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Brent Hall, left, and his wife Beth, with hemp products and a 
hemp plant at their retail business, Country Roads Nursery. 
The Halls operate Shake Rag Plant Ranch, LLC., growing a 
variety of plants, along with fish and mushrooms. 
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By Tanner Hall

A Wilmington-based company respon-
sible for constructing a 500-bed apartment 
complex for Western Carolina University 
has violated a series of environmental 
regulations, according to state officials.

The N.C. Department of Environmen-
tal Quality on June 11 inspected the site 
off Killian Road in Cullowhee – part of 
WCU’s Millennial Campus – in response 
to “a report of a sediment-release concern” 
into an unnamed tributary of Long Branch.

Long Branch flows into Cullowhee 
Creek, and from there, the Tuckaseigee 
River.

State officials found Zimmer Devel-
opment Company to be in violation of 
water-quality stream standards, the N.C. 
Sedimentation Pollution Control Act and 
its construction stormwater permit. They 
observed “land-disturbing activity” of 
about 19.1 acres being conducted and mea-
sured up to a foot of sediment deposited 
into the tributary to Long Branch.

In response to the stream-standard 
violation, Zimmer Development must:

• Provide documentation, including a 
site map, depicting all water features (such 
as streams, wetlands and buffers) on the 
site. This information must “describe and 
quantify” the impacts to those features and 
include plans to “avoid further stream and 

By Jim Buchanan

Speculation was rampant among West-
ern Carolina University athletics faithful 
after the university issued a two-sentence 
statement last week that said the recently 
hired women’s basketball coach, Heather 
Kearney, wasn’t hired after all.

The brief statement read, “The Western 
Carolina University Board of Trustees 
met today (Thursday, June 20) in a special 
called meeting and did not approve an em-
ployment contract for Heather Kearney as 
head women’s basketball coach. A national 
search will begin immediately.”

Randy Eaton, Director of Athletics for 
WCU, responded to a Herald query by 
saying, “As this is a personnel issue, I 
cannot comment beyond the University’s 
statement last week.”

Longtime WNC sportswriter and com-
mentator Keith Jarrett, who covered Cat-
amount sports for many seasons, said, “I 
can’t recall a school making an announce-
ment, bringing people on and hiring staff, 
and then something like this happens. If 
you don’t approve a contract you’ve got 
to offer an explanation why.

“For a public university to not be trans-
parent, I think, is an issue,” Jarrett said. “I 
don’t recall anything like this happening 
before. It certainly suggests there wasn’t 
proper vetting. It’s a public university, they 
need to be upfront as they can about this. 

By Dave Russell

Brent Hall’s first job was using a can 
opener to punch drainage holes in one-gal-
lon tin cans for his parents to root plants 
in. He was 8 years old, and his dad had 
to put a handle on the opener for a little 

more leverage, 
Hall said. 

Forty-four years later in that same 
nursery, Country Road Farms Nursery and 
Garden Center on U.S. 23/441 just south 
of Dillsboro, Hall is on the cutting edge of 
a new crop in North Carolina – industrial 
hemp. 

The federal government gave states 
the go-ahead to look into growing hemp 
in 2014. North Carolina launched a pilot 
program in 2015 to see if the plant, a rel-
ative of marijuana, could be a viable crop 

for state farmers.
According to the North Carolina 
Department of Agriculture and 

Consumer Serivces, mari-
juana and industrial hemp 
are different varieties of 

the same plant species, Cannabis sativa 
L. Marijuana typically contains 3 to 15 
percent THC, the psychoactive element 
that produces a “high” when ingested. 

In order to be legal, industrial hemp in 
North Carolina must contain less than .3 
percent THC. Without a chemical anal-
ysis of THC content, there is no way to 
distinguish between marijuana and hemp 
varieties.

Brent Hall and his wife, Beth, and sev-
en other farmers in Jackson County have 
completed the strict licensing process to 
become hemp farmers. They grow for 
the manufacture of CBD, or cannabidiol, 

State embraces, 
regulates hemp 

Hemp’s path from illegal sub-
stance to potential cash crop began 
in 2014 with the passage of the 
Federal Agricultural Act of 2014. It 
provided that state departments of 
agriculture could allow growth of 
industrial hemp as part of an agri-
cultural pilot program.

The North Carolina General 
Assembly in 2015 enacted SB 313, 
“an act to recognize the importance 
and legitimacy of industrial hemp 
research, to provide for compliance 
with portions of the Federal Agricul-
tural Act of 2014, and to promote in-
creased agricultural employment.” 

SB 313 established the five-mem-
ber North Carolina Industrial Hemp 
Commission. The commission was 
charged with creating the pilot pro-
gram, working out details ranging 
from licensing to research.

HB 992 also passed in 2015. It 
added four members to the commis-
sion and made some minor tweaks 
to the Senate bill.

The Industrial Hemp Commis-
sion put forth a series of rules for 
hemp production in 2017. Laws 
governing approved seed, THC lev-
els, licensing, fees and other facets 
of hemp farming were established.

Before the Senate now is SB 315, 
which states “the General Assembly 
finds and declares that hemp is a 
viable agriculture commodity in 
this state.”

It proposes promoting the cul-
tivation and processing of hemp, 
continuing state research into it, and 
to “move the state and its citizens to 
the forefront of the hemp industry.”

Attention, 
Walmart 
shoppers...
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