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ABINGDON, Va. — Ap-
prehending fugitives with
outstanding warrants may
sound intimidating, but it
was all in a day’s work for
Blitz, a Belgian malinois

who served
for several
years as a
K-9 with the
W a s h i n g -
ton County
S h e r i f f ’ s
Office. His
h a n d l e r ,

Deputy Thomas Dula, of-
ten rewarded him with va-
nilla ice cream cones.

Dula is now looking back
on cherished memories
with Blitz after the retired
K-9 died early Monday of
what was believed to be

liver cancer. According to
Dula, Blitz was diagnosed
last Wednesday.

“Blitz was a remark-
able dog,” Dula said in an
email. “I’m sure everyone
would say that about their
dogs, but it takes a little
something extra to be a
police dog.”

In order to become a K-9,
dogs are tested for, among
other things, their courage
and “prey drive” — their
confidence in chasing
someone down, Dula said.

“They have to be in great
shape physically of course,
but more than anything
else they have to have
heart,” Dula said. “Blitz
was no exception.”

Blitz, who was 13, joined
the Sheriff’s Office when

he was 2 years old. Over
the course of his eight-year
career, Dula said the K-9’s
duties included detecting

narcotics and apprehend-
ing criminals. Blitz also
worked with the U.S. Mar-
shals fugitive task force.

Dula, who was previous-
ly a deputy at the Sheriff’s
Office and is now a police
officer with the Bristol Vir-
ginia Police Department,
worked alongside Blitz be-
tween 2011 and 2015.

“He was responsible for
the apprehension of nu-
merous wanted subjects
as well as the seizure of a
large amount of cash and
narcotics, which would
otherwise have been on
the streets of our commu-
nities,” Dula said.

Blitz “performed a very
valuable service to our
agency,” Washington
County Sheriff Fred New-
man said.

When the K-9 retired in
May 2015, Dula adopted
him.

“To be a K-9 handler,
you’ve got to have a cer-
tain demeanor, relate to
the dog,” Newman said.
“Tom was an excellent
handler with Blitz.”

Reflecting on the dog’s
retirement, Dula said his
beloved companion en-
joyed chasing tennis balls,
games of tug-of-war and
resting in the sun.

“We had a bond that very
few people will ever under-
stand,” Dula said. “Only
those that have walked in
our shoes, or paws in his
case, can comprehend the
kind of partnership that
we had.”
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“80 JOBS = 80 FAMILIES.”
“PEOPLE OVER PROFIT.”
“SWVA matters! Corpo-

rate Greed does NOT!”
These slogans were on

just a few of the signs a small
group of community mem-
bers held at a rally Tuesday
outside the Walmart in Big
Stone Gap, Virginia.

On Monday, local resi-
dents learned that Walmart
plans to close its store at the
Powell Valley Square shop-
ping center July 12.

At stake in the Wise
County town of about 5,200
people are around 80 jobs.
Walmart has said it hopes
the majority of the associ-
ates will transfer to other
Walmart locations in Jones-
ville and Norton, which are
about 25 and 13 miles away,
respectively. However,
some community members
are sharing their fears about
the potential negative im-
pacts and rallying behind
the store employees.

“This is an incredibly dis-
appointing moment for our
community from a local
government perspective but
also from a resident’s per-
spective,” said Tyler Hughes,
a member of the Big Stone
Gap Town Council. “Most of
us in the town have a fam-
ily member or a friend or
someone we’ve known for
quite a while working here.”

Hughes attended Tues-
day’s rally outside the store.
In an interview with the
Bristol Herald Courier, he
expressed concerns about
how the closing might affect
the store’s current employ-
ees, as well as how people
with limited access to trans-
portation will be able to
shop for basic goods at the
more distant locations.

“After a careful and
thoughtful review process,
we have made the difficult
decision to not renew the
lease for our Walmart store
in Big Stone Gap,” Phillip
Keene, Walmart’s corporate
communications director,
said in a statement.

Walmart has said that it
could not reach an agree-
ment with the landlord on
terms for a lease renewal for
the property.

Landmark Properties
Group, the Allison Park,
Pennsylvania-based com-
pany that manages the
property, said in a statement
Tuesday that it was “sur-
prised by the sudden deci-
sion, as we had not reached
a point in negotiations to
discuss dollar terms.”

“We have been, and still
are, ready to negotiate to
any reasonable terms. The
Walmart team has indi-
cated that their decision to
close is final, despite our
efforts to reopen negotia-
tions,” Landmark Proper-
ties Group said.

The company claimed in
its statement that Walmart
“insisted on ‘a substantial
reduction in the base rent
figure.’” But upon “consid-
eration and competitive
market research,” Land-
mark Properties Group said
it “discovered that Walmart
was already paying low rent
for retail space in the area.”

Landmark Properties
Group said Walmart did
not provide a figure for a
reduced rent. Specific num-
bers were not shared in the
group’s statement.

Keene, the Walmart
spokesman, did not return
an email Tuesday afternoon
seeking comment on the
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Blitz, a longtime Washington County Virginia Sheriff’s Office
K-9 officer, died on Monday. Pictured, Blitz works during a
training session.
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Walmart in Big Stone Gap, Virginia, is closing next month.
The news came as a shock to the community, and there was
a rally outside the store Tuesday in support of people whose
positions at the store will be impacted.

Big Stone Gap’s
Walmart closing
prompts protest
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B
RISTOL, Va. — Following a one-year hiatus, Food
City is poised to move its Family Race Night event
back to State Street, but it may assume a new

identity.
The 29-year-old racing-themed fan event is expected

to return downtown Aug. 14 to its traditional location
along State Street, from Volunteer Parkway and Com-
monwealth Avenue to Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard.
Organizers also want to include portions of Lee and
Cumberland streets, along with Piedmont Avenue on
the Virginia side.

The Bristol Virginia City Council is scheduled to vote
on the street closing request at its meeting tonight.

“We missed being downtown,” Kevin Stafford, Food
City’s vice president of marketing, said Tuesday. “It’s a
day earlier on Wednesday, but we’re excited. If every-
thing works that we’re working on, it will be a great
event downtown.”

Race Night had been held downtown for more than 20
years, attracting thousands of race fans as part of Bristol
Motor Speedway’s traditional August race week, includ-
ing the Food City 300 Xfinity Series race on Friday and
the Bass Pro Shops NRA Night Race on Saturday.

It was abruptly shifted to BMS last August after
NASCAR switched the UNOH 200 truck series race
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ABINGDON, Va. — The Wash-
ington County Board of Supervi-
sors deferred any more action on
moving the county courthouse at
its Tuesday meeting, due to the ab-
sence of two members.

County Administrator Jason Ber-
ry suggested delaying discussion
on reviewing a possible purchase
agreement of the former Kmart
at the Towne Center — for use as
a courthouse building — until its
next meeting on June 25.

Prior to the meeting, Berry said he
spoke to the Kiwanis Club in Abing-
don earlier in the day and, after a
presentation, noted that half the
members favored the county court-
house being moved to the former
Kmart.

A move is necessary, according to
Berry, because the current court-
house is outdated, is too small and
lacks available parking.

Options now being considered in-

clude moving to the Kmart, build-
ing a courthouse near Virginia
Highlands Community College in
Abingdon or adding on to the cur-
rent courthouse.

Berry stressed that the current
courthouse is not being torn down
and that, if court operations are
moved, he has heard suggestions
that the courthouse be used for
Abingdon town offices or a bou-
tique hotel.

Efforts are now being made to
stage town halls to educate “as many
folks” as possible on the need to
expand or move the county court-
house, said Saul Hernandez, chair-
man of the Board of Supervisors.

Because the board wants a refer-
endum on the ballot in November,
the public will decide what will
happen prior to any move, Hernan-
dez said.

“We absolutely have to have the
input of the community,” Hernan-
dez said. “We are forced to go down

this path of the courthouse. We
have no choice.”

County Attorney Lucy Phillips
reminded the board that if a refer-
endum is held and the public votes
not to move the courthouse, state
law would forbid holding another
referendum on this subject for 10
years.

Also on Tuesday, in a presentation
to the board, John Jeter, vice presi-
dent and CEO of Johnson Memo-
rial Hospital, addressed the issue of
nursing shortages, saying nursing
school enrollment is not growing
fast enough.

Filling the nurse vacancies at JMH
in Abingdon is now a top priority,
he added.

In other business Tuesday, the
board approved a resolution honor-
ing retiring Emory & Henry College
President Jake Schrum.
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No action on Abingdon courthouse until June 25
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Food City Race Night returns to downtown Bristol on Aug. 14 after a one-year hiatus. Bristol Virginia City Council will
vote to approve street closure requests to accommodate the event this week.

Race Night could
return downtown
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