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If the Lenoir City 
Council is to approve 
a  l o w - i n c o m e 

apartment complex for 
the fourth time in the 
past three years, it should 
make assurances that the 
city is not taking on a dis-
proportionate share of the 
need for such housing.

Among the items on 
the council’s agenda 
Tuesday night is a pro-
posed apartment com-
plex for low-income 
seniors that would be 
built on the south side 
of Greenhaven Drive 
behind the Wal-Mar t 
shopping complex. One 
low-income apartment 
complex was built last 
year on Linkside Court, 
just off Wilkesboro Bou-
levard; another is planned 
farther east on Wilkes-
boro Boulevard; and one 
for seniors is under con-
struction at the intersec-
tion of Harper Avenue 
and Abington Road. And 
the word in development 
circles is that several 
more proposals may be in 
the pipeline.

All of this in a city that 
has not had a market-rate 
apartment complex built 
in decades.

No one wants to be 
hard-hearted about it, 
but there are some who 
worry that at this pace 
Lenoir rapidly could 
be making itself into a 
city known more for its 
growing number of low-
income apartments than 
anything else.

That would have impli-
cations for the city’s abil-
ity to market itself to busi-
nesses, young workers 
and active retirees.

It also would have 
implications for future 
increased demand on 
public services. The open-
ing of the Veridian apart-
ments on Linkside Court 
last year, for instance, 
brought a boost of enroll-
ment to Lower Creek Ele-
mentary School that had 
not been anticipated. 

Some municipalities 
have formal or informal 
policies that tie approval 
of new low-income devel-
opments to the pace of 

overall residential devel-
opment. Perhaps Lenoir 
officials already have con-
sidered that, but the issue 
didn’t come up when the 
city’s planning board 
reviewed the develop-
ment’s proposal. 

A Lenoir resident 
might wonder whether 
Lenoir is being asked to 
carry more than its share 
of the load for addressing 
the need for low-income, 
multi-family housing in 
Caldwell County. Sharon 
Osbourne, the execu-
tive director of Caldwell 
County Yokefellow, told 
the News-Topic last 
fall that there is a “seri-
ous shortage of afford-
able, safe housing in the 
whole county.” Officials 
with Yokefellow, which 
manages the area’s only 
full-time shelter for the 
homeless, surely ought 
to know. City residents 
would like to be assured 
that other local commu-
nities are stepping up as 
well. 

Local of ficials are 
doing what they can to 
try to bring new, market-
rate apartment develop-
ments to Caldwell so 
that fewer of the young, 
highly paid workers 
that Caldwell County’s 
economic development 
efforts have been attract-
ing go looking to Hickory 
and Morganton for hous-
ing. We have no doubt 
that once such a devel-
opment occurs, it will fill 
quickly, spurring more 
to be built. At that point, 
there may be fewer con-
cerns when the next low-
income development is 
proposed.

The developer of the 
proposal currently before 
the city council says that 
there is an impending 
deadline to qualify this 
year for the federal tax 
credits needed to secure 
financing for the apart-
ments. As was mentioned 
at the planning board 
meeting, the deadline is 
the developer’s worry; 
it should not prompt the 
city to rush approval if 
any of the concerns listed 
above are warranted.

Low-income 
project raises 

questions

It’s a fact that boycotts 
are blunt instruments, 
particularly when 

aimed at an 
entire state. 
Allies as well as 
foes get hurt.

South 
Carolina 
businesses 
learned that 
during boycotts 
over display of 
the Confederate 
flag. Indiana 
businesses 
learned that during 
boycotts over that 
state’s short-lived 
“religious freedom” law 
that allowed businesses 
to refuse service to 
homosexuals.

A column last 
week in the New York 
Times by Linda-Marie 
Barrett of Malaprops 
Bookstore/Café in 
Asheville illustrates the 
collateral damage being 
done now to North 
Carolina businesses 
over House Bill 2’s 
repeal of anti-discrim-
ination protections in 
various cities and its 
explicit allowance, by 
omission from the list of 
protected classes, of any 
kind of discrimination 
based on sexual 
orientation.

Barrett complains 
that despite her 
business’s stance against 
HB2, “Customers from 
other states tell us 
they won’t visit until 
the law is no more. 
More threatening to us 
financially and to our 
community culturally is 
the cancellation of events 
by authors.”

In her column 
she asks authors to 
reconsider boycotting 
North Carolina 
bookstores because 
the stores need the 
revenue that author 
visits bring, and their 
local customers need to 

be lifted up.
She has a point, 

but the whole point 
of a statewide 
boycott is the 
economic havoc 
it can wreak, 
ultimately 
impacting as 
many legislators’ 
districts as 
possible and 
the entire state 
economy as a 
whole to create a 
sense of urgency 

that otherwise would 
be missing. Appeals to 
compassion have limited 
effects, but the power 
of the purse is strong, 
which is why boycotts 
are so often effective.

Senate President 
Phil Berger, a living 
blunt instrument who 
is the ultimate force 
that would have to be 
overcome to repeal 
HB2, is a lawyer from 
the tiny town of Eden, 
in Rockingham County. 
What exactly could 
anyone boycott that he 
would care about? Not 
much. Even if there 
were something, Berger 
has proven to be a “my 
way or the highway” 
kind of fellow.

That means his 
political allies in the 
legislature have to be 
convinced to change 
their minds and 
risk Berger’s wrath. 
Without a boycott, 
how would anyone do 
that? Protests? Sit-ins? 
The “Moral Mondays” 
protests have well 
established that the 
legislators are utterly 
immune to such appeals. 
But many of them are 
businesspeople or live in 
districts with businesses 
that are being affected 
by the boycott, or else 
their pet projects will be 
affected by a decline in 
state revenue needed to 
support them.

The question is how 
many millions of dollars 
the state’s economy 
will have to lose — how 
many hundreds or 
thousands of new jobs 
have to be withdrawn 
by companies canceling 
plans to grow here — 
before enough of HB2’s 
backers are willing to 
admit the whole thing is 
a sham.

And that’s what the 
law is, a sham. There 
was no enforcement 
mechanism written 
into the feature of the 
law that its backers 
most vocally defend, 
the requirement for 
people to use the 
public restrooms 
that correspond with 
the sex identified on 
their birth certificate. 
Politicians have raised 
the false specter of 
sexual predation in the 
restroom, ironically 
by heterosexual men 
posing as women, to 
justify all the rest of the 
bill’s discriminatory 
elements (and its 
completely unrelated 
prohibition of local 
minimum-wage rules). 
Dallas Woodhouse, 
executive director of 
the North Carolina 
Republican Party, told 
the Washington Post, 
“Moms want to be able 
to send their 11-year-old 
daughters into the 
bathroom and not worry 
about grown men being 
in there.”

Woodhouse is right, 
mothers do want that 
— but HB2 does not 
a single thing to make 
sure no grown men 
are in the women’s 
room. The law puts no 
police in the restroom 
and takes no steps to 
actually control who 
uses which room. There 
was no way before HB2 
to prevent a sexual 
predator from entering 

any restroom, and 
there remains no way 
under HB2 to prevent 
it. There also is no new 
punishment in HB2 for 
anyone caught in the 
act.

In other words, HB2 
does nothing more 
than shout angrily into 
the wind. That’s why 
the outside world has 
heard only anger in its 
passage.

Passing the law had 
only one point: Creating 
passion in a voter 
base that is perceived 
as dispirited by the 
presidential campaign 
and that may not turn 
out in large numbers 
this fall.

But that backfired 
and made the state 
the target of national 
scorn, as did Gov. Pat 
McCrory’s ham-fisted 
executive order last 
week that left all of 
HB2’s major features 
intact even as he 
insisted, falsely, that he 
was acting to remove the 
reason for the boycott. 
All his executive order 
did was gift-wrap a 
reason for the national 
media to do more stories 
about the boycott, what 
prompted it and illustrate 
that McCrory’s order did 
nothing to change it.

It’s not fair that 
Malaprops and other 
businesses are being 
made to pay the price for 
a cynical election-year 
strategy, and it’s not 
fair that hundreds or 
thousands of North 
Carolinians will not be 
able to seek high-paying 
jobs with PayPal or 
Deutsche Bank or any 
of the other companies 
canceling their plans 
here.

But fairness was 
never the point behind 
HB2. Damage was. And 
damage it has wrought.

Sham law has economic fallout

GUY
LUCAS
NEWS-TOPIC
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There are two 
annual programs 
that I repeatedly 

hear longtime 
local residents 
and even 
Caldwell 
County natives 
say showed 
them things 
about the 
community 
that they never 
knew.

One is Hired 
Education, 
which took place last 
week. It takes a group 
of teachers for three 
days of touring local 
industries, talking to 
managers and workers 
there and talking 
to panels of other 
employers, and the 
teachers who take part 
genuinely seem awed 
by what they see.

A similar but much 
broader program 
isn’t limited to 
teachers, and it’s now 
taking applications. 
Leadership Caldwell, 
organized by the 
Caldwell Chamber of 
Commerce, pulls back 
the curtains on a great 
many things: economic 
development, industry, 
local non-profi ts and 
social services, local 
governments, law 

enforcement agencies 
and the courts, 
cultural resources, 

health care 
and related 
services, 
agriculture, 
scenic 
attractions, 
public schools 
and the 
community 
college, just to 
name general 
categories.

Over 
12 consecutive 
Wednesdays, the up 
to 25 people in each 
year’s Leadership 
Caldwell class go 
on tours and have a 
chance to talk to the 
behind-the-scenes 
people involved in 
more things that most 
of us normally come in 
contact with during an 
entire year.

I was part of 
the 2015 class of 
Leadership Caldwell. 
Because I work for 
the newspaper, I was 
at least passingly 
familiar with most 
of the organizations 
and businesses we 
saw, but not all of 
them, and being 
“passingly familiar” 
with something often 
means you don’t really 

know that much.
I knew, for instance, 

that Merchants 
Distributors Inc., 
MDI, is one of the 
county’s largest private 
employers, and I knew 
it had a large complex 
off of U.S. 321 near 
Granite Falls where 
it stored and shipped 
merchandise for 
grocery stores.

But Leadership 
Caldwell took a tour 
of MDI’s warehouse 
operation, and now 
I can tell you that 
“large” is not an apt 
description. That 
tour was a hike. The 
place is huuuuge. 
There was one spot 
in just one end of 
the high-ceilinged 
warehouse where 
I looked down an 
aisle, and it was like 
the fi nal scene in 
“Raiders of the Lost 
Ark” — a seemingly 
endless series of rows 
of frighteningly tall 
stacks of boxes, on and 
on down to a vanishing 
point. And that 
distance wasn’t even 
half of the warehouse.

At the other far 
end of the warehouse, 
where MDI keeps 
the ice cream, the 
temperature was 

sub-arctic.
Everywhere, people 

drove huge lifts 
quickly back and forth, 
gathering boxes of one 
thing or another to 
fi ll an order for some 
store, then zipping 
along to gather others. 
They were like the 
very big brothers of 
the little robots that zip 
through the hallways 
in the Death Star.

At Bemis, on 
Industrial Court in 
western Lenoir, we saw 
actual robots lifting 
products freshly made 
from what started out 
as little plastic pellets.

Another highlight 
is the food. Not all of 
it. But once we had 
lunch at Granite Falls 
Brewing. Another 
lunch was at 1841. 
I missed a lunch at 
the Irish Rose Bed 
and Breakfast, but 
the photos everyone 
posted on Facebook 
made me drool. Once 
we fi xed our own 
lunch and dessert, 
under the direction 
of a chef from the 
culinary arts program 
at Caldwell Community 
College and Technical 
Institute.

A program 
as expansive as 
Leadership Caldwell 
isn’t cheap — the cost 
is $425 a person for 
chamber of commerce 
members and $550 
for non-members. 
Generally, a business 
will pay to have an 
employee participate. 
I and all the others in 
my class were glad our 
companies made the 
investment.

For more 
information go online 
to http://caldwell
chambernc.com/
leadership-caldwell, 
or call the chamber at 
828-726-0616.

Program displays community’s inner workings

GUY
LUCAS
NEWS-TOPIC

Caldwell County’s 
tax increase didn’t 
j u s t  s u d d e n l y 

happen.
It has been coming 

down the road for three 
years, starting in 2013, 
when the Caldwell Coun-
ty Board of Commission-
ers cut the property tax 
rate from 62.9 cents for 
every $100 of assessed 
value to 60 cents.

That year and each 
year since, the county 
drew substantial amounts 
from its fund balance, 
essentially its savings, to 
not only maintain spend-
ing but increase it.

County Finance Offi-
cer Tony Helton has 
repeatedly cautioned the 
commissioners over the 
years about relying too 
heavily on the fund bal-
ance. In fact in May 2015, 
with a budget that on 
paper called for using $7.6 
million from the fund bal-
ance, even though Helton 
estimated that the actual 
amount drawn would 
be under $2 million, he 
explicitly warned that the 
commissioners were on 
an unsustainable track 
and eventually would 
have to either make 
big cuts in spending or 
increase the tax rate.

Helton is a soft-spoken 
man, so it can be easy to 
miss the urgency in his 
words because they are 
delivered in an even, 
measured tone, but this 
is basic math, addition 
and subtraction. He was 
stating what should have 
been obvious to every-
one, not interpreting tea 
leaves or ancient runes.

So now, “eventually” 
has arrived.

Several people who felt 
driven to go to the com-
missioners’ meeting last 
week to argue against the 
tax increase have threat-
ened retaliation at the vot-
ing booth.

Unfor tunately for 
them, they have nowhere 
to turn.

One of the three com-
missioners who voted in 
favor of the tax increase, 
Randy Church, will be 
among the three Repub-
licans on the ballot in 
November, but no Demo-
crats filed to run, so all 

three are unopposed. It is 
amusing to consider what 
might have happened 
this November if a Dem-
ocrat – any Democrat – 
last winter had quixotic 
notions and had filed to 
run. This should stand 
as a lesson to local party 
of ficials, both Republi-
can and Democrat, never 
to take either victory or 
defeat for granted.

The other two com-
missioners who voted for 
the tax increase, Mike 
LaBrose and Donnie Pot-
ter, do not stand for re-
election until 2018. That 
may not be time enough 
for them to soothe cur-
rent tempers, but until 
then they will remain in 
offi ce unless they choose 
not to.

It should be noted 
that in 2013, the budget 
proposal presented to 
the commissioners by 
Helton and County Man-
ager Stan Kiser called 
for cutting the tax rate 
from 62.9 cents to 61.5 
to hold tax revenue even 
after a countywide prop-
erty revaluation. It still 
called for drawing about 
$650,000 from the fund 
balance.

Commissioner Clay 
Bollinger led an argu-
ment to cut the tax rate to 
60 cents and draw more 
from the fund balance.

LaBrose ,  Church 
and Commissioner Jeff 
Branch resisted the larg-
er cut, saying it presented 
a risk and was not pru-
dent because the General 
Assembly was tinkering 
with revenues, and no 
one knew whether the 
county would lose money 
from that.

Eventually LaBrose 
relented, leaving Church 
and Branch the only votes 
to hold the cut to 61.5 
cents. (One of the three 
commissioners who sup-
ported the larger tax cut, 
Chris Barlowe, lost his 
re-election bid in 2014 to 
Potter.)

“I’ll go to 60,” LaBrose 
said at the time. “I’m will-
ing to compromise, and 
we’ll go a year at a time 
and see what happens.”

This is what happened. 
Everyone should have 
seen it coming.

County’s tax 
rate is matter 

of math
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Perhaps i t ’s  the 
amplifying ef fect 
of social media 

or perhaps the scale 
of individual violent 
incidents is larger now, 
but  contrar y to the 
perceptions of some 
we are not in fact living 
in violent times.

According to FBI 
s t a t i s t i c s ,  t h e  v i o -
lent crime rate in the 
United State peaked 
in 1991, at around 750 
inc idents  for  ever y 
100,000 people. Since 
then it has dropped to 
half that.

The lowest number 
of  law enforcement 
of ficers killed in any 
year in recent memory 
was in 2013, when 109 
died, according to the 
National Law Enforce-
ment Of ficers Memo-
rial Fund. In 2014, 122 
were kil led and last 
year 123, but those two 
years still had fewer 
officer deaths than any 
year from 1959 to 2012.

Why, then, are some 
people  so  sure  the 
nation is going to hell 
in a handbasket?

To be sure, there is 
some political advan-
tage in playing to fear 
— but the fear wasn’t 
conjured out of thin air.

Ther e  has  never 
been a decade with 
more law enforcement 
deaths than the 1970s, 
when in every year but 
one 200 to 280 officers 
were killed. Why don’t 
we remember that?

No one at that time 
blamed a politician for 
creating an atmosphere 
of anti-police sentiment.

In fact, under Rich-
ard Nixon, the quint-
e s s e n t i a l  “ l a w  a n d 
order” president, the 
number of of ficer kill-
ings climbed from 194 
in 1969 to 280 the year 
he  r es igned ,  1974 . 
Under Ronald Reagan 
the number fluctuated 
between a low of 176 in 
1985 and a high of 203 
in 1981.

Perhaps the percep-
tions of greater dan-

ger,  both of  violent 
cr ime to the publ ic 
and of violence direct-
ed at police, is in part 
because we have great-
er awareness of each 
incident. Our society 
now is wired from end 
to end, with sur veil-
lance cameras on many 
more store cor ners, 
and almost ever y per-
son has a phone that 
also is a video camera 
with a live connection 
to the Internet.

There is a reason 
for the old TV news 
saw, “If it  bleeds, it 
leads”: TV news direc-
tors learned by watch-
ing their ratings that 
people can’t take their 
eyes away from shock-
ing images.  Even i f 
we didn’t have social 
media, the ubiquity of 
cameras would be pro-
viding a much greater 
amount of  shocking 
video to the nation’s 
television screens, but 
not only are all phones 
cameras, they also are 
tiny TVs.

Each of us is now 
both a broadcaster and 
a consumer. We film, 
watch and redistrib-
ute everything we find 
shocking, and it’s still 
tr ue, “If it bleeds, it 
leads.”

Opening Facebook 
or Instagram or any 
social  media can be 
like opening Pandora’s 
box, and all the evils 
of the world pour forth 
to assail us. We are so 
much more aware of 
the bad in the world 
not because there is 
more of it but because 
more evidence of it is 
all around and we can’t 
escape seeing it.

It has been said that 
facts don’t matter any-
more because no mat-
ter what you want to 
believe, there are mul-
tiple sources on the 
Inter net to feed you 
evidence that you are 
right, no matter how 
wrong you may be.

The same is true of 
fear.

The fear is 
real, but world 

isn’t worse

It’s time to restore the Center
To the editor:
A few years ago, I posted a 

photo of the Center Theater 
marquee that I had restored and 
added the movie “Virginia,” which 
had played there when the center 
opened in 1941. I posted the 
restored photo to my Facebook 
page, “Caldwell County Now and 
Then,” and the weekly visitors to 
the page jumped from about 8,000 
to 50,000!

There were so many people 
willing to donate their time, 
money and materials. People 
had misunderstood my post 
and thought that I was actually 
restoring the Center Theater!

For the fi rst time in my 73 
years, Lenoir does not have a 
theater. Years ago we had so 
many, even before the Center, 
State and Avon. Many of these 
were in the same location and just 
had a name change.

Now, I’ll get to my point. I think 
that if the Center were restored 
and back in operation, what a 
asset to downtown Lenoir that 
would be.

I have received information 
that the present owners, the 
Harris Brothers, have been 
restoring the Center Theater. 
They should be commended 
for keeping the Center Theater 
building from demolition. But 
if the Center is to be correctly 
restored, it needs to be a “joint 
effort” because of the great 
expense. Lenoir needs the Center, 
if that is what is to be, soon.

So many building supplies 
would be willing to support this 
worthy cause. I think this could 
be done with private donations 
and not tax money. Grants may be 
available. At the time, years ago, 
I was willing to solicit donations 
from Lenoir businesses and be 
involved in trying to make this 
happen.

If the Harris Brothers were 
approached with the right offer, 
they might be persuaded to help 
make this happen.

Suppose a lease was offered 
to the brothers for a set number 
of years and after the lease 
expired the Center would/
could be returned to them 
brothers completely restored. 
One condition would be that the 
theater must remain a “historical 
site” and operated for a to-be-
determined number of years as 
the Center Theater.

I think it could be staffed by 
volunteers and show really old 
movies as well as new movies too.

What Lenoir needs is for 
younger people to get together 
and see if they can make this 
happen.

I am willing to do whatever I 
can, including Caldwell County 
Now and Then on Facebook, for 
as long as I am able.

I hope to see this accomplished 
in my lifetime. “Pick up the torch” 
and see if we can make this 
happen!

Bill Tate
Lenoir

Fix the roads
To the editor:
When I came to Caldwell 

County I was quickly aware of two 
things — beautiful mountains and 
bad roads.

I never lived in an area where 
local and state offi cials were so 
indifferent to the plight of people 
who live on almost inaccessible 
roads.

One one occasion I attempted 
to drive down one of them, 
appropriately named Washboard 
Lane. I soon discovered that one 
needs a helicopter to navigate this 
area.

C’mon, guys — get busy, earn 
your pay, and do your jobs.

The mountains are ancient. 
The roads should not be the 
same.

Dr. Charles Dickson
Lenoir

My take on Donald Trump
To the editor:
I was been watching the 

Republican National Convention 
this past week, and I have to say, 
I am very encouraged by not 
only the speakers, who were 
outstanding, but also the direction 
in which the Republican Party is 
moving, as well as the ideas that 
Trump put forth in his acceptance 
speech. I am also amazed at what 
a terrible job the media has done 
in covering the event. The fact 
that they obsessed for two days 
over Melania Trump’s faux pas 
of copying some of Michelle 
Obama’s previous speech is 
absurd. But the media are looking 
for things they can pick at, not for 
things that are right. No wonder 
the American people are so 
ignorant of the basic facts of what 
is good about America.

My take on Donald Trump 
is this: His running mate, Mike 

Pence, is a very good man. And 
Paul Ryan, the Speaker of the 
House, is a very, very good man. 
As second and third in command, 
that is two good men who can 
step in if anything happens 
to Trump. It is also two good 
men who will help keep Trump 
honest, and will. But Trump is 
also surrounding himself with 
some very smart people, like Dr. 
Ben Carson and Newt Gingrich, 
plus a host of good women and 
his own children, who are leaders 
in their own right. I also like 
the fact that he is surrounding 
himself with men and women 
of every ethnicity and race, of 
every religion and lifestyle, but 
men and women who are more 
interested in honesty and truth 
than being politically correct. 
What they all say about Trump is 
that he listens, and that is one of 
the things that makes him a great 
leader. Also, that he is kind and 
compassionate. Of course, Ted 
Cruz wouldn’t agree with that, 
but I think he is in the minority.

I like the themes of the 
different nights: “Make America 
Safe Again,” “Make America 
Work Again,” “Make America 
First Again,” “Make America One 
Again,” and of course the theme 
for the whole convention, “Make 
America Great Again.” After 
listening to Trump’s acceptance 
speech, I really believe he can 
do it. He strikes me as being at a 
place not dissimilar to Franklin 
Roosevelt’s when he took offi ce 
back in the 1930s, when he 
faced the problems of the Great 
Depression and the treat of Nazi 
Germany. I think our problems 
today, both at home and abroad, 
are similar to the ones back then, 
and I think that Trump is enough 
of a larger-than-life, nuts-and-bolts 
leader like Roosevelt that he will 
tackle them effectively. But, at the 
same time, he is a constitutional-
ist, like Reagan, who believes 
that people can solve their 
own problems far better than 
government. It’s a nice balance.

And, yes, he is fl amboyant. But 
we asked for someone outside 
the system, someone who wasn’t 
part of the status quo. Did we 
really think he would sound and 
act like every other politician? 
Thank God that he doesn’t. If 
you want that, Hillary and the 
Democrats will give you that in 
spades this week.

Waitsel Smith
Lenoir


