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Gunn calls on governor to
enforce unemployment rules
or end $300 a week pay

Mississippi Today
By Geoff Pender and

Bobby Harrison
House Speaker  Philip
Gunn says Mississippi small
businesses can’t find work-
ers because of an extra $300
a week federal unemploy-
ment pay, and he’s asking
Gov. Tate Reeves to enforce
job search requirements or
end the state’s participation

in the COVID-19 benefits
program.

“I and other House mem-
bers are continually being
contacted by increasingly
desperate small business-
people who inform us their
businesses are at risk,” Gunn
wrote to fellow Republican
Reeves, and copied the letter
to all House members. “They
report that they cannot get

News Release

JACKSON, Miss. — Mis-
sissippi public schools could
eliminate ineffective out-
side-the-classroom spending
to potentially redirect over
$200 million to teacher sala-
ries and classroom expenses
each year, according to re-
ports released this month by
State Auditor Shad White.
White’s office recently part-
nered with three school dis-
tricts to find ways to improve
how they operate. This pilot
project was conducted with
the help of the advanced data
analytics firm GlimpseK12
and was funded by the Mis-
sissippi Office of the State
Auditor.

For the project,
GlimpseK12 reviewed every
expenditure made by three
school districts over a period
of time and offered data-
driven recommendations to
eliminate useless spending.

After the Auditor’s office
released a series of educa-
tion spending reports in
2019 and 2020, representa-
tives from three school sys-
tems — Columbus Munici-
pal School District, Hinds
County School District, and
Starkville Oktibbeha Con-
solidated School District
— volunteered to have their

Obituary

ELAINE ROBINSON
HUTCHISON

Elaine Robinson Hutchi-
son, 91, of Sallis, MS passed
away Saturday, May 8, 2021
at Baptist Medical Center in
Kosciusko, MS.

A graveside service was
held on Tuesday, May 11 at
Pleasant Ridge Cemetery
near Sallis, MS.

operations and expenditures
examined with these cutting-
edge data analytics tech-
niques.

“I’'m thankful for the lead-
ership these school districts
showed by volunteering to
go under the microscope in
the public view,” said Audi-
tor White. “I was happy to
help these school districts
identify ways they can prior-
itize their spending on teach-
ers and the classroom.”

Across the three school
districts, GlimpseK12 iden-
tified opportunities to elimi-
nate ineffective spending
which would lead to annual
savings of between $7.5 and
$12.3 million. The spending
areas with the largest op-
portunities for cost savings
include software and digital
products, maintenance, and
supply chain management.

These school districts com-
bined serve nearly 14,000
children. Together, they rep-
resent a range of municipal,
county, and consolidated
school systems. This level
of savings spread across all
public school students in
the state could lead to over
$200 million of eliminated
outside-the-classroom waste
every year.

“I attended Mississippi
public schools until I gradu-
ated from college, and I'm
the child of a 35-year public
school teacher,” said Auditor
White, “so I’m committed to
doing my part to help make
our public schools the best
they can be.”

Previous reports from
the State Auditor’s office
showed ballooning outside-
the-classroom spending, a
comparison of education
spending in other states, and
priority given to administra-
tive pay raises.
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employees to return to work
because they can earn more
from combined federal and
state unemployment benefits
than their normal wages.”

Gunn noted that the gov-
ernors of Montana and
South Carolina last week an-
nounced they were ending
their states’ participation in
the $300 a week federal CO-
VID-19 benefits. Politicos
and pundits nationwide have
surmised increased pandem-
ic unemployment benefits
and stimulus payments have
incentivized many people to
not return to work.

Gunn said he’s heard re-
ports that unemployment
claimants are not following
requirements that they ear-
nestly search for jobs, and
that “MDES is not effec-
tively enforcing that require-
ment.”

Reeves’ office did not re-
spond to a request for com-
ment.

Last August, Reeves an-
nounced the state would
participate in a federal CO-
VID-19 unemployment sti-
pend created by an order of
the Trump administration
that would provide unem-
ployed Mississippians an

extra $300 a week. In Mis-
sissippi, state benefits are a
maximum $235 a week, with
the average payment at less
than $200, compared to the
national average of $308 a
week.

House Ways and Means
Chairman Trey Lamar, R-
Senatobia, said he has heard
from numerous employers
in his district that they can’t
find workers because of in-
creased pandemic benefits.

“Not just one or two (em-
ployers),” Lamar said, “but a
substantial number of busi-
nesses just here in my little
hometown of Senatobia —
restaurants, other businesses.
The place where I used to
get coffee in the mornings
can’t open in the mornings
because they don’t have
enough workers ... I think
it’s past the point for this.
People can safely go back to
work.”

But Mississippi has suf-
fered from low wages, lack
of jobs, high unemployment
and low workforce partici-
pation long before the pan-
demic.

House Democratic Leader
Rep. Robert Johnson of Nat-
chez said, “let’s raise the
minimum wage first,” before
ending the pandemic unem-
ployment stipend.

Johnson said “people have
been working in poverty”
because of the state’s $7.25
an hour minimum wage and
should not be blamed for tak-

Auditor arrests two Biloxi
Public Schools employees
for fraud and emhezziement

News Release

JACKSON, Miss. — Today
State Auditor Shad White
announced Special Agents
from his office have arrested
Michael Ludlow and Mickey
Bellande, Jr. after both were
indicted for fraud and em-
bezzlement. Both Ludlow
and Bellande are former
maintenance employees at
the Biloxi Public School
District. Demand letters
were presented to both men
upon arrest.

Michael Ludlow is ac-
cused of submitting fraudu-
lent timesheets from Octo-
ber 2020 to November 2020
to embezzle money from
the Biloxi Public School
District. He was allegedly
absent from work during
time he claimed to be pres-
ent. Ludlow also purport-
edly conducted personal
business at other times he
was on the clock and being
paid by the school district.
Special Agents presented
a $6,678.32 demand letter
to Ludlow when he was ar-
rested. The demand amount
includes interest and investi-
gative expenses.

Investigators also believe
Ludlow purchased con-
trolled substances during
the workday while using a
district-owned vehicle away
from school property. This
incident was referred to the

MICKEY BELLANDE, JR.

appropriate law enforcement
agency and is pending pros-
ecution.

Mickey Bellande, Jr. also
allegedly submitted fraudu-
lent timesheets from May
2020 to August 2020 in or-
der to embezzle from the
school district. He is accused

ing advantage of an oppor-
tunity to earn more thanks
to the $300 per week feder-
al benefits stipend. Plus, he
said, cutting the benefits off
without taking other steps
could harm people who are
legitimately unemployed.

He said many states
have increased their mini-
mum wage to as much as
$15 per hour. If it was in-
creased to $9 or $10 an
hour in Mississippi, John-
son said it would help low
wage workers and boost
the economy.

Rep. Chris Bell, D-Jack-
son, said, “It’s very unfortu-
nate to hear about ending the
unemployment benefits for
Mississippians who are cur-
rently out of work.”

“I don’t know of a single
person who would rather re-
ceive these benefits than find
meaningful employment,”
Bell said. “The extension
of unemployment benefits
should not expire.”

Mississippi’s  unemploy-
ment for March was 6.3%,
higher than the national av-
erage of 6% and up from
6.1% in February. Overall,
Mississippi’s number of jobs
remains down by 3% from
last year.

Mississippi ~ for March
ranked last, at 56.1%, in
workforce participation — a
trend that predates the pan-
demic — and it ranks last in
median household income at

of clocking into work and
returning to his home for ex-
tended periods of time. He
also allegedly used a district-
owned vehicle to conduct his
own personal business. Bel-
lande was issued a $2,870.99
demand letter when he was
arrested. This amount in-
cludes interest and investiga-
tive expenses.

“I applaud the work of our
investigators in this case and
their cooperation with other
law enforcement agencies
to ensure the other illicit ac-
tivities that were discovered
will be fully investigated and
prosecuted,” said Auditor
White.

Both Ludlow and Bellande
were taken into custody at
their respective homes on
Wednesday morning with
assistance from other law
enforcement agencies. Bond
for both men will be set by
the court. Both cases will
be prosecuted by the office
of District Attorney Crosby
Parker.

No surety bond covers ei-
ther man’s employment at
the Biloxi Public School
District. Surety bonds are
similar to insurance designed
to protect taxpayers from
corruption. They will remain
liable for the full amount of
the demand in addition to
criminal proceedings.

Suspected fraud can be re-
ported to the Auditor’s office
online any time by clicking
the red button at www.osa.
ms.gov or via telephone dur-
ing normal business hours at
1-(800)-321-1275.

$45,081, also a trend predat-
ing COVID-19.

Mississippi’s state econo-
mist recently reported that
the state is forecast to see a
major economic rebound in
2021, including job growth
of 1.8%, the highest an-
nual increase since 1998.
He noted that much of that
growth would be due to
federal COVID-19 stimulus
spending.

Happy
Birthday

May 13 - Emily Henderson,
Breyanna Sumerall, Sherie
Lanier, Kyle Langford,
Aiden Dax Adcock, Matt
Casey

May 14 - Sallie R. Brooks,
Diane O’Reilly, Earl Ables,
Ed Wilburn Hooker, Joyce
Bethany, Tommy Thomas,
Hubert Robertson, Jana
Head, Mary Cassidy, Molly
Miller

May 15 - Janie Sims,
Dudley Rinicker, Emily
Padgett, Qimei Wong, David
Box

May 16 - Steven Thomas

Holder, Clarence Byrd,
Jacqueline Epps, Christopher
Truitt, Ryan  Bhangu,
Frances Hodges, Christy

Hudson, Katy McGinnis,
Lilly Austin, Mills Heard

May 17 - Margie Hooker,
Colton  Sumner, Robbie
Rogers

May 18 - Haden Box,
Sarah Parrish, Wells Gardner

May 19 - Justin Branch,
Nikki Merchant, Ford At-
kinson, Jackson Atkinson,
Jeff Trehern, Travis King,
David Kennedy, Andrew Le-
flore, Peggy Leflore, Victoria
Stewart
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