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Wednesday’s weather  — Snow likely, mainly after 2 p.m. High 29, low 22. See Page 2A.
• INSIDE:
Big Red, 
Creek open 
sectionals 
against one 
another.
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Bird count welcomes 
local participants
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Today’s question is:

Should President Biden 
seek bipartisan support 
for a new aid package?

Monday’s question:

Did you watch 
the Super Bowl?
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Log onto
heraldstaronline.com

before 9 p.m. today
to cast your vote.
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COVID-19
SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS

According to the federal Centers for Disease    
Control and Prevention, the reported illnesses 

have ranged from mild symptoms to severe illness 
and death for confirmed COVID-19 coronavirus 

cases. The following symptoms may appear two 
to 14 days after exposure:

ł Fever

ł Cough

ł Shortness of breath

If you think you have been exposed to COVID-19 
and develop a fever and symptoms, call your 

health care provider for medical advice.

CONFIRMED CASES
ł Jefferson County: 

4,436 (85 deaths)

ł Harrison County: 951 

(18 deaths)

ł Hancock County: 2,535

(83 deaths)

ł Brooke County: 1,946

(50 deaths)

ł Ohio: 799,445

(10,384 deaths)

ł West Virginia: 125,106

(2,131 deaths)

COLUMBUS, Ohio (AP) — A 
bill to repeal a bailout of two ag-
ing nuclear power plants at the 
heart of a federal $60 million 
bribery probe has been re-in-
troduced in the Ohio House by 
its Republican sponsor.

The legislation known as 
HB6 was signed into law by 

GOP Gov. Mike DeWine in 
2019. 

The Justice Department ac-
cused five individuals  includ-
ing former Republican House 
Speaker Larry Householder 
of shepherding $60 million in 
energy company money for 
personal and political use in         

exchange for passing the law 
and then derailing an attempt 
to place a rejection of the bail-
out on the ballot. 

Two of those five have 
pleaded guilty and a plea deal 
has also been reached with 
a nonprofit that authorities 
believe was used to funnel                    

payments from the scheme.
State Rep. Laura Lanese, a 

Republican from Grove City 
in suburban Columbus, intro-
duced a repeal bill last week 
similar to the one she intro-
duced last year. That died af-
ter some fellow Republicans 
in the GOP-controlled House            

disagreed on whether a repeal 
was necessary.

 "A full repeal of House Bill 6 
would protect consumers from 
predatory pricing, restore our 
renewable energy policy, and 
instill public confidence in the 
legislative process," Lanese 
said in a statement.

Ohio lawmaker reintroduces bill to repeal nuke plant bailout

Andrew Grimm

Noble taking the bench
Frank Noble Jr. took his oath of office Monday as Jefferson County probate and juvenile judge inside 
the Jefferson County Justice Center. Noble was unopposed in the Nov. 3 election. Outgoing Judge 
Joseph Corabi, whom Noble served with as a magistrate, delivered the oath and called Noble “a 
leader” and “the perfect judge,” stating his time working with Noble was “the privilege of a lifetime.” 
Noble thanked his family, Corabi, the court staffs. “I will do everything in my power to do the best 
that I can for the kids of Jefferson County, the citizens of Jefferson County and for all of (the court 
staff),” Noble said.

By ROBERT A. DEFRANK
Staff writer

ST. CLAIRSVILLE — An 
organization affiliated with 
environmentalist groups says 
it soon will produce studies 
suggesting that the oil and gas 
industry is on an economic de-
cline and that a proposed eth-
ane cracker plant should not 
become a reality in Eastern 
Ohio.

Panelists from the Ohio Riv-
er Valley Institute, a think tank 
focused on “lasting job growth, 
clean energy and more inclu-
sive civic structures for North-
ern Appalachia,” held a discus-
sion Wednesday. Speakers at 
the economic forum included 
Kathryn Hipple, professor of 
finance at Bard College and 
former financial analyst with 
the Institute for Energy Eco-
nomics and Financial Analysis; 
John Hanger, energy consul-
tant and former Pennsylvania 
secretary of environmental 
protection; and Anne Keller, 
former Wood-Mackenzie        

petrochemical analyst and cur-
rent industry consultant.

Sean O’Leary, senior re-
searcher at the institute, said 
their topic was whether the 
“Shale Crescent” region of 
Ohio, West Virginia and Penn-
sylvania will realize the prom-
ise of economic renewal or if 
it’s on the verge of failing.

“We are a very new organi-
zation. We are a think tank, and 
we are devoted to developing 
policy in the areas of economic 
development, energy, and also 
the democratization of elec-
tion processes as well as poli-
cymaking and regulatory pro-
cesses. In pursuit of that, we’re 
going to be hosting forums like 
this one.”

O’Leary said the group will 
be publishing three reports in 
the coming weeks. On Wednes-
day, it will release an economic 
analysis of the effects of the 
fracking boom on 22 counties 
in Ohio, Pennsylvania and West 
Virginia that produce the ma-
jority of natural gas.

Panel discusses economic 
future of oil and gas

See PANEL Page 5A ➪

By WARREN SCOTT
Staff writer

WELLSBURG — On Monday 
the Brooke County Board of Ed-
ucation approved a monetary 
incentive for staff to announce 
their retirements earlier and dis-
cussed several issues spurred by 
the pandemic.

The board agreed to pay $500 
to full-time staff members who 
submit written notification by 
March 1 of their intention to 
retire after the current school 
year. The offer doesn’t include 
those in state-funded positions 
who already were eligible for the 
incentive through the state. 

Superintendent Jeffrey Crook 
said the move is “the equitable 
thing to do” while helping to al-
leviate decisions related to staff 
cuts. Deidra Parr, the school dis-
trict’s treasurer, said knowing 
staff who will be retiring may 
lower the number of staff facing 
termination and reduce the need 
for paid attorneys who represent 
the board at hearings on the pro-
posed cuts.

“It will save everybody a lot of 
heartache and money,” she said.

Asked if the incentive will 
be offered every year, Crook 
said that will require adopting 
a formal policy but the board’s 
approval Monday allows it to be 
enacted at this time.

By LINDA HARRIS 
Staff writer

STEUBENVILLE — Former Dio-
cese of Steubenville comptroller David 
Franklin agreed Monday to help pros-
ecutors build a case against others who 
may have benefited from lax financial 
oversight within the diocese prior to his 
retirement.

As part of his plea deal Franklin, 69, 
was sentenced by Common Pleas Judge 
Michelle Miller to 18 months in state 
prison and ordered to make $532,115 in 
restitution, but prosecutors say he’ll do 
the first 366 days of his sentence in fed-
eral prison and then serve the remainder 
at a state facility. In the event his federal 
sentence is altered or vacated, Frank-
lin will immediately report to the state   
prison.

Assistant Prosecutor Frank Bruzzese 
said Franklin will provide “testimony, 
documents and a debriefing” as part of 
his office’s ongoing investigation into 
whether others had benefited from the 
financial misconduct he’d admitted to, 
which spanned nine years beginning in 
2008.

Bruzzese said Franklin will help them 
“sort out what, if anything, was crimi-
nal mismanagement and what was theft 
… how maybe four or five other people 
were getting such what I would call ‘un-
godly’ bonuses over the years.”

Of the 40 or so Diocesan employees 
who received bonuses over a 14-year pe-
riod, Bruzzese said most were for minor 
amounts and easily explained, “but of 
four or five people who got (them), … one 
got $180,000, another about $221,000 and 
one about $128,000.”

Franklin admitted paying himself 
nearly $300,000 in performance bonuses 
he hadn’t earned, and failing to report 
the illicit income to the Internal Revenue 
Service. He also failed to turn over pay-
roll taxes he’d collected from employees 
of the diocese, the Office of Social Min-
istry and the Mount Calvary Cemetery 

Association, costing the diocese an addi-
tional $999,713 in interest and penalties 
that were assessed by the Internal Rev-
enue Service when it covered the nearly 
$2.8 million payroll tax debt plus the em-
ployer portion of the tax. 

Bruzzese told the judge Franklin had 
diverted money intended for legitimate 
diocesan purposes to pay himself and 
a select group of employees unautho-
rized bonuses, falsifying records to con-
ceal the true financial condition of the                    

diocese. He said the diocese had moved 
its operating funds from Chase bank to 
PNC in 2010 but, unbeknownst to high-
er-ups, the Chase account wasn’t closed. 

Bruzzese repeatedly referred to the 
secret account as a slush fund, telling 
the judge, “No one else knew it existed. 
It was off the books.” Funds diverted to 
it were used to pay “substantial bonuses 
to a select group of friends unauthorized 
bonuses on top of their salaries.” 

COVID-19 
a recurring 
issue for 
Brooke 
school board

See BOARD Page 5A ➪

Franklin enters plea deal in court 

Linda Harris

TESTIMONY — Bishop Jeffrey Monforton delivers a victim impact statement during Mon-
day’s sentencing hearing for David Franklin, the Diocese of Steubenville’s former comp-
troller who admitted receiving nearly $300,000 in unauthorized performance bonuses, 
failing to turn over employee payroll taxes to the IRS and under-reporting his own income 
on his tax returns.

See FRANKLIN Page 5A ➪
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“It’s going to be a tale 
of places that have seen 
a massive runup in eco-
nomic output that have 
not seen a comparable 
runup in measures of lo-
cal economic prosperity,” 
he said.

He said another forth-
coming report produced 
in collaboration with the 
Stockholm Environment 
Institute will look at the 
prospects and risks of 
the natural gas industry 
going forward. A third 
report will explore eco-
nomic opportunities as-
sociated with reclaiming 
abandoned mines and nat-
ural gas wells.

They shared a por-
tion of one report, stat-
ing that about a decade 
ago the natural gas boom 
promised hundreds of 
thousands of jobs in the 
region. While gas produc-
tion volume exceeded ex-
pectations, local econom-
ic prosperity, personal 
income, jobs and popula-
tion have not kept up.

The panel also dis-
cussed plastics manufac-
turing, noting that years 
ago there had been an 
expectation of multiple 
ethane cracker plants in 
the region, two hydroge-
nation plants and other 
assets. Currently, only 
one cracker plant — the 
Shell facility in Monaca 
— has been constructed. 
A final investment deci-
sion regarding another 
potential cracker plant 
in the Dillies Bottom 
area along state Route 7 
has been delayed indef-
initely, with PTT Global 
Chemical America citing 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
as its primary reason for 
delay.

“We’re not sure at this 
point when or if we’re 

going to hear anymore 
about the PTT cracker,” 
O’Leary said. “Clearly 
the vision has been at the 
very least delayed, but 
the real question is, is it 
coming to an end? What 
has caused this intense 
delay?”

Hipple said the oil 
and gas industry is                
struggling.

“Companies have to 
make a decision about 
what demand will be like 
in a global market 10 
years hence, and they’re 
making decisions, and 
let’s remember this is an 
industry in distress. The 
oil and gas industry glob-
ally has been in distress 
long before 2020 when 
the pandemic hit,” Hipple 
said. “You’ve got an in-
dustry in distress looking 

for salvation and hoping 
that the petrochemical 
buildout in Appalachia 
might be that lifeline, and 
the financials do not sup-
port that contention.

“I don’t believe (the 
cracker plant) will have 
the economic benefits 
that were initially prom-
ised to the state,” she said. 
“I think that is why other 
chemical companies and 
other oil companies have 
not rushed in. It’s a very 
large decision and it’s a 
boom/bust cycle.”

Hanger said he be-
lieved policymakers were 
too focused on a future 
tied to the industry.

“This is a story I’ve 
heard over 30 years of 
being involved in pol-
icy making,” he said. 
“That kind of motivated      

thinking often ignores 
stubborn facts.”

Keller said the de-
mand for recycled plas-
tic over virgin plastic 
would reduce an expect-
ed market for the crack-
er plant. They said the 
future would be in clean 
tech. Hanger mentioned 
investments in electric 
charging networks, off-
shore wind and solar    
generation.

“We have a new admin-
istration in Washington, 
and that administration, 
if it manages to enact 
what it has planned to do, 
we’ll have about $4 billion 
in funding over the next 
few years that it wants to 
invest in areas like ener-
gy efficiency,” O’Leary 
said.

Afterward, Mike  

Chadsey, director of pub-
lic relations with the Ohio 
Oil and Gas Association 
that advocates for the in-
dustry, expressed doubts 
about the motivation be-
hind the organization’s 
reports and their accura-
cy. He said the industry 
and the possible cracker 
plant are valuable to the 
area.

“One of the key lessons 
of this terrible pandem-
ic is the value of avail-
able plastics. Plastics are 
the first line of defense 
against this raging pan-
demic. The price of res-
in is at an all-time high, 
which is why we are see-
ing onshoring of these 
types of facilities,” he 
said.

“Market studies 
show there is sufficient          

natural gas resources and 
sufficient workforce in 
the region for both our 
project to succeed in ad-
dition to the Shell project. 
These are good-paying, 
long-term jobs for folks 
right here in the valley,” 
he said. “Our members 
have invested over $86 
billion in the last 10 years 
and are employing over 
200,000 hard-working 
Ohioans and have donat-
ed hundreds of thousands 
of dollars to charitable 
causes.”

Dan Williamson, Co-
lumbus-based spokes-
man for PTTGCA, said 
the final investment 
decision had been like-
ly before the COVID-19 
pandemic stalled the                                  
process.

“If not for the pan-
demic, this project would 
be under construction 
right now,” he said. “PTT 
America is having very 
substantive conversa-
tions with reputable 
companies that are very 
interested in partnering 
with this project. The 
proof will be in the pud-
ding when the project is 
announced.

“There’s a lot of ac-
tivity,” he said, adding 
the company has made a 
considerable investment 
and that work such as 
purchasing and demol-
ishing homes on the site 
continues. “There’s a lot 
of optimism about it. … 
We’ve had $200 million 
invested in this proj-
ect. There’s continued                                       
investment.

“There are market 
studies that say this is ex-
tremely viable,” he said.

The link to sign up to 
view the upcoming re-
ports is bit.ly/ORVIre-
ports.

Staff screenshot

DISCUSSION — A panel of experts from the think tank Ohio River Valley Institute discussed the oil and gas industry 
and potential cracker plant at Dillies Bottom last week. Panelists expressed doubts about the economic future of 
the industry and its benefit to local residents.

Panel
Continued from Page 1A

BRIEFS

Traffic fatality investigation under way

HOPEDALE — The Steubenville Post of the 
Ohio State Highway Patrol is investigating a mul-
tiple-vehicle crash that occurred at 12:12 p.m. 
Monday along U.S. Route 22 in Harrison County.

Shirley Ledfors, 73, of Cadiz was operating a 
2009 Hyundai Sonata westbound on Route 22 and 
was attempting to turn southbound onto county 
Road 13 when her vehicle was struck in the rear, 
according to the initial report.

Jared Stutzman, 36, of Baltic, Ohio, was oper-
ating a 2011 Freightliner van westbound on Route 
22 when he struck the rear of Ledfors’s vehicle. 
After being struck, Ledfors’s vehicle crossed the 
centerline and was struck by an eastbound 2020 
Mack truck that was operated by Douglas Robey, 
26, of Martins Ferry.

Ledfors was pronounced dead at the scene. 
Stutzman and Robey were both treated at the 
scene for minor injuries, according to the report. 
Route 22 was shut down for several hours while 
crews cleaned the roadway.

The Ohio State Highway Patrol was assisted 
by the Ohio Department of Transportation, Har-
rison County Sheriff’s Office and Hopedale Fire 
and EMS.

The crash remains under investigation.

Bruzzese told the judge Mon-
signor Kurt Kemo, the former 
chief financial officer of the di-
ocese, was vested with plenary 
authority over diocesan financ-
es, adding “all these checks” 
were signed by Kemo, “raising 
questions about whether Mon-
signor Kemo is also exposed to 
liability for criminal conduct in 
the case.”

Kemo resigned May 26 as 
pastor of Blessed Sacrament 
and Our Lady of Lourdes par-
ishes in Wintersville and was 
given a leave of absence from 
pastoral ministry. At the time, 
the Diocese referenced “the 
scandal caused by financial ir-
regularities in the Diocese of 
Steubenville” during his ten-
ure as vicar general and chief         

financial officer.
“It may appear to some that 

1.5 years in prison is a lenient 
sentence, but we … considered 
a variety of factors,” he said, 
ticking off a list that included 
Franklin’s lack of prior offens-
es and the lack of oversight 
during his 32-year tenure as 
comptroller. 

He said there was “no evi-
dence” an audit or independent 
review had been done for years 
prior to Franklin’s retirement.

“We need Mr. Franklin’s help 
to continue the investigation, in 
order to clean up all of the fi-
nancial affairs and get a clear 
understanding of what hap-
pened to all of the money,” Bru-
zzese said, adding the sentence 
was crucial to “the cause of                  

justice and satisfying the con-
cerns of parishioners. We need 
to get to the bottom of it.”

Franklin’s attorney, Robert 
McBride of Taft Stettinius & 
Hollister, said though Frank-
lin bears responsibility for the 
financial mismanagement and 
embezzlement, “it can’t be put 
at (his) feet entirely.” 

He said Franklin “didn’t have 
the authority to keep an off-the-
books account, he didn’t have 
the authority to pay bonuses.”

Bruzzese said he and Mc-
Bride “definitely have a passion 
for looking further into who 
needs to pay for this financial 
mismanagement.” 

“Neither of us believes the 
defendant is solely responsi-
ble,” he said. “One thing is clear, 

we need to investigate further 
and Mr. Franklin can help us.”

For his part, Franklin said 
he considered himself “a loyal   
employee.” 

“I never signed any of those 
checks,” he said. “Basically, I 
followed what Monsignor Kemo 
advised me to do. I do recog-
nize I was negligent in a lot of 
things and I’m sorry for that – 
basically, I had an unsupervised         
position.”

After the hearing ended, Bru-
zzese said they’d noted “thou-
sands and thousands of dollars” 
in questionable charges on dioc-
esan cards.

“We know most of the an-
swers already,” he said. “We’ll 
see what usable testimony and 
documents we get from the de-

briefing, and we should be able 
to wrap this up very quickly.”

Bishop Jeffrey Monforton 
said he had “mixed feelings” 
about the plea, pointing out a 
“lot of damage has been done.”

“There was malfeasance in 
office and it had a direct af-
fect on our ability to serve our 
neighbors,” he said. “This is not 
what we’re about.”

He said what’s most import-
ant “is regaining the trust” of 
parishioners and the communi-
ty, adding healing would take “a 
lot of prayerful work.”

“You forgive but still there 
are going to be consequences,” 
he said. “You’re not going to 
say it’s water under the bridge 
– but God always forgives and 
so should we.”

In other business, the 
board tabled action on 
proposed emergency sick 
leave for staff affected 
by COVID-19 and the pay-
ment of stipends for staff 
that were to be funded by 
the school district’s five-
year operating levy. 

Last year the board 
suspended the stipends 
at the recommendation 
of its legal counsel, who 
said they would result in 
the district incurring a 
deficit of more than 3 per-
cent of its budget, a state        
violation.

The school district was 
recently removed from 
the state’s financial watch 
list, a status spurred by a 
$3.2 million shortfall in 
funds from the levy.

But Crook said there 
still are various finan-
cial issues to be worked 
out, including when the 
state will issue to school 
districts money from the 
next round of federal 
Coronavirus Aid, Relief 
and Economic Security 
Act funds and how much 
the district will receive.

Parr advised the board 
the cost for substitutes 
needed for teachers who 
have missed work be-
cause of illness or orders 
to quarantine has risen to 
$50,000.

The board also heard 
from Stephanie Blundon, 
the district’s director 
of student services and 
chair for a committee 
guiding the re-opening 
of schools during the        
pandemic.

After being closed for 

several weeks, schools 
were re-opened in Janu-
ary, with most students 
receiving in-person in-
struction for two days 
each week and remote 
instruction, usually via 
computer, for two days. 
The approach is known 
as the hybrid model of         
instruction.

The fifth day has been 
reserved for disinfecting 
the buildings.

State officials have or-
dered that high schools 
may not have in-person 
instruction while a coun-
ty’s status for COVID-19 
cases remains red and 
must receive remote in-
struction only. 

Blundon noted that is 
based on the belief that 
teens are more likely to 
contract the disease and 

spread it than younger 
students because they 
have more contact with 
others in the community.

She said as the num-
ber of local cases decline, 
the committee hopes all 
students can return to 
schools for four days a 
week within the next two 
weeks.

To help prepare staff, 
students and parents for 
the week ahead, Brooke 
school officials have an-
nounced whether high 
schools will have in-per-
son or remote instruc-
tion in a given week after 
learning the county’s sta-
tus as of 5 p.m. on the pre-
vious Saturday.

But Blundon noted 
state officials have or-
dered that if a county be-
comes red on a weekday, 

its high schools should be 
closed the following day.

Antoinette Perkins, the 
board’s vice president 
and a retired teacher, 
said it must be difficult 
for teachers to change 
lesson plans, from in-per-
son to remote, with little 
notice.

Blundon said, “We 
agree there are chal-
lenges for teachers, for 
(the district’s) food ser-
vices (personnel) and for      
families.”

In a routine report on 
behalf of the Brooke Pri-
mary South school im-
provement council, Prin-
cipal Michaelene Mills 
commented on changes 
spurred by the pandemic.

She noted transparent 
dividers have been placed 
on desks and cafeteria    

tables to deter spread of 
the virus while staff and 
pupils are required to 
wear masks at all times.

“Our students are phe-
nomenal about wearing 
their masks,” Mills said.

She added that all 
teachers, including those 
in physical education, 
music and art, have found 
ways to instruct their pu-
pils through live Google 
Meet sessions.

Mills said at home and 
in school pupils are par-
ticipating in the Jump 
Rope for Heart fund-
raiser for the American 

Heart Association and 
have raised about $1,000 
for their projected $3,000 
goal.

She said in lieu of the 
school’s Christmas cel-
ebration, children and 
their families were invit-
ed to a drive-up meeting 
with Santa Claus outside 
the school. She added 
there are plans for pupils 
to engage in the usual ex-
change of Valentines this 
week.

(Scott can be contacted 
at wscott@heraldstaron-
line.com.)

Board
Continued from Page 1A

Warren Scott

COVID-19 ISSUES — Adapting to issues raised by the coronavirus were a recurring 
subject at Monday’s Brooke County school board meeting.


