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By PETER HANCOCK
phancock@capitolnewsillinois.com

SPRINGFIELD — Supporters
of legalized marijuana in Illinois
have launched efforts aimed at
making it easier for legitimate
businesses that sell the prod-
uct to have bank accounts and
accept credit card transactions.

State Treasurer Michael
Frerichs, a Champaign Demo-
crat, said
Monday he
s u p p o r t s
legislat ion
in the Gen-
eral Assem-
bly that
would pro-
hibit state
banking regulators from pun-
ishing banks or credit unions
that provide basic banking ser-
vices to legitimate cannabis-
related businesses.

He also said he is joining with
other state treasurers around
the country in lobbying Con-
gress to change federal laws that
prohibit banks from doing busi-
ness with the cannabis industry.

MARIJUANA LEGALIZATION

Treasurer:
State needs
pot-friendly
bank laws

By NOELLE MCGEE
nmcgee@news-gazette.com

DANVILLE — When
Michelle Esteppe’s third
graders at Danville’s South-
west Elementary School were
asked to imagine they were
hot-air balloon pilots and
design their own balloons,

Kodie Barnes didn’t
have to think too
hard.

The 8-year-old
drew the signal used
to summon his favorite super-
hero, Batman, on a sky-blue
background.

Classmate Tyler Adams

chose to feature
Toothless — the title
character from the
“How to Train Your
Dragon” film series

— prominently on the front of
his balloon.

Students add personal flair to balloons’ looks

Early balloting
exceeds 2017 rate
By DEBRA PRESSEY
dpressey@news-gazette.com

URBANA — Mail-in beats
walk-in for many voters cast-
ing their ballots early in next
month’s election.

As of Monday, more than
double the number of early
voters in Champaign County
had opted to vote by mail over

voting early in person, accord-
ing to County Clerk Aaron
Ammons.

The clerk’s office has also
seen an upswing in the num-
ber of people requesting a
vote-by-mail ballot over the
2017 consolidated general
elections.

With today marking two
weeks until election day,
Ammons said his office had
already received 2,208 vote-
by-mail requests — compared

to 2,039 total vote-by-mail
requests for the 2017 election.

Most of the vote-by-mail
requests in Champaign Coun-
ty so far — 2,176 of them —
have been sent out by the
clerk’s office, and 640 have
been completed and mailed

back. That’s compared to the
268 early votes that have been
cast in person.

Ammons encouraged vot-
ers to take advantage of either
option to vote early, but said
many people seem to find the
vote-by-mail option easier.

“You can vote in your own
home, take the time to look up
candidates, maybe even talk to
your significant other,” he said.

ELECTION 2019

More voters opt for mail-ins
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’ — JUCO basketbball team fulfills promise. A-2.
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Timberly Reed, 8, colors her winking emoji hot-air balloon, one of three designs she made on Monday and over the weekend.

Early birds
With election day

two weeks away, here’s
a look at early voting
activity throughout the
area:
County By mail In person
Champaign 640 268
Vermilion* 78 57
Douglas 36 31
Piatt 27 14
Ford 0 14
* — excludes Danville
Note: Vote-by-mail totals include

only the ballots that have been filled
out and returned. Many more mail-
in ballots have been sent to people
who requested them and haven’t yet
been returned.

BALLOONS OVER VERMILION

SKY-HIGH DESIGN
More inside
American Airlines plans
to add second flight from
Willard to Charlotte. B-1.

More inside
N-G endorsements. A-4.
Candidate profiles. B-1.
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What’s COOL

in SCHOOL

At news-
gazette.com
Gallery: View more of Noelle
McGee’s photos from Monday.

Inside
Unit 4 and the teachers who
nearly went on strike. B-1.
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WEATHER

Avg. high/low:
Record high/low:

Sunrise/sunset:

51 / 31
81 (2012) / 1 (1923)

6:59 a.m. / 7:04 p.m.

52 / 31
82 (2012) / 6 (1906)

6:58 a.m. / 7:05 p.m.

52 / 32
85 (1907) / 12 (1906)

6:56 a.m. / 7:06 p.m.

53 / 32
82 (1907) / 7 (1906)

6:54 a.m. / 7:07 p.m.

53 / 33
84 (1910) / 11 (1940)

6:53 a.m. / 7:08 p.m.

A quiet pattern will continue the next several days,
although a late-week system could produce light to
moderate precipitation from California to the central
and southern Plains. Five-day totals may reach an inch
or more in some locations from northern and central
California to the southern High Plains. Southern Florida
will experience showers, but little or no precipitation
will occur the next five days across the rest of the

Southeast and from the northern Rockies into the
upper Midwest. Warmth across the North may melt
remaining snow, leading to an increase in runoff-relat-
ed flooding. The six- to 10-day outlook calls for warmer
weather across much of the eastern half of the U.S.

GREG SOULJE: ON THE WEATHER FRONT

Greg Soulje, a professional meteorologist since 1985,
offers national, agricultural weather forecasts at www.
agbizweek.com.

52
Mostly sunny. A bit milder. South to south-
west wind 6 to 12 mph.
Overnight: Becoming cloudy. A couple of
showers after midnight. South wind 6 to
12 mph. Chance of rain 60 percent.

TODAY

50 / 39
Vernal equinox (spring) at 4:58
p.m. Variable cloudiness. A few
showers. Chance of rain 80
percent.
Overnight: Decreasing clouds.

WEDNESDAY

51 / 35
Partly cloudy.

THURSDAY

55 / 34
Mostly sunny.

FRIDAY

59 / 36
Increasing clouds.

SATURDAY

High: 48
Low: 23

Hear Greg Soulje’s
weather reports
weekdays on 1400
WDWS, 97.5 WHMS
and 107.9 WKIO.

EAST CENTRAL ILLINOIS STATISTICS

Sources: Illinois State Water Survey; Weather Underground; Aqua Illinois

Tuesday, March 19
Year ago high: 57
Year ago low: 37

Monday, March 18
24-hour precipitation to 6 p.m.: Champaign, none; Danville, none
Weekend precipitation to 8 a.m.: Saturday, 0.02”; Sunday, none
Total for month as of 6 p.m.: Champaign, 2.10”; Danville, 1.89”

8 p.m. humidity: 67 percent
8 p.m. barometer: 29.60

Avg. wind direction: NW
Avg. wind speed: 4.0 mph

4-inch soil temp: N/A
8-inch soil temp: N/A

Heating-degree days, 27 (Sunday); total for month, 557; normal, 777
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Sources: Meteorologist Greg Soulje,
National Weather Service, Associated Press,
Illinois State Water Survey, Weather Under-

ground, U.S. Naval Observatory

TODAY’S NATIONAL FORECAST
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TODAY IN ILLINOIS

More weather information at
www.news-gazette.com/weather

NATIONAL TEMPERATURES
Hi Lo Pc Outlook Hi Lo Pc Outlook

Albany, NY 40 22 25% P. sunny
Albuquerque, NM 61 40 44% P. sunny
Anchorage, AK 45 30 81% A little p.m. rain
Asheville, NC 49 28 0% Mostly sunny
Atlanta, GA 60 36 1% Mostly sunny, cool
Atlantic City, NJ 42 33 1% Mostly sunny
Austin, TX 69 48 8% P. sunny
Baltimore, MD 48 35 7% Mostly sunny
Baton Rouge, LA 68 48 12% P. sunny
Birmingham, AL 61 36 6% Mostly sunny, cool
Bismarck, ND 37 25 7% P. sunny
Boise, ID 62 35 1% Mostly sunny, mild
Boston, MA 42 30 0% Mostly sunny
Buffalo, NY 37 25 29% P. sunny
Burlington, VT 36 18 13% Mostly sunny
Charleston, SC 66 45 4% P. sunny, cooler
Charleston, WV 48 27 3% Mostly sunny
Charlotte, NC 59 34 0% Mostly sunny, cool
Cheyenne, WY 43 23 26% Colder
Chicago 42 32 6% P. sunny
Cleveland, Ohio 37 32 6% Chilly with some sun
Columbia, SC 67 39 3% P. sunny, cool
Columbus, Ohio 42 26 9% P. sunny, chilly
Concord, NH 38 20 0% Mostly sunny
Dallas-Ft. Worth, TX 71 47 4% Mostly sunny
Denver, CO 48 27 36% Periods of sun
Des Moines, IA 47 30 44% Mostly cloudy
Detroit, MI 41 26 11% P. sunny
Fargo, ND 32 24 4% P. sunny
Hartford, CT 46 27 26% Mostly sunny
Helena, MT 40 16 0% Plenty of sunshine
Honolulu, HI 79 66 33% Mostly sunny
Houston, TX 70 52 15% P. sunny
Indianapolis, IN 47 30 10% Inc. clouds
Jackson, MS 66 42 4% Mostly sunny
Jacksonville, FL 68 53 24% Mostly cloudy
Kansas City, MO 55 38 92% Occasional rain
Las Vegas, NV 77 54 29% P. sunny, warm
Lexington, KY 50 29 5% P. sunny

Little Rock, AR 62 38 30% Mostly sunny
Los Angeles, CA 79 53 68% Fog, then some sun
Louisville, KY 52 30 6% P. sunny
Madison, WI 44 26 5% Not as cool
Memphis, TN 60 38 19% Mostly sunny
Miami, FL 78 68 95% Rain, a T-strm
Milwaukee, WI 44 31 6% Clouds & sun
Mpls.-St. Paul, MN 40 27 3% P. sunny
Nashville, TN 56 31 7% Mostly sunny
New Orleans, LA 66 53 11% P. sunny, cool
New York, NY 46 34 1% Mostly sunny
Newark, NJ 46 31 3% Mostly sunny
Norfolk, VA 52 38 2% P. sunny, cool
Oklahoma City, OK 68 42 61% P. sunny, breezy
Omaha, NE 46 33 81% A touch of rain
Orlando, FL 67 56 89% Rain tapering off
Philadelphia, PA 48 32 3% Mostly sunny
Phoenix, AZ 83 60 1% Mostly sunny
Pittsburgh, PA 44 24 9% Mostly sunny
Portland, ME 39 24 0% Mostly sunny
Portland, OR 67 47 10% P. sunny, breezy
Providence, RI 44 27 25% Mostly sunny
Raleigh, NC 60 35 1% P. sunny, cool
Richmond, VA 50 30 4% Mostly sunny, cool
Sacramento, CA 73 49 84% Mostly cloudy
Salt Lake City, UT 58 35 2% P. sunny
San Antonio, TX 69 48 18% Partial sunshine
San Diego, CA 67 54 32% Fog, then some sun
San Francisco, CA 67 51 72% Rather cloudy
Seattle-Tacoma, WA 76 48 7% Mostly sunny
Sioux Falls, SD 43 32 26% Clouds & sun
Springfield 49 30 77% Inc. clouds
St. Louis, MO 54 33 69% Inc. clouds
Tampa, FL 71 55 76% Rain tapering off
Tucson, AZ 79 54 0% Warm with sunshine
Tulsa, OK 67 42 63% P. sunny, breezy
Washington, DC 49 33 6% Mostly sunny
Wichita, KS 61 41 89% A little p.m. rain
Wilmington, DE 46 31 1% Mostly sunny

“It’s convenient. We’re
going (to) mail it to you,
and all you have to do is
send it back,” Ammons
said.

The vote-by-mail option
was also beating out in-
person early voting in
Danville, where there had
been 142 walk-in voters as
of Monday and 282 vote-
by-mail ballots mailed
out, 165 of which had been
filled out and returned,
according to Danville
Election Commission
Executive Director San-
dra Delhaye.

In three area counties,
both walk-in and vote-by-
mail balloting has been a
bit on the light side.

In each of Ford and Piatt
counties, for example,
there had been 14 in-per-
son early votes cast as of
Monday and fewer than 30
vote-by-mail applications
requested and mailed out.

“It’s pretty typical,”
Piatt County Clerk and
Recorder Jennifer Harp-
er said. “This election, the
consolidated election, just
doesn’t have a huge turn-
out.”

Early voting in Cham-
paign County as of Mon-
day was right on pace, “or
maybe a little ahead” of
last year, Ammons said.

“But really, the focus has
been on the vote by mail.”

While the consolidated
elections typically aren’t
huge attention grabbers,
Ammons said he and his
office are projecting a 5-7
percent increase in total
votes cast in Champaign
County over the 2017 con-
solidated elections. That’s
based on lingering inter-
est and excitement that
was piqued by the 2018
general election, Ammons
said.

“People are paying
attention,” he said.

He looks for early in-
person voting to begin
picking up in Champaign
County when several oth-
er polling places open
March 27. All those loca-
tions are universal polling
places, meaning all regis-
tered voters in the coun-
ty can vote at any of the
locations, not just the ones
closest to where they live.
Ammons said.

Since early voting start-
ed Feb. 21, Champaign
County voters have been
able to cast votes in per-
son early only at the coun-
ty clerk’s office in Urbana.
But starting March 27,
eight more early voting
places will open in Cham-
paign, Urbana, Mahomet,
Rantoul, Tolono and St.
Joseph.

ELECTION
Continued from A-1

“If anyone asks me my
favorite movie … well,
I think you know the
answer,” the 8-year-old
said Monday, while put-
ting the finishing touches
on the dragon’s black coat.

The boys and their
classmates are the stu-
dent ambassadors for
this year’s Balloons Over
Vermilion festival, set
for July 12-13 at the Ver-
milion Regional Airport.
Organizers expect more
than 20,000 visitors.

Co-chair Jim Ander-
son said the fourth annu-
al festival will feature 32
hot-air balloons, includ-
ing three special-shape
balloons; tethered balloon
rides; a balloon school;
and plenty of other fam-
ily-oriented activities.
He also announced that
due to the popularity of
the tethered rides, which
increases every year,
Indianapolis-based pilot
Tony Sandlin, who offers
them, is bringing three
balloons for that purpose.

The first year, Sandlin,
of Midwest Balloon Rides,
brought one balloon, and
for the past two years, he
brought two. Both baskets
are handicapped accessi-
ble, allowing a rider to sit
in a wheelchair and take

in the scenery through a
clear door.

In addition to design-
ing the balloons — which
will be used on posters,
T-shirts and other pro-
motional materials — the
pint-sized ambassadors
get to offer their ideas
for the popular Kids Zone
area.

They also get to walk
in the Parade of Pilots,
which opens the event,
and go up in one of Sand-
lin’s balloons.

“By a show of hands ...
how many of you would
like to go up in a teth-
ered hot-air balloon?”
Anderson asked the class,
prompting everyone’s
hand to go up. Kodie and
Tyler raised both hands.

On Friday, the class was
given their special home-
work assignment — and
new Sharpies. OnMonday,
Anderson and Jaclyn Vin-
son, who chairs the Kids
Zone, stopped by to see
their work.

Eight-year-old Miles
Nixon’s balloon featured
a slice of pepperoni pizza,
which Esteppe sketched,
he outlined and then col-
ored.

“He’s dabbing,” Miles
said, referring to the
dance move where a per-
son — or pizza slice, in
this case — drops his head
into the crook of a bent
arm, while raising the oth-
er one in a parallel direc-
tion.

“He loves pizza —
Casey’s,” said classmate
Owen Gritton, who drew a
dark blue Pete the Cat on
his balloon.

Though Owen likes to
read, he said, “I’m more
into math.” But he decid-
ed Pete would look bet-
ter on a balloon envelope,
soaring through the sky,
than math equations.

Anderson stopped to
compliment Annabell
Wasson on her picture of
a girl steering a pirate
ship with a rainbow-col-
ored sail, sailing across
blue waves.

“Does this person have
a name?” he asked, caus-
ing the 9-year-old to
smile and tell him it was

her. “For heavens sake!
I should have recognized
you.”

In the past two years,
Anderson said the orga-
nization has given away
more than $40,000 in
grants to initiatives
throughout the county,
including the Kickapoo
Rail Trail, Rose Gates’
Children’s Backpack Pro-
gram, the Dwelling Place
and Schlarman Acade-
my’s archery program.

Danville’s Northeast
Elementary Magnet
School, Bismarck Grade
School and Judith Giaco-
ma Grade School in West-
ville each received $2,500
for being previous host
schools.

“When we sat down to
organize this event, now
over five years ago, we
wanted to make sure it
was a family event, and
our mission statement is,
‘It’s all about the kids,’”
Anderson said, adding the
ambassadors help them
stay focused on that. “We
realize being a kid isn’t
defined by age.

“I think the spirit of the
event is best captured in
the eyes of Julius Hegel-
er,” he continued, refer-
ring to the event’s title
sponsor, “when he watch-
es the balloons lift off, the
kids walking in the Parade
of Pilots and ... how much
joy this event brings to
Vermilion County.”

BALLOONS
Continued from A-1

“The inability of the
legal cannabis industry in
Illinois to use a bank or
credit union for basic ser-
vices such as check writ-
ing, savings or access to
capital is a sleeping giant,”
Frerichs said during a
news conference in Chi-
cago. “We have an indus-
try that handles money
hiding in the shadows
because banking rules
built decades ago have not
kept up with changes in
behavior and in law.”

Illinois legalized the
use of marijuana for cer-
tain medical conditions
in 2015, and Frerichs said
the business now accounts
for $136 million a year in
retail sales. State lawmak-
ers this year are also con-
sidering legislation, which
Gov. J.B. Pritzker sup-
ports, to legalize adult use

of recreational marijuana.
However, marijuana

is still illegal in all forms
under federal law, and it
is also a violation of fed-
eral banking laws for any
bank to knowingly engage
in transactions involving
proceeds generated from
marijuana-related activ-
ity.

During the Obama
administration, the Jus-
tice Department relaxed
some of its enforcement
of those laws, especially
in states that had legal-
ized at least some kinds of
marijuana use, saying it
would focus its resources
on certain priorities, such
as preventing the sale
of marijuana to minors;
preventing revenue from
marijuana sales from
going to criminal enter-
prises, gangs and cartels;
and preventing the ship-
ment of marijuana from
states where it is legal to
states where it is not.

But the Trump admin-

istration reversed that
policy in January 2018
when then-Attorney Gen-
eral Jeff Sessions distrib-
uted a memo to federal
prosecutors, effective-
ly instructing them to go
back to enforcing fed-
eral laws as they were
originally intended to be
enforced.

“Prior to last year, about
85 percent of our canna-
bis industry was banked
with a single bank in the
state of Illinois,” Rep.
Kelly Cassidy, a Chicago
Democrat, said Monday.
“As the Trump adminis-
tration ramped up threats
towards the legal canna-
bis industry, that bank got
nervous about potential
backlash and informed all
of these businesses that
they would cease to have
a banking relationship
with them.”

Frerichs said the result
of that has been to move
the finances of the legal
cannabis industry into

a kind of underground
cash-based economy.

“As residents of this
state, we needlessly invite
risk to people and prop-
erty as that $136 million
is shuffled from place to
place in duffle bags, in the
front seat of cars, or the
trunk of a car,” he said.

In addition to support-
ing changes in state-level
banking regulations and
lobbying Congress for
changes in federal law,
Frerichs said his office is
exploring ways to provide
incentives for banks and
credit unions to serve the
legal cannabis industry.

Capitol News Illinois is
a newly created nonprofit
news service operated by
the Illinois Press Foundation.
Its mission: to provide cred-
ible and unbiased coverage
of state government to the
more than 400 daily and
weekly newspapers that are
members of the Illinois Press
Association.

LAWS
Continued from A-1

By TIM DITMAN
tditman@wdws.com

URBANA — A Tilton
woman is expected to be
sentenced to six years in
prison under a plea agree-
ment in which she admit-
ted stealing hundreds of
thousands of dollars from
an assisted-living facility
in Danville.

Annette Cruea, 51,
pleaded guilty this month
in Vermilion County Cir-
cuit Court to theft over
$100,000. Judge Nan-
cy Fahey is expected to
make the sentence official
on April 4.

Between now and then,
officials will prepare a
report on restitution.
Court records did not say
howmuch Cruea will have
to pay back.

Danville police arrest-
ed Cruea in August 2017.
Cmdr. Josh Webb said the
former human-resources
director at the Hawthorne
Inn edited the timecards
of former employees to
make it appear they still
worked there, then pock-
eted the pay to the tune of
more than $120,000.

Court records show the
thefts occurred in 2015.

HAWTHORNE INN

Woman admits
to stealing from
retirement home

“When we sat
down to organize
this event, now
over five years

ago, we wanted to
make sure it was
a family event.”

JIMANDERSON,
Balloons Over

Vermilion co-chairman
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