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A survey with nearly 400 
respondents in the county 
shows more than half of 
businesses are requiring 
employees to wear masks.

Maryville city leaders 
requested the survey from 
the Blount Partnership to 
help the city and the county 
mayor determine new mask 
policies, officials said.

Of the 380 responses, 
55% of businesses said 
they required employees 

to wear masks and about 
45% did not, partnership’s 
Director of Communica-
tions Jeff Muir said. 

About 68% “valued a 
statement from local gov-
ernments regarding masks,” 
Muir emailed.

Since June 19, when the 
positive count was 119, 
COVID-19 cases have tri-
pled in Blount County, 
to 348 as of Monday. The 
active cases in the county 
have gone from 23 to 170 
over same time frame.

County Mayor Ed Mitch-

ell said on July 8 he wasn’t 
going to mandate masks 
in public, at businesses or 
in government buildings 
though county mayors were 
given the power to do so 
in a July 3 Executive Order 
issued by Gov. Bill Lee.

The partnership’s survey 
ran for 24 hours on social 
media and email, Muir said, 
but it was also sent out only 
a few hours before Mitch-
ell’s statement.

“We hope businesses and 
the community continue 
to adhere to the Tennes-

see Pledge and the mayor’s 
urging,” Muir said.

Only two counties in the 
region currently have mask 
mandates: Knox and Sevier. 
Others like Blount declared 
support for face coverings 
to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19 but have not cre-
ated a mandate. Still others 
continue to deliberate over 
a policy.

Two Blount government 
buildings currently require 
masks and check tempera-
tures at the door: the Blount 
County Justice Center and 

the Blount County Public 
Library.

Blount residents con-
tinue to use social media 
to report and discuss use 
of masks in restaurants, 
stores, government build-
ings and other areas as the 
number of positive coro-
navirus cases in the county 
continues to rise.

On June 29, Lee extended 
a state of emergency decla-
ration for Tennessee to Aug. 
29, pressing many areas 
operating under a phased 
reopening schedule to scale 

back. Many Blount busi-
nesses have started operat-
ing once again under provi-
sional standards for social 
distancing and increased 
sanitization efforts.

The state’s health depart-
ment continues to promote 
the use of masks via social 
media campaigns that 
encourage citizens to wear 
them in public if possible. 
“My face covering protects 
you,” some advertisements 
read. “Your face covering 
protects me. Let’s protect 
one another.”

Survey finds more than half Blount businesses require employees to wear masks
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A student-created petition ask-
ing for tubing in Townsend to be 
either banned or more regulated 
has received nearly 1,000 signatures 
in less than a week.

Titled “Protect the Little River in 
Townsend, TN,” a petition started 
by Lexi Emrey directed at the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, U.S. Rep. 
Tim Burchett and local government 
leaders asked them to curb tubing 
on Little River.

Emrey — who could not be 
reached via email or social media for 
comment — said in the petition she 
is a senior at UTK and is studying 
wildlife and fisheries management.

She also said her family has owned 
property on the river for more than 
100 years.

At the end of the petition, Emrey 
called for either regulation or a ban 
on tubing, noting “local residents 
have tried to end tubing on the Little 
River for years.” But first she noted 
the effect of tubing traffic on wildlife 
and specifically Eastern Hellbender 

salamanders, which she said were 
“rapidly disappearing” because of 
human encroachment.

The petition has been shared 
repeatedly on social media and 
garnered about 980 responses by 
Monday.

One of the entities to share the 
post online was Tally Ho Inn, owned 
by Townsend Vice Mayor Michael 
Talley.

“PLEASE SIGN” Talley Ho’s repost 
of the petition read. “Tubing has got-
ten out of control on Little River. It 
is contributing to a decline in bio-
diversity and rise in pollution and 
damage in an area that has histori-
cally been a sanctuary for freshwater 
organisms.”

MOVING ROCKS
Experts who spoke with The Daily 

Times on Monday said tubing itself 
doesn’t necessarily have a negative 
effect on wildlife.

The problems come when peo-
ple remove and shift rocks to make 
unnatural dams, a point also noted 
in the petition.

“There’s as much disruption to 

the stream bed that happens after 
(a flood) as probably from a decade 
of tubing,” Tennessee Wildlife 
Resources Agency Stream and Riv-
ers Wildlife Manager Jim Habera 
said. “Just them floating through 
and walking around, wading, I don’t 
see that as a problem. It’s when they 
start pulling up the rocks. ... There 
you’re messing around with the sub-
strate like a flood would do and dis-
turbing aquatic organism habitats.”

Habera said TWRA teams were 
working at Townsend’s portion of 
Little River the second week of July 
and saw several places where people 
had moved rocks into large piles.

Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park Chief of Resource Management 
and Science Matt Kulp confirmed 
this activity is what they try to keep 
visitors from doing when they’re 
inside the park boundaries.

“We’ve ... seen places like Little 
River and Abrams Creek where we 
have threatened and endangered 
fishes ... that live under those rocks 
and spawn on the rocks in June 
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Faced with funding and 
other uncertainties as class-
es are about to resume for 
the first time since the pan-
demic, the Maryville Board 
of Education voted Monday,  
to rescind a planned raise 
and spend about $128,000 
to disinfect buildings.

In May, the school board 
approved a 0.5% raise on 
top of step increases for 
2020-21, but then the state 
decreased its expected 
funding to Maryville City 
Schools by $278,000.

The new, unanimous 

vote retains only the step 
increase, which about two-
thirds of employees are eli-
gible to receive, MCS Direc-
tor Mike Winstead said.

By fall break in October 
the district may be able to 
consider a bonus or oth-
er compensation, he said, 
depending on sales tax rev-
enues and costs associat-
ed with new safety precau-
tions as Maryville’s schools 
reopen July 30 for the first 
time since spring break.

So far Blount County 
sales tax revenues have 
not taken as much of a hit 
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Citing “polarizing opin-
ions,” Maryville City 
Schools will convene a task 
force to consider replacing 
the nickname Rebels.

In a “position statement” 
released shortly before a 
school board meeting Mon-
day,  the district describes 
broader work over the past 
two years to address diver-
sity not only in race and 
ethnicity but also areas 
including social, econom-
ic, behavioral, religious and 
special needs areas.

It also warns that it won’t 
tolerate racist expressions 
in the coming school year.

“The board fully supports 
rigidity and disciplinary 
actions regarding racist 
expressions of the Con-

federate flag, the Confed-
erate soldier, racist slurs, 
offending and intolerant 
communication or actions,” 
it states. “Increased moni-
toring of all sporting events 
and school related events 
will occur to ensure the 
name ‘Rebels’ for the 2020-
2021 school year will only 
reflect the highest caliber 
of citizenship, void of any 
hint or gesture of racism.”

The Maryville High 
School “Rebels” nickname 
dates to 1936, but decades 
later the Confederate battle 
flag became associated with 
it, according to The Daily 
Times archives. The school 
board moved to remove the 
flag from school items in 
1999 and banned it from 
home ball games in 2005.

Just floating an idea
Petition for tubing regulation generates almost 1,000 signatures

TOM SHERLIN | THE DAILY TIMES
TUBERS FLOAT DOWN THE Little River in Townsend earlier this summer. A petition created by a University of Tennessee Knox-
ville student is asking leaders to either regulate or ban tubing within Townsend.
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System allocates $127,000 more 
for cleaning, halts employee raises

Maryville Schools 
adjusts the budget
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