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DAVENPORT, Iowa 
— In his � rst trip to 
Iowa this year, Ron 
DeSantis did not take 
any questions from vot-
ers. He largely ignored 
the local press. He 
avoided the diners, pizza 
parlors and ice cream 
shops that have helped 
presidential contend-
ers in the leado�  voting 
state showcase their per-
sonal appeal and cha-
risma for decades.

For DeSantis, a lead-
ing Republican presi-
dential prospect, it was 
simply business as usual.

� e hard-charging 
Florida governor has 
emerged as a potent 
force in national poli-
tics while eschewing the 
personal connections, 
intimate moments and 
unscripted questions that 
have long fueled success-
ful White House bids in 
the states that sit atop 
the presidential primary 
calendar. And as DeSan-
tis begins to introduce 
himself to primary vot-
ers in the weeks lead-
ing up to his expected 
announcement, he is 
showing little interest in 
changing his ways.

Allies insist he doesn’t 
need to adjust anything, 
pointing to his dominant 
19-point reelection vic-
tory last fall. But already, 
his Republican rivals — 
led by former President 
Donald Trump — are 
working to highlight the 
governor’s go-it-alone 
approach and imper-
sonal style by leaning 
into their own personal 

interactions on the cam-
paign trail.

� e risks for DeSan-
tis are becoming increas-
ingly obvious in smaller 
rural states like Iowa, 
New Hampshire and 
South Carolina, which 
will host three of the 
� rst four presiden-
tial primary contests in 
2024.

“No one’s gotten to 
know him the way they 
need to get to know him. 
I don’t know if they ever 
will,” New Hampshire 
Gov. Chris Sununu, 
himself a potential can-
didate, said of DeSan-
tis during a recent inter-
view. “Do you think Ron 
DeSantis has ever sat 
down for a cup of cof-
fee with a reporter? No. 
It’s like physically not in 
him. He can’t do it. He 
doesn’t have that social 
connection with folks.”

Perhaps no one is pay-
ing closer attention 
than Trump, who views 
DeSantis as his only real 
rival for the Republican 
presidential nomination.

While DeSan-
tis has taken a clois-
tered approach, Trump 
has been maximizing his 
interactions with vot-
ers and the press as he 
begins to visit early vot-
ing states — an e� ort 
that aides say is part of 
a larger push to con-
trast Trump’s strengths 
with DeSantis’ perceived 
weaknesses.

During his � rst real 
day of campaigning 
in late January, Trump 
stopped by a beloved 
fried chicken and burger 
joint in West Columbia, 
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ATCHAFALAYA 
NATIONAL WILDLIFE 
REFUGE, La. — Stacks of 
valves, networks of pipes and 
hulking, two-story-tall tanks 
litter parts of the swampy 
landscape of Louisiana’s 
Atchafalaya Basin, rusting 
relics of sites where oil wells 
were drilled in the 1970s, 
an unwanted legacy of the 
energy industry that has long 
helped drive the Louisiana 
economy.

� ey are among an esti-
mated 2 million unplugged 
U.S. “ orphan wells,” aban-
doned by the companies that 

drilled them. � ere are more 
than 4,500 such wells in 
Louisiana, according to the 
state Department of Nat-
ural Resources. � e owners 
can’t be found, have gone out 
of business or otherwise can’t 
be made to pay in a state 
where there are decades-long 
political debates involving 
legislation and litigation over 
the environmental e� ects of 
oil and gas drilling.

� e Biden administration 
plans to tackle the problem 
nationally with $4.7 billion 
from the bipartisan infra-
structure bill passed in late 
2021. Administration o�  -
cials joined their state coun-
terparts in the Atchafalaya 
National Wildlife Refuge 

recently to tout the e� orts.
“� e state and federal gov-

ernment, we are left to clean 
them up because of the haz-
ard they present,” Martha 
Williams, director of the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice said. She was visiting 
what is known as the B-5 
well site with � omas Har-
ris, secretary of the Louisi-
ana Department of Natu-
ral Resources., and Louisi-
ana Department of Wildlife 
and Fisheries Secretary Jack 
Montoucet.

� e abandoned wells can 
leak oil� eld brine and can-
cer-causing chemicals that 
are components of crude oil, 

State and US officials tout spending to plug ‘orphan wells’

ASSOCIATED PRESS

A small alligator swims in the collected water around the dilapidated infrastruc-
ture of the B-5 orphan well site in the Atchafalaya National Wildlife Refuge on 
Feb. 16 in Lottie, La.
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Alcoa’s Jahvin Carter fi nished with 32 points in Friday’s state semifi nal win over Brainerd at the Murphy Center in Murfrees-
boro. The Tornadoes face Douglass today in today’s state championship game.
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