov-
inces.

The SPP encompasses
all of Oklahoma and
Kansas and most of
Nebraska, South and
North Dakota, but only
portions of the other
member states, many
of which are sparsely
populated. As for Texas,
most of the electric grid

in the Lone Star State
is managed by ERCOT,
the Electric Reliability
Council of Texas.

The SPP is a nonprofit
corporation mandated
by the Federal Energy
Regulatory Commission
to ensure reliable sup-
plies of power, adequate
transmission infrastruc-
ture and competitive
wholesale electricity
prices on behalf of its
members.

SPP member costs
are allocated accord-
ing to load, Hiett said,
so Oklahoma pays “by
far, a significant - and
proportionate — share
of the cost of electricity
transmission” in the SPP
region.

His role on the Region-
al State Committee will
entail “a lot of work,”
Hiett said. The group
meets quarterly, for
two days, and conducts
educational sessions to
“keep us abreast” about
issues that affect the
SPP.

Meanwhile, “We carry
a heavy load already” on
the three-member Cor-
poration Commission,
which regulates motor
carriers, oil and gas
exploration and produc-
tion, and public utilities
such as Oklahoma Gas &
Electric, Public Service
Co. of Oklahoma, Sum-
mit Utilities, and OKkla-
homa Natural Gas Co.
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Borrowers refinancing farm loans
will face higher interest payments

By Ty Kreitman

Growth in agricultural real estate
values surged during 2021 and 2022
alongside historically high farm in-
comes and low interest rates. In 2023,
farmland values held firm while inter-
est rates increased alongside bench-
mark rates. Together, strong real
estate valuations and higher interest
rates have pushed up interest expens-
es on land loans, potentially squeez-
ing profitability for crop producers.

According to the U.S. Department
of Agriculture, agricultural real estate
accounts for more than 80% of U.S.
farm sector assets, and real estate
debt makes up more than 70% of all
liabilities for the sector. Thus, an
increase in interest expenses on land
debt is likely to have a substantial
influence on the sector.

The steep increase in interest ex-
penses is likely to be acutely burden-
some for owner-operated farms with
high leverage and may deter some
farmers from refinancing or taking on
new debt.

Notably, these increases in financing
costs have occurred at a time when
farm operational costs have declined.
Total expenses for an average corn
and soybean farm without new land
debt stabilized in 2023. (Scenarios
assume the operation is a 50/50 corn
and soybean farm that finances 50%
of operating expenses at the begin-
ning of the year and pays interest and
principal on operating debt in full at
year-end.)

The slight decline in farm expenses
reflects a decline in the costs of many
key inputs such as fuel and fertilizer
after two years of substantial in-
creases. However, total expenses for
an average farm with new land debt
continued to rise.

Financing costs pushed up total
expenses for farms with land debt. In-
terest expenses per acre grew during
2023 alongside higher interest rates,
particularly for operations with large
amounts of new debt. A farm with
new or refinanced land debt totaling
40% of the value of all operated acres
- that is, a 40% loan-to-value ratio -
saw an increase in interest expenses
of nearly $100 per acre from 2022 to
2023. A farm with a 65% LTV had an
increase of more than $125 per acre.

Profit opportunities thinned for all
crop producers during 2023 alongside
a moderation in crop prices, but those
with large amounts of land debt could
face additional pressures.

In 2023, a farm with a new loan with
a 40% LTV ratio on all operated acres
would likely break even selling crops
at average prices, similar to a farm
that rents all operated acres and has
no land debt. Moreover, a farm with a
new loan with a 65% percent LTV ratio
on all operated acres would likely
incur losses.

According to the USDA’s Agricultural
Resource Management Survey, around
45% of U.S. corn and soybeans farms
owned all land operated in 2022,
around 40% owned a portion of land
operated but rented the remainder,
and about 15% rented all land oper-
ated.

Farms that own land can have vary-
ing debt levels and repricing sched-
ules that influence exposure to higher
interest costs. Farms with higher
leverage and higher shares of newly fi-
nanced land debt are likely to have the
most pressure on their profit margins.

Higher interest costs are likely to
weigh on both new land purchases
and the incomes of borrowers refi-
nancing existing debt. According to
the Survey of Agricultural Credit Con-
ditions, near-term repricing schedules
are common on debt secured by farm
real estate at commercial agricultur-
al banks. Commercial banks in the
survey are, on average, scheduled to
reprice about one-fifth of farmland
loans every six months.

More than half of farmland loans
will assume a new interest rate over
the next 18 months. Borrowers refi-
nancing debt secured prior to 2022
will face considerably higher interest
payments than when the loan was
originated.

Reducing financing costs could
require producers to have sizeable
amounts of cash on hand for down
payments. The average interest rate on
farmland loans has more than dou-
bled since the beginning of 2022 and
increased loan payments considerably.

For new land purchases, the amount
of funds needed to reduce debt bal-
ances and lower loan payments has
increased alongside strong growth in
farm real estate values. For farms refi-
nancing existing debt, higher interest
payments could materially reduce
repayment capacity and may require
paying down a portion of outstanding
debt.

Together, these results suggest that in
the current interest rate environment,
crop producers with new or newly refi-
nanced land debt may struggle to reach
profitability without strong equity posi-
tions, large cash down payments, or an
improvement in agricultural economic
conditions.

Considerable strength in farm
income in recent years has bolstered
working capital and could alleviate the
debt burden for some operators refi-
nancing existing land debt. However,
high financing costs could reduce de-
mand for newly financed agricultural
real estate purchases and be especially
burdensome for highly leveraged crop
producers.

Ty Kreitman is an associate economist
in the Regional Affairs Department at
the Omaha Branch of the Federal Reserve
Bank of Kansas City.

U.S.

pork export value sets

record; beef finishes strong

From staff reports

Fueled by key markets
in Mexico and the West-
ern Hemisphere, U.S.
pork exports set a value
record in 2023. According
to USDA data compiled
by the U.S Meat Export
Federation, pork exports
reached an $8.16 billion,
a 6% increase from 2022.

A December surge
led export volume to its
third-largest figure on
record of 2.91 million
metric tons.

Mexico set records for
both volume and value
of pork imports from the
U.S. in December, climb-
ing 17% year-over-year to
105,451 mt, with export
values reaching $233.8
million.

2023 saw tremendous
growth in global demand
for U.S. pork, and it came
at a time when the U.S.
industry needed it most,”
said USMEF President
and CEO Dan Halstrom.
“The expansion of U.S.
pork’s presence in Mexi-
co has been remarkable
but the great news cer-
tainly doesn’t end there.
We are very encouraged
by the robust demand
we've seen throughout
the Western Hemisphere
and in a number of
Asia-Pacific markets as
well.”

Central American
countries like Honduras,
Guatemala and El Sal-
vador also experienced
increased growth in pork
imports from the U.S.

In December, exports to
this region rose by 20%,
breaking records for
both volume and value.
Overall, 2023 exports

to Central America
reached the second-larg-
est volume on record.
Despite a slight decline
in December shipments,
the Dominican Republic
also witnessed significant
growth. Due to African
swine fever in domestic
production, the Domini-
can Republic saw in-
creased reliance on U.S.
pork.

Despite a small de-
crease in pork variety
shipments to China,
exports rose to 585,806
mt, a 9% increase from
2022, valued at $1.37
billion, representing a 7%
increase. China remained
the largest destination for
variety meat shipments at
335,591 mt. Pork exports
surged 64% in South
Korea to 23,912 mt - the
largest in more than four
years.

U.S pork exports also
rose in the Philippines
and Vietnam, and surged
in Malaysia where
African swine fever has
weighed heavily on do-
mestic production. How-
ever, exports declined in
Japan by 4% for the full
year.

While 2023 beef exports
have remained strong in
Mexico, growing by 14%
year-over-year, reaching
the highest volume since
2019, the second highest
on record. They

have faced challenges
in Asian markets where
economic conditions
impacted foodservice
demand.

U.S. beef exports to
China and South Korea
showed signs of im-
provement in December,
with volume and value in-
creasing from 2022. Nota-
bly, Taiwan has remained
a significant market for
U.S. beef, where the U.S.
maintained a dominant
position in chilled beef
exports.

“There is no question
that 2023 was a challeng-
ing year for U.S. beef
exports, especially in our
largest Asian markets
where economic condi-
tions have weighed on
foodservice demand,’
Halstrom said. “Of
course, we were also
challenged on the supply
side, with less product
available for export.

But nevertheless, U.S.
beef achieved excel-

lent growth in Mexico,
Central America and

the Caribbean, and we
are encouraged by the
December uptick in de-
mand in South Korea and
China. It was also great to
see such strong per-head
export value in Decem-
ber, topping $430.”

Overall, facing varying
market conditions, U.S
pork and beef exports
have demonstrated
resilience and growth in
key markets, contributing
significantly to the global
meat market in 2023.

Oklhma Frm Bureau

awards 10 state lawmakers

From staff reports

OKLAHOMA CITY - Ten Oklahoma
lawmakers received the 2023 Okla-
homa Farm Bureau Champion award
during the organization’s annual
leadership conference held Feb. 13.
The Champion award is presented to
legislators who go above and beyond
for Oklahoma farmers and ranchers
through the year.

Those awarded were Oklahoma
House Speaker Charles McCall
(R-Atoka); Reps. John Pfeiffer (R-Or-
lando), Dell Kerbs (R-Shawnee), Da-
vid Hardin (R-Stilwell) and Anthony
Moore (R-Clinton), and Sens. Brent
Howard (R-Altus), Lonnie Paxton

(R-Tuttle), Darcy Jech (R-Kingfisher),
Chris Kidd (R-Waurika) and Chuck
Hall (R-Perry).

“As Oklahomans, we are fortunate
to have state legislators who under-
stand the important role agriculture
plays in our state,” said Rodd Moe-
sel, OKFB president. “We are proud
to honor these individuals for their
service to agriculture and rural Okla-
homa through their work at the state
Capitol.”

Those awarded were nominated by
county Farm Bureau members and
the OKFB board of directors. Recipi-
ents received a plaque in recognition
of their services to agriculture and
rural Oklahoma.

U.S. Drought Monitor

Oklahoma

B,

T

Y

February 13, 2024

(Released Thursday, Feb. 15, 2024)
Valid 7 a.m. EST

Drought Conditions (Percent Area)

None | D0-D4 | D1-D4 | D2-D4 sk ¥s i)

Current | 83.39|16.61| 323 | 0.19 | 0.00 | 0.00

Last Week | 2q 55 [ 2148 | 748 | 1.36 | 0.00 | 0.00
02-06-2024

3 Months Ago | 4/ 35| 5555 | 36.34 | 13.68 | 1.16 | 0.00
11-14-2023
Start of

Calendar Year | 55.32 | 44.68 | 21.64 | 3.08 | 0.00 | 0.00
01-02-2024
Start of

Water Year | 34.29 | 65.71 | 46.76 | 30.93 | 12.91 | 0.00
09-26-2023

One YearAgo | 14 97 | 85.03 | 80.07 | 66.94 | 36.58 | 8.07
02-14-2023
Intensity:

|:| None |:| D2 Severe Drought

|:| DO Abnormally Dry
[ ] D1 Moderate Drought

- D3 Extreme Drought
I D4 Exceptional Drought

The Drought Monitor focuses on broad-scale conditions.
Local conditions may vary. For more information on the

Drought Monitor, go to |https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/About.aspX

Author:
Deborah Bathke
National Drought Mitigation

Center
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