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The University of Arkansas at 
Monticello will offer a new Master 
of Science in Nursing in public 
health to provide nurses needed 
skills to help patients and their 
communities live healthier lives. 

The program, the only one of its 
kind in Arkansas, will be offered 
in June 2022, pending approval 
from the Higher Learning Com-
mission. The degree will be 37 
hours, fully online, with the final 
14 hours including practicums. 
The degree includes MSN direct 
care nursing courses and spe-
cialty focused courses preparing 
students on public health policy, 
economics, education, and lead-
ership. 

“The goal of the Masters of 
Science in Nursing Degree is to 
expand all nursing opportunities 
and to reach all communities,” 
said Brandy Haley, Ph.D., RN, 
and dean of Nursing at UAM. Dr. 
Haley has been a nurse for more 
than 25 years, with a decade of 
specialty practice spent in public 
health. 

“This degree teaches RNs at 
a graduate level to connect re-
sources in the community to 
create a healthier population,” 
Haley said. 

In 2019, Arkansas ranked 42nd 
out of the 50 states in the Com-
monwealth Fund’s scorecard on 
state healthcare. Arkansas’s low 
healthcare rankings were due to 
many factors, including the num-
ber of adults who report poor or 
fair health, hospital 30-day mor-
tality rates, and the number of 
children without a medical and 

dental preventive care visit, all 
measures for which Arkansas is 
ranked last among states.

Seeing the need
Destiny Allison, BSN, RN, and 

a 2016 UAM nursing graduate, 
spent five years as an intensive 
care RN at Jefferson Regional 
Medical Center in Pine Bluff. 
She understands what the state 
is facing in terms of health.

“Coming off COVID, a lot of 
patients are seeing heart issues 
as well as long term respira-
tory problems,” she said. “In the 
South, it’s hypertension and dia-
betes.”

Many of those patients sim-
ply don’t have the knowledge 
they need to keep themselves 
healthy.  

“If we can get nurses with 
master’s degrees, they can help 

reach those who might otherwise 
be afraid of the hospital,” Allison 
said. “If we broaden our knowl-
edge, we can better benefit the 
population.” 

Allison is the UAM School of 
Nursing simulation coordina-
tor. The simulation unit provides 
mannequins that can replicate 
a range of situations students 
might encounter on the job with-
out worrying about harming a 
patient. Allison said she plans 
to enroll as a student when the 
MSN program opens. 

“There is a huge demand,” 
said Haley. “We did a workforce 
analysis and a survey of all our 
stakeholders, including our cur-
rent students, clinical instructors, 
clinical facilities and employers. 
We asked them if they saw any 
benefit in this; it was an over-
whelming, yes.

“Our students were begging us 
for a master’s program, which 
is understandable because ap-
proximately 90 percent of our 
BSN graduates return to gradu-
ate school. They want to come 
back home to us at UAM,” she 
said.

“UAM is pleased to be the only 
institution in Arkansas to offer an 
MSN with an emphasis in Public 
Health,” said Crystal Halley, vice 
chancellor for academic affairs. 
“The online design of the pro-
gram offers registered nurses 
an opportunity to advance their 
studies while maintaining their 
employment. 

“The program will also serve 
our region and state by train-

ing more nurses to look at their 
community as a whole in order to 
determine the needs of that com-
munity and promote its overall 
health,” she said. 

Course requirements
Haley said that “one of our tar-

gets are health department nurs-
es. This advanced degree will 
assist those RNs already in the 
nursing field. However, public 
health is in every aspect of nurs-
ing and this degree will benefit all 
practice settings.” 

To qualify for the MSN pro-
gram, candidates must have 
spent at least one year practic-
ing as a RN before being accept-
ed. Haley said the current UAM 
nursing program can accept ap-
proximately 60 students a year.  

“Students have a job before 
they graduate,” she said. 

There will be two tracks for the 
MSN degree. Prospective stu-
dents with a Bachelor of Science 
in Nursing can move through 
the program in two to five years, 
depending on how many credits 
they take each year.

Students with an Associate 
Degree in Nursing or a Diploma 
in Registered Nursing can take 
from three to seven years to 
complete. Students in the RN to 
MSN track graduate with both a 
BSN and MSN degree. 

The degree can have another 
significant benefit for gradu-
ates. Haley said the difference 
between a BSN degree and a 
MSN is about $15,000 a year 
on average, depending on the 
population, size of the facility 
and locale.  

For more information on the 
MSN degree at UAM, contact 
the program coordinator, Chris-
tine Felts, Ph.D., RN at 870-460-
1969, https://www.uamont.edu/
academics/nursing/index.html.

UAM is a comprehensive sys-
tem of postsecondary education 
in Southeast Arkansas. UAM of-
fers more than 70 distinct aca-
demic tracks for students seek-
ing graduate, undergraduate, 
and certificate programs. The 
Monticello campus offers associ-
ate, baccalaureate, and selected 
master’s degrees. The UAM Col-
leges of Technology in Crossett 
and McGehee provide classes 
leading to certificates of profi-
ciency, technical certificates, and 
associates of applied science 
degrees.

COSL 
Announces 

Ashley County 
Tax Auction

Is Set
Commissioner of State Lands 

Tommy Land announced that his 
office will auction tax-delinquent 
land in Ashley County on Tues-
day, Oct. 19, at 1 p.m. The auc-
tion will be held at the city hall 
– courtroom in Hamburg, with 
registration beginning at 12:30 
p.m.

“Since we were unable to hold 
public auctions in 2020 due to 
the COVID pandemic, we are 
auctioning properties that were 
scheduled for sale last year,” 
Land said. “These are properties 
whose taxes have been delin-
quent since 2015.”

Next year, during the 2022 auc-
tion season, the COSL office will 
auction two years’ worth of prop-
erties. “That will catch us up so 
that we’re current on all sales,” 
Land said.

Prospective bidders can find an 
online Public Auction Catalog, in-
cluding a buyer’s guide; statutes 
governing sales; auction date, 
time and location; and a com-
plete listing of parcels offered. 
This resource is on the commis-
sioner’s website, www.cosl.org, 
and is regularly updated.

The website also includes an 
instructional video demonstrat-
ing how to research information 
about each parcel available for 
sale.

“We open the bidding at the 
amount of taxes, penalties and 
interest due,” Land said. “Any-
one who has delinquent property 
going up for auction should be 
aware they only have 10 busi-
ness days after the auction to re-
deem property sold there.”

Bidders must register for the 
auction, but the registration is 
free. The first $100 of any par-
cel’s purchase price must be paid 
in cash, while the remainder may 
be paid by cash, check or credit 
card.

“Property taxes help fund 
schools, roads, libraries and 
public services including am-
bulances,” Land said. “Every-
one benefits from paying those 
taxes — and the property owner 
benefits from paying on time, by 
avoiding interest and penalties 
on delinquent taxes.”

Properties that do not sell at 
auction will appear on the COSL’s 
post-auction sales list 30 days af-
ter the auction date. From there, 
they can be purchased through 
an online auction system. An-
other instructional video on the 
COSL website demonstrates that 
process to bidders.

Owners of delinquent parcels 
may redeem those delinquent 
taxes online at www.cosl.org us-
ing a credit or debit card. Those 
who prefer to pay by check or 
money order can print a Petition 
to Redeem from the website or 
call the office at 501-324-9422 to 
request the petition, which must 
accompany their payment.

A monster that lives by eating 
the dead is hiding underground, 
and it has developed a taste for 
soybeans. 

For the past two years, Arkan-
sas Agricultural Experiment Sta-
tion researchers have worked in 
the lab and in the field to learn 
more about an emerging patho-
gen identified in 2014 as the 
prime culprit of soybean taproot 
decline — Xylaria necrophora. 

Researchers with the experi-
ment station, the research arm of 
the University of Arkansas Sys-
tem Division of Agriculture, are 
studying its genetics and testing 
for resistance and susceptibility 
in different soybean strains. They 
have also conducted crop cover 
tests to develop better recom-
mendations for limiting develop-
ment of the killer fungus in one of 
the state’s top three cash crops. 

Soybeans generate about $1.7 
billion annually in cash receipts 
for Arkansas farmers. The beans 
are grown in more than half of 
the state’s 75 counties. In 2020 
there were 2.82 million acres of 
soybeans harvested in Arkansas. 

Terry Spurlock, associate pro-
fessor and extension plant pa-
thologist for the Division of Agri-

culture, said Xylaria necrophora 
so far has not been a serious 
problem for Arkansas soybean 
farmers outside of Chicot, De-
sha and Jefferson counties. But 
the pathogen has been found in 
other areas of Arkansas and has 
caused a stir in Mississippi, Loui-
siana, Alabama and Tennessee. 

“The severity at the moment is 
highest for growers in the south-
east part of the state,” Spurlock 
said. “I’ve been in a field in Chi-
cot County where the entirety of 
the field had it.” 

Spurlock went on to say the 
pathogen had been misidenti-
fied for years, creating confusion 
because it looked like something 
else. 

“We knew in 2014 it was some-
thing different. We pulled a fun-
gus out of the ground that wasn’t 
on record for this. A lot of people 
thought it was black root rot, but 
that is caused by a different fun-
gus,” Spurlock said. 

Spurlock, along with fellow ex-
periment station plant patholo-
gist Burt Bluhm, was one of 10 
authors of a paper published by 
the American Phytopathological 
Society in 2017 that gave the first 
description of the causal agent of 
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what has become known as tap-
root decline in soybean. Other 
authors included researchers 
from Louisiana State University, 
Mississippi State University and 
Alabama Extension. 

The Arkansas cover crop study 
provides more insight into this 
plant disease. Since it is a rela-
tively new pathogen, research 
on management options has 
been limited. 

Signs of the Xylaria necropho-
ra presence are small, fingerlike 
stromata that some call “dead 
man’s fingers” on debris from 
previous harvests, Spurlock 
said. Easy to overlook, these 
1-inch spikey stromata are usu-
ally white at the tip and some-
times pinkish when young. They 
turn black at maturity. 

Symptoms of Xylaria necropho-
ra include rotten taproot, yellow 
foliage, and rusty leaves on the 
soybean plant. The fungus starts 
out white in the pith center and 
turns black after it matures, he 
said. 

If the pathogen is correctly 
identified, a farmer can work 
with their extension agent to de-
velop a plan to control it, Spur-
lock said. The plan would include 
ways to prevent the infection of 
disease-free fields and reduce 
the amount of inoculum from a 
previous season so the land can 
be replanted with a more tolerant 
variety. 

In his observations so far, 
Spurlock has noticed Xylaria 
necrophora more in fields that 
have been continuously planted 
with soybeans with no crop rota-
tion. 

However, he said he has also 
observed severe taproot decline 
in fields that have been in a corn-
to-soybean crop rotation. This 
was a “frustrating” observation, 
he said, because a corn-to-soy-
bean rotation can an increase 
yield by 3 to 4 bushels of soy-
beans per acre.  

Division of Agriculture patholo-
gist Alejandro Rojas said the 
origin of Xylaria necrophora in 
Arkansas is not clear yet. How-
ever, some historical isolates as-
sociated with the same species 
were collected in Louisiana in 
gardenia and sugarcane in the 
late 1930s. 

Some specimens in the fun-

garium were collected in Florida 
in the 1920s, as well as the Ca-
ribbean island of Martinique in 
2005, Rojas said. But the actual 
origin of the pathogen in south-
ern U.S. soybean fields is not 
clear. It could have been around 
in nonagricultural environments 
and then moved to agricultural 
systems, he added. 

 The Work 
In the field, Spurlock said, stud-

ies have been conducted with 
rotations from soybean to cotton, 
soybean to corn, and soybean 
to soybean, with till and no-till 
scenarios and fungicide appli-
cations. His team is also still re-
searching the use of chemicals 
for seed treatment and in-furrow 
or at-planting application. 

“We’re taking a multi-faceted, 
multi-state approach to manage 
it,” Spurlock said of the ongoing 
research. 

In addition to microbiome stud-
ies, researchers have used re-
motely piloted aircraft to docu-
ment the pathogen’s impact in 
comparison to previous soybean 
harvest yields. 

In the lab, Rojas and his team 
are performing cultivar screen-
ings and evaluating seed treat-
ments to find soybeans that are 
the most resistant and suscep-
tible to Xylaria necrophora. They 
also conducted a cover crop 
study to see what best out-com-
petes the fungus. 

Eight cover crops were tested: 
wheat, barley, rye, mustard, 
black oat, vetch, winter pea, blue 
lupine, along with Hutcheson, a 
known susceptible soybean cul-
tivar. 

Field and greenhouse assays 
are also going to be conducted 
to explore the interaction of Xy-
laria necrophora with different 
soil types and evaluate detection 
methods for the pathogen, Rojas 
said. 

Qiurong Fan, research associ-
ate on the Xylaria necrophora 
project, has been collecting Xyl-
aria samples from soybean fields 
around Arkansas to find out 
which soybean varieties are the 
most susceptible, and tolerant, 
to the pathogen. So far, she has 
found 10 non-pathogenic and 30 
pathogenic isolates of Xylaria in 
Arkansas. 

“All the non-pathogenic isolates 

are different from the pathogenic 
ones at species level in my col-
lection,” Fan said. “For example, 
Xylaria necrophora are patho-
genic species that I get from 
soybean, Xylaria polymorphora, 
Xylaria hypoxylon, etc. are non-
pathogenic species from rot-
ting or injured tree stumps and 
decaying wood. We are trying 
to study the genetic variation 
between pathogenic and non-
pathogenic Xylaria species.” 

 The Results 
In the experiment station cover 

crop study, barley and oats were 
the most susceptible at the seed 
level to Xylaria necrophora. The 
study also found that cover crops 
at the seedling level were less 
susceptible, but mustard and 
radish had the greatest reduction 
at root mass. 

Some of the cover crops like 
rye and winter pea had reduced 
root damage, Rojas said. The 
cover crop study provides insight 
into how the fungus survives 
from one growing season to the 
next. 

Rojas clarified the results 
by saying cereal rye and pea 
are less likely to carry over the 
pathogen to the next season, 
reducing chances of a “green 
bridge” effect, while some other 
cover crops like barley and oats 
have the potential to sustain the 
pathogen. 

Rojas also said the Osage cul-
tivar of soybean developed at 
the experiment station has been 
“shown to be more tolerant to the 
disease here in Arkansas and 
Louisiana.”  

Spurlock said he is “almost al-
ways going to recommend crop 
rotation,” but he realizes that not 
every farmer can afford to rotate. 
Each farmer’s situation is differ-
ent, he noted, and they must de-
cide what is the financial impact 
of taproot decline for them. 

“It’s about the profit at the end,” 
Spurlock said. “You just have to 
know your fields and know your 
pathogens and what is your yield 
penalty.” 

Although the fungus could ride 
on the wind in the dust when 
harvesting, Rojas and Fan said 
its spores are more likely to be 
dispersed by tractor tires, boots 
or some other direct contact with 
the soil. 

(Right) Ashley County Asses-
sor Beth Rush is awarded the 
Assessment Administration 
Specialist (AAS) designation 
for advanced study in the field 
of property assessment by 
the International Association 
of Assessing Officers (IAAO). 
She is one of only two sitting 
assessors in Arkansas to hold 
an IAAO designation. Rush 
completed a course of study 
consisting of seven courses 
in assessment administration 
and property appraisal, along 
with accruing assessment ex-
perience, and completing an 
Assessment Administration 
Case Study Examination.


