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Yancey session draws criticism 
of HCA’s performance at Mission

continued on page 3

Liz Peverall, a Yancey physician, said, “Patients are 
getting less quality care and paying a lot more money 
for services. This is corruption. Where is that money 
going to? It’s going in somebody’s pocket.”

By Jody Higgins
“I’m trying to hang in there 

because I care about my pa-
tients,” a nurse who works at 
Mission Hospital said follow-
ing the forum. She said the 
working conditions are difficult 
because staff in all areas of the 
hospital’s operation have been 
cut drastically, leaving patients 
without the care they need and 
deserve. “Frankly, I’m looking 
for another job and if I have to, 
I will leave the area.”

“I may lose my job for 
speaking out,” the nurse told 
more than 125 people gathered 
at Burnsville Town Center last 
Thursday to offer comments to 
Gibbins Advisors, the indepen-
dent monitor overseeing the 
purchase agreement for HCA 
to purchase Mission Health 
System. 

The agreement, approved 
by NC Attorney General Josh 
Stein, holds HCA to certain 
commitments to ensure that 
people in WNC’s 18 counties 
continue to have access to qual-
ity healthcare. Stein met with 
local stakeholders to negotiate 
requirements HCA had to agree 
to before his office approved the 
$1.5 billion sale.

Ron Winters, founder of  
Gibbins Advisors, the inde-
pendent monitor over seeing 
implementation of the agree-
ment, said the seller, Mission 
Health System via the Dogwood 
Trust, hires the independent 
monitor to determine if HCA is 
in compliance and to assist the 
seller if compliance isn’t going 
on. Gibbins has also launched 
a website, IndependentMoni-
torMHS.com, where people 
can keep up with the monitor’s 

activities and where the public 
and Mission employees can sub-
mit information and concerns 
by commenting anonymously 
if they wish. Post comments 
at IndependentMonitorMHS.
com. 

Stakeholders such as the 
SEARCH (Sustaining Essential 
and Rural Community Health) 
group representing Yancey, 
Mitchell and Avery counties 
served by Blue Ridge Regional 
Hospital, also fought for a com-
mitment by HCA to keep hospi-
tals and facilities in WNC open 
for 10 years while continuing to 
provide certain services at those 
facilities unless the independent 
monitor and the advisory board 
were in agreement to make 
changes.

Another requirement was to 
open a behavioral health hos-
pital in Asheville. And another 
was to give Dogwood Trust the 
first option to buy the hospital 
system should HCA decide to 
sell.

None of the policies listed in 
the agreement can be changed 
for the 10-year period including 
charity care as well as policies 
related to Medicare and Med-
icaid.

Several patients said the 
charity care policy for the unin-
sured and under-insured agreed 
to by HCA was not being ad-
hered to and that bills from the 
hospital system did not reflect 
discounts HCA told patients 
they would receive.

A Mission patient with stage 
four lung cancer that has spread 
to his brain and bones told the 
monitor that he has Medicare 
Part B and his sole income 
is his Social Security check. 

“Mission said I would get a 20 
percent discount and when it 
didn’t show up on my bill, we 
got no answer from HCA. They 
referred us to third party billing 
from Ohio. After calling, faxing 
and mailing to that third party 
for months with no response, I 
have given up.”

“I’m not afraid to die, but I 
can’t deal with them any more,” 
he said. “I advise people to 
google HCA and they will find 
that the problems we are having 
are going on all over the country 
at hospitals owned by HCA. 
They just don’t care.”

Another man said that three 
days before his wife’s surgery, 
they negotiated a 20 percent 
discount and paid the negoti-
ated amount they would owe in 
full. Not only was the discount 
ignored once the surgery took 
place, they began receiving 
bills from other providers. He 
paid the entire bill and after 
speaking to numerous repre-
sentatives from the hospital for 
months. He finally received “a 
smaller discount than promised 
but they had my money for four 
months.” 

A member of SEARCH, 
Karin Rolett, spoke for an el-
derly neighbor who lives alone 
and had endured excruciating 
pain in her hips for seven weeks. 
She was told it would be six 
months before she could have 
the surgery she needed. 

Rolett said another neigh-
bor had serious GI problems 
and was transferred to Mission 
where she had to empty her own 
bedpan because the floor was so 
short staffed that it would be 40 
minutes or longer before a CNA 
or nurse could respond to pro-
vide the service or administer 
medication.

“If you are an non-HCA 
patient, it’s difficult to get a 
spot,” she said. “Surgical is 
overcrowded because it it un-
derstaffed and the staff that is 
there is over-stressed.”

Another patient said she 
had been fortunate to get a 70 
percent discount for service un-
der Mission’s ownership. “You 
filled out the paperwork and it 
was a piece of cake to get a dis-
count if you were underinsured 
but HCA makes it harder. Now, 
you have to jump through seven 
hoops. It is criminal. They want 
to keep the financial assistance 
money in their pockets.”

“I have fourth stage lung cancer that has spread to my brain and bones. I’m 
not afraid to die, but I can’t deal with them any more,” said the man holding the 
microphone. “I advise people to google HCA and they will find that the problems 
we are having are going on all over the country at hospitals owned by HCA. They 
just don’t care.” Photos by Jody Higgins

In a telephone conversation 
Monday morning with Darrell 
Bryant, vice president of Hu-
man Resources for HSM, the 
parent company of Hickory 
Springs Manufacturing, Yancey 
County Economic Develop-
ment Director Jamie McMahan 
received formal confirmation 
that the permanent closure of 
Hickory Springs’ Micaville fa-
cility would take place between 
April 23  and May 6, 2020. 

Inquiries regarding the 
plant’s closure were received 
by the EDC the preceding week 
from members of the public, 
he said. Prompted by those in-
quiries in an initial call to local 
plant management in Micaville 
on Friday, Feb.14,  McMahan 
asked whether plans for a clo-
sure of the facility had been 
announced.  

He was informed at that 
time that no plans had been an-
nounced but was also told that 
HSM’s corporate management 
had scheduled a meeting with 
employees at the facility at 3 
p.m. that afternoon. 

McMahan made a follow-up 
phone call to HSM VP Bryant 
on the morning of Feb. 17 and 
was informed of the closure at 
that time with the explanation 
that HSM wanted to ensure that 
its workers had been notified of 
the decision to close the facility 
by the company directly prior 
to any formal public announce-
ment being made. 

“I am saddened to hear that 
such a pillar of our workforce 
community is closing its doors,” 
said Yancey County Manager 
Lynn Austin, responding to 

EDC, commissioners respond to news of
Hickory Springs Micaville facility closure

the news. “Hickory Springs 
has been a great employer for 
many years to many people.  
We will work to support these 
employees during this period 
of transition.” 

“Hickory Springs has been 
an employer in our community 
and a corporate citizen of Yancey 
County for more than 50 years 
and we are sad to hear that their 
Micaville facility will be clos-
ing,” said McMahan.  “Our pri-
mary concern at Yancey EDC is 
for a smooth transition, working 
with HSM to make sure that the 
employees at the Micaville facil-
ity find alternative employment 
as swiftly as possible.”  

“I am very encouraged from 
my conversations with the hu-
man resources department at 
HSM that they will work with us 
to make sure this happens effec-
tively, either finding employees 
positions at other HSM facilities 
or making sure that they have 
the resources to locate gainful 
employment elsewhere as soon 
as possible,” he added. 

The company has already 
assigned a team to this transition 
process and as of this morning. 
McMahan said, “I have been in 
touch with staff at the NC De-
partment of Commerce and the 
local NC Works Career Center 
to assist with that process from 
our end as well.”  

“While a plant closure is 
never good news for a com-
munity, we are fortunate to cur-
rently be experiencing a robust 
labor market with many hiring 
opportunities in our county 
and within easy commuting 
distance in our region and I’m 

confident those who want to
find a well-paying job elsewhere 
will be able to do that relatively
quickly,” added McMahan.

According to the company,
formal closure of the Micav-
ille facility will be completed
sometime between April 23 and 
May 6 to allow for the orderly
conclusion of business at the 
facility and to allow ample time
for the employees to make the
transition.  

“We are saddened with the 
news from a wonderful corporate 
partner here in Yancey County as 
Hickory Springs has made its de-
cision to close its Yancey County
operation.  Hickory Springs has 
been a great asset to the county’s
economy for so long, employing
so many faithful people.  We
want to offer any and all help 
we can within our ability to 
reestablish employment as soon
as possible.  Thank you to all
employees of Hickory Springs
Manufacturing,” said Yancey 
County Commission Chair Jeff
Whitson in an official statement
on behalf of the Board of County 
Commissioners.  

“Though we are sad to hear 
this news, we are appreciative
that the company is giving
workers a two-month window
to get an early start on making
alternative plans to find work 
and begin their job search,” said 
Yancey County Commissioner
Jill Austin.

Further details will be pro-
vided to the public as they are 
made available by the company
and received by Yancey EDC or 
the office of the Yancey County
Manager.

County approves 2nd Amendment resolution
By Jody Higgins
Yancey County Commis-

sioners joined more than 50 
other counties in North Carolina 
that have approved resolutions 
supporting Second Amendment 
right to bear arms.

Supporters and opponents of 
the resolution packed the court-
house last Monday night when 
the measure was added to the 
commissioners’ agenda.

The proposed resolution 
was presented to the board for 
consideration by Shane Hilliard, 
Chief Deputy with the Yancey 
County Sheriff’s Office and 
Jackson Hensley, a Yancey 
resident. Both spoke in favor 
of the resolution as did Sheriff 
Gary Banks and a number of 
other county residents. Several 
residents also spoke in opposi-
tion to the board adopting the 
resolution.

After commission chair Jeff 
Whitson read the resolution, 
the board approved the mea-
sure by a four to one vote, with 
commissioner Johnny Riddle 
voting against adopting the 
resolution.

Riddle said he didn’t like 
some of the wording in the 
resolution, in which commis-
sioners agree to not comply with 
or enforce any future federal or 
state laws that might be passed 
modifying current firearm regu-
lations.

Riddle said the county has 
no authority when it comes to 
refusing to enforce state and 
federal laws, and that the reso-
lution itself had no legal status. 
In addition, the Constitution 
guarantees the right of citizens 
to own guns.

Riddle offered to discuss his 
opposition to the resolution with 
anyone who disagreed with his 
vote. Following the meeting, 
Riddle was ridiculed and threat-
ened on social media because of 
his stance.

Chief Deputy Shane Hill-
iard presented the resolu-
tion to commissioners.

Hilliard addressed the board 
in support of the resolution, say-
ing that legislators are stripping 
away Second Amendment rights 
rather than enforcing the Con-
stitutional right to bear arms. 
He said the resolution speaks 
to the gun rights of citizens and 
makes a statement that Yancey 

Commission Chair Jeff Whitson (right) read the reso-
lution making Yancey a Constitutional Rights Protection 
County.  Commissioner Riddle (left) voted against the 
measure, saying it went against the Constitution.

is a county that protects this 
Constitutional right.

Jackson Hensley, the sec-
ond presenter, said the reso-
lution sends a message that 
Yancey County is pro Second 

Jackson 
Hensley

Amendment 
and pro gun, 
although he 
is aware that 
the resolu-
tion carries 
no  we igh t 
and is more 
of a state-
m e n t  t h a t 
the county is 
saying you 
are not going 
to do this and 
we will not comply with addi-
tional changes to gun laws.

He said gun owners can 
“meet violence with violence to 
guarantee their safety.”

Hensley said the resolution 
speaks for the protection of 
gun rights against future leg-
islation that might be passed 
further infringing on the Second 
Amendment.

continued on page 2
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The Barkin’ Basement would like  to say “Thank You”  to our 
past and present donors, who have purchased and donated 
so much to support the Yancey County Humane Society. 

Thank You!

We kindly ask you to 
bear with us as we search for 

answers to our storage problems. 

We have been unable 
to take some of the donations 
we usually take, but we want 

you to know that we still 
appreciate your generosity 

and still need your donations!

Elect Matthew Whitson
Yancey County Board of County Commissioners
My name is Matthew Whitson and I am seeking 
a seat on the Board of County Commissioners. I 
am a graduate of Mountain Heritage High School, 
Class of 1996. I graduated from Mars Hill University 
with a BS in Business Administration. I have been 
employed by ECMD for the past 19 years. I am 
married to Destini Davis and we have two boys.

If elected, I plan to work hard to 
demonstrate responsible leadership. 
I will be the people’s voice in our 
local government. I am committed 
to our community, dedicated to 
progress, and want to help make 
Yancey County the best place to live. 

I would appreciate your vote.

PAID FOR BY CANDIDATE MATTHEW WHITSON

Be Prepared if the
Unthinkable Happens!
ATTENTION AREA CHURCHES

ZOLL® AED Plus
“We have provided these same 

departments and churches. 
Also the same AED 
used at Mission Hospital.”

CHURCH SPECIAL:
®  AED Plus

Call Former
Flight Medic 
& Sales Rep.
for Pricing
Jeff Burns828-284-0265

1722 US-19E, Burnsville, NC 28714         (828) 536-9742
Monday - Friday 8-4:30 / Saturday by appointment

Amanda A. Hudgins - Owner/Designer

Mitchell County physician Jim Carroll spoke at a meeting in Burnsville Town Center 
last Thursday about for-profit HCA’s performance operating Mission Health. Carroll 
said the sale of Mission was all about money. When the state legislature failed to ex-
pand Medicaid, Mission’s profit disappeared and they felt like if they didn’t sell quickly 
they would have to sell later in a worse position. Photo by Jody Higgins

An audience member asked 
the monitor what the contrac-
tural commitment was to pro-
vide financial assistance. Ron 
Winters replied, “I can’t tell 
you how it works. The attorney 
general can step in and force 
compliance after you go through 
a process.” Winters said the 
role of the monitor was not to 
provide solutions but to gather 
information that goes back to 
HCA, Dogwood Trust and the 
advisory boards. The crowd also 
insisted that the findings be sent 
to the attorney general.

“It sounds like these are 
questions that should have 
been addressed before the sale 
was approved,” said another 
patient. “Who do we go to for 
answers and who has authority. 
It sounds like they are policing 
themselves.”

A man said he sees a dif-
ference in quality of care after 
a recent health issue. “I have 
the highest regard for the the 
nursing staff but the moral is 
low and employees are quitting 
because of the stress caused by 
under-staffing – and they are the 
lifeblood of the hospital.”

“It’s obvious the new orga-
nization is cutting corners to 
make a bigger profit, and we 
are already seeing the results,” 
he said.

A local woman said that 
while her mother was at Mis-
sion, “no one came when she 
rang for help and her room was 
directly outside the nurses sta-
tion. She was at risk for falling 
and had to get up and go to the 
restroom and take a shower by 
herself.” 

She was later transported 
from Mission to a rehab facility 
with none of her medicine, and 
her belongings were crammed 
into a suitcase. There was no 
medicine list and the rehab 
facility could not get answers 
from Mission. Her paperwork 
had been lost.

While taking things from her 
mother’s suitcase, the daughter 
found some documentation but 
after examining the papers, she 
saw that “The information was 
for another patient with a differ-
ent medication list. I have car-
ried this paper around for some 
time – this name at the top is not 
my mother and these are not her 
medicines that are listed.” 

“I sent letters and tried to 
call higher ups for weeks and 
they have not called me back 
yet. This is not high quality 
health care and this is not what 
were used to.”

A former Navy chaplain and 
his wife, a retired nurse with 
the VA, said they moved here 
because of the high quality of 
care, which they particularly 
found at Blue Ridge Regional 
Hospital. His wife was admit-
ted to Mission in Asheville for 
a probable heart attack and was 
in the ER for 30 to 40 minutes 
before being assessed. The EMS 
personnel who transported her 
to Mission stayed with her to 
monitor her until someone was 
finally available to see her.

“My wife was again admit-
ted for knee surgery. She has 
celiac disease and cannot eat 
anything with wheat. She has 
to have a gluten-free diet. They 
said they couldn’t do that and 
someone from the hospital 
went out and bought gluten-
free frozen dinners in boxes.” 

He held up the boxes to show 
those attending the public forum 
last week.

Another patient said his bill 
had been miscoded by Mission, 
and they didn’t pay the $8,000 
invoice while trying to get the 
matter straightened out. “You 
have to pay it,” the patient was 
told, “and if you don’t pay, it 
will be put in collections.”

“You can’t get your records 
now from Mission, it takes three 
to six weeks to get them through 
some place in Georgia,” said a 
patient. “Something horrible 
has happened since HCA took 
over – the quality of care is 
substandard.”

Another person read a com-
ment sent by a patient who had 
hip replacement surgery and 
was at the hospital for four 
nights. She had asked for 40 
minutes to use the restroom and 
when someone arrived to help, 
she was then left on the bedpan 
for 30 minutes. “The nurses are 
competent but run ragged,” she 
said. “There is a lack of care; 
the medical professionals are 
swamped.”

Liz Peverall, a Yancey phy-
sician, said all staff at HCA 
facilities has been cut, and that 
she is aware of patients who 
haven’t received a bath in six 
days. “Patients are getting less 
quality care and paying a lot 
more money for services. This 
is corruption. Where is that 
money going to? It’s going in 
somebody’s pocket.”

Peverall said patients used to 
be able to work with Mission for 
charity care or to pay for portions 
of their care that was not covered 
by insurance. One of her patients 
had a CT scan and her portion to 
pay was $1300. “Charity care is 
not happening,” she said.

A woman who has worked 
40 years as a nurse asked who is 
in charge of enforcement of the 
HCA agreement. “Care is going 
down the tubes. Jobs have been 
cut and you do what you can 
with what you are given.”

Jim Carroll, a Mitchell 
County physician, who is also 
a member of SEARCH, offered 
an answer to a question about 
why non-profit Mission Health 
was sold to for-profit HCA. “It’s 
always about money. The NC 
legislature not expanding Med-
icaid was a factor for Mission, 
which was seeing profits disap-
pear and felt that if they didn’t 
sell now, they would have to 
sell when they were in an even 
worse position.

Some commented on staff-
ing, including Mission employ-
ees, saying it was “dangerously 
thin” and that HCA required 
nurses be sent home in mid-shift 
if there were not enough pa-
tients. However, if the  ER staff 
suddenly became overwhelmed, 
nurses were pulled off their floor 
duties to help in ER.

An tearful employee said, 
“We’re feeling like our work is 
not valued. Our rights and safety 
are not protected and patients 
are put a risk. During the time 
I was at Mission in Asheville, 
staff was cut drastically.”  

A nurse said that “CNAs 
were cut and health techs and 
nurses are doing the work of 
CNAs. I’m not a CNA and I 
had to ask another CNA what 
I needed to do for a patient.”  
She said the entire laundry de-
partment quit and many of the 
kitchen staff left. Many were 
seeking other employment.

Susan Larson, one of the 
founders of SEARCH, observed 
that the two doctors who spoke 
on Thursday in Burnsville, had 
practices that were not tied 
to Mission. “You don’t hear 
much from Mission employees 
because their afraid of losing 
their jobs.”

“I worked 40 years at Mis-
sion,” said a nurse. “I was so 
proud of what we did and it sad-
dens me hear all of these stories. 
Some are getting out as fast as 
they can to find another job.”

Larson encouraged residents 
to join with SEARCH to keep 
the community informed about 
the situation to work together 
to keep Blue Ridge Regional 
Hospital one of the best in the 
region. “By working together, 
we can keep our hospital and 
perhaps restore some of the 
services we’ve lost.”

HCA’s operation of Mission blasted
continued from page 1

New Chamber directors selected by membership begin duties
The Yancey County/Burns-

ville Chamber of Commerce 
held its second 2020 meeting 
onThursday, Feb. 6, its first in 
years with new directors elected 
by the membership.   

New board members Jake 
Blood, Leigh Howell, Bryan 
Peterson, Anthony Randolph, 
John Silver, and Kari Weaver 
joined Shirley Anders, President 
Lucy Doll, Jim Gentry, and 
Craig Howell to set terms and 
elect officers.

Gentry was elected Presi-
dent-Elect, and will step into 
the role of President in 2021.   
Weaver was elected Treasurer, 
and Blood elected Secretary.   
Randolph, Silver, and Leigh 
Howell will serve through 2020.   
Blood will serve through 2021, 
and Peterson and Weaver will 
serve full three-year terms 
through 2022.

After an executive session 
focusing on personnel mat-
ters, Executive Director Ginger 
Johnson and Member Services’ 
Jaime Duvall joined the board 
for introductions and to conduct 
regular monthly business.   

Directors and members alike 
will be taking on committee 
roles, and regular member-
centric events are in the works, 
the first being a dinner-and-
dancing “Member to Member 
Spring Mixer” on March 19 
at the Burnsville Town Center 

coordinated by Mountain Time 
on Main Street’s Claudia Hon-
eycutt. Details forthcoming!

Seven applications for new 
membership or renewals were 
approved.   To encourage renew-
als and new memberships, the 

Chamber is offering 10 percent 
off current members’ renewals 
when referring new members.   
For more information and ap-
plications, call Jaime Duvall at 
828-682-7413 or email jamie@
yanceychamber.com.  

Learn about 2020
Census at library

A US Census representa-
tive will be at Yancey County 
Library on Feb 18 from 1 to 4 
p.m., Feb 25 from 12 to 5p.m. 
Come by to learn about Census 
job opportunities and about the 
2020 Census.

Garden plots sought
for those wanting 
to grow own food

My Garden, a group of ex-
perienced gardeners in Yancey 
County, is looking for small 
garden plots for individuals and 
families in our area who want 
to grow their own nourishing 
food.  

My Garden will supply tools, 
seeds, plants and the education 
required to create and maintain 
a successful garden. 

If you have some land suit-
able for a garden, call 828-333-
8450 and leave your contact 
information; one of the local 
gardeners will return your call.


