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Special to The News-Press

 Kentucky Education 
Commissioner Jason E. 
Glass and Kentucky Board 
of Education (KBE) Chair 
Lu S. Young were joined 
this week by two officials 
from the U.S. Department 
of Education on a two-day 
visit to seven eastern Ken-
tucky school districts im-
pacted by the July 2022 
flooding.
 Last week, Glass and 
Young visited Jenkins Inde-
pendent, Knott County and 
Letcher County to see the 
damage caused by flooding 
firsthand and provide sup-
port to superintendents and 
staff.
 “It really has been stag-
gering. You can’t really 
capture in photographs or 
videos what these commu-
nities have gone through,” 
Glass said. “At the same 
time, it has been astound-
ing to see the progress that 
has been made in just a few 
weeks. 
 “Our superintendents 
and school staff are working 
so hard to get their students 
back to school in person in 
some form. They want to 
serve the kids, they want 

to get their communities 
back together and they want 
some sort of normalcy to re-
turn. We see them working 
urgently to make that hap-
pen.” 
 Glass said of the 25 
districts affected by the 
flooding, Breathitt County, 
Jenkins Independent, Knott 
County, Leslie County, 
Letcher County and Perry 
County schools were im-
pacted the most, with sig-
nificant damages to school 
operations or buildings. 
 Breathitt and Perry 
were finally able to start the 

2022-2023 school year this 
week, with the exception 
of the Buckhorn and Rob-
inson Elementary schools. 
The former A.B. Combs 
Elementary school building 
will be the temporary site 
for both schools and it is 
expected to open on Sept. 6. 
Leslie County schools also 
are expected to open on 
Sept 6, while Jenkins Inde-
pendent officials are hoping 
for Sept. 13. Letcher coun-
ty schools are shooting for 
a September 21st opening 
date.
 Local districts are still 

 In a part of Central Ap-
palachia where uncertainty 
has become the norm, giv-
en the state of the economy 
because of the COVID-19 
pandemic, inflation, and de-
cline in the coal industry, a 
catastrophic national disas-
ter caused by a 1,000-year 
flood is the last thing small 
mountain towns in East, 
Kentucky struggling to re-
invent themselves need. 
But young Whitesburg 
Mayor Tiffany Craft, who 
inherited the municipality 
leadership position from 
her late husband, said she 
refused to ask why her town 
was dealt this latest cruel 
blow. Instead, she’s looking 
ahead with bigger hopes for 
Whitesburg, even though 
she admits the responsibil-
ities of being the mayor in 
a flood-ravaged area were 
sometimes overwhelming. 
Craft, who is no stranger to 
heartache and hard times, 
wants her town to know 
she has the utmost faith that 
Whitesburg will not only 
survive, but will also thrive 
in better days to come. 
   “The job of mayor is 
already stressful, even with-
out an event such as this be-
cause I’m responsible for 
the well-being, growth, and 
success of this town and the 
people,” Craft said. “Now, 
I’m responsible for surviv-
al, rebirth, and success. We 
are starting all over again. 
Prior to my role as mayor, 

my husband had already 
figured all of that out for 
me. He set the stage, and it 
was left up to me to contin-
ue what he had started and 
continue to add to those pre- 
existing successes. I have a 
lot on my shoulders right 
now. But not necessarily in 
a bad way. Yes, the pressure 
is on, but the love I have for 
Whitesburg is where my 
strength and determination 
come from. I won’t stop un-
til I see this city come back 
bigger, better, and stronger 
than ever. I know it can be 
done. I won’t rest until it 
does.”

Work Of Digging Out From Flood Slow But Steady For Whitesburg
Mayor, Business Owner Say Signs Of Resiliency Strong In Town

   According to Craft, 
progress that has been made 
in Whitesburg one month 
after the flooding has shown 
just how resilient the com-
munity is. Craft said of the 
homes and businesses that 
were affected by the flood-
ing, all have been cleaned 
out and debris has been 
cleared. She said several 
of the businesses that had 
damages are already back 
up and running like usual.
    “Unfortunately, a few 
homes have been torn down 
because damages were just 

trying to figure out how to 
restructure bus routes or 
if they can use alternative 
transportation, as some 
roads remain impassable 
and the distance between 
schools can span many 
miles.
 “We have a few obsta-
cles that we must work out 
but are diligently working 
on solutions. Our plans are 
to use our existing schools 
and move those schools 
that were damaged in with 
them,” said Supt. Denise 
Yonts of the Letcher Coun-
ty School District.
 “Principals, secretar-
ies, FRYSC Directors, and 
guidance counselors will al-
ways be with their schools 
and students will have their 
regular teachers,” she said, 
though students from af-
fected schools are going to 
be transported to other fa-
cilities.
 West Whitesburg El-
ementary School students 
will be placed at Letch-
er County Central High 
School where Yonts says 
there is enough space to ac-
commodate them. “We will 
be able to separate them 
from the high school stu-
dents,” she said. “They will 

have a wing to themselves.”
 Whitesburg Middle 
School students will be 
placed at Cowan, while 
Martha Jane Potter Ele-
mentary students will go 
to Fleming-Neon Middle 
School. The elementary 
and middle school students 
will be separated within the 
building.
 Preschool and some 
special needs units will be 
placed at Letcher Elemen-
tary and Middle School, 
where they too will have 
their own space.
 “We have tried to make 
decisions based on the most 
available space to fit the 
needs of our students,” said 
Ms. Yonts. “Our schools 
will be preparing and have 
some open houses and bring 
parents and students in to 
see where they will be so 
they will know what to ex-
pect.” 
 “We realize there will 
be issues with traffic at 
each school since we have 
increased the number of 
buses and parents who will 
be picking up and dropping 
off students,” she added. 
“We ask that you give us 
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There are still areas in downtown Whitesburg that contain large heaps of flood debris as 
residents and business owners continue to dig out from the rubble that was left behind. 
A pile of debris could be seen along the sidewalk across from City Hall last week as yet 
another homeowner began the task of clearing out, so that they can begin to rebuild.

By Jennifer McDaniels
News-Press Contributor

 
 Recovery work has 
been steady and productive 
in small mountain towns, 
like Whitesburg, that were 

devastated in the July 28th 
historic flood occurring in 
East, Kentucky. It has been 
over a month since unprece-
dented floodwaters crashed 
through Whitesburg, de-
stroying homes and busi-

nesses that were well out of 
the flood plain range, leav-
ing many residents – like 
the ones in  neighboring 
counties – shocked, home-
less, and uncertain for the 
future.

CBS News Chief White House Correspondent Nancy 
Cordes (left) is pictured with Whitesburg Mayor Tiffany 
Craft, who said she hoped her town’s story of resiliency 
will present a positive story of Appalachia and its people.

Local School Districts Plan To Reopen This Month

Letcher County Superintendent Denise Yonts, from left, 
showed Education Commissioner Jason E. Glass pictures 
of the district’s flooded buildings during a visit to Letcher 
County on Aug. 30. Glass and Kentucky Board of Educa-
tion Chair Lu S. Young visited districts impacted by July 
2022 flooding. Photo by Caleb Bates, Aug. 30, 2022.
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News-Press Report

 The Jenkins Independent Board of 
Education convened for its regular meet-
ing on November 14, 2023, in the Jenkins 
Middle/High School Library.  The meeting 
featured a spotlight on the Cross Country 
team, which garnered several state qual-
ifiers and achieved a notable 3rd place 
regional finish by the boys’ team. Coach 
Alisha Congleton shared the team’s ac-
complishments, and the Board recognized 
their outstanding achievements.
 Superintendent Johnson communi-
cated the Kentucky Council for Better 
Education’s call for districts to advocate 
for additional SEEK funding. The SEEK 
base, which stood at $3,822 in 2008, has 
only increased to $4,100 in 2023. CBE 
emphasizes the need for an additional 
$1,300 per student in the SEEK base to 
account for inflation over the 15-year pe-
riod. Superintendent Johnson stressed the 
importance of this funding to support es-
sential education staff salaries and bene-
fits, allowing for competitive wages and 
attracting skilled educators.
 The Board heard updates from repre-
sentatives from Trace Creek construction 
on construction progress. Representatives 
from Trace Creek presented an update on 
construction progress. The preschool is 
currently under roof and masonry work is 
over 90% complete. The sprinkler system 
has been installed. HVAC and electrical 
install are underway. Flooring is set to be 
installed in the preschool classroom and 
library over Thanksgiving break.
 The Board received a presentation on 

Christmas Shoeboxes Being Packed For 
Shipment Across The World

Lee Adams, the Letcher County Coordinator for Operation Christmas Child is seen 
with dozens of boxes filled with Christmas Shoeboxes that will soon depart from the 
Whitesburg First Baptist Church which has served as a regional collection point for 
several years. Operation Christmas Child is an annual event organized by Samaritan’s 
Purse, a Christian organization that was started by the late Rev. Billy Graham and now 
is under the direction of his son, Franklin Graham. Shoeboxes are filled with toys and 
other items as well as a gospel tract about the love of God and His gift to all mankind. 
The boxes are then shipped all across the globe to children of many nations. As of Sun-
day, 2,139 of the shoeboxes had been collected at Whitesburg.

Jenkins School 
District To Advocate 
For Additional 
SEEK Funding

Continued to Next Page Continued to Page 3

First Bill To Clear 
General Assembly
Concerns Rising
Power Bills
 
	 FRANKFORT, KY. — Senate Bill 
(SB) 172 has passed the Kentucky 
House of Representatives and now 
heads to the governor’s desk. The legis-
lation is the first bill to pass both cham-
bers during the 2026 Regular Session of 
the Kentucky General Assembly.
	 Carried in the House by Rep. Pat-
rick Flannery, R-Olive Hill, SB 172 
addresses sudden spikes in electric bills 
caused by sharp increases in fuel costs, 
particularly during extreme weather 
events.
	 The one-page bill provides the 
Kentucky Public Service Commission 
(PSC) with the authority, upon request 
from a utility provider, to spread fuel 
cost recovery over several months rath-
er than allowing a large, one-time sur-
charge to hit consumers all at once.
	 Under current law, when utilities 
face higher fuel expenses, often driv-
en by volatility in natural gas markets, 
those costs are recovered through a fuel 
adjustment surcharge added to monthly 
electric bills.
	 “This is a simple, consumer-friend-
ly bill that gives the Public Service 
Commission a tool to address the peaks 
and valleys we’re seeing in fuel adjust-
ment surcharges,” Sen. Phillip Wheel-
er  of Pikeville said. “When someone 
opens their electric bill and sees a large, 
unexpected increase, that creates real 
hardship, especially for families on 
fixed incomes. This allows those costs 
to be spread out in a more manageable 
way.”
	 Wheeler noted that recent cold 
weather caused natural gas prices to 
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Dorton

Proposed 
Landfill Site

	 A proposal being explored by the Pike 
County Fiscal Court to establish a new land-
fill on a former surface mine site is drawing 
increasing attention from neighboring com-
munities, including parts of Letcher County, 
where the proposed location would sit within 
roughly ten miles of the City of Jenkins.
	 Pike County officials discussed ongoing 
problems with the county’s existing land-
fill and long-term solid waste options during 
a special meeting of the fiscal court on Feb. 
16. The discussion stretched for more than 90 
minutes and included a PowerPoint presen-
tation from USA Waste Management LLC, a 
private company that is exploring the possibil-
ity of developing a landfill in the Dorton/Myra 
area.
	 The meeting drew a crowd of more than 
200 people, overflowing the courtroom and 
hallway. Many in attendance expressed con-
cern over the proposed landfill’s potential 
environmental and quality-of-life impacts. 

Because the gathering was designated as a 
special meeting, public comment was not per-
mitted under Kentucky’s open meetings law, 
which allows discussion of non-agenda items 
so long as no formal action is taken.
	 Pike County Judge-Executive Ray S. 
Jones II told attendees that the issue would be 
placed on the agenda for the court’s March 3 
meeting, at which time limited public com-
ment would be allowed. Jones also pushed 
back against what he described as misinfor-
mation circulating on social media.
	 “You have been given a lot of erroneous 
information,” Jones told the crowd. “The fis-
cal court has not voted to let a landfill come in. 
This only allows a future landfill company to 
negotiate with the fiscal court.”
	 Jones explained that the controversy 
stems from a recently issued Request for Pro-
posals (RFP), which he described as an “ex-
ploration” of using a privately operated land-

Proposed Pike County Landfill Raises 
Concerns for Nearby Letcher Communities


