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KIAMICHI SAMS RV CLUB REPRESENTATIVE Art Smith presents Cub Scout Master Linn 
Tucker a check to cover one week of Boy Scout Camp at Camp Hale. 
The donation was made in the memory of a long time supporter of Scouting, Bob 
Masters. Boy Scout Camp provides knowledge, discipline and the direction to attain 
both a moral and fulfilling success in life. It costs $270 to send one boy to Scout Camp. 
If you or your organization would like to make a positive difference in the life of a boy 
who needs help attending Scout Camp call Linn at 918-424-3646.  

Kiamichi Sams RV supports Boy 
Scouts 

Grow with gardening classes 

T
he OSU Extension office 
here in Pittsburg County 
is offering two 
Gardening 101 classes. 

Gardening 101 is designed 
for beginning gardeners or 
those looking to update their 
gardening knowledge. The 
first class will be held on 
Thursday, March 15th and a 
repeat of that class will be 
held on Thursday, April 5th. 
Both classes will begin at 6 
p.m. and will be held at the 

OSU Extension Center at 707 
West Electric. Topics covered 
will include:

Garden Site Selection and 
Preparation

Soil fertility Management
Choosing Vegetable Types 

and Varieties
Insect and Disease Control
Raised Bed Gardening
Both Gardening 101 classes 

are free and have a class size 
limit of 20 adults. To reserve 
a spot or for more informa-

tion call the Pittsburg County 
OSU Extension Service at 
918-423-4120.

OSU EXTENSION NEWS

David Cantrell
OSU EXTENSION

Mental health courts’ expansion 
a casualty of bloody budget year

OKLAHOMA CITY — Terri 
White spent a year shaking the 
proverbial cushions to broaden 
a network of specialty courts for 
criminal defendants with men-
tal illness.

White, head of the state’s 
mental health agency, said she 
envisioned “scraping” together 
enough change to expand a 
program now operating in 16 
counties into several others.

Seventeen district attorneys 
have said they are “desperate” 
for their own version of the 
courts, which steer offenders 
into mental health treatment 
instead of prison. Still more 
prosecutors signaled interest, as 
well. 

White quietly found $1.5 mil-
lion in pennies and dimes, as 
she calls them, and was ready to 
announce an expansion. But 
that money is gone — a casualty 
of budget woes that have forced 
her department to strip $9.8 
million from personnel and 
other services.

White and others say treat-
ment for defendants facing a 
range of mental illnesses —  
such as bipolar disorder, schizo-
phrenia and depression — are 
an important relief valve for a 
burgeoning prison population.

“What we know today is that 
because there are 61 counties 
who don’t have a mental health 
court, there are people who are 
sentenced to prison every single 
day who could be in a mental 
health court if one was avail-
able,” she said.

That approach is consistent 
with Gov. Mary Fallin’s insis-
tence that state leaders empha-
size “smart-on-crime” policies 
for “low-risk, non-violent of-
fenders.”

In an email last week, the 
governor noted that initiatives 
she’s championing include “al-
ternatives” to standard sentenc-
ing, such as the treatment-ori-
ented assignments handed out 
by specialty courts for drug of-
fenders, veterans and defen-
dants with mental illness.

“Many of our current inmates 
have mental health issues and 
need treatment,” she said. “For 
some of these offenders, long 

sentences in state prisons in-
crease their likelihood of esca-
lated criminal behavior.”

Still, Fallin said a $1.3 billion 
budget hole creates “challeng-
ing times for agency heads, and 
difficult choices have to be 
made.”

A recent example of a tough 
choice was a controversial plan 
by White’s agency to end Medic-
aid payments to private behav-
ioral specialists treating chil-
dren.

The move would have forced 
patients to instead seek treat-
ment at one of 400 private, ac-
credited agencies, and it would 
have interrupted therapy for 
some children, especially in ru-
ral areas. The change would 
have saved $1.2 million in just 
four months.

Fallin last week reversed the 
decision, though she did not 
recommend alternative ways 
for the agency to make ends 
meet.

White’s department has said 
it will seek other options, 
though it warns that “negative 
consequences will be even more 
far-reaching.”

Given the severity of state’s 
budget situation, her staff said 
this week that it’s too soon to 
say whether existing mental 
health courts could face cuts.

As intractable as the budget 
knot is, plenty of critics of the 
state’s criminal justice system 
echo White’s and Fallin’s senti-
ments about treating mental ill-
ness.

Oklahoma’s prisons, crowded 
with more than 27,000 inmates, 
are essentially a warehouse for 
a state that doesn’t treat mental-
ly illness more aggressively, 
said State Rep. Ben Sherrer, 
D-Chouteau.

Sherrer said the state should 
be expanding programs such as 
mental health courts, which cost 
$4,000 to $5,000 per participant, 
instead housing prisoners at a 
yearly cost of $20,000 per in-
mate.

Nearly 1,900 people have 
graduated from Oklahoma’s 
mental health courts since 2004.

Sherrer, a member of the 
House’s Criminal Justice and 
Corrections Committee and a 
lawyer in Mayes County, said 
statistics bear out that specialty 
courts lower recidivism, or the 

likelihood that ex-prisoners will 
commit new crimes.

Nearly half of the state’s pris-
oners are serving time for 
non-violent drug offenses, he 
noted.

“(In) many of those drug of-
fenses, of course, there are men-
tal health issues involved. Peo-
ple are self-medicating. It gets 
them into drugs,” he said.

The federal Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Ad-
ministration estimates that 
roughly 1 in 4 Oklahomans 
suffers from mental illness, he 
noted.

Mayes County is typical of 
most places in Oklahoma, said 
Sherrer. It has a drug court, he 
said, but not one designed for 
those with mental health issues.

Still, said Sherrer, given the 
budget crunch, he doesn’t think 
there is enough political will in 
the Legislature “to do what 
needs to be done to create the 
revenue to continue on with 
that plan to expand our alterna-
tive courts.”

In Muskgoee County, District 
Attorney Orvil Loge acknowl-
edged the merits of specialty 
courts. His county, with a popu-
lation of nearly 70,000, does not 
have a mental health court; he 
is not sure if one has been re-
quested.

“The advantage would be that 
those that have mental health 
issues that contribute to or 
cause criminal acts can be treat-
ed to alleviate their criminal ac-
tions,” he said.

Loge said his office prose-
cutes more than a thousand of-
fenders per year, and some un-
doubtedly struggle with mental 
illness.

But it seems unlikely his 
county will get one soon.

White said recently she’s re-
ceived no resistance to her deci-
sion to stop the expansion of the 
mental health courts.

Nobody expected it, she not-
ed, and it hasn’t cut an existing 
service.

Despite the lack of outrage or 
controversy, she said, the men-
tal health court program “des-
perately needs to be expanded.”

• Janelle Stecklein covers the 
Oklahoma Statehouse for CNHI’s 
newspapers and websites. Reach her 
at jstecklein@cnhi.com  

By JANELLE 
STECKLEIN

CNHI STATE REPORTER

Dog incident reported at park
Authorities are investigating a reported dog 

attack at Mike Deak Park in McAlester. 
McAlester police Detective Sgt. Chris Morris 

said a 10-year-old child reported he was walk-
ing home from school Tuesday when a 

leashed, brown and white pit bull escaped 
from its owner on the walking trail and either 
bit or scratched him on the face. 

Morris said the child sustained a minor inju-
ry. He said it was recommended the child get a 
tetanus shot. The dog nor its owner were at 
the scene when authorities arrived. 

• Contact Parker Perry at pperry@mcalesternews.com 

By PARKER PERRY 
STAFF WRITER 
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Save the Date!
Friday, October 14, 2016 — 11:00 am
First United Methodist Church 
1501 S. 13th Street

SLOTS
TABLE GAMES

5 points = 1 entry

Blackjack: Suited Blackjack = 1 entry
3-Card Poker: Every pair or better = 1 entry

Punch Out board will contain the following amounts:

$150 Free Play

$100 Free Play

$75 Free Play

$500 Cash 

$250 Cash

$200 Free Play

$1,000 Cash

H w y  6 9  |  M c A l e s t e r ,  O K

C h o c t a w C a s i n o s . c o m     

PLAY. PUNCH. WIN.
LUCKY PUNCH DRAWINGS

EARN | MARCH 1, 8AM – MARCH 19, 9PM
DRAWINGS | MARCH 17 - 19, EVERY HOUR FROM 4PM - 10PM

Players may win one drawing per promotional day. Free Play amounts expire at midnight on day 
won. Twenty-nine spots will go unclaimed. See Choctaw Rewards club for details. All guests 
who are self-banned or casino-banned are ineligible to earn or entries or claim prizes for any 

promotion. Management reserves all rights. Gambling Problem? Call 1.800.522.4700.


