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A plasma TV-style sign is planned for the entrance to Smoky Mountain High 
School. Two older signs would be removed.

The Balsam/Willets/Ochre Hill Volunteer Fire Department practices controlling a propane fire during a recent live train-
ing exercise. Balsam and other volunteer departments in Jackson County hold training sessions regularly.

By Dave Russell

A look at license plates around Jackson 
County reveals many out of state visitors, 
but what are they doing here? How long 
are they staying? What do they like? Dis-
like? What can we do better?

And in particular, what can we do to lure 
more visitors during what are currently 
“down” times?

Those were the questions posed by the 
Jackson County Tourism Development 
Authority to Young Strategies, Inc., a 
Charlotte-based company specializing 
in research and strategic planning for the 
travel industry.

The process started with a survey of 
3,783 people – 2,358 of whom had visited 
Jackson County in the last three years, 
483 who had not, 505 Jackson County 
residents and 267 part-time residents, 
161 from a neighboring county and nine 
Cherokee residents.

Berkeley Young, owner of Young Strat-
egies, presented the study’s findings at 
a meeting in the Jackson County Public 
Library Community Room Sept. 3.

Travel-related tax relief for Jackson 

Tourism healthy in 
county; plans afoot to 
bring more visitors in 
county’s ‘down’ times

Smoky Mountain raising funds for new digital sign
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By Dave Russell

Smoky Mountain High School Prin-
cipal Evelyn Graning was probably only 
half kidding when she said she wanted 
the school’s new digital sign to be seen 
from space.

The school is raising funds to move 
further into the digital age with the in-
stallation of a plasma TV-style sign in 
front of the school.

The informational sign would take 
the place of two existing signs on the 
hillside flanking the main driveway into 
the school at the intersection of Webster 
Road and N.C. 107.

“We’ve been in early communication 
with some companies getting some 
bids,” Graning said. “It’s going to be an 
expensive undertaking.”

Preliminary bids have come in be-
tween $30,000 and $50,000, she said.

“The Jackson County Board of Edu-
cation has given me their blessing to go 
out in the community to talk about it, but 
the capital budget is tight,” she said. “It’s 
one of those things where if the school 
district could, they would.”

The high school is trying to raise all 
of the money itself and not have to ask 
the board for anything, she said.

The new sign will replace an old dig-
ital sign and an older wooden sign with 
vinyl letters.

“My plan is to put it where the older 
sign is,” she said. “It’s the one that faces 
the intersection.”

The new sign will be visible from both 
N.C. 107 and Webster Road, she said.

“When you’re sitting at that stop light, 
you’ll be able to see it from the bank 
(Mountain Credit Union), from Webster 
Road, from Ingles and the direction from 

Western Carolina University,” she said.
The content displayed on the sign will 

reflect the programs and news from the 
high school.

“My plan is to run all announcements 
through it,” she said. “You know Smoky 
Mountain, we have a number of very suc-
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By Beth Lawrence

T h e  B a l s a m /
Willets/Ochre Hill 
Volunteer Fire De-
partment is holding 
a benefit supper and 
gospel singing to help 
one of its own.

Fire Chief Johnny 
Nicholson has been 
diagnosed with stage 
4 nonalcoholic cir-
rhosis of the liver as a result of fatty liver 
disease and requires a liver transplant.

“Johnny has been sick over a year now 
and dealing with this issue and finding out 
that he is in need of this liver transplant, 
so we’re putting together this benefit to 
help pay some of his medical expenses 
and some of the costs that he will incur,” 
said Randall Moss, chairman of the board 
for the fire department.

Nicholson has been a firefighter in 
Jackson County for 38 years and has been 
chief of the Balsam Fire Department for 
25 years.

Firefighters 
set to hold 
benefit for 
Nicholson

Duke’s power lines along road project to remain overhead
By Dave Russell

R-5600, the N.C. Department of Trans-
portation construction project to reshape 
N.C. 107/U.S. 23 Business, would change 
many things about the roads, but power 
delivery wouldn’t be one of them.

Duke Energy power lines will still be 
overhead, and not underground as many 
had hoped.

“I know that early on there was a lot 
of conversation about whether or not we 
could put the lines underground, but it was 

more expensive than the project itself,” 
said Lisa Leatherman, community rela-
tions manager for Duke Energy.

The current project schedule calls for 
right-of-way acquisition to begin in ear-
ly 2020 and construction in late 2021. 
The work would cost an estimated $21.5 
million, not including utilities and right-
of-way acquisition.

Underground power lines would cost 
$26 million, according to the NCDOT.

“Part of the reason for that is when we 
put those utilities underground, those be-

ing our primary three-phase lines that feed 
the community, is that you have to have 
redundant systems,” Leatherman said.

In engineering parlance, a redundant 
system “duplicates critical components or 
functions of a system with the intention of 
increasing reliability of the system, usually 
in the form of a backup or fail-safe, or to 
improve actual system performance.”

“The lines in question are main lines 
that connect two substations and serve 
a large portion of the area,” Leatherman 
said. “An underground system would re-

quire a duct bank to be installed with vaults 
and manholes with all lines encased in 
concrete. Duke Energy would have to in-
stall equipment outside of the duct system 
to pick up other lines and would require 
special equipment. This work would be 
labor intensive. We would also need to 
secure rights-of-way from private property 
owners where manholes can be accessed 
by truck in order to conduct this work.”

A duct bank consists of underground 
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