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COURTS

Gibson gives 
Brown life 
sentence for 
burning death

BY VAL GAUGHT
REPORTER

An Ashley County jury found a 
Parkdale man guilty of first degree 
murder in the burning death of Jesse 
Burton, but ultimately hung on what 
sentence to hand down.

Judge Bynum Gibson sentenced 
Anthony D. Brown, 50, to life in 
prison without parole following the 
hung jury in the sentencing phase of 
his trial.

Brown poured gasoline on Burton 
and burned him the night that the 
victim died. The two had apparently 
exchanged harsh words at another 
location. 

“We all have our ideas of the worst 
possible death, and being burned 
alive has to be at the top,” Gibson 
said during the sentencing phase of 
the two-day trial. 

The charges against Brown were 
filed in January after Burton’s death 
on New Year’s Eve. The original 
report from investigator Mark Griever 
said that Burton died at Chicot 
Memorial Medical Center after wit-

Victim Jesse Burton 
had gasoline poured 
on head in killing

GP Crossett announces additional layoffs

BY VAL GAUGHT
REPORTER

Georgia Pacific announced addi-
tional layoffs on Tuesday morning. 

Approximately 25 workers will lose 
their jobs in the shutdown of the 
Sparkle paper towel production site in 
Crossett, Georgia Pacific Crossett 

See BURN, Page 5

CRIME

Rape case ends 
in mistrial after 
young alleged 
victim cries

BY VAL GAUGHT
REPORTER

A rape case in Ashley County 
Circuit Court ended in mistrial 
Thursday after the judge said a crying 
child could sway the jury. 

Kevin Kelley, 28, of Ashley 
County, was charged with second-
degree sexual assault earlier this year. 

According to the Ashley County 
Clerk’s records, Kelley went for a 
first appearance on Jan. 18 and at that 
time his bond was set at $40,000. 
Kelley bonded out in June and on 
Friday went before Judge Bynum 
Gibson and a jury for a trial. 

The alleged victim was a seven-
year old child, and when the child 
was put on the stand for testimony, 
they were inconsolable. 

“When they brought (the child) to 
the court room, (they) opened the 
door and the first face (they) saw was 
(their) abuser,” the child’s mother 
said after the hearing. 

Judge Bynum Gibson said that he 
could not let the trial proceed because 
the child had been visibly upset and 
their emotional state would sway the 
jury. 

“(The child) panicked, (they) 
showed a normal, common reaction 
as a child,” the mother said. 

The judge told the family that 
because the child brought a teddy 
bear to the stand it “highlighted (their) 
infancy,” though the mother said she 
was told to bring something comfort-
ing for the child while they were on 
the stand.

The judge told the victim’s family 
that the incident gave the defendant 
no chance at a fair jury trial and 
declared a mistrial stating that the 

See MISTRIAL, Page 3

Twenty five workers 
to lose jobs when 
Sparkle line closes

Spokeswoman Jennifer King said.
“It will be the end of this year or the 

first of next year,” King 
said. 

King said the Crossett 
mill will now focus on 
tissue production alone 
and all that will be left in 
Crossett will be the 
Diamond plant and Forte. 

King said this is some-
thing that has been dis-
cussed for a while, but nothing was for 
sure until she got the announcement 
early this week. 

The estimated approximately 25 
employees affected were all notified by 

Tuesday morning that 
they would be losing 
their jobs. 

King said that it is 
possible that this 
announcement means 
more demolition for the 
site, but she cannot say 
for sure. 

Some of the Crossett 
production orders will be moved to a 
mill in Polatka, Fla., once the opera-
tions are shut down in Crossett. 

No other information was available 
at press time, though King said she 
hoped this was the last lay off announce-
ment. 

This new round of layoffs follows a 
more significant one announced in 
June, in which the company said it 
would close the Crossett bleached 
board operations, its older tissue 
machines, the extrusion plant, wood 
yard, pulp mill and a significant portion 
of the energy complex.

Approximately 500 workers are los-
ing their jobs as a result of that 
announcement. 

JUST THE FACTS: 

Georgia Pacific has not 
yet set a date for when the 
production Sparkle paper 
towels will end in Cros-
sett.

VERSHAL HOGAN
MANAGING EDITOR

There’s fresh blood at the table.
Crossett’s newest member of the Crossett City 

Council, Sheila Phillips, was sworn in at 
Monday’s meeting. She is filling the seat vacat-
ed by Councilwoman Lynn Rodgers, who 
resigned from the council last month after decid-
ing to officially move outside of the city limits.

Phillips is a teacher in the Crossett School 
District. She is one of the spearheading leaders 
for the backpack program in the district, which 
sends food in backpacks with children who come 
from food insecure homes.

Phillips was one of seven people the council 
interviewed for the position last week, and was 
chosen by their vote.

Councilwoman Crystal Marshall said one of 
the things that stands out about Philliips is her 
willingness to sacrifice for the community. 

“She really has a tenacity to go out and ask, 
‘How can I help, what can I do?’” Marshall said. 

“Being a teacher, she is also very well spoken, 
very willing to articulate her position while 
being diplomatic. I think that is a critical skill in 
this environment where you are making critical 
decisions in front of people, and she really helps 
the cohesiveness of the team.

“Her husband is one of (the workers) dis-
placed by layoffs (at Georgia Pacific), but she is 
still stepping out. She didn’t freeze in the line of 
fire. She is still forward thinking, saying that 
things are going to be good and asking how can 
we make them better.”

Mayor Scott McCormick swore Phillips in, 
and he said he also believes she will make a 
good addition to the council.

“She is young, she seemed very energetic and 
interested in what was going on, and I think 
what the council wanted to do was get more 
young people interested and involved in city 
government, and they chose her just for her 
answers and the interest she showed,” he said.

Phillips could not be reached for comment 
Tuesday.

STEPPING UP TO SERVE

Crossett Mayor Scott McCormick administers the oath of office to new Councilwoman Sheila Phillips at 
Monday’s council meeting. Phillips was appointed to fill the unexpired term of Councilwoman Lynn Rodgers, 
who resigned last month.

SUBMITTED/News Observer

Peers say Phillips will serve Crossett City Council well

INFRASTRUCTURE

Council moves 
to seek bond 
counsel for 
sales tax vote

BY VERSHAL HOGAN
MANAGING EDITOR

The Crossett City Council voted 
unanimously Monday to begin the 
process of hiring a bond attorney 
to take a sales tax vote for sewer 
upgrades to the residents.

The vote came after a presenta-
tion from the Crossett Sewer 
Committee’s Claude Spainhour, 
who told the council that the 
Arkansas Natural Resource 
Commission has approved the city 
for an up-to $7 million loan to 
upgrade its sewers.

Spainhour told the council the 
payments would from between 
$40,243 and $50,327 depending if 
the interest rate was set at a low of 
2 percent or a high of 4.5 percent.

Sales tax collection data shows 
that in 2018 the average monthly 
collection for a half-cent sales tax 
was $86,801 per month.

If the sewer upgrades are paid 
for through a rate increase, it 
would require increases of 
between 197 and 221 percent, 
Spainhour said, taking Crossett 
from the 17th percentile in sewer 
costs for residents to the 79th per-
centile.

Councilman Cary Carter told 
the other members that munici-
palities he has heard of going to 
privatized sewer services are now 
seeking to take back over their old 
systems.

Councilwoman Crystal Marshall 
said Tuesday the city is still wait-
ing to hear back about one of the 
grants it has applied for in connec-
tion with the sewer project, an 
application for $1.2 million.

If the city receives the grant, it 
will not have to take out the full 

See SEWER, Page 5

BY VAL GAUGHT
REPORTER

The Last Straw Initiative hosted a cleanup day 
in Crossett and has others planned for the future in 
Ashley County and surrounding areas. 

Matt Sharp, Bryson Green and Sean Duncan, all 
members of Last Straw, have decided that enough 
is enough and hope to clean up the county and 
encourage others to keep it clean. 

“They aren’t doing this for recognition, but I 
want to be sure they get it,” Ashley County Judge 
Jim Hudson said about the group.

Hudson said the group and volunteers spent 
Saturday cleaning nearly a mile and half of 
Hancock Road and collected approximately 46 
commercial size trash bags of trash.

The Last Straw Initiative — along with volun-
teers Ian McClain, Leigha Sharp and Rosie Henry 
— cleaned up trash for more than 12 hours, 
Hudson said. 

Sharp said the sheer amount of trash collected is 
an example of how bad the litter problem really is 
in Ashley County and he wants to make people 
aware that their one cigarette butt or one coke can, 

Group hopes to challenge culture with roadside cleaning

Volunteers with The Last Straw Initiative picked up 47 
bags of garbage along a mile and a half of Hancock 
Road Saturday. SUBMITTED/News Observer

when combined with the rest of the population’s, 
can add up to 46 bags of trash. 

“What we hope is with a solid visual documen-
tation along side informative numbers such as 
total weight, number of bags, length of time it 
take to clean and an estimated distance, we will 

give people something tangible that will pull them 
on board and encourage them to be more aware of 
their surroundings and responsibilities,” Sharp 
said. 

Sharp and his fellow members really want to 
bring awareness to littering and how it is not the 
county or the city’s job to clean up, but the respon-
sibility of the citizens to not litter. Other places in 
the state do not appear to have the litter problem 
that Ashley County has, he said. 

Though Sharp said he doesn’t know the specific 
reason people here are so quick to litter, he said it 
could be lack of pride or it could be that they sim-
ply don’t understand how bad it makes the com-
munity look, not to mention the environmental 
problems it causes. 

“It must be something, and we just hope we can 
change the way people see it,” Sharp said. 

Sharp says the biggest goal of their group is 
about more than working in the heat to clean up 
litter, it’s about encouraging people to help prevent 
the issue at the source. 

“The biggest part people can play in this initia-
tive is simply not littering,” Sharp said. “Putting 

See CLEANING, Page 3


