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The recent decision by Tyson Foods Inc. to close a processing plant in Stilwell, Okla., delivers a crushing blow to the economy of neighboring Adair County and reeks of retribution in the water war. 

It's the economic equivalent of Northwest Arkansas losing all the jobs and economic impact of Wal-Mart and maybe even Tyson too. The relative poverty of Adair County is a reality that I witnessed first-hand as the editor of the Westville (Okla.) Reporter during the mid-1990s. 

The official story, of course, is that this is purely a business decision and that the company will try to offer jobs to these people in its other plants in Northwest Arkansas and Van Buren. It's impossible to know whether this is really the case without full access to the numbers. Even if it makes business sense, it does not make political sense if the company really expects to reach an out-of-court deal on water quality. 

In the long run, it could cost Tyson more money because this move is sure to inflame an already tense situation and anger one of its most sympathetic supporters in the Oklahoma Legislature. 

Tyson has clearly raised the ante in an already high-stakes poker game over Oklahoma's new stringent water-quality standards, which include the phosphorus limit of 0.037 parts per million for its scenic rivers, including the Illinois. 

The closing also offers a sign that the efforts to reach a settlement of the Tulsa v. Tyson lawsuit is going nowhere. Tulsa is suing six poultry companies and the city of Decatur over declining water quality in Eucha and Spavinaw lakes that they claim is causing taste and odor problems in Tulsa's water supply. 

The now-stalled talks between the states over the water-quality standards have dominated media coverage, while the lawsuit has remained mostly below the radar screen. It has been impossible to find out what is happening in this lawsuit, because it is under court-ordered mediation. The judge has ordered the parties not to discuss the status of these behind-closed-door talks. 

The parties will not even say how many times they have meet or offer any comment about the mediation. The plant closing is not something to be expected if the parties were very close to cutting a deal because it might be a deal breaker. 

Meanwhile, the five big cities of Northwest Arkansas, as recently predicted in this column, are seeking to strike their own deal on the water-quality standards. They have all agreed to clean up their wastewater discharge to 1 ppm of phosphorus, which is what Oklahoma has asked for all along. 

Oklahoma officials, for the most part, are satisfied with the commitment of the cities, even though some are still pushing for total elimination of phosphorus produced by the cities. Facing inevitable growth, city utility officials are rightfully concerned that a such a limit could force them to clean up discharges to the point that treatment could become too expensive in the future. 

It would be a mistake for Oklahoma to pass up the deal the cities have put on the table. The Stilwell plant closing and the almost-done deal with the cities turns the focus back to the poultry companies, the main sticking point all along. 

Another indicator that the Tulsa v. Tyson talks have reached a stalemate is the insistence by Arkansas officials that the talks are off because the water-quality standards were sent to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency on Nov. 1. Oklahoma officials wants to revive the talks and Arkansas is now saying "maybe." 

If the talks are revived, which they should be, the plant closing is sure to play a factor in hindering a deal. Even if they are not yet saying it officially, Oklahoma officials considers this move as payback for the trouble they are giving Tyson. 

Chuck Shipley, a Tulsa attorney who specializes in suing the poultry industry, is not shy about speaking his mind on the political impact of the decision. 

"They have been holding Oklahoma hostage on environmental issues by threatening to pull jobs (and contracts) out of this state. Well, they just shot the hostage -- which is not a wise negotiating tactic. Stilwell is the home of Larry Adair, speaker of the Oklahoma House of Representatives. For obvious reasons, he has been one of big chicken's strongest supporters in our legislature," said Shipley. 

"How do you think Adair feels toward big chicken now, after Tyson announces closing the (second) largest employer in the town, if not the whole county -- right before Christmas. Four hundred and eighty jobs gone." 

Adair is a decent man, as well as a skilled and powerful politician. Environmental activists consider him soft on poultry, because he is also keenly aware of the economic importance of poultry jobs and grower contracts in Northeast Oklahoma. Shipley has a point: Adair is not someone the poultry industry wants to turn into a bitter enemy. 

The loss of more than 400 jobs may not seem like a big deal to readers in Northwest Arkansas, but in Adair County it's a really, really big deal that will directly or indirectly affect almost everyone. 

If Tyson can somehow find a way to keep that plant open, a negotiated water deal for the poultry industry will be much easier to reach. 

