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Watch debate
carefully

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

As most of you already 
know, there is an import-
ant presidential debate 
this Thursday, June 27, 
at 9 p.m. 

Turn off the cable news 
networks and watch the 
whole debate for your-
self. See everything that 
takes place rather than 
just what the various cable 
outlets want you to see and 
hear (repeatedly).  Then, 
THINK about all that you 
see and hear before you 
make your own assess-
ment of which candidate 
is worthy of your support.  

Don’t throw your mind 
away and rely on a po-
litical party to tell you 
who is the best choice or 

on a news outlet to bully 
you into supporting the 
candidate who scores rat-
ings for them. Our found-
ing fathers knew that a 
strong democracy needs 
all people to exercise their 
minds, read a variety of 
sources for information 
(not just the sources they 
agree with), do research 
to check all that is being 
said, and pay attention to 
what the candidates have 
actually done. 

Yes, it’s a time-con-
suming process, but so 
is watching every game 
for the NBA, NHL, MLB 
or NCAA playoffs. Take 
the time to be as educated 
(not brainwashed) about 
the candidates as you are 
about your favorite sports 
teams and heroes.  

We need a leader who 
will uphold the Constitu-

tion and live by the rule 
of law. Watch the whole 
game (debate) and then de-
cide for yourself. I believe 
our democracy is worth 
the investment of your 
time and energy.  

Donelda Carson
Smithfield

Democrats 
‘going crazy’

Editor, The Smith-
field Times:

Here we go again argu-
ing over the assumption 
that Trump is a convict-
ed felon. Truth be told, 
the entire court hearing 
was a total clown farce 
with the Democratic Party 
stacking the deck against 
their sworn enemy of eight 

years so that they could 
take him out of the presi-
dential race.

They know that with 
Biden’s poor performance, 
lack of cognitive ability 
and his corruption that it 
will cause him to lose the 
race. They are going crazy 
over this. 

T h e  d e m o g r a p h i c 
groups that faithfully 
voted for him now have 
“buyer’s remorse” and in-
tend on voting for the guy 
they now see as the real 
solution to many of the 
problems created over the 
last three years. They have 
been exposed to the liberal 
agenda, with lousy results, 
and Trump’s accomplish-
ments. Boy, are they hot. 
That is clearly what a 
multitude of people, even 
those who have always 
been Democrats, see in 

this abuse of the judicial 
system and government. 

If the tables were turned 
on them they would be 
screaming their lungs out 
of perceived “retribution.” 
Talk about hypocrisy; this 
is a textbook example of it. 

The mainstream media, 
entertainers and many 
others continually vilify 
what they perceive to be 
someone who will steal 
our democracy for a dic-
tatorship. That is rich. 
Democrats have continu-
ally fed us lies along with 
conspiracies and tried to 
control the narrative just 
as the Nazis and commu-
nists have done. 

Remember when Biden 
wanted to have a “disinfor-
mation czar”? People cried 
out NO WAY. What does 
that tell you? They want 
controlled speech that 
makes them look great and 
the conservatives evil. 

In spite of all the de-
rogatory rhetoric from 
the left and manipulated 
statistics they regurgitate, 
they will do everything in 
their power to subvert the 
truth.

Mark Middlecoop
Smithfield

agent. DeHart remained in 
the county for seven years 
and gained a reputation 
as an aggressive advocate 
for local farmers. Among 
the initiatives he focused 
on was rural electrifica-
tion. He called county-
wide meetings of rural 
residents to talk about 
how the county might ap-
proach electrification, and 
he urged a unified front in 
favor of modernization.

Ruritan Clubs, which 
had been founded in Nan-
semond County, became 
leading advocates  for 
electrification. In 1937, 
the Ruritans from across 
Virginia held a conven-
tion in Richmond and set 

electrification as a major 
initiative for all Ruritan 
Clubs.

The benefits of elec-
tricity seem to have been 
something that everyone 
agreed on back during 
an era when the common 
good could still actually 
influence public policy. 
Congress, strongly pressed 
by President Franklin 
Roosevelt to act, enact-
ed legislation creating 
the Rural Electrification 
Administration and com-
mitting a total of $1 bil-
lion over 10 years to make 
loans to local cooperatives 
and even individual land-
owners in order to build a 
viable electrical network.

Then, in 1939, Commu-
nity Electric was formed 
as the nonprofit corpora-
tion that would administer 
an REA program in Isle of 
Wight, Southampton and 
Nansemond. The fledgling 
organization was plan-
ning to run 176 miles of 
electric service cable and 
was looking for custom-
ers. The REA required a 
commitment from three 
customers for every mile 
of electric cable.

Customers had to pay 
a membership fee of $5 to 
Community Electric and 
commit to use a minimum 
of 40 kilowatt hours of elec-
tricity a month. 

Within two months, the 

cooperative had the nec-
essary prospective cus-
tomers and had received 
a telegram from REA that 
$220,000 had been appropri-
ated as startup money for 
electrifying Isle of Wight. 

The local cooperative 
began stringing wire, and 
within five years was serv-
ing 920 consumers. It took a 
while to pick up some out-
lying farms, but electricity 
had come to Isle of Wight 
and life here would never 
be the same.

John Edwards is pub-
lisher emeritus of  The 
Smithfield Times. His email 
address  is  j .branched-
wards@gmail.com.
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Amid their outrage over the “leak” that 
wasn’t, three Smithfield Town Council 
members lamented broken trust within 
the body.

To hear Valerie Butler, Jim Collins 
and Raynard 
Gibbs talk, the 
“leak” itself 
was responsi-
ble for frayed 
council rela-
tions. Truth is, 
trust has been 
missing with-
in that body 
since Decem-
ber 2022, when 
a n  a l l i a n c e 
w o r k e d  t h e 
votes ahead of 
time to install 
Steve Bowman as mayor, Butler as vice 
mayor and kick then-Vice Mayor Mike 
Smith to the curb.

It was the first sign that transparency 
was an empty campaign slogan for Smith-
field’s elected leaders – and that, for the 
majority, trust needn’t be a two-way street. 
In other words, shame on you for violating 
my trust, but I’m free to violate yours. 

Any lingering trust among council 
members was destroyed a year later by a 
sham process that put Collins and Gibbs 
on the council to fill two unexpired terms 

and preserve a tenuous working majority 
whose grip on power was slipping in the 
face of citizen anger over rapid residential 
growth with no plan to build and pay for 
the infrastructure to absorb it.

Two weeks before the 
application period closed 
for people interested in 
those vacancies, three dif-
ferent sources, none con-
nected with the other, told 
me it was a done deal that 
Collins and Gibbs would 
replace Wayne Hall and 
Renee Rountree.

None of my three sources 
had anything in writing, 
so I wasn’t comfortable 
exposing the sham at the 
time. The information was 
credible enough, however, 

that when Butler and Councilman Randy 
Pack convened at the Luter Sports Complex 
and went into closed session to review the 
23 applications that had been submitted 
by the deadline, I recorded a video while 
walking to my car, noting, for posterity, 
what my sources had told me.

A couple of hours later, Collins and 
Gibbs were, surprise, two of five applicants 
selected for in-person interviews. Then, a 
couple of weeks later, Collins and Gibbs 
were, surprise again, appointed by the 
majority to fill Hall’s and Rountree’s seats.

You can believe one of a couple of things: 
Either my three, unconnected sources were 
right and the fix was in, or I’m such a good 
prognosticator that you should have me fill 
out your NCAA Tournament bracket next 
March. A statistician buddy tells me I had 
a 0.4% chance of picking the two eventual 
appointees out of 23 options.  

The sham was carried out behind 
the backs of Smith and Councilman Jeff 
Brooks, whose trust was violated along 
with the citizenry’s, including 21 good 
people who wasted their time and energy 
going through a “process” whose outcome 
was known before they ever submitted 
their applications.

That capable group included Charles 
Bryan, Bill Davidson, Timothy Hillegass, 
Mark Dalton, Bill Harris, Vicky Hulick, 
Brian Lally, Jennifer Stevens, Jay Walls, 
Kyle Bentley, Dr. Herb Bevan, Tea Frantz, 
Bruce Gearey, Jackson Goodman, Bo 
Hamrick, Candy Hayes, Nick Hess, Gene 
Monroe Jr., Adam Short, Jim Thornton 
and Chris Torre. What a disgrace.

Regarding the “leak,” Collins owes his 
colleagues an apology. No member of the 
Town Council gave the Times Bowman’s 
email about his trip to Florida that land-
ed $6 million, with strings attached, in 
the town’s bank account. The allegation 
that one of them had – and that there was 
something sinister about their doing so – 
reveals both a naivete about politics and a 

fundamental disregard for transparency 
as a value in public service.

The minute Bowman hit “send” on his 
email, it became a public record under 
Virginia law. You can’t “leak” a public 
record. In fact, to the extent that others 
want to conceal it, you do a public service 
by sharing it.

In this case, citizens got a chance to be 
heard on the proposed use of $6 million 
of their money to match a gift with con-
ditions. But for the Times obtaining and 
publishing the email, citizens would have 
had no clue about the plan to spring it on 
taxpayers in the next council meeting with-
out putting it on the agenda. The mayor, in 
his email, even fished for a motion, point-
ing out (wink, wink) that he, as mayor, 
could not make it.  

I’m asked often whether the small group 
of elected and unelected people who run 
Smithfield are corrupt. They’re not, in my 
opinion. But they operate with a degree of 
paternalistic condescension unlike any-
thing I’ve witnessed in four decades of re-
porting on small-town politics. They know 
what’s best for the town, and the peasants 
just need to shut up and pay their taxes.

Steve Stewart is publisher of The Smith-
field Times. His email address is steve.
stewart@smithfieldtimes.com.

Trust on Town Council broken long before ‘leak’

By Stephen Faleski
Staff Writer

Three state senators 
again proposed legalizing 
so-called “skill games” a 
month after Gov. Glenn 
Youngkin vetoed similar 
legislation, but ended up 
not voting on any bills at a 
reconvened June 18 Senate 
session.

Youngkin vetoed Sen-
ate Bill 212, sponsored 
by Sen.  Aaron Rouse, 
D-Virginia Beach, in May 
after the General Assem-
bly voted down a slate of 
amendments Youngkin 
had proposed in April that 
would have kept the slots-
style betting machines 
illegal throughout Isle of 
Wight and most of Surry 
counties.

Sen. L. Louise Lucas, 
D-Portsmouth, and Rouse 
are co-sponsoring Senate 
Bill  6008, which again 
proposes repealing a 2020 
law that reclassified the 
p a y - t o - p l a y  m a c h i n e s 
that had become common 
sights in truck stops and 

convenience stores as il-
legal gambling. The bill 
would define skill games 
as those where “the skill 
of the player” rather than 
chance predominantly 
determines the outcome.

According to the Vir-
ginia Mercury, the June 
18 Senate session ended 
with the body not taking 
up a single bill.  Lucas 
announced the Senate 
Finance Appropriations 
Committee, which had 
been scheduled to take 
up the skill games bills 
and another proposing 
tuition-free college for 
some military families, 
wouldn’t be voting on ei-
ther topic.

L u c a s ’  v e r s i o n  i n -
cludes language allowing 
counties and cities – but 
not towns – to opt out of 
legalization via a ballot 
referendum, which had 
been one of the rejected 
Youngkin amendments to 
SB 212. SB 6008 allows a 
referendum by resolution 
of a board of supervisors 
or city council, or by pe-

tition of at least 5,000 or 
2.5% of registered voters, 
whichever is smaller.

A competing bill  by 
Sen. Christie New Craig, 
R-Chesapeake, would im-
pose a $1,200 monthly tax 
on each skill game ma-
chine from each distribu-
tor payable to a proposed 
“Virginia Gaming Com-
merce Regulation Fund” 
the bill would establish, 
with most revenue even-
tually funding K-12 edu-
cation. New Craig’s bill, 
dubbed SB 6007 or the 
Virginia Gaming Com-
merce Regulation Act, 
would direct the Virginia 
Lottery Board to develop 
regulations no later than 
June 30, 2025, and like the 
Lucas-Rouse bill includes 
a provision allowing cities 
and counties to opt out by 
referendum.

Youngkin, in April, had 
also proposed language 
that would have explicit-
ly prohibited skill game 
machines within 35 miles 
of any casino or racetrack, 
effectively maintaining 

the 2020 ban in most of 
Isle of Wight and Surry 
counties for their proxim-
ity to the Rivers Casino in 
Portsmouth and Colonial 
Downs in New Kent Coun-
ty. Neither of the new bills 
include this provision.

SB 6008 proposes a 25% 
state tax on skill game rev-
enue and would prohibit 
localities from levying 
a separate local license, 
permit or sticker fee or 
tax on a skill game man-
ufacturer, distributor, 
operator or host location. 
The bill would further cap 
the number of authorized 
skill game machines at 
35,000 statewide and al-
low no more than four 
per store except in truck 
stops, which can have up 
to seven.

SB 6007 and 6008 each 
specify that host establish-
ments would be required 
to cap the maximum wager 
per play at $5 and would 
be barred from using the 
term “casino” in their 
business name.

Isle of Wight began en-

forcing the 2020 ban in 
January after a three-year 
legal battle ended last fall 
with Virginia’s Supreme 
Court lifting an injunc-
tion against enforcement. 
Emporia truck stop own-
er Hermie Sadler, who 
ran against Sen. Emily 
Jordan, R-Isle of Wight, 
in the 2023 Republican 
primary for her Senate 
seat, had sued the state in 
2021 just as the ban would 
have taken effect, arguing 
it gave unfair advantage 
to the handful of casinos 
the state had authorized 
in Virginia’s larger cities. 
He’d secured the now-lift-
ed injunction in Green-
ville County Circuit Court 
in 2022 with the help of 
his attorney, state Sen. 
Bill Stanley, R-Franklin 
County.

Jordan, who as a House 
of Delegates member in 
2020 supported the ban, 
joined Sen.  Lashrecse 
A i r d ,  D - P e t e r s b u r g , 
whose legislative district 
includes Surry, in a 34-6 
bipartisan vote to send 

Rouse’s original legaliza-
tion bill back to Youn-
gkin without his proposed 
amendments.

T h e  V i r g i n i a  M e r -
chants and Amusement 
Coalition, which had lob-
bied for SB 212’s passage, 
said in a June 18 news 
release that though the 
Senate Finance Appropri-
ations Committee did not 
vote on either bill that day 
“we remain confident in 
our patrons and trust that 
they will come together 
on a resolution when they 
reconvene.

“We want to thank Sen-
ator Lucas and Senator 
Rouse for their unwav-
ering support, as well as 
Senator New Craig,” the 
release states, contending 
“Thousands of struggling 
small businesses are in 
jeopardy while skill games 
are off. We look forward to 
continuing to work toward 
a solution that supports 
small businesses.”

Three senators revive ‘skill game’ legalization bill


