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“This is our Cheers,” says the Ticket’s George Dunham, pictured inside the Bartonville Store, April 8, in Bartonville.

A toilet and a battle for
soul of rural Texas

Efforts to connect small-town music venue to sewer face pushback

By SARAH HEPOLA
Staff Writer
sarah.hepola@dallasnews.com

a restaurant and music venue in a
charming white wooden structure
whose history stretches back to the
arrival of the town, when the Bar-
ton family opened a farming store
onadustytrailin1882.

“T hate to sound hokey, but this
is our Cheers,” says Dunham of'the
Bartonville Store, whose interioris
strung with Edisonbulbsandlined
with raw cedar fence planks that
give the place a down-home feel.
Although Dunham is best known
as aradio host, he’s also a musician
who appreciates a place that could
have stepped out of a country song.
“We don’t live in Dallas, where
there are cool spots all around
town. This is our cool

George Dunham traded the
suburbs for the sleepy town of Bar-
tonville nearly 20 years ago. “We
moved here for the quiet,” says the
Ticket radio host, one-third of the
sports station’s top-rated morning
show The Musers.

Bartonville — population 1,700
— is an upscale rural haven about
an hour northwest of Dallas,
wedged between the booming sub-
urbs of Argyle and Flower Mound
in Denton County. On the drive
home from his early-hours gig,
Dunham passes rolling pastures
and sometimes sees a guy fishing
off a pier, and he likes to stop for
breakfast at the Bartonville Store,

The Bartonville Store is on a septic system. Despite efforts, it’s
been unable to hook up to a sewer line.

See VENUE Page 9A
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ter he served 17 years of a 25-year
prison sentence for murder.

Durden says he is not proud of
what happened all those years ago —
he fatally shot a man near a fast food

Deric Durden remembers when a
letter with his name on it landed on
the desk of a corporate CEO he had
never met, written by people at the
South Dallas Employment Project
who had only recently met him.

The letter transformed his life af-

A life of adventure

Why wealthy adventurer and
Dallas’ most interesting man,
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merger
idea shot
down

Fort Worth-based American
dismisses talks of potential
mega-deal with rival United

By JORDAN PARKER
Staff Writer
jordan.parker@dallasnews.com

United Airlines’ chief executive Scott
Kirby has floated the idea of a world
where he’d merge his airline with rival
American Airlines but the Fort Worth-
based carrier has one message: not a
chance.

Rumors of a potential merger began
swirling this week after Bloomberg re-
ported that Kirby had posed the idea in
conversations with U.S. government offi-
cials. The double-digit spike in jet fuel
since the war in Iran began prompted
some Wall Street analysts to weigh
whether the uncertainty will trigger in-
dustry consolidation — or in the worst
case scenarios, potential bankruptcies.

However, American late Friday issued
a statement saying the carrier “is not en-
gaged with or interested in any discus-
sions regarding a merger with United Air-
lines. While changes in the broader air-
line marketplace may be necessary, a
combination with United would be nega-
tive for competition and for consumers,
and therefore inconsistent with our un-
derstanding of the (Trump) administra-
tion’s philosophy toward the industry and
principles of antitrust law.”

It added: “Our focus will remain on ex-
ecuting on our strategic objectives and
positioning American to win for the long
term.”

Still, as the rumor mill took hold, ana-
lysts have been contemplating the merits
of a scenario in which the two global car-
riers could join as one.

“The size of a United-American merg-
er is challenging to contemplate, but
there’s no structural reason as to why a
merger would not be in the best interest of
flyers,” Jamie Baker, an airlines analyst for
J.P. Morgan, told The Dallas Morning
News in an email.

“American’s profitability meaningfully
lags that of Delta and United, and consoli-
dation may play a role in addressing that.”

United Airlines declined to comment
to The News.

Any merger involving American could
send shockwaves through the North Texas
economy. The carrier is headquartered in

See ANALYSTS Page 8A
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Any merger involving American could
send shockwaves through the North
Texas economy.
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Project builds
public, private
partnerships

Continued from Page 1A

restaurant following an argu-
ment outside a Dallas night-
club — nor does he shy away
from owning his actions.

“What happened all those
years ago was a young man
searching for meaning, accep-
tance and purpose,” he said.
“How I went about getting
those things was wrong and I
am truly remorseful for my de-
cision.”

The South Dallas Employ-
ment Project has played a piv-
otal role in providing Durden
an opportunity to channel that
remorse into something posi-
tive.

The project’s navigators, di-
rectors, and co-founder Wes
Jurey meet to discuss clients
like Durden. If they are con-
vinced a client is ready — after
vetting their needs, qualifica-
tions, and character — Jurey
reaches out to employers to ad-
vocate for them.

That’s how Durden’s letter
happened. Jurey talked to An-
nette Underwood, chief diver-
sity officer at Vistra, to confirm
the Irving-based Fortune 500
electricity and power genera-
tion company’s openness to
hiring people with serious
criminal records. On the
strong recommendation of
SDEP’s job navigator and di-
rector of operations, Jurey
reached out to ask Underwood
and Vistra to consider giving
Durden a corporate job.

Vistradid. Durden obtained
arole that came with health in-
surance, retirement benefits
and college tuition assistance,

opening a door he struggled to
push open alone after grinding
out six-day work weeks selling
cars without benefits.

The new job did more than
change his paycheck. Durden
was 19 when he went to prison.
His daughter was just two
weeks old. When he came
home in 2022, she was six
months from graduating high
school and wanted nothing to
do with him. The stability from
his Vistra job, he said, gave him
a foundation to keep showing
up anyway.

“Because I had the bag and
the stability that was presented
to me, I was able to continue to
fight for my relationship with
my daughter, and today, my
daughter is 21 years old,” Dur-
den said. “The relationship we
have is so beautiful now, but it
was built on somebody taking a
chance”

“The bag” refers to the
steady income, benefits and
support he never had before.

Durden’s redemption is
what the South Dallas Employ-
ment Project strives to repli-
cate for thousands more Dal-
lasites. The nonprofit coalition
focuses on people who are un-
employed, underemployed or
considered unemployable. It
connects them to short-train-
ing programs that lead to in-
dustry-recognized credentials
and rides to job sites and clas-
ses when bus routes fall short.
It helps them obtain IDs and
driver’s licenses, and housing
and health services through
county and nonprofit partners
such as Metrocare.

The nonprofit now operates

Angela Piazza/Staff Photographer

Entrepreneur Deric Durden spoke with other guests at a networking event on Jan. 14, in Frisco. Durden’s redemption is

what the South Dallas Employment Project strives to replicate for thousands more Dallasites.

Why This Story
Matters

The cycle of jail and
reincarceration costs
counties millions of
dollars from criminal
justice system costs
to lost tax revenue.
Breaking that cycle
and helping people
successfully reenter
the workforce can
help stabilize Dallas
communities and
provide area
employers with a
skilled workforce.

through 10 service centers em-
bedded in apartments and
nonprofit facilities and has
grown from 14 founding orga-
nizations to more than 250
partner groups across the re-

See SDEP Page 12A
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SDEP plays role in providing opportunity

Continued from Page A

gion. Since launching services
in 2022, SDEP has invested
about $2.2 million in this net-
work, helping roughly 3,000
youth and adults last year
alone.

Itis funded through a mix of
government grants, private do-
nations, and support from
philanthropic foundations, in-
cluding early backing from
United Way of Metropolitan
Dallas, the Communities
Foundation of Texas, and oth-
ers. Additional support comes
from contracts with local em-
ployers and agencies to provide
transportation and  wrap-
around services. (United Way
and The Communities Foun-
dation are supporters of the
Future of North Texas initiative
at The Dallas Morning News.)

SDEP’s leaders want its
combination of hands-on
screening, personal advocacy,
and steady follow-up to be-
come the norm citywide, rather
than alucky exception for Dur-
den and others. To that end, the
nonprofit continues to add
more employer partners to ex-
pand its work.

Programs such as SDEP
demonstrate real success re-
ducing recidivism and meeting
workforce needs, said Vistra
CEOQ Jim Burke. He said SDEP
clients display “eagerness, a
hunger, [and] a gratitude for
the work and opportunity”

Lauren Driscoll, a senior
project manager at Vistra, said
SDEP helps with transporta-
tion vendors to get people to
job sites and offices, and is do-
ing novel things like character-
based lending rather than just
focusing on credit scoring.

“Even though SDEP is cur-
rently doing really great work
in this space, one organization
can’t solve it,” she said.

“If we want to scale the liv-
able wage for many people in
North Texas, everyone has to

Lone Star

MONEY
MARKET

YEARS OF 1

2024 File Photo/Nathan Hunsinger

Programs such as SDEP demonstrate real success reducing recidivism and meeting workforce needs, said Vistra CEO
Jim Burke. He said SDEP clients display “eagerness, a hunger, [and] a gratitude for the work and opportunity.”

come to the table”

Leaders from Dallas Coun-
ty’s justice system, including
jail administrators and proba-
tion authorities, have now
asked SDEP to help connect
roughly 10,000 more people
and their families to services
each year, reflecting the vol-
ume of residents coming back

into the community from the
county jail, Hutchins State Jail
and the juvenile system.
SDEP’s founders and part-
ners argue that if more of those
residents can move into stable,
living-wage work instead of cy-
cling in and out of lockups, it
will strengthen South Dallas’
and North Texas’ entire labor
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force and tax base.

The 6-year-old nonprofit
network was created by Jurey,
CEO of Redemption Bridge
and former chair of the Texas
Workforce Investment Coun-
cil, and Froswa’ Booker-Drew,
then-vice president of the State
Fair of Texas and a longtime
South Dallas community lead-
er. Jurey said the organization
has connected more than
8,000 people and their fami-
lies to jobs, training and essen-
tial services.

“If it takes a village to raise a
child, it’s going to take a com-
munity to transform some of
the most challenged areas of
that city”

Holistic support

A significant share of Tex-
ans in the criminal justice sys-
tem are there for nonviolent of-
fenses, said Michael Hinojosa,
chair of the SDEP Leadership
Council and a former Dallas
ISD superintendent. Nearly
onein three Texans has a crimi-
nal record, according to the
Texas Appleseed advocacy
group.

Statewide, about 47.2% of
prison inmates are rearrested
within three years, with 16.9%
reincarcerated, according to
the state’s Legislative Budget
Board. Recidivism rates are
worse among state jails, where
61.5% of state jail inmates will

be rearrested within three
years, with 24.3% reincarcerat-
ed.

Those cycles cost counties
millions of dollars in arrests,
jail time and court proceedings
alone, Jurey said.

They also represent lost tax
revenue and economic activity,
because people who are cycling
in and out of jail are not work-
ing or contributing to the re-
gion’s growth while taxpayers
cover the cost of incarceration.

Nationally, only about12.5%
of employers readily hire peo-
ple with criminal records, Ju-
rey noted, which makes it even
harder for those residents to re-
turn to steady work unless
someone helps them clear bar-
riers and build job skills.

People with records make
up about half of the roughly
3,000 youth and adults SDEP
served last year, he said.

The other half includes vet-
erans, youth at risk, people
fighting addiction, those who
are homeless, the working poor
trying to get by on minimal
wages and unemployed resi-
dents who need help building a
sustainable life.

Jurey said North Texas will
not be able to meet the demand
for skilled workers in critical
industries unless employers
are willing to integrate all of
those groups into the work-
force.

Dallas

County releases

about 150 people from its jail
each week, roughly 8,000 peo-
ple a year, Jurey said. Many of
them return to South Dallas
communities already strained
by low wages, limited transit
and few paths to the kinds of
practical skills local employers
need.

In some South Dallas
neighborhoods, such as ZIP
Code 75210, typical annual in-
comes hover around $14,000
to $15,000, and roughly 70% of
households are headed by a
single adult, Jurey said. About
a third of adults in these com-
munities lack a high school di-
ploma, creating a pool of work-
ers who are locked out of high-
er-paying jobs, he said.

Homeless people and peo-
ple in addiction treatment face
many of the same obstacles,
such as unstable housing, gaps
in education and spotty work
histories that make it hard to
find and keep steady, better
paying jobs.

These issues undercut Dal-
las County’s ability to build the
skilled workforce North Texas’
economy needs, and leave tax-
payers paying repeatedly for
short-term fixes instead of
long-term stability.

At any given time, Texas has
more than 20,000 open jobs in
manufacturing, logistics, con-
struction and related fields, Ju-
rey said. Many of those posi-
tions churn constantly because
employers hire people who lack
industry level skills and then
let them go within weeks.

Basic administrative barri-
ers can also stall reentry into
the workforce. State agencies
regularly tell people it will take
two to three months to secure a
driver’s license or other state
ID, Jurey said.

But through an agreement
with the Texas Department of
Motor Vehicles, SDEP can se-
cure driver’s-license appoint-
ments for its clients at locations
across the state within about 10
days. A partnership with the
national group VoteRiders
helps people navigate the doc-
uments they need to bring.

The South Dallas Employ-
ment Project now accepts cli-
ents referred from a range of
agencies, including city com-
munity courts and county spe-
cialty courts, Dallas police, city
marshals, the Texas Depart-
ment of Criminal Justice, the
Texas Juvenile Justice Depart-
ment and Dallas County’s juve-
nile system.

Those referrals help, but the
group’s leaders say without a
coordinated system to connect
those residents to support,
North Texas will continue to
bear the financial and human
cost of churn instead of build-
ing a stable workforce.

“We wanted to make sure
that we were bringing resourc-
estoholistically support a com-
munity that often isn’t recog-
nized and doesn’t always get
the attention that they need,”
Booker-Drew said.
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Managers see
success stories
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What comes next

SDEP is designing a model
for pre- and post-release sup-
port in the Dallas County jail to
help people before their release
and after they return home.

The group also started
weekly briefings at Hutchins
State Jail and is working to ex-
pand its work inside Dallas
County’s juvenile detention fa-
cilities to reach more young
people who are no longer
locked up but are still under su-
pervision.

Transportation is another
priority. SDEP launched a
small bus system last year with
Clean Up USA and Goodwill to
shuttle residents to jobs and
training and plans to expand
that pilot so more Dallasites
can reach work and services
consistently.

For housing, the project will
place people directly into
Housing Forward’s network of
shelters and housing programs
in Dallas and Collin counties
and is partnering with Van
Parker, the Dallas-Fort Worth
managing director for the na-
tional Housing Connector
nonprofit, to better match fam-
ilies in need with available
units.

On the employment side,
SDEP is partnering with
GreenLight, an education
technology company that has
donated a yearlong license to
its digital tools to help people
store their credentials, search
for jobs and map out career
paths, and with First Step
Staffing, a nonprofit employ-
ment agency that has opened
in Dallas.

SDEP also partnered with
37 training providers, includ-
ing historically Black colleges
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and universities, Dallas College
and the city of Dallas, to pro-
vide training for industry certi-
fications.

Health and social services
also matter. SDEP has brought
in Dallas County Health and
Human Services to expand the
county’s services across SDEP’s
10 service centers.

On the ground, SDEP oper-
ates through service centers
embedded in apartments serv-
ing 40,000 units, nonprofit fa-
cilities, and places like the In-
spired Vision Compassion
Center, a former Kroger that
now serves more than 1,200
families a day. The centers help
people apply for jobs, obtain
identification and housing re-
ferrals.

SDEP is also laying the
groundwork for a bioeconomy
in South Dallas to convert or-
ganic waste into clean energy
and local jobs. Jurey said seven
companies are speaking with
them about that work, which is
developed with federal and
state agencies.

The work could help reme-
diate brownfields in Dallas by
planting specialized crops that
remove contaminants from the
soil.

Cycle of incarceration

Education remains central.
Working with Dallas ISD,
SDEP hopes to connect school
dropouts, homeless people and
other Dallasites to training at
the district’s Career Institutes.

“Why don’t we take those
four, $30 million facilities that
are vacant at night, and have
Dallas College use the equip-
ment in there to teach the par-
ents of our kids and get them
industry-grade certifications?”
Hinojosa said.

Jurey stressed these actions
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A significant share of Texans in the criminal justice system are there for nonviolent offenses, said Michael Hinojosa, chair
of the SDEP Leadership Council and a former Dallas ISD superintendent.

will expand the networks’abili-
ty to serve more people at no
cost to the organizations or
their clients. Community lead-
ers agree.

“The reality is to address the
challenges and problems we
have in this community, it’s not
going to be a single organiza-
tion,” said former Dallas Mayor
Tom Leppert, who recently
joined SDEP’s leadership
council.

Dallas police Chief Daniel
Comeaux said the depart-
ment’s focus is on partnering
with organizations to keep peo-
ple out of the criminal justice

system in the first place.

“We are never going to ar-
rest our way out of everything,”
he said.

Burke said that while open-
ing hiring to candidates with
records or nontraditional
backgrounds isn’'t unique to
Vistra, it's making the biggest
difference when managers see
real success.

Durden’s journey shows
what that stability can look like
in a single household.

Today, he runs his own
speaking and consulting com-
pany, leads a board, and speaks
with people inside and outside
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of the justice system about
what it took for someone to
take a chance on him.

Still, Durden said he regrets
the pain he caused and is deter-
mined to live differently now.

“A person isn’t just their
worst moment,” he said.

“You can own what you did
and still choose to live in a way
that adds something better go-
ing forward.”

The News reached out to the
family of Carlos Parker, the
man killed in the incident for
which Durden was convicted.
His daughter declined to com-
ment.

This reporting is part of the
Future of North Texas, a com-
munity-funded  journalism
initiative supported by the
Commit Partnership, Commau-
nities Foundation of Texas, The
Dallas Foundation, the Dallas
Mavericks, the Dallas Regional
Chamber, Deedie Rose, Lisa
and  Charles  Siegel, the
McCune-Losinger Family
Fund, The Meadows Founda-
tion, the Perot Foundation, the
United Way of Metropolitan
Dallas and the University of
Texas at Dallas. The News re-
tains full editorial control of
this coverage.
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