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and that there are no guarantees
when it comes to rivers. “We’ll
continue to respond to what na-
ture throws at us,” he said. But,
he added, “There’s nothing that
man can do that nature can’t
overcome.”

Waterways Council, a group that
lobbies on behalf of inland carri-
ers, operators and ports. Assur-
ances from the corps that the riv-
er will be open through the
spring are welcome, she said,
“but the uncertainty about
whether the water would be
there when shippers arrived had
been ongoing since early Novem-
ber, and economic damage was
done as a result.”

Many shippers withheld barge
runs out of fear that they would
launch a shipment that, during its
weeks upon the river, could get
stalled by a closing. The light
loads and smaller clusters of
barges being pushed by tows
mean that moving goods on the
river became more expensive.
“Just like the channel itself, ship-
pers, operators and the U.S. econ-
omy got squeezed in this crisis,”
Ms. Colbert said. 

While the immediate crisis ap-
pears to have passed, General
Peabody of the corps warned that
cycles of drought could last for
years, as the Dust Bowl showed,

office. The offices are on a barge
that has floated in the river since
1976, but which is on dry land to-
day. Now the floors are pitched at
a 7.3-degree angle, and picture
frames have shifted to a crazy an-
gle that brings a carnival fun
house to mind.

Mr. Foster does not like the
comparison, growling, “It’s not
fun anymore.” The grounding of
his offices forced JB Marine to
move into trailers. “I have been
in this industry for 48 years, and I
have not seen it this bad,” he said.

Even with the river remaining
open, the companies that normal-
ly ship billions of dollars in goods
up and down the waters each
month have suffered, said Debra
Colbert, a spokeswoman for the

using the Missouri open.
But Mr. Durbin acknowledged

that “if we have to face the Mis-
souri River option, it’s going to be
very contentious.” Such a move
would inevitably set off lawsuits
from states that benefit from the
Missouri’s waters, arguing that
the administration was violating
the laws governing federally
mandated uses of the Missouri.

In December, President Oba-
ma entered the discussion in a
staff meeting, when he asked, ac-
cording to Mr. Durbin, “Are we
moving and doing everything we
should?” Soon after, barges with
underwater jackhammers, exca-
vators and blasting equipment
were working the river near the
small town of Thebes, Ill., break-
ing the rock and scooping it away.

As for the Missouri River, a
White House official said all op-
tions remained on the table, but
the administration decided to
rely on the advice of its engi-
neers, who argued that a nine-
foot draft (plus one foot of water
to flow under the vessels) could
be maintained without tapping
the other river.

Despite the success in keeping
the Mississippi open, the effects
of the low water can be seen up
and down the river, both in re-
duced barge traffic and in the dis-
array caused by receding waters.
At the offices of JB Marine Serv-
ice in St. Louis the other day, the
company’s president, George
Foster, listed to one side as he
walked down the hall toward his
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The barge-borne offices of JB Marine Service are now on dry land. “I have not seen it this bad,” said its president, George Foster.
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A feat of engineering
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during a drought.

By LIZETTE ALVAREZ

MIAMI — Two months after
Florida was denounced for its
chaotic election process, Gov.
Rick Scott on Thursday endorsed
three major changes proposed by
the state’s election supervisors.

Governor Scott said he would
support increasing the number of
early voting days, including add-
ing back the Sunday before Elec-
tion Day, widening the range of
polling places and reducing the
length of ballots.

In 2011, the Republican-con-
trolled Legislature changed Flor-
ida’s election law by shortening
the number of early voting days
and hours and tightening other
election rules, including voter
registration. Mr. Scott, a Repub-
lican, signed the bill, despite crit-
icism from Democrats and voter
and civil rights groups who said
Republicans simply wanted to re-
duce the number of Democrats
voting.

Election supervisors warned at
the time that truncated early vot-
ing would lead to long lines and
pose other hurdles. They were
proved right. Voters in some
counties and precincts waited in
maddening lines, both during
early voting and on Election Day.
Some voters in Miami-Dade
County cast their ballots after the
Republican presidential nominee,
Mitt Romney, had conceded the
race.

Recently the governor has dis-
tanced himself from the 2011 elec-
tion law. He told the state’s legis-
lative black caucus this week that
the election law was not his and
that he had nothing to do with
passing the bill.

On Thursday, in a statement
endorsing the proposal, Mr. Scott
said the “ultimate goal must be to
restore Floridians’ confidence in

our election system.”
“I want to ensure we do what-

ever possible to improve our elec-
tion system from the statewide
level,” he said. 

The proposal calls for extend-
ing early voting once again to a
maximum of 14 days from 8, in-
cluding adding back the Sunday
before Election Day, a popular
day among black voters; increas-

ing voting hours to 168 hours
from 96; allowing votes to be cast
at locations beyond election of-
fices, city halls and libraries; and
making sure that ballots are kept
short.

Any change in the law must be
approved by the Legislature,
which convenes for its one-month
session in March. 

Mr. Scott’s endorsement comes
on the same day as the release of
a new report concluding that
black and Latino voters were
most affected by the 2011
changes. 

Of the more than 1.17 million
ballots cast by black voters, near-
ly half were during early voting.

“They bore disproportionately
the long lines that we all wit-
nessed,” said Daniel A. Smith, a
University of Florida political sci-
ence professor who was co-au-
thor of the report.

Over all, the report found that
compared with 2008, there were
225,000 fewer ballots cast during
early voting and an increase of
nearly 500,000 absentee ballots,
in part because of fears about
long waits.

Absentee ballots cast by blacks
were twice as likely to be rejected
as those by whites. Racial and
ethnic minorities also cast a dis-
proportionate number of provi-
sional ballots and saw them re-
jected at higher rates.

The League of Women Voters,
which was one of several groups
to sue the state over the law,
praised Mr. Scott’s announce-
ment Thursday, saying it was a
step in the right direction.

But Howard Simon, the direc-
tor of the American Civil Liber-
ties Union of Florida, said the
proposals were too narrow to re-
verse the “flaws” in the process.

“Many of the embarrassments
that we saw in the November
election would not have hap-
pened without Governor Scott’s
signature and his administration
spending taxpayer dollars to de-
fend the Legislature’s voter sup-
pression tactics,” Mr. Simon said.
“So while it is heartening to see
that the governor is willing to
start a discussion about address-
ing flaws in our state’s election
system, that conversation can’t
stop here.”

Florida Governor Backs Voting Changes
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Gov. Rick Scott supports ef-
forts to fix a flawed process.
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Pennsylvania: Ex-Priest Recants Guilt in Abuse Case
An imprisoned former priest at the center of a landmark abuse case tes-
tified Thursday that he had pleaded guilty to a sexual assault he did not
commit. The former priest, Edward Avery, 70, admitted to an earlier
abuse complaint, but said he had never had any contact with the accus-
er in a continuing criminal trial and had taken a plea deal because he
had not wanted to risk a longer sentence if convicted. Asked if he raped
the accuser, now 24, Mr. Avery said: “I did not. So help me God.” The
same man claims he was raped by Mr. Avery, the Rev. Charles Eng-
elhardt and a former teacher, Bernard Shero, starting when he was a 10-
year-old altar boy in 1999. Father Engelhardt and Mr. Shero are fighting
the charges. Mr. Avery’s testimony could bolster their defense if jurors
believe him over the accuser, a longtime heroin addict who testified
Wednesday. But in questioning by prosecutors, Mr. Avery conceded
that an admission of guilt would hurt him in the accuser’s civil lawsuit.
A jury last year convicted Msgr. William Lynn, 62, of child endan-
germent for placing Mr. Avery in a parish despite the sexual abuse
complaint. Mr. Avery pleaded guilty on the eve of Monsignor Lynn’s
trial and accepted a 21/2-to-5-year sentence. (AP)
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Georgia: 12 Are Charged in 4-State Sex Ring
Prosecutors charged 12 people on Thursday with running a sex traffick-
ing and prostitution ring across four Southern states. Authorities say
the suspects lured female immigrants to the United States and then
threatened them with deportation unless they became prostitutes. The
operation spanned Georgia, Florida and North and South Carolina, said
Edward J. Tarver, the United States attorney in Savannah. Federal
agents on Wednesday rescued 11 women who were victims of the opera-
tion. ROBBIE BROWN

Florida: Court Rules Against Unions on Pensions
The State Supreme Court sided on Thursday with the governor and law-
makers and ruled as constitutional a 2011 law that overhauled the state
pension system, requiring a 3 percent payroll contribution by state
workers. Reversing a lower court decision by a 4-to-3 vote, the Supreme
Court said the 2011 law did not violate the state Constitution as argued
by labor unions battling the pension changes. The lower court de-
termined that the Florida Retirement System overhaul, which passed
two years ago as policy makers wrestled with a $3.6 billion budget gap,
unlawfully broke a contract and violated the rights of government
workers to bargain in unions. The new ruling eliminates the possibility
of a refund of an estimated $900 million in employee contributions and
fees collected since 2011. The pension overhaul covering about 623,000
Florida teachers and other government workers included curbs on in-
flation increases in retiree benefits. (REUTERS)

NORTHWEST

Washington: Sanity Review Ordered in Massacre Trial
An Army staff sergeant accused of massacring Afghan civilians must
undergo an official sanity review before a mental health defense can be
presented, the military judge overseeing the case said Thursday. Staff
Sgt. Robert Bales deferred entering a plea on Thursday at Joint Base
Lewis-McChord to 16 counts of premeditated murder and other charges
related to a nighttime attack on two villages last March. The judge, Col.
Jeffery Nance, who ordered the “sanity board” review, made no deci-
sions about the conditions for the review or what information from it
would be turned over to prosecutors — something prosecutors and de-
fense lawyers have been arguing about. Such reviews are conducted by
neutral doctors to discern a defendant’s mental state at the time of the
crime and whether he is competent to stand trial. (AP)
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