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Fire station build temporarily delayed
By Ryan Hanchett
editor@highlandsnews.com
A mistake in Raleigh has caused a
holdup in the loan closing process for the
Town of Highlands’ new fire department.
Town manager Josh Ward informed the
board of commissioners in November that
the town was working with the Army Corps
of Engineers and the NC Department of
Water Quality to determine the best way
to mitigate a wetland area along Franklin
Road that is now part of the property for
the new fire station.
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In order to close the loan for construction, a plan had to be in place to change
the drainage in an approved way. That plan
was developed and ultimately approved by
the Corps of Engineers, but a paperwork
error kept the loan closing from happening in December.
“In order to close the loan and get
started on the project we need to have
approval from the NC Local Government
Commission, and for whatever reason they
left us off of their December agenda,” Ward
said. “They were very apologetic and assured us that we will be on the Jan. 5, 2021

agenda for approval. Assuming that happens we can close the construction loan
with BB&T on Jan. 8.”
With the permits to mitigate the wetland in hand, site work could begin immediately after the loan closing. Ward noted
that a one-month holdup would not affect
the overall timeline of building the new fire
station.
“Honestly, even if we would have gotten the permits in place and been approved
by the LGC on Dec. 8, its unlikely that

See STATION, Page 3A

Arts groups working together

By Carter Geigerich
The Crossroads Chronicle
Access to free and reduced-cost legal services for residents of the plateau and surrounding counties has taken a
big step forward this month, as
Pisgah Legal Services puts the
finishing touches on its newest
office next to the Highlands-Cashiers Hospital.
PLS serves low-income
community members in need
of legal aid on matters ranging from housing concerns to
custody disputes, domestic violence prevention and immigration matters. Executive Director
Jim Barrett said the organization hopes the plateau office will
act as a hub for those in Jackson
and Macon Counties in need of
these services.
“We have immigration law
services that are spread pretty
thin across 18 counties, and
then we have other services that
help people get stable housing,
stop domestic violence, increase
their income and access healthcare,” Barrett said. “That’s why
we expanded into Macon and
Jackson Counties. We were
able to do that because people
on the plateau helped us raise a
lot of money, and Highlands-Cashiers Health Foundation has
made generous grant funding
available.”
Barrett said the placement of
the new office on the plateau is
in part because of the requests
from funders to have the office

This artists rendering shows what the exterior of the Highlands Performing Arts Center will look like once a renovation and expansion project is completed at the Chestnut Street facility.
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PAC and Playhouse share vision for future of performing arts partnership
By Ryan Hanchett
editor@highlandsnews.com
The holiday season is often called
the season of giving.
For board members of the Highlands Performing Arts Center and the
Highlands Playhouse, the 2020 holidays are being marked as a season of
collaboration.
With plans to expand the PAC on the
horizon, both groups are busy working to determine what the impact of the
new and improved facility will be on the
arts community. In 2022, the Highlands
Playhouse will take up residence at the
PAC, leaving its current Oak Street location behind.

“We have been working on this plan
for years now and we are really excited
to see what the future holds,” Highlands
Playhouse board chair Dave Healy said.
“As an organization we wanted to look
toward the future and determine what
is the best course of action for the Playhouse and the PAC. Being under one
roof seems like a natural fit.”
PAC Executive Director Mary Adair
Trumbly noted that the transition has
gone smoothly thus far as the groups
have begun coordinating future show
dates. The organizations now share a
box office and ticketing system, which
creates a one-stop shop for consumers.
“The Playhouse is known for their
phenomenal summer performance

lineup, and also for showing movies
throughout the year,” Trumbly said.
“Once the expansion is complete we will
have no problem accommodating those
shows at the PAC and we will be able
to show movies as well. We’ve already
measured the screen and the equipment
and it will fit in our new theater.”
Trumbly added that the new theater
at the PAC will also have a fly system,
something unavailable to the Playhouse
staff at the current location. The addition of a fly system will allow the Playhouse to put on a wider variety of shows
if they choose.
The original PAC expansion plans
called for a new 400-seat theater to be
added at the facility along with a Black

Box theater. Recently the PAC board
unveiled revamped plans that feature a
new 300-seat theater, to open in 2022.
The Black Box theater has been put on
hold, but is still in the facilities future
plans according to Trumbly.
“The new theater will be state of the
art and it will allow us to be so much
more versatile with our offerings for the
PAC, the Playhouse, and groups like
the Highlands Chamber Music Festival and the Highlands Cashiers Players
who also use this facility,” PAC board
president Nancy Harrison said. “It’s a
big undertaking, but once its done the
PAC will be a hub for all things perform-

Possible COVID-19 exposure shutters Highlands Rec Pool
By Ryan Hanchett
editor@highlandsnews.com
A potential COVID-19 exposure
forced the Highlands Rec Center swimming pool to close Monday.
According to Highlands Town Manager Josh Ward, one of the pool’s users
informed town staff that they had tested
positive for COVID-19 and had used the
pool in the days leading up to their positive test.
“Because of when the person was at
the pool, there was a possibility that town
staff members may have been exposed at
the facility,” Ward said. “Those employees have been in contact with the Macon
County Public Health Department and
are following their recommendations. To
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be safe we decided to close the pool completely on Monday for thorough cleaning and sanitizing.”
Due to the possible exposure to town
staff, the pool will be closed for public
swim until further notice. Unsupervised
group activities such as adult lap swim
and the morning water aerobics class resumed on Tuesday following the deep
cleaning.
Ward noted that the town has purchased a disinfectant fogging machine,
which sprays a fine mist that kills viruses
on contact and clings to surfaces to ensure they are not contaminated.
“We decided to buy a fogger for the
rec department prior to the youth basketball season, which started last Saturday,”
Ward said. “The machine works great and

it’s a fast and effective way to disinfect
a large area like the gym or the pool in a
short time. The fogger was a suggestion
from Macon County after they bought
similar equipment to use in the county’s
public buildings such as the courthouse
and the community building in Franklin.”
The town rec department staff will
continue all cleaning and sanitizing measures at the pool facility in the coming
days before announcing when the facility will reopen.

Highlands School
Macon County Public Schools announced multiple newly confirmed
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See POOL, Page 6A The Highlands Pool will remain closed until further notice.
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Station
From page 1A
much work would have been
started prior to the Christmas and New Year holidays,”
Ward said. “This way we will be
able to close the loan and start
fresh in January as the weather
allows.”
The new fire station will be
located at 149 Franklin Road.
The town previously purchased
the land and approved a “not
to exceed” construction estimate of $6.87 million for the
new facility, which includes
a $300,000 contingency. The
funding for the new fire department was made possible
by a two-cent fire tax increase
during the 2019-20 budget
year.
DR Reynolds is handling
over sight of the construction
process as the general contracPhoto by Ryan Hanchett/Staff tor. The firm has built 27 fire
The Town of Highlands was issued a permit by the US Army Corps of Engineers to mitigate a stations across the southeast
over the past 13 years.
small wetland on property that will house the new fire station.

Arts
From page 1A
ing arts related in Highlands.”
Healy noted that the PAC
expansion project will allow
the Playhouse to take up residence and leave the Oak Street
building in 2022. It’s a move
that he and his board are eagerly anticipating.
“Our current building has
been wonderful for us, but it’s
getting old and it’s very limited,” Healy said. “If we were
to go through and make everything Americans with Disabilities Act compliant and fix all the
issues we have with the building we would basically need to
gut it and start over, which just
isn’t possible.”
Another plus for the Playhouse when it moves into the
PAC will be additional parking
and an easier ingress and egress.

Pisgah
From page 1A
close by, and also by the availability of volunteer staff.
“We’re happy to be able
to serve from the office in
the plateau, because we can
get a lot of volunteers – there
are a lot of retired lawyers in
the area,” Barrett said. “We
also do most of our work over
the phone, so people can still
access us in the middle of the
pandemic.”
The office, which is currently still operating remotely
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, has a number of fulltime staff members as well,
several of whom have longtime ties to the plateau. Staff
Attorney Patricia Caddell
grew up in Cashiers, returning to her hometown in the
mountains after law school to
serve the community in which

The current Playhouse shares a
parking lot with the Highlands
Police Department and on-street
parking is limited on Oak Street.
Just as important as the
physical move to the PAC in
2022, Healy added that the move
represents a coming together of
the performing arts community
as it evolves to meet the needs
of the public.
“In the past it has seemed
like everyone is working in their
own silo, multiple groups doing
arts programming, but no one
really coordinating anything,”
Healy said. “Since we have been
working with the PAC, Mary
Adair and her board, it feels like
we are breaking down some of
those silos and creating partnerships that will benefit multiple
groups.”
As for the coming 2021 performance season, Healy is hopeful that the Playhouse will be
alive with activity for a final
run of shows on Oak Street. The

summer performance schedule
was cancelled in 2020 due to the
COVID-19 pandemic.
“We are planning shows for
2021 and working toward that
goal,” Healy said. “It is a long
process when you talk about
picking shows to do, auditioning and hiring actors, building
sets, and all that goes into each
production. We will be jumping
right in in January in hopes that
a 2021 season will be possible.”
The PAC also had most of
its performances cancelled by
COVID-19, but Trumbly has
been able to reschedule many
of the shuttered acts for performances in 2021.
“There is a lot of uncertainty
right now as to what the world
is going to look like from week
to week and month to month,”
Harrison said. “When people
are ready and able to return to
live entertainment venues we
plan to be ready to welcome
them.”

she spent her childhood.
“I’m really grateful for the
opportunity to help the community I grew up in,” Caddell
said. “I have lots of family and
friends here, and when I left
for law school I came back as
soon as I could when this opportunity presented itself.”
The need for services on the
plateau and the surrounding
communities is great, Caddell
said.
PLS offers free services to
households with incomes at
or below 125 percent of the
poverty level. Barrett said he
recognizes two distinct populations their services might be
used by here on the plateau,
each with their own unique
needs.
“Kids on free and reduced
lunch make up about half
the school population – that
alone tells you there are a lot
of low-income families off the
beaten path on the plateau,”
Barrett said. “Then there are

the people who have to commute to work on the plateau.
A lot of people working there
can’t afford to live there, and
you can see people coming
and going in the morning
and afternoon.”
It would be almost impossible for many of these individuals to make the trip to a
larger town during the standard workday to seek services on a regular basis, Barrett said.
“You
think
about
groundskeepers, wait staff,
services workers. Frankly, the
vacationers depend on them
but they need to be able to get
services if they need it. Nobody wants these workers to
be experiencing domestic violence,” he said. “If they need
a lawyer for something, especially something critical, and
they’re working on the plateau, they couldn’t easily drive
to Franklin or Sylva to see a
lawyer.”
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