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3-day forecast
Today: 51/28. Sunny, breezy 
turning partly 
cloudy in the 
evening.
Wednesday: 
52/32. Sunny, windy.
Thursday: 49/34. A chance of 
rain and snow showers, breezy.
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BY BarBara Bruce
The Independent

PINETOP-LAKESIDE – With public con-
cern over the fate of the digester at a fever pitch, 
the Pinetop-Lakeside Sanitary District (PLSD) 
decided to hold a January board meeting to offer 
people an opportunity to express concerns and 
discuss the issue and review the history of the 
costly piece of 
equipment. 

According to 
District Manager 
Dave Smith, two 
board members 
approached him 
and requested the 
meeting be held 
because they did 
not want it to 
look like there 
was anything 
covered up. 

Previously, no 
meeting had been 
planned because 
there were no 
business items on 
the agenda.

The controver-
sy arose when the 
PLSD decided 
to purchase new 
equipment for 
use in compost-
ing wastewater 
sludge and paper, 
a process for 
which the $1.7 
million rotary 
biomixer, called 
the digester, has 
been used for the 
past 16 years. 
Some residents 
are concerned 
that the town is 
not getting the 
full life and dollar 
value from the 
expensive equipment.

At the November board meeting an agenda 
item was the discussion and “…possible action 
regarding the Rotary Biomixer and the demolition 
of or possible sale of the equipment.”

The one big item last week’s agenda that could 
potentially explain to everyone why the decision 
was made to replace the digester was — “Histo-
ry & update on compost facility,” but that item 
came after the call to public. If the call to the public 
had been moved to take place after the discussion of 

BY Laura SingLeton
The Independent

HEBER/OVERGAARD 
– Eight more horses from 
the Heber Wild Horse 
herd were found dead on 
the Black Mesa Ranger 
District of the Apache-
Sitgreaves National Forests 
on Friday, Jan. 10 accord-
ing to a news release is-
sued by the Forest Service 
on Saturday. “Preliminary 
information indicated the 
horses’ deaths were caused 
by gunshot wounds,” con-
firms the release.

The horses were also 
said to be found “outside 
of the Heber Wild Horse 
Territory,” but the exact 
location where the horses 
were found was not iden-
tified. At this time, it is 
unclear if the eight horses 
were part of one band or 
how long they had been 
dead.

This brings the total of 

horses found dead since 
2018 to 27. Based on Sat-
urday’s press release and 
the ones issued last spring 
by the Forest Service, the 
bodies of 19 Heber Wild 
Horses contain evidence of 
gunshot wounds.

Some of those found last 
year were “too severely 
decomposed to determine 
the cause of death and one 
was found to have died of 
a possible motor vehicle 
collision,” according to the 
2019 press releases.

In addition to the con-
firmed Heber Wild Horse 
deaths on the south side 
of SR260, two domestic 
horses were found shot 
on Sept. 30, 2019 near 
Pinedale on the north 
side of SR260. Since the 
horses were privately 
owned, Navajo County 
Sheriff’s Office respond-
ed, investigated and 
arrested 19-year old Ry-
land Haynes of Lakeside 

on October 18, 2019.
It is unknown if this 

incident and arrest are re-
lated to the killings of the 
Heber Wild Horses.

Now the public wants 
to know, when will it 
end? And, more impor-
tantly, what is the status 
of the investigation being 

conducted by the Law 
Enforcement Investigation 
(LEI) division of the US 
Forest Service?

Repeated inquiries to the 
Forest Service for updates 
return the same answer: 
“At this time, we do not 
have any additional details 
on the investigation that 

we can provide.”
Some community 

members have lost faith in 
the investigative process 
which has been compound-
ed by the Forest Service 
despite Saturday’s press 
release asking “… the pub-
lic to remain patient and to 
avoid the area during the 

ongoing investigation.”
“I am outraged to hear 

this news, as your agencies 
have failed miserably at 
investigating and arrest-
ing a person or persons 
responsible for the prior 
shootings of wild horses 
in the Apache-Sitgreaves 
National Forest,” writes 
Kathie Reidhead of Payson 
in an email to the Forest 
Service and NCSO.

Reidhead reported 
witnessing an individu-
al shooting towards the 
horses last summer while 
she was taking pictures 
of the Heber Wild Horses 
on national forest lands. 
She claims that, to date, 
she “was never contacted 
by anyone at USFS for an 
interview.”

“A very sick individual 
is on the loose, stalking 
and killing wild horses 
and it is very concerning 
because public safety is 
at risk too,” she adds. “In 
the incident I witnessed on 
May 2, 2019, I could have 

Eight more horses found dead
A total of 19 horses shot, 

no suspects arrested

Laura Singleton/The Independent
Several mares in a band of Heber Wild Horses outside of Overgaard in the 
Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest.

PLSD un-cancels 
meeting to 

discuss digester

Barbara Bruce/The Independent
Bookending the Jan. 8 
meeting with opening 
and closing comments 
as a ratepayer and key 
member of the Save 
Our Digester group, 
former PLSD District 
Manager Gary Atkin 
(standing) asked that 
the December meeting 
minutes be amended to 
include all 10 speakers 
and their comments; 
at the close of the 
meeting, with regard to 
putting the digester out 
to pasture, so-to-speak, 
Atkin said, “I can be 
convinced, but I am not 
convinced; mechanics 
and finances are big 
hurdles for me.”

BY Peter aLeShire
Special to the Independent

ARIZONA — Education 
remains on the top of the list 
of voter concerns, according 
to a statewide poll of likely 
voters.

Some 42 percent listed 
education issues as their top 
issue, 25 percent cited border 
and immigration concerns 
and 10 percent cited health-
care, according to a survey 
of 600 likely Arizona voters 
by Expect More Arizona – 
an education advocacy group 
comprised of business and 
educational leaders. Expect 
More Arizona in 2016 ad-
opted a set of goals for 2024, 
but so far the state has made 
little progress towards those 
goals.

Education has ranked as 
the top issue for the past five 
years in the group’s polling. 
Key findings included:

• 85 percent said K-12 
teacher salaries are too low, 
including 92 percent of 
Democrats, 94 percent of 
Independents and 72 percent 
of Republicans.

• 73 percent said the state 
doesn’t spend enough on 
education.

• 94 percent said the 
quality of schools affects the 
strength of communities.

• 94 percent said schools 
need enough funding to 
attract and retain good 
teachers.

• The five top priorities in 
order were raising teacher 
pay, improving lower-per-
forming schools, 3rd grade 
reading skills, vocational 

education and reducing 
the cost of universities and 
community colleges.

The voters’ priorities so 
far aren’t reflected in the 
early campaigns for state 
House and Senate seats 
– especially in Arizona’s 
District 6, which includes 
Flagstaff, the Verde Valley, 
Rim Country and the White 
Mountains.

Some three months be-
fore the state’s primary, the 
state house and senate races 
in Rim Country and the 
White Mountains have settled 
down, with a shuffling of can-
didates to leave most of the 
party primaries uncontested. 
However, all three legislative 
seats should spur a spirited 
general election campaign, in 
one of the more competitive 
districts in the state.

None of the candidates 
so far have made education 
a central campaign issue or 
released detailed educational 
policies, although several have 
track records on the issue.

District 6 House 
Race candidates
Brenda Barton

Former Rep. Brenda 
Barton recently announced 
her campaign to win back a 
seat she relinquished for two 
years due to term limits.

She was in the legislature 
when lawmakers made the 
deepest 
cuts in 
state 
schools 
in the 
nation, 
leaving 
the state 
near the 
bottom 
on most 
mea-
sures 
including teacher salaries, 
class size, per-student 

funding and other measures. 
She’s seeking the seat of 
Rep. Bob Thorpe, who has 
hit his term limit.

Her release announcing 
her campaign vowed she 
would “continue defending 
constitutional rights, state 
sovereignty, First through 
the Tenth Amendment free-
doms and traditional family 
values.”

Her web site’s statement 
on education said, “Brenda 
understands the need for 
improvements to Arizo-
na’s public education at all 
levels. She has support-
ed better, locally-funded 
kindergarten programs that 
give Arizona’s kids the right 
foundation for success. She 
has helped improve the 
state’s technical and voca-
tional training programs 
(JTED) through greater ac-
cessibility and partnerships 
with local industries to train 
Arizonans for high-demand 
jobs.”

Walter Blackman
Incumbent Walt Black-

man, of Snowflake, is also 
seeking re-election. He 
spent 22 years in the US 
Army before his retire-
ment and won election in 
2018. He has not played a 
prominent role in any of 
the education debates in the 
past two 
years, 
but did 
vote for 
Gov. 
Doug 
Ducey’s 
proposal 
provid-
ing an 
average, 
state-
wide 20 
percent 
increase in teacher salaries 
over three years – including 

a final promised 5 percent 
installment this year. The 
increase still leaves Arizona 
teacher salaries near the 
bottom nationally.

Coral Evans
Flagstaff Mayor Coral 

Evans is so far the only 
Democrat running for one of 
the two 
House 
seats. 
The 
daughter 
of an 
English 
teacher, 
Evans’ 
website 
has a 
state-
ment 
call-
ing for a big increase in 
spending on education, 
but no specific proposals 
for how to raise the mon-
ey for the improvements 
she’s proposing. She notes 
that teacher pay is 49th 
nationally for elementary 
school teachers and 48th for 
secondary school teachers. 
Arizona also ranks 46th for 
high school graduation rates 
and has the largest class 
sizes in the nation. Evans 
said last year the legislature 
approved $386 million in 
tax cuts and $304 million 
in taxpayer funding for 
private schools, but did not 
fund some $420 million in 
deferred repair and main-
tenance for public schools. 
She called the state’s 
education funding priorities 
“unacceptable.”

Art Babbott
Coconino County Super-

visor Art Babbott is running 
as an Independent for the 

Education funding ranks 
as top issue in voter poll

Most District 6 
Senate and House 

candidates not 
stressing the issue

Barton Blackman

Evans
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