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Bill 
Moak
CONSUMER WATCH

ATM skimmers have been around
for decades. Security experts have long
warned us about these devices, which
use technology attached to an Auto-
mated Teller Machine or a Point-of-Sale
terminal to steal information from
consumers as they enter data.

The technology has usually been
crude — one tactic has been to stick a
device to the outside of an ATM located
in a casino or convenience store, with
crooks often putting an “Out of order”
sign on nearby ATMs to direct victims
to use a single machine. Thieves would
collect data for a few days, then move
the device somewhere else and start all
over again. Often, cameras would be

mounted nearby, recording the key-
strokes when consumers entered their
Personal Identification Numbers.

But the technological arms race
between crooks and security-minded
companies has yielded new technol-
ogies, and with it more brazen activities
to get your money. One piece of tech-
nology uses a device installed inside the
machine, making it undetectable unless
the machine is opened. The tech web-
site Gizmodo.com wrote last month
about how these devices are starting to
proliferate in the U.S. Skimming activ-
ities reap billions each year for thieves,
U.S. Secret Service notes.

And for us here in the Magnolia
State, it has hit home with a vengeance
recently. Several skimming devices
have been found inside ATMs and gas
pumps at metro-area gas stations, put-
ting law enforcement on alert. Mis-
sissippi Attorney General Jim Hood
issued a news release last week to warn

Mississippians about the danger.
“These devices may go undetected

for weeks, all the while gathering sensi-
tive account information from unsus-
pecting consumers,” Hood said. “Con-
sumers need to call their financial in-
stitutions immediately if they see any
unauthorized activity on their accounts,
and watch closely for signs of tamper-
ing when using gas pumps or ATMs. In
the meantime, our office will continue
working with other law enforcement
agencies in Mississippi to shut down
this type of crime.”

Although ATM operators and fi-
nancial institutions are taking action to
protect the ATMs from tampering,
Hood suggested some actions you and I
can take to avoid becoming a victim:

» Use pumps closer to the entrance
to the service station or convenience
store. Skimmers generally target
pumps that are most isolated from
security.

» Avoid paying at the pump. Go
into the store and pay the attendant
directly.

» If you’re using a debit card, se-
lect the “Credit” option, rather than
the “Debit” option. This will avoid the
possibility of thieves getting your Per-
sonal Identification Number.

» Check with your gas station
management as to how they’re check-
ing for devices. 

The online security website Kreb-
s.com also recommends that you cover
your hand if entering your PIN, to
avoid your PIN being recorded by a
nearby camera. Always use a wall-
mounted bank ATM and never use an
ATM located in a secluded spot.

And as always, keep a close eye on
your bank account balances and activ-
ities. The sooner you identify and re-
port suspicious activity, the better. 

Contact Bill Moak at moakconsumer
@gmail.com.

Sophisticated credit card skimmers evident in metro

JACKSON - With sprawling litiga-
tion over Mississippi’s use of execution
drugs now scheduled to stretch into
2017, the state could go five years
without executing a death row inmate.

That would be the longest gap be-
tween executions in Mississippi in 15
years.

Mississippi has executed 21 people,
all men, since the death penalty re-
sumed. That includes a 13-year gap

between the 1989 execution of Leo
Edwards and the 2002 execution of
Tracy Edwards. During that time, exe-
cutions stalled out over concerns about
adequate legal representation for the
condemned. That’s also when Mis-
sissippi switched it execution method
from the gas chamber to lethal in-
jection.

Multiyear gaps remained even after
2002, but the state picked up the pace,
executing 11 people in a 25-month span
ending in 2002. Then, just as it became
routine, the death penalty sputtered
out.

That halt is in some ways a tribute
to lawyer Jim Craig. He’s tying state
government in knots fighting Mis-

sissippi’s plan to use a new drug to
render prisoners unconscious before
injecting additional drugs to paralyze
them and stop their hearts.

Craig, of the MacArthur Justice
Center, says the litigation isn’t aimed
at overturning the death penalty in
Mississippi, only at seeking a better
way of executing people. But he’s do-
ing a good job of keeping his clients
alive.

On behalf of Richard Jordan, Ricky
Chase and Charles Ray Crawford,
Craig argues Mississippi can’t use
midazolam as a sedative because it
doesn’t meet state law’s specification
for an “ultra-short-acting barbiturate”
Until 2012, the state used pentobarbi-

tal. But drug makers have choked off
supplies of the drug for executions.

Midazolam doesn’t render someone
unconscious as quickly as a barbitu-
rate. Craig argues midazolam leaves
an inmate at risk of severe pain during
execution, violating the U.S. Constitu-
tion’s prohibition on cruel and unusual
punishment. The U.S. Supreme Court
in 2015 upheld as constitutional Okla-
homa’s use of midazolam, but Craig’s
lawsuit is based in part on his claims
about Mississippi state law. He’s also
trying to reopen other issues surround-
ing midazolam.

One part of Craig’s legal offensive 
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Brian Street went through some hard
times as an undergrad at the University
of Southern Mississippi. Married with a
son, there were times when he couldn’t
afford to pay for his tuition, feed his fam-
ily and feed himself, so he would go with-
out meals.

“I would make an excuse — this hun-
ger is just my body getting stronger. I’m
retraining my stomach,” he remem-
bered saying to himself. “It was a coping
mechanism to tell myself I wasn’t hun-
gry. 

“I would drop a few pounds, but I
would tell myself this sacrifice is worth
it so my wife and son can eat.”

Now a second-year master’s student
in social work, Street is helping students
who find themselves in his predicament.
The university’s Student Association of
Social Workers in the School of Social
Work opens a food pantry Wednesdayfor
Southern Miss students and staff.

“We had a survey that we put out to
students and staff, and we got a sense of
the need,” said Tamara Hurst, assistant
professor and association adviser. “We
know from some of the national organi-
zations this is a widespread problem.

“There are 200 on-campus food pan-
tries across the United States.”

A report out this month from the Col-
lege and University Food Bank Alliance
and several national student groups
finds the lack of reliable access to suffi-
cient quantities of nutritious food is com-
mon at colleges and universities across
the country. 

The survey of more than 3,700 stu-
dents in 12 states found 48 percent re-
ported not having enough to eat in the
previous 30 days.

The study also found food insecurity
occurs at two-year and four-year institu-
tions, with 25 percent of community col-
lege students reporting very low food se-
curity compared to 20 percent at four-
year schools.

The survey at Southern Miss involved
about 100 students and asked whether
they had to skip meals due to financial
difficulties. Hurst declined to give spe-
cific results, saying social work students
will conduct a more scientific survey in
the spring.

“What we were finding is that there
were a lot of students missing more than
five meals a semester, and (we were get-
ting) stories from staff about having to
take students to Wal-Mart to buy food,”
she said. “We’re talking about not having
any money to buy food at all.”

The food pantry is called The Eagle’s
Nest and is located in the basement of
The Hub. It offers healthy choices such
as canned fruit, vegetables and meat,
grains and carbohydrates. Recipes are
available to help students cook with the
pantry items using methods available in
the dorms such as a microwave and boil-
ing water. Hygiene items and school sup-
plies are also on hand, as are applications
for SNAP (food stamps) and medical in-
surance through the Affordable Care
Act. Only a current Southern Miss identi-
fication card is needed to access the pan-
try.

Hurst had been looking for a project
for the social work students and had sug-
gested some type of pop-up shop to serve
community members in Hattiesburg.
The students, however, wanted to do
something to help their classmates. At
about the same time, Thomas Burke,
vice president for student affairs, was 

Graduate student Jennifer Martin arranges food on the shelves for the University of Southern
Mississippi food pantry.
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Student Olivia Ismail places cans of food on the shelves for the University of Southern
Mississippi food pantry set to open Wednesday. The Eagle's Nest Food Pantry will provide food
and necessities for students and staff who are experiencing financial challenges.

USM students open food pantry 
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PETAL - Seniors and veterans in the
Friendly City soon will have a place to
congregate.

Last month, the Petal Board of Alder-
men voted to accept a donation of proper-
ty from Merit Health Wesley to be used
as a seniors and veterans center.

The building, at 425 E. Central Ave.,
was previously the Wesley Medical Petal
Rehab Clinic. 

Operations in that building moved to
the main Wesley clinic on the Evelyn
Gandy Parkway, and in late May, the city
started courting Merit Health Wesley
for the location.

“Merit Health Wesley is happy to be
able to partner with the City of Petal,”
said Mike Neuendorf, chief executive of-
ficer of Merit Health Wesley. “We be-
lieve that their choice to turn this build-
ing into a senior center supports our ef-
forts in providing excellent health care
to the Pine Belt.”

Valerie Wilson, director of the Petal
Area Chamber of Commerce, said the

goal is to have the center up running by
the end of this year or early next year.

Mayor Hal Marx said the building is
in great shape and needs less renovation
than previously thought.

Tom Hardges, the city’s recreation di-
rector who is serving as project man-
ager, said most of the work needed is cos-
metic.

“We could move in today after some
cleaning, but we want to maybe knock
out a few walls and make some rooms
bigger,” he said.

“The building is perfect for our
needs,” Marx said, noting that the build-
ing was already compliant with the
Americans with Disabilities Act.

Wilson said a cleanup day for the site
has been scheduled for Oct. 22, and she
expects a large part of the workforce to
be volunteers. 

Hardges said he expects a higher
number of volunteers than usual be-
cause the project will benefit seniors and
veterans.

Currently, a senior center operates
out of Petal Civic Center, which Marx
said was a result of financial strains on

the city in earlier years.
“Now the city is in much better finan-

cial shape, and this building can be solely
for the seniors and veterans.”

The center will offer a continuation of
services offered at the current location,
including education of seniors, arts and
crafts and exercise classes. Hardges
said there are plans to have a library and

a game room as well.
For veterans, the center will give

them an office where they can meet, as
well as literature and information for
their needs. 

At this time, there are no plans to have
a permanent Veterans Affairs official 

New center for seniors, veterans now in the works in Petal
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Petal's new center for seniors and veterans is expected to open at the end of this year or early
next year. Merit Health Wesley donated the building to Petal.

See Center, Page 4A

State death penalty stalls as lawyers battle


