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Commercial Appeal starts print delivery via USPS Oct. 20

MARK RUSSELL
The Commercial Appeal, Memphis
September 18, 2025

Editor’s note: This story has been
edited to fit this space. Pronouns
referring to subscribers have been
changed from second to third person.

The Commercial Appeal, Mem-
phis, and other newspapers have
evolved in the last decade to reach
readers in different ways — from
websites to apps to newsletters
and social media platforms.

Today, we are at another major
point of change in how we con-
nect with some readers. Starting

Russell Anastasi

Monday, Oct. 20, we are changing
how we deliver the print edition.
We are partnering with the U.S.
Postal Service for delivery of The
Commercial Appeal.

This move is designed to help us

more efficiently use our resources
amid increasing digital reader-
ship demand. Home mail delivery
should also improve delivery
consistency for subscribers.
Subscribers will not notice a dif-
ference in timing for the weekday
editions. They will get their week-
day papers on the same days they
do now. Our print publication days
are not changing, but the Sunday
edition will be delivered to most
homes on Saturdays. Advertising
inserts currently delivered on Sun-

See DELIVERY Page 2

Local news defined the Katrina story in
New Orleans. Could it still do that today?

When Hurricane Katrina
made landfall on Aug. 29, 2005,
the newsrooms in New Orleans
became lifelines for scattered resi-
dents. Reporters and photographers
from The Times-Picayune spread
out across the flooded city. Even
after the paper’s headquarters was
evacuated, coverage continued, first
online, and then, three days later,
in print from borrowed presses in
Houma, La., about 55 miles away.

Meanwhile, WWL-AM had
reporters and anchors embedded
in emergency operations centers.
Every radio station in New Orleans
broadcast its signal. WWL-TV
likewise never went off the air, the
only station in the city to do so.

But that model of local crisis
coverage, born in the age of print
dominance and a few powerful
well-staffed broadcast outlets, may
no longer be possible.

“It would be a huge challenge
to cover Katrina the way we did,”
said Dave Cohen, who has been
news director for WWL Radio since
2000. “There are just not nearly the
numbers there were 20 years ago.”

The WWL-AM newsroom had 15
people during Katrina, for example.
Now it has five.

NEws
ANALYSIS

JACKIE SPINNER

“Not only did we have a rela-
tively large staff, but we called on
resources from corporate holdings
around the country to help cover
Katrina’s arrival and aftermath,”
Cohen said. “But today, newsrooms
are not what they used to be on
any level, from print to television
to radio.”

In 2021, the Pew Research Cen-
ter estimated that U.S. newsrooms
lost 26% of their jobs from 2008
and 2020. Newspaper newsrooms
saw the biggest cuts, with employ-
ment falling by 57% That number
has likely grown even bigger in the
past five years.

In 2005, the Times-Picayune
was at the center of New Orleans
media. Legacy outlets, such as The
Louisiana Weekly, Gambit Weekly,
CityBusiness, the Clarion Herald
and a handful of other community

papers orbited around it.

Twenty years later, the Picayune
no longer exists as an independent
paper, having merged with The
Advocate in 2019. The local media
ecosystem is now populated by
nonprofits such as Verite News,
The Lens and the Louisiana Illumi-
nator, alongside hyperlocal news-
letters and neighborhood sites.

“I think people relied on the big
newspapers to give them informa-
tion in 2005,” said Terry Baquet,
editor-in-chief of Verite News, a
nonprofit outlet launched in 2022.
“People no longer rely on newspa-
pers.”

For Baquet, who was Page 1 Ed-
itor at the Times-Picayune in 2005,
Katrina was the shift.

“Katrina sort of foretold the de-
mise of newspapers,” he said.

The Times-Picayune’s coverage
earned two Pulitzer Prizes — one
for breaking news and another for
public service, shared with the Sun
Herald in Gulfport, Miss. It also
revealed the growing power of the
internet.

In the city itself, the printed
paper was gold, with stranded
residents at the Superdome and Er-
nest N. Morial Convention Center

TPA Advertising/Circulation
Revenue Summit & Ideas
Contest Awards presenta-
tion Oct. 17 in Chattanooga

Tennessee Press Association
member newspapers are
invited to the TPA Advertising &
Circulation Revenue Summit in
Chattanooga on Friday, October
17 from 10:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m.

The day will include lunch and
presentation of the Ideas Con-
test Awards. Event is designed
for networking and exchanging
ideas within our industry.

TPA Member cost is $25 per per-
son. Lunch will be provided.

Six training sessions are sched-
uled: Selling with Al: Tips and
Tricks; Digital Selling including
Branded Content; New Revenue
Projects and Ideas; Circulation:
Audience Growth Strategies;
Idea Sharing Session: Bring your
Best Revenue Ideas and Win
Prizes; Roundtables on Advertis-
ing and Circulation topics.

Register at https://tinyurl.com/
TPARevenue2025
Staff reports
September 26, 2025

sharing limited copies delivered by
reporters and editors. “You would
have thought we were handing out
pizzas or Po Boys because people
were grabbing for these papers to
try to find out what was going on,”
Baquet recalled.

But for residents who had
evacuated, the printed paper was
of little help. The paper made the
transition in real time, prioritizing
its breaking news coverage online
and finding ways to engage resi-
dents who had evacuated to places
all over the country. “The only way
you could find out what happened
to your family was through people
contacting each other on Facebook,”

See SPINNER Page 4
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Why “free” doesn’t mean free to read

One of the funniest emails I've
received landed in my inbox a few
years ago.

The writer wanted to know —
seriously — why the paper isn’t
free when the word “Free” is right
there in its name.

They sounded genuinely puzzled
— and just a touch annoyed.

I wrote back to explain that the
Times Free Press takes its middle
name from something far more
enduring than a subscription
discount. The “free” refers to a free
press, the right guaranteed by the
First Amendment. It never prom-
ised a free price tag.

Not long after, another reader hit
our digital paywall and posted this
sweeping declaration on Facebook:
“News should be free, like water.”

When that comment reached the
newsroom, eyes rolled in collective
exasperation.

Should news be free?

It’s a fair question. Many people
sincerely believe journalism is a
public service, as vital to a healthy
democracy as public education.
And in principle, they’re right:
without an informed citizenry,
democracy falters.

Some digital startups can offer
free news because they’re under-
written by nonprofit grants or dona-
tions; in short, they have a different
funding and delivery model. But
for legacy newspapers — especially
those that still print and deliver a
physical paper, like most members
of the Tennessee Press Association
— “free” simply isn’t feasible.

Your
PRESIDING
REPORTER
AvisoN GERBER

A free press has a real cost.

Ink and paper cost real money. So
does delivering thousands of papers
across the region every morning.
Our digital infrastructure — servers,
content-management systems and
hardware, advertising software and
data archiving — isn’t free either.

Most importantly, there’s the
work itself. Journalists spend long
hours attending public meetings,
combing through complex records
and reports, checking facts, inter-
viewing sources and translating
it all into stories that people can
actually understand. That kind of
labor — often tedious, sometimes
risky — requires skill and dedica-
tion. Like any craft, it deserves to
be compensated.

We are, in the end, a business
producing a product. Expecting a
newspaper to give away its work for
free is like expecting the Coca-Cola
Company to hand out free Coke and
Sprite on every street corner. No
business can survive that way.

For decades, newspapers offset
the cost of subscriptions with
advertising revenue. The subscrip-
tion price barely covered the cost of
producing a newspaper; ad revenue
made the model work.

But over the last two decades,
advertising dollars have migrated
to the digital giants — Google,
Facebook and their peers. As those
platforms grew, newspapers had
little choice but to ask subscribers
to shoulder more of the cost.

Here’s the cruel cycle: fewer
people are willing to pay for news,
which forces cuts to staff and
coverage. A diminished product,
in turn, drives even more readers
away. Breaking that cycle means
readers have to see journalism not
as a free commodity, but as some-
thing worth supporting.

Despite the business reality,
newspapers remain mission-driven.
Our job is to serve the community,
to hold power accountable and
to knit people together through
shared information.

A Chattanooga reader recently
described the Times Free Press as
the community’s “connective tis-
sue.” We cherish that description.
It captures why we do what we do.

But to keep providing that service
— day after day, meeting after meet-
ing — we must charge for access.

A free press is guaranteed by the
Constitution; free access is not.

The value of credible, local
journalism is worth the price. And
a subscription is what keeps the
“free” in the Times Free Press, and
newspapers across the state, alive.

Alison Gerber is editor of the
Chattanooga Times Free Press and
president of the Tennessee Press
Association for 2025-2026.

DELIVERY from Page 1

days will be included and delivered
to subscribers on Saturdays.

For some readers, we know
this will change their established
patterns, given that the newspaper
will come later in the day. And, for
many of them, postal delivery will
prompt an adjustment in their rou-
tine as they adapt to the change. If
they want to continue to read the
newspaper in the early morning,
the eNewspaper is available on
their computer, tablet or mobile
phone each morning.

Like other newspaper publish-
ers, Gannett Co., which owns USA
TODAY and publications in more
than 220 markets, including the
184-year-old Commercial Appeal,
has already successfully intro-
duced the mail approach in dozens

of markets across the nation.

The round-the-clock online news
cycle has made digital products the
first choice for breaking news, and
print subscribers are increasingly
engaging digitally. Against that
backdrop, The CA is continuing
to emphasize the printed news-
paper as a place readers can dive
into local news with more impact
and context, feel-good community
features, sports analysis and com-
mentary — the stories you can’t get
anywhere else.

“For many years now, the printed
newspaper has served as a culmina-
tion of the stories that will become
our collective history, while our
websites and mobile apps deliver
the news of the day,” said Michael
A. Anastasi, Gannett’s senior vice
president of local news. “We know
that by the time our informed

readers pick up the paper, they
know what happened yesterday —
the print newspaper should provide
additional context.”

The CA is also committed to
providing a news report that helps
readers understand the news of
the day and, more importantly,
putting those events in context by
explaining why they are happen-
ing and what they mean.

Print subscribers have access to
our digital products, including our
newsletters, which are included in
their subscription. Subscribers also
have universal access to eNewspa-
per publications throughout our
network, and unlimited access to
the USA Today Crossword puzzles
site and a host of games.

Mark Russell is executive editor
of The Commercial Appeal.
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There’s a new paper in town and 16,000-plus
LinkedIn followers are all worked up about it

I once joked that if I were host-
ing a birthday party and wanted
to be sure no one would attend,
I'd send out the invitations on
LinkedIn. More about that later.

Around 12 years ago, a young
man, around 30 then, approached
me during a break at a convention
in Des Moines, Iowa, and asked
if we could talk. He had worked
at a local newspaper, owned by a
newspaper conglomerate, in his
home state (Kansas). I've never
forgotten his words, “I know I
could put out a better newspaper.”

Ten years ago, Joey, his wife
Lindsey, and a few friends he re-
cruited to be a part of the news and
sales team, published the first issue
of Newton Now. Newton Now was
later renamed Harvey County Now.

I was so impressed with Joey,
Lindsey, and their team’s work
that I started writing about them.
My first column was in 2015,
shortly after the first issue of
Newton Now hit the streets. In late
2016, I interviewed Joey for my
syndicated column for newspa-
per publishers. I learned in that
interview that Lindsey and Joey
didn’t inherit the paper, nor did
they inherit any money to start the
paper. In Joey’s words, “We did it
through luck and hard work.”

In a recent column for The
Hutchinson (Kansas) Tribune,

From THE
NEews
GuRry

Kevin Sump

Joey wrote, “On Tuesday, Nov. 15,
2016, Hutchinson lost its newspa-
per.” Hutchinson, by the way, is
Joey’s hometown. He said, “Many
in the community didn’t know it
yet, but I take no victory lap in
saying, ‘I told you so.”

On November 16, 2016, Joey
wrote about the fate of his local
newspaper. In it, he wrote, “It was
a good run,” and predicted what
would happen to his “beloved”
hometown newspaper, now that a
private equity fund owned it.

Nine years later, in a June 1,
2025 column, Joe wrote, “Today,
the Hutchinson News isn’t really
a newspaper anymore. There
hasn’t been a local reporter in
that newsroom for over a year.”

What about LinkedIn?

What does all this have to do
with LinkedIn?” you might be
wondering. Let me explain. Two
days ago, I added a post on Linke-
dIn about Lindsey and Joey’s
new newspaper, The Hutchinson

ASH S

Submitted

News of the recent launch of
the Hutchinson (Kan.) Tribune
lit up LinkedIn as well as the
faces of its proud entrepre-
neurial staff. It fills a gap left by f
the closure of the Hutchinson
News almost nine years ago.

Tribune.

Usually, when I post something
on LinkedIn, the counter will tell
me there have been 500-1,200
impressions. (A LinkedIn im-
pression is the number of times a
piece of content, such as a post or
article, is displayed in someone’s
feed, even if they didn’t interact
with it. To count as an impression,

the content must be visible on the
screen for at least 300 milliseconds
with 50% or more of the post in
view, or it must be clicked). That
basically means 500-1,200 people
scanned over a post, whether they
stopped to click on it or not. In
addition to the impressions, gener-

See SLIMP page 5

Q&A with new Freedom Forum 1A specialist Alex Morey

Editor’s note: This column was
edited to fit this space.

How did you become interest-
ed in First Amendment issues?
What led you to where you are
today, career-wise?

I was naturally interested in
journalism as a kid. Barbara
Walters started it.

By the fourth grade, “20/20”
on Friday nights was appoint-
ment viewing for me. Barba-
ra was a woman who could
essentially mine people for truth.
Implicit in that fact was that
one could learn to do this. And
what a valuable public service!
To root out these solid gold truth
nuggets. To show the world as it
is. To force important people to
tell you their secrets.

College and the years directly

FrReepom
Forum

Arex Morey

after would put me on a more
First Amendment-focused path. I
majored in journalism and worked
on the campus paper.
Post-graduation, I felt like I
was still missing some critical
education, so I joined the Peace
Corps and was assigned to teach
English in Madagascar. I got a side
gig working on the weekends with
the U.S. Embassy, which needed
someone to teach local journalists
how to put their stories online. It

was the early days of blogging,
and I was teaching the very basics.

But as I was giving my little
blogging tutorials, casually talking
about all the hard-hitting investi-
gative stories the local journalists
might cover, the reporters were
shooting each other looks.

Afterwards, one of them pulled
me aside and explained that
everything I was suggesting was
totally off limits. They might get
arrested — or have their families
targeted — for asking those kinds
of questions. There were some
things they just could not cover.
They’d pretty much accepted it,
and I needed to, too.

I said OK, that I understood.

Both were lies.

Instead, that interaction became
my First Amendment origin story,

and from there on out, our girl
Barbara Walters took a back seat
to basic rights on my career path.
Your career has had a partic-
ular focus on the First Amend-
ment on college campuses. What
do you think are the biggest
issues in this area currently?
College campuses are way too
quiet. Students and faculty —
heck, administrators now, too —
are scared to talk about anything
that might be considered divisive.
For a decade or so, I've given
basic First Amendment lectures
to student groups on campuses
around the country. And every
year, the Q&As at the end were
getting shorter and quieter. Inevi-
tably, students would wait for me

See MOREY Page 11

For Your CALENDAR

October 2025

5-11: National Newspaper Week

7-8: Support Journalism Awards
Dinner and Fly-in, News-Media
Alliance, includes meetings
with members of Congress and
their staff, Washington, D.C. By
invitation only. Contact rsvp@
newsmediaalliance.org.

9-10: National Newspaper Associ-
ation Foundation (NNAF) 139th
Annual Convention & Trade
Show (includes Oct. 8 Interlink
User Group Workshop), Hilton
Minneapolis, MN.

9-11: 2025 AccessFirst Conference,
Invetigative Reporters & Editors,
virtual event, https://www.ire.
org/accessfest-2025-registration/

15-18: MediaFest25, Associated
Collegiate Press, College Media
Association, and Society of Pro-
fessional Journalists, Washing-
ton, D.C.

17: TPA Advertising & Circulation
Revenue Summit, 10a.m.-3 p.m.,
Chattanooga Times Free Press,
Chattanooga.

November 2025

3-5: America’s Newspapers Senior
Leadership Conference, pre-
sented by America’s Newspa-
pers, The Broadmoor, Colorado
Springs, CO.

13-16: 2025 National High School
Journalism Convention, Jour-
nalism Education Association
and National Scholastic Press
Association, Gaylord Opryland
Resort & Convention Center,
Nashville, TN.

March 2026

March 5-7: ACP Spring National
College Media Confrence, Hyatt
Regency Embarcadero, San
Francisco.

March 30-April 1: News Industry
Mega Conference, presented by
America’s Newspapers, Austin,
TX.

July 2026

July 15-19: The International
Society of Weekly Newspaper
Editors 2026 Conference,
Cardiff, Wales.
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An important question: Does this make sense?

As I write this, I have on my
desk one of the most confusing
ads I've ever seen. I saved it,
because it’s an example of what
not to do in an ad. It’s an ad for a
pizza restaurant, and it is unfor-
tunately a jumble of competing
offers and special deals.

It’s divided into a series of ten
boxes, which is in itself a bad
idea, because boxes divide a larg-
er space into a series of smaller
ads on the page. Several of the
boxes feature prices of different
choices of pizzas. Others high-
light percentage-discounts and a
free offer. Still more feature the
name of the restaurant, the ad-
dress, the phone number and the
web address. The headline, which
reads, “Now open,” appears at the
bottom of the ad, where it looks

Ap-LiBs®

Joun Foust

like an afterthought. Add a QR
code to the mix and you have an
unintelligible mess.

In addition to being a visual
nightmare, the ad copy doesn’t
make much sense at all. For
example, the most prominent offer
promotes “40% off all pizzas, sides
and desserts. Not valid with other
offers.” Well, why would you want
to use it with other offers, when
the box bedside it offers a free
pizza? Then there are boxes which

offer discount prices on specific
flavors and sizes of pizzas — one
and two-topping pizzas, mix

and match choices, extra-large
one-topping, and large specialty
pizza (what makes it special is not
explained).

It’s enough to make a pizza
lover say, “I’ll just stay home and
have a sandwich.”

I couldn’t help but wonder, “Did
anybody proofread this mon-
strosity before it ran?” So I read
it myself. There is not a single
typo or misplaced punctuation
mark. If this final version had
been checked by someone who
was looking for only grammatical
errors, that would explain why the
ad made it into print.

The problem is that it sends
multiple messages — and none

of them match. It reminds me of
what one of my advertising clients
once said about a new publication:
“It has a lot of writing, but not
much reading.”

One of my favorite advertising
stories is about the time I heard
a speech by John O’Toole, who
was at the time the chairman of
Foote, Cone & Belding, a global ad
agency. He also served as presi-
dent of the American Association
of Advertising Agencies. After his
speech, I walked to the head table
and asked him what he thought
was the most important principle
in advertising. Without hesitation,
he said, “Clarity.”

There you have it. One of the
most respected experts in the
world said the secret to success in
advertising is clarity. That secret

can make a world of difference

in persuasive communication,
whether we’re selling products on
an international scale or pizzas at
a local restaurant.

What should we do with this in-
formation? We can start by going
beyond grammar when we proof-
read ads and ad ideas. All it takes
is one simple question: “Does this
make sense?”

Copyright 2025 by John Foust.
All rights reserved. John Foust has
conducted training programs for
thousands of newspaper advertis-
ing professionals.

Many ad departments are using
his training DVDs to save time
and get quick results from in-house
training. Email for information:
john@johnfoust.com

SPINNER from Page 1

Baquet said. “We set up this sort of
page or list where you could find
people. It revealed the greatness

of the Internet and how helpful it
could be in situations like that. We
were still putting out newspapers,
but the newspaper would come out
the next day, and people were trying
to find out information about their
families. They could get it in real
time.”

In addition to the Internet, the
role of social media has significant-
ly changed how journalists distrib-
ute and how people consume local
news, particularly in a disaster.

Viewers now contribute to
coverage via social media

Social media gave Hurricane
Ida coverage a dimension Katrina
never had, allowing viewers to ask
questions directly or send video
from neighborhoods reporters
couldn’t reach.

“What really helped us was the
use of social media,” said Charisse
Gibson, who grew up in New
Orleans and joined WWL-TV as an
anchor in 2019. “TV wasn’t always
accessible. Using social media
helped to get the word out.”

Ida made landfall in 2021 on the
very same day that Katrina had,
Aug. 29.

WWL-TV staff camped inside
their newsroom, sleeping on air
mattresses on the floor in the sales
department and working 12-hour

shifts. A security guard cooked
their meals with food staffers had
brought from their abandoned
refrigerators at home.

“We did that for days,” recalled
Gibson, president of the NABJ
chapter in New Orleans. “The hard
part about it was - it was the same
situation as Katrina — my parents
had to escape. They all left. The
very story you talk about, you are
essentially living it. You’re thinking
about your mom and dad and your
grandparents.”

That kind of round-the-clock
commitment, Gibson admitted, is
harder to imagine now. “It’s fair to
say across the board whether it’s
digital, print or television, newsroom
staff have significantly reduced.”

As the 20th anniversary ap-
proached, she was busy working
on special reports for the TV
station, whose changing ownership
also reflects what is happening
more broadly in the broadcast
news industry.

During Katrina, the CBS-affiliat-
ed WWL-TV was owned by Belo
Corp., which was acquired by
Gannett in 2013. Two years later,
Gannett spun off its broadcasting
division into a separate company
called Tegna. Then on Aug. 19 of
this year, 10 days before the Katrina
anniversary, Nexstar announced
that it had purchased rival Tegna in
a $6.2 billion deal that still has to
be approved by the FCC.

“Unfortunately we are in a space
where we no longer have infinite
resources and infinite talent,”

Gibson said. “We don’t have the
amount of people we once had.
We don’t have the people to shoot
the kinds of stories you’ve seen
me cover. The stories are turning
a little slowly, slower than I would
like.” But, she added, “we’re still
keeping up with the demand.”

Nonprofit model seen as
central to media coverage

In many ways, as the legacy me-
dia has become smaller in the city,
the nonprofit model has become
central to New Orleans media,
though it is much more fractured.

Karen Gadbois, who co-founded
The Lens in 2009, began blogging
about demolitions and housing
policy after Katrina.

“Our policy is we do the after,”
she said. “We don’t have the ca-
pacity to be at every flooded street
corner. But we can hold officials
accountable for the promises they
make in recovery.”

For storm coverage as it hap-
pened, she said much of the city
would probably turn to radio. “I
think WWL would be that landing
place. Whether they’re prepared for
it,  don’t know. But in a disaster,
people who’ve been through it be-
fore — that’s still where they turn.”

Baquet said if Katrina were to hap-
pen in New Orleans again today, the
small non-profits would cover the
story, although it would be different.

“I think the coverage would
wind up being what it ultimately
became after we learned how to

cover it,” he said. “We’d jump on
why this happened.”

That orientation reflects a broader
shift: whereas the Times-Picayune
once served as an all-purpose insti-
tution, today’s outlets specialize in
community engagement, inves-
tigative depth and neighborhood
service journalism. Each covers a
piece of what used to be centralized.

“The one thing we knew when
we started Verite News is that it
wouldn’t be everything to every-
body,” Baquet said. “We weren’t
going to be the paper of record. We
had a niche, which was covering
communities that had long been
ignored by the big media organiza-
tions.”

Patchwork of specialized
newsrooms poised for
next major storm

New Orleans faces the next storm
with a patchwork of smaller, more
specialized newsrooms. The voices
are still there, more diverse, more
rooted in community, but fewer in
number and stretched thin.

When the next Katrina comes,
as scientists warn it inevitably will,
the city’s residents may again find
themselves not only battling the
floodwaters but also searching for
where to turn, and who to trust,
for the story of their survival.

“All the news exists electronically,
and our electric grid is not rein-
forced,” said Vicki A. Mayer, pro-
fessor of communication at Tulane
University. “After Ida and we sat in

the dark for two weeks, nothing lo-
cal was online. If you could get the
Internet through your phone, then
you could go somewhere for news.
But these stories were not local.”

Like many outlets in New Orleans,
Verite, which focuses on the city’s
majority Black population, published
anniversary coverage in the months
leading up to the 20th anniversary.

The series, “What was lost,”
invited readers to submit stories
of the little things they lost that
trigger the most vivid memories:

a job at the nation’s oldest public
hospital, a record collection, pianos
that once belonged to Fats Domino.
It includes Baquet’s own reflection
on the Japanese koi pond that he
and his family lost when their his-
toric Creole cottage in the 7th Ward
flooded and then was looted.

The news outlet also is reporting
stories that examine whether New
Orleans is prepared for another
natural disaster.

“A Katrina should never ever
happen again to New Orleans, but
it will,” Baquet said. “I don’t think
the fixes they put in place are going
to be enough to really protect us. I
think explaining why New Orleans
is still vulnerable is an important
story to tell.”

Jackie Spinner is a professor
at Columbia College Chicago and
the editor of Gateway Journalism
Review. This column originally ap-
peared in the Aug. 28, 2025 edition
of GJR. It is republished here with
permission. Visit gatewayjr.org.
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Smart hiring in modern newsrooms:
Vetting for today’s editorial demands

Interviewing reporter ap-
plicants was among my most
tedious tasks when sitting behind
the editor’s desk. It also was a
most important responsibility.
Selecting the strongest individu-
als would save headaches down
the line.

My battery of questions ranged
from basic skills to reading habits
to public affairs knowledge. How
do you rate your spelling and
grammar? What publications do
you regularly read? How do you
prepare for an interview? What’s
the most important story you’ve
ever written? What would co-work-
ers identify as your strengths and
weaknesses?

Those interviews were years
ago before Slack channels, Ins-
tagram Lives or reader analytics
dashboards dictated newsroom
priorities. Today’s realities demand
an entirely new skill set.

Reporters must be knowledge-
able and adept in a variety of
proficiencies to deliver news in
the changing media landscape.
Editors must craft corresponding
questions for applicants. What'’s
your experience in capturing and
editing video? How active are you

CommuniTy

Newsroom

Success
‘\ "“jﬁ ‘ Jim PumagLo

in social media, and who do you
follow? A blog generates favorable
and unfavorable comments: How
do you decide whether to engage
in dialogue? Do you use ChatGPT
or other AI? Do you use Otter.ai or
similar tools to record and tran-
scribe meetings?

Stakes are higher than ever for
hiring reporters. Newsrooms are
squeezed for resources. Staffs are
asked to produce more with less.
Reporters must be versatile.

That said, I'm a firm believer
that reporters must be grounded
in the basics. Best practices are the
foundation of solid news cover-
age across the spectrum of digital
platforms.

I offer a few suggestions for

identifying the strongest applicants:

o Test their spelling and gram-
mar. I remember the response of

many, to paraphrase: “I recognize
my shortcomings and always have
spell check at hand.” Trust me,
that’s a big red flag.

o Test their research. Have they
prepped for the interview? Quiz
them about what they know about
your city and your newspaper —
what intrigues them, what attract-
ed them to apply.

e Test their “on the job” skills.
For second interviews, challenge
them to hit the streets and find a
story. Come back in an hour and
write a headline, a tweet thread
and a two-paragraph web summa-
ry. Where they go and what they
select can be very revealing in the
skills they bring to the table.

e Test their knowledge of FOI
laws. Reporters are increasingly
challenged in prying information
from public officials — even when
it’s deemed public under state and
federal laws. How do they deal
with uncooperative sources? Are
they familiar with tools such as
Muckrock.com, which help jour-
nalists access public records and
promote transparency?

e Test their ability to think on

See PUMARLO Page 11
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ally 10-20 people will comment on
one of my LinkedIn posts.

My post began, “New newspa-
pers are formed all the time. To-
day, my friends Joey and Lindsey
Young helped start a new paper in
Hutchinson, Kansas.”

I wrote, “helped,” because The
Tribune began as an effort by a
local 16-year-old, Michael Glenn,
to provide online news to his
community, which had lost almost
all news coverage of local issues.
Michael, with the help of Gina
Long, covered county commission
meetings, local news, and more.
Michael is now a full-time student
at The University of Kansas, where
he received a full scholarship.

When it was time to venture off
to college, Michael sold the website
to Joey and Lindsey, and they
began the work to create a new
printed newspaper for Hutchinson.
The first issue — 24 pages — was
distributed on August 28, 2025.

As of this morning (Sept. 3,

2025), there have been more than
16,000 impressions of my post

on LinkedIn and hundreds of
responses. All were incredibly
positive. Many writers expressed
outright joy and enthusiasm
about the new newspaper. Some
publishing “insiders” wrote to ask
how they did it. “Is it a non-prof-
it?” they asked. “Does it run off
donations?” It seems that it’s hard
for some to fathom that a printed
newspaper can be funded through
subscriptions and advertising.

It’s hard for some. But not all. I
see newspapers successfully doing
it all the time. I also see newspa-
pers successfully flourishing as
non-profits. It’s not a one-size-fits-
all business.

When asked about their success
(she and Joey have started three
successful newspapers over the
past ten years, all within an hour
of their home), Lindsey answered,
“The secret of being a successful
community newspaper is actual-
ly being part of the community.
When newspaper owners consoli-

date and ship jobs away, they lose
the newspaper’s soul. Our readers
know us, they trust us, and they
connect with us.”

But what about Atlanta?

Yes, I read the headline. Online
only. (Editor’s note: Kevin is referring
to the recent decision by the Atlanta
Journal-Constitution to start going
online-only later this year) A few
years ago, I received several frantic
calls from business leaders in New
Orleans when the Times-Picayune
made a similar decision. We created
a strategy that led to The Advocate,
a newspaper based in Baton Rouge,
coming to town. Atlanta will be
fine. Someone will see the oppor-
tunity and take advantage of it.

Kevin Slimp is a consultant,
advisor and trainer in the newspaper
industry. From 1997-2018, he directed
The Newspaper Institute of The
University of Tennessee. He is CEO of
Market Square Publishing and Chief
Guru at NewspaperAcademy.com.
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SETH HARRELL
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
September 24, 2025

Helene struck our region and
surrounding communities one
year ago. What came as a surprise
event for many caused irreparable
damage to surrounding homes,
schools and bridges.

From record-breaking wind
gusts to some of the highest
recorded floods, these are facts
and information about the storm,
answering the how and why such
a storm was able to break through
into our region, with information
to keep safe next time.

Quick facts

e Sept. 22 — A tropical body
that would become known as He-
lene began to develop in the Gulf
of Mexico.

e Sept. 26 — The storm had
grown into a Category Four hur-
ricane while making landfall in
Perry, Florida.

¢ The storm was able to travel
the Sunshine State’s “Big Bend”
region, continuing into central
Georgia.

HELENE: A YEAR LATER

Helene: A Year Later is a 64-page special section Six Rivers Media published September 24, 2025, to run in its four newspaper properties.
Seven of its more than 20 articles and accompanying photographs are republished here with permission of Six Rivers Media, Kingsport.

Looking back on the storm that shocked our community

e After being
downgraded to
tropical storm
status, Helene
would move into
Tennessee and
North Carolina.

® According
to the Tennessee
Climate Office
and the Nation-
al Hurricane
Center, over
100,000 reports
of power outages

were reported,
four wastewater
treatment plants
impacted, 20
drinking water
facilities impact-
ed, five coun-
ties issued boil
water advisories and 134 deaths
occurred across our region in
Tennessee, Virginia and North
Carolina.

¢ The highest record of rainfall
in Kingsport was 7.16 inches and
the highest in Tennessee was
10.98 inches in the Trade commu-
nity of Johnson County. The high-

Photo by Bryan Stevens, Six Rivers Media

This cropped photo from the cover of Six Rivers Media’s “Helene:

A Year Later” special section shows a woman hugging a loved one
after her rescue from the rooftop of the Unicoi County Hospital after
severe flooding from Helene on Sept. 27, 2024.

est rainfall coming from Transyl-
vania County in North Carolina,
with 33.08 inches of rain.

How the storm ravaged
our region
e Areas such as Unicoi County

experienced extreme flash flood-
ing. This is in part to a rain storm

that made contact
with the area days
before Helene. Giv-
en the previous rain
storm leaving above
average moisture
levels in the area,
Helene was able to
“work” its way into
the region.

¢ “The frontal
weather sys-
tem right before
Helene primed
the area, wet the
soil, dumped rain,
working together to
bring much higher
than usual rainfall,”
said Dr. Andrew
Joyner, a member of
the Tennessee Cli-
mate Office and an
associate professor of climatology
at East Tennessee State University.

¢ Helene had more than double
the average “flow rate,” which is
the volume of water moving past
a specific point in a given time. “It
was overwhelming, causing a 1-in-
1,000-year event,” Joyner said.

e Industrial debris across the

region moved quickly. Even as
certain water levels returned to
normal, debris dams broke away
in the area. This caused damages
not only to the land and surround-
ing homes, but also to bridges and
other region-wide infrastructure.

Future storm preparation

e The Tennessee Climate Office,
ETSU Department of Geoscience
and the Tennessee Emergency
Management Agency are currently
working together on a statewide
weather analysis project. The new
system will help create plans for
future hazard preparation across
the region.

® The American Red Cross
offers hurricane and other storm
preparedness and safety informa-
tion, including a new emergency
application for iPhone and An-
droid. For more information, visit
redcross.org.

TEMA suggests that each
family create a personal emer-
gency plan, while having enough
supplies such as medication and
pet supplies on hand. To learn
more about future preparedness,
visit ready.gov.

More than a mother: Family remembers Bertha Mendoza

ALLISON WINTERS
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
September 24, 2025

Guillermo Mendoza said
September was usually a time of
celebration for his family.

Mendoza, his mother, son and
younger brother all celebrate Sep-
tember birthdays. He and his wife,
Estrella Mendoza, will celebrate
their 12-year wedding anniversary
Sept. 27, 2025 — the same day He-
lene changed his family forever.

It was that day Guillermo
Mendoza lost his mother, Bertha
Mendoza, 56, who was one of the
deaths in Unicoi County from
flooding. Guillermo Mendoza
said his mother loved to cook and
bake, and would especially do so
around the holidays.

“A lot of my good memories with
my family are around the kitchen
table, breaking bread and sharing
stories and remembering what had
happened or something,” he said.
“Any type of festival thing, mom
would make tamales.”

Guillermo Mendoza said last
year his mother surprised the fam-
ily with tamales in September. It
would be the last time they would
get to enjoy her cooking together.
He called it a blessing to be able to
gather one last time and celebrate,
even if they didn’t know it at the
time.

“She said, ‘I just wanted to do
something really nice for you guys
this year, and we’re going to cele-
brate together as a family,” Guill-
ermo Mendoza said. “So in a way,
it was very meaningful, because

— and I'm sorry if I get emotional
— that was the last time.”

But Guillermo Mendoza said
his mother made other great foods
like mole and homemade tortillas.
Bertha Mendoza would make
the tortillas with her children —
which he described as one of his
best memories of his mom.

“To this day, my kids absolutely
miss that,” Guillermo Mendoza
said. “My aunt, who thankfully,
is doing well and lived through
that experience, sometimes we
go visit her and she also makes
tortillas. My kids would say, ‘Hey,
these taste just like abuelita’s
tortillas.” Of course they’re enjoy-
ing it, but we’re over here in the
background crying.”

See MENDOZA page 7

‘Just the guy he was’

JEFF BIRCHFIELD
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
September 24, 2025

Gunner Peterson keeps relying
on his football family as well
as his actual family to help him
through the most challenging time
of his life.

Peterson is coping with the loss
of his father, Johnny, who died
trying to save co-workers from the
raging Helene flood waters last
September.

Johnny Peterson, 55, was one
of the Impact Plastics workers in
Erwin swept away in the Sept. 27
floodwaters.

The Unicoi County football
team truly has been family for the
junior quarterback.

“There’s nothing short of a
family here,” Peterson said. “A
lot of my buddies, we grew up
playing flag football, we played
middle school ball, and then now
we’re here. We’re all here for each
other, and it’s magnificent what
we have here.”

His teammates and coaches
offered support in any way they
could after the tragic loss. Peterson
reflected on how everyone from
head coach Drew Rice to the play-
ers around his age truly showed
the compassion when he needed it
the most.

“A lot of my friends were there.
They come and saw me,” Peterson
said. “Coach Rice gave me the

See PETERSON Page 7
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A mother’s love

Another memory Guillermo
Mendoza reflected on was his
mother’s support getting him
through college. He said at the
time he needed a laptop to get
through school, which he knew
his family could not afford — not
until his mother came up with a
plan to purchase one.

“I was sharing my frustrations
with my mom while she was
cooking or washing the dishes
when she said, ‘Son, I don’t want
you to worry about that. I will
handle that,” Guillermo Mendoza
said. “I said, ‘Mom, I don’t want
you to.” She said, ‘Don’t worry. I'm
going to make cakes.”

Guillermo Mendoza said his
mother baked cakes often, not
as a full-time job, but to help the
family when needed. She would
usually bake a tres leches cake,
which Guillermo Mendoza said
she was good at making.

“I said, ‘Mom, I don’t want you
to do this on my behalf. I know
we’re going through some tough
times.” But she said, ‘No, let me
handle this. I can help with this,”
Guillermo Mendoza said. “And I
would see her make cakes, fully
knowing that that was going to go
for my laptop. Sure enough, she
bought me a laptop.”

HELENE: A YEAR LATER

He said even though the laptop
no longer works, he has kept it
for the sentimental value. Guiller-
mo Mendoza said because of his
mother’s support, she was able to
see him graduate with bachelor’s,
master’s and doctorate degrees.

“It’s because of her that I have
an education, that I have a career,
because she wanted that for me,”
Guillermo Mendoza said. “Reflect-
ing on it, sometimes I do get still
emotional, just because it might
not sound like a big thing, a laptop,
but she saw the importance of it
and the importance to my success.”

From her husband

Elias Mendoza, Bertha Mendo-
za’s husband of 38 years, said one
of his favorite memories is taking
her out to eat. He said he loved
taking her to some of her favorite
restaurants, like Texas Roadhouse
and LongHorn Steakhouse.

The two also loved to go on trips
to Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge to
spend time together. He said they
would walk around holding hands,
enjoying each other’s company.

“Those are memories that will
never fade,” Elias Mendoza said.

He said it can be hard to still
visit those places without her, espe-
cially watching others there with
their families or significant others.

“Going to Dollywood or Pigeon
Forge, when I see couples holding

hands or being with their family,

being with their spouse, it grieves
me a little bit and makes me miss
her,” Elias Mendoza said.

He described Bertha as a great
daughter, partner, mother and
grandmother.

“Any time we would get together,
it would be a celebration,” he said.
“There were no worries, it was all
about fellowship. Everything was
laughter, a very family oriented
and united family atmosphere.”

He described the story of whisk-
ing Bertha away to get married.
While culturally it is usually com-
mon for the groom to take the bride
away on horseback, Elias Mendoza
said he couldn’t afford a horse
— so they left on a bike together.
That bike can still be seen on the
streets of Mexico, he said.

Community support

Guillermo Mendoza current-
ly serves as the chief of staff
at Northeast State Community
College, minister to students at
First Baptist Church in Erwin
and as member of the Unicoi
County School Board. He said the
outpouring of support from the
community is part of the reason
he serves in so many roles around
the region as a way to give back.
“With the community, I can’t
express enough gratitude for the
amount of support from our church,

Submitted

Bertha and Elias I. Mendoza pose for a photo with their grandson Gabriel.

from even the school system to orga-
nizations,” he said. “I was shocked,
in a way, to see how much support,
not just financially, but emotionally
and spiritually we received during
such a devastating time where we
didn’t even know how to react, how
to feel, how to process.”

He said he would be lying if he
claimed he was doing “100% OK”
and that he and his family have
moved forward, but he did say

their faith in Christ has helped
along the journey.

“I say that not just to sound reli-
gious or because I'm a youth pastor,
it’s because we have experienced it
firsthand,” Guillermo Mendoza said.
“With the help of the community,
in every aspect, we have seen God’s
hand, we have seen and felt the
comfort of that and we know we
have this peace in our heart that we
know where mom is.”

PETERSON from Page 6

ability to take the time off I need-
ed. All the other coaches reached
out to me, and it just showed what
we have here, how this football
team is, how Unicoi County is as
a whole.”

Peterson most leaned on his
immediate family. His siblings
helped him and continue to help
him throughout the grief process.
He grew closer to his older sisters
than ever before.

“When something like that
happens to your family, the closest
thing you have is your family,”
Peterson said. “My sisters and
me, we stuck together and we got
through it. It was live with each
other, reach out and spend some
time with each other. You try to
get your mind off of it and have
fun with your family.”

They’re all able to take some

Submitted

Johnny Peterson was an avid
outdoorsman who enjoyed hunt-
ing, fishing and golf.

solace that their dad died a hero,
paying the ultimate sacrifice with
his attempt to save others. A res-
olution passed by the Tennessee
General Assembly memorialized

Photo by Jeff Birchfield, Six Rivers Media

Quarterback Gunner Peterson is a
key member of the Unicoi County
football team.

Johnny Peterson for “his uncom-
mon heroism and selfless concern
for others.”

“That was just the guy he was
growing up with him,” Gunner

said. “That showed who he was,
and he was a great guy, a great
dad. We played golf in the summer,
we fished a lot and when hunting
season came around, it was hunt-
ing, hunting, hunting. But if we
found something new to do, we’d
go doit.”

They also loved watching foot-
ball together as Gunner became a
loyal University of Tennessee Vols
and Seattle Seahawks fan. His
dad would point out things in the
college and pro contests to help
Gunner improve his game.

Peterson got the opportunity to
show how much he’d learned in
the first round of last year’s TS-
SAA playoffs when starting quar-
terback Kolby Jones missed the
game with an injury. He respond-
ed by completing 14 of 17 passes
for 216 yards and four touchdowns
to lead the Blue Devils to a 56-16
shellacking of Union County.

“It was just going in the game
and showing the coaches what I
had, where it was my first game,”
Peterson said. “I'd say a lot of our
fans thought with my first start, it
was probably going to be kind of
iffy. I was nervous, but I just went
and showed them what I could do.
I did the best of my ability to help
our team win that game and move
on to the next one.”

Obviously, Peterson has some
of the same characteristics of his
father in thinking about others.
Every time he takes the field, there
is also a remembrance of the man
who shared that love of the game.

“Everything I really do now
on this football team, and as a
person in general, it’s dedicated to
him,” Peterson said. “How I do the
things that I do is because the way
he raised me. I hope he’s proud of
me, and everything I'm doing, it’s
in his honor.”
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Erwin native steps ups as flood recovery continues

ANDREW SMITH
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
September 24, 2025

Nathan Farnor saw the effects of
Helene firsthand. Since then, he’s
helped launch long-term recovery
efforts in Erwin and Unicoi County.

Farnor, the coordinator of Lead-
ership and Civic Engagement at
ETSU, is an Erwin native and grad-
uate of Unicoi County High School.
He grew up and still lives on the
banks of the Nolichucky River.

For most of his life, living on
the river wasn’t too much to be
thought of. But on Sept. 27, 2024,
the full power of the Nolichucky
was on display.

Fighting the rising water

When the storms first began,
Farnor could see the Nolichucky
and nearby business Blue Ridge
Paddling out of his kitchen win-
dow. At first, the waters started to
rise, but nothing to seemingly be
overly concerned about.

“Every few hours, you can see
the water getting a little deeper and
a little deeper,” Farnor said, “And
it continues to rise. We’d check
it periodically, and again, you’d
make comments about it. ‘Look, it
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Submitted

RISE Erwin donated $225,000 to the Unicoi County Flood Relief on Nov.
25, 2024. Pictured from left: Tara Baker, Rylie Scott, Jenna Lafever, Meis-
ha Turner and Nathan Farnor hold the check.

got higher again’

“But it wasn’t until the water
breached the banks and started to
slowly puddle up into the industri-
al park and the paddling property,
where we knew that this was more
than just a normal storm.”

Eventually, Farnor contacted
friend and co-owner of Blue Ridge
Paddling, Mason Schmidt. That
call turned into Farnor walking to

the property to check in and see if
Schmidt needed help.

At first, that entailed getting out-
door seating inside and putting up
a few sandbags to protect entrance
points. However, that goal had to
change not long after starting.

“By that point, the water’s
already gotten significantly
deeper,” Farnor said. “It’s not
just slow-moving water. It’s now

becoming a river on the property.
Trees are starting to fall as the bank
of the river is eroding. We start to
realize the current of the river is
actually changing. Where we’re
standing, the river is slowly mov-
ing closer and closer to us. Before
long, we’re actually going to be
right in the middle of the river.”

At that moment, other neighbors
and friends arrived at Blue Ridge
Paddling with trucks, trailers and
other miscellaneous equipment
ready to go. The goal then became to
move as much from the property as
possible up the hill to Farnor’s place.

The process went on for nearly
an hour, starting with the smallest
things in the store and eventually
getting to the big items like rafts,
tubes and kayaks. All the while,
the river continued to rise, getting
close to knee and tire height.

After all of the equipment had
been moved to Farnor’s yard, the
group still wasn’t confident the water
wouldn’t get up to the top of the hill.
So, they moved it even further away,
starting the process over again.

Later in the evening, Farnor was
back at his house and back watch-
ing the water through his kitchen
window. There, he witnessed one
of the two Blue Ridge Paddling

buildings start to collapse.
It wasn’t much longer before
Farnor decided to evacuate, as well.

Returning home and
helping

When returning to his house the
next day, Farnor found the waters got
halfway up his driveway, but never
touched the property itself. The same
couldn’t be said for the paddling
company, where one building was
gone and half of the other was, too.

Innumerable amounts of debris
from nature, homes and business
scattered the entire area. Interstate
26 was severed.

“It looked like a war zone,”
Farnor recalled.

But, as quickly as the damage
piled up, the communities of Unicoi
County and beyond rallied together.

While search and rescue mis-
sions looked for the lost, schools
served as temporary shelters,
churches served as food pantries,
and strangers cleaned up neighbor-
hoods they didn’t live in.

“Overnight, just like the disaster
happened, places that used to serve
one purpose have now been com-

See RISE Page 9

‘Down but not out’: Antioch Baptist Church set to rebuild one year Iater

JEFF BIRCHFIELD
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
September 24, 2025

Helene washed away Antioch
Baptist Church. It couldn’t wash
away the spirit of the congregation.

Floods from that day tore the
church from its physical founda-
tion, located a couple miles south
of Mountain City and visible from
U.S. 421. A year later, the people at
Antioch are more strengthened in
their faith than ever before.

Pastor Mike Fenner said in an
interview with Six Rivers Media
that he and his wife were in
shock a couple of days after see-
ing the devastation. The church
building located off U.S. 421 had
washed down stream, just leaving
a pile of rubble.

After going through a range of
emotions, Fenner said, “The Lord

made it clear he wanted us to
rebuild.”

The kindness shown by others
has been inspiring.

They’ve received over $600,000
in donations from individuals,
churches, organizations and
nonprofits. Pastors of all denom-
inations from the Florida Keys to
Minnesota have reached out to see
how they can help.

Central Baptist Church opened
its doors soon after the flood and
allowed the Antioch congregation
to worship there. In recent weeks,
a picnic shelter, nicknamed “The
Outdoor Tabernacle” by Fenner,
has been put up where Wednesday
night services were conducted the
night we visited.

At that time, Antioch was still
working through the process
of different approvals, and final
drawings from theengineers, be-

Submitted by Benjamin Price

The tragic image of Antioch Baptist Church being washed away by the

floodwaters from Helene.

fore the church building itself can
be rebuilt.

“We have been meeting at Cen-
tral Baptist Church, which is just
two miles down the road,” Fenner
said.

“But when we got this up on
days that it’s not bad weather, we
come up here just to be on the
property. Every evening it’s kind

of cooler, so it works pretty good.”

Fenner had an appropriate
message during the service. It
was based on James 4:14, a verse
that talks about the fragile nature
of life. Beyond the flood, prayer
was requested for the family of a
former community member who
died unexpectedly at 42.

The scripture reads: “Whereas ye

Photo by Jeff Birchfield, Six Rivers Media

The congregation listens to the mes-
sage during a Wednesday evening
service at Antioch Baptist Church.

know not what shall be on the mor-
row. For what is your life? It is even
a vapour, that appeareth for a little
time, and then vanisheth away.”
Fenner, 55, has a passion for the
church and his home community.
He and his wife met when they
were in middle school and have
been married 32 years. A 1988

See CHURCH Page 9
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Replacing bridges no simple task

AARON BARLOW
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
September 24, 2025

A year after Helene, several
damaged Northeast Tennessee
bridges, including one completely
destroyed, are still needing to be
rebuilt.

Mark Nagi, Tennessee Depart-
ment of Transportation Region 1
communications officer, said five
state-owned bridges were “de-

stroyed by Hurricane Helene in
East Tennessee.” All of these have
been reconstructed, except for Bai-
ley Bridge in Washington County.

Bailey Bridge is a part of SR353
and crosses over the Nolichucky
River. According to Nagi, around
1,420 vehicles drove on the bridge
per day before Helene.

The state awarded Sum-
mers-Taylor, Inc. a $20,970,200

See BRIDGES Page 10

Photo by Thomas Sherrill, Six Rivers Media

Two major bridges in Poga, near the Johnson and Carter county border,

were destroyed by Helene.

Post-Helene recovery groups at work in 6 counties

RICK WAGNER
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
September 24, 2025

When it comes to long-term re-
covery group work on flood losses
or damage to homes, businesses
and jobs in Northeast Tennessee,
long-term is more likely to be five
years than two.

As the one-year anniversary
of the floods that hit much of the
region arrives Saturday, much
work remains to be done. That’s
how Kat Latham, Northeast
Tennessee regional director of
disaster recovery for the United
Way of East Tennessee Highlands,
described efforts to rebuild homes,
industries and lives after Helene
spawned flooding.

“We’re looking to at least five
years before everybody gets
squared away,” Latham said in a
recent interview with Six Rivers
Media.

LTRGs facilitate work and
donations from faith-based groups,
social agencies, government,
community organizations and
individual volunteers to meet the
“spiritual, emotional and physi-

cal needs of the individuals and
families affected by disaster,” ac-
cording to the Washington County
LTRG Mission Statement.

First things first

Latham had a front-seat view
of the magnitude of the flooding
disaster as emergency operations
center manager for the Washing-
ton County Emergency Manage-
ment Agency.

“There were many meetings,”
Latham said. “It starts with local
communities and ends with the
local communities.”

After vetting needs, sorting
through survivors and doing case
management, she said offers to
help were directed to appropriate
projects. Among those providing
rebuilding and repair to housing
were and still are Catholic Char-
ities, the American Red Cross,
Salvation Army, United Methodist
Commission on Relief, Lutheran
District Relief and Presbyterian
Disaster Relief.

Also active were individual
churches, Habitat for Humanity

and the Appalachian Service
Project, the latter especially in
Washington County where it has
a base.

Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency officials met with
volunteers in each of the six coun-
ties, Latham said.

“They heard about it, they saw
the need and they wanted to re-
spond,” Latham said, adding that
the overall process is called the
Voluntary Organizations Active in
Disaster or VOAD.

The process is to be transparent,
use good case management and
connect survivors with organiza-
tions or people to fulfill needs.

Six counties have groups

Of counties in Northeast Ten-
nessee, FEMA authorized individ-
ual assistance to eight counties,
and six accepted. The six are
Carter, Cocke, Greene, Johnson,
Unicoi and Washington. Haw-
kins and Hamblen declined the
assistance, and Sullivan was not
deemed eligible.

See RECOVERY Page 10
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graduate of Johnson County High
School, he’s done a variety of jobs
from working at the local prison
for 20 years, managing a farm for
a decade and the last six years,
owning his own mowing and
landscaping business.

He was saved in 1996 and
called to preach when he was

29. There have been challenging
times. He was asked to come to
Antioch when the church lost its
pastor during the COVID pan-
demic. Then a year after arriving,
the floods came.

Since last September, the
response from others has been
overwhelming.

A Methodist church from North
Carolina sent a $5,000 check for

the rebuild the day before the
Wednesday service.

Fenner said many others have
promised to lend their skills to the
project.

“Once we’re digging footers,
we’ve got contractors lined up and
offering to help us,” he said. “I've
had electricians say they’ll wire it
for free if we just buy the material.
I've got a plumber friend, he said

he do all the plumbing. It’s been
amazing.”

The message remains positive.
Fenner shared with the congre-
gation the importance of taking
inventory of one’s live, loving
one’s family and enjoying the
blessings from God. Fenner isn’t
caught up in the past as much as
living in the present and looking
to the future.

A big sports fan, he sounds
like a coach with a message of
overcoming the setbacks to score
a victory.

“We’re down, but we’re not
out,” he said. “The Lord has bless-
ed us here, and it’s going to be
alright. It’s amazing how God has
provided. We’re going to rebuild
for His glory, and just see what
God will do for us.”

RISE from Page 8

pletely repurposed to do something
else to help,” Farnor said, “And the
same thing happens with people.

I think the same thing happened

to me.”

Farnor said thanks to his day-to-
day work with ETSU and volun-
teerism, he was put in position to
direct volunteers who wanted to
come into the area and help.

However, with the ongoing cha-
os and riskiness of the area, those
volunteers weren’t able to imme-
diately come in at once and work,
since it ultimately could’ve done
more harm than good.

Farnor found himself working
with local emergency management
personnel, United Way representa-
tives and ETSU on organizing volun-
teer strategies in the immediate days
and weeks. “We were doing what we
do every day but now doing it for a
different purpose,” he said.

Short-term to long-term

As time went on, the focus
shifted locally for the work to be
done. With different national orga-
nizations starting to move out of
the picture to other disaster areas,
the onus turned to the community
helping itself finish the recovery.

Enter in the idea of a long-term
recovery group. They tend to be
more common on the coast and in
other areas more commonly affect-
ed by natural disasters.

“Local businesses, nonprofits,
churches come together and form
a new organization or a new group
in their community,” Farnor said.
“They take lead in some of that
work. Recruiting volunteers, rais-
ing money, helping people rebuild
and that sort of thing.”

As the group was being formed
for Unicoi County, Farnor was ap-
pointed as the founding chair. He
oversaw partnerships with groups
such as RISE Erwin, United Way of

Unicoi County and others.

With that, the rebuild contin-
ued. Debris has been cleaned up,
Interstate 26 has reopened and new
houses are still being constructed.

Still, the work is far from fin-
ished. Some businesses remained
closed due to damage, like Blue
Ridge Paddling. Much of the area
around the Nolichucky still is
altered due to the waters. And the
area won'’t feel normal to Farnor
until people are back.

“What truly makes a commu-
nity a community is the people,”
he said. “I think when things for
me will feel truly normal again is
when I can look out my Kkitchen

window and I can see people play-
ing in the field across the street,

a family listening to live music,
somebody in line at a food truck.
People living their lives.”

Volunteers are still welcome to
come help, money is still being ac-
cepted, and machinery can still be
put to use. Because while progress
has been made, it’s not quite back
to normal yet.

“It won’t be the one-year anni-
versary when everything is fixed,”
Farnor said. “It may not be the two,
it may not be the three. It will take
time. It may take a decade. That’s
just the nature of the work. It’s
slow but sure, it’s happening.”
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All told, more than $1.1 million
in federal FEMA funding is being
used in the six counties. Latham
said that in Unicoi the bulk of the
recovery is going toward helping
rebuild industrial jobs lost when
the Nolichucky River flooding
wiped out an industrial park in
Erwin and three major industries
among 20 there.

The efforts in the other five
counties are mostly focused on
rebuilding or repairing homes,
Latham said. Information on the
funding and its use is available

online at easttennesseefoundation.

org/newsy.

From the Sept. 27 flooding to
around Christmas, she said the
program was in stabilization
mode. She said that was a process
to establish sometimes makeshift
homes for folks, as well as getting
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them shelter and transportation.

Work of individual groups

For instance, in Johnson Coun-
ty, Latham said 55 residences have
been rebuilt or repaired with 45
to 70 to do with applications still
being taken.

Individual LTRG project
managers in the region include
Carolyn Rush in Washington
County, Becky Wright in Johnson
County and Kelly Munns in Carter
County.

Another is Suzy Cloyd, execu-
tive director of the Unicoi County
LTRG. Cloud said she’s been
“pleasantly surprised how many
jobs are here” despite the flood-
ing decimation of the Riverview
Industry Park near Interstate 26 in
Erwin.

A hiring event was held Aug. 21
to help find folks jobs, sometimes
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temporary ones until industries
can get back in operation. Cloyd
said the Red Cross, Holston
Habitat and local churches have
stepped up in Unicoi. Catholic
Charities and the United Method-
ist Church relief group also have
been active, Cloyd said. Local
churches also have assisted with
the efforts.

Meantime, according to the
six-month report from the Wash-
ington County LTRG, provided by
Rush, that county had $37 million
in damages to private property
and that of 435 damaged proper-
ties, the LTRB facilitated “direct
assistance or support” to 250.

As of press time, the second six-
month report was not yet avail-
able, Rush said, and some other
LTCG leaders could not be reached
for comment.

However, separate from the cur-
rent report, Rush said Washington
County “recorded over 32,000
hours of volunteer time,” with 30
completed homes and 71 more
under construction.

In that six-month report, two ex-
amples of help were Grace Baptist
Church of Springfield, Tennessee,
which sent 72 volunteers for a
four-day housing building event
on two homes; and Elizabeth-
ton-based Landscape Impressions,

which completed 10 landscape in-
stallations in Washington County.
The Washington County LTRG
reported in the first six months
of operation $377,412 in dona-
tions and grants, a $293,538 in
direct financial support from the
East Tennessee Foundation to
cover administrative costs, over
$872,089.78 worth of volunteer
labor and $233,860 in donated
materials.

Housing

A lack of adequate housing was
a major issue in all affected coun-

See RECOVERY Page 12

Submitted by Caroline Rush, Washington County Long Term Recovery Group

Above: A post-Helene home going up in March, thanks to donated supplies and volunteers from Grace Baptist

in Springfield, Tenn.

BRIDGES from Page 9

bid in February to replace the
bridge. The project’s estimated
competition date is May 17, 2026,
according to Nagi.

Replacement bridges need to
be engineered before they are
constructed. This is one reason
bridges often take longer to re-
place than roads.

Several county-controlled bridg-
es still need to be replaced, such
as the 411-footlong Corby Bridge
in Washington County. Assistant
Highway Superintendent Doug
Jones hopes engineering for the
bridge will be finished this year,

so a bid for its construction can be
made at the start of 2026.

“[The bridge] is in a farming
community. A lot of those farmers
have farms on both sides of the
river, so they’re having to go five
miles out of their way just to get to
the other side,” Jones said. “It’s a
real headache for them.”

Across Johnson County, six
bridges need to be repaired. The
Johnson County Board of Com-
missioners hoped to approve a
company to do the work during its
Aug. 21 meeting, but no bids had
been made.

Three major bridges in Carter
County are in need of reconstruc-

tion, according to the county’s
highway department. Poga Bridges
1 and 2 are both 230 feet long
and cross Elk Creek. Long Hollow
Bridge crosses the Doe River.
Engineering for all three bridges
was set to finish by Sept. 1, and
the county will put out a bid for
their construction. Temporary
bridges are available for citizens to
use in the meantime.
Helene’s impacts are still
being discovered. Carter County
Highway Superintendent Shannon
Burchett announced at the start
of August that two more bridges
were being closed after damage
from Helene had been spotted.
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their feet. Applicants likely come in
with scripted answers to the usual
questions in similar fashion to
candidates seeking elective office.
Challenge them with unorthodox
questions.

Any HR conference is certain
to include a focus on artificial
intelligence. Al offers opportunities
to gain efficiencies in operations,
but it also can present a minefield
when it comes to hiring personnel.
At the basic level, ask yourself:

Are resumes authentic? It’s all the
more reason to scrutinize records
and challenge candidates on the
specifics.

It goes without saying that
any serious consideration of a
candidate should begin with a
simple Google search. I relate the
unfortunate experience of a friend
who hired two managers for his
business. Interviews apparently
were taken at face value with min-
imal or no questioning - and no
research whatsoever.

A few weeks on the job and
complaints from employees sur-
faced. Problems emerged in opera-
tions. Rumors swirled. Employees
did their own investigation and
found one manager had a criminal
record and another had resigned
under fire from a previous job for
undisclosed reasons.

It took less than 30 minutes to
track the candidates’ background
and identify red flags that certainly
would have disqualified them from
further consideration. Other tools
such as whitepages.com are useful
to conduct background checks.

Blending core ethics with digital
fluency is critical to aligning the
best lineup in newsrooms. There
can be no shortcuts for newspapers
seeking a stronghold in today’s
fractured media landscape. Putting
in the extra effort up front will pro-
duce long-term dividends for your
newspaper and your community.

Jim Pumarlo is former editor
of the Red Wing (Minn.) Republi-
can Eagle. He writes, speaks and
provides training on community
newsroom success strategies. He is
author of “Journalism Primer: A
Guide to Community News Cover-
age,” “Votes and Quotes: A Guide to
Outstanding Election Coverage” and
“Bad News and Good Judgment:
A Guide to Reporting on Sensitive
Issues in Small-Town Newspapers.”
He can be reached and welcomes
comments and questions at jim@
pumarlo.com.

after the lecture, and then they’d
quietly tell me what they really
thought about some issue or an-
other. And, they’d add, there was
“no way” they were about to say
the thing they just told me in a big
lecture hall, where someone might
be filming them and putting it on
Snapchat, or where their comment
might get misconstrued and cost
them their spot in student govern-
ment or in their friend group. It
was the same in their classes.

Hard conversations are a part of
life. An education has to include
teaching students how to have
them. College campuses are the
place to be teaching this stuff. A
First Amendment framework —
that allows for the widest possible
range of speech — is perfect for
college campuses. It’s all about
ideological diversity. It’s all about
ideological inclusion.

College students are, by and
large, young adults. It’s up to the
rest of us — the proverbial adults
in the room — not to give into the
temptation to suppress difficult
conversations or sanitize campus-
es to manage our own anxieties
around controversy. Instead, edu-
cators are in the perfect position to
empower young adults to choose
constructive engagement over
repression and silence.

What keeps you up at night re-
garding the First Amendment and
the freedoms it guarantees?

The First Amendment needs a
better publicist. It’s getting a bad
rap, and it’s undeserved. The First
Amendment seems to bring up a
lot of fear and anxiety for people,
and that brings up a lot of fear
and anxiety for me. I've seen so
much of the good it can do and
so many bad things that happen
when First Amendment norms
aren’t respected.

The First Amendment is one of
the best tools we have for pro-
tecting our expressive rights, and

that should reduce fear, but that’s
not how most people are experi-
encing free expression right now.
The First Amendment — talking
about it, defending it, even using
it — seems to provoke all kinds of
anxieties for people because of the
polarization in our country.

So many of the divides in Amer-
ica right now strike at the heart
of our core identities, and there’s
good data showing that this makes
talking across lines of difference
a very visceral, unpleasant, even
scary experience.

The First Amendment is a great
guardrail against the government
messing with our expressive
rights, but it can’t make people
care about having those rights.
People can’t be forced to use them.

If you could overturn any First
Amendment case decided by the
U.S. Supreme Court, which would
it be and why?

TikTok Inc. v. Garland, the Tik-
Tok ban case. That decision had
First Amendment folks picking
their jaws up off the floor.

The question before the U.S.
Supreme Court was whether the
government could force TikTok to
sever ties with its Chinese parent
company, ByteDance, over con-
cerns the Chinese government was
accessing Americans’ data.

National security has always
been one of those areas where the
government gets more leeway in
regulating speech. But in modern
First Amendment jurisprudence,
courts have always required at
least some concrete evidence that
the government has a good reason
to do so. The government has to
demonstrate there is a national
security threat.

Here, the court basically let the
government effectively shut down
one of the biggest free speech plat-
forms in the U.S. without having
to show any evidence that it had a
good reason to do it. The TikTok
decision creates a major loophole,
where government actors can
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justify suppressing all manner of
speech, as long as they use the
magic words: national security.

You’re a fan of stand-up comedy,
which, of course, is brought to us
by the First Amendment. Who’s
your favorite comedian and why?

Oh man, I was getting stressed
out with those last few questions.

Comic relief right on time.

Boy, it’s impossible to pick
an all-time favorite. But I've got
three kids and am turning 40
next month, so the meteoric rise
of the older mom comic has my
full attention right now. Leanne
Morgan and Zarna Garg — with
their big families and big accents
— are having a big moment, and
it’s about time!

Moms today, whether we’re
working in or outside the home,
are under so much pressure to
be amazing at everything, look
perfect and smile about it — all
with a fraction of the village or
resources it takes to do any of
these things. Biologically, evolu-
tionarily, we’re not supposed to
be raising Kkids siloed off from the
rest of the world. We’re supposed
to have the kinds of big, intercon-
nected communities that modern

life just isn’t giving to a big subset
of American women.

Modern life has, however, given
us bathrooms to lock ourselves
away in when the kids are shred-
ding our last nerve. Mahomes and
Taylor Swift. And that little combo
has been giving me life on days
when I might otherwise tear my
hair out.

Fellow frazzled moms, do
yourself a favor: Go hide and give
it a watch.

Alex Morey is Freedom Forum’s
new First Amendment specialist.
Her work focuses on deepening
public understanding of how this
core constitutional protection shows
up in our courtrooms and communi-
ties. Before joining Freedom Forum,
Morey spent nearly a decade at the
Foundation for Individual Rights
and Expression, where she led
FIRE’s flagship program promoting
and defending expressive rights for
college students and faculty. She is
a member of the First Amendment
Lawyers Association.

This column was originally pub-
lished July 31, 2025, by Freedom Fo-
rum at www.freedomforum.org and
is republished here with permission.
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ties but especially the five other
than Unicoi, Latham said.

“There were lots and lots and
lots of people in that position,”
Latham said of people living in
a camper, trailer, mobile home,
double wide or house other than
their own, sometimes doubling up
with friends and family.

Although some lived in tents
by necessity in the beginning, she
said those living in tents now are

doing so because they want, not
have to do that.

What if another flood
comes?

Looking to the future for area
homeowners, Tennessee Emergen-
cy Management Agency Commu-
nications Director Kristin Coulter
said homeowners should strongly
consider having and keeping flood
insurance, saying that studies
have shown that even one inch

of water in a home is $25,000 of
damage from the start.

“We are seeing an uptick in
disasters, and we are having to
try to get people to prepare sooner
rather than later because for us in
Tennessee it is not a question of
when or if a disaster will happen,
but whether when a disaster will
happen,” she said.

Coulter said TEMA stands ready
to help with future flooding and
other disasters, which included
mostly federally funded work to

clean up the four rivers and tribu-
taries in seven Northeast Tennes-
see counties.

Coulter said they want to
emphasize that people know the
risk. If you live in a flood plain,
make sure to have flood insurance
because normal homeowner’s
insurance doesn’t include flood-
ing. Also, they’re seeing flooding
happening in areas that aren’t
necessarily in flood plains.

Cut to the chase

Coulter said being prepared is
key for the future, saying it’s the
best advice they can give. Flood-
ing without insurance creates a
huge financial burden, she said.

“While a good chunk of people
may not have had to experience
that and I am very grateful for
those people that haven’t had to
experience that, you just don’t
know what is going to happen.”

Six Rivers Media reporter Brian
Woodson contributed to this article.



