
From left to right, Tennessee Chief Operating Officer Brandon Gibson, Gov. Bill Lee, Finance and Ad-
ministration Commissioner Jim Bryson, and State Budget Director David Thurman listen as department 
heads make their budget presentations. 

By KATE COIL
TT&C Assistant Editor

Rising technology costs and 
increased wages needed to recruit 
and retain employees were among 
top concerns expressed by multiple 
state departments as part of Gov. Bill 
Lee’s yearly budget hearings. 

As data is migrated to the cloud, 
use of AI is expanded, security 
concerns increase, and technology 
companies like Microsoft renew 
their enterprise licensee agreements, 
state departments including Human 
Resources, TennCare, General Ser-
vices and Revenue reported needing 
extra funds to maintain current soft-
ware to continue to provide essential 
services or upgrade to cloud services.

Tennessee Chief Operating Of-
ficer Brandon Gibson noted she was 
concerned by the cost increases for 
the basic technology required by state 
departments. Stephanie Dedmon, the 
state’s Chief Information Officer, said 
this is an unfortunate fact of doing 
business as these enterprise licenses 
support basic functions like email and 
office suites.

“We are equally concerned about 
the rising cost and do try to push back 
with the vendors,” Dedmon said. “We 
are pretty much in line with other states, 
which doesn’t help us in terms of dol-
lars but does show we are negotiating 
as best we can. Technology is so much 
more part of what we do to deliver our 
services than it was 10 or 15 years ago, 
and it’s frustrating how the vendors 

want more and more.”
Additionally, departments in-

cluding Disability and Aging, La-
bor and Workforce Development, 
General Services, TDOT, and TBI 
noted they were requesting funds 
to increase employee wages or 
provide training and promotional 
opportunities in order to attract and 
retain workers. 

FINANCE & ADMINISTRATION
 Financial requests from the 
department included funds for 
moving data to the cloud, utilizing 
AI for more efficient operations to 
automate business enterprises and 
security functions, and technology 
maintenance. 
 The department also noted 
that Violent Crime Intervention 
Fund (VCIF) granted $150 mil-
lion to 267 local law enforcement 
agencies to provide funding and 
support through 2027. So far, the 
program has helped fund 2,800 in-
vestigations, 50 positions, and 9,600 
overtime hours, 142 vehicles, and 
1,300 radios. Other budget requests 
include:
• $5 million non-recurring for 

modernization to replace the 
Edison software in the next 
three to five years

• $3 million non-recurring to 
create a business gateway that 
will take information current-
ly spread across 12 different 
government websites into a 
single site

• $5 million non-recurring for 
contractors to do remediation 
and $500,000 for tools to help 
meet new federal accessibility 
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City leaders can help as 
AI linked to rise in Internet 
Crimes Against Children

Rising tech costs, employee pay among 
concerns across state budget hearings

See ICAC on Page 6

AI is creating new ways for online predators to victimize children and 
teens. However, community leaders can help fight back to protect 
both children in their own lives and their communities.

crime and Digital Evidence Unit, 
works with Tennessee’s Internet 
Crimes Against Children (ICAC) 
Squad based at the Knoxville 
Police Department. The task force 
brings 72 affiliates from municipal, 
county, and state government to-
gether to investigate these crimes. 

While some departments have 
their own in-house departments or 
officers to deal with this work, the 
task force works with other local 
law enforcement to investigate 
ICAC cases and make arrests. 
Since he started with the unit in 
2017, Burghardt said the unit has 
gone from seeing 30 cases a month 
to over 100 a month in 2024. The 
types of crimes and the profile of 

By KATE COIL

With tablets, laptops, phones, 
and gaming systems under the 
Christmas tree, law enforcement 
officials are asking parents, teach-
ers, and other mandated reporters 
to educate themselves about the 
rising risk of Internet Crimes 
Against Children (ICAC), espe-
cially though the use of AI.

The National Center for Miss-
ing and Exploited Children (NC-
MEC) reported a 300% increase 
in reports of online exploitation of 
children between 2021 and 2023, 
an explosive increase verified by 
the UN and other agencies. Robert 
Burghardt, TBI Assistant Special 
Agent in Charge with TBI’s Cyber-

TN Senate, House caucuses elect
candidates for leadership roles

Sen. Jack Johnson
Senate Majority Leader

Rep. William Lamberth
House Majority Leader

Rep. Cameron Sexton
House Speaker

Sen. Randy McNally
Lt. Gov. and Senate Speaker

 Republican and Democratic 
caucuses in both Houses elected 
key leadership positions for the 
upcoming 114th Tennessee Gen-
eral Assembly set to convene Jan. 
14, 2025. Randy McNally, R-Oak 
Ridge, was nominated by his 
party to serve a fifth term as the 
lieutenant governor and speaker of 
the Senate. McNally has served in 
the role since 2017 and represents 
State Senate District 5. 
 “Our conservative majority 
has transformed state government 
and delivered freedom and pros-
perity to the people of Tennessee,” 
McNally said. “And the people 
have responded by giving Repub-
licans in Tennessee and across the 
nation a true mandate.”
 Rep.  Cameron Sexton, 
R-Crossville, won the Republican 
nomination to serve a fourth term 
as speaker of the House. He has 
served in the role since August 
2019 and represents State House 
District 25. 
 "I truly appreciate the support 
and confidence my colleagues 
have placed in me to continue in 
my role as speaker,” Sexton said. 
"Tennessee continues to grow and 
thrive because of our conservative 
philosophies and our dedication to 
preserving Tennesseans’ freedom 
and liberty. We will continue fight-
ing for solutions that strengthen 
and protect Tennessee families and 
communities."

 The entire General Assembly 
will vote to confirm the nominations 
for lieutenant governor and speaker 
of the house when they convene in 

January. 
Senate Republican Caucus
 Other leadership positions in 
See LEADERS on Page 4 

State Funding Board approves conservative 
budget projections; growth still expected

See FUNDING on Page 5

By KATE COIL

While policy changes have led 
to a decline in revenue, Tennessee’s 
state budget is expected to rebound 
amid positive economic growth. 

The four present members 
State Funding Board – Comptroller 
of the Treasury Jason Mumpower, 
Secretary of State Tre Hargett, 
State Treasurer David Lillard, 
and Finance and Administration 
Commissioner Jim Bryson – unan-
imously approved a conservative 
revenue estimate for Fiscal Years 
2025 and 2026. 

The projected FY24-25 budget 
will range from $21.76 billion on 

the low end to $21.84 on the high 
end with a general fund of between 
$18.72 billion on the low end to 
$18.83 on the high end. Depending 
on the outcomes of the FY24-25 
budget, projections for the FY25-
26 budget could range as low as 
$22.037 billion on the low end to 
$22.309 billion on the high end with 
a general fund of $18.907 on the low 
end and $19.211 on the high end. 

Finance and Administrator 
Director of Budget David Thur-
man said staff recommended the 
following:
• A range of -1.68% and -1.34% 

for total taxes in FY25
• A range of -2.5% to -1.91% for 

general fund taxes in FY25
• A range of 1.25% to 2.15% for 

total taxes in FY26
• A range of 1% to 2% for general 

fund taxes in FY26
The state funding board pro-

jections are based on reports given 
previously by two of the state’s top 
economists - Dr. Don Bruce, profes-
sor of economics and director of the 
Boyd Center for Business and Eco-
nomic Research at the University 
of Tennessee; Dr. Joseph Newhard, 
assistant professor of economics at 
East Tennessee State University; - 
and officials from two state depart-
ments: the Tennessee Department 
of Revenue and Tennessee Fiscal 

Review Committee.
Despite a strong underlying econ-

omy, Thurman said spending patterns 
are slowing and COVID relief funds 
are running out. As a result, previ-
ously accelerated economic growth 
is slowing.  

He said policy changes have also 
impacted growth, which accounts for 
the projections made for FY26. The 
fact that the state has used recurring 
funding for non-recurring items means 
that the state is cushioned against slow-
ing growth.

Thurman also noted that a “nor-
mal” growth range is between 3-5%.  

 During its Fall Meeting, the 
TML Board passed bylaw changes 
that demonstrated its continued 
commitment to ensuring that 
TML is dynamic, fosters oppor-
tunities for service on the Board, 
and remains committed to the 
values and integrity expected by 
our members. The latest bylaw 
changes come just more than two 
years since the Board passed what 
may have been the most signifi-
cant bylaw changes in its history. 
These changes were made with 
one goal in mind:  to ensure that 
TML remains the respected voice 
of Tennessee’s towns and cities. 
 Organizations can become 
stale, complacent, and fail to con-
tinually improve on delivery of 
their mission. Taking steps to avoid 
these pitfalls has never been more 
critical given how rapidly society 
and politics are changing. To this 
end, the Board has made signif-
icant changes to TML’s bylaws 
during the last two years to ensure 
even greater member participation 
and organizational integrity. Ear-
lier this year, the Board created 
a Visioning Committee to help 
chart TML’s next 25 years. But 
as much as we continually work 

to refine and improve TML as an 
organization, it all comes down to 
you! What makes TML effective, 
respected and able to deliver, de-
pends on your participation. 
 To borrow from the popular 
UT rallying slogan, “Are you giv-
ing your all for your town or city 
today?” Are you making the most 
effective and best use of opportu-
nities to amplify your city’s voice 
with others via TML? Are you 
encouraging others, a neighboring 
city or colleague, to get involved 
and do the same? Pat Head Sum-
mitt once said, “Teamwork is what 
makes common people capable of 
uncommon results.” TML is where 
your city and others “take to the 
field or court.” 
 As 2025 approaches, make 
a commitment to join the team 
by engaging state legislators and 
learning from other officials by 
participating in TML conferences. 
Get others involved to do the same. 
And let’s show everyone the truth 
about what makes Tennessee great 
– its towns, cities, and their officials 
all working together through TML.
 On behalf of the Board and 
staff, we wish you the very best of 
the holiday season and new year!

https://www.tnicac.org/
https://www.tnicac.org/
https://www.missingkids.org/home
https://www.missingkids.org/home
https://comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/tsfb/documents/meeting-packets/2024/SFBPacket2024.11.25.pdf
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CHATTANOOGA
Avail Enclosure Systems, part 
of Avail Infrastructure Solutions 
(AIS), announced the compa-
ny will expand its presence in 
Southeast Tennessee by expand-
ing manufacturing operations at 
its Chattanooga facility. Avail 
Enclosure Systems will create 82 
new jobs and invest more than 
$10 million through the move, 
which will help the company meet 
its growing customer demand for 
modular e-houses. Avail Enclo-
sure Systems is part of Avail In-
frastructure Solutions, the global 
provider of application-critical 
equipment, highly engineered 
technologies, and specialized 
services to the power generation, 
transmission, distribution, and 
industrial markets. From fully in-
tegrated electrical enclosures and 
custom switchgear to medium 
and high voltage bus systems, the 
company's proven solutions meet 
the most exacting requirements 
for safe, reliable operation. Head-
quartered in Suwanee, Ga., Avail 
Infrastructure Solutions has over 
1,750 employees and operates 
through a global network of 15 
strategically located manufactur-
ing facilities.

CHATTANOOGA
Mayor Tim Kelly has announced 
Chattanooga has applied to be 
the first National Park City in 
North America. National Park 
Cities are long-term grassroots 
movements for everyone mak-
ing their city greener, healthier 
and wilder with cities adopting 
the National Park City Charter 
with the goal of rethinking how 
cities and their park spaces work 
together. Presently, only London 
and Adelaide, Australia, have 
received the designation with the 
organization setting a goal of 25 
new National Park Cities around 
the world by 2025. Chattanooga 
joins a list of applicants including 
Glasglow and Southampton in the 
U.K. and Breda and Rotterdam in 
the Netherlands. 

COLLIERVILLE
The town of Collierville has 
opened the expanded disc golf 
course at Hinton Park. Holes 10 
through 18 of the course are now 
open for play after the expansion 
project began in May. The project 
was completed primarily by the 
dedicated Hinton Park grounds 
maintenance crew alongside 
their regular day-to-day duties. 
Despite an initial estimate of 
$320,000 for the project, the town 
managed to complete the expan-
sion for approximately $41,000, 
staying well within the approved 
budget of $75,000. Cost savings 
were achieved through in-house 
labor and strategic cost manage-
ment, making the new course a 
reality for the community at a 
fraction of the expected expense. 

COOKEVILLE
Moody’s Investor Services has 
upgraded Cookeville’s bond 
issuer rating and outstanding 
General Obligation Bonds to Aa1 
from Aa2. The city requested the 
rating on it $10 million General 
Obligation Bonds, Series 2024 
which were concurrently rated by 
Moody’s as Aa1.  This comes as 
Cookeville continues to experi-
ence remarkable growth as shown 
by a recent surge in building 
permits. The city issued 106 per-
mits in October 2024, the second 
highest amount issued in a single 
month and just short of the city’s 
all-time high of 107 set in January 
2024. A significant portion – 63 in 
total – were for single family or 
multi-family homes accounting 
for $19.4 million in investment. 

DICKSON
Officials in Dickson have broken 
ground on a new higher education 

Officials with the city of Crossville have broken ground on the city’s new Fire Station No. 2. Located at 
Interstate and Cottonpatch Drives, the new station will replace an aging facility on Industrial Boulevard. 
The $3.55 million project will allow more efficient service to the community with a projected comple-
tion date of late 2025. The new station will provide a ladder truck, engine, hazardous materials trailer, 
various support equipment, and a squad to Crossville’s growing north side. A third fire station is also 
in the planning process for the city.

Crossville breaks ground on fire station

East Ridge breaks ground on multi-purpose center

Officials with the city of East Ridge were joined by representatives of Pillar Construction, ASA Engineering, 
and HK Architects to break ground on the new East Ridge Town Center’s Multipurpose Event Center. 
Serving as a vibrant new space for community events and activities, the multi-purpose 12,000 square 
foot facility will include 7,072 square feet of event space. Boasting 20-foot ceilings, the event space 
will have glass doors that can be opened when weather conditions allow. Two smaller multi-purpose 
rooms, a catering kitchen, outdoor entertainment space, and indoor public restrooms are also included 
in the plans. City leaders envision a space that will host farmer’s markets and craft shows to wedding 
venues, birthday parties and everything in between. 

Knoxville’s Community Development Corporation (KCDC), along with business and community leaders 
and residents, officially opened Liberty Place, a 32-unit permanent supportive housing development 
for veterans. The residential development, which is located at 3627 Division St. in West Knoxville, is 
KCDC’s first housing site specifically for veterans and provides one-bedroom units to veterans who are 
homeless or in danger of becoming homeless. The fully furnished units, which include 16 fully acces-
sible ADA units, provide utilities and conveniences such as walk-in showers and on-site maintenance. 
Liberty Place residents are participants in the HUD-Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing (HUD-VASH) 
voucher program, a joint effort between the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) to move veterans out of homelessness and into 
permanent housing. The VA also will have offices onsite to offer case management services to residents 
that include coordination of medical services and community resources. 

Knoxville opens supportive housing for veteran housing

facility in the community. Nash-
ville State Community College 
officials joined local leaders to 
break ground on the community 
college’s new Dickson County 
Center for Higher Education, 
which will serve as a permanent 
campus for both NSCC and the 
Tennessee College of Applied 
Technology (TCAT) Dickson’s 
nursing and allied health pro-
grams. Additional space will be 
used to house the local non-profit 
the Jackson Foundation. The 
multi-million-dollar, state-of-
the-art facility will feature work/
study areas for students, a stu-
dent lounge, learning resource 
center, multipurpose room, and 
a Welcome Center that will help 
students with financial aid, ad-
missions, and other concerns. 
The facility is being constructed 
on nine acres of land donated 
by the TriStar Horizon Natchez 
Emergency Room, which is also 
next door to the facility.

MEMPHIS
AAON, Inc. (NASDAQ: AAON) 
will expand its presence to Ten-
nessee, creating 828 new jobs and 
investing $238 million in Mem-
phis in the next five years. AAON 
has selected the former American 
Snuff facility in Memphis to 
house its new HVAC production 
operations. The expansion to 
Tennessee will position AAON 
to better serve its customer 
base, and upon completion, the 
787,000-square-foot facility will 
produce various types of thermal 
management equipment for data 
centers under the BASX brand, 
including air-cooled systems, 
computer room air handlers 
(CRAHs), direct evaporative 
coolers and liquid cooling dis-
tribution units (CDUs). Based in 
Tulsa, Oklahoma, AAON, Inc. is 
a global leader in HVAC solu-
tions, employing nearly 4,000 
people worldwide. The company 
engineers, manufactures and sells 
premium HVAC equipment con-
sisting primarily of semi-custom 
and custom rooftop units, data 
center cooling solutions, clean-
room systems, packaged outdoor 
mechanical rooms, air handling 
units, makeup air units, energy 
recovery units, condensing units, 
geothermal/water-source heat 
pumps, coils and controls. Found-
ed in 1988, AAON is a world 
leader in HVAC solutions for 
commercial and industrial indoor 
environments. 

OAK RIDGE
Centrus Energy Corp.is investing 
$60 million to resume using and 
expanding centrifuge technolo-
gy at Oak Ridge with the goal 
of making the U.S. more ener-
gy-independent. The company 
recently secured the $2 billion in 
contracts needed to make them 
eligible for a portion of the $3.4 
billion from the U.S. Department 
of Energy for building up U.S.-
based energy supplies. Centrus 
presently employs 140 people 
at their Oak Ridge facility and 
hopes to expand those numbers. 
The company also has a facility 
in Ohio. Meanwhile, the U.S. 
Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
(NRC) approved construction 
permits for Kairos Power ’s 
Hermes 2 Demonstration Plant, 
which will be built adjacent to 
the company’s first reactor at 
the Heritage Center Industrial 
Park in Oak Ridge. Hermes 2 
is the first electricity-producing 
Gen IV plant to be approved for 
construction in the United States. 
The facility will include two test 
reactors, that will use molten salt 
to cool the reactor cores, and a 
shared power generation system.

SEVIERVILLE
Three new blueway landings 

have been opened to the public 
in Sevierville. Part of the Parks 
and Recreation Master Plan ap-
proved by the Sevierville Board 
of Mayor and Aldermen in 2018, 
the landings on the West Prong of 
the Little Pigeon River provide 
safe, ADA compatible access for 
kayakers, canoers, small boat 
anglers, and others. The three 
landings are part of five landings 
dubbed the “Rivers and Ridges 
Experience” that will provide 

new recreational opportunities to 
both residents and visitors. The 
project has been financed through a 
combination of private donations, 
grants from the state of Tennessee, 
and matching funds from the city.

SPRING HILL
The city of Spring Hill has received 
an AA+ long-term rating on both 
its $57 million series 2024 gener-
al obligation bonds and retained 
the same rating on its outstanding 

debt from S&P Global Ratings. 
The credit rating agency also 
described Spring Hill’s financial 
outlook as “stable.” The ratings 
will help as the city moves 
forward with several capital 
improvement projects including 
a new police department head-
quarters and fire station. Spring 
Hill previously made the jump to 
“AA+” in 2022, a rating it has 
sustained since. 

https://www.nationalparkcity.org/cities
https://www.nationalparkcity.org/cities
https://www.nationalparkcity.org/charter
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Ready sites can set cities apart for industrial development

By KATE COIL

The Tennessee Opioid Abate-
ment Council will be correcting 
an underpayment of county allo-
cations in a future disbursement. 

During the Oct. 15 meeting of 
the Government Operations Joint 
Evaluation Committee on Judicia-
ry and Government, Mary Anne 
Hagan, legislative senior auditor 
with the Tennessee Comptroller’s 
Office, reported an audit of the 
committee uncovered one audit 
finding and another observation 
linked to that audit finding. 

Hagan said this is the first audit 
the council has undergone since its 
inception and included the areas 
of membership, open meetings 
requirements, annual reporting 
requirements, policies and proce-
dures, disbursements to counties, 
and its approved use list. She said 
the audit finding regarded the need 
for the council to “develop written 
policies and procedures to govern 
its operations and ensure it meets 
its vision.”

“While the council has devel-
oped informal policies and proce-
dures as the need arose, it has not 
yet documented those policies and 
procedures when used,” Hagan 
said. “Without written policies 
and procedures, management risks 
noncompliance and inconsistent 
operations, such as those identified 
in the observation in our report.”

Hagan said the council mis-
calculated the 2024 county dis-
bursement of funds resulting in an 
underpayment of about $5.6 mil-
lion as a result of management not 
implementing a consistent method 
of calculating county disburse-
ments. Council staff informed the 
auditors of this miscalculation due 
to a “math error” after altering 
the planned county disbursement 
schedule at the request of the at-
torney general. 

The underpayment will be 

corrected in the upcoming 2025 
payments to counties. Hagan said 
the council staff used inconsistent 
calculation methods between 2023 
and 2024 disbursements, includ-
ing administrative expenses and 
interest earned. Hagan said audi-
tors recommended formal written 
policies to prevent this error from 
happening in the future. 

“The council is expected to 
receive more than $833 million in 
opioid settlement funds for those 
settlements already entered into, 
$227 million of which have already 
been by May of this year,” Hagan 
said. “From the 70% of settlement 
proceeds the council receives and 
directs the use of, the council has 
made disbursements of the re-
quired 35% to the counties in 2023 
and 2024 for a total of about $62 
million to date.

Mary Shelton, executive di-
rector of the Tennessee Opioid 
Abatement Council, said she and 

the council were in complete 
agreement with the findings and 
the suggestions of the auditors. 
She said the council hired a senior 
policy analyst in September, who 
has since drafted upward of seven 
policies. Shelton said she would 
bring at least two of these to the 
committee for review in December.

“Additionally, to ensure we are 
in statutory compliance, our office 
will consult with the attorney gen-
erals office before finalizing any 
policies,” she said. “We are also in 
agreement with the observation of 
implementing a consistent method 
of calculating the county disburse-
ments. Our accountant, who began 
employment in July, is currently 
assisting with the crafting of po-
lices and procedures to accurately 
outline the payment methodology 
of the payment disbursement to 
the counties. When the counties 
receive their letters of agreement 
in February 2025 for the 2025 

Opioid Abatement Council addresses underpayment, discusses funding strategies

disbursements, the accompanying 
information will include informa-
tion about the $5.6 million under-
payment and that those dollars are 
also included in those payments.”

Shelton noted the council is 
also implementing program and 
fiscal monitoring, performance 
outcome measures, and semi-an-
nual reporting for counties and 
grantees. She also further broke 
down the funds disbursed from the 
fund, noting that in addition to the 
$62.4 million allocated to county 
use nearly $1 million had been 
distributed to contracted users. 

Sen. Janice Bowling, R-Tul-
lahoma, inquired about what type 
of treatment programs are being 
funded, expressing concerns about 
medical treatments that replace 
opioids with other drugs. 

“I hate to see Perdue Phar-
maceutical and other companies 
laugh all the way to the bank as 
they are being paid to provide more 

opioids to treat the opioid epidemic 
that they – from all the evidence 
and all the research – knowingly 
started,” Bowling said. 

Shelton said several strategies 
are being funded through the trust 
fund, including primary preven-
tion, recovery support, research, 
education, and training. 

Dr. Stephen Loyd, chairman of 
the Tennessee Opioid Abatement 
Council, said the council tries to 
fund all strategies that help indi-
viduals in recovery.

“I am a product of absti-
nence-based recovery myself, and 
I am a big believer in that,” Loyd 
said. “Everybody’s path to recov-
ery is different. A lot of times, it 
looks like Big Pharma created the 
issue and now they have the answer 
for it. Unfortunately, for some 
people, their use is such that the 
only way we can keep them alive is 
medication. That needs to be avail-
able to those who needed, but we 
also need to fund abstinence-based 
strategies.”

More importantly, Loyd said 
he has found recovery is more suc-
cessful when social determinants 
of health are addressed. 

“We are talking about housing, 
job training, and the things people 
need to put their lives back togeth-
er, he said. “Our council has been 
pretty sensitive to that. If you look 
at the breakdown of our awards 
from the first round of grant money, 
you will see a lot of the funding 
went to those social determinants 
of health. The goal for everyone 
is to get to live like I live. A lot of 
them can get there if we give them 
the resources; some of them can’t. 
We have to use a discerning eye to 
find the path that is right for them.”

With a move from Vice Chair 
John Ragan, R-Oak Ridge, and a 
second from Bowling, the com-
mittee unanimously voted for a 
four-year extension for the council. 

Tennessee Opioid Abatement Council Executive Director Mary Shelton, left, and Chairman Dr. Ste-
phen Loyd, right, address the Government Operations Joint Evaluation Committee on Judiciary and 
Government.

By KATE COIL
TT&C Assistant Editor

As Blue Oval suppliers and 
other industries begin to open 
facilities in Tennessee, there are 
several steps municipalities can 
take to ensure local industrial sites 
are ready for business.

Jonathan Gemmen is the 
senior director with Austin Con-
sulting, the firm that provides the 
consulting work for the Select TN 
Certification Program as well as 
the state’s Property Evaluation and 
Site Development Grant programs. 
Since 2015, the company has re-
viewed more than 200 sites in 60 
counties for TNECD and seen the 
certification of more than 70 sites 
under the Select TN program. 

At a recent Blue Oval Commu-
nity Impact meeting, Gemmen de-
tailed ways cities can ensure their 
sites are ready to meet the needs 
of industry and manufacturing, 
giving them a competitive edge 
over others.

While Blue Oval is located 
in Stanton, Gemmen said that the 
supplier chain may reach further 
out into Tennessee than even the 
50-mile radius around the plant, 
especially as suppliers have al-
ready landed in Clarksville and 
Lawrenceburg. Additionally, the 
flood-prone land around the Mis-
sissippi River in Arkansas means 
Tennessee’s higher ground is a 
safer bet. 

Gemmen noted many com-
munities have already done much 
of the preliminary work they need 
to prepare for industrial develop-
ment, such as taking advantage 
of state-sponsored development 
programs. He advocated for com-
munities to continue having stra-
tegic discussions around smart 
growth and revisiting past property 
evaluation reports for ideas as 
well as how to move forward with 
infrastructure and community im-
provements.

Often, a company’s locations 
strategy focuses on transportation, 
available sites, utilities cost, freight 
costs, sustainability, and if there is 
room for expansion. When it comes 
to specific sites, they will look at 
labor market analysis, property 
evaluations, infrastructure, avail-
ability of sites and buildings and 
operating costs such as real estate, 
labor, transportation, utilities, and 
taxes.

Once they have narrowed 
down their top regions or sites, 
the company will then look into 
deep dive evaluations on topics 
like site feasibility, zoning, pre-de-
velopment approvals, permitting, 

environmental and geotechnical 
surveys, and other studies.

Some of the most critical op-
eration conditions determined by 
location include labor market sus-
tainability, customer and supplier 

proximity, utility availability, gov-
ernment support, business climate, 
and regulatory environment. 

Gemmen said companies will 
be more willing to compromise on 
some cost-savings versus others. 

Studies have shown 
that companies are 
less likely to want cost 
variance for work-
force but are more 
willing to see variance 
in costs for freight and 
electric power. 

“If the labor mar-
ket is not there, it’s 
an ongoing headache 
for usually many 
plant managers,” he 
said. “You get a lot 
of turnover when a 
bad decision is made 
location-wise for la-
bor. If you have to, 
on the financial side, 
you will bite the bullet 
and spend $2,000 an 
acre on real estate. A 
Fortune 500 Company 
that can honestly af-
ford it, they are going 
to do it if they know 
they are in a sustain-

able labor market where there 
won’t be issues.”

Gemmen said there is a mis-
conception that incentives help 
land projects, when really an in-
centive can serve as a “tie-breaker” 
putting one site above another if 
both are equally suited.  

“The one thing that is essen-
tially 100% in your control is hav-
ing a good site and preparing to get 
utilities there,” he said. 

Companies will also look for 
different things in an undeveloped 
site than they would an existing 
structure or spec building. Win-
ning sites are flat and cleared of 

major vegetation, have utilities 
on site with sufficient capacity, 
have transportation access (road/
rail), suitable soil drainage, zon-
ing suitable for use, compatible 
neighbors, free of contamination 
if previously used, environmental 
documentation, and a willing seller 
at a competitive price. 

For a site with an existing 
building, Gemmen said the focus 
is often on the layout or design of 
the building, if the building has 
multi-functional space and is in 
functional condition, there is room 
for circulation of trucks at docks, 
there are separate entrances for 
employees and truck traffic, and 
includes a clear height of at least 
28 feet, environmental documen-
tation, and a competitive asking or 
lease price. 

“I was at the airport in McK-
enzie in 2015 where they had a 
bunch of existing buildings, most-
ly empty,” he said. “There were 
mostly storage buildings and had 
all closed down about 15 years 
before. It was really tough to see. 
When you have existing buildings, 
it can be easy come, easy go. They 
can shut down. But when someone 
needs to get up and running quickly 
and need a building, you can meet 
that need. I went back to McKenzie 
just before the pandemic and all 
those buildings were full. They 
were older buildings, but when 
you need to be up-and-running as 
a supplier it’s a real advantage to 
have a building.”

One essential factor in a site’s 
viability - regardless of if there is 
a spec building or not - is its utility 
infrastructure, including electric-
ity, water, natural gas, and sewer. 
Gemmen said competitive rates, 
reliability and redundancies in en-
suring delivery of utilities, and low 
impact fees can give a competitive 
advantage to communities. 

Unreliable utilities, such as 
electric grids damaged by weather 
events or water resources known 
for going dry, can mean higher 
production costs.

“You may have a substation 
right next to the site, but is the 
transmission line that services that 
substation resistant to straight line 
winds?” Gemmen said. “It’s not 
just about utility cost; it’s about do 
you have the distribution voltage, 
how much capacity is at the substa-
tion, and how much capacity is in 
the line by the site. Time is money 
when an operation is down and you 
have employees who are going to 
get paid either way. Electric shut 
down due to loss of power can cost 
tens of thousands of dollars per 
hour in lost revenue.” 

Construction is still underway at Blue Oval City in Stanton with more suppliers expected to come on 
board. With new industrial prospects on the horizons, Tennessee cities can position themselves for 
manufacturing wins.

Present locations of Blue Oval City and Blue Oval suppliers.
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lice Depart-
ment. Surre 
has 18 years 
of experience 
and will take 
o v e r  f r o m 
n e w  C h i e f 
Jim Colvin in 
February. He 
has been with 
the Brentwood Police Depart-
ment since April 2007, serving 
as a crime scene technician, field 
training officer, patrol sergeant, 
patrol lieutenant, and tactical 
response team commander before 
being promoted to captain of the 
patrol division in 2002. Origi-
nally from Lake Orion, Mich., 
Surre earned a bachelor’s degree 
in criminal justice from Saginaw 
Valley State University.

D a v i d 
T o w n s e n d 
has been se-
lected as the 
assistant chief 
of police for 
the Coll ier-
vi l le  Police 
Department. 
Townsend has 
been with the department for 29 
years and has held numerous 
leadership roles, most recently 
as inspector over the Commu-
nity Services Division. He is a 
graduate of session 249 of the 
FBI National Academy and has 
received multiple awards and 
commendations in his career, 
including the prestigious Lead-
ership Collierville H.R. Houston 
Award. Townsend takes over the 
role following the death of pre-
vious Assistant Chief Jeff Abeln 
earlier this year.

Will  Wiley 
has been se-
lected as the 
new pub l i c 
works direc-
tor for Far-
ragut. Wiley 
comes to the 
city from Po-
way, Calif . , 
where he served as the assistant 
director of public works mainte-
nance and operations for the San 
Diego suburb. Wiley will take 
over following the retirement of 
longtime Public Works Director 
Bud McKelvey, who is staying 
through the completion of ren-
ovations to Farragut Town Hall 
and the Campbell Station Inn in 
2025. A native of Michigan, Wi-
ley moved to California in 1985.

city with 30 
years of ex-
perience – in-
cluding serv-
ing as deputy 
finance direc-
tor and chief 
accountant for 
the city. Reed 
most recently 
served as CFO for the Nash-
ville Symphony and also spent 
more than 23 years in financial 
roles with the Tennessee Titans, 
including nearly 12 years as its 
CFO. Reed holds a bachelor’s 
degree in accounting from the 
University of Tennesse. 

Chase Sons, 
chief of po-
lice for the 
city of Tul-
lahoma, has 
been accepted 
into the 293rd 
Class of the 
FBI National 
Academy in 
Quantico, Va. The elite training 
program is by competitive nom-
ination with less than 1% of law 
enforcement officers worldwide 
earning the honor. Sons started 
with the Tullahoma Police De-
partment in 2011, has served 
as Tullahoma's interim chief 
since November 2023 and was 
officially hired as police chief in 
February 2024. Under his tenure, 
the department has implemented 
several initiatives such as school 
resource officers in each city 
school, updating and upgrading 
patrol cars, crime prevention, and 
fostering positive relationships 
with Tullahoma residents. 

Capt. Nick Surre has been se-
lected as the next assistant police 
chief for the Brentwood Po-

Randy Ev-
ans, chief of 
the Cookev-
i l l e  P o l i c e 
Department, 
will retire on 
Jan. 31, 2025, 
a f t e r  m o r e 
than 41 years 
of service to 
the department. Evans began his 
career as a patrol officer with CPD 
in 1983 and was promoted to ser-
geant in 1990, lieutenant in 1998, 
captain in 2007, major in 2010, 
and has served as chief since 
2013. During this time, he has 
been involved in various aspects 
of policing from patrolling the 
city, serving as a departmental in-
structor, SWAT commander, shift 
sergeant, shift lieutenant, and 
uniform services commander. 

Cliff Mann 
has been se-
lected as the 
new s torm-
water coordi-
nator for the 
city of Far-
ragut. Mann 
has served as 
an engineer-
ing technician with the city since 
2023. Prior to that, he worked for 
the city of Knoxville as a storm-
water engineering technician and 
then as a stormwater specialist 
with Blount County. Mann holds 
a bachelor’s degree in aviation 
management from MTSU and has 
also worked in the aircraft engine 
maintenance industry. 

Jenneen Kaufman Reed has 
been unanimously confirmed as 
the finance director for Metro 
Nashville. Reed takes over the 
role from interim finance director 
Kevin Crumbo and comes to the 

Randy Evans

Cliff Mann

Jenneen Reed

Chase Sons

David Townsend

Will Wiley

Two long-time West Tennes-
see mayors are celebrating their re-
tirements after a combined 46 years 
of service to their communities. 

Collierville Mayor Stan Joyner 
has retired after 26 years of service 
while longtime Medina Mayor and 
past TML Board Member Vance 
Coleman retired following 20 
years of service. 

Joyner’s retirement was cel-
ebrated at Collierville’s Historic 
High School, which Joyner grad-
uated from and was instrumental 
in acquiring for the city to be ren-
ovated into an office space for the 
town government. Built in 1935 
and constructed with CCC labor, 
the building was named in Joyner’s 
honor at the ceremony as the Stan 
R. Joyner Municipal Annex.

At his retirement ceremony, 
Collierville Mayor-Elect Maureen 
Fraser recalled Mayor Joyner’s 
“generous sharing of knowledge 
and insight, as well as his desire to 
simply do the job and not be in the 
spotlight.” She thanked him for his 
guidance over the years and in the 
years to come. Former Town Ad-
ministrator James Lewellen noted 
Mayor Joyner’s “generous gift of 
his time to the Town of Collierville, 
and his decision to put criticism 
aside and to always do what he felt 
was the right thing for the town”.

Tennessee State Representa-
tive Kevin Vaughn, Shelby County 
Commissioner David Bradford, 
and Tennessee State Senator Brent 
Taylor all thanked Mayor Joyner 
for his friendship and guidance 
over the years and wished him a 
wonderful retirement. 

Coleman was first elected 
mayor of Medina in 2004 and 
served 12 years on the TML Board 
as District 7 Director and an At-
Large Director. 

“At the time, Medina was on 
the verge of enormous growth 
projections, and I was approached 
to run for mayor and provide an 
optimistic outlook for building a 
strong community while maintain-
ing our hometown environment,” 
Coleman said of his initial run for 
mayor. “I have met a lot of great 
people in the last 20 years including 
U.S. Rep. David Kustoff, UT Presi-
dent Randy Boyd, all the governors 
during this time span, but for me, 
the individuals I have had the priv-
ilege to work with is personally the 
most interesting. Their dedication 
and commitment to the city has 
always amazed me. 

"All these extraordinary, won-
derful people have become part of 
my family. I am so blessed to have 
had these friends by my side. On 
a special note, Kim Gilley (Medi-
na's city recorder) has been with 
me from Day One. Thanks, Kim, 
for making me a better person 
and mayor- always helping point 
me in the best direction. To all 
my co-workers, thank you for all 
you do for me and the city. Words 
cannot express what each of you 
mean to me.”

During his tenure, Medina has 
grown from a city of 969 residents 
to one of more than 6,000. Coleman 
this growth presenting his biggest 
challenge as mayor, which was 
“preparing the city for the growth 

Longtime city mayors Joyner, 
Coleman, retire from service

by implementing policies and 
procedures to safeguard building 
standards, putting the right people 
in place to inspect and oversee the 
growth, and partnering with state 
and local officials to secure grant 
funds to supplement the cost of 
amenities such as parks, infrastruc-
ture, traffic signal, fire and police 
equipment so that the taxpayers did 
not have to bear the burden.”

Coleman said he has had the 
pleasure of working with “extraor-
dinary people” throughout the state 
of Tennessee, Gibson County, and 
all the surrounding area mayors 
on projects like parks and recre-
ation, economic development, and 
overhauling the city’s buildings 
and codes.

“One of my most memorable 
moments was the day we walked 
into the new municipal building,” 
he said. “We were meeting with the 
potential investors of Food Giant, 
prior to them committing to build-
ing in Medina, they came to visit 
our new municipal building when it 
was just a footprint with sand and a 
layout. It was so important for them 
to see that we were investing in our 
city, just as we were encouraging 
them to do. It was a known fact 
that we could not expect anyone 
to invest in our city if we did not 
show our dedication to investing in 
Medina ourselves.”

Coleman hopes his successor 
gets to build the same relationships 
with city employees and citizens 
that have made his own time as 
mayor such an honor.

“To the next mayor, I say stay 
positive, stay proactive and always 
put Medina first, which in turn puts 
the citizens first,” Coleman said. 
“Always remember, you don’t do 
it alone. It takes a team to make 
this city work. I want to thank the 
citizens of Medina for entrusting 
me as mayor for the last 20 years. 
It has been an honor to serve and 
has been my most important and 
challenging job of my career. A 
special thank you goes out to my 
wife, Kay, as she has stood by me 
and supported me through this 
journey.”

Collierville Mayor Stan Joyner

Medina Mayor Vance Coleman

Nick Surre

Tullahoma receives two 
awards for Urban Forestry

The Tennessee Urban Forestry Council (TUFC) has recognized two 
outstanding arborists from Tullahoma for their exceptional contributions 
to urban forestry and community sustainability. Lyle Russell, community 
engagement officer and arborist for the city of Tullahoma, has been 
named the 2024 Government Employee of the Year, while Monty Haw-
kins, utility arborist for the Tullahoma Utilities Authority, has been honored 
as the 2024 Private Professional of the Year. These prestigious awards 
celebrate the dedication, expertise, and innovation demonstrated by 
urban forestry professionals across Tennessee. Russell has led initiatives 
to enhance the city’s green spaces, improve tree health, and engage 
the community in sustainable urban forestry practices. His leadership 
in planting and maintaining native tree species has significantly con-
tributed to the city’s ecological health and aesthetic appeal. Hawkins 
has been instrumental in implementing innovative strategies to balance 
utility maintenance with urban forestry preservation. Pictured: Russell, 
left, and Hawkins, right.

TN Senate, House caucuses elect 
candidates for 114th leadership roles

Rep. Jeremy Faison
House Majority 
Caucus Chair

Sen. Ken Yager 
Republican Caucus 

Chairman

Rep. Pat Marsh 
House Speaker 

Pro Tem

Sen. Ferrell Haile
Senate Speaker

Pro Tem

Rep. Karen Camper
House Minority 

Leader

Rep. John Ray Clemmons
House Minority 
Caucus Chair

LEADERS from Page 1
the Senate include Sen. Jack Johnson, R-Franklin, as 
the Senate majority leader; Sen. Ken Yager, R-Kings-
ton, as the Republican caucus chairman; Sen. Ferrell 
Haile, R-Gallatin, as Senate pro tempore; and Sen. 
Dawn White, R-Murfreesboro, as secretary.  

House Republican Caucus
 House Republicans have selected their leader-
ship for the next Tennessee General Assembly, elect-
ing Rep. William Lamberth, R-Portland, as House 
majority leader; Rep. Jeremy Faison, R-Cosby, as 
caucus chairman; Rep. Pat Marsh, R-Shelbyville, as 
speaker pro tempore; Rep. Johnny Garrett, R-Good-
lettsville, as majority whip; and Rep. Kip Capley, 
R-Summertown as secretary.

Senate Democratic Caucus 
 Senator Raumesh Akbari (D-Memphis) has been 
re-elected to serve a second term as Senate Minority 
Leader. Senator London Lamar (D-Memphis) will 
continue her service as Caucus Chairwoman for a 
second term; and Senator Charlane Oliver (D-Nash-
ville) has been re-elected as Vice-Chairwoman.

House Democratic Caucus
 The House of Democrats has elected everyone 
to their leadership position for the 114th General 
Assembly. Rep. Karen Camper, D-Memphis, was 
elected House Democratic Leader; Rep. John Ray 
Clemmons, D-Nashville, as Caucus Chair; Rep. 
Larry Miller, D-Memphis, as Leader Pro Tempore; 
Rep. Sam McKenzie, D-Knoxville, as Democratic 
Whip, and Rep. Yusuf Hakeem, D-Chattanooga, as 
Secretary

Sen. Raumesh Akbari
Senate Minority 

Leader 

Sen. London Lamar
Caucus Chair

114th Tennessee General 
Assembly
Convenes 

January 14, 2025
12 noon (CST)
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standards
• $2 million non-recurring for 

storage refresh for FTI data. 

GENERAL SERVICES
 Ongoing capital projects from 
the department include:
• The $425 million Multi-Agen-

cy Law Enforcement Training 
Academy (MALETA) in Nash-
ville on track for a ribbon cutting 
in 2026

• A new, 126-bed Tennessee 
Veterans Home in Arlington for 
West Tennessee at the former 
Aging and Disability Campus

• Funding for six THP headquar-
ters offices being constructed 
across the state

• A new TBI lab and office in 
Knoxville with the current TBI 
facility being repurposed for the 
Department of Health 

• Construction of Blue Oval 
Wastewater plant

 
TNECD
 Officials with TNECD noted the 
state has seen $38 billion in capital 
investments – half of which was in 
rural communities – in the past six 
years. In that same time span, 
 TNECD has landed 633 proj-
ects, close to half of which are in 
rural areas. The $76 million invest-
ed in the state’s site development 
program has led to the creation of 
460,000 jobs and $1.6 billion in 
capital investments. Nearly 60% 
of investment in the state occurred 
in rural Tennessee. The department 
has also seen success with the $700 
million invested in broadband and 
the $4 million in placemaking grants 
awarded to nearly 60 projects.
 Commissioner Stuart McWhort-
er noted that many companies invest-
ing in Tennessee are putting more 
investment dollars in equipment 
upgrades and facilities rather than 
creating new positions, often doing 
more production with less personnel. 
He said this is particularly true of 
advanced manufacturing. 
 Budget requests from the de-

BUDGET, from Page 1

FUNDING, from Page 1

From left to right, Tennessee State Funding Board members Finance and Administration Commissioner Jim Bryson, Tennessee Comptroller 
of the Treasury Jason Mumpower, Tennessee Treasurer David Lillard, and Tennessee Secretary of State Tre Hargett

partment include:
• $45 million with $17.2 million 

recurring for Rural Devel-
opment projects such as site 
development, Main Street pro-
grams, placemaking programs, 
and downtown improvements. 
A new program – the Grant 
Opportunity or GO Fund – will 
provide grant matches for dis-
tressed counties applying for 
federal funds. 

• $25 million non-recurring for 
Fast Track and Entertainment 
Commission 

• $2 million recurring for the En-
tertainment Commission

• $63 million non-recurring re-
search and innovation requests 
including:

• $10 million for SBIR/STTR 
matching funds

• Tennessee Technology Ad-
vancement and Tennessee Inno-
vation Exchange pilot program 
to create partnerships with the 
state’s research universities to 
improve corporate research and 
development collaboration

• $25 million non-recurring for 
the REV program with ORNL

• $5 million for West Tennessee/
Blue Oval City planning

TDOT
 Tennessee spends less than half 
of the budget of peer states like Flor-
ida and Texas and is in the middle 
of the pack on gas tax, but revenues 
are slowing and not keeping pace 
with inflation, particularly the 20% 
inflation on construction costs. As 
the state continues to attract business 
and residents, investments must be 
made in infrastructure. At present, 
the gas tax is only growing by 4%. 
 Much funding is needed to keep 
existing roadways in a state of good 
repair with the majority of those 
fundings going to bridges and pave-
ments. The state presently is putting 
more money into repair projects 
and is still able to do less projects 
than previously. The longer it takes 
to complete a project, the more ex-
pensive that project becomes. Other 

highlights include:
• The single-largest TDOT proj-

ect remains the replacement of 
the I-55 Bridge in Memphis

• The first Choice Lanes will 
come online on Interstate 24 in 
mid-2026. 

• A $50 million non-recurring 
request to help in Hurricane 
Helene recovery that will pro-
vide low-interest loans to help 
local governments tap into 
match funds for state and federal 
dollars

• An $8 million budget request 
for spot safety as federal funds 
are only provided reactively 
to safety needs and Tennessee 
has recoded 1,300 fatalities on 
roadways in past three years. 
The funds will address a safety 
project backlog.

TBI
 TBI Director David Rausch said 
that 50 scientists have been added 
to TBI labs and that turn around for 
sexual assault kits has gone from 
45.4 weeks up to 13 weeks with an 
ultimate goal of all crime lab returns 
being done within eight to 12 weeks. 
He also noted that TBI technology 
investments and its new aviation 
unit have proven vital, especially 
during the Hurricane Helene efforts, 
to identify flood victims and perform 
search and rescue functions. Budget 
requests included:
• Increased personnel, including 

29 positions for victims’ ser-
vices and seven new intel ana-
lysts. Rausch noted an increase 
in cybercrime is leading to a 
need for additional personnel, 
particularly new staff positions 
to deal with Internet Crimes 
Against Children as no new 
personnel have been added to 
that area since 2011.

• Four positions to create a second 
state aviation team

• Funds for digital storage and 
technology to help with fentanyl 
and meth detection, which will 
both protect agents in the field 
and help with lab backlogs.

• The development of real-time 
crime centers in major munici-
palities which will serve as hubs 
to help clear violent crimes and 
provide intel analysis. 

• A pilot program in Knoxville 
that will test wastewater for drug 
use similar to that used to test 
wastewater for the presence of 
COVID-19. The pilot program 
will be deployed on high school 
and college campuses and can 
also help narrow down homes 
where drug manufacture and 
dealing may be taking place. 

DOH 
 With two-thirds of Tennessee 
counties without a hospital that pro-
vides maternity care, the department 
is developing telehealth programs 
for medical and mental health care. 
There are presently 31 counties in-
volved in these programs. 
 The Department of Health is 
also working to establish a Center of 
Excellence to help develop resources 
and best practices to address the loss 
of medical providers, both hospitals 
and private providers, in rural com-
munities. 
 The information hub will also 
develop research grants and pro-
grams to provide solutions to the 
often-unique problems different 
communities face. 

DISABILITY AND AGING
 With nearly 20% of Tennes-
seans soon to be retirement age 
and East Tennessee being the top 
retirement destination for retirees in 
the Southeast, funding requests from 
the Department of Disability and 
Aging have included senior-focused 
programs such as:
• Expanding seed money for rural 

transportation options for se-
niors, particularly in more rural 
municipalities and counties;

• Providing center grants;
• Grants for downpayments and 

housing renovations for seniors 
and those with disabilities;

• Programs that provide com-
munity support of seniors, 

particularly programs that help 
navigate dementia; and

• More funding for inclusive 
playgrounds. A grant program in 
2024 received 84 applications, 
but only seven of those could 
be funded. 

OTHER DEPARTMENTS
• The Department of Revenue 

noted that of the 120,000 tax-
payers eligible for the $1.6 
billion in franchise and excise 
tax refunds, 41,400 had claimed 
their refund, totaling $865 
million.

• TDEC announced six new state 
parks are expected to come 
online in the near future and the 
$28 million Tennessee Water 
Education and Training Center 
at UTIA’s Lone Oaks Farm 
is expected to be complete in 
2026. The “wet center” will pro-
vide opportunities for hands-on 
training programs in hydraulics, 
hydrology, erosion, and flood 
management.

• TEMA is requesting funds to 
deploy Mesonet across all 95 
counties. The program pro-
vides a network of real-time, 
automated weather stations for 
improved weather monitoring, 
severe weather warnings, and 
emergency response.

• TDIC said construction is un-
derway at the new residential 
burn building for training with 
completion expected in six 
months.

• Labor and Workforce officials 
noted that Tennessee is in a 
unique position where there are 
more employers seeing talent 
than people seeking employ-
ment. The reason for this gap 
may also be because the work-
force participation rate does 
not take into account full-time 
students, retirees, participants 
in the gig economy, or stay-
at-home parents. Additionally, 
external factors such as housing, 
transportation, and childcare.

Rising tech costs, employee pay among concerns across state budget hearings

Economic leaders told mem-
bers of the Tennessee State Funding 
that the state has seen strong growth 
in sales tax collections, but poli-
cy-related drops in franchise and ex-
cise collections, predictions that the 
economy will see a soft-landing for 
inflation, and uncertain geopolitical 
concerns may impact the economy. 

Bruce is projecting a decrease 
of -1.2% this upcoming fiscal year 
due to policy changes and growth 
of 2.7% in the next year, while Ne-
whard predicted a more optimistic 
forecast with growth of 0.6% for 
the upcoming fiscal year and 4.54% 
for the next.

The state Department of Rev-
enue is projecting 1.6% revenue 
growth this fiscal year and 2.2% next 
while the Fiscal Review Committee 
projected 0.79% growth this fiscal 
year and 3.17% in the next. The new 
franchise and excise tax policy is es-
timated to have eliminated 11.54% 
and 17% from revenue projections. 
Officials noted that the economic fu-
ture for the state could prove riskier 
because of geopolitical situations in 
Europe and in the Middle East as 
well as if federal domestic policy 
changes post-election. 

All four groups of economic 
experts agreed recent policy chang-
es will lead to a decline in state 
revenues, the days of double-digit 
growth for state revenues are over, 
and that the state is in an enviable 
position for unemployment. Pop-
ulation and job growth is expected 

to slow and there remains a gap in 
the state’s workforce that may not 
be filled.

Bruce noted that there is a 
64,000 gap in the workforce partic-
ipation rate, meaning there are many 
more open positions than people 
seeking employment. This may be 
because of factors like a geographic 
disparity between where these jobs 
are located and where those seeking 
employment live as well as factors 
such as many of those moving into 
the state doing so for retirement. The 
workforce participation rate also 
does not count retirees, full-time 

State Funding Board approves conservative budget projections; growth still expected

students, stay-at-home parents, or 
those who work gig economy jobs, 
such as driving for Uber or Lyft. 

In his projections, Bruce said 
the state can expect slow but real 
growth with Tennessee’s economy 
projected to do better than the na-
tional average. Tennessee's individ-
ual per capita income is also rising to 
meet the national rate. Bruce said the 
present rate for Tennessee is $62,229 
per year while the national average 
is $69,810. 

Newhard expressed concern 
that housing costs may also be 
impacting the state’s growth, es-

pecially as median home prices in 
Tennessee were higher than the U.S. 
average and all adjacent states save 
Virginia – which is somewhat of an 
outlier. While listings are beginning 
to return to pre-pandemic levels, 
he noted mortgage, rent, and other 
housing costs are eating into sales 
tax revenues. Many Tennesseans 
have taken on debt or taken money 
out of savings for housing, and own-
ing a home remains one of the best 
ways to build wealth.

Both the Department of Reve-
nue and Fiscal Review Committee 
officials noted strong growth in sales 

tax with policy-related declines of 
17% in franchise and excise tax. The 
Department of revenue has project-
ed 5% growth in sales and use taxes 
next year and 3% the following year. 
Sales tax will remain high as prices 
remain high.

Prices for basic goods are ex-
pected to remain high as the U.S. 
typically does not see deflation of 
prices once they have inflated. Jeff 
Bjarke, director of research for the 
revenue department, noted that 
there have only been two instances 
of deflation in the U.S. economy in 
the past 60 years. 
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means there is a new victim out 
there we have to identify. When 
that happens it’s a priority, and we 
put everything down to start work-
ing that case over any other. We will 
then report it back to NCMEC.”

AI technology is also being 
used to combat CSAM production. 
Those catching predators are also 
utilizing AI technology, both to 
identify children in images and to 
trick predators into think they are 
talking to children.

“Whatever the bad guys are 
using, law enforcement is using 
too,” Burghardt said. “If I want 
to pose undercover, I may take a 
photo of myself and make myself 
into a ten-year-old.”

At present, Burghardt said 
there is a difference in how AI-gen-
erated images are prosecuted. Tak-
ing a picture of a child in-person is 
production of child sex abuse ma-
terial, but work is presently being 
done to add AI-image generation 
under the definition of creation. 
Burghardt encouraged any local 

ICAC, from Page 1

officials or residents who want to 
back such a bill to contact their state 
legislators and voice their support.

“The only way you are going 
to defeat this entire issue of ex-
ploitation of children is education; 
we can’t arrest our way out of it,” 
Burghardt said. “If you can stop the 
communication part, you will get 
rid of a lot of the crime. Even if a 
local police department or school 
doesn’t have a lot of education 
themselves on this, they can go to 
NCMEC’s website and download 
free presentations and materials to 
educate teachers, kids, parents, and 
the public.”

Burghardt said he would like 
to see more of these materials out 
in public, to help educate and start 
conversations and to encourage 
children who may have been 
victims to contact those who can 
help. By putting up a NCMEC flier 
in a bathroom at a school, library, 
or public park, children who may 
be hesitant to talk to their parents, 
guardians, or other authority fig-

ures about being exploited can 
make reports directly to NCMEC.

“The overall topic is taboo,” 
he said. “Everyone knows about 
it, but no one wants to talk about it 
because it is uncomfortable. Even 
if a library or a school goes to 
NCMEC’s website and prints out 
one of their fliers to put up in the 
bathroom it can help. They have a 
flier and a website called Take It 
Down where if a child has a picture 
or video they are worried about 
being out there, they can go to that 
website, answer a few questions, 
and without the image leaving their 
laptop or phone, the app searches 
across the Internet to find if that 
image is there. The company is then 
notified to take the image down. I 
would like to have one of those fli-
ers in every single school bathroom 
stall so kids can secretly scan QR 
codes without everyone knowing.”

With more ways for children 
to access the internet, Burghardt 
said parents have to stay vigilant 
with their children’s devices and 
online time. He recommends par-
ents know what games their kids 
are playing, find out what features 
those games have for themselves 
to see if they have chat functions, 
and put rules in place. He also rec-
ommends making sure children are 
following these rules. 

“Parents have to be parents,” 
he said. “People worry about taking 
their kids’ phone and ruining their 
privacy, but at the end of the day, 
that is your phone not your child’s. 
When we do a search warrant 
where a kid is involved, we don’t 
ask the kid if we have permission to 
take their phone; we ask the parent. 
I think in society alone a device is 
an easy, quick babysitter, and even 
I’m guilty of it. For a lot of kids, 
their device and the internet is their 
world. It’s how they communicate 
to their friends. Just be aware of 
what is going on.”

He also recommends that chil-
dren only use electronic devices in 
family or common areas and not 
while alone in the bedroom or bath-
room. Burghardt said 90% of images 
he sees taken by a child is done in 
a bedroom or bathroom. He also 
suggests instituting rules that ban 
devices after dinner or at bedtime.

Tennessee Attorney General 
Jonathan Skrmetti led 31 state 
attorneys general in a letter to 
Congressional leadership urging 
them to pass the bipartisan Kids 
Online Safety Act (“KOSA”), cru-
cial legislation protecting children 
from online harm, before the end 
of the year. 

The coalition letter empha-
sized the urgent need to address 
the growing crisis of youth mental 
health linked to social media use, 
with studies showing minors spend 
more than five hours daily online. 
One provision of the act would be 
providing parents with new tools 
to identify harmful behaviors and 
improved capabilities to report 
dangerous content.

No loan is too large or too small

See us for your special projects needs 
(615) 255-1561

The City of Madisonville recently closed a $700,500 note issued to finance 
the purchase of a new fire truck. The city has used the TMBF loan pro-
grams seven times since 1999.  Seated L to R  are: City Recorder Sherri 
McCrary and Mayor Scott Hunt. Standing is Steve Queener, TMBF Mar-
keting Representative.

The Town of Tiptonville has used the TMBF loan programs three times since 
1998. The most recent was for a $1,000,000 fixed rate loan through the Clarks-
ville Public Building Authority to renovate the Reelfoot Lake Armory Building 
to use as a community center for the town. A portion of the funds will also be 
used to renovate the town’s baseball complex. Seated L to R  are: City Recorder 
Fran Hearn and Mayor Cliff Berry. Standing is Justin Hanson, TMBF Marketing 
Representative.

both perpetrators and victims are 
also changing.

“Coming into it, this seemed 
like a white male crime, but now 
it’s just anybody,” he said. “We’ve 
arrested teachers, police officers, 
pastors, and there is really no cer-
tain type of criminal. Sextortion 
is also becoming huge post-pan-
demic, and that mainly focuses 
on 14-17 year-old boys because 
boys are more apt to send out nude 
photographs than a female. Of all 
the CSAM [child sexual-abuse 
material] in the world, the majority 
are still girl victims because it’s 
usually a male crime, but needless 
to say, there are tons of male vic-
tims out there, too.”

While companies are getting 
better at finding and reporting 
inappropriate images on servers, 
the fact that more people are on 
the internet and have more ways of 
accessing the internet also makes 
it easier for predators to connect 
and groom victims. Burghardt 
said predators know where to go 
to meet underage victims online 
and will often convince victims to 
follow them to another site before 
exploiting them.

The advent of AI is also chang-
ing the landscape of ICAC, and 
Burghardt said the majority of new 
photos he is seeing have used some 
AI technology.

“A lot of the AI cartoonish 
pictures we see are infants, and a 
lot of the AI-created pictures we are 
seeing you can’t even tell that it is a 
fake photograph,” he said. “That is 
how good the technology is getting. 
I do a lot on the dark web, but I’ve 
even noticed AI sites on the clear 
web where these guys are online 
all day, every day creating CSAM. 
They are literally bragging about 
what they created with each other 
in chatrooms.”

AI has also added frightening 
new capabilities for predators, 
allowing them to use seemingly 
innocent photos for dark purposes. 
While before a predator might so-
licit a naked photo, Burghardt said 
AI capabilities mean this step is no 
longer needed.

“It’s so easy now; you just 
click a button and can turn anyone 
nude,” he said. “Know whatever 
your post on the Internet is out 
of your hands, and people can 
do whatever they want with that 
photograph. If you just Google AI 
to nude photos, there are tons of 
sites you can subscribe to. Some 
even have where you can throw a 
link to Instagram account in, and 
it will generate photos from that 
account. I can go on your Facebook 
page, grab a picture of your child – 
whether it’s an infant or a 17-year-
old – and instantly turn that into 
an AI image where I can put that 
child’s head on a photograph of 
CSAM.”

The ability to create these im-
ages from ones innocently posted 
online is driving the rise in sextor-
tion reports.

City leaders can help as AI linked to rise in Internet Crimes Against Children

“They don’t even have to reach 
out to a kid now,” he said. “They 
will randomly find a kid online, 
find a photograph of that kid, make 
a nude image, and then reach out to 
the kid and say ‘hey, I’ve got your 
nudes.’ The kid never did anything. 
They then threaten to send that pho-
to to all his friends and family, and 
these kids feel trapped. They don’t 
know who to turn to or who to tell. 
They don’t think anyone will be-
lieve they didn’t take that photo.”

Once online, an image there 
is forever, and once posted, an 
image may circulate for decades. 
NCMEC said that less than half 
of exploitive still images and less 
than a quarter of videos on the web 
are unique, meaning discovering a 
unique image may mean a child is 
presently in danger.

“Unfortunately, those photos 
will still be circulating long after 
we’ve passed away,” Burghardt 
said. “When NCMEC reports a 
tip, they will mention if they have 
never seen that photo before. That 

This is an example of the Take It Down flier that NMEC created to give underage victims of exploitation 
help in reporting and scrubbing the Intenret of unwanted images. A Spanish version is also available 
and a companion site exists for images taken of those over 18. Placing this flier in bathroom stalls at 
schools, public libraries, and other places children might visit allows victims to report crimes anony-
mously using the QR code. 

https://takeitdown.ncmec.org/resources-and-support/
https://takeitdown.ncmec.org/resources-and-support/
https://takeitdown.ncmec.org/
https://takeitdown.ncmec.org/
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/attorneygeneral/documents/pr/2024/kosa-letter.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/1409/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/1409/text
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Tennessee’s high school gradu-
ation rate broke another record 
in the 2023-24 school year. The 
rate was 92.1%, above the previ-
ous school year’s record-breaking 
90.6%. Clay County Schools, McK-
enzie Special School District, South 
Carroll Special School District, and 
West Carroll Special District each 
had over a 99% graduation rate 
while 73 districts graduated 95% 
or more of their students on time. A 
total of 78 districts also improved 
their graduation rates over last year 
with 67,232 students – 1,756 more 
than the previous school year – 
graduating. For more information 
on graduation rates for individual 
districts and schools, please visit the 
department’s Data Downloads web-
page. 

TNECD has announced the 
approval of the state’s Digital 
Opportunity Plan. The department 
has been allocated $15.8 million 
to implement the plan, which sup-
ports digital skilling and workforce 
development programs. With this 
approval from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce National Tele-
communications and Information 
Administration (NTIA), TNECD 
can begin deploying the allocated 
funding. TNECD’s ongoing efforts 
to expand broadband are part of a 
broader strategy to ensure that all 
residents have access to high-speed 
internet by 2028, and have opportu-
nities to develop digital skills, access 
high-quality tech jobs, connect to 
broadband enabled devices and ac-
cess online learning and telehealth 
resources. TNECD anticipates that 
applications for digital opportunity 
grants will open in the second quar-
ter of 2025.

Tennessee Attorney General Jon-
athan Skrmetti, alongside a bi-
partisan coalition of 30 state 
attorneys general, announced the 
completion of the $1.37 billion 
settlement agreement with Kro-
ger, addressing the grocery chain’s 
role in the opioid crisis. Tennessee 
will receive up to $42.9 million for 
opioid abatement, with payments 
anticipated to begin early next year. 
Kroger’s settlement is part of this 
Office’s ongoing efforts to hold 
accountable those responsible for 
the opioid epidemic. To date, Ten-

The state will award 20 cities 
part of $101.6 million in funding 
as part of the second round of 
broadband and digital opportunity 
grants.

These investments will pro-
vide last-mile broadband access 
and digital opportunity programs 
to more than 97,000 Tennesseans 
across 75 counties. With this latest 
grant round, TNECD’s total com-
mitment to expanding the state’s 
broadband infrastructure rises to 
$683 million, with an additional 
$132.6 million invested in digital 
opportunity initiatives, connecting 
more than 700,000 Tennesseans 
across 280,000 residential and 
business locations.

Connected Community Facili-
ties (CCF) grants were awarded to 
12 cities, who will share in funds 
totaling $49.4 million. These funds 
will enable workforce develop-
ment, virtual health monitoring, 
virtual education, and broadband 
access, all within one building 
for communities throughout Ten-
nessee.

Recipients of the award in-
clude $1.8 million for the Dan-
dridge Municipal Library, more 
than $1.38 million for Etowah, $2 
million for Kingsport, $727,048 
for Henning, more than $1.58 mil-
lion for Memphis, $1.98 million 
for Mt. Pleasant, more than $1.79 
million for Newbern, $736,200 
for Onedia, more than $1.8 mil-
lion for Ripley, more than $1.9 
million for Somerville, $609,980 
for Sweetwater, and $2 million for 
Whiteville.

Broadband Ready Communi-
ties (BRC) grants were awarded to 
eight cities, who will share in $1.6 
million. These funds will support 
community-based digital skills 
training and deliver the technology 
necessary to equip communities 
with digital adoption resources.

Recipients of the grants in-
clude $45,956 for Baxter, $100,000 
for Clinton, $94,763 for Dayton, 
$100,000 for Dunlap, $100,000 
for Knoxville, $21,782 for McMin-
nville, $100,000 for Sparta, and 
$94,763 for Spring City.

Broadband, digital opportunity 
grants awarded to 20 cities

$233,027  
• Morristown, $300,000  
• Main Street Murfreesboro, 

$300,000  
• Oneida, $202,775  
• Somerville, $300,000  
• Tellico Plains, Monroe County, 

$235,128  
• Tracy City, $214,005 
• Trenton, $300,000 
• Winchester, $300,000 

“I’m excited to see more Ten-
nessee communities secure funding 

nessee has secured more than $1 
billion in settlements from various 
parties involved in the crisis, with 
most funds directed to the state’s 
Opioid Abatement Fund. In addi-
tion, Kroger has agreed to injunctive 
relief that requires its pharmacies to 
monitor, report, and share data about 
suspicious activity related to opioid 
prescriptions. Kroger operates 116 
grocery stores across Tennessee. 
You can read the settlement between 
Kroger and the state of Tennessee 
here.

Tennessee’s October unemploy-
ment rate remained near its all-
time low and well below the U.S. 
rate, according to the Department of 
Labor and Workforce Development 
(TDLWD). The state’s seasonally 
adjusted unemployment rate was 
3.3% in October, an increase of one-
tenth of a percentage point over the 
previous month. Despite the uptick, 
Tennessee’s rate is eight-tenths of a 
percentage point below the national 
rate of 4.1%. Earlier this year, Ten-
nessee recorded a rate of 3% — its 
lowest ever — three months in a row. 
The state’s October rate of 3.3% is 
two-tenths of a percentage point 
lower than its rate in October 2023. 
The U.S. rate of 4.1% held steady 
from the month before and is three-
tenths of a percentage point higher 
than it was in October 2023. Be-
tween September and October 2024, 
Tennessee employers added 2,600 
nonfarm jobs. The largest increase 
was in the education and health 
services sector. The government and 
manufacturing sectors accounted 
for the next-largest increases.

Tennessee Gov. Bill Lee signed 
Executive Order 108, to establish 
the Duck River Watershed Plan-
ning Partnership and further the 
state’s commitment to balancing 
economic growth, water resource 
management, and environmental 
and habitat conservation to ensure 
the long-term sustainability of 
Tennessee’s watersheds. The Order 
specifically recognizes the Duck 
River Watershed as North America’s 
most biologically diverse freshwater 
river and its critical contribution 
to Tennessee’s outdoor recreation 
economy and communities as the 
sole water source for approximately 
250,000 Tennesseans.

City Project Amount
Allardt Fire Protection $320,695

Big Sandy Water System $585,619
Bolivar Fire Protection $420,000
Cowan Water System $546,000

Cumberland Gap Fire Protection $282,750
Ducktown Copper Basin Utility District 

Water System
$1,000,000

Erin Water System $697,379
Greenfield Water Meter Replacement $622,168
Harriman Sidewalk Improvements $840,419
Huntsville Town Park Improvements $704,060

Jamestown Sewer System $702,691
Lafayette Sewer System $1,000,000
Loretto Water Treatment Plant $609,009

Mosheim Wastewater Treatment Plant $1,000,000
Mount Carmel Fire Protection $420,000

New Johnsonville Sewer System $419,240
Niota Water System $1,000,000

Oliver Springs Water System $516,000
Oneida Library Improvements $907,100
Paris Eiffel Tower Park ADA 

Accessibility 
$717,600

Parrottsville Fire Protection $84,000
Parsons Regional Community Park 

Stormwater Improvement
$1,000,000

Pulaski Fire Protection Improvements $420,000
Sneedville City Park Improvements $831,580

Sweetwater Community Center 
Improvements

$1,000,000

Tazewell Park System Improvements $487,898
Tracy City Fire Hall Project $1,000,000
Tusculum Pedestrian Safety $1,000,000
White Pine Sewer System $496,986

Tennessee Gov. Bill Lee and 
Department of Economic and 
Community Development Com-
missioner Stuart C. McWhorter 
recently approved $26.6 million in 
Community Development Block 
Grants (CDBG), which will assist 
communities with infrastructure 
improvements and health and safe-
ty initiatives.

“Forty new communities are 
increasing the quality of life for 
Tennesseans through these crucial 
infrastructure grants, and I look 
forward to seeing the benefit and 
economic growth this funding 
brings to their regions.” said Gov. 
Lee.

The allocation of CDBG funds 
is based on priorities set through 
the public meeting process at the 
local community level. The CDBG 
program is funded through HUD 
and administered in Tennessee by 
the Department of Economic and 
Community Development. Funds 
are available for water and sewer 
improvements, health and safety 
projects and other improvements 
to enhance the quality of life in 
Tennessee’s rural communities.

In addition to traditional com-
munity improvement and safety 
projects, funding was also made 
available for community develop-
ment projects, such as sidewalk and 
walking trail improvements, street 
paving and community centers.

“Having the right infrastruc-
ture is essential to the work we do 
as a department because it can be 
the deciding factor in a company 
looking to expand or locate in 
Tennessee,” said Commissioner 
McWhorter. “The CDBG program 
is crucial to TNECD’s rural and 
community development efforts, 
and we are proud to announce 
additional funding today that will 

enable new growth in 40 commu-
nities statewide.”

Each application was support-

ed by the community’s senator and 
representatives in the Tennessee 
General Assembly.

30 municipalities awarded 
share in $26.6M in CDBG funds

Tennessee Gov. Bill Lee and 
Department of Economic and Com-
munity Development Commission-
er Stuart C. McWhorter announced 
that 18 Tennessee Main Street and 
Tennessee Downtowns commu-
nities are recipients of Downtown 
Improvement Grants. 

More than $4.76 million in Ru-
ral Economic Opportunity funding is 
being awarded to improve structures 
in Tennessee Downtowns and Main 
Street communities. Grants were 
awarded to organizations that illus-
trated the need for improvements 
and the ability to execute an effective 
design plan for building facades, 
wayfinding signage, gateways and 
streetscapes. As part of the program, 
each new grant recipient will be re-
quired to match 25% of the funding 
received. 

Communities receiving Down-
town Improvement Grants are: 

• Columbia, $300,000  
• Cookeville, OperationCity-

Scape, $255,000 
• Covington Economic Devel-

opment Corporation, $300,000  
• Cumberland Gap, Guardians of 

the Gap LLC, $300,000 
• Fayetteville, $225,000 
• Main Street Greeneville, 

$300,000  
• Jackson Downtown Develop-

ment Corporation, $300,000  
• Jonesborough, $104,494  
• Downtown Kingsport Associa-

tion, $300,000  
• Downtown Maryville Alliance, 

to help restore and revitalize their 
downtown districts,” said TNECD 
Main Street Director Kim Parks. 
“These grants will help stimulate 
economy, tourism and job creation 
for years to come.” 

To be eligible for a Downtown 
Improvement Grant, communities 
had to submit an application and be 
a designated Tennessee Downtowns 
or Tennessee Main Street communi-
ty. To learn more about the Down-
town Improvement Grant Program, 
visit the website here. 

18 municipalities awarded 
downtown improvement grants

More than $4.76 million in funding was awarded to 18 downtowns

The Tennessee Department 
of Finance and Administration 
announced that revenues for Oc-
tober were $1.5 billion, which is 
$22.6 million more than October 
of last year, but $30.1 million less 
than the budgeted estimate. 

The total growth rate for the 
month was 1.53 percent.

General fund revenues were 
$27.1 million less than the Octo-
ber estimate, and the four other 
funds that share in state tax reve-
nues were $3.0 million less than 
the estimates.

On an accrual basis, October 
is the third month in the 2024-
2025 fiscal year.

“October’s total tax receipts 
fell below budgeted expectations 
for the month but showed an 
increase compared to October 
2023,” Bryson said. “Sales tax 
revenues came in slightly below 
estimate, though they reflect 

nearly $60.3 million in adjusted 
growth from last year’s reduced 
tax base. Corporate tax revenues, 
or franchise and excise taxes, also 
missed estimates, but fuel taxes, 
realty recordation and transfer 
taxes surpassed monthly expec-
tations.

“Despite the modest revenue 
growth in October, we are only 
slightly above our year-to-date 
estimates. As a result, we will 
closely monitor revenue and 
spending trends for the remainder 
of the fiscal year.”

On a year-to-date basis, Au-
gust through October, total tax 
revenues are 1.40 percent greater 
than the budget estimate, or $72.4 
million above expectations. 
When compared to this same pe-
riod last year, total tax revenues 
have grown 1.51 percent or $77.8 
million.

General fund revenues are 

1.45 percent greater than the 
year-to-date budgeted estimate, 
or $61.7 million higher. Like-
wise, general fund collections 
compared to this same period 
last year have increased by 1.99 
percent or $84.3 million.

Individual tax performance 
compared to October 2024 Bud-
geted Estimates:
• Sales Taxes: Below estimate 

by 1.11% or $13.1million
• Corporate Taxes (Franchise 

& Excise): Below estimate 
by 26.61% or $21.2 million

• Fuel Taxes: Above estimate 
by 1.18% or $1.3 million

• All  other  taxes:  Above 
estimate by 1.85% or $2.9 
million

Year-to-date performance com-
pared to Budgeted Estimates:
• Sales Taxes: Above estimate 

by 0.95% or $34 million
• Corporate Taxes (Franchise 

& Excise): Above estimate 
by 0.82% or $6.4 million

• Fuel Taxes: Above estimate 
by 0.98% or $3.3 million

• All  other  taxes:  Above 
estimate by 6.04% or $28.7 
million

Individual tax performance 
compared to October 2023:
• Sales Taxes: Up 4.39% or 

$49.2 million
• Corporate Taxes (Franchise 

& Excise): Down 29.85% or 
$24.9 million

• Fuel Taxes: Up 4.33% or $4.7 
million

• All other taxes: Down 3.78% 
or $6.3 million

Individual tax performance 
compared to August through 
October 2023:

• Sales Taxes: Up 5.24% or 
$180.3 million

• Corporate Taxes (Franchise 
& Excise): Down 11.94% or 
$106.5 million

• Fuel Taxes: Up 0.37% or $1.3 
million

• All other taxes: Up 0.57% or 
$2.8 million

 The budgeted revenue esti-
mates for 2024-2025 are based 
upon the State Funding Board’s 
consensus recommendation from 
November 29, 2023, and adopted 
by the second session of the 113th 
General Assembly in April 2024. 
 Also incorporated in the esti-
mates are any changes in revenue 
enacted during the 2024 session 
of the General Assembly. All 
monthly estimates are available 
on the state’s website.

Tennessee October revenues $30.1M less than budgeted estimates

https://www.tn.gov/education/districts/federal-programs-and-oversight/data/data-downloads.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/districts/federal-programs-and-oversight/data/data-downloads.html
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/attorneygeneral/documents/foi/opioids-settlements/kroger-settlement.pdf
https://app.box.com/s/6r11gat0mqs6f1mmljzygnjk9424qzz0
https://www.tn.gov/ecd/rural-development/tennessee-main-street/downtown-improvement-grant-program.html
https://www.tn.gov/content/tn/finance/fa/fa-budget-information/fa-budget-rev.html
https://www.tn.gov/content/tn/finance/fa/fa-budget-information/fa-budget-rev.html
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Inflation increased slightly 
in October as predicted by 
economists. The Consumer 
Price Index increased 0.2% 
for the month, taking the 
12-month inflation rate to 
2.6%, up 0.2% from Septem-
ber. Excluding more volatile 
food and energy prices, the 
core CPI rose 0.3% for the 
month and was at a 3.3% an-
nual rate, as predicted. Stock 
market futures also increased 
slightly while Treasury yields 
fell. Shelter prices continue to 
be the biggest driver of infla-
tion as energy costs remained 
flat and the food index in-

Dec. 27: Memphis
Liberty Bowl 2025
An annual tradition dating back to 
1959, the Liberty Bowl game brings 
together the two best teams in the 
country, all but ensuring an exciting 
matchup.

Dec. 30: Nashville
27th Annual Music City Bowl
The 27th annual TransPerfect Mu-
sic City Bowl returns for another 
exhilarating showdown between the 
Southeastern Conference and Big 
Ten this December on ESPN.

Dec. 31: Gatlinburg
Gatlinburg New Years’ Eve Cele-
bration
Since 1987, this free, family-friend-
ly celebration has been one of the 
largest organized New Year’s Eve 
events in the nation, and this year’s 
celebration is set to be a spectacular 
end to the year.

Dec. 31: Knoxville
New Year's Eve at the Sunsphere
Ring in 2025 with your friends and 
family at World's Fair Park with food 
trucks, free activities including a si-
lent disco at 9:00 pm, DJ music with 
Knox Vegas DJs on the main stage

Dec 31: Nashville
Nashville’s Big Bash
Ring in 2025 with hours of live 
music, fireworks, and the signature 
midnight Music Note Drop with 
Keith Urban, Kane Brown, and Jelly 
Roll as headliners for the FREE main 
stage event at Bicentennial Capitol 
Mall State Park.

Jan. 8-11: Memphis
Elvis’ 90th Birthday Celebration
Come to Memphis January 8-11 for 
a milestone Elvis Birthday Celebra-
tion including three nights of live 
concerts at the Graceland Sound-
stage, conversations about  Elvis 
with those who knew him best, dance 
parties, Presley for a Day tours, and 
more.

 BY DANIEL C. VOCK  
Route Fifty

 
A new report from the Nation-
al League of Cities shows that 
city officials are preparing for 
a tougher budget situation, 
despite many indicators that 
local governments are in good 

financial health.
 Nearly two-thirds of city 
finance officials surveyed by 
the group last year said they 
were in better shape going 
into 2024 than they had been 
entering 2023. But going into 
2025, only half of the financial 
officers surveyed reported a 
similar improvement.
 That wariness has led cit-
ies to use more conservative 
revenue estimates for the com-
ing year, as inflation-adjusted 
revenue increases have started 
to level off after booming in 
the immediate aftermath of the 
COVID-induced recession.
 Still, property and sales 
taxes are increasing, bolstered 
by a robust housing market. 
Local income taxes are declin-
ing, but barely. Inflation has 
been heading down for nearly 
two years and the unemploy-
ment rate remains low.
 “The overall health of the 
economy is really in tip-top 
shape.” said Farhad Omeyr, 
the author of the report and 
program director for the Na-
tional League of Cities’ Cen-
ter for Research and Data. 
Property and sales taxes “do 
not show any signs of slow-
ing down,” he noted during a 
virtual event for the report’s 
release, and many local gov-
ernments have healthy fund 
reserves.
 But several factors might 
be making local officials more 
skittish as they head into 2025, 
Omeyr said. The federal stim-
ulus money made available 
through the 2021 American 
Rescue Plan Act will run out 
in the coming year, which 
means city officials must find 
new revenue sources to pay 
for any ongoing programs 
that were initially funded with 
those federal dollars. While 
most cities did not use ARPA 
money for ongoing initiatives, 
the end of that revenue source 
could make local officials 

more cautious, he explained.
 The country’s political situa-
tion could also be affecting how 
city officials are planning for the 
future. “This is an election year, 
so in general, elections … always 
make governments think more 
about their future years, as policies 
at the federal level and state level 
could change.”
 Lisa Cipriano, the director of 
budget and evaluation for Newport 
News, Virginia, said another factor 
weighing on the minds of city 
officials is paying off future debt 
for infrastructure improvements, 
an issue that is top of mind for 
Cipriano because Newport News 
is preparing a five-year capital 
improvement plan.
 The city is keeping about 16% 
of its general funds in reserve, even 
though the official policy is only to 
set aside 7.5%.
 “We have a very interesting 
relationship with fund balance: We 
don’t use it, we build it,” Cipriano 
said. “We don’t use it, which is 
very hard for an elected official to 
understand that you’re just banking 
money.”
 The extra money helps the city 
improve its standing with bond 
rating agencies, but it could also 
help the coastal city in the event of 
a hurricane, a severe nor’easter or 
coastal flooding that could strain 
city resources, she said.
 David Schmiedicke, the fi-
nance director for Madison, Wis-
consin, said the budget for the 
capital city has benefitted recently 
from high interest rates that drove 
up investment returns and a tight 
labor market that kept city payroll 
expenses down. Madison has expe-
rienced high turnover.
 But, he warned, neither of 
those were likely to last. In fact, 
Madison relied on federal ARPA 
funds to keep current services go-
ing through the pandemic and its 
aftermath. Now that the pandemic 
relief is ending, the city is asking its 
residents for a property tax increase 
in the November election because 
that’s the only source of major 
revenue that Wisconsin lawmakers 
allow the city to collect, he said.
 City officials in Madison are 
also looking for other sources of 
revenue to supplement property 
taxes, Schmiedicke explained. The 
city imposes a monthly “urban 
forestry” charge on residential 
properties. “The idea is that there’s 

a benefit from the forestry canopy, 
and that’s a benefit that applies to 
all properties in the city,” he said. 
“We may move that into other in-
frastructure areas as well.”
 Meanwhile, Madison is ex-
ploring ways to use city land 
to build transit-oriented devel-
opment, which could also im-
prove the city’s financial situation, 
Schmiedicke said.
 Another source of pressure on 
city budgets is labor shortages for 
municipalities.
 “We refer to it as a ‘nuclear 
arms race' when it comes to salaries 
in this area,” said Cipriano from 
Newport News. “It has to come to 
a point where we all have to agree 
we need to stop, but that doesn't 
stop the competition with private 
industry.”
 In Michigan, Rebecca Fleury, 
the outgoing city manager for Bat-
tle Creek, said the competition for 
workers has led to collaborations 
with the county or nearby munici-
palities.
 “We’ll maintain your fire 
trucks if you help us with code and 
inspections. It’s kind of like a bar-
ter system, but [otherwise] we’re 
finding that we’re poaching talent 
from our own neighbors, and that 
doesn’t help,” she said. “So what 
can we do? Can we consolidate 
those services? Can we use pub-
lic-private partnerships to leverage 
the private sector with the talent 
that we already have?”
 “Pre-pandemic, we would 
have never done that,” Fleury add-
ed. “What the pandemic showed 
us is we better be working better 
together to serve our residents 
because our money is tight. The 
expectation of our residents is not 
lessening, it’s greatening.”
 “And the pandemic created a 
whole other subset of vulnerable 
people in our communities” such 
as people who are unhoused, she 
said. “It was so much easier when 
we said, ‘Oh well, the county han-
dles all types of social services,’ 
but that’s not the case anymore. We 
are seeing those social service pres-
sures and needs within commu-
nities we hadn’t really addressed 
before.”
 “We’re doing our best to work 
better together in any way that we 
can, leveraging each other's dollars 
or partnering with private as well 
as philanthropic partners in our 
communities,” she said.

creased 0.2%. The readings have 
taken inflation further away from 
the Fed’s 2% goal and economists 
said the future of inflation is now 
uncertain with potential tariffs 
and policies from the incoming 
administration. 

Nearly a third of Americans 
expect to take on debt in order 
to give gifts this year. A survey 
found that 30% of those who plan 
on giving holiday gifts say they 
are prepared to break their budget 
on holiday spending while 47% 
say they have done so in the past.  
At least 12% of shoppers said 
they are still trying to pay off debt 

Going into 2025, cities plan for leaner budgets

they incurred during last year's 
holiday season as they begin their 
shopping for this year. Of those 
who expect to go into debt, 46% 
blamed inflation and rising costs. 
Additionally, a third of Ameri-
cans are opting out of gift-giving 
altogether with cost being the top 
reason. The National Retail Fed-
eration expects holiday spending 
to hit a record $902 per person 
this year with 74% of shoppers 
planning to use credit cards for 
purchases. Additionally, a third of 
shoppers are already heading into 
the holiday season with $5,000 or 
more in debt. 

https://www.memphisbowl2025.com/
https://nissanstadium.com/event/music-city-bowl/
https://www.gatlinburg.com/event/new-years-eve-celebration/19/
https://www.gatlinburg.com/event/new-years-eve-celebration/19/
https://www.knoxvilletn.gov/government/city_departments_offices/special_events/christmas_in_the_city/new_year_s_eve_at_the_sunsphere
https://www.visitmusiccity.com/newyearseve
https://www.graceland.com/elvis-birthday
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Meta data center begins operations in Gallatin
By KATE COIL

TT&C Assistant Editor 

Officials with the city of Gall-
atin were on hand to celebrate the 
opening of Meta’s Gallatin Data 
Center.

The new data center is now 
serving traffic, which means it is 
serving as part of the global infra-
structure that brings technologies 
and services by the company to 
life. Meta, the parent company of 
Facebook, broke ground on the 
data center in 2020.

“Since we broke ground on 
this data center in 2020, Gallatin, 
TN, has become our home,” Meta 
said in a statement. “We chose 
this location because it offered 
excellent infrastructure, access to 
renewable energy, a strong pool of 
talent for both construction and op-
erations staff, and great community 
partners that have helped us move 
forward quickly. Construction of 
the Gallatin Data Center has result-
ed in an average of 1,100 skilled 
trade workers on site at peak, and 
the facility currently supports over 
100 operational jobs. Once fully 
built out, this facility will represent 
an investment of more than $1.5 
billion in the state of Tennessee.”

Gallatin Mayor Paige Brown 
said Meta has served as a valuable 
partner for the Gallatin community 
already.

“Since choosing Gallatin, 
Meta has consistently made mean-
ingful contributions to our com-
munity, both in volunteer time and 
in monetary contributions – more 
than $1 million to our non-profits, 
the county school system, Volun-
teer State Community College and 
our local chamber,” Mayor Brown 
said. “They consistently ask how 
and where they can help and follow 
through on their commitments. 
Gallatin is better with the partner-
ships of Meta and other businesses 
like them that are committed to 
being a positive contributor to our 
city.”

Rosemary Bates, executive 
director of the Gallatin Economic 
Development Agency, said Meta 
has integrated itself into Gallatin 
long before this grand opening.

“Meta has been a model busi-
ness partner since breaking ground 
in 2020, from caring for our com-
munity to paying for infrastructure 
upgrades to bringing 100 quality 
jobs to the area,” Bates said. “By 
choosing Gallatin, they’ve gener-
ated worldwide attention that has 
spurred other tech industry invest-
ments in our region. We appreciate 
our partnership with Meta and their 
team.”

As part of the opening, Meta 
also announced a new partnership 
with the Gallatin Shalom Zone to 
help restore the historic gym on the 
organization’s campus, which had 
previously served as the all-black 
Union High School. The nonprofit 
also serves one of the most un-
derserved neighborhoods and will 
be supported by a $250,000 grant 
from Meta. 

“Revitalizing the gym at Gall-
atin Shalom Zone breathes new life 
into a building that has long been a 
source of pride and promise,” said 
Gallatin Shalon Zone Board Chair 
Kaneisha Dotson. “As a beacon of 
hope in our community, Shalom 
Zone stands as a testament to re-
silience and opportunity. Meta’s 
investment creates a beautiful, 
welcoming space that people and 
students absolutely deserve — a 

place where they can dream, grow, 
and be inspired for generations to 
come.”

The data center is matched 
with 100% renewable energy and 
has partnered with the Tennessee 
Valley Authority (TVA) to be one 
of eight Meta-support projects add-
ing 530MW of renewable energy 
to Tennessee. The facility also has 
the goal of being water positive by 
2030, meaning it will restore more 
water than it consumes. 

As part of Meta’s commit-
ment to sustainability, the Gallatin 
Data Center will be LEED Gold 
certified, and 30 acres of native 
pollinator habitat have been plant-
ed on site to date. The company is 
also partnering with the Tennessee 
Environmental Council to install 
6,000 square feet of pollinator gar-
dens across Sumner County middle 
schools, providing students with 
hands-on opportunities to learn 
about sustainable practices and 
environmental conservation. 

Gov. Bill Lee said that this is 
hopefully the first of many partner-
ships with the company.

“The state with the workers 
will win every time, and I am proud 
to welcome Meta to Sumner Coun-
ty,” Gov. Lee said. “I thank Meta 
for their significant investment in 
the Volunteer State, and look for-
ward to our continued partnership, 
which will drive our economy and 
deliver even greater opportunity 
for Tennesseans.” 

Tennessee Department of 
Economic and Community De-
velopment Commissioner Stuart 
McWhorter said Meta’s partner-
ship with Gallatin is an example 
of how economic investment can 
be revolutionary for communities.

“Four years ago, we announced 
that Meta would locate a state-of-
the-art data center in Tennessee 
with Gallatin as its first location,” 
he said. “What was an $800 million 
investment then has surpassed that 
amount and grown to an approxi-
mately $1.5 billion investment in 
our state. Meta’s investment is not 
only driving Tennessee’s economy, 
but the company is also making an 
impact at the local level, becoming 
a true community partner.” 

TNECD Commissioner Stuart McWhorter, far left, and Gallatin Mayor Paige Brown, second from left, 
join Meta officials in officially turning on the new Meta data center to traffic. 

As part of community outreach efforts, Meta has partnered with Gallatin's Shalom Zone to help renovate 
the historic gym on the organization’s campus, which had previously served as the all-black Union High 
School. The nonprofit also serves one of the most underserved neighborhoods in Gallatin and will be 
supported by a $250,000 grant from Meta.

Above: The server room at the Meta Data Center in Gallatin

Left: Meta provided local teachers with a hands-on workshop to assemble the new VEX V5 Workcell 
construction system — made possible through support from a Data Center Community Action Grant. 
The system will enhance workforce development training for Advanced Manufacturing occupations for 
area students.

The new Meta Data Center in Gallatin is not only a major investment in the community but also represents more than $1.5 billion in in-
vestment in Tennessee.

https://www.facebook.com/tectn?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZX3u3qSdKfrCxYpKlEUR08A9b2TYv7ZlfxFKTw73m6HjZO2xRBl26E7D4459hmtdFoNW5b1YF0mOEJJ3BYVu_w3foiwbAWa2nrkS9t8FMjeJBp2I18oXecPjlsYeMyonckTg7kDrMFrY7o7f-q4oeE3iNK19UHndSadoqqZUL_6WFA-LLQYaCJ7va6oJ3Qq0S04GPSjIgMvOh5NYMJo8WfUCnbvnyNbQHjgbADM4Bzjdw&__tn__=-%5dK-y-R
https://www.facebook.com/tectn?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZX3u3qSdKfrCxYpKlEUR08A9b2TYv7ZlfxFKTw73m6HjZO2xRBl26E7D4459hmtdFoNW5b1YF0mOEJJ3BYVu_w3foiwbAWa2nrkS9t8FMjeJBp2I18oXecPjlsYeMyonckTg7kDrMFrY7o7f-q4oeE3iNK19UHndSadoqqZUL_6WFA-LLQYaCJ7va6oJ3Qq0S04GPSjIgMvOh5NYMJo8WfUCnbvnyNbQHjgbADM4Bzjdw&__tn__=-%5dK-y-R

