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Ashley County Quorum Court’s 
budget committee will recom-
mend all county employees re-
ceive a three percent raise in the 
coming year.

The committee members voted 
to send the recommendation to 
the full governing body after a 
meeting Thursday, during which 
the justices on the committee 
met with the county’s elected of-
ficials to discuss their proposed 
budgets.

“We have really good, really 
dedicated employees, and they 
deserve something,” Circuit 
Clerk Vickie Stell said. 

When Justice Bob Rush asked 
how Ashley County compared to 

other counties its size in terms 
of employee pay, Tax Assessor 
Beth Rush said, “We are right in 
the middle.”

Justice Carlton Lawrence said 
the county has not been in the 
habit of giving regular raises.

“We went several years without 
giving a raise when the economy 
wasn’t perking up like it is now,” 
he said.

“You don’t necessarily have to 
make up for all of it,” he added, 
“but last year was the first year 
we gave a raise in a long time.”

In steering the conversation, 
committee chair Justice Jeff 
Langley offered the perspective 
of one who has been employed 

by a local government. 
“I worked for a municipality, 

and I know what it is like to go 10 
years without a raise,” he said. 
“It’s not fun. You feel like the 
higher ups don’t care for you.”

Justice Greg Sivils added that 
if the county has good people, 
“you better hold onto them.”

Treasurer Stacey Breshears 
said that when the county dis-
cussed giving employees a full 
dollar per hour raise last year, 
the quorum court decided not to 
go that far.

“We couldn’t afford the dollar 
raise last year, and we didn’t, so 
this is like you are making up for 
it now,” she said.

Langley said the county should 
issue a percentage raise rather 
than a specific dollar or cents 
amount.

“You can give a smaller raise 
every year, but you are giving 
them a raise instead of giving 
them a big raise, then do nothing 
for two or three years and then 
you are behind again,” he said.

Justice Lawrence ultimately 
made the motion to issue the 
raise, which Sivils seconded and 
it passed the committee unani-
mously. 

The full quorum court will have 
to approve the move before it 
can be formally placed in next 
year’s budget.

Mississippi Department of En-
vironmental Quality (MDEQ) is-
sued a water contact advisory 
Friday for a section of the Mis-
sissippi River near Greenville, 
Miss.

The advisory is being issued 
due to operational issues at the 
City of Greenville’s wastewater 
treatment plant that have result-

ed in the discharge of minimally 
treated wastewater into the river.

Arkansas Department of Health 
(ADH) recommends that people 
and pets, including dogs, avoid 
contact with river water until fur-
ther notice. Contact with river 
water would include activities 
such as swimming, wading, fish-
ing, and eating fish or anything 

else taken from these waters.
MDEQ is working with the city 

and the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency to address these 
issues. The advisory may be re-
vised as needed.

The states of Arkansas and 
Mississippi are working togeth-
er to monitor the effects of the 
wastewater discharge and its 

effects on surrounding environ-
ments.

The advisory includes the 
section of the river beginning 
near coordinates N33.354134 
W91.129622 and ends one mile 
downstream near Warfield Point 
Dike at Mississippi River Mile 
Marker 536 near coordinates 
N33.343036 W91.141387.

For the second year in a row 
the average cost of the tradition-
al Thanksgiving meal this year 
reflected a modest increase, 
according to Arkansas Farm 
Bureau’s 34th annual survey 
of food items typically included 
in the holiday feast. This year’s 
meal will cost $57.75 for a family 
of 10, up $4.82 from last year’s 
average of $52.93, but still a 
relative bargain at less than six 
dollars per person.

Mark Lambert, director of Com-
modity Activities and Econom-
ics for Arkansas Farm Bureau, 
says the price farmers receive 
for their crops and livestock have 
remained relatively flat the past 
four years resulting in record 
lows in net farm income. In fact, 
farmers and ranchers receive 
only eight cents of every dollar 
consumers spend on food. 

“This is the fifth year in a row of 
record protein production in the 
meat sector,” said Lambert. “The 
cost of protein has increased 
from last year primarily due to 
decreased ending stocks and 
slightly higher feed costs. The 
inventory of frozen turkey stocks 
decreased by 15 percent from 
2018, while ham inventory is 
down from record stocks in 2016 
with the farm price received for 
pork remaining low. These fac-
tors have led to the increase in 
retail poultry and pork prices.” 

“Relatively speaking the con-
sumer price index for food at 
home rose one percent meaning 
food prices are relatively stable, 
considering global trade con-
cerns,” Lambert added.   

The statewide average is based 
on responses from members 
of the Arkansas Farm Bureau 
Women’s Leadership Committee 
and other volunteers who sur-
veyed food prices at 13 grocery 
stores and supermarkets across 
the state. They were asked to re-
port the “best in-store price” of 15 
items included in the meal and 
are allowed to take advantage 
of advertised specials, excluding 
discount coupons and purchase 
requirements.

Arkansas food prices continue 
to remain more affordable than 
elsewhere. American Farm Bu-
reau’s national survey revealed 
an average price of $62.32 or 
roughly $6.23 per person.

“America consumers continue 
to benefit from abundant sup-
plies of poultry and pork prod-
ucts which are the centerpiece 
of most holiday meals,” said Ar-

kansas Farm Bureau president 
Randy Veach. “We are fortunate 
to have the most affordable and 
abundant food supply in the world 
and, as we do each Thanksgiv-
ing, many families and charitable 
organizations will share the meal 
with those who are not as fortu-
nate. That is truly reason to give 
thanks.”

Veach said the fact consumers 
continue to enjoy the meal for 
less than $6 a person, on aver-
age, is a result of the efficiency 
of the nation’s food production 
system.

“Grain prices continue to remain 
low and our farmers continue to 
feel the effects of the tariff war 
with China,” he said. “Flooding 
in the spring and drought during 
harvest affected crop production, 
but despite this, because of re-
search and the latest technologi-
cal advancements, farmers and 
ranchers are able to manage 
their cost of production,” Veach 
said. 

Though unscientific, the survey 
is intended to be a snapshot of 
actual prices across Arkansas 
and the nation. The survey pe-
riod was Nov. 1 - Nov. 17.

The average cost of a 16-pound 
young tom turkey was $16.92 or 
$1.06 per pound. That’s up from 
87-cents per pound in 2018. 
American Farm Bureau’s nation-
al survey reported an average of 
$20.80 or $1.30 per pound for the 
whole bird. The average price of 
a four-pound half bone-in ham 
is $8.25 or $2.06 per pound, up 
from $1.65 per pound last year. 
The cost of protein products such 
as turkey and ham are the major 
drivers of the cost of the meal. 

Other items in the shopping 
list that reflected price increases 
are a 3-pound bag of sweet po-
tatoes which cost $3.16 or $1.05 
per pound, and a gallon of whole 
milk which averaged $3.29, up 
65 cents from $2.64 last year. 

The remaining items surveyed 
included a package of fresh 
cranberries, a five-pound bag of 
russet potatoes, carrots, celery, 
frozen green peas and green 
beans, pumpkin pie mix and pie 
shells, stuffing mix, dinner rolls, 
and a ½-pint carton of whipping 
cream. 

Arkansas Farm Bureau is the 
state’s largest agricultural advo-
cacy group, working to improve 
farm and rural life. With more 
than 190,000 member families, 
ArFB represents roughly 1 in 4 
Arkansans.

Christmas In Crossett pageant queens include Tiny Baby Miss Mary Lucy Smith, Baby Miss Mikka Haven Jennings, Tiny Miss Harp-

er Ann Davidson, Toddler Miss Henley Ruth Maxwell, Petite Miss Griffyn Danielle Wheeler, Little Miss Presley Klayr Malloy, Pre-Teen 

Autumn Lacey Neal, Teen Miss Trinity Foster, and Miss Toynisha Hampton. Other winners were Tiny Baby Miss, Lillian Isabelle Mon-

dragon, Brynna Rae Pippen, and Kambri Fowler; Baby Miss, Spencer Taylor, Moseley Kate Jeffers, and Annalee Denise Williams; 

Tiny Miss, Addisyn Breann Childress, Oaklyn Rayne Carpenter, and Alice Jade Pollock; Toddler Miss, Ella Landee Rice and Addelyn 

Craig; Petite Miss, Hadley Claire Stephenson, Paislyn Elizabeth Nealey, and Jenna Faith Stanley; Little Miss, Maelyn Rose Lum and 

Presley Ryan Mashborn; Pre-Teen, Kelsi McDougald and Addison Grace Caldwell; and Miss, Rachel Junior and MaKaylee Neal.

tigator and director of the Myco-
toxin and Seed Borne Disease 
Research Lab. After operating 
out of the Rosen Alternative Pest 
Control Center on the UA Fay-
etteville main campus, the lab 
relocated in 2018 to the newly-
constructed Don Tyson Center 
for Agricultural Sciences, several 
miles north. 

Bluhm said that mycotoxins, 
while pervasive, are still relatively 
unstudied, compared to some of 
the other more pernicious head-
line grabbers in agriculture. 

“Mycotoxins in particular have 
been overlooked in some corners 
of the research world,” Bluhm 
said. “There are a lot of reasons 
for that. In some ways, especially 
in corn, and in the United States, 
it’s historically been perceived 
as a ‘Southern problem’; Myco-
toxins haven’t been as common 
in the big corn-producing states 
through the Midwest.”  

Mycotoxins are, nevertheless, 
considered problematic by the 
United States and other countries 
from both economic and health 
perspectives. The European 
Union, for example, has strin-
gent tolerances for the presence 
of mycotoxins in any grain ship-
ment, especially imports, leading 
to the rejection of exports that 
would otherwise meet or exceed 
safety standards at the point of 
origin. In other areas of the world 

dealing with elevated food scar-
city, mycotoxins are sometimes 
tied to severe illness. 

“For the E.U., it’s primarily a 
trade issue,” Bluhm said. “But in 
developing nations in Asia and 
Africa, mycotoxins are a more 
serious problem. Where food se-
curity is an issue, where people 
have to eat whatever’s available, 
if the food’s contaminated with 
mycotoxins, you’ll see outbreaks 
of extreme illness and death.” 

Mycotoxins are a family of tox-
ins created when fungi feed on 
grain — either during the grow-
ing season, or when grain has 
been improperly stored. The fun-
gi feed off the available carbohy-
drates, then secrete toxins into 
the colonized grain. In addition 
to corn, mycotoxins are found in 
other grains, tree nuts and cot-
ton. There is a concern, Bluhm 
said, about possible mycotoxins 
in rice. 

“There are really two issues at 
play,” Bluhm said. “One is that 
‘a little bit of mycotoxin goes a 
long way,’ so to speak. So even 
if you have a low percentage of 
infected kernels, the ‘mycotoxin-
per-kernel’ can be very high. So 
at the level of a truckload, when 
that grain is eventually homog-
enized, even a relatively low in-
cidence of infection can lead to 
serious problems.  

“The other issue is that while 

there are relatively few patho-
gens that produce mycotoxins 
of importance, the few species 
that do are extremely common. 
They’re ubiquitous; they’re ev-
erywhere. Anywhere grains are 
grown in the world, these fungi 
are naturally present.” 

Bluhm received his training in 
pathology, and mycotoxins spe-
cifically, at Purdue University 
in Indiana. When he arrived in 
Arkansas, he said, it was clear 
that the problem was more wide-
spread in the state’s (and the 
region’s) corn crops than he had 
realized.

“It’s a complex problem,” he 
said. “And it’s a difficult problem 
to solve. I saw a really specific 
need among our stakeholders 
here in Arkansas and neighbor-
ing areas.”

Over the past decade, Bluhm’s 
lab has worked to map the ge-
netic layout of the 20-30 fungi 
involved in creating mycotoxins 
around the world, searching for 
specific weaknesses to attack. 

“We’ve worked toward devel-
oping transgenic resistance in 
grains that are susceptible to the 
toxins,” Bluhm said. “It’s in the 
early stages, but it’s promising 
so far.” 

The lab is also working to de-
velop biological control agents to 
combat mycotoxins.

“In some cases, if you apply 

a non-toxigenic strain of a spe-
cies like you would a fungicide or 
insecticide, you overwhelm the 
fungus with that nontoxic cousin 
of what’s naturally out there,” 
Bluhm said. “It can be very ef-
fective.”

In October, the Division of Agri-
culture hosted the annual confer-
ence of the Council for Agricul-
tural Science and Technology, 
commonly known as CAST. More 
than 70 representatives of aca-
demic, legal, governmental and 
other institutions attended the 
2019 Annual Fall Board Meet-
ing, touring facilities and projects 
chosen to highlight the univer-
sity’s efforts and contributions to 
modern agriculture. 

Dr. Mark Cochran, vice presi-
dent for agriculture for the Uni-
versity of Arkansas System, 
said he selected Bluhm’s lab for 
conference attendees to tour be-
cause, in addition to the lab be-
ing fundamentally important to 
international food safety, it also 
speaks to CAST’s concerns re-
garding the advancement of sci-
ence and technology within the 
world of agriculture. 

“We tried to match our expertise 
with some of the issues CAST 
is addressing,” Cochran said. 
“CAST is organized into animal, 
plant and food working groups. A 
lot of the more complex issues 
are going to transcend all three 

of those areas.” 
Cochran also noted that Bluhm 

has been broadly recognized for 
his work as a molecular patholo-
gist with particular expertise in 
mycotoxins of grain, Cercospora 
diseases of corn and soybeans 
and the development of novel 
approaches for disease control. 

“His approaches have included 
molecular genetics, gene editing 
and the use of RNA interference,” 
Cochran said. “His research has 
been supported by several na-
tionally competitive grants.”  

To learn more about Division of 
Agriculture research, visit the Ar-
kansas Agricultural Experiment 
Station website: https://aaes.
uark.edu. 

The University of Arkansas 
System Division of Agriculture’s 
mission is to strengthen agricul-
ture, communities, and families 
by connecting trusted research 
to the adoption of best practices. 
Through the Agricultural Experi-
ment Station and the Coopera-
tive Extension Service, the Di-
vision of Agriculture conducts 
research and extension work 
within the nation’s historic land 
grant education system. 

The Division of Agriculture is 
one of 20 entities within the Uni-
versity of Arkansas System. It 
has offices in all 75 counties in 
Arkansas and faculty on five sys-
tem campuses. 

As the world’s No. 1 agricultural 
exporter, the United States is re-
sponsible for laying down the first 
line of defense in the world’s bat-
tle for food safety and security. 

Among the most pernicious, 
naturally occurring threats to that 
safety are mycotoxins, a family of 
toxins generated by fungi attack-
ing grains, nuts and other foods 
and commodities, impacting both 
public health and international 
trade. Researchers at the Univer-
sity of Arkansas System Division 
of Agriculture are leading some 
of the world’s most cutting-edge 
efforts to counter the prevalent 
toxins. 

Burt Bluhm, associate professor 
of plant pathology for the Univer-
sity of Arkansas, is primary inves-
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