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Spring football
The Mitchell High School 
football team completed 
spring practice over the 
past two weeks. Sports / 9

Next week
See pictures from tis year’s 
Special Olympics competition 
in next week’s News-Journal.

BY CORY SPIERS
Mitchell News-Journal
reporter1@mitchellnews.com

OBITUARIES

• Harold Self
• Dr. Thomas Vance
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Thank you, 
Sandy Verrill, 

of Spruce Pine, 
for subscribing to 
the News-Journal.
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Dozens show up for public hearing
Proposed funding of health district has citizens concerned

BAKERSVILLE – People 
packed the Mitchell County 
Administration Building 
conference room Monday, 
June 3, for the regular 
meeting of the Mitchell 
County Board of Com-
missioners that featured a 
public hearing about the 
county’s 2019-20 budget. 

The board reviewed 
and discussed the budget 

Monday, May 20, during 
a special meeting. Under 
the proposed budget, the 
county would use $17,269 
only of local money to pro-
vide a 3 percent raise for 
Toe River Health District 
employees. The remain-
der of the health district’s 
requested $462,000 of 
funding would come from 
Mitchell County’s portion 
of the profits from the sale 
of its home health. 

Board Chair Danny 

Burleson explained during 
the special meeting that 
dipping into that balance 
of funds would avoid a tax 
increase. 

Commissioner Jeff Hard-
ing said he was “bothered” 
by how the county planned 
to fund the Toe River 
Health District and Com-
missioner Jacob Willis re-
iterated he thinks Mitchell, 
Avery and Yancey counties 
should all pay the same 
amount and receive the 

same services and added 
Mitchell County taxpayers 
“shouldn’t have to suffer.”

“When everyone comes 
to the table, we’ll talk,” Wil-
lis said during the special 
meeting. 

During the public hear-
ing, the table got crowded. 

Concerned citizens and 
Toe River Health District 
employees packed the con-
ference room, which carries 

Mitchell County Commissioner Steve Pitman address-
es the crowd Monday, June 3, during a public hearing 
about the 2019-20 proposed budget. (BRANDON ROB-
ERTS/NEWS-JOURNAL)

$2 million water 
upgrade project 
now under way

TOWN OF BAKERSVILLE

Meters, mains included in Community 
Development Block Grant funding

BAKERSVILLE – A $2 
million water pipe and 
meter upgrade project is 
under way in Bakersville. 

Funds for the upgrade 
were awarded through a 
Community Development 
Block Grant and paid for 
the administration of the 
grant, construction con-
tracts and materials to 
complete the project.

“A lot of people are in-
volved in the project, and 
a lot of contractors we 
have worked with in the 
past stepped up to help us 
determine the cost of the 
project before we submitted 
the project to the federal 
government,” said Charles 
“Chuck” Vines, mayor of 
Bakersville. “These im-
provements will last for 
many, many years.”

New water mains are 
currently being installed 
at several downtown loca-
tions. The project started 
with installation across 
from the Bakersville Com-
munity Health Center and 
around to Pine Drive then 
down the hillside back to 
NC Highway 226, Vines 
said. 

“We’ll go from there to 
locations behind the build-
ings in town to tie everyone 
in,” Vines said. “That way, 
we will be able to loop our 
water around, and there 
won’t be any dead-end 
spots.”

The project is expected to 
be complete by October of 
this year.

“Hopefully we will clear 
up as much as possible 
with the amount of money 
we have,” Vines said. “This 
should make things a lot 
better.”

BY BRANDON ROBERTS
Mitchell News-Journal
editor@mitchellnews.com

Local artist Jacob Pendley takes a break Friday, May 31, to look at the Mitchell 
County Chamber of Commerce windows he spent the day adorning with an 
alien scene in preparation for the upcoming Spruce Pine Alien Conference and 
Expo. (BRANDON ROBERTS/NEWS-JOURNAL)

The truth is out there

Locals 
appear 
as extras  
in music 
video
BY BRANDON ROBERTS
Mitchell News-Journal
editor@mitchellnews.com

SPRUCE PINE – Some 
familiar Mitchell County 
faces can be seen in the 
newest music video by a 
Nashville, Tennessee-based 
trio of sisters.

The country music group 
McGuire, made up of sisters 
Kristen, Taylor and Caleigh 
McGuire, recently filmed its 
video for the song “I Blame 
You” at the Smithmore 
Castle in Spruce Pine. By 
chance, four Mitchell Coun-
ty natives were cast as ex-
tras and can be seen during 
a portion of the video. 

Alex McKinney, Brody 
Smith, Ben Robinson and 
Preston Roe were lifting 
weights together when 
Preston’s mother, Julene 
Roe, called him about the 
request for extras, which 
was posted on Facebook. 

“All we knew is they 
needed male extras,” Smith 
said. “So, we all just kind of 
showed up and they put us 
in the video.”

McGuire sister Kristen 
said the group heard about 
Smithmore Castle through 
a friend.

“Everyone was real-
ly grateful and helpful,” 
Kristen said. “It is such a 
beautiful area and we are 
thrilled with the way it 
turned out.”

The video can be seen on 
YouTube at https://youtu.
be/KcD0AxauvcA. Robin-
son, McKinney, Smith and 
Roe appear at about the 
1:40 mark.

Several considering run for Dobson’s state rep seat

SPRUCE PINE – Since North 
Carolina District 85 Rep. Josh 
Dobson, R-Nebo, announced his 
decision to run for North Carolina 
Commissioner of Labor, rumors 
about who will seek his seat in the 
statehouse have been swirling, 
although no one has officially de-
clared.

District 85 includes Mitchell, 
Avery and McDowell counties. 
Names being mentioned in 
Mitchell County include Repub-

lican County Commissioner Vern 
Grindstaff and Dobson’s opponent 
in the 2018 election for state rep-
resentative, Democrat Howard 
Larsen. Spruce Pine Town Council 
member Larry McKinney briefly 
considered running for the seat as 
well but is no longer considering 
it.

“It’s no secret to most who know 
me well, I have for some time had 
an interest and desire to serve my 
fellow citizens in the North Car-
olina House of Representatives,” 
Grindstaff said. “Public service is 
simply in my heart and soul. For 

me, this decision can’t be made 
in a week or two weeks. I am dil-
igently considering all that goes 
into this – my wife, my family, my 
time away from home and loved 
ones, my church and my career.”

Grindstaff said he plans to an-
nounce his decision by mid-June.

Larsen said he had “thought 
about” running for the seat, but 
said he would have to consult with 
his family before making a deci-
sion.

Spruce Pine Democrat David 
Wheeler, who ran against Sen. 
Ralph Hise in 2018, was also men-

tioned as a possible candidate but 
as of now he is not considering 
running.

“While Rep. Dobson is a very 
good person, someone with a view 
toward fixing our problems needs 
to replace him,” Wheeler said. “I 
hope the Democrats can find a 
good candidate to fill this seat. The 
timing for me is not right. I have 
three small kids and a new busi-
ness that require my 100 percent 
attention. Whomever the Demo-
crats nominate, I’ll fully support. 

BY BRANDON ROBERTS
Mitchell News-Journal
editor@mitchellnews.com
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a capacity of 45 people 
due to fire code. A capac-
ity crowd filled the room, 
leaving more than a dozen 
waiting in the hallway and 
watching through windows. 

Burleson opened the 
meeting by reiterating 
Mitchell County does plan 
to continue to fund the 
health department. He 
added the board had de-
cided to pull from funds 
from the home health sale 
because it is “simply a good 
business decision for the 
citizens” and added one-
third of the funds from the 
home health sale belong to 
the county and are available 
to use. 

“We’ve done this with 
other departments,” he 
said. “We took $100,000 
out of the Economic De-
velopment Commissioner 
budget not because we 
don’t support it but because 
they had a substantial fund 
balance. We then used that 
money to help fund two 
STEM teachers that our 
schools needed.”

Burleson then urged the 
listeners to “look at the 
whole picture” and said he 
could not rule out Mitchell 
County pulling out of the 
Toe River Health District in 
the future.

“We are considering 
pulling out of the Toe River 
Health District if that is the 
best decision for our citi-
zens,” Burleson said. “My 
advice is to meet, discuss 
and find the remedy.”

Burleson then allowed 
each commissioner to make 
a brief statement before 
opening the public hearing. 

Willis spoke first and 
apologized for any previous 
statements of his that may 
have been misconstrued 
and added he always wel-
comes questions. 

He said Mitchell Coun-
ty has paid more into the 
health district than the 
other two counties in the 
past decade and has re-
ceived “less than satisfacto-
ry” services. 

“We are elected to pro-
vide you the very best ser-
vices we can for the very 
best amount of tax value 
that we can,” Willis said. 

Commissioner Matthew 
“Vern” Grindstaff followed 
Willis and he, like Burleson, 
said he remains committed 
to avoiding a tax increase. 

“We are doing this to 
avoid a tax increase,” he 
said. “No one is happy with 
a tax increase. We can’t af-
ford a tax increase. I don’t 
think any of us can.”

Grindstaff also addressed 
rumors from some health 
district employees the com-
missioners are attempting 
to avoid funding the health 
district and are looking to 
pull out of the district as a 
retaliatory move. 

“We’ve never cut them 

short,” Grindstaff said. 
“This is a completely ridic-
ulous, fabricated statement 
made by some, for what-
ever reason. This level of 
underhanded politics is 
beneath what I think our 
professionals should be.

“We are exploring the 
options of joining another 
health district, but it’s pru-
dent, not retaliatory. Still, 
there’s also much work to 
be done if we ever come to 
that place.”

Harding, who represents 
the commissioners on the 
Toe River Health District 
Board, said a lot of the is-
sues with the health district 
stem from its environ-
mental health department 
and the health inspection 
process. 

Harding cautioned that 
using funds from the sale 
of home health makes the 
future uncertain, proposing 
the question of what hap-
pens when the sale funds 
run out. He encouraged all 
parties to be honest. 

Commissioner Steve 
Pitman said he had similar 
concerns as Harding. 

Following the statements, 
Burleson opened the public 
hearing. 

Five individuals com-
mented during the public 
hearing, including Jim 
Deyton, Yancey County at-
large representative for the 
Toe River Health District 
Board, and local family doc-
tor Steve North. 

Deyton said the home 
health sale funds are de-
signed as emergency funds 
and tapping into them is 
dangerous. 

“If you exhaust that fund, 
there’s no other way to fund 
the health district,” he said. 
“You’d be tapping into a re-
serve that you have a right 
to tap into, but it is unnec-
essary.”

Deyton added that if the 
county withdrew from the 
Toe River Health District, 
state requirements would 
still force the county to 
either join another health 
district or hire a county 
health director. 

North echoed Deyton’s 
concerns and added that 
significant health issues 
such as the opioid crisis 
and the measles mean the 
county should be prepared 
by being a part of a steady 
health district. 

“I feel that it’s 
short-sighted and fiscally 
irresponsible for this board 
to consider spending the re-
serve fund,” North said.  

Before the public hear-
ing closed, Willis pointed 
out that Avery and Yanc-
ey counties have already 
dipped into the emergency 
fund to offset the cost of 
past health district re-
quests. 

“What difference does 
it make if you take it all at 
one time or take it over five 
years?” Willis said. “This is 
politics. This has nothing to 
do with what you all have 
been told it has to do with.”

Following the public 
hearing, the board received 
several more public com-
ments about the future of 
the health district. 

Karin Rolett, Jessica Far-
ley and Christy Duncan ex-
pressed their concern over 
Mitchell County potentially 
leaving the Toe River 
Health District.

“To break up the district 
does not make sense,” Far-
ley said. “I think breaking 
up the district would be a 
horrible mistake. If we can 
share, partner and figure 
out our mistakes together, 
that’s what we should do.”

Duncan said pulling out 
of the health district would 
have consequences for the 
citizens of Mitchell County. 
During her comments, she 
also mentioned she believes 
the commissioners have 
worked to obtain special 
privileges for individuals 
with money. 

Grindstaff asked where 
she heard that information 
and Duncan said she heard 
it in a conversation with 
County Manager Kathy 
Young. 

“No, ma’am,” said Young, 
who was sitting just a few 
feet from Duncan in the 
first row. “I have never said 
that.”

Duncan responded to 
Young briefly before ending 
her comments. 

“You can say what you 
want,” Duncan said. “But 
you did tell me names. I 
won’t repeat them right 
here in front of everyone.”

Before adjourning, 
Grindstaff thanked every-
one who provided public 
comment. 

“This bothers me great-
ly,” he said. “It bothers me 
the attitudes that have de-
veloped. It bothers me the 
things that have been said 
– all the he-said, she-said 
and the back-and-forth. We 
need to be professionals. 
We need to be kind and 
courteous.”

Grindstaff urged Toe 
River Health Director 
Diane Creek to speak with 
him outside of the meeting 
to begin a dialogue. 

“I think we owe it to each 
other and the citizens,” 
Grindstaff said. “We’re 
not going to shut down the 
health department. Some-
times, it takes a prayer 
meeting, and I’d like for 
Ms. Creek and me to start 
that meeting.”

Following Grindstaff’s 
comments, Harding asked 
the other commissioners 
when they could all meet 
with the Toe River Health 
District board for a discus-
sion. 

“Enough is enough,” 
Harding said. “Let’s figure 
this out. Let’s get a plan.”

After a brief silence, 
Burleson looked at Harding 
and responded. 

“I tried to bring this up, 
and I think you were one of 
the main ones that always 
had to work,” Burleson 
said. “I gave up on it.”

Harding said he has 
never missed a meeting.

Willis said he remains 
open to discussions.

“The director ought to 
come to us, and we can ne-
gotiate some terms here,” 
Willis said.

Harding disagreed. 
“I don’t think it’s just up 

to the director,” Harding 
said. “I think it involves 
three counties and two dif-
ferent boards.”

Burleson and Willis said 
the Toe River Health Dis-
trict board is like any other 
board in the county, adding 
the appointed commission-
er representative for that 
board, in this case, Hard-
ing, should take care of the 
necessary discussions and 
report back to the rest of 
the board.

“That’s their board,” 
Burleson said. “That has 
nothing to do with us. 
You’re our representative 
on that board. You should 
take care of that.”

ART WALK
The second Bakersville Art Walk of 2019 took place from 4-7 p.m. Friday, May 24. 
Participating galleries were Anita’s Atelier, Bowditch Antiques and Framing, David 
on the Corner, In Tandem Gallery and Mica. Pictured are Andy and Silvia Palmer 
of In Tandem Gallery and some Art Walk participants. Art Walks in Bakersville are 
scheduled for 4-7 p.m. the following Fridays: June 14, July 5, Aug. 2, Sept. 6, Oct. 4 
and Nov. 1.  (BRANDON ROBERTS/NEWS-JOURNAL)




