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By KATE COIL

While the U.S. Department of 
Justice (DOJ) has extended deadlines 
for government websites to meet new 
compliance requirements under Title 
II of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA), state and local leaders 
across Tennessee are working togeth-
er to ensure all citizens have access 
to digital information. 

The revision has given munici-
pal governments with populations of 
50,000 or more until April 26, 2027, 
and those with less until April 26, 
2028, to meet the stipulations. The 
standards of Web Content Accessi-
bility Guidelines (WCAG) laid forth 
in the original rule remain in place. 

How governments can best com-
ply with the ruling was the subject of 
a panel discussion at the Tennessee 
Digital Government Summit in 
Nashville. Brentwood Technology 
Director Sarah VanWormer, Ten-
nessee Department of Disability 
and Aging Digital Accessibility 
Coordinator Alexandria Eddings, 
and Tennessee Enterprise Project 
Management Office Senior Enter-
prise Project Director April Romero 
discussed implementation ahead of 
the new deadline. 

Romero said it is important to 
keep in focus that the rule is intend-
ed to provide accessibility to the 1.7 
million Tennesseans living with a 

disability and the growing population 
of senior citizens who increasingly 
need similar accommodation. 

“If you think back to before 
COVID, someone who needed ser-
vices would get someone to drive 
them to a state or local facility and 
take them in to get services,” Romero 
said. “During COVID when offices 
closed, imagine what that did to those See ADA on Page 5

Tennesseans who might not have the 
capabilities or didn’t have some to 
help them with online accessibility.” 

LOCAL CHALLENGES
While Brentwood is a city with a 

larger IT department than many, Van-
Wormer said it can still be difficult 
for her staff to support the city’s 19 

Acclaimed Appalachian story-
teller Dr. Hannah Harvey will keynote 
the opening session of the 86th TML 
Annual Conference, to be held July 
9-12 at the MeadowView Confer-
ence Resort & Convention Center in 
Kingsport. 

Raised on a farm in Blountville, 
Dr. Harvey knows Tennessee and the 
stories to be found in towns small and 
large. She will offer practical tips and 
techniques for city leaders to identify 
and tell their community’s unique 
story in an engaging and memorable 
style. 

A repeat performer at Jonesbor-
ough’s National Storytelling Festival 
as well as various festivals and events 
across the U.S., UK, and Morocco, 
Harvey is an award-winning commu-
nicator whose ethnographic stories 
trace the cultural roots of Appalachian 
folklore outward globally, and then 
connect this folk heritage back with 
the lived histories of Appalachian 
people and places.  

She holds a doctorate in com-
munication studies/performance 
ethnography from the University of 
North Carolina-Chapel Hill, is a past 
president of Storytelling in Higher 
Education, and was invited to provide 
courses for The Great Courses and 
GreatCoursesPlus. She also served 
for four years as Managing Editor of 
Storytelling, Self, Society journal. Her 
work has also been featured in PBS 
News Hour, the Wall Street Journal, 
Blue Ridge Magazine, and Theatre 
Guide London. 

One of her most recent projects 
was with Kingsport’s Bays Moun-
tain Park & Planetarium, where she 
helped produce a live amphitheater 
and planetarium storytelling series 
based on original archaeological and 
oral history: Stories of the Mountain. 

Beyond the keynote addresses 
and educational workshops, con-
ference attendees  also have several 
opportunitiese to elevate their confer-
ence experience. These include:

•	 Race You to Conference: A 
special event on July 9 at Bristol 
Motor Speedway. Attendees with 
the Drive the Track Pass will have 

the opportunity to take their own 
vehicle on the track from 4-6 p.m. 
Dinner at the Speedway will fol-
low from 6-8 p.m., offering time 
to connect with fellow attendees 
overlooking the iconic track. For 
those who don’t intend to drive 
laps, transportation will be of-
fered to and from MeadowView.

•	 TML Golf Tournament: On 
July 11, municipal leaders will 
take to the premier Cattails at 
MeadowView Golf Course. 
Opened in 1998, Cattails is rec-
ognized as one of the top public 
golf courses in Tennessee. Pro-
ceeds will benefit the Community 
Foundation of Middle Tennessee. 

•	 BEMO Breakfast: From 7:30-
9:30 a.m., July 11, in the Mead-
owView Ballroom, this event 
is hosted by the Black Elected 
Municipal Officials (BEMO. 

•	 WIMG Luncheon: The Wom-
en in Municipal Government 
(WIMG) Luncheon will be 
hosted by the leaders of WIMG 
on July 11 from 11 a.m. until 
12:30 p.m. in the MeadowView 
Ballroom.

•	 Kingsport Experiences: Visit 
Kingsport has arranged a variety 
of experiences, from guided hikes 
at Bays Mountain to discounted 
tickets to the Kingsport Axmen 
baseball game, all intended to 
enhance your time in the region..

All registrations will be made 
through our new platform, Engagifii. 
For further questions or assistance, 
contact Kelly McKinley or Corinne 
Gould.
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Even with extended deadline, online ADA 
requirements create challenges for cities 

Adaptive technology, like the screen reader seen here, is  essential 
for those with visual impairment to navigate online spaces. However, 
many government websites are not built to suit this technology and, 
as a result, can make it difficult for those with disabilities to access 
vital services, ranging from public libraries to parks and recreation 
programming to police departments and even participating in local 
government meetings. New changes to online spaces for local gov-
ernments under Title II of the ADA seek to remedy these concerns and 
make municipal websites, mobile apps, and social media sites more 
accessible for all residents. (Photo by the National Council on Aging)

WET Center aims to innovate 
resilient infrastructure solutions

A rendering of the future Water Education and Training (WET) Cen-
ter in Tennessee, which will help public infrastructure professionals, 
government leaders, first responders, and students learn more about 
water-related challenges and resilient infrastructure. (Photo by WET 
Center) 

Dr. Hannah Harvey

By KATE COIL
TT&C Assistant Editor

A new state-run facility aims 
to give public works, city planning, 
emergency services, and municipal 
leaders a better understanding of 
how water can impact public infra-
structure and public safety. 

The Water Education and Train-
ing (WET) Center is located be-
tween Bolivar and Middleton at 
the University of Tennessee’s Lone 
Oaks Farm. State officials recently 
broke ground on the center, which 
aims to train public infrastructure 
professionals and decision-makers 
on building resilient infrastructure 
and responding to water-related 
challenges. 

David Blackwood, executive 
director of the West Tennessee River 
Basin Authority, was an engineer for 
the 20-county authority region when 
he had the initial idea for the center. 
Blackwood said while providing 
technical assistance and response 
after flooding, he noticed several 
communities seemed to be dealing 
with the same issues after recurring, 
seasonal floods. However, he didn’t 
understand why it was happening. 

“It made me think that if I’m 
an engineer finding unexpected 
things and learning new things, 
surely someone else has the same 

misconceptions,” Blackwood said. 
“We started looking at the best way 
to tackle this issue. We learn best 
by seeing things first-hand, and that 
planted the seed that if we had a 
place to cause these things to happen 
in a controlled environment so we 
see how water and soil work togeth-
er, we could accelerate this learning 
and empower people to tackle these 
problems.”

Allison Franklin, WET Center 
executive director, said Blackwood 
took the idea and presented it to oth-

ers in the field to see if they would 
also be interested in the project. 

“He took it to others, and said ‘is 
this crazy?’” Franklin said. “They 
told him it was crazy, but it also 
sounded awesome.”

COMING TOGETHER
Initially, the main issue Black-

wood wanted the center to tackle 
was how flooding impacts road-
ways. Stakeholders pulled together 
data and conducted a feasibility 

In just a few weeks, municipal 
officials from across Tennessee 
will gather in Kingsport for the 
86th Annual TML Conference and 
Expo. The city has rolled out the 
red carpet and is excited to high-
light its distinctive restaurants, 
vibrant music offerings, scenic 
regional attractions, and celebrat-
ed golf course. Because of your 
feedback, we’ve built in time for 
you to enjoy these experiences and 
discover even more.

 TML members shared that 
they wanted conferences to create 
lasting memories—fresh destina-
tions to explore and plenty of time 
to appreciate the character of the 

You spoke, we listened!
host city. Municipal leaders and 
exhibitors emphasized the impor-
tance of expanded Expo hours to 
connect and discover cutting-edge 
products and innovative services. 
Many also expressed a desire for a 
renewed atmosphere and a differ-
ent backdrop.

 You spoke, and we listened. 
Kingsport 2026 reflects your vi-
sion. Come experience all that’s 
new and see the difference for 
yourself. You’ll be glad you did.

The Tennessee Municipal 
League’s 2025 Annual Report is 
now available.

The annual report updates 
TML membership on league finan-
cials, an overview of the legislative 
session, partnerships and member 
engagement and outreach. 

One of the key goals achieved 
from the strategic plan laid out 
from the TML Visioning Commit-
tee was the redesign of the TML 
logo to reflect a modern, futurefo-
cused league.

Other achievements highlight-
ed in the report include: 

•	 Outcomes of the 128 bills TML 
took positions on during the 
legislative sessions

•	 Overviews from TML in-per-
son events including confer-
ences and district meetings

•	 Updates on the establishment 
of the Center for Local 
Planning at the University 
of Tennessee Institute of 
Public Service (UT-IPS)

The report can be found online 
at the TML website under the Pu-
bications tab. 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/04/20/2026-07663/extension-of-compliance-dates-for-nondiscrimination-on-the-basis-of-disability-accessibility-of-web
https://www.ada.gov/resources/small-entity-compliance-guide/
https://www.ada.gov/resources/small-entity-compliance-guide/
https://www.storytellingcenter.net/
https://www.baysmountain.com/
https://www.baysmountain.com/
https://tml.engagifii.com/pages/events/a98d9570-48ee-49ce-9d35-08dea4722c55/general
https://tml.engagifii.com/pages/events/b6502971-dc1e-4176-a096-08dea49bf762/general
https://www.cognitoforms.com/TML1/_2026BEMOBreakfastRegistration
https://www.cognitoforms.com/TML1/_2026WIMGLuncheonRegistration
https://visitkingsport.com/tml/
https://tml.engagifii.com/launch
mailto:kmckinley@tml1.org
mailto:cgould@tml1.org
mailto:cgould@tml1.org
https://thewetcenter.com/
https://thewetcenter.com/
https://www.tml1.org/sites/default/files/uploads/Publications/2025-annual-report.pdf
https://www.tml1.org/sites/default/files/uploads/Publications/2025-annual-report.pdf
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A new mural at Madisonville’s Houston Park has been unveiled by the Downtown Madisonville Alliance. 
The project brought together students, volunteers, local leaders, and community leaders, with each of 
the mural’s 600 tiles painted by a community member. More than 500 of the tiles were contributed by 
local art students, who attended the unveiling along with their teachers and families. Together, each 
tile forms a singular image, expressing the community’s unity, creativity, and pride. The mural is now 
a new stop on Madisonville’s downtown public arts trail. (Photo by Downtown Madisonville Alliance)

Madisonville unveils new community mural

Chattanooga, Cleveland 
receive Thrive grants

Two Tennessee municipalities 
will benefit from Civic Experi-
ments grants provided through the 
Thrive Regional Partnership, with 
support from the Trust for Civic 
Life.

As part of Chattanooga’s Na-
tional Park City program, Friends 
of Outdoor Chattanooga received a 
grant for the Chattanooga National 
Park City Seed Drive, a program 
asking residents to submit ideas 
or “seeds” that offer place-based, 
actionable, and repeatable projects 
that require collaboration with the 

potential to grow into larger, com-
munity-building initiatives. 

The city of Cleveland received 
funds for its Creative Spark ini-
tiative to activate vacant and un-
derutilized spaces through immer-
sive civic experiments in the city’s 
emerging Arts and Entertainment 
District. The city is working with 
local artists and Understory Exp 
to create temporary “civic living 
rooms” featuring art installations, 
performances, and facilitated com-
munity dialogue. 

Ground broken on Portland TCAT expansion

The Crossville City Council, City Manager Valerie Hale, and the Crossville Fire Department celebrated 
the opening of the new Fire House No. 2 during an open house. Replacing a previous fire hall, the cost 
of the $3.5 million state-of-the-art facility was covered by tax revenue generated by the Buc-ee's in 
Crossville. It will be staffed by four full-time firefighters and features sleeping quarters, a training center, 
kitchen, equipment storage areas, TV room, and three-bay garage. From left to right, Crossville Mayor 
R.J. Crawford, Valerie Hale, Councilmembers Mark Fox, Art Gernt, Mike Turner and James Mayberry. 
(Photo by Gary Nelson/Crossville Chronicle) 

Crossville officials cut ribbon on new fire hall

Franklin earns Top Workplace honor

The city of Franklin has been awarded a Top Workplaces 2026 honor by the Tennessean, an honor 
based solely on employee feedback gathered through a third-party survey administered by employee 
engagement technology partner Energage. The confidential survey uniquely measures the employee 
experience and its component themes, including employees feeling respected and supported, enabled 
to grow, and empowered. With more than 90% of employees participating, survey results found 88% 
believe their teams work well together, 88% are satisfied with their jobs, and 83% feel they are part of 
something meaningful. This is the second time Franklin has received the honor, also being named a 
Top Workplace in 2023. (Photo by Franklin)

CLARKSVILLE
Clarksville’s Neighborhood and 
Community Services Department 
has been awarded a $150,000 
implementation grant to support 
the launch of the city’s Financial 
Empowerment Center (FEC). The 
grant comes through a partner-
ship with the national Cities for 
Financial Empowerment Fund. 
The Clarksville FEC will provide 
professional one-on-one financial 
counseling and coaching to help 
local residents build financial 
stability and long-term economic 
resilience as a free public service. 
At the core of the FEC model 
is the integration of counseling 
into other social services, such 
as housing and foreclosure pre-
vention, workforce development, 
prisoner reentry, benefits access, 
domestic violence services, and 
more. This award marks a major 
investment in the long-term finan-
cial stability of Clarksville resi-
dents. This initiative is strength-
ened through local matching sup-
port, including funding from the 
U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development’s HOME-
ARP and the city’s allocation 
of Tennessee Opioid Settlement 
funding, reinforcing Clarksville’s 
commitment to addressing both 
immediate financial hardship and 
long-term economic resilience. 
The city anticipates launching 
services in the fall of 2026 fol-
lowing the hiring and training of 
certified financial counselors. 

COLLIERILLVE
The town of Collierville has 
unveiled a new Traffic Safety 
Hub aimed at providing updates, 
educational resources, and safety 
tips for residents, regardless of 
how they navigate through town. 
The online resource provides 
traffic safety for vehicles, bikes, 
and pedestrians and is a unified 
effort from the town’s engineer-
ing, police, fire, and public in-
formation departments. The goal 
of the hub is to help encourage 
sharing the road responsibility as 
well as highlighting the network 
of greenways, trails, sidewalks, 
and roadways residents can walk 
and bike through Collierville. The 
hub also allows residents to report 
potholes, road failures, traffic sig-
nal issues, and other road hazards. 

CHATTANOOGA
The city of Chattanooga is mov-
ing forward with plans to donate a 
derelict former hotel property into 
a stepping stone to help local resi-
dents exit homelessness. The city 
acquired the Airport Inn property 
and is in the process of transfer-
ring it to The Grateful Gobbler, 
a non-profit organization that 
benefits the Maclellan Shelter 
for Families. With a $2.3 million 
seed donation from the Maclellan 
Foundation, renovations on the 
former hotel property will create a 
secure and professionally operat-
ed shelter designed for providing 
beds to families with children 
experiencing homelessness. To 
be named Provident Place, the 
shelter will have room for 120 
parents, caregivers, and children. 
The shelter will also provide a 
day-to-day family support model 
with coaching, case management, 
parenting support, housing and 
public services navigation, and 
connections to childcare, em-
ployment, mental health, trans-
portation, and other community 
resources to help families transi-
tion to permanent housing.  

GALLATIN
The city of Gallatin has received 
a bond rating upgrade from 
Moody’s Ratings, moving the 

Local officials, community members, and students gathered to break ground on an expansion of Port-
land’s Tennessee College of Applied Technology (TCAT). The $47 million project will construct three 
buildings totaling 78,435 square feet. The expansion will include additional classrooms, program labs 
and shops, clinics, student support rooms, lounge spaces, and offices. Additionally, TCAT Porland will-
offer three new programs following the expansion: automotive technology, heavy equipment technology, 
and HVAC/refrigeration technology. Enrollment at the Portland campus has increased 25% since 2022, 
and officials are hoping the expansion will open more spaces for students across the region. (Photo by 
Madison Cook/Main Street Media)

city to an Aa1 rating, the second 
highest rating available for lo-
cal governments. By achieving 
this higher rating, the city can 
secure lower interest rates when 
borrowing money for major infra-
structure and capital projects such 
as roads, utilities, public safety 
facilities, and parks. As part of 
the process, the firm reviewed the 
city’s water, sewer, and electric 
system bonds, but the upgrade 
was due large in part to the city’s 
expanding residential, commer-
cial, and industrial development, 
along with healthy financial 
reserves and consistent financial 
performance. Moody’s addition-
ally cited Gallatin’s growing tax 
base, economic activity, and over-
all financial stability as positive 
indicators for the city’s future. 

HUMBOLDT 
Reinhausen Inc., officials an-
nounced the company is expand-
ing operations at its production 
facility in Humboldt, creating 
90 jobs and investing $6.7 mil-
lion. The project will support the 
company’s accelerated customer 
demand for advanced transformer 
production, voltage regulation, 
and grid-automation technol-
ogies. Founded in Germany in 
1868, Reinhausen first expanded 
to the U.S. in 1987 when it estab-
lished operations in Alamo. A few 
years later, the company relocated 
its U.S. hub to Humboldt, where 
it has remained ever since. The 
company operates on six conti-
nents across the globe and has 
approximately 5,000 employees

KINGSPORT
The Kingsport Aquatic Cen-
ter will undergo $1.5 million 
in infrastructure upgrades and 
improvements to five pools, up-
grades to the pump room, covers 
on all main drains, upgrades to  
the indoor slide and splash pad, 
and updated paint and other im-
provements to the outdoor leisure 
pool and play structure. Work is 
slated to begin Sept. 8, 2026, after 
the summer season, with some 
temporary closures expected.  

SMYRNA
After seven years of planning, 
coordination, and construction, 
the city of Smyrna has unveiled 
the major traffic and safety im-
provements on its Lowry Street 
corridor. The city requested a 
TDOT Safety Audit of the corri-
dor in 2019, which includes major 
intersections at Jefferson Pike, 
and along Sam Ridley Parkway 
at the ramps to Interstate 24. Fol-
lowing the analysis, new signals 
were recommended at both inter-
sections, realigning the ramps and 
creating new configurations to 
reduce conflict points. Construc-
tion began in October 2024 with a 
signalization project that began in 
April 2025 finishing in June 2026.  

STANTON
The town of Stanton has wel-
comed its first police vehicle, a 
fully-equipped 2026 Ford Police 
Interceptor Utility, made possible 
through an investment by Ford 
Community Relations as part of 
Ford's Good Neighbor Plan. The 
vehicle will serve as the primary 
patrol unit for the Stanton Police 
Department, which was formally 
established in 2025. The estab-
lishment of the Stanton Police 
Department and acquisition of its 
first patrol vehicle are part of the 
town's broader efforts to enhance 
municipal services and prepare 
for the opportunities associated 
with continued growth through-
out the region. 

https://www.thriveregionalpartnership.org
https://trustforciviclife.org/
https://trustforciviclife.org/
https://www.chattanooganationalparkcity.org/seed-drive
https://www.chattanooganationalparkcity.org/seed-drive
https://www.energage.com/survey/
https://www.energage.com/
http://www.cfefund.org/
http://www.cfefund.org/
https://www.colliervilletn.gov/residents/bicycle-traffic-safety
https://www.colliervilletn.gov/residents/bicycle-traffic-safety
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Tennessee takes a quantum leap toward emerging technology

Workers at Chattanooga EPB's quantum networking facility are among those leading the way toward the state's quantum futre. Already 
a key partner in the EPB Quantum Network, EPB has partnered with IonQ to finalize the installation of the Forte Enterprise Quantum 
Computer and is already working to develop practical applications for securing and optimizing the power grid and training EPB Quantum 
Computing Fellows to build a local quantum-ready workforce. (Photo by EPB)

An example of a quantum chip scaled alongside a human finger. 
Despite its small size, this 12-qubit silicon chip provides for faster 
and more in depth calculations than basic computer microchips.  
(Photo by Intel)

By KATE COIL
TT&C Assistant Editor

Forget Silicon Valley. Tennes-
see leaders expect American’s new 
Quantum Valley to be in the Volun-
teer State. 

Leaders in Tennessee’s quan-
tum industry – including University 
of Tennessee Chattanooga (UTC) 
Quantum Center Director Dr. Rick 
Mukherjee, EPB of Chattanooga 
Vice President of Government 
and Community Relations Evann 
Freeman, Tennessee Division of 
TennCare Chief Information Officer 
Hugh Hale, and Deloitte US Quan-
tum Cyber Readiness Lead Colin 
Soutar – discussed how the state 
is building the future of quantum 
during the Tennessee Digital Sum-
mit panel “The Future Frontier: Re-
alizing Tennessee’s Quantum Leap.”

Based on quantum bits or qu-
bits, quantum technology enables 
computers to process millions of 
operations simultaneously. Made 
through quantum engineering, quan-
tum technology – including quantum 
computers and sensors – can process 
and calculate at speeds and magni-
tudes far beyond most average tech-
nology, allowing for revolutionary 
advances in a variety of fields. 

Quantum technology can han-
dle models, information loads, and 
complexities more efficiently, sus-
tainably, accurately, and with greater 
scalability than modern computers. 
Tennessee is hoping to be on the fore-
front of this emerging technology, 
which is also expected to be a major 
economic engine. 

BUILDING AN ECOSYSTEM
Mukherjee is the first director 

of the UTC Quantum Center, which 
was established 18 months ago. 
While the UTC Center was the first 
in the state, Mukherjee said similar 
centers have opened since.

“Now we have many, many 
quantum institutions coming up 
at various universities and private 
institutions, which is a good thing 
for Tennessee,” he said. “We want 
to build quantum education, the 
quantum workforce, and quantum 
research throughout the state.”

The FY26-27 state budget 
commits $20 million to the future of 
quantum in Tennessee. In partnership 
with UTC and Vanderbilt University, 
EPB of Chattanooga is building the 
EPB Quantum Center, the nation’s 
first facility to provide commercial 
access to both a trapped-ion quantum 
computer and a photonics-based 
local quantum network. EPB is 
also a member of the Chattanooga 
Quantum Collaborative (CQC), 
which includes other partners such 
as the UTC Quantum Center, Oak 
Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL), 
Quantum Economic Development 
Consortium (QED-C), the Tennes-
see Valley Authority, and private 
sector partner IONQ. 

One of the major advances from 
EPB is opening the next generation 
of quantum internet. Freeman said 
the municipal utility expanded from 
electricity to fiber broadband in 
2009. To build on that infrastructure, 
Freeman said EPB realized some 
new opportunities through quantum. 

“We found if you add the ener-
gy component to communications, 
you have the ability for an electric 
grid to speak to itself and to learn,” 
Freeman said. “We patented some 
of those technologies and worked 
with ORNL and the Department of 
Energy (DOE) to see how we could 
best optimize the electric grid. We 
have been doing different projects 
with ORNL on microgridding.” 

The result was a partnership be-
tween EPB, ORNL, DOE, and quan-
tum services provider Quibitekk. 
The partnership worked on several 
award-winning projects and led 
EPB officials to realize most quan-
tum technology cannot be accessed 
outside a university or national lab 
environment. 

“From us trying to be a resource 
to our community similar to how we 
had put in the fiber initially, we knew 
that it’s not our job to tell you what 
to do on the internet, but we know if 
we give you pretty fast internet you 
can do a lot of cool things,” Freeman 
said. “It’s the same with quantum. 
We don’t really know where that 
future is going to lead, but it’s our 
job to put in the infrastructure so our 
community can have this technology 
and use this technology. We want 
Tennessee to play a significant role in 
the nation for quantum technology.”

QUANTUM EDUCATION AND 
RESEARCH

Tennessee’s quantum future 
begins with education.

“I believe that knowledge em-

powers individuals and societies,” 
Mukherjee said. “Education starts 
with training the future of your soci-
ety. Society, as a whole, needs to be 
aware of the possibilities. Instead 
of Silicon Valley, I think there is a 
good chance to build the Quantum 
Valley in Tennessee, which could 
then lead to the next generation 
of companies and industries, the 
Microsofts and Metas of quantum.”

While UTC has several doc-
toral paths for quantum students, 
Mukherjee said it is just as im-
portant that quantum education is 
offered at other levels. 

“UTC has a quantum certifi-
cate program where undergradu-
ates from any major can take these 
four courses and become quantum 
trained, he said. “What we do know 
is that you don’t need a doctorate or 
master’s degree to play a major role 
in the quantum industry. There is 
going to be a dearth of workforce, 
and we want to train them at all 
levels.”

By having this technology 
available, Freeman said Tennessee 
will develop future businesses and 
the future of the workforce. 

“As we have been going down 
this road in quantum is how you 
bring all of the knowledgeable folks 
together and build an ecosystem 
that is going to be successful,” he 

said. “The economic development 
and optimization will help compa-
nies both save and make money. I 
also see this as an opportunity for 
Tennessee, in particular for our 
elementary kids all up through 
college, to learn and move with this 
technology.”

On the research side, Mukher-
jee said UTC is focusing on three 
areas: quantum sensing, quantum 
networking, and quantum informa-
tion theory in computing. 

“These are three hot areas 
where there is a lot of complemen-
tary research being done, but we are 
also very invested in how to take 
this fundamental knowledge and 
solve every day, real world prob-
lems. We want to see optimization 
for logistics, finance, healthcare 
centers to use quantum algorithms, 
machine-learning, and advanced 
machine learning.”

In many ways, Mukherjee said 
artificial intelligence (AI) is paving 
the way for the quantum future. 

“The common consensus of 
all the experts working on machine 
learning is that we are not going to 
have complete quantum machine 
learning from day one,” Mukherjee 
said. “That first technology will be 
hybrid. The AI revolution that we 
are seeing today is bringing new 
breakthroughs  every day. There 

is a lot of treasure to uncover from 
classical AI, and now the question is 
becoming how do you integrate that 
with quantum principles and run 
those things on a quantum comput-
er to deliver new advances? There 
are things that could be missed 
by classical machine learning that 
quantum can capture. For the next 
five to ten years, you are going to be 
seeing hybrid models of quantum 
machine learning before you get 
fully fleshed out quantum by itself.”

RISKS AND REWARDS
Soutar said because quantum 

is so good at discerning patterns 
out of massive amounts of data, 
it also presents unique challenges 
for cybersecurity. Using quantum 
technology, it takes much less time 
and effort to break through the en-
cryptions that protect sensitive data 
and operations. 

“There are a lot of geopolitical 
concerns around it, standards, and 
compliances. We are starting to see 
much more awareness across the 
financial industry and government. 
There are steps you can take, but 
you have to address these risk 
factors so they don’t compromise 
all of the great things quantum can 
do with simulation and modelling.”

Hale said that security is im-
portant for agencies like TennCare 
that are protecting decades of data 
from some of the state’s most vul-
nerable residents. 

“Quantum can analyze things 
we can’t see today because there is 
so much data,” Hale said. “There 
is also a lot of suspicion that data, 
even though it’s encrypted, has al-
ready been stolen by a rogue nation 
or others, but it’s still encrypted. 

Quantum will make that data no 
longer encrypted sometime in the 
future. Our current security mea-
sures won’t matter as much when 
someone is running quantum with 
AI. We need to be ahead of the 
game before others get there, from 
a security perspective, to protect 
ourselves.”

Hale said governments will 
have to be on the forefront of data 
protection in the new quantum 
world.

“You can lock every door you 
know; what you can’t lock is the 
doors that you don’t know exist,” 
Hale said. “We need a way to de-
fend against that and protect our 
data. You don’t have to have the 
most security, but you do have to 
more security than someone else.”

As algorithms generating ran-
dom numbers play a major role in 
encryption, Mukherjee says there is 
a legitimate fear quantum comput-
ers could break current encryption 
systems.

“It is also true that you can 
create a more rigorous random 
number generator using quantum 
numbers,” Mukherjee said. “There 
is a lot of research going on about 
what is the quantum equivalent of 
classical encryption tactics, such as 
prime number factorization or cred-
it card encryption. The other side 
is quantum key distribution. That 
relates to a concept called entan-
glement. Because quantum states 
are so fragile, as soon as someone 
tries to eavesdrop or intercept the 
message, it destroys itself immedi-
ately. It’s almost like the technology 
in Mission Impossible where Tom 
Cruise throws the glasses and it 
destroys the message.”

Quantum scientists at work at Oak Ridge National Laboratory, one 
of the members of the Chattanooga Quantum Collaborative. As part 
of Tennessee's quantum leap, universities, research instituions, 
utilities, and private sector businesses are coming together to build 
the future of the new technology. (Photo by ORNL)

A quantum chip at Chattanooga's EPB. The public utility is aiming 
to be on the forefront of quantum, providing an ecosystem that busi-
nesses, researchers, and students can use to create the quantum 
future.  (Photo by EPB)
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Ben Baird, 
former LaFo-
lette chief of 
police, died 
M a y ,  2 5 , 
2026, at the 
age  o f  80 . 
A LaFolette 
native, Bard 
joined the po-
lice department as a patrol officer 
in 1973 after graduating from 
the Tennessee Law Enforcement 
Training Academy. He then 
moved quickly through the ranks, 
serving as a sergeant, assistant 
chief, and was finally prompted to 
chief in 2003. He served as chief 
of police until his retirement in 
2009. In addition to his 36-year 
career in law enforcement, Baird 
held a bachelor’s degree in his-
tory from Cumberland College, 
teaching elementary grades from 
1967 to 1976. When Campbell 
County High School opened in 
1976, he was hired as a special 
education teacher and taught for 
24 years, retiring in 2000 as spe-
cial education administrator.  

Jeff Damron 
has been se-
lected as the 
city adminis-
trator for Tul-
lahoma after 
having served 
in the role on 
a n  i n t e r i m 
bas i s  s ince 
March. Prior to being selected 
as interim city manager, Damron 
Derved as the deputy director of 
Tullahoma Parks and Recreation 
since June 2022. He also serves as 
a board member of the Be Yoga 
Strong Foundation and has held 
various management roles in the 
private sector. Damron earned an 
associate’s degree in accounting 
and business administration from 
Motlow State Community Col-
lege and is a certified parks and 
recreation professional through 
the National Recreation and Park 
Association.   

Ti m  E l l i s , 
l o n g t i m e 
G o o d l e t t s -
v i l l e  C i t y 
Manager and 
TML District 
5 Director, has 
a n n o u n c e d 
his intention 
to retire af-
ter nearly 40 years of service 
in local government. Ellis will 
have served as Goodlettsville’s 
city manager for 15 years at the 
time of his retirement, which is 
scheduled for Sept. 30, 2026. In 
addition to serving as city man-
ager since 2011, he spent four 
years as Goodlettsville’s assistant 
city manager and three years 
as the city’s director of parks, 
recreation, and tourism. Prior to 
coming to Goodlettsville in 2003, 
Ellis spent more than 14 years as 
director of parks, recreation, and 
cultural arts for the city of White 
House and nearly three years as 
recreation supervisor for the city 
of Springfield. 

Charles Knapper, the first may-
or of Nolensville after the town 
was reincorporated, died May 
29, 2026, at the age of 74. After 
the referendum that reincorpo-
rated the town in 1996, Knapper 
was elected the first mayor and 
served from 1996 to 2006. During 
these formative years, he helped 
establish the foundation of local 

government 
and the core 
va lues  tha t 
would con-
tinue to shape 
Nolensville. 
A native of 
Winchester, 
Knapper held 
a bachelor’s 
d e g r e e  i n 
nursing from the University of 
Tennessee, Knoxville, and then 
received his nurse practitioner 
degree from Vanderbilt Universi-
ty. He was also a certified regis-
tered nurse anesthetist. Knapper 
worked at various medical facili-
ties across Middle Tennessee and 
in multiple states as a traveling 
nurse.  

Nancy John-
son ,  former 
assistant fire 
chief and city 
clerk for Or-
l inda ,  d ied 
June 2, 2026, 
at the age of 
67. Johnson 
s e r v e d  t h e 
city for three decades and was 
married to former Orlinda Fire 
Chief Dusty Johnson, retiring 
alongside him from their respec-
tive roles three years ago. For 
many of the 23 years Johnson 
served as Orlinda’s city clerk, she 
was the only full-time employee 
on staff at city hall. She also spent 
two years as a firefighter before 
serving as assistant fire chief for 
18 years.  

Scott Mason 
has resigned 
from his po-
sition as city 
manager  of 
Harriman af-
ter five years, 
s t a t i n g  h e 
feels it is time 
for a change. 
Mason joined the city in June 
2021, having previously served 
as principal of Midway High 
School. Mason said he has no 
future plans, but does expect to 
stay in the area.

A.J .  McK-
i n n e y  h a s 
been named 
the first-ever 
sports tour-
ism business 
development 
manager with 
the Gallatin 
E c o n o m i c 
Development Agency, which is 
a division of the city of Gallatin. 
The new position was created 
to promote the city as a premier 
destination for sports tourism, 
regional tournaments, and vis-
itor-driven economic growth. 
McKinney most recently served 
as a senior strategy consultant 
with Accenture, where he led 
large-scale business strategy and 
growth initiatives across multiple 
industries, including sports and 
entertainment. He holds a mas-
ter’s degree in business admin-
istration from the University of 
North Carolina’s Kenan-Flagler 
Business School and a master’s 
degree in sports business man-
agement from the University of 
Alabama. 

Brian Ramsey has been named 
the interim city manager for Bris-
tol, following the departure of 

The municipalities of Living-
ston and Parsons held elections in 
early June.

LIVINGSTON
Voters went to the polls for a 

municipal election in Livingston 
on June 2.

Incumbents Bruce Elder, Da-
vid H. Langford, and Bill Linder 
ran unopposed for the three open 
seats on the Livingston City Coun-
cil and were re-elected. Langford 
43 Elder 38 Linder 38 

PARSONS
A municipal election was held 

in Parsons on June 4. 
Incumbent Tim Boaz defeated 

challengers Gregory G. Barrett and 
Jason Harper for the mayoral seat 
in Parsons. Boaz led the vote count 
with 207 followed by Harper with 
89 and Barrett with 70.

Incumbents J. Kevin Ca-
gle, Madison Cagle, Marty Car-
rington, William Dale Reynolds 
and Deborah Walker will be joined 
by newcomers Joseph Fisher and 
Clinton Brasher after fending off 
challenger Thomas Tharpe for 
the seven open alderman seats. 
Fisher and Brasher will take the 

seats previously held by John Odle 
and Linda Taylor, who did not seek 
re-election to the board.

J. Cagle led the vote tally with 
290 followed by Fisher with 281, 
Carrington with 237, Brasher with 
234, M. Cagle and Reynolds both 
with 224, Walker with 213, and 
Tharpe with 157. 

City Manager 
Kell i  Bour-
geois to move 
closer to fam-
ily in Minne-
sota. Ramsey 
joined the city 
in 2022 as di-
rector of en-
gineering and 
was then promoted to his most 
recent role as director of public 
works in 2024. Prior to coming 
to the city, Ramsey spent 21 years 
with the Tennessee Department 
of Transportation (TDOT), in-
cluding roles as a construction 
engineer and district maintenance 
supervisor of TDOT’s eastern-
most counties. Additionally, he 
served 11 years in the Tennes-
see National Guard, managing 
in-air and on-ground personnel 
and equipment. Ramsey holds 
a bachelor’s degree in civil and 
environmental engineering from 
Tennessee Tech.   

Hailey Rus-
sell is the new 
town recorder 
for Farragut. 
A ce r t i f i ed 
m u n i c i p a l 
c lerk ,  Rus-
sell is also in 
the process of 
becoming a 
certified municipal manager. She 
comes to Farragut from the town 
of Louisville where she served 
as an administrative assistant 
and performed duties similar to 
those of town recorder. A native 
of Friendsville, Russell attended 
Pellissippi State Community 
College before beginning a 

healthcare career at the Uni-
versity of Tennessee Medical 
Center (UTMC). Helping to plan 
community events at UTMC 
inspired her to seek out work in 
the municipal field.  

Norm Sugar-
man, former 
alderman for 
K i n g s t o n , 
died June 8, 
2026, at the 
age of 90. A 
graduate of 
the Sewanee 
M i l i t a r y 
Academy, he served in the 
Tennessee Air National Guard’s 
151st Fighter-Interceptor Squad-
ron during the Berlin Crisis. 
Upon his return to the U.S. from 
Germany, he worked at the Oak 
Ridge X-10 and K-25 sites, 
retiring from the purchasing 
department after 35 years of 
service. During his retirement, 
he served as both a reserve police 
officer and on the Kingston City 
Council.  

Jim Thom-
as has been 
named the in-
terim leader 
of the Uni-
v e r s i t y  o f 
Tennessee’s 
Institute of 
Public Ser-
v i c e  ( I P S ) 
while a 14-member committee 
conducts a search for permanent 
leadership. Thomas will take 
on the role beginning Oct. 1, 
following the retirement of cur-
rent director Dr. Herb Byrd III. 

Thomas previously retired from 
IPS in 2017, where he served as 
executive director of the Munic-
ipal Technical Advisory Service 
(MTAS) from 2011 to 2017. 
Thomas’ spent 30 years in public 
service, beginning with the Ten-
nessee Department of Agriculture 
from 1978 to 1985, returning to 
the public sector. From 1993 to 
1999, he was a member of Good-
lettsville's Planning and Zoning 
Commission and then elected as a 
commissioner for the city, serving 
from 1996 to 1999. That year, he 
became Goodlettsville’s assistant 
city manager and served until 
2004, when he was appointed city 
manager. In 2011, he left his role 
as city manager to head MTAS. 

C a n d a c e 
W h i t t  h a s 
been select-
ed as the new 
grant procure-
ment accoun-
tant for Far-
ragut. In this 
ro l e ,  she ’ l l 
ensure that the 
town’s grants, contracts, expen-
ditures, and financial records 
meet all legal requirements. Whitt 
comes to Farragut from Blount 
County government where she 
worked as a buyer and purchas-
ing specialist. A certified profes-
sional public buyer, she holds an 
associate’s degree from Gadsden 
State Community College and a 
bachelor’s in merchandising and 
buying operations from Jackson-
ville State University.

Livingston, Parsons hold elections

Nashville announces changes to law department
Leadership changes are com-

ing to Metro Nashville’s Depart-
ment of Law.

Mayor Freddie O’Connell an-
nounced current director Wallace 
“Wally” Dietz will retire from his 
position in July 2026. Tyler Yarbro 
has been tapped to succeed Dietz as 
the department’s director.

Dietz has headed the law 
department since 2021. Prior to 
that, he spent four decades at the 
Nashville-based law firm Bass, 
Berry & Sims where he chaired 
the Compliance and Government 
Investigations Practice Groups. 

Early in his career, he served as 
a legislative and media aide to U.S. 
Senator Jim Sasser and as a judicial 
clerk for U.S. District Judge Thom-
as A. Wiseman, Jr.  He received 
the Nashville Bar Association’s 
Liberty Bell Award in 2002 for his 

pro bono work in international 
human rights. 

Yarbro comes to the city 
from her current role as managing 
partner of Dodson Parker Behm 
and Caparella, PC, where she 
focuses on employment, probate, 
business and appellate members 
for nonprofit and government cli-

ents. She co-founded the Tennessee 
Freedom Circle. Prior to entering 
private practice, she also served as a 
public defender for Metro Nashville 
for six years. 

Her appointment is expected to 
go before the Nashville City Coun-
cil in June for confirmation with her 
anticipated start date being July 16. 

Wally Dietz Tyler Yarbro

Ben Baird

Candace Whitt

Charles 
Knapper

A.J. McKinney

Nancy Johnson

Hailey Russell

Tim Ellis

Brian Ramsey

Scott Masonl

Jeff Damron

Norm Sugarman

Jim Thomas
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municipal departments. However, 
VanWormer said she is fortunate to 
have a team, because many small 
municipalities either have a single 
IT employee or outsource this work.

“This is a very big lift for 
one-person shops,” she said. “It’s 
expensive, very hard to do, and 
many of these one-person shops are 
still trying to upgrade servers that 
are 12 years old.”

One constant VanWormer said 
with many municipal IT officials is 
concern that compliance requires 
more money and more staff or time 
than they can currently allot.

“One of the challenges I think 
we will see in Tennessee for local 
governments is the budget isn’t 
there and we don’t have the person 
power to do this sort of thing,” she 
said. “We also now have to go to 
our boards and say we need a lot of 
money to meet all these new obliga-
tions. One of the challenges we face 
as local governments is getting the 
funding in place and the people in 
place for these changes.”

To help with the issue, Van-
Wormer said she and a dozen other 
municipal IT directors have created 
a roundtable that provides net-
working, expertise, resources, and 
support to help guide cities through 
these new obligations.

“One of the things we’ve start-
ed doing is asking each other what 
they need or what we can help with,” 
she said. “It may also be different 
from different perspectives how you 
get that budget or person power in 
place. It’s such a big task, and it’s 
hard to figure out when to start – 
especially when you have 56 other 
hours a week you have to spend on 
other things. There is so much value 
in having a network of people who 
can come in and help when things 
go bad. That network doesn’t cost 
you anything but time and energy.”

VanWormer also suggested 
municipalities should look at the 
free tools available online to help 
with the compliance process to 
achieve some easy successes. 

STARTING THE PROCESS
When the state began readying 

for compliance, Romero said she 
brought together a steering com-
mittee comprised of legal officials, 
communications personnel from 
each department, and members of 
the state’s IT department. 

She advised that local govern-
ments might want to create an “ADA 
champion” from each department 
who communicates between that 
main steering committee and their 
department and provides input. 

Romero said funding was an-
other major concern on the state lev-
el. As they were waiting for funding, 
Romero said state officials created 
a roadmap to be in a better position 
when funding came through.

“The first step of that roadmap 
was to get training, and there is a lot 
of training out there that is free to 
agencies. Learn as much as you can 
about compliance. Our second step 
was to get our ADA agency champi-
ons to learn who is sitting at the table 
in their agency, so they can know 
who they need to deliver that infor-
mation immediately. The third step 
was pulling all of our contracts and 
reviewing the ADA language in all 
those contracts. You need to know 
what your contracts state now and 
what kind of language they need. 
We then created an inventory of all 
our online presences, and fifth was 
to get analytics. These first five steps 
can all be done without money.”

Romero also networked with 
officials in technology departments 
and ADA coordinators for other 
states to see what they were doing 
on a similar statewide level. Ten-
nessee created a digital accessibility 
coordinator modeled on other states 
because those states seemed to be 
ahead of the curve in compliance.

Eddings was hired into that 
coordinator position and said she 
came to the role from a user-focused 
background in the private and gov-
ernment sectors.

“In that line of work, your goal 
is making things easier to use and 
more efficient. In the private sector, 
accessibility is looked on as an in-
vestment. If your product is easier 

for people with disabilities to use, 
that opens your product up to a 
broader market. Accessibility also 
isn’t just for people with disabilities. 
Things that benefit those with dis-
abilities benefit everyone across the 
board. Our end-users are the people 
of the state of Tennessee.”

In addition to citizens using on-
line services, Eddings said it is also 
essential that employees who have 
to implement accessibility changes, 
or be mindful of accessibility in 
what they post online, are given 
guidance on how to do so.

“A key user group is state agen-
cies and state employees, because 
not only are we working on making 
our products accessible, we have 

also focused on what those process-
es look like in order to make those 
products accessible. That has to be 
achievable for the people who need 
to implement these procedures into 
their workflow. They need guidance 
that breaks that down into plain lan-
guage they understand. They need 
to know what accessibility looks 
like in the role they have, whether 
that it is as a designer, procurement, 
or in IT.” 

IMPLEMENTATION 
GUIDELINES

The ruling is the first to set 
nationwide technical standards for 
state and local governments and the 
first ruling on the ADA in digital 
spaces. It applies to any websites, 
mobile apps, and social media sites 
operated by or on behalf of local 
governments, public schools, pub-
lic libraries, municipal courts, and 
any municipal police and parks and 
recreation departments. For exam-
ple, an outside developer designing 
a town website must comply with 
the design standards set forth in the 
DOJ ruling.

Eddings recognized the process 
can seem overwhelming, but it can 
be helpful to review the guidelines, 
break down the guidelines into more 
manageable segments, and handle 
the most important pieces first. Ed-
dings said those most important are: 
•	 Websites
•	 Social media content
•	 Online documents
•	 Public live-streamed meetings

Additionally, Eddings said 
governments can use this time to 
audit spaces they have online, such 
as knowing how many websites, 
social media accounts and profiles, 
or apps the city manages.

“One thing with Title II is that, 
if certain criteria is met, you may 
not be required to remediate,” she 
said. “You can then archive those 
things. There may be other things 
you can delete completely. You can 
help streamline your content and 
delete clutter online. You can also 
potentially reduce the amount of 
remediation you have to do if you 
are getting rid of anything you aren’t 
obligated to have. That can make the 
workload significantly more man-
ageable. What is left after you delete 
or archive is what you focus on.”

Eddings said it is essential to 
also remember there are actual hu-
man beings on the other end of the 
compliance requirement. 

“You have to keep it grounded 
in empathy and human-centered,” 
she said. “It’s not checking a box 
for compliance; we’re doing this 
because it’s centered in people.”

Anyone interested in joining 
the IT roundtable can contact 
VanWormer at sarah.vanwormer@
brentwoodtn.gov.

The four key goals for the new digital ADA compliance for government spaces online include ensuring 
all content is perceiveable, operable, understandable, and robust for use by assistive technology. This 
includes technology designed to assist with reading, navigation, and other types of access. (Photo by 
Adobe)

Numerous free websites and services are offering accessibility audits that can help officials discern 
what changes they need to make, both technical and visuual, to meet with the new standards. Cities 
may also want to work with local residents with accessibility needs to help guide the process. (Photo 
by Bluehost)

ADA, from Page 1

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

No loan is too large or too small

The city of Jasper has used TMBF programs nine times since 1997. 
The latest is for a note issue, which closed in May, to finance a new 
pavilion in the town's park.  From left to right: Jasper Mayor Jason 
Turner, TMBF Representative Steve Queener, and Jasper City Re-
corder Paula Turney.

Even with extended deadline, online ADA requirements create challenges for cities 

The city of Humboldt has used TMBF programs eight times since 1990. The 
latest was for a school system refunding bond issue which closed in May. 
Pictured are Humboldt Mayor Arthur Boykin (seated), Humboldt CFO/Trea-
surer Alicia Pigue, left, and TMBF Marketing Representative Justin Hanson.

mailto:sarah.vanwormer@brentwoodtn.gov
mailto:sarah.vanwormer@brentwoodtn.gov
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TML congratulates 2026 Achievement Award winners
Excellence in Economic and Community Development - Paris

While officials with the city of Paris have made concerted efforts to bring in new national retailers to 
the community, they haven't done so at the cost of the unique, vibrant downtown businesses that give 
Paris its core identity. (Photo by Paris)

Excellence in Energy Efficiency 
and Conservation - Maryville

Excellence in Public 
Works - Gatlinburg

Officials flip the switch in a ceremony to officially open the first of three new solar farms in the 
Maryville area. In addition to helping local companies keep their green pledges, the farms will 
have a positive impact on power bills for local residents. (Photo by DENSO)

Built on land that had been decimated in the 2016 wildfires, Gatlin-
burg's new public works complex has restored a valuable corridor of 
the city and provided opportunities for inter-department collaboration. 
(Photo by Gatlinburg)

From paving streets and 
clearing debris to maintaining 
a fleet of vehicles — including 
the city’s iconic trolleys — the 
new Gatlinburg Public Works 
Complex brings together the 
departments that keep one of 
Tennessee’s premier destinations 
running seamlessly.

In recognition of its invest-
ment in vital public works and 
its commitment to strengthen 
operational excellence, disaster 
recovery, and community revital-
ization, the Tennessee Municipal 
League (TML) is proud to honor 
Gatlinburg for Excellence in Pub-
lic Works. 

Like many buildings through-
out the city, Gatlinburg’s Street 
Department facility was damaged 
during the devastating 2016 
wildfires. 

As part of the strategy for 
recovery from the disaster, the 
city began to acquire surround-
ing properties that were also 
damaged. 

With the land secured, plan-
ning began on a $15.6 million co-
hesive public works complex to 
bring the Utilities Maintenance, 
Building Maintenance, and Street 
Departments, customer service 
center, and trolley fleet together 
in one place. 

The location also houses mil-
lions of lights used each year for 
the city’s Winterfest, an indoor 
wash facility for city vehicles, 
and storage options for various 
department needs. 

As a result of this centraliza-
tion, efficiency has increased in 
all departments with communica-
tion, coordination, and response 

times improving. Staff can now 
collaborate, share resources, 
streamline workflows, and ensure 
efforts are not duplicated.  

A former bank building on 
the site was renovated to provide 
residents with a convenient, 
accessible destination for bill 
payments and other financial 
transactions, featuring a drive-th-
ru window and after-hours drop 
box. This has reduced congestion 
at other city offices and improved 
customer experience. 

The fleet shelter and vehicle 
wash enhance the longevity of 
city equipment and have reduced 
maintenance needs. The modern 
infrastructure of the new campus 
has also cut operational costs of 
maintaining other aging build-
ings while the purpose-built in-
frastructure reduces the need for 
future capital expenditures.  

The complex has become 
a symbol of post-wildfire revi-
talization and land stewardship. 
From a practical standpoint, it 
was designed to centralize crit-
ical public works functions and 
resources that can be called upon 
during future disasters. 

And through strategic acqui-
sitions, the city turned an area left 
blighted by disaster into an aes-
thetically pleasing, well-main-
tained property in a key location. 

The project has turned adver-
sity into opportunity by investing 
in infrastructure that supports 
residents and tourists, enhancing 
visual and service quality, and 
providing convenient, citizen-fo-
cused services in an accessible 
area. 

By  leveraging  private and 
public investment, the city of 
Maryville has worked with local 
energy companies and business-
es to build a solar farm that will 
ensure clean energy generation 
from one of its leading manufac-
turers and renew commitments 
from area businesses to the com-
munity. 

In recognition of its commit-
ment to fostering development 
supported by green energy tech-
nologies—now and in the fu-
ture—the Tennessee Municipal 
League (TML) is proud to honor 
Maryville for Excellence in Ener-
gy Efficiency and Conservation. 

In August of last year, offi-
cials with the city of Maryville 
joined representatives from the 
Tennessee Valley Authority 
(TVA), Nashville-based  solar 
company Silicon Ranch, and 
local manufacturer DENSO to 
ceremonially “flip the switch” 
on the first of three major  solar 
energy farms in the area. 

The project was a culmina-
tion of a multi-year public-pri-
vate partnership  that created 80 
jobs and aligns green energy 
technology priorities for the city, 
one of its major employers, and 
local utilities. 

Located on DENSO’s cam-
pus, the 12.82-acre energy in-

frastructure project will produce 
energy for DENSO’s operations 
and support the local power grid. 

The site includes more than 
4,000 solar panels and is expected 
to generate approximately 3,400 
MWh of energy per year. That’s 
enough energy to  power 187 
homes. 

DENSO officials say the 
project celebrates the company’s 
35th anniversary in the commu-
nity and takes them one step clos-
er to their goal of carbon neutral 
production by 2035. 

“We appreciate the city of 
Maryville, Silicon Ranch, and 
TVA for sharing this commit-
ment with us and look forward 
to continuing to work together 
to advance renewable energy in 
East Tennessee,” said Chuntao 
Ye, President of DMTN and 
Business Leader of the DENSO 
North America Peace of Mind 
Business Group. 

For Maryville residents, the 
project will also bring lowered 
electricity bills and more sustain-
able energy sources by diversify-
ing the city’s energy portfolio. 

“This solar energy asset is 
another example of the next-level 
innovation we’ve come to expect 
from our community’s largest 
manufacturer and employer — 
DENSO,” said Maryville Mayor 

Andy White. “Our partnership 
with TVA, DENSO, and Silicon 
Ranch in this effort highlights our 
commitment to a cleaner, more 
sustainable future. Providing 
quality utility infrastructure and 
affordable service to the resi-
dents, businesses, and industries 
we serve every day remains our 
top priority.” 

A second solar farm has also 
come online in Maryville in an-
other public-private partnership 
between the city, Silicon Ranch, 
and the Chroma Energy Group. 

This 1.8-megawatt solar 
array in Maryville was built by 
18 local community members 
and  is already feeding into 
the Maryville Electric Depart-
ment’s  grid, generating savings 
for the city and residents from its 
Mint Road location. 

A third solar farm is in the 
works, showcasing  Maryville’s 
ongoing commitment to provid-
ing clean, efficient, and cost-sav-
ing services.  

A member of the Tennessee 
Renewable Energy and Econom-
ic Development Council since 
2008, Maryville has become 
a model city for showing how 
promoting renewable energy 
goes hand-in-hand with econom-
ic development. 

As many municipalities bal-
ance the desire to attract national 
retailers while also supporting 
home-grown small businesses, 
the city of Paris has implemented 
a comprehensive and coordi-
nated community and econom-
ic development strategy that 
brings together retail recruitment, 
downtown revitalization, tourism 
development, and infrastructure 
investment under one framework. 

For developing strategies 
that benefit small local business-
es and big box retail centers, the 
Tennessee Municipal League 
(TML) is pleased to honor Paris 
for Excellence in Economic and 
Community Development.

The strategy laid out by Paris 
officials incorporates three core 
pillars: economic growth, revi-
talization and sustainability, and 
destination-based tourism. 

By incorporating these goals, 
city leaders are making economic 
development decisions  that are 
intentional, collaborative, and 
align private development, public 
investment, and community iden-
tity. These values are applied 
as an overarching strategy that 
promotes economic development 
but not at the cost of what makes 
Paris unique. 

By employing strategic re-
cruitment efforts, the city has 
attracted several new commercial 
investments that expand consum-
er access and the local tax base. 

The Paris Crossings Shop-
ping Center is a significant retail 
development that includes na-
tionally-recognized  brands like 
Hobby Lobby, Ulta,  TJMaxx, 
PetSmart, Rack Room Shoes, 
Bath & Body Works, Aldi, Bur-
lington, and Five Below. New 
food and beverage options in the 
city include Zaxby’s, Starbucks, 7 

Brew, and Scooter’s. Combined, 
these major retailers have made 
Paris a regional shopping and 
dining destination, bringing in 
outside tax revenue to benefit lo-
cal residents. 

Additionally, the city navigat-
ed the annexation process to bring 
new commercial developments 
into the city limits, leveraging the 
benefits of access to  municipal 
services to recruit key commer-
cial investments. 

The city has also developed a 
data-informed recruitment strat-
egy for retail in partnership with 
the Tennessee Retail Alliance, 
using Placer.ai to analyze traffic 
patterns, consumer behavior, and 
demographic data to create per-
sonalized recruitment packets for 
prospective retailers and better 
target businesses in line with local 
needs and values. 

Digital branding and commu-
nications have helped modernize 
the city’s marketing strategies 
and outreach, allowing for clear-
er communication to developers 
about opportunities and economic 
data. 

The city partnered with 
the  Paris-Henry County Indus-
trial Committee, the Paris Board 
of Public Utilities, and the Par-
is-Henry County Chamber of 
Commerce to ensure consistent 
communication across organiza-
tions.

These efforts complement 
a strong focus on supporting 
existing  businesses, particular-
ly those rooted within Paris’ his-
toric downtown district. 

The local small businesses 
that belong to the Downtown 
Paris  Association  serve as both 
economic engine and the cultural 
centerpiece that draws so many to 
the community. 

In  working with  these busi-
nesses, Paris’ Public Works De-
partment  maintains  a high stan-
dard of cleanliness and upkeep 
while the Paris Police Department 
provides a dedicated patrol officer 
to  maintain  downtown Paris as 
vibrant, charming, and safe  for 
customers.  

The city participated  in 
the  TNECD Downtown Im-
provement Grant program to help 
downtown property owners main-
tain their properties. 

The exterior improvements 
have restored historic features, 
enhanced curb appeal, increased 
foot traffic, improved property 
values, and instilled confidence 
in downtown  businessowners. 
Preserving the unique character of 
downtown also enhances a sense 
of community and attracts tourists 
looking for one-of-a-kind experi-
ences. 

Tourism is another key piece 
of economic development for Par-
is. Eiffel Tower Park attracts more 

than 465,000 annual visitors for its 
Eiffel Tower replica, splash pad, 
and community programming. 
Events and seasonal programming 
like the World’s Biggest Fish Fry, 
Tennessee River Jam, Spooktacu-
lar, the Easter Egg Hunt, Concerts 
in the Park, Splashing Through 
the Snow, and Glow Over Paris 
help reaffirm a sense of commu-
nity identity while also drawing 
visitors who spend money at local 
businesses while they are in town.
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TML congratulates 2026 Achievement Award winners
Excellence in Overall Municipal Governance - McMinnville

Excellence in Parks and Recreation - Newport

Newport's scenic downtown riverwalk and park are part of what draw tourists to the area, but the devas-
tation of Hurricane Helene threatened those amenities. By partnering with the Tennessee Department 
Agriculture Division of Forestry, the city worked to restore the streambank. (Photo by Newport)

By partnering with the Tennessee Department of Agriculture Division of Forestry to restore the stream-
bank, Newport was able to leverage specialized expertise, technical guidance, and resources that may 
not have otherwise been as readily accessible at the local level. With no need to engage third-party 
consultants on the work, Newport was also able to save time and money on the project while maintain-
ing high standards for environmental restoration and sustainability. (Photo by Tennessee Department 
of Agriculture)

McMinnville officials knew they wanted to align their strategic planning, budgeting, organizational 
structure, economic development, and public communication into a unified and performance-driven 
system based on services providing value to the public. (Photo by McMinnville)

Known as the Nursery Capital 
of the World, officials in Mc-
Minnville know that managing a 
growing city requires planning, 
organization, and occasionally 
tough decisions.

For their comprehensive Mu-
nicipal Governance Transporta-
tion Initiative and success in mod-
ernizing and streamlining opera-
tions to deliver measurable public 
value,  the Tennessee Municipal 
League (TML) is pleased to honor 
McMinnville for Excellence in 
Overall Municipal Governance. 

McMinnville officials wanted 
to align strategic planning, budget-
ing, organizational structure, eco-
nomic development, and public 
communication into a unified and 
performance-driven system based 
on services providing value to the 
public. To this end, the city set six 
goals:  

•	 Transitioning to structurally 
balanced, performance-in-
formed budgeting, supported 
by ClearGov to enhance trans-
parency   

•	 Organizational restructur-
ing to create a Tourism & 
Marketing Department and 
integrating tourism into the 
city’s broader economic de-
velopment strategy   

•	 The first full, comprehensive 
update and digitization of the 
municipal code since 2006 to 
improve access and adminis-
trative efficiency   

•	 Consistent public commu-
nication tools, including the 
Weekly Wrap Up newsletter 
and Inside McMinnville video 
series   

•	 Implementation of a program 
called Living Our Values, inte-
grating employee recognition 
with direct public feedback, 
while promoting organiza-
tional values   

•	 Strategic alignment of tour-
ism, infrastructure, and eco-
nomic development through 
a unified planning framework   

As a result of implement-
ing these strategies, the city has 

ensured that decisions, financial 
resources, and community invest-
ment are maximized for long-term 
impact. 

The initiative has seen the city 
increase budget execution from 
85-90% to 98%,  eliminated  du-
plication of services, improved 
internal efficiencies by reducing 
outdated or inconsistent regula-
tions, and  strengthened  cross-de-
partment collaboration.  

The city also launched the 
Living Our Values program, which 
functions as a real-time  perfor-
mance  management  system for 
municipal employees. 

The program offers peer-to-
peer recognition aligned with 
the city’s core service values, 
enables  public feedback through 
postcards and open commu-
nication channels, and allows 
citizens to recognize employees 
who go  above and beyond  the 
call of duty. Within the first quar-
ter of implementation, the  pro-
gram recognized 39 city em-
ployees,  demonstrating  strong 
engagement and  showcasing  the 
valuable  contributions of munic-
ipal staff.  

Citizens now have more trans-
parency in how their government 
is run through consistent public 
communications, accessible data, 
multi-channel public feedback 
systems, advanced quality-of-life 
initiatives, and a continuous feed-
back loop between citizens and 
city operators that has led to nu-
merous improvements.  

Using a data-driven model, the 
city has also improved its tourism 
initiatives by focusing on accom-
modation, grants,  infrastructure, 
connectivity, and engagement. 

This allowed the city to launch 
its first strategic plan for tourism 
and use digital platforms and target 
marketing campaigns to prioritize 
high-value demographics. 

By ensuring that data backs 
decisions, the city has seen 12.4% 
growth in average monthly visitors 
over the past year with total trips 
increasing by 7.7% and more than 
619,700 overnight stays in local 

hotels in one year. 
Currently, visitors account for 

32% of all restaurant spending, an 
11% increase.  

Money generated from tour-
ism benefits  the local business 
community and, in turn, helps 
fund quality-of-life enhancements 
for citizens. Revenues from sales 
and consumption taxes have stabi-
lized the local tax base and allowed 
reinvestment in the community 

including: 
•	   Approximately $100,000 in 

annual solid waste savings 
•	 Leverage for  state, federal, 

and nonprofit grants to im-
prove parks, river access, and 
connectivity 

•	 Increase in  long-term fiscal 
stability through diversified 
revenue streams

•	 Maintenance of  an A1 credit 
rating

Ultimately, the goal is not just 
to improve services. The aim is to 
create a sustainable model where 
governance, economic vitality, 
and quality of life reinforce one an-
other and work together to create 
a more resilient and stronger mu-
nicipality, poised for future growth 
and new opportunity.  

  In the wake of Hurricane 
Helene, the city of Newport was 
faced with numerous challenges 
to repair the damage, restore 
infrastructure for citizens, and 
conserve the natural environment 
locals and visitors enjoy. 

As part of the recovery pro-
cess, the Newport Parks and Rec-
reation Department engaged with 
the Tennessee Department of Ag-
riculture Division of Forestry on 
a streambank restoration project 
that strengthened bonds within 
city government and is now a 
model for conservation, educa-
tion, and community resilience.

For their commitment to 
environmental restoration and 
conservation while also improv-
ing recreation opportunities for 
residents,  the Tennessee Munic-
ipal League (TML) is pleased to 
honor Newport for Excellence in 
Parks and Recreation.

Both Newport’s flagship 
Newport City Park and the New-
port Riverwalk are located along-
side the Pigeon River, which 
bisects the city. 

In the wake of Helene, the 
river overflowed its banks, flood-
ing the area. When the waters 
receded, there were notable 
changes to the streambanks that 
put properties along the river – in-
cluding the park – at further risk. 

By partnering with the Di-
vision of Forestry to restore the 
streambank, Newport was able 
to leverage specialized expertise, 
technical guidance, and resources 
that may not have otherwise been 
as accessible locally. 

With no need to engage 
third-party consultants on the 
work, Newport was also able 
to save time and money on the 
project while maintaining high 
standards for environmental res-
toration and sustainability. 

The Newport Parks and 
Recreation Department looked 
within the ranks of the city’s other 
departments to provide labor and 
know-how, streamlining imple-
mentation of the project, reducing 
duplication of work, and ensuring 
that restoration strategies were 

effective for everyone involved. 
This also led to new cama-

raderie among employees from 
different departments.  

The project focused not only 
on stabilizing the banks of the 
Pigeon River but also on address-
ing underlying environmental 
concerns. 

Beyond visual improve-
ments, it aimed to enhance water 
quality, restore natural areas, and 
make recreation spaces safer, 
more accessible, and more resil-
ient for residents and visitors.

The project will also save the 
city money in the long run, im-
plementing erosion control and 
restoration strategies proactively 
instead of waiting for another 
disaster. 

The project reduces future 
maintenance costs, prevents 
further land loss, and avoids ex-
pensive repairs using native veg-
etation and sustainable practices.   

A small community desig-
nated as economically at-risk, 
Newport has shown that bringing 
together the right people, lever-
aging resources, and prioritizing 
collaboration, fiscal responsibili-
ty, and community well-being can 
set communities up for success. 

Although Newport leaders 
were strained by the toll the re-
covery, they discovered stepping 
out of their comfort zone, trusting 
in state partners, and believing 
in the future and resilience of 
their community enabled them to 
achieve goals that once seemed 
beyond reach.

The restoration project has 
reshaped the way Newport thinks 
about collaboration, stewardship, 
and its role providing services to 
the public.

It has renewed the com-
mitment of city employees to 
face challenges, work together, 
and deliver success previously 
thought impossible. 

The Division of Forestry has 
also used Newport as a model for 
what small cities can accomplish, 
even in the face of unprecedented 
tragedy.  
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TML congratulates 2026 Achievement Award winners
Excellence in Fire Services - Cookeville

Excellence in Police Services - Nolensville

Left: Members of the Cookeville 
Fire Department's CIT team, 
other city officials,  local part-
ners, and stakeholders recently 
gathered to discuss the response 
program. (Photo by Cookeville)

Above: The ability to divert calls 
that require crisis intervention to 
a dedicated team is saving lives 
in Cookeville, both by giving 
those in crisis the help they really 
need and freeing up police and 
other emergency responders to 
handle other issues. Since start-
ing in 2024, the co-responders 
program has handled 400 calls, 
connecting individuals in need 
to community resources. (Photo 
by Cookeville Fire Department)

Through partnership with 
other first responders and local 
health care providers and advo-
cacy groups, the Cookeville Fire 
Department has implemented a 
program aimed at ensuring resi-
dents suffering mental health cri-
ses receive the services they need.  

In recognition of the Cookev-
ille Fire Department’s  Cookev-
ille Community Response (CCR) 
program,  the Tennessee Munici-
pal League (TML) is pleased to 
honor the city for Excellence in 
Fire Service. 

Too often,  emergency calls 
involving  individuals  suffer-
ing from mental health issues end 
with the individual either in jail or 
an emergency room, rather than 
receiving the services and support 
they need. Partnering with the 
Cookeville Police Department, 
city of Cookeville,  NAMI Ten-
nessee, and Volunteer Behavioral 
Health Services, the Cookeville 
Fire Department is part of an in-
novative co-responder initiative 
designed to address mental health 
and substance-related calls for 
service. 

The CCR program  pairs  a 
licensed mental health clinician 
with a fire department-based 
EMT to respond to non-violent 
behavioral health incidents, pro-
viding a specialized and compas-
sionate alternative to traditional 
emergency responses. 

The fire department-based 
model is the first of its kind in 
the region, with an approach that 
is uncommon even among larger 
municipalities.  

By incorporating Crisis In-

tervention Team (CIT) training 
and maintaining in-house CIT in-
structors, Cookeville has expand-
ed behavioral health response 
capabilities across all emergency 
personnel—not just CCR teams. 

This model increases local 
government efficiency by en-
suring the  right  resources are 
dispatched to incidents. 

T h e  c o o r d i n a t e d ,  d i s -
patch-driven triage model en-
sures non-violent behavioral 
health incidents are diverted from 
the traditional EMS and police 
response, reducing duplication 
of services.

The on-scene access to a 
trained mental health profes-
sional provides individuals with 
assessment, de-escalation, sta-
bilization, and direct connection 
to community resources such as 
treatment programs, housing as-
sistance, and other services. 

The strong emphasis on fol-
low-up care also ensures continu-
ity of support. 

In addition to freeing law 
enforcement from time-inten-
sive  behavioral  calls, the pro-
gram has reduced jail admis-
sions and  incarceration  costs, 
decreased EMS transports, less-
ened repeat emergency calls, and 
improved response availability. 

The program breaks the 
cycle of repeated emergency 
system  utilization, particularly 
for individuals with complex 
challenges, while providing a 
humane, specialized, and com-
passionate approach focused on 
outcomes to benefit individuals 
and the community.

Through strategic grant fund-
ing, data-driven initiatives, and 
a strong community-centered 
philosophy, the Nolensville Police 
Department shows how a small 
agency can deliver large-scale, 
measurable impact while main-
taining fiscal responsibility and 
preserving the character of its 
community. 

For their commitment to public 
safety, effective policing strategies, 
and deliberate and sustained efforts 
to build community trust, the Ten-
nessee Municipal League (TML) 
is pleased to honor Nolensville for 
Excellence in Police Services.

As Nolensville has grown 
into a thriving suburban hub, the 
Nolensville Police Department 
has remained grounded in its 
commitment to personalized, 
community-focused policing. The 
department operates on the princi-
ples that public safety is a shared 
responsibility, trust is built through 
consistent engagement and trans-
parency, and every individual is to 
be treated with dignity, respect, and 
understanding.  

The department has directly 
contributed to residents' safety and 
quality of life by strengthening re-
lationships. A new computer-based 
simulation training system allows 
officers to safely engage in re-
alistic, high-risk scenarios. As a 
result, officer confidence and pre-
paredness for complex encounters 
has increased, outcomes can be 
improved, and de-escalation has 
been prioritized over use-of-force. 
This initiative was funded through 
a $217,000 U.S. Department of 
Justice COPS Office Grant, 

The department is developing a 
comprehensive and forward-think-
ing Autism and Special Needs 
Engagement Program, designed in 

collaboration with the community. 
This includes specialized officer 
training on autism spectrum dis-
orders and sensory issues, as well 
as de-escalation strategies tailored 
for people with communication 
challenges. The community meet-
and-greet portion of the initiative 
brings together police, fire, EMS, 
and families. This also provides 
individuals valuable opportunities 
to become familiar with uniforms, 
equipment, and responders as well 
as build trust in a friendly envi-
ronment.  

The Blue Envelope Program 
is a voluntary program for drivers 
with autism or sensory sensitivi-
ties that allows them to discreetly 
communicate their needs during a 
traffic stop, including emergency 
contact information for caregiv-
ers.  In response, residents have 
expressed strong support for the 
initiatives, noticing increased 
comfort and confidence in law 
enforcement interaction. Officers, 
too, feel they have gained valuable 
insight directly from the communi-
ty, improving real-world response 
effectiveness. 

The department’s E-Bike 
Safety and Traffic Reduction 
Initiative are direct responses to 
increasing complaints and serious 
incidents involving electric bikes. 
By developing and distributing 
educational material, community 
presentations, collaboration with 
the District Attorney’s Office , and 
targeted enforcement actions, the 
department saw increased compli-
ance and a documented reduction 
in serious crashes and community 
complaints. Additionally, they 
were able to engage hundreds 
of residents through direct out-
reach events. The department also 
shared their model and successes 

with regional partners, allowing 
surrounding agencies to benefit 
from Nolensville’s knowledge and 
hands-on experience. 

The department has also suc-
cessfully leveraged external fund-
ing to enhance services without 
burdening taxpayers, including 
a $42,000 Tennessee Highway 
Safety Office grant, which helped 
reduce total vehicle crashes by 
15.93% - well above the 6% tar-
get – and teen driver crashes by 

15.78% - above the 10% target. 
The department also earned a 
Public Entity Partners (PEP) Safe-
ty grant to finance equipment for 
officers.  

Internally, the department has 
worked to invest in the long-term 
success of employees through 
structured leadership develop-
ment programs. Participants take 
a 40-hour supervisory training 
course and ongoing professional 
development focusing on ac-

countability, legal compliance, 
and ethical leadership. This has 
improved effectiveness, consisten-
cy, and professionalism as well as 
increased morale and confidence 
among officers. 

By emphasizing strategic in-
novation, strong fiscal responsibil-
ity, data-driven decision making, 
and deep, meaningful community 
engagement, the Nolensville Po-
lice Department has shown the best 
of what municipal policing can be. 

An officer with the Nolensville Police Department visits a local preschool as part of the numerous 
community and educational outreach programs the department offers. Recently, the department 
has-focused on crisis response training for officers, training on situations with autistic members of the 
community, and an outreach and education program on e-bike safety. Many of these programs have 
been financed through funds everaged by the department, putting no burden on taxpayers. (Photo by 
Nolensville Police Department)
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Innovation Award - Gatlinburg

Small City Progress - Clarksburg

Fishing in local rivers is one of the many outdoor pursuits that draw 
people to Gatlinburg. To both ensure anglers enjoy their visit and 
fish populations are sustainabily maintained, the city of Gatlinburg 
developed its own trout facility, one of few such municipal facilities 
in the country. (Photo by Gatlinburg)

Approximately 40,000–50,000 trout are stocked in local waterways each year by the city, meaning that municipal employees take an active role in fish production, stream 
management, and recreation. One of the facility's other major roles is in education, teaching the public - and especially youngsters - about conservation, sustainability, fish 
biology, aquatic ecosystems,  and water quality. (Photo by Gatlinburg)

The gazebo at Clarksburg's town park. (Photo by Clarksburg)

Officials and residents with Clarksburg cut the ribbon on the new town hall, which has become an important gathering space for the local 
community. (Photo by Clarksburg)

 With a population of only 379, 
the city of Clarksburg shows that 
even the smallest municipality can 
make big progress through collab-
oration and innovation. 

As a result of dedicated efforts 
by municipal officials to  create 
positive momentum with limited 
resources, the Tennessee Municipal 
League (TML) is pleased to honor 
Clarksburg with the Small City 
Progress Award. 

Classified as an  economical-
ly distressed  community,  Clarks-
burg  meets challenges head-on. 
When the current board of mayor 
and aldermen were elected in 2018, 
they inherited a  nearly 20-year-

old  sewer system with financial 
complications that drew the atten-
tion of the State Comptroller and the 
Tennessee Department of Environ-
ment and Conservation.

The system was originally es-
tablished  to correct  an issue with 
sewage seeping above ground 
in bad weather, putting the local 
school at risk of closure. Although 
the sewer system was necessary, 
the state requires systems to rely on 
revenue from customers to avoid a 
deficit, and rates are set to cover ex-
penses. This structure can put pres-
sure on a small  community  with 
limited revenue. 

To address the obstacles, 

Clarksburg refinanced one of the 
loans supporting the sewer sys-
tem at a reduced  rate through the 
Tennessee Municipal Bond Fund. 
The city also  collaborated with 
Carroll County on an American 
Rescue  Plan grant  that addressed 
critical needs and rehabilitated two 
sewer pump stations critical to 
wastewater collection. 

With an eye to the future, 
Clarksburg has also invested in nu-
merous  projects to beautify the 
city and improve accessibility and 
safety. Police vehicles have been 
upgraded, new welcome signs and 
pole banners now greet visitors 
along Highway 22, and a project 
to install improved street signage 
citywide is underway. Thanks to 
fundraising efforts, Clarksburg 
purchased new Christmas lights at 
no cost to the city. Additionally, the 
Tennessee Department of Trans-
portation awarded Clarksburg a 
$940,000 Multimodal Access Grant 
to install the city’s first sidewalks.  

One of Clarksburg’s most sig-
nificant projects has been the total 
renovation and expansion of the city 
hall, paid for through a USDA Rural 
Development grant and fundraising 
efforts. Beyond serving the imme-
diate needs of municipal officials, 
the city hall provides a community 
room and kitchen that has become 
the place in Clarksburg for cele-
brating birthdays, retirements, baby 
showers, and other events.  

Clarksburg has also taken 
steps toward building community 
trust through transparency. Small 
enough to know citizens personal-
ly, city officials regularly meet resi-
dents where they are and  they keep 
the city’s website updated with the 
latest agendas, meeting minutes, 
and financial reports.  

Known as the gateway to the 
country’s most visited national 
park, Gatlinburg plays a unique 
role in outdoor adventure and 
recreation for millions while also 
delivering quality-of-life amenities 
for local residents.  

One of the city’s more unique 
municipal initiatives is the Gat-
linburg Trout Facility and Trout 
Program, which produces and 
stocks  approximately 40,000–
50,000 trout annually into Gatlin-
burg’s streams while integrating 
education and conservation into 
recreation.

For managing a unique pro-
gram that combines sustainable 
resource management, public rec-
reation, and experiential education, 
the Tennessee Municipal League 
(TML) is proud to honor Gatlin-
burg with the Innovation Award. 

Established in the 1980s to 
ensure a consistent, high-quality 
fishing experience for residents and 
visitors, the thriving fishery is also 
a hands-on learning environment 
and hosts thousands of visitors 
annually through school field trips, 

tours, and outreach efforts. Guests 
learn about fish biology, aquatic 
ecosystems, water quality, and 
environmental stewardship. 

Managing the facility in-
house has saved the city money, 
reducing reliance on third-party 
suppliers and allowing more con-
trol over fish health, size, and the 
stocking schedule. This enables 
the city to respond quickly to sea-
sonal demand and environmental 
conditions. 

The program combines fish 
production, stream management, 
recreation, and education within 
the city’s Parks and Recreation 
Department. Staff serve dual roles 
as technicians and educators, ex-
tending the value of city resources 
without need for additional staff or 
separate programs.  

This initiative maintains Gat-
linburg as a premier fishing des-
tination with consistently stocked 
streams and support for the tour-
ist-driven economy. 

The program has directly con-
tributed to visitor spending on fish-
ing licenses and supply purchases. 

The program has operated for more 
than 40 years, demonstrating  its 
long-term suitability, adaptability, 
and the commitment of the mu-
nicipality. 

The program also requires 
sustainable management of water-
ways throughout the city, ensuring 
that natural assets are accessible 
and healthy for residents and visi-
tors alike. This has positive impact 
on the waterways that flow into and 
out of the Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park. 

Gatlinburg is the only city in 
Tennessee and one of a handful na-
tionwide that operates a municipal 
trout facility of this scale.

 Most importantly, the knowl-
edge gained through the conserva-
tion and environmental practices 
at the facility has cultivated tens 
of thousands of future stewards 
of Tennessee’s natural resources, 
ensuring the unique natural beauty 
that fuels Gatlinburg’s economy 
and sense of community will 
be  maintained  for generations to 
come.  
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WET, from Page 1

WET Center aims to innovate resilient infrastructure solutions

This rendering shows one of the sandbox features the WET Center will have, that allows officials to get a hands-on experience with 
infrastructure. Goals of the center include developing new, resilient infrastructure as well as providing education about how water - and 
flooding in particular - can impact existing infrastructure. Officials hope this will lead to better decision-making and outcomes. (Photo by 
the WET Center)

While the WET Center will have classroom space, officials are aiming to provide a more in-depth expe-
rience as sseen in the plans for the overall center site. In addition to demonstrations on water filtration 
and treatment, visitors will get to learn about how water interacts with infrastructure like roadways and 
culverts, be able to participate in flooding scenarios, and experiment with techniques that can make 
their community more resilient. It's location on UT's Lone Oaks Farm also means the center will have 
access to much more land for activities and exposure to 4-H students.  (Photo by the WET Center)

The WET Center logo. While construction has just begun on the 
center, officials are already getting inquiries from first responders 
and infrastructure professionals eager for the new opportunities the 
center will offer. (Photo by the WET Center)

study based on that data. They 
learned storm damage costs the 
state of Tennessee approximately 
$600 million annually, not includ-
ing years when a major incident 
like the Waverly flood or Hurricane 
Helene happened. 

“We are hoping to reduce that 
$600 million impact, because a 
lot of these places where we see 
failures are the result of recurring 
problems,” Blackwood said. “We 
may find underlying issues that 
aren’t obvious and fixing that issue 
fixes that cycle.

As they reached out to stake-
holders with the idea for a center 
that could simulate flooding to 
predict how it could wash out 
roadways, Blackwood said dif-
ferent groups came back to them 
with other ideas for how the center 
could be used. This coalesced into 
a center that would work with five 
major groups:

•	 Operators who maintain infra-
structures 

•	 First responders looking to 
practice swift water and flood 
rescues 

•	 Infrastructure design profes-
sionals and engineers

•	 Public officials who are re-
sponsible for infrastructure 
decision-making and funding-
Students of all ages interested 
in engineering, civic design, 
and similar fields

By bringing these groups to-
gether, Blackwood said the center 
will also facilitate knowledge 
sharing addressing infrastructure 
issues. Often, Blackwood said 
operators and infrastructure design 
professionals and engineers don’t 
come into the field with first-hand 
knowledge of how an event like a 
flood can impact their work. 

“When I first came out of 
school, I didn’t have the hands-on 
knowledge I have now,” he said. “I 
learned how important it is to see 
the thing you are designing for be-
fore you make that design. I think 
the same is true for an operator. 
It’s not so much about what we’re 
doing wrong now, but more about 
how capable we want our next 
generation to be. We also want to 
capture the knowledge from the 
folks who have it and pass that on.”

Blackwood said he hopes the 
center will also build relationships 
between public works employees 
and operators across the state. He 
said many public works crews con-
sist of the same handful of people, 
and the center will allow them to 
expand their knowledge base and 
network, the way so many other 
professional networks have done. 

Franklin said these public 
works employees are often not 
viewed as professionals despite 
having niche knowledge and skill 
sets. She hopes the center will help 
change that. 

“The equipment operators 
don’t get the recognition they de-
serve, quite frankly, because it’s a 
job everyone takes for granted so 
long as the road is out there and 
they can get where they want,” she 
said. “We want to recognize them 
and provide an opportunity for 
them to feel appreciated, seen, and 
heard. There is a lot of emphasis in 
our culture on having a college edu-
cation, but we can’t do this without 
our on-the-ground operators and 
those with a college-level educa-
tion. We are hoping to offer these 
operators continuing education and 
certificates so they can take pride in 
their work.”

ONGOING EDUCATION
By offering these certifica-

tions, the center is also hoping to 
retain these essential members of 
the workforce. 

“Public works is real work,” 
Blackwood said. “It is time we put 
some professional development 
pieces around it. Right now, we 
lose a lot of operators to factory 
jobs because we don’t have the 
sense of pride around careers like 
stormwater operators. People think 
of it as something to do until they 
find a career instead of as a career 
itself. Our goal is also to make this 
training accessible to everyone. We 
want to find everyone who needs 
to know this stuff a way to get 
trained. We want these courses to 
be valued-added, not another thing 
to check a box on.”

Both Blackwood and Franklin 
said they want the center to be 
accessible to even the smallest 
communities at a reasonable cost. 

The center will have the ability 
to conduct a controlled flood in a 
40-foot-wide flume with 10,000 
gallons of water per minute for 

emergency responders to practice 
rescue situations. At present, much 
of this training is done on lakes 
and rivers across the state, which 
cannot offer the same tightly con-
trolled scenarios as the center.

The center will provide West 
Tennessee rescue squads a train-
ing center closer to home, but 
Franklin said rescue groups from 
Sevierville, the Tennessee National 
Guard, and Memphis Task Force 1 
have already expressed support of 
and interest in how the center can 
further their hands-on knowledge. 

The center’s goal for elected 
officials, like mayors and board 
members, and officials like city 
managers and administrators, is 
to get hands-on experience with 
what it is like in the field and also 
understand why it is important to 
finance proactive projects.

“The decision on whether or 
not to replace a culvert can be a life-
or-death decision,” Blackwood 
said. “Something as innocuous as 
using metal or concrete can make 
the difference. I was invited to 
speak to a group of farmers at this 
lady’s house. The lady who was 
hosting it pulled me aside and said 
she lost her husband the previous 
year. He had gone out to check on 
the cows during a flood. He parked 
near a culvert, walked in front of 
his truck, and the culvert fell in. 
The truck pinned him and drowned 
him.”

Franklin said she thinksthe les-
sons taught at the center will help 
municipal leaders understand the 
real-world consequences of their 
decisions and explain to citizens 
why infrastructure projects are 
necessary when it comes time to 
finalize the city budget. 

“Public officials are elected 
and change out,” she said. “You 
may not have the same mayor or 
city councilman or alderman for 
30 years. Someone may understand 
something the next person may not. 
This will offer them a base-level 
understanding of stormwater and 
its actual cost. We also want to get 
their feet a little wet. We want to put 
them in a pair of boots, in a sand-

box, and let them feel that water 
come up around their ankles, then 
imagine this is where their house is. 
We want them to understand why 
budgeting and preparedness are so 
important. We are a very reactive 
society; we see a problem and fix 
it. It takes a lot of forethought to be 
proactive.”

One of the reason Lone Oaks 
Farm was chosen for the project is 
because of the existing 4-H STEM 
camp and center that operates on 
the property. The site houses be-
tween 8,000-10,000 4-H students 
yearly and includes facilities for 
meals and lodging. In addition to 
4-H students, the center will also be 
open to field trips for K-12 students 
across the state as well as offer 
learning opportunities to higher 
education students. Blackwood 
said he hopes the center inspires 
students to explore potential ca-
reers, growing Tennessee’s future 
workforce of operators, planners, 
engineers, designers, and first re-
sponders. 

PLAYING IN THE SANDBOX
While the West Tennessee 

Water Basin Authority was behind 
much of the push for the center, this 
wasn’t solely why Lone Oaks Farm 
was chosen for the location.

“West Tennessee is built on 
sand; it’s a giant sandbox,” he said. 
“It’s the home of erosion and insta-

bility. Lone Oaks Farm is a 12,000-
acre state facility with lodging and 
hospitality offerings. It has all the 
water features we need to look at. 
It has bridges, culverts, rivers, and 
lakes. Now we will have a facility 
where you can stay on site at the 
center of all these things you want 
to learn about. It offers an immer-
sive experience.”

When the project began, 
Blackwood said one of the major 
questions was if the center would 
only cater to the needs of West Ten-
nessee or if it could help solve prob-
lems statewide. While geology and 
hydrology may be different, across 
the state and across the country, 
Blackwood said the root problems 
the center is looking to address are 
seen everywhere. 

“This is going to be a South-
eastern regional and national 
center,” Blackwood said. “The 
way floods, failures, and erosion 
happens is common to everyone. 
We can talk about the processes, 
and they apply everywhere. We 
will also be able to generate con-
trolled conditions, so if there is 
something unique to East Tennes-
see or another region, we can set 
up those conditions and create that 
scenario. Nobody is doing all of 
this together.”

The center’s unique “sand-
box” features will offer applied 
learning that cannot be replicated 

in a traditional classroom setting, 
offering education and practical 
training on water and soil manage-
ment, infrastructure, and emergen-
cy response.

“One of the major things this 
center will be able to do is simu-
lations,” Franklin said. “We will 
be able to cross-train operators, 
public officials, and emergency 
responders together with the same 
simulation. We will have people 
from all over the state, so they also 
get some leadership development 
as well. We will use the sandbox, 
the lake, the flume, and the class-
room. With 12,000 acres, we can 
set up simulations throughout the 
whole farm.”

While there are places across 
the country that offer some similar 
programs, Blackwood said he is 
unaware of anywhere else in the 
U.S. that will bring together the 
type of people the WET Center is 
aimed at for the types of projects 
and education envisioned. 

“There are places where you 
can do rescue training and others 
where you can play around with 
heavy equipment,” he said. “There 
are other places I’ve found that 
have similar core missions of re-
silient infrastructure for managing 
storm water, but not on this level.  
It’s important that this center is 
both regional and national because 
the people we train here mayre-
spond to national events. We have 
rescue squads and emergency re-
sponders across the state who may 
be called to other parts of the state 
or the region. Having that training 
in-house keeps those training dol-
lars in state and brings in additional 
revenue. We have made it clear that 
Tennesseans will be served first, 
but this is a national center as we 
have openings available.”

GROWING THE FUTURE
With the 4-H cabins directly 

facing the future WET Center, both 
Blackwood and Franklin said they 
hope experiencing the center will 
encourage future generations of 
public works and civil engineering 
employees.

“I want us to build better things 
and hold the lines we need to hold 
on safety and resiliency,” Black-
wood said. “I want young people 
to learn they can work on water, 
roads, infrastructure, and flooding. 
I want us to produce better prepared 
people.”

Franklin said she wants the 
center to teach lessons students will 
remember for a lifetime.

“We want to encourage curi-
osity and learning through experi-
mentation, not just the classroom,” 
she said. “Our goal for this center is 
that no one is sitting in a classroom 
looking at a presentation for more 
than 15 minutes. They are there 
to look at models, create, watch 
things fail, see how they can do it 
better, and then share their knowl-
edge with each other.”

The center is expected to open 
in 2027, and Franklin said work 
is underway to develop future 
classes, experiments, and projects. 
More information on the facility 
and the educational opportunities 
it will offer may be found on the 
WET Center’s website.

https://thewetcenter.com/
https://thewetcenter.com/
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Erwin officials joined Gov. Bill Lee and state tourism officials to unveil the first of the state's new "Wel-
come to Tennessee" signage program at the Unicoi County Welcome Center. The new signage is part 
of $5 million in the state’s Fiscal Year 2025-26 budget to promote and showcase scenic beauty along 
Tennessee's major corridors and marks the first major redesign of the state’s welcome sign since 1995. 
The new signs will be erected at each of the state’s welcome centers and at 16 interstate entry points 
over the coming months. (Photo by Gov. Bill Lee’s Office) 

Erwin officials help unveil new state welcome signs

Tennessee’s unemployment 
held steady at 3.6% in April 
2026, the third month the state 
has retained the rate. While 
the unemployment rate was un-
changed since February 2026, the 
year-over-year unemployment 
rate increased by 0.1%. The De-
partment of Labor and Workforce 
Development (TDLWD) said 
nonfarm employment increased 
1,200 between April and March, 
down from the 12,100 jobs gained 
February and March. The sectors 
that saw the most job creation in 
April were construction, durable 
goods manufacturing and accom-
modation and food service. Over 
the past year, employers have 
added 900 jobs. TDLWD has 
compiled an economic analysis 
of the April 2026 unemployment 
data.

Housing permits issued by lo-
cal governments in Tennessee 
were down 3.3% between 2024 
and 2025, according to new data 
released by the Tennessee State 
Data Center (TNSDC). Pulling 
information from the Census 
Bureau’s Building Permits Sur-
vey, TNSDC said permits for 
single-family homes only de-
clined 1.8% in the year-over-year 
period and remain steady in the 
face of elevated borrowing costs. 
However, multi-family housing 
permits were down 7.4% in the 
same period and 45% since their 
2021 peak. Last year, 44,863 new 
housing units were permitted 
by local governments across the 
state.  Tennessee’s county and 
municipal permit totals can be 
viewed on the TNSDC dashboard.

Officials have dedicated Tennes-
see’s newest state park in Meigs 
County. Cherokee Trail of Tears 
State Park preserves and interprets 
the story of the Cherokee remov-
al across the state in the 1830s. 
Located at the confluence of the 
Hiwassee and Tennessee rivers 
near the historic Blythe Ferry 
Crossing, the park was formerly 
the county’s Cherokee Removal 
Memorial Park and marks the lo-
cation where thousands of Chero-
kee and Muscogee (Creek) people 
camped in 1838 while waiting to 
cross westward. The Tennessee 
State Parks and the Tennessee 
Division of Archaeology have 
worked to ensure that the natural 
landscape is protected and to pre-
serve the important history of the 
area. The site is also a recognized 
interpretive site on the federal 
Trail of Tears National Historic 
Trail, which stretches across nine 
states including Tennessee.  

Tennessee now has a new wine 
region. The Tennessee Depart-
ment of Agriculture (TDA) an-
nounced the Nine Lakes of East 
Tennessee has become a federally 
recognized American Viticultural 
Area (AVA), further establishing 
the state as an emerging leader 
in the Southeast’s wine indus-
try. Centered around Knoxville, 
the region encompasses all or 
portions of Anderson, Blount, 
Campbell, Claiborne, Cocke, 
Grainger, Hamblen, Jefferson, 
Knox, Loudon, Monroe, Roane, 
Sevier, and Union counties. The 
Nine Lakes region is the fourth 
AVA in the state, which is de-
fined as a grape-growing region 

recognized for unique geography, 
climate, soils, and elevation – all 
factors that determine the char-
acter of grapes and wine. These 
designations help producers com-
municate a wine’s origin and give 
consumers a clearer connection 
to where their wine is produced. 
For more information about Ten-
nessee agriculture and the state’s 
wine industry, visit the TDA Viti-
culture webpage. 

Tennessee ranks among the low-
est-earning states in the nation, 
according to new  data from the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
Tennessee ranks 44 out of the 50 
states and Washington, D.C., with 
an average hourly wage of $31.79 
and an average working week of 
34.7 hours, meaning the average. 
Tennessee takes home $1,103.11 
per week. The national average 
wage is $35.66 per hour with 
the average American working 
33.96 hours a week. Washington, 
D.C., has the highest average 
hourly wage at $57.39, followed 
by Washington state at $44.15 
per hour,  and Massachusetts 
at $43.45 per hour. Mississippi 
reports the lowest hourly wage 
at $28.98 per hour on average, 
with Arkansas the second-lowest 
at $29.53, and Iowa  following at 
$30.59.  

Tennessee has become the first 
state in the nation with its 
own regulatory framework for 
nuclear fusion machines. The 
technology-neutral approach to 
fusion regulation taps into more 
than 60 years of resources and 
experience from its involvement 
as a Nuclear Regulatory Com-
mission (NRC) Agreement state. 
The new rules and regulations 
establish requirements for the 
licensing of fusion machines and 
fusion-related activities. Nuclear 
fusion is the process by which 
two or more light atomic nuclei 
combine to form a single, heavier 
nucleus. This process releases 
large amounts of energy and is 
the same reaction that powers the 
sun and other stars. Type One En-
ergy’s commercial site near Oak 
Ridge is anticipated to be among 
the first licensees under this new 
framework and will function as 
a fusion development campus 
through projects between the Oak 
Ridge National Laboratory, Ten-
nessee Valley Authority, and the 
University of Tennessee.

The Tennessee Department of 
Safety and Homeland Securi-
ty is proud to announce that 
the Tennessee Highway Patrol 
(THP) has been awarded its 
Fifth Accreditation Award by 
the Tennessee Association of 
Chiefs of Police. This accredi-
tation is granted for a three‑year 
period, extending through June 
2030, and aligns with the agency’s 
CALEA assessment cycle. The 
award reflects THP’s sustained 
commitment to meeting and 
exceeding all established stan-
dards, including newly adopted 
or amended requirements set 
forth by the Professional Stan-
dards Committee. The Tennessee 
Highway Patrol’s accreditation 
underscores the agency’s ongoing 
commitment to delivering exem-
plary law enforcement services 
statewide.  

New population estimates for state-
shared revenues to be published July 1

The first estimates under the 
state’s new annual population es-
timate program will be published 
on July 1. 

The Tennessee Department 
of Economic and Community 
Development (TNECD) will 
publish the figures, which will be 
based on the estimated population 
as of July 1, 2025, derived from 
Vintage 2025 estimates produced 
by the U.S. Census Bureau. 

Under a statute enacted in 
2025, those figures – rather than 
decennial census counts – will 
direct the distribution of state-
shared revenues.

According to the Tennessee 
State Data Center (TNSDC), the 
new yearly adjustment will reflect 
changes to both the population of 
each community and the overall 
state population. That means the 
proportion of funds that commu-
nities will receive each year will 
also change.

For many communities, the 
published Census Bureau esti-
mate will serve as the certified 
population in 2026. However, 
municipalities and counties that 

have had a special census certified 
by ECD will see those results in-
tegrated into their figures. 

Population estimates for the 
urban services districts in the 
state’s three metropolitan coun-
ties are also being finalized. Both 
adjustments affect the final aggre-
gate population totals that serve 
as the denominator in per capita 

distributions.
Boyd Center at the Univer-

sity of Tennessee is tasked with 
preparing population estimates 
and while TNECD is charged 
with their review and certifica-
tion. More can be learned about 
the new program on the TNSCD 
website.

DRA announces grant opportunities 
for municipalities in West Tennessee

The Delta Regional Authority 
(DRA) has announced two grant 
programs available to West Ten-
nessee municipalities.

Funded through the Commu-
nity Infrastructure Fund (CIF), 
DRA will make strategic invest-
ments toward projects address-
ing basic public infrastructure, 
transportation infrastructure and 
flood-control needs within com-
munities across the DRA’s eight-
state service area. 

Award amounts will range be-
tween $250,000 to $1 million. The 
deadline to apply for the 2026 CIF 
is Aug. 24, 2026.

States’ Economic Devel-
opment Assistance Program 
(SEDAP), is a funding opportunity 
supporting economic and com-
munity development needs across 
DRA’s eight-state service region.  

As one of DRA’s main invest-
ment tools, SEDAP targets proj-
ects addressing basic public and 

transportation infrastructure, in 
addition to workforce and business 
development needs for communi-
ties within DRA’s 255 counties and 
parishes. Awards will range from 
$50,000 to $500,000.  

The deadline to apply is July 
31, 2026. For questions about the 
program, email sedap.cif@dra.
gov.

To learn more about the pro-
grams or to apply, visit www.dra.
gov.

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/workforce/documents/economicanalysis/TN_Economic_Analysis_April_2026.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/workforce/documents/economicanalysis/TN_Economic_Analysis_April_2026.pdf
https://4uluzdmab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0010VUAnADV-YH5x9nsi-HaigK7JvJ3xWslOIluyzYd8QZfi4xvbknqjvJ9BQPUOJ_DbjeXwzY9-vPPZlpAtO5ICQ-2TgmBKFmNY00dvSuMlf5LqZcm0q4KKG_i0gD-sAIDynJUHbKOzqQpbpom3gezfifM1spLCEU5SLET7C5oieccHGu2Pw6DiD6TWun_ftf1&c=jQhftg0mfaXErZTcdVPwJS2eb0pcCkIswuAn9H2qsg1-jjLG5947cg==&ch=7T3sxo06SK7c1_jUw-R6yF9p3yWapeR4fH15XLRxPSHrZmkXrx-3uA==
https://4uluzdmab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0010VUAnADV-YH5x9nsi-HaigK7JvJ3xWslOIluyzYd8QZfi4xvbknqjvJ9BQPUOJ_DbjeXwzY9-vPPZlpAtO5ICQ-2TgmBKFmNY00dvSuMlf5LqZcm0q4KKG_i0gD-sAIDynJUHbKOzqQpbpom3gezfifM1spLCEU5SLET7C5oieccHGu2Pw6DiD6TWun_ftf1&c=jQhftg0mfaXErZTcdVPwJS2eb0pcCkIswuAn9H2qsg1-jjLG5947cg==&ch=7T3sxo06SK7c1_jUw-R6yF9p3yWapeR4fH15XLRxPSHrZmkXrx-3uA==
https://4uluzdmab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0010VUAnADV-YH5x9nsi-HaigK7JvJ3xWslOIluyzYd8QZfi4xvbknqjjXckNn0wSyHSkh15DwtltPA1rSShuNMqwvn22iWPZo4Y2DyGtJgwe77OiuafUNAIJXWjP5Qyz1tXi0an_DpM32eWcnWjDrX194PzG5Cqfr7wpNY9RemiuAVG3Z6x5KlJQ==&c=jQhftg0mfaXErZTcdVPwJS2eb0pcCkIswuAn9H2qsg1-jjLG5947cg==&ch=7T3sxo06SK7c1_jUw-R6yF9p3yWapeR4fH15XLRxPSHrZmkXrx-3uA==
https://4uluzdmab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0010VUAnADV-YH5x9nsi-HaigK7JvJ3xWslOIluyzYd8QZfi4xvbknqjiiMlaIgzj6OAYMab4bu8wvrHStH8zmxI96sAgISWnhBEUPGErNmMMopf4ZnP2SpmzpkAiZHHnw-xlFCGextQkiljPe39SAcQE3aUjjvloxFZc_wkZF5Ba5vOMHGqZqH7yAuZyx07M2j7EBARKrklpfUk43L4P4QrNZzhD-BrcyIfUZtcmBWg7c=&c=jQhftg0mfaXErZTcdVPwJS2eb0pcCkIswuAn9H2qsg1-jjLG5947cg==&ch=7T3sxo06SK7c1_jUw-R6yF9p3yWapeR4fH15XLRxPSHrZmkXrx-3uA==
https://www.tn.gov/agriculture/farms/produce-nursery/viticulture.html
https://www.tn.gov/agriculture/farms/produce-nursery/viticulture.html
https://www.bls.gov/charts/state-employment-and-unemployment/average-hourly-earnings-and-weekly-hours-and-earnings-by-state.htm
https://www.bls.gov/charts/state-employment-and-unemployment/average-hourly-earnings-and-weekly-hours-and-earnings-by-state.htm
https://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/Billinfo/default.aspx?BillNumber=HB0780&ga=114
https://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/apps/Billinfo/default.aspx?BillNumber=HB0780&ga=114
https://4uluzdmab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0010VUAnADV-YH5x9nsi-HaigK7JvJ3xWslOIluyzYd8QZfi4xvbknqjjXckNn0wSyHy3pU9GaP0F2-hqOfvqBomFgWJ-RBAYwws6VgZ8QrdvhvGp0d2nUH_1wq5getWosbZnGTIaNAKFud7SfHCbX_6rKy7apVIFJqdMsNYATTTF8JtW9UjsiyelxQSoagx2dcnqxxePrVv_o=&c=jQhftg0mfaXErZTcdVPwJS2eb0pcCkIswuAn9H2qsg1-jjLG5947cg==&ch=7T3sxo06SK7c1_jUw-R6yF9p3yWapeR4fH15XLRxPSHrZmkXrx-3uA==
https://4uluzdmab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0010VUAnADV-YH5x9nsi-HaigK7JvJ3xWslOIluyzYd8QZfi4xvbknqjjXckNn0wSyHy3pU9GaP0F2-hqOfvqBomFgWJ-RBAYwws6VgZ8QrdvhvGp0d2nUH_1wq5getWosbZnGTIaNAKFud7SfHCbX_6rKy7apVIFJqdMsNYATTTF8JtW9UjsiyelxQSoagx2dcnqxxePrVv_o=&c=jQhftg0mfaXErZTcdVPwJS2eb0pcCkIswuAn9H2qsg1-jjLG5947cg==&ch=7T3sxo06SK7c1_jUw-R6yF9p3yWapeR4fH15XLRxPSHrZmkXrx-3uA==
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https://us.list-manage.com/1BD5GY9lopD?e=b19a8e05ea&c2id=61921bfe97236e256d5d3e38e2ddca4b
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grant for $12 million, nearly as much 
as its entire annual budget, to cover 
the bulk of the flood mitigation work. 
The grant was part of the Building 
Resilient Infrastructure and Com-
munities program, better known as 
BRIC, created by Congress in 2018 
and administered by the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA).  

In 2025, before Highlands 
received any of the money, the 
Trump administration announced it 
was canceling the BRIC program, 
calling it “wasteful and ineffective.” 
Without the grant, there was no way 
Highlands could pay for all the com-
ponents of the plan. So, even as a 
group of state attorneys general were 
suing to have the BRIC program 
reinstated, Highlands began taking 
the plan apart and looking for ways 
to fund it piece by piece. It had little 
hope of completing the whole thing. 

“We assembled it, and now we 
have to disassemble it,” Broullon 
told me when I first spoke with her 
by phone in early March. “We have a 
little bit of whiplash going on.” 

 Conceptually, the BRIC pro-
gram isn’t wholly new. FEMA has 
made a small portion of its overall 
recovery funding for disaster areas 
available for hazard mitigation proj-
ects meant to reduce the damage from 
future storms. But BRIC is unique 
among federal disaster programs 
because it’s forward-looking, en-
couraging cities to anticipate future 
disasters, and because cities don’t 
have to be mid-recovery to qualify. 

Since launching in 2020, it has 
incentivized projects that improve 
public infrastructure, follow compre-
hensive hazard mitigation plans and 
incorporate nature-based solutions, 
among other priorities. 

 “The status quo of paying to 
rebuild after a disaster is no longer 
tenable,” says Joel Scata, a senior 
attorney at the Natural Resources 
Defense Council. He notes that the 
frequency of major disasters costing 
$1 billion or more has risen sharply 
in recent decades. “I think there’s a 
recognition that there needs to be a 
better alternative, and that’s reducing 
risk in the first place.” 

 The details of federal funding 
programs matter because they shape 
the scope of cities’ infrastructure am-
bitions. Most small cities don’t have 
the local staff capacity or revenue to 
plan for and fund projects that would 
help them manage future disasters. In 
Highlands, Broullon says, borough 
staff routinely scour a spreadsheet 
of federal funding opportunities to 
see what projects they might pursue. 

It built its plan for flood re-
duction in no small part around the 
priorities of the BRIC program, for 
example by partnering with a neigh-

boring community to gain points on 
its application. Many other cities 
applied for BRIC grants and didn’t 
receive them, suggesting increased 
demand for the types of projects the 
program is designed to fund. 

 “It’s really the only way that 
we can get a lot of projects done, is 
through that type of funding,” she 
said. 

 Dozens of other communi-
ties are in a similar situation. The 
state-led lawsuit challenging the 
cancellation of the BRIC program 
was ultimately successful, but the 
fate of the awarded grants is still in 
question. A judge ruled in December 
that FEMA had to spend the money 
that Congress had allocated to BRIC 
for its intended purpose. The agency 
said it would comply, and reissued 
a notice of funding opportunity for 
the program in March. But it wasn’t 
clear whether it would honor grant 
awards that hadn’t been paid out 
yet. As of mid-April, Highlands and 
other communities that had already 
been awarded grants still weren’t 
sure when they’d get the money, or 
whether they’d have to reapply. 

 That type of uncertainty has 
affected all sorts of federal funding 
programs over the last year and a half. 
President Donald Trump began his 
second term by calling into question 
federal funding for all types of proj-
ects, especially those that are tied to 
climate change or social policy goals 
that don’t align with his priorities.  

His administration announced 
a freeze on all federal grants last 
January, intending to target programs 
related to diversity, equity, and in-
clusion, before lifting the freeze a 
few days later. With congressional 
approval, the administration later 
pulled back millions in transportation 
and infrastructure funding, canceling 
some grants to cities that had been 
announced and, in some cases, partly 
awarded. 

 Trump has taken special aim 
at FEMA, citing “serious concerns 
of political bias” within the agency 
and suggesting that most of its work 
could be transferred to states. He has 
clamped down on disaster declara-
tions, which unlock federal funding 
for recovery and hazard mitigation, 
in politically uneven ways.  

Over the last year, his adminis-
tration has rejected 77 %t of disaster 
requests from states with Democratic 
leaders while approving 89 % of 
requests from Republican states, 
according to reporting by Politico. 

 The uncertainty over specific 
grant awards comes amid more 
gradual changes in the federal gov-
ernment’s approach to disaster resil-
ience and infrastructure funding, and 
a broader societal reckoning with the 
implications of climate change. 

  

June 20: Oak Ridge
Jackson Square Lavender Festival
This festival brings together a vari-
ety of regional vendors whose goal 
is to celebrate health, herbs, and the 
environment. 

June 26: July: Kenton
White Squirrel Festival
This week full of family-friendly 
events celebrates Kenton’s unique 
population of white squirrels.

July 3-4: Jonesborough
Jonesborough Days
This festival commemorates 
Jonesborough’s history and her-
itage with a variety of vendors, 
events, performances, and contests 
throughout Jonesborough’s histor-
ic district. 

July 3-4: Smithville
55th Annual Fiddlers’ Jamboree
The official jamboree and crafts 
festival for the state of Tennessee 
features 35 music and dance cat-
egories, streets full of hand-made 
crafts, and food booths galore.

July 10-12: Ripley
Tomato Festival
Ripley City Park hosts this festival 
honoring the area’s rich agricul-
tural heritage, juicy homegrown 
tomatoes, and small-town charm 
with plenty of activities for the 
whole family.

July 11: Mountain City
Mountain City Sunflower Festival
This annual festival brings together 
local vendors and residents for 
family-friendly activities and live 
entertainment.

July 16-19: Brownsville
Summer Jamz Music Fest
This four-day festival brings to-
gether Brownsville’s rich musical 
heritage at numerous local venues.

July 17-18: Adams
Tennessee-Kentucky Thresher-
men's Show
Celebrating the rich agricultur-
al heritage of the region, this 
festival is organized by the Ten-
nessee-Kentucky Threshermen's 
Association and is recognized as 
one of the oldest and largest steam 
engine and tractor exhibitions in 
the South.

July 17-25: Kingsport
Kingsport Fun Fest
This community-led festival brings 
Kingsport residents from all over 
together for art, music, sports, and 
family fun. 

July 17-18: Rutledge
Grainger Tomato Festival
First organized in 1992 to promote 
the area’s world-famous tomatoes, 
this festival promotes the region’s 
agricultural products, artists, au-
thors, talent, and craftsmen.

July 19: Cumberland Gap
Tri-State Outdoors Fest
Bringing together representatives 
from various groups and agencies 
from the region to celebrate all 
things outdoors.

While job openings have in-
creased, new data shows that 
many job postings in the U.S. 
are not actually turning into 
new hires. Data from the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics found that job 
openings hit their highest mark 
in two years in April with 7.62 
million positions listed as avail-
able. However, labor turnover 
showed that the number of new 
hires is also declining – as are 
the number of voluntary quits 
and firings. Economists said 
imbalances in what pay is being 
offered and what employees 
are willing to work for, rising 

labor costs, and broader economic 
uncertainly fueled by the war in 
Iran may be the reason for the dis-
connect. Additionally, there could 
be a disconnect between industries 
that are hiring and those who are 
qualified for those positions. More 
than 90% of April’s job openings 
were in the professional and busi-
ness services industry, with many 
of these white-collar jobs requiring 
at least a bachelor’s degree.  

The U.S. economy added 172,000 
jobs in May, according to the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics. The 
latest jobs shattered expectations 

that the economy would only add 
105,000 jobs and indicates job 
growth in the country may be stabi-
lizing after a year of weak growth. 
However, unemployment held 
steady at 4.3%. Job growth was 
also revised up with March’s initial 
29,000 total corrected to 214,000 
while April’s tally was revised 
from 64,000 to 179,000 jobs. An-
nual wage growth for May slowed 
to 3.4% from 3.6% the previous 
month. The biggest sector for job 
growth in May was the leisure and 
hospitality sector followed by the 
public sector and healthcare and 
social assistance sector.
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By JARED BREY
Governing

The borough of Highlands, 
N.J., hugs a small corner of coastal 
land overlooking Sandy Hook 
Bay, a short drive from the resorts 
of Sea Bright and Asbury Park.  

Part of Highlands is built into 
a steep hill that peaks at Mount 
Mitchill, the highest elevation on 
the east coast south of Maine, with 
a resplendent view of the New 
York City skyline. But most of the 
homes and businesses are in the 
low-lying downtown, separated 
from the bay by nothing but a 
bulkhead. For decades Highlands 
has suffered from flooding. 

 Heavy rains overwhelm the 
poorly drained hillside develop-
ments above the borough and 
send water rushing downtown, 
sometimes with such force that it 
comes spraying out of the inlets 
onto downtown streets like so 
many fountains. State Route 36, 
the primary arterial in Highlands, 
N.J., is sometimes impassable.  

During Superstorm Sandy in 
2012, eight feet of water covered 
Bay Avenue, the main downtown 
drag. Today many of the homes 
have been or are in the process of 
being raised onto stilts, supporting 
a lively industry of specialty con-
struction contractors. 

The people who named High-
lands, which is home to about 
5,000, got it half right. They could 
have just as accurately named it 
Lowlands, or, all too accurately, 
Highwaters. As Highlands Mayor 
Carolyn Broullon put it to me one 
morning in late March, “Either 
you’re on the slope, or you’re in 
the flood plain.” 

 A few years ago, the borough 
began working with Monmouth 
Hills, a historic community built 
above Route 36, to address some 
of their shared flooding chal-
lenges, which stretch back over a 
century to when Monmouth Hills 
was first developed.  

The plan included building 
new storm drains, inlets, and 
pump stations while also con-
structing new wetlands in an 
existing human-made canal. One 
of the major moves was a plan to 
install a retention basin beneath 
Kavookjian Field, a baseball and 
soccer field on Route 36, partway 
down the slope between the hill 
and the bay, which would capture 
stormwater during heavy rains 
and release it slowly to mitigate 
flooding downtown. The whole 
project was estimated to cost 
about $16 million. 

 In 2024, Highlands was told 
it was going to receive a federal 

When Federal Resilience Grants Disappear

https://jacksonsquarelavenderfestival.org/
https://www.facebook.com/WhiteSquirrelFestivalhttps://www.cityofkentontn.com/white-squirrel-festival/TN/
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https://smithvillejamboree.com/
https://www.ripleypower.com/about/articles/tomato-festival.php
https://www.sunflowerfestivalmctn.com/
https://www.facebook.com/summejamfest
https://www.facebook.com/TnKyThreshermenShow/about
https://www.facebook.com/TnKyThreshermenShow/about
https://funfest.net/
http://www.graingertomatofestival.com/
https://www.facebook.com/tristateoutdoorsfest/
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TML Board of Directors holds June meeting in Nashville

From left to right, TML Executive Director Anthony Haynes, TML President and Bolivar Mayor Julian 
McTizic, TMBF President and CEO Wade Morrell, TML 2nd Vice President and Lawrenceburg Mayor 
Blake Lay, and TML 1st Vice President and Cleveland Mayor Kevin Brooks go over the league's finan-
cials during the June board meeting. 

TML 1st Vice President and Cleveland Mayor Kevin Brooks, left, 
and Athens Vice Mayor Jordan Curtis, right. 

TML District 5 Director and Goodlettsville City Manager Tim Ellis, left, 
and TML legal counsel Charles W. Bone, right. 

PEP Representative and Fayetteville Mayor Donna Hartman, left, and 
TML 2nd Vice President and Lawrenceburg Mayor Blake Lay, right.

From left to right, TML District 5 Director and Goodlettsville City Manager Tim Ellis, District 6 Director 
and Nolensville Vice Mayor Jessica Salamida, District 7 Director and Paris City Manager Kim Foster, 
and TML District 8 Director and Millington Alderwoman Bethany Huffman. 

At-Large Director and Kingsport Mayor Paul Montgomery, left, and 
District 1 Director and Erwin Alderman Michael Baker, right.

District 6 Director and Nolensville Vice Mayor Jessica Salamida, left, 
and District 3 Director and Red Bank Mayor Stefanie Dalton, right.

TML President and Bolivar Mayor Julian McTizic, left, and At-Large Director Kingsport Mayor Paul 
Montgomery, right. 

From left to right, TML Executive Director Anthony Haynes, TML President and Bolivar Mayor Julian 
McTizic, and At-Large Director and Councilman Jackson Councilman Johnny Dodd discuss issues 
before the board.

TML District 8 Director and Millington Alderwoman Bethany Huffman, left, and District 7 Director and 
Paris City Manager Kim Foster, right. 
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