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A virtual candidate forum for Indi-
ana’s 9th Congressional District is ex-
pected to include challengers from the
Democratic and Libertarian parties as
well as an independent, but incum-
bent Republican Erin Houchin did not
respond to an invitation, the League of
Women Voters said.

When is the forum?

The leaguewill host the forum from
9:30 to11a.m. onSaturday,Oct. 3, 2026
on Zoom.

Do you have to register?

Yes. Go to tinyurl.com/IndianaCon-
gress9th to register andobtain your in-
dividual Zoom link.

Who is expected to
participate?
The league said in a

news release that Liber-
tarian Tonya Hudson,
Democrat Brad Meyer
and independent write-
in Floyd Taylor are ex-
pected to participate.

The league said Houchin did not re-
spond to the invitation. The congress-
woman's office did not immediately
respond to an emailed inquiry from
The Herald-Times seeking an expla-
nation for her decision not to partici-
pate.
The forum will be moderated by

Sunny Leerkamp, president of the
League of Women Voters of Brown
County.

What is the 9th District?

The district is one of the areas from
which voters send a resident to repre-
sent them in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives. The district includes
Bloomington and much of the state’s
south-central and southeastern por-
tions, including the Indiana side of the
Louisvillemetro area aswell as the cit-
ies Scottsburg, Seymour, Versailles
and Greensburg.

Houchin
skips area
forum for
9th District
election
Boris Ladwig
The Herald-Times
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Violent crimeacross the state of Indi-
ana declined by about 13% in 2025 com-
pared to the year before, according to
FBI crime data.
That’s in line with a broader trend. A

9%drop in the nationwide violent crime
rate represented the sharpest year-
over-year decrease since the FBI began
tracking statistics in 1936, the agency’s
latest Crimes in the Nation report says.

The nationwide murder rate – 4.1 homi-
cides per 100,000 people – is tied with
1955 and 1956 as the lowest on record,
per the report.
“Right now, the climate from the cur-

rent administration is very, very much
taking an approach on reducing violent
crime nationally,” said Timothy O’Mal-
ley, the special agent in charge of the
FBI’s Indianapolis field office.
He said that over the past two years,

the FBI has been encouraged to offer
more resources to local agencies, in-
cluding analysis about crime trends.

“We have an entire intelligence
mechanism that’s staffed by intelli-
gence professionals who allow us to do
some of that deep dive into crime prob-
lems and help us identify who in the
community is causing these problems,”
O’Malley said. “So that when we come
out and we work with our partners,
we’re able to bring a targeted approach.”
Eric Grommon, a professor of crimi-

nal justice at IndianaUniversity Indian-
apolis, said that there’s no single defin-
itive explanation any time there’s a de-
crease in crime.

“When there’s a crime drop, every-
body wants to take credit for it. Law en-
forcement wants to do it, prosecutors
want to do it. The correctional system
wants to do it,” Grommon said. “Then
when this cycle peters out, give it anoth-
er10 years or so,whenwe start tomaybe
increase a little bit – everybody’s going
to run away from it and start pointing
fingers at one another.”
The FBI classifies four crimes as vio-

lent: aggravated assault, homicide, rape

New FBI stats show drop in violent crime in Indiana
Ryan Murphy
Indianapolis Star
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On a recent August afternoon, a great
egret popped its headup in thewetlands
being developed along Old Ind. 37 north
of Bloomington. As goldfinches and but-
terfliesflutteredthroughthenativevege-
tation, work continued on a nearby for-
merhouse that isbeing transformed into
an educational center with classrooms,

Education Director for Sycamore Land Trust Saige Sentell looks out over the wetlands at the future site of the Carl Ziegler
Wetlands and Education Center on Aug. 19. PHOTOS BY RICH JANZARUK/HERALD-TIMES

Witness the beauty
Get a sneak peek at new
Carl Ziegler Wetlands
and Education Center
Carol Kugler
The Herald-Times

USA TODAY NETWORK

A great egret stands in the wetlands at the future site of the Sycamore Land
Trust Education Center on Aug. 19.

Executive Director Alex Sienkiewicz looks out over the wetlands in what will eventually be a bird watching room, even for
people with mobility issues, at the future site of the Carl Ziegler Wetlands and Education Center on Aug. 19.
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SOLSBERRY - LeeAnn
Aldridge, 65, of Solsber-
ry, passed away on Au-
gust 12, 2026.

She was born onOcto-
ber 18, 1960, to Anne T.
Parks and the late Craig
Huff.

She is survived by her
sons, Michael and Paul
Hepner, grandchildren,
Carissa Plantz andOlivia
andAlexis Hepner; brother, Kurt Parks; compan-
ion, Budrow Panceara; great aunt, Nancy Ellis;
and uncle, Stephen Harvilla.

Lee Ann worked in customer service for fifteen
years. She was very artistic and loved drawing
and knitting as well as flowers and gardening. She
would be the first to tell you she didn’t alwaysmake
the right choices in life, but she was proud to be
able to learn from her mistakes, and she worked
hard to build a better life for herself. She was an
incredibly kind-hearted and loving individual.

A graveside service will be held for Lee Ann
at 11:00 a.m. on Thursday, September 3, 2026,
at Solsberry Cemetery. Allen Funeral Home was
entrusted to the care of these arrangements.

Lee AnnAldridge
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officesandabirdobservationroomover-
looking thewetlands.
The 113-acre property purchased by

Sycamore Land Trust in 2022 is becom-
ing theCarlZieglerWetlandsandEduca-
tion Center to showcase the biodiversity
of southern Indiana. Renovations to the
house and the property are underway
with an anticipated opening in May of
2027.
Saige Sentell, education director, is

eager to talk about what the Carl Ziegler
Wetlands and Education Center will of-
fer. Volunteers and staff will create bio-
swales and rain gardens in front of the
center. The current driveway will be
moved to allow 22 additional parking
spaces to be created. Two handicapped
accessible parking spaces and a turn-
around area for buses will be in front of
the center. An ADA-accessible observa-
tion platform will be created near the
parking lot.
While wetlands is part of the proper-

ty’snewname,SycamoreLandTrustEx-
ecutive Director Alex Sienkiewicz ex-
plained it’s not amonolithicwetlandbut
includes areas with mature forest, a ri-
pariancreek,uplandmeadowsaswell as
the wetlands. The property will provide
an area for people to observe, interact
and learn about each of them.
“It’s a biologically diverse property.

It’s basically one-stop shopping for
southern Indianahabitats,”he said.

What theeducation center
will house

Inside theone-storyhouse,newwalls
areunder construction, providinganen-
try area where interpretive displays will
showcasewhat can be seen on the prop-
erty. To the left, a large classroomacces-
sible to everyonewill havewindows and
French doors overlooking the wetland
area.Nearbywill be twoaccessiblebath-
rooms and two offices. A wildlife obser-
vation room with windows overlooking
the native plants and wetland area will
have spotting scopes andbinoculars.

Plans forwhat to construct
on theproperty

From the center, peoplewill be able to
walk along a trail leading north near Old
Ind. 37 and then turn to follow thewood-
ed area near the property’s edge before
turningagain,notfar fromBeanBlossom
Creek to head to thewetlands. Signswill
sharedetails about the landandwildlife.
Twenty-twobirdandbatboxeswillbelo-
cated along the trail. In the barn nearby,
boxes for barn owlswill be installed.
Citizen scientists will help monitor

the birds andbats, Sentell said. Thebox-
es will be constructed and installed as
part of a future community day at the
property.Membersof thepublicandvar-
iousgroupswithpeopleofall ageswillbe
helping construct the bioswale and rain
garden areas as well as planting native
grasses and flowers, grown in the land
trust’s native plant nursery.
“I want people to know what’s hap-

pening around them,” Sentell said. She
anticipates groups starting at the center
and walking around the property to get
hands-on learning.
The path through the wetland area

will have several phases. First, it will be
made with compacted engineered soil
media andengineered soil aggregate.An
observation areawithin thewetlandwill
be developed. Later, a boardwalk will be
added from the center out into the wet-
lands thatwill beADAaccessible.
Once the accessible components are

completed, the Carl Ziegler Wetlands
and Education Center will have the land
trust’s first accessible trail, according to
KateHammel,communicationsdirector.
The trail will allow better access for peo-
ple to potentially see someof the151spe-
cies of birds that have been reported on
the property, Hammel said. The former
ownersdeveloped thefirst15acresof the
wetland area and had a pull-off known
oneBirdasDolanViewfromtheRoad for
bird-watchers.
The southern half of thewetland area

will remain untouched, Sentell said. It
willcontinuetoserveasawaterfowlrest-
ing area on the property.
“The true restoration starts this fall,”

Hammel said.
Funding for restoring the wetland

habitat is being done by the land trust in
partnership with the Natural Resources
Conservation Service through its Envi-
ronmental Quality Incentives Program
(EQIP).Thewetlandrestorationispartof
the first phase of work at the site, Sien-
kiewicz said.
Oncethefirstphase iscomplete, there

willbeprogrammingat thecenterandon
the grounds, but it will not yet have reg-
ular hours for visitors. Only groups with
reservations and volunteers will be al-

lowed access. A second phase must be
completed — adding more accessibility,
more improvements and potentially
morestaffing—beforeitwillhaveregular
hours of operation, Sienkiewicz ex-
plained.When that secondphasebegins
is dependent ofwhen funding canbe se-
cured, he said.

Whatwildlife canbe seenat the
Carl Ziegler property?

In addition to the 151 bird species —
ranging from northern harriers to glossy
ibis andAmericanbitterns— the endan-
geredKirtland’ssnakehasbeenfoundon
the property. Kirtland’s snakes are often
found in disturbed cropland habitat,
Hammel said. They and many other
wildlife species, from river otters to bob-

cats, needmany typesofhabitat, sheex-
plained,andformeragriculturalfieldsof-
fer that.
As part of the larger Beanblossom

Creek Conservation Area that encom-
passes2,400acresof landreaching from
the edge of the West Fork of the White
RiverinOwenCountydowntoLakeLem-
on, the Carl Ziegler property highlights
many of the types of land needed for
wildlife andnatural plants to flourish.
Fromprovidingwetlands tohelpmiti-

gatefloodingandfilterandcleanwaterto
giving hands-on educational experienc-
es for people of all ages, land trust offi-
cials hope the Carl ZieglerWetlands and
Education Center will provide essential
lessons forHoosiers.
Contact Carol Kugler at ckugler@her-

aldt.com.

Wetlands
Continued from Page 1A

The future site of the Carl Ziegler Wetlands and Education Center on Aug. 19.

Greg Burton with Strauser Construction does carpentry work at the future site of the Carl Ziegler Wetlands and Education
Center on Aug. 19. PHOTOS BY RICH JANZARUK/HERALD-TIMES


