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State Health Officer Dr. Thomas 

Dobbs debunked several claims made 

by Southaven Mayor Darren Mussel-

white in a Facebook post about COVID-

19 in DeSoto County. 

Dobbs criticized Musselwhite’s 

downplaying of the impact of the virus 

in DeSoto County during a Mississippi 

State Department of Health press 

conference Tuesday. 

Musselwhite drew attention with a 

lengthy Facebook post last week saying 

that Gov. Tate Reeves and Dr. Dobbs 

were misleading the public in their 

statements about the county’s rapid 

virus spread. 

Muselwhite criticized Dobbs for 

saying last week that he “would not 

leave his house if he lived in DeSoto 

County” and that county hospitals 

have capacity problems.

Dobbs doubled down on his 

messaging about the severity of the 

pandemic in DeSoto County before 

countering several false claims made 

by Musselwhite.

“Let me just say something: we’re 

not going to hold any punches,” Dobbs 

said. “If there’s a lot of cases and people 

are dying, then we’re going to say it to 

protect the public. DeSoto County has 

a huge number of cases. They have 

DeSoto County voters broke its 

record for ballots cast in a presidential 

election by more than 10,000 this year. 

The certified results for the 2020 elec-

tions report 76,636 ballots cast across 

the county, breaking the 2016 record 

of 66,349. The county also set a new 

record for absentee ballots cast, with 

2020’s 14,189 shattering 2016’s previ-

ous record of just over 8,000. 

The higher turnout is in part 

because of the increase in voter 

registration in the county since 2016. 

Between the two elections, the number 

of registered voters increased by more 

than 23%, from 98,739 to 121,674. 

The election results for DeSoto 

County were not certified until Monday 

night, marking the first time that the 

county has missed the 10-day deadline 

to do so. Certification continues to be 

delayed in some Mississippi counties, 

largely because of an unprecedented 

number of absentee ballots cast amid 

the COVID-19 pandemic.

The DeSoto County Sheriff ’s 

Department said in a statement that 

it would disregard the law requiring 

mask wearing and social distancing 

in the county.

The department said in a state-

ment that it would not enforce the 

executive order enacted by Gov. 

Tate Reeves, which says it “may” be 

enforced by law enforcement and is 

active in DeSoto County until Dec. 

11. Deputies will also not be asked to 

follow the law while on duty — it will 

be a personal choice, the department 

said.

“These guys are risk takers,” Justin 

Smith, chief deputy with the depart-

ment, said. “That’s what they do as 

professionals.” 

Smith cited a lack of resources for 

not enforcing the mandate, saying 

they have other priorities for their 

deputies.

“We have no issue with that 

whatsoever, but we feel like that’s a 

personal responsibility for people,” 

he said of the measures which have 

been heralded by health care experts 

around the world. “If it’s something 

that you’re led to do by your medical 

professionals that are telling you to 

do these things, that’s perfectly fine.”

Smith would not say whether he 

believed deputies should take on the 

personal responsibility of wearing 

masks, even as COVID-19 continues 

to spread faster than ever, stretching 

hospital capacities to their limits.

The DeSoto County Sheriff ’s 

Department stands alone in this 

policy, as other departments in the 

area — though varying in the level of 

enforcement of the mandate — require 

their own officers to follow the law.

Smith claimed that the executive 

order did not have the force of law 

because it did not come from the 

legislature.

Legal experts said the executive 

order is no different from any other 

law, adding that the legislature has 

given the governor the power to issue 

mandates like this.

Matthew Steffey, a law professor 

at Mississippi College who researches 

criminal and constitutional law, said 

executive orders can be compared to 

a judge making a decision in a court-

room — though the decision isn’t 

made by the legislature, it holds its 

power from the legislature, meaning 

its decisions have the force of law.

Though people break the law all 

the time without being ticketed or 

arrested, like when driving one mile 

per hour over the speed limit, Steffey 

said there is a difference between 

discretion in how to enforce a law and 

whether or not to enforce the law. 

“A sheriff, I suppose, could say 

‘I’m not going to enforce the speed 

limit. But that’s not the way we 

normally perceive a sheriff’s prose-

cutorial discretion,” Steffey said. “To 

decide not to enforce an entire cate-

gory of law like this can be seen as an 

abandonment of their legal duty.”

Other lawyers say this is not 

an issue of discretion or legal duty 

because the executive order explic-
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The CEOs of the four major health care systems 

in the Memphis area weigh in on the current 

state of the pandemic in an opinion article.

Hospitals ask for your help

See page 5

Join Blue Ribbon Cleaners & Laundry and The DeSoto Times-Tribune in working to make 

Christmas a little bit more special for families in need. Come by The DeSoto Times-Tri-

bune or Blue Ribbon Cleaners & Laundry to drop off Toys For Tots.

Help us make Christmas special for children in need
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Sheriff ’s dept. ignores mask law

As new virus surge strains hospitals,
Dobbs criticizes Southaven mayor’s response

Voter turnout breaks records

Funding families

By Will Stribling

will@dttclick.com
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See the full story at DeSotoTimes.com See Virus on page 4
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Only local agency to say 

deputies may break law; 

enforcement varies in county
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via Facebook

The sheriff’s department posted 

this photo of deputies attending the 

Hernando Christmas Market.
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Two local families are competing 

in a national T-shirt fundraiser to 

win money to fund their adoptions. 

Fund The Nations, an organization 

that helps people raise money through 

T-shirt sales, celebrates National Adop-

tion Month each November by spon-

soring a family and helping them fund 

their adoption. Though this is a national 

competition and Fund the Nations is 

based in Southaven, two DeSoto County 
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