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ed neither of the district’s two middle
schools nor the two high schools have a
majority white enrollment and a nation-
al expert in school desegregation has
written that the Cleveland School dis-
trict is one of only a handful of school
districts in the country with increasing
interracial exposure. The Cleveland
School District’s board believes the
court’s decision to consolidate schools
will limit the choices of both parents and
students. The board is studying the
judge’s 96-page ruling issued late Friday
and is strongly considering an appeal.”

The five-member school board,
which has three white members and two
black members, voted this week to in-
vestigate an appeal and is expected to
vote this week on whether to actual file
an appeal, Jacks said.

A federal judge ordered the Cleve-
land School District to consolidate its
majority black secondary schools with
historical white schools, ending a five-
decade legal battle to desegregate
schools in the 12,000-population city in
north Mississippi.

“Six decades after the Supreme Court
in Brown v. Board of Education declared
that ‘separate but equal has no place’ in
public schools, this decision serves as a
reminder to districts that delaying de-
segregation obligations is both unac-
ceptable and unconstitutional,” Deputy
Assistant Attorney General Vanita Gup-
ta, head of the Justice Department’s Civ-
il Rights Division, said in a statement.
“This victory creates new opportunities
for the children of Cleveland to learn,
play and thrive together. The court’s rul-
ing will result in the immediate and ef-
fective desegregation of the district’s
middle school and high school program
for the first time in the district’s more
than century-long history.”

The court rejected as unconstitution-
al two alternatives proposed by the
school district, agreeing with the Justice
Department that the only way to achieve
desegregation is through consolidation.

In her ruling, U.S. District Judge Deb-
ra Brown also ordered the parties to sub-
mit a proposed timeline to implement
the plan in such a way as to ensure the
immediate termination of the school dis-
trict’s dual system. She set the deadline
for no later than 21 days from the entry
of her opinion, which was issued May 13.

“The delay in desegregation has de-
prived generations of students of the
constitutionally guaranteed right of an
integrated education,” Brown said in the
96-page opinion. “Although no court or-
der can right these wrongs, it is the duty
of the district to ensure that not one
more student suffers under this bur-
den.”

Under the Justice Department’s plan
approved by the court — which was de-
veloped in consultation with experts in
school desegregation, school facilities,
school financing, and parent and com-
munity engagement — the district will
consolidate the virtually all-black D.M.
Smith Middle School with the historical-
ly white Margaret Green Junior High
School. The district will also consolidate
the virtually all-black East Side High
School with the historically white Cleve-
land High School. Further, the district
will review its existing educational pro-
grams and identify new programs for
the consolidated schools, address staff-
ing considerations and perform neces-
sary maintenance and upgrades to facil-
ities.

The Cleveland School District has
about 3,700 students, with about 66 per-
cent black, 30 percent white and 4 per-
cent Asian or Hispanic.

The ruling follows years of collabora-
tive work with the local community and
private plaintiffs. Community members
— from parents and faith leaders to for-
mer teachers and coaches — testified in
court in 2012 and 2015. They described

the stigma long associated with the dis-
trict’s black schools and the sense
among black children that white chil-
dren attended better schools. During
last May’s hearing, they testified that
consolidation was the only way to bridge
the divide. Parents of all racial back-
grounds testified that they want their
children to learn in a diverse environ-
ment to prepare them to encounter the
world today.

The approved plan commits the dis-
trict to a path of full engagement with
students, parents, educators and com-
munity stakeholders in implementing
consolidation. Cleveland is a small Mis-
sissippi Delta city of 12,000 residents, di-
vided by railroad tracks that separate
east from west as well as black from
white. As one community member testi-
fied, “We can break down this wall of
racism that divides us and keeps us sep-
arated, and we could create a new cul-
ture in our school system that’s going to
unite us and unite our whole city.” 

Vanderbilt University Public Policy
and Education professor Claire Smre-
kar, who was hired by the Department of
Justice, said in an affidavit the proposed
plan would create a consolidated, dis-
trictwide middle school using the exist-
ing East Side High School facility, and a
consolidated, districtwide high school
campus using the existing Cleveland
High School and Margaret Green Junior
High School facilities.

Ellis Turnage, a Cleveland attorney
who worked with the Justice Depart-
ment on the case, said things are still di-
vided in Cleveland, with the railroad
track being the dividing line. He said
whites live on the west side and blacks
on the east side.

However, in the Mississippi Delta, he
said, more white students attend public
school in Cleveland than in other areas.
He said it will be interesting to see if
whites stay or leave the district if the
secondary schools are consolidated.

Contact Jimmie E. Gates at 601-961-
7212 or jgates@jackson.gannett.com. 
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“Why wouldn’t you call us and say,
‘Where do you need us to go to pass this
out?’” Grant told ProPublica. “There
wasn’t any coordination.”

Internal emails exchanged among
state officials as the devastation unfold-
ed document a profound lack of confi-
dence in the charity’s ability to respond
to disasters as well as problems that have
persisted since Hurricane Katrina hit the
Gulf Coast a decade ago.

Mississippi Emergency Management
Director Lee Smithson told his staff on
April 6 that the Red Cross’ response was
“marginal at best.”

The charity “is made up of great peo-
ple who want to help,” Smithson wrote in
another email. “The problem is their in-
ability to develop tactical plans for their
relief operations.”

Red Cross spokeswoman Suzy De-
Francis said in a statement that the Red
Cross is “proud of our performance” dur-

ing the March flooding.
ProPublica obtained

the emails through an
open records request.
ProPublica previously re-
ported on the Red Cross’
botched responses to Su-
perstorm Sandy in 2012
and its failure to follow
through on promises after

the 2010 earthquake in Haiti.
The Mississippi emails also show the

effects of deep cuts to the charity’s net-
work of local chapters made by CEO Gail
McGovern, who has struggled to get the
Red Cross on stable financial footing
since she took over the charity in 2008.
The Red Cross closed several Mississip-
pi chapters since McGovern became
CEO. The downsizing hasn’t been limited
to local offices. Last month, a Red Cross
senior vice president sent an email in-
forming his staff that the 106 positions in
the Disaster Cycle Services arm would
be cut to 89.

Mississippi emergency management
officials said the state has suffered from

the Red Cross’ cutbacks.
“The turnover rates have been tre-

mendous here lately,” said James Smith,
the director of emergency management
in Lamar County. “This is a hotbed of ac-
tivity, and the responses have been slow.”

There have been bright spots in the
charity’s disaster response. In inter-
views, several county emergency man-
agement directors praised local Red
Cross representatives for providing
quick, much-needed help during the
flooding. But 12 other state officials told
ProPublica about persistent communica-
tion breakdowns between the charity and
the government that led to aid being di-
rected to the wrong places and to supply
shortages.

“We are a charity, not a government
agency, and we have our own policies and
procedures,” DeFrancis wrote. “But we
are committed to working closely with lo-
cal, state and federal officials to get the
job done.”

Officials said in their emails that the
lack of coordination is a longstanding
problem. “The American Red Cross is
running their own program and does not
work with the local government,” Wash-
ington County’s emergency manage-
ment director, David Burford, wrote in a
March 21 email to the state emergency
management agency. His county, right
along the Mississippi River, was one of
the hardest hit in the state. “The Red
Cross has operated in this fashion for my
entire career of 21 years and doesn’t
seem to want to change their procedures
and/or processes. I have seen and con-
tinue to see a large loss of resources due
to duplications caused by the American
Red Cross operating in this manner, and,
as you know, resources are becoming
more scarce with each passing day.”

DeFrancis said she was unaware of
any supply shortages in Washington
County.

“It also occurs during relief opera-
tions that responders talk and express
ideas internally with some amount of hy-
perbole,” she wrote. “To characterize
their intent or to generalize their respect
for workers and people affected by disas-
ters any differently would flatly be
wrong and impose an egregious disser-
vice to those persons.”

In his biannual meeting on April 27
with the Red Cross and the state Depart-
ment of Human Services, Lamar Coun-
ty’s head of emergency management
learned a disturbing fact: The Red Cross
had picked out two new shelter sites in
his county that he didn’t know about.

“We need to ask the (American Red
Cross) to make sure a county director be
included or at least advised of any shelter
survey being done in their county,” a
state emergency management official
wroteafter being briefed about the meet-
ing. “The county director has to know
when and where a shelter is open.”

The lack of communication between
the Red Cross and the locals may have led
to an uncomfortable situation for the
charity’s volunteers after the flooding
earlier this year.

In the middle of March, a Red Cross
staff member sent an email to his col-
leagues about what he viewed as a securi-
ty situation.

A Red Cross emergency response ve-
hicle and supply truck “were surrounded
by (a) mob on 6th Street South in Green-
ville, MS,” Red Cross Chief Emergency
Programs Officer David Kitchen wrote
in an email to his colleagues, describing a
predominantly African-American part
of town. “They had previously delivered
[bulk distribution] items to a hard hit
area and were in route on their second
run (undoubtedly word spread quickly
that some type of resources were there
and a mob was waiting). Our volunteers
dumped their load in fear for their lives.”

Mississippi Emergency Management
Director Smithson, who was forwarded
the email, wrote to his staff, “This is pre-
cisely the same issue I had with (the Red
Cross) during Katrina. I mitigated the
problem by developing a security plan.”

The Red Cross did not make Kitchen
available for an interview. Over a dozen
residents of Greenville said they hadn’t
heard of the incident.

Smithson praised the charity’s work
and said he couldn’t do his job in emer-
gency management without it. Still, he
told ProPublica, “I’ve been saying since
Hurricane Katrina, if they’d play by the
established rules it would be great.”

He added, “The proof will be when we
see our next disaster.”

McGovern

Red Cross
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Did you know that, if you go to an
eye doctor for a prescription or con-
tact-lens fitting, he or she is bound by
law to provide you with the prescrip-
tion, and can’t make you buy any prod-
ucts (other than paying for the exam)
as a condition of getting it?

I confess I was unaware of that, as
are many consumers. And since I’ve
dealt with ophthalmologists and optom-
etrists most of my life, I have found
this group of people to be among the
most caring, competent and compas-
sionate health care professionals out
there. But — at least according to some
consumers — a few of them may have
violated a law known as the Eyeglass
Rule. 

Last week, the Federal Trade Com-
mission sent letters to 38 prescribers,
warning them of alleged potential vio-

lations of the rule. While the FTC re-
leased the contents of the letter, it
didn’t say to which prescribers it was
sent, or their locations. Failure to abide
by this rule can result in stiff fines and
penalties, including fines of up to
$16,000 per violation. But in each case,
consumers had complained to the FTC
that they had not gotten a copy of their
prescription.

“We are writing to inform you that
such a practice would violate the FTC’s
Ophthalmic Practice Rules, 16 C.F.R.
Part 456, known as the Eyeglass Rule,
which requires prescribers to provide a
copy of the eyeglass prescription im-
mediately after the eye examination,
even if the patient does not request it,
and prohibits prescribers from requir-
ing that patients buy eyeglasses as a
condition of providing a copy of the
prescription,” noted the lengthy mis-
sive from Mary K. Engle, associate
director of the FTC’s Division of Ad-
vertising Practices.

The Eyeglass Rule not only requires
the eye doctor to provide you with a
copy of your prescription, it also spec-
ifies what must be in the prescription,
such as your name; the date of the ex-
am; when it was issued and when it
expires; the doctor’s name, address,
phone number and fax number. Here in
the Magnolia State, the Mississippi

State Board of Optometry is tasked
with enforcing state law, which gives
additional details about what must ap-
pear on the prescription. For glasses
and contact lenses, the prescription
must include a variety of scientific
measurements such as sphere power,
cylinder and axis power, and other
terms that likely won’t be familiar to
you unless you’ve worn glasses or con-
tacts.

Once you have the prescription, you
can take it and use it anywhere, in-
cluding using it to buy glasses or con-
tacts from an online provider or dis-
counter. Keep in mind this doesn’t
mean the exam has to be free; optome-
trists are allowed to charge you normal
and customary fees, as long as they are
charged to all patients, regardless of
whether they need a prescription. 

Caring for our eyes is a lifelong
commitment; if you’re blessed with
great vision, be thankful. But the sense
of sight is so important to us that it’s
worth the time to make sure every-
thing’s OK.

For more information about what to
expect from a visit to the eye doctor,
the National Institutes of Health has
some good advice on its website at
http://nei.nih.gov/healthyeyes/eyeexam.

Contact Bill Moak at moakconsum-
er@gmail.com.

Feds focusing on eyeglass prescribers 
Bill
Moak
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