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It isn’t easy to pack more than 
1,450 bags of food, yet volunteers 
made it work like magic at the 
annual Empty Pantry Fund pack-
ing event late Thursday at the Ten-
nessee National Guard Armory.

Year after year, Blount Coun-
ty-based organizations and inde-
pendent volunteers participate 
in helping those in need for the 
holiday season.

“We have seen some new fac-
es helping us, and familiar faces 
that show up every year,” Junior 
Service League Director Jamey 
Hearon said. “It has become a tra-
dition for many families. I started 
doing this with my family when 
I was in high school. It is some-
thing my family still participates 
in. Some people have been doing 
this for decades.”

One such individual was EPF 
Chairman Emeritus Paul Bales. 

“We have been thinking about him 
since he passed away last Septem-
ber,” EPF webmaster and tech-
nology director Keenan Sudderth 
said. “It feels different since he 

has been gone.”
Hearon said Bales was always 

there for people and extremely 
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The U.S. Census Bureau 
has announced it will 
raise pay for workers in 
Blount County to nearly 
$20 an hour as concerns 
mount that there will not 
be enough manpower for 
the 2020 count.

Census Bureau Tennes-
see Media Specialist June 
Iljana told The Daily Times 
in a phone interview Thurs-
day that currently Blount 
County has only 30% of the 
workers it needs to conduct 
the 2020 count.

Subsequently it is raising 
its hourly pay from $13.50 
to $18.50 for enumerators 
(census takers) and up to 
$20.50 an hour for super-
visors.

A press release sent 
Thursday said Blount needs 
an additional 1,200 workers.

“We could hire as many 
as 1,200 people in Blount 
County, but it’s going to 
depend on the workload,” 
Iljana said. “We need to 
have that many applications 
in because, No. 1, not every-
body completes their appli-
cation process, and No. 2, 
not everyone who gets 
through that process gets 
through the background 
check.”

Even then, she said, peo-
ple who make it past the 
application and the back-
ground check do not always 
make it to training.

After a comprehensive 
review of the entire nation, 
the bureau identified 24 
counties in Tennessee that 
needed a pay raise “to be 
more competitive in this job 
market,” Iljana said.

She confirmed 14 different 
counties in the state already 
have received press releas-
es similar to the one sent 
to Blount and she planned 

to send another batch to 10 
more counties as well.

Each of these 24 coun-
ties are having difficul-
ties with recruiting, Iljana 
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The Blount County Commis-
sion on Tuesday declined to enact 
a condolence policy for county 
employees, deeming it an inef-
fective use of tax dollars.

The proposed policy would have 
provided consistent guidelines for 
sending flowers — not exceeding 
$125 — to the families of current 
or retired county employees fol-
lowing an employee’s death.

The condolence gift would have 
been paid for by the operating 
fund of the department in which 

the deceased was employed.
Conversation about a con-

dolence policy began during a 
November meeting of the Blount 
County Commission Human 
Resources Committee. Jared 
Anderson, chair of the HR com-
mittee, said the discussion arose 
after members realized no policy 
was in place.

“Without a policy, we don’t have 
anything to go on,” Anderson 
said. “The committee debated it 
extensively, and we really pared 
it down.”

Committee members tweaked 
the language of the policy, strik-

ing the original plan of giving con-
dolence gifts after the death of a 
county employee’s family mem-
ber.

They also wrote in the policy that 
family members of retired county 
workers could only receive the 
condolence gift if the employee 
retired with full benefits, Ander-
son said.

“We were continuously revising 
and refining all of (the) policy to 
make sure we were doing the best 
thing we can do,” Anderson said. 
“We all want to be good stewards 
of what the taxpayers have paid.”

Several commissioners voiced 

their discontent for the policy — 
calling it a poor use of taxpayer 
dollars.

“I feel like it’s using taxpayer dol-
lars for charity,” said Commission-
er Dodd Crowe, who also serves 
on the HR committee.

Commissioners Brad Bowers, 
Nick Bright, Jim Hammontree, 
Tom Hood, Jeff Jopling, Staci 
Lawhorn, Steve Mikels, Dawn 
Reagan and Brian Robbins sided 
with Crowe.

“I believe it should be done how 
we’ve always done it: by passing 
the hat around and giving the 
coworkers from the department or 

whoever to donate to that cause,” 
Akard said.

Condolence gifts would not be 
common, Anderson said.

Only two such gifts were giv-
en in 2016, the last year data was 
recorded, Anderson said. If the 
proposed policy was in place at 
the time of those gifts, a maximum 
of $250 would have been spent.

“I think I can see both sides,” 
Anderson said. “If we had a sher-
iff ’s deputy who passed away, I 
would want my tax dollars to go to 
saying, ‘On behalf of the voters and 
citizens of Blount County, we offi-
cially express our condolences.’”

Census raises Blount 
pay to nearly $20, still 
needs more workers

WANT TO BE A 2020  
CENSUS WORKER?

Blount Countians 
interested in work-
ing for the census can 
find more informa-
tion about available 
positions online at 
www.2020Census.gov/
jobs. Here are some 
things potential appli-
cants should know 
about the jobs avail-
able:

• It will pay at least 
$18.50 an hour and up 
to $20.50, depending 
on the position

• It requires employees to 
have access to a car

• Hours for field positions 
are flexible, but appli-
cants who are able to 
work more hours are 
more likely to be hired

• Workers have to be at 
least 18 years old, have 
a valid Social Security 
number, be a U.S. citi-
zen, have a valid email 
address, pass a census-
performed criminal 
background check and 
commit to completing 
paid training

• Most positions are 
anticipated to last 
eight weeks

• The bulk of hiring will 
take place from Janu-
ary to April

• Field staff will work 
in their communities 
interviewing house-
holds that have not 
responded to the cen-
sus online, by phone, 
or in writing

County Commission chooses not to vote on a policy for condolence gifts
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Packing a punch

Empty Pantry Fund prepares 1,450 bags of holiday cheer

ROBERT BERLIN | THE DAILY TIMES
MORE THAN A HUNDRED volunteers prepare food boxes Thursday evening at the National Guard Armory in Maryville for the 
annual Empty Pantry Fund food delivery. This year the Fund will deliver food to 1454 families. Each basket includes enough 
food to feed a family of four for a week.

“IT JUST FEELS GOOD doing this,” says 71-year-old Charles Head. He began volun-
teering for the Empty Pantry Fund when his sons were in Boy Scouts 18 years ago.

SEE FUND, 5A


