
BY DAWN GAGNON
OF THE NEWS STAFF

HAMPDEN — By the time truck driver Mike
Smith heard the clanging of the railroad signal
bells, he knew his options were limited.

“I had a choice,” the 37-year-old Thomaston res-
ident said Tuesday night, less than an hour after
the back end of the tractor-trailer he was driving
was struck by a Montreal, Maine & Atlantic train.
The collision and subsequent derailment
occurred around 7 p.m. where the tracks cross
Route 9, also known as Western Avenue.

“My choice at that time was try to speed up and
get out of its way or die,” said Smith, who chose
the former option and lived to tell about it.

The train tore off the back end of the trailer
full of demolition debris Smith was hauling from
Warren to the Pine Tree Landfill, spilling trash
onto the roadway and into the steep gully that
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NEW LEVEL  D8 

BY ALI AKBAR DAREINI
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

TEHRAN, Iran — Iran’s hard-
line president said Tuesday that
the country “has joined the club
of nuclear countries” by suc-
cessfully enriching uranium for
the first time — a key process in
what Iran maintains is a peace-
ful energy program.

The announcement from
President Mahmoud Ahmadine-
jad was certain to heighten

international tensions sur-
rounding Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram. The U.N. Security Coun-
cil has demanded that Iran stop
all enrichment by April 28
because of suspicions the pro-
gram is designed to make
nuclear weapons.

Ahmadinejad warned the
West that trying to force it to
abandon uranium enrichment
would “cause an everlasting
hatred in the hearts of Iranians.”

FROM STAFF AND WIRE REPORTS

PORTLAND — Workers who claim employers
discriminated against them no longer will have
to prove that their physical or mental disabilities
substantially limit a major life activity, a closely
divided Maine Supreme Judicial Court ruled
Tuesday. 

In a 4-3 decision, the state’s highest court con-
cluded that a Maine Human Rights Commission
regulation defining a physical and mental
impairment was invalid because it required such
a showing.

Advocates for organized labor and the disabled
applauded the ruling, saying it opens the court-
house door to victims of discrimination. Busi-
ness interests expressed fear that it could lead to
a flood of claims and fuel the perception that
Maine is a bad place to do business.

The supreme court handed down the decision
after questions were referred to it by the U.S. Dis-
trict Court in a lawsuit brought by a Wal-Mart
employee who was removed from his manage-
ment job because high blood pressure and “pos-
sibly serious” heart disease did not allow him to
work the minimum number of hours the job
required.

Stanley Whitney, 69, of Gorham, who accepted
a lesser job at the Scarborough store, had sought
reinstatement as manager of the tire-lube

Protection provided against
workplace discrimination

Maine court
ruling backs
the disabled

AP PHOTO BY LUCA BRUNO
Mafia boss Bernardo Provenzano is escorted 
by a hooded police officer as he enters a police
building in Palermo, southern Italy, Tuesday. The
reputed No. 1 Mafia boss had been on the run
since 1963 before his capture Tuesday near 
Corleone, Sicily, police said. Story on Page A4.

BY MEG HASKELL
OF THE NEWS STAFF

The top administrator at the
Togus VA Medical Center near
Augusta says clinical staff were
following recommended steriliza-
tion procedures and even took
action to improve patient safety.
But the hospital still will be
included in a congressional inves-
tigation into surgical protocols at
veterans health care facilities. 

A report Monday from the VA
inspector general to the U.S.
House Committee on Veterans
Affairs raised concern about
sterilization procedures in VA
health centers. According to the
report, surgeons at the James A.
Haley VA Medical Center in
Tampa implanted an unsteril-
ized surgical steel plate in the
skull of a patient who had been
injured in a car accident. The
incident occurred in February.

A week later, the same facility
narrowly avoided the same mis-
take in a different patient when
the surgical plate didn’t fit. The
report said operating room staff
“incorrectly assumed that 
the implant and model were
sterilized by the manufacturer.”
In neither case was the patient
adversely affected. 

The report also referenced a
sterilization problem at Togus

Togus medical center included in Congress’ investigation of surgical protocols 

Poor sterilization at hospitals concerns VA

BY A.J. HIGGINS
OF THE NEWS STAFF

AUGUSTA — The state’s low-
est-paid workers will get a 50
cent raise over the next 18
months thanks to majority
Democrats who pushed a mini-
mum wage increase through the
Legislature on Tuesday.

Maine’s current minimum
wage is $6.50 an hour, $1.35 high-
er than the federal minimum
wage. Under the bill passed
Tuesday, the state’s minimum
wage will increase to $6.75 an
hour on Oct. 1 and to $7 an hour
a year later.

After a 73-70 final vote in the
House in the morning, the legis-
lation arrived in the Senate
where it was approved 19-15.
Lawmakers divided along party

lines in both bodies, and the
final votes were not preceded by
any debate, although the bill has
been extensively argued over
the last two months.

Gov. John E. Baldacci, who
vowed to raise the minimum
wage in his January State of the
State address, is expected to
hold a special signing ceremony
for the bill.

Staunch proponents of the
increase, such as Sen. Ethan
Strimling, D-Portland, said the
Senate’s vote represented “a
great day for Maine workers.”

“They’re going to get the
increase they very much
deserve, and people are going to
be able to support their families
a little better,” Strimling said.
“Every study shows that it’s
good for the economy to raise

the minimum wage.”
Strimling said minimum

wage workers oftentimes are
found working in service sector
and retail jobs and wind up
spending their extra money at
their place of employment.

“It’s the old Henry Ford
mantra: ‘I’ve got to pay my
workers enough money so that
they can buy my cars,’” Strim-
ling said. “So things like this
really are good for the economy
and Maine workers.”

Senate Republican leader
Paul Davis of Sangerville said
Strimling couldn’t be more
wrong and that the extra few
dollars the increase would pro-
vide would have to come from
the profit margins of Maine’s
small-business owners who are

Maine legislators OK raising
the minimum wage to $6.75
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A Montreal, Maine & Atlantic Railway engine and two cars derailed after colliding with the back of a tractor-trailer Tuesday evening on Western Avenue
in Hampden. Officials said nobody was injured, but traffic had to be diverted.

Hampden police
Officer Shawn
Devine talks with
Mike Smith of
Thomaston, a
driver for White
Oak Farm, after
the tractor-trailer
he was driving
collided with the
Montreal, Maine 
& Atlantic Railway
train in Hampden.
Smith was hauling
demolition 
debris to the Pine
Tree Landfill
in Hampden.
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BY KEVIN MILLER
OF THE NEWS STAFF

AUGUSTA — House lawmakers voted to inter-
vene in the decades-old fight over the Allagash
Wilderness Waterway on Tuesday by approving a
bill sought by local residents frustrated by limit-
ed access points to the scenic river.

Legislators also gave preliminary approval to
a compromise that would add Katahdin Lake to
Baxter State Park but still permit hunting and
snowmobiling in nearby forests.

After weeks of committee work and behind-
the-scenes negotiations, the full House got its
first chance Tuesday to debate and vote on the
two issues that have heated up what some believe
is a cultural war over northern Maine’s natural
resources.

House members voted 100-43 after consider-
able debate to approve a bill that rewrites parts of
the state’s management plan for the Allagash
Wilderness Waterway, a 92-mile corridor of
rivers and lakes that is part of the National Wild
and Scenic River system.

The bill, which now heads to the Senate for
consideration, was the latest skirmish in a battle
over management of the Allagash that has flared
off and on since the river was designated a pro-
tected waterway 40 years ago.

Local residents accused the state of working
in concert with conservation groups to stop them
from recreating on a river in their backyard.

“I just want to be able to use the water and

House
OKs plans
for Baxter,
Allagash
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