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In August alone Blount County’s con-
tracted ambulance service, American 
Medical Response (AMR), racked up an 
unprecedented dollar amount in fines: 
nearly $220,000.

According to area company leaders 
and Blount County officials, that’s main-
ly due to wait times at Blount Memo-
rial Hospital, where ambulances had 
to sit for hours before patients could 
be served.

AMR was recently struggling with 
staffing issues, but leaders say they’ve 
overcome that problem to a degree. 
AMR recently brought on about 25 new 
employees since July and changed its 
shift structure, adapting to changing 
needs in the county.

COVID-19-related strains on the sys-
tem mixed with an unusually high call 
volume recently are pushing ambulance 
services to the limit, according to Blount 

AMR Operations Manager Jonathan 
Rodgers who spoke to the county’s EMS 
board Tuesday.

AMR — the nation’s largest ambulance 
company — contracts with Blount for 
EMS services. Crews are required to 
make it to calls in a certain amount of 
time — 10-15 minutes — above a certain 
percentage of calls each month — 90%. 
If they don’t meet these requirements, 
the company is fined.

Fines can accumulate for other reasons 
as well, like when the Blount system 
reaches what’s called “Level 0.” That 
means AMR employees are so busy that 
there are no ambulances are available 
to take calls.

According to data provided to board 
members, AMR hit Level 0 a total of 15 
separate times in August. That alone cost 
the company $110,000 in fines. Between 
Level 0 incidents and late arrival times, 
AMR was fined $219,500 for that month, 
according to records provided to the 
EMS board.

In July, AMR was fined $118,500. In 
June, it was fined $93,750, which it has 
paid.

The high fines are why AMR leaders 
came to the board Tuesday asking for 
another waiver of fines. This is the third 
time in less than 12 months that AMR 
has asked EMS leaders to look past the 
contract and waive fines. It came to 
them in November and then again in 
December 2020.

Since late 2020, AMR has accrued more 
than a half million dollars in fines: But 
because of EMS board votes, it hasn’t 
actually paid that much.

The company has been using Gov. 
Bill Lee’s state of emergency declara-
tions — the latest was Aug. 6 this year 
in Executive Order No. 83 — to justify 
their requests for fiscal grace.

“We do intend and will agree to exer-
cise ‘best efforts’ to meet all compli-
ance requirements as well as continue 

Extra time penalty shot 
Strained EMS system hits AMR with $88,000 in � nes for late 
responses, forgives over $125,000 due to contributing factors

SCOTT KELLER | THE DAILY TIMES
AN AMERICAN MEDICAL RESPONSE ambulance sits at its station on East Bessemer Street in Alcoa. The crew is attending to their duties with 
engines running. The company is currently facing very high fines because of extended wait times at Blount Memorial Hospital, according 
to AMR leaders.

SEE AMR, 5A
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It was business as usual for the Blount 
County Board of Commissioners during 
a quick agenda workshop on Tuesday 
evening.

With 15 commissioners present, the 
board voted to send every resolution and 
appointment to the full commission, with 
only one dissenting vote cast during the 
entire meeting.

Commissioner Mike Akard voted against 
a resolution that proposes a $31,500 budget 
increase “to appropriate assigned funds 
for the clearing, demolition, and removal 

of property structures at the Transition 
Facility site.”

Every other resolution was passed 
through to the full commission in 15-0 
votes, with little discussion. The entire 
meeting took less than half an hour.

It’s a stark change of pace following more 
than a month of contentious meetings 
filled with high-stakes resolutions regard-
ing massive subdivisions, zoning regula-
tions, and COVID-19 vaccine mandates.

While those meetings were filled with 
disgruntled Blount County residents voic-
ing their opposition to new housing devel-
opments, the public comment portion of 
Tuesday’s workshop was empty.

Despite not drawing a sizable crowd like 
recent meetings, several items pushed 
through during Tuesday’s session will 
impact important aspects of the com-
munity.

Commissioners voted 15-0 to forward 
to the full commission a resolution for a 
budget increase of more than $350,000 to 
“extend MACnet fiber network to Walland 
Elementary, Townsend Elementary, and 
Prospect Elementary,” something Akard 
said he had received emails about leading 
up to the meeting.

“I believe the public is assuming that 
this has to do with 5G cellular network, 
rather than Fiber going to the school and 

providing WiFi there,” Akard clarified.
“This has nothing to do with cellphones, 

this has to do with supplying internet to 
three schools that does not have access 
right now,” County Commissioner Tom 
Stinnett added.

Commissioners also voted unanimously 
to send to the full commission, a resolu-
tion proposing a budget increase of nearly 
$78,000 “to appropriate funds for Facili-
ties Condition Assessment Services and 
Capital Planning Software for County 
Buildings.”

Capital planning software is a program 

Committee quickly sets up October’s County Commission agenda
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While student achievement took a hit 
during the pandemic, Blount County 
Schools found much to celebrate in the 
growth students made during the past 
school year.

Even looking at student achievement 
data, BCS scored above the state average 

in 23 of 28 categories, Director Rob Britt 
told the Blount County Board of Educa-
tion during a daylong retreat held at the 
Central Office on Sept. 30.

“The good news here is we didn’t decline 
nearly as much as what the state numbers 
were for the most part,” he said.

Overall the district earned the desig-
nation of “Advancing,” from the state, 
just below the top level of “Exemplary” 
in a five-category system. BCS also was 
“Advancing” in 2019, the last time the Ten-
nessee Comprehensive Assessment Pro-
gram was administered before the spring 
2021 exams. Blount County ranked 26th 
of 146 school systems across the state and 
received the top system growth score, 
Level 5. A dozen of the district’s 21 schools 
also scored at Level 5.

Only one, Carpenters Elementary School 
didn’t reach Level 3, roughly equating to 
a year’s growth, but it was among the top 
in the district in achievement.

At CES, 69% of students scored on track 
or mastered in science, compared to a state 
average of 37.6% and BCS average of 42.4%.

“Overall the majority of our schools 
did an excellent job in science last year,” 
Britt said.

He emphasized the results came amid a 
worldwide pandemic when he said BCS 
employees “poured their hearts and souls 
into our classrooms.”

Among the growth highlights, BCS 
scored No. 1 in the state in geometry, No. 
2 in Algebra I, No. 3 in English 1 and No. 6 
in grades 3-8 English language arts.

Carpenters Middle School was No. 2 in 
eighth grade science, and a number of 
Blount County schools were in the top 10% 
or 20% in the state for various subjects.

“We did all this under tremendous 
adversity and strife,” Britt noted, citing 

Blount County 
Schools sees 
progress in 
‘growth’ scores

SEE AGENDA, 5A

BCS educators support Wit and Wisdom. 3A

SEE SCORES, 3A


