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The Jzar family at Deep Roots CPS Urban Farm, a 7-acre spread in west Charlotte. Wisdom and Cherie Jzar became food producers in 2003 at their
home in Charlotte’s Coulwood neighborhood. Today, they own Deep Roofs in addition fo a 44-acre farm in Monroe.

‘We’ve come this far,” but
farmers face uncertainty

Black producers adjust business approach as markets, support and funding shift

MICHAEL MAXWELL

By Herbert L. White

herb.l.white@thechariottepost.com
Third in a series produced in partner-
ship with Pulitzer Center.

& Pulitzer Center Wisdom and Che-
rie Jzar are meme
busters.

The couple are first generation food
producers with an expanding operation.
They launched Deep Roots CPS Urban
Farm in 2019 on a 7-acre spread in west
Charlotte, an area where gentrification
and food deserts co-exist. Seven years
later, the Jzars are thriving. Their opera-
tion has expanded to a 44-acre spread in
Monroe, nonprofit partnerships and
growing agritourism.

As the number of Black farmers in
America falls perilously close to extinc-
tion, the Jzars are a home-grown excep-
tion.

“We started as homesteaders” in 2003
in the Coulwood community, Cherie
said. “Basically, we grew food for our
family. We raised some chickens in the
backyard. We did beekeeping. And of
course, when you start growing food,
you're going to grow in abundance.
You're going to grow more than what
your family can sustain or need, and
you're going to share it with the com-
munity. That's just a natural part of it,
especially if you're in a community like
a neighborhood that we were in.

“We grew more and our yard became a
place where we welcomed people and
taught or shared what we were doing
there, and then we took it a little
further.”

Said Wisdom: “We see the need - it’s so
great in our community, for Black
farmers, for Black people, to be a part of
food production and not just the food
service industry. Our goals are lofty, so
we do value where we’ve come, but we
also have ideas and ambitions and goals
that go beyond where we are.

“We are grateful that we’ve come this
far and every once in a while, we get a
chance to say, ‘Wow, we’ve come this

Please see BLACK FARMERS | 2A

Durham PAC adapts to

city’s political challenges
By Kylie Marsh

THE TRIANGLE TRIBUNE

Housing, education, employment and public safety
are at the top of Durhamites’ minds during the 2026
election cycle.

The Durham Committee on the Affairs of Black
People was established by Durham’s Black male elite
almost a century ago to address similar concerns.

“We must acknowledge that significant progress
has occurred, and significant change has occurred,”
committee chair Floyd McKissick said regarding Dur-
ham’s Black representation in civic leadership. “But
with that, there are still challenges.”

One notable instance of the DCABP’s political in-
fluence in the Bull City was the organization’s incre-
mental approach to integration, which, at times,
opposed more revolutionary youth movements in
Durham, particularly among North Carolina Central
University students.

McKissick has an extensive career as a public offi-
cial in Durham and North Carolina government. “I've
been involved in politics literally all my life,” he told
The Tribune. McKissick also is vice chair for the
North Carolina Utilities Commission. “You have to
learn to work with people who don't always agree
with you but establish good relationships and be able
to get things done effectively,” he said.

DCARBP also has a political action committee. Last
year, it faced public scrutiny surrounding the misuse
of funds. McKissick clarified the PAC and DCABP are
separate entities.

“The PAC that exists is only for receiving money. It

Please see POLITICAL | 3A
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Clean energy jobs in North Carolina were atiributed to the Inflafion Reduction Act and Bi-

partisan Infrastructure Bill.

Report: High Black unemployment,
but some gains in North Carolina

By Brett Peveto

NORTH CAROLINA NEWS SERVICE

A new report on racial equality
shows signs of a recession among
Black Americans and changes to
workforce policy threatening eco-
nomic gains. The Joint Center for Po-
litical and Economic Studies’ annual
“State of the Dream 2026” report
finds Black unemployment at over

ployment month to month.

Study contributor Kayla Elliott
Ph.D., director of workforce policy
for the center, says Biden-era legisla-
tion was responsible for new job
training programs in North Carolina.

“We saw great collaboration in
North Carolina around these new op-
portunities in clean climate jobs and
clean energy, and around semicon-

7%, with large swings in youth unem- Please see BLACK UNEMPLOYMENT | 3A
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NCA&T
students
take wheel
on voting

By Sarah Michels

CAROLINA PUBLIC PRESS

A North Carolina A&T State Uni-
versity student came up to Guil-
ford County elections board
Democrat Carolyn Bunker in tears
after the North Carolina State Board
of Elections’ January meeting.

The board had just voted 3-2 to
exclude two county college cam-
puses from early voting primary
plans.

Unlike many of her fellow stu-
dents, the A&T student had a car.
She told Bunker she felt pressure to
drive her friends, her friends’
friends and classmates to the polls
— all while trying to balance
schoolwork and a job.

Election boards shouldn’t put
that burden on anyone, Bunker told
Carolina Public Press. But at A&T,
the largest historically Black col-
lege or university in the nation, a
group of students are shouldering
it proudly.

Juniors Terrence Olu Rouse and
Shia Rozier recently launched Pro-
tect Ours, a movement to get stu-
dents from campus to the polls this
March.

Since 2004, the A&T site has been
used for presidential general elec-
tions, according to data provided
by Guilford County elections direc-
tor Charlie Collicut. A UNC Greens-
boro site was added in 2012. The
county board added both sites to
presidential primary early voting

Please see NORTH | 2A

Lawmakers

wrestle with
unfunded
mandates

By Ashley Fredde
NORTH CAROLINA HEALTH NEWS

North Carolina could face hun-
dreds of millions of dollars in new
costs — or risk losing the Supple-
mental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram entirely — if counties fail to
meet new federal requirements,
state lawmakers were warned last
week during a Joint Legislative
Oversight Committee hearing in
Raleigh.

The new requirements were in-
cluded in the federal budget One
Big Beautiful Bill Act signed into
law by President Donald Trump in
July. The law restructured SNAP —
once commonly known as food
stamps — by cutting federal fund-
ing and expanding work require-
ments. Some of those changes
include:

- The upper age limit for those
who need to meet work require-
ments was raised from age 54 to
64 for the first time for able-bodied
adults without dependents. This
means older adults — who often
struggle to find jobs — will need to
find employment or volunteer to
qualify.

- Exemption for parents or other
family members with a dependent
younger than 18 will be changed to
apply to families with a child
younger than 14 years.

- Exemptions were also removed
for homeless people, veterans and
young adults who were in foster
care when they turned age 18.

The new law also shifts more ad-
ministrative and financial respon-
sibility to states and, in a place like
North Carolina, where social serv-
ices are delivered by the state’s

Please see STATE | 3A
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Black farmers face business uncertainty

Contfinved from page 1A
far,” but our main focus is
to say, ‘OK, next steps.””

Urban county, forgotten industry

Agricultural production
is far from Mecklenburg
County’s top industry -
multi-billion financial serv-
ices and energy corpora-
tions dwarf farming - but
everybody eats. And small
family farms like Deep
Roots occupy an important
niche - direct-to-market ac-
cess for people who may
face barriers to healthy
foods.

To spur more output,
local government is taking
steps to help farmers.
Mecklenburg County last
year established a Vol-
untary Agricultural District
program to preserve farm-
land and support food pro-
ducers. The creation of
such districts and en-
hanced VADs, decrease the
likelihood of legal disputes
between farm owners and
their neighbors, and in-
crease protection of farm-
land from  non-farm
development.

“We have over 10,000
acres of agricultural land
remaining in Mecklenburg
County, including horticul-
ture, livestock, and for-
estry,” Erin Stanforth,
Mecklenburg’s sustainabil-
ity and resiliency manager
said in a statement. “The
Voluntary Agricultural Dis-
trict ordinance provides
farmers a stronger voice in
county government to help
them advocate for them-
selves and the agricultural
community.”

The ordinance includes
10-year conservation
agreements between the
landowner and county that
prohibit nonfarm use or
development.  Mecklen-
burg farmers can apply for
the program, which is ad-
ministered by the Mecklen-
burg Soil and Water
Conservation District and
supported by North Caro-
lina Cooperative Extension.

The county also estab-
lished an Agricultural Advi-
sory Board made up of
residents who are actively
engaged in agriculture. The
board considers agricul-
ture district applications;
conduct hearings on public
projects that propose to
condemn or rezone en-
rolled parcels; and advise
the county on local agricul-
ture issues.

Higher tariffs, dwindling support

The federal government
has long been the largest
supporter of agriculture
programs, but it has a
checkered record when it
comes to Black people. In
the past, U.S. Department
of Agriculture denied loans
and support to farmers
based on race and the sec-
ond Trump administra-
tion’s campaign to
dismantle initiatives has
cast uncertainty over their
sustainability.

Trump’s tariff program
has raised the price of im-
ported materials from fer-
tilizer to steel that are
essential to food produc-
tion. Rollbacks of food as-
sistance programs not only
increases barriers for con-
sumers, but international
buyers also pass on U.S.
products, further reducing
farmers’ bottom line.

“A great example of this
is with soybean market,
which I know is big in
North  Carolina,” said
Gbinga Ajilor, chief econ-
omist at the Washington,
D.C.-based Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities
and a USDA senior advisor
for rural development dur-
ing the Biden administra-
tion. “Because of the trade
war with China, China just
actually stopped purchas-
ing soybeans for a couple
months. Very difficult for
farmers.

“Even though there’s a
so-called deal now that
China agreed to, it’s still
different than what they’ve
been doing the past couple
years. When they stopped
purchasing from the U.S.,
they started purchasing
from Argentina. Now you
have these  soybean
farmers competing with
Argentina, and they had al-
ready also been competing
with Brazil from the first
Trump administration. So,
you have a lot of those is-
sues that’s been happen-
ing, hurting farmers here,
and it’s always the smaller,
medium sized producers

that get impacted.”

Retaliatory U.S. trade pol-
icy could devastate North
Carolina’s food producers
and the state’s economy. A
report pub-
lished earlier
this month by
the Raleigh-
based John
Locke Foun-
dation esti-
mates  that
reductions in
agricultural
exports could
cost North  Carolina
farmers roughly $695 mil-
lion — or a third of the
state’s average annual net
farm income.

The conservative-leaning
think tank’s report, au-
thored by North Carolina
State University researcher
Jeffrey Dorfman, found a
trade war would wipe out
nearly 3,000 jobs in agri-
culture and forestry as
farmers respond to falling
prices and lost export mar-
kets by reducing produc-
tion. Job losses in related
industries like transporta-
tion, food processing and
manufacturing would
bring the statewide total to
roughly 8,000.

The peer-reviewed study
identified pork, cotton, to-
bacco, and sweet potatoes
as commodities most at
risk due to their reliance on
international markets and
sensitivity to price declines
when foreign demand falls.

“When agriculture is tar-
geted in international trade
disputes, North Carolina is
especially vulnerable,” said
Donald Bryson, president
and CEO of the John Locke
Foundation. “This report
shows that the costs are
not abstract — they mean
lost farm income, lost jobs,
and real harm to rural com-
munities.”

When indirect effects are
included — such as re-
duced spending by farm
families and less activity in
processing and manufac-
turing — the report esti-
mates total economic
losses of up to $1.9 billion,
which equals 2% of North
Carolina’s gross state pro-
duct.

As USDA starves states
and municipalities of fund-
ing for initiatives like the
Supplemental Nutrition As-
sistance Program, food ac-
cess is more challenging
for seniors and the poor.
Those decreases, coupled
with new trade barriers,
left producers of all sizes
scrambling.

“Under the Biden admin-
istration, it was more of the
understanding that there
was a deep need and trying
to meet those needs,” Che-
rie Jzar said. And then
when [Donald] Trump
came in office, that shifted.
It shifted a lot because the
tariffs and the impacts to
some of the larger farmers,
or commodity farmers,
when the markets were cut
off, specifically, the soy-
bean market ... because
China decided they weren’t
going to purchase U.S. soy,
there wasn’t a market for a
lot of the soybeans that
were being produced in the
United States.

“North Carolina has a
large number of farms who
are producing soy, and so
lots of those larger farmers
were concerned about
where their soybeans were
going to be sold.”

Changing with the times

To mitigate the impact of
change, farmers like Jo-
seph Fields have adjusted
their business model.

A third-generation pro-
ducer in John’s Island,
South Carolina, he’s lived
through decades of transi-
tion on the 80-acre spread
his grandparents bought in
1903.

“It started with organic
fertilizer, like spreading
chicken manure and horse
manure after that; from
horse and plow to one trac-
tor,” he said. “Then we
would start using commer-
cial fertilizer, and we
started growing from
there. Plant different pro-
ducts, cabbage, collards,
corn, sweet potatoes, okra,
green beans, a lot of vari-
ety of stuff.”

Fields, who grows corn,
soybeans and wheat, has
adopted a direct-to-con-
sumer approach. With that
change, new challenges
emerged.

“We do a farmers mar-

Ajilor

ket,” he said. “People are
looking for organic stuff. I
went to a conference in
Santa Cruz, California for
two weeks to learn about
organic farming and ... the
farm is totally organic now,
but at that time, it’s hard to
find organic chemicals to
spray your stuff with. I've
been using household stuff
to control the bugs and the
disease.”

As a certified organic
farmer, Fields said his
business responsibilities
have changed - primarily
keeping records required
to maintain his status with
government rules. Balanc-
ing production and regula-
tions can be a hassle.

“Well, it gets a little diffi-
cult,” he said. “A lot of pa-
perwork - you put in a lot
of paperwork to become
certified. Paperwork gets
thicker and thicker. You
know, you got to keep
records of what you sell
and what you plant and
what you harvest.”

As the largest urban area
in the Carolinas, Charlotte
is aready-made market for
the Jzars, where part of
their mission is to bridge
the gap to food access.
They tap into community
and nonprofit partnerships
like farmers markets and
grants to make it work.

“We're direct to con-
sumer in a lot of ways,”
Wisdom Jzar said. “There
was a time when there was
a hold on SNAP and (Elec-
tronic Benefit Transfer)
funding, we had to do
some collaborations with
food pantries and the Food
Policy Council here and we
did giveaways.

“We did a lot to try to
support the people who
are being affected by those
changes. Now, a part of the
cuts that came into the
farm bill with the SNAP EBT
benefits, that directly im-
pacts us because a lot of
our mission at Deep Roots
is to address food insecu-
rities, and that includes
people who lack access to
fresh fruits and vegetables.
And a lot of times those
people are the ones using
Snap and EBT.”

‘Stripping away a lifeline’

Food producers are
under increasing pressure
to make do with less. When
USDA froze funding for re-
gional business centers
earlier this month before
canceling the program en-

tirely, U.S. Rep. Alma
Adams, senior member of
the House Agriculture
Committee, called for the
Trump  ad-
ministration
to reverse

course. Killing
the program
will cut serv-
ices to thou-

sands of
farms and
food busi-

nesses.
A USDA report from 2024
found that business

centers led to 2,800 indi-
viduals receiving technical
assistance, 1,500 new part-
nerships formed by recip-
ients, and 287 businesses
reporting increased reve-
nue.

The RFCB cuts are the la-
test in a string of federal
program cancellations that
impact farmers. The Local
Food Purchase Assistance
Cooperative  Agreement
and Local Food for Schools,
which  enabled local
farmers to sell their goods
to schools and food banks,
was cancellation in 2025.

“While cost of living sky-
rockets and our farmers
struggle to make ends
meet due to the reckless
trade war, the Trump ad-
ministration is stripping
away a lifeline to our agri-
culture communities,”
Adams said. “Our small,
mid-sized, and family
farms are the backbone of
our economy, but this ad-
ministration has chosen to
abandon them by defund-
ing the Regional Food Busi-
ness Centers.”

The difficulties family
farms face from tariffs and
falling support is a sharp
departure from the pre-
vious administration,
when USDA invested in
them through program de-
velopment and collabo-
ration.

“There was lots of mo-
mentum under the Biden
administration for equi-
table opportunities, equi-

table distribution of re-
sources, and in some
manner, trying to alter pol-
icy to accommodate small
farmers, Black farmers
who had not had always
had a benefit from some of
the federal government's
initiatives and policies and
programs and to do a re-
dress,” Cherie Jzar said. “A
lot of that momentum, as it
happened in the local area,
was trying to reach Black
farmers, trying to better
understand what the chal-
lenges were and meet
those needs.

“Once the administration
changed, all of that mo-
mentum sort of went away,

more on what we call com-
modity farmers, larger
farmers who aren't nec-
essarily producing food di-
rectly for their
community.”

Ajilor believes farmers
will endure and Black
farmers - despite decades
of indifference if not hos-
tility from government -
will ultimately be treated
as equal partners in the ag-
riculture community.

“There’s been a shift to-
wards the industrial opera-
tions and getting larger
and larger,” he said. ‘I
think there will have to be
a reckoning at some point.
Farmers are really strug-

heard and so at some point
there’s going to have to be
something that changes.
Now, what that means for
black farmers, I'm not sure.

“I think it’s one of those
things where it’s like a pen-
dulum swing, where like
the last couple of years, ev-
eryone’s complaining
about equity and talking
about (diversity, equity
and inclusion initiatives) ...
and this administration
has gone way too far. I
think there’s going to be
people who are more re-
ceptive to supporting more
farmers, farmers of color,
Black farmers, and I think
there is a roadmap ... that

and so some of the pro-
gramming started to focus

gling right

they’re making their voices

and may not have been there

before.”

now,
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North Carolina A&T State University juniors Shia Rozier and Terence Olu Rouse hold a press confer-
ence on Jan. 23, 2026, at the Beloved Community Center in Greensboro to discuss the launch of
Protect Ours, a movementto fransport students from campus to the polls this primary, after election
boards denied requests to add early voting sites on campus.

North Carolina A&T students
take the wheel on early voting

Continued from page 1A

plans in 2020.

However, neither A&T site has ever
been used during midterm or municipal
election cycles as early voting sites.

Students want that to change. Ideally,
they’d like to be on the list for every elec-
tion, no matter how small, Rouse said.

“This was no goof of the system or ad-
ministrative error; this is a modern day
poll tax on a student,” he said. “There are
thousands of students who do not have
accessible transportation from campus to
polling sites off campus, or students that
cannot financially afford it or do not have
the time to figure out another means of
transportation.”

But it’s too late to change election board
members’ minds for this election, so A&T
students are taking the primary into their
own hands. That means tackling the big-
gest barrier to student voter participa-
tion: transportation.

Letting the ‘grown ups’ decide?

Rozier has gone to the county elections
board three times in her three years to ad-
vocate for the inclusion of NC A&T cam-
pus voting sites. This time, she didn’t
succeed.

Republican State Board member Stacy
“Four” Eggers, for one, doesn’t buy that
an urgent need exists to add campus
early voting sites in Guilford County. He
cites the historical record; in 2022, a ma-
jority Democratic county board voted
unanimously to approve early voting
plans that did not include campus sites.

If there was such a need, Democrats
should have included the sites then, he
said.

“Now we're being asked, suddenly, you
must add seven sites and double the
amount of sites, otherwise you’re dis-
criminating against someone?” Eggers
asked.

Guilford County Republican elections
chair Eugene Lester is of the same mind-
set. Campus sites will be open on Election
Day, and mail-in absentee voting is avail-
able, he said in a December interview
with Carolina Public Press. Plenty of op-
tions exist, he said, because the board
chose 10 sites he thinks serve the entire
community.

“We’re certainly not going to look at one
group and say that that group is more im-
portant than any other group,” Lester
added.

Democratic State Board member Siob-
han Millen thinks excluding students
sends the wrong message.

“What you've done, is you've said in the
primary, the grown ups are going to pick
the candidates, and then in the fall, you
all can vote or not vote as you want to,”
she said. “What my point is, is that I think
the primary sites should be as represen-
tative as possible and as similar, demo-
graphic-wise, to the general so that it’s
the same group that’s doing the choos-
ing.”

After the Guilford County portion of the
meeting, dozens of A&T students stood
in front of board members with signs,
asking why they weren’t included. In a
video of the exchange, one student sug-
gests that if their skin color were differ-
ent, the outcome would have been too.

Republican board chair Francis De Luca
firmly rejected that idea.

At the January meeting, the State Board
also upheld the Jackson County election
board’s majority plan, which cuts a his-
torical Western Carolina University cam-
pus early voting site that has been proven
to increase youth voter turnout.

Building a movement at A&T

Transporting students to the polls
won’t be cheap.

Rozier and Rouse are raising funds for
a shuttle to take students from campus to
the Old County Courthouse, a 1.5-mile
journey, for five days of early voting.
Each day would cost about $1,500.

As of Monday, they had raised $1,370.

In the meantime, they plan to stage a
march on Feb. 12 from A&T’s Dudley
Lawn to the Old County Courthouse. The
students are in discussions to partner
with several local and statewide organi-
zations in their effort, but were not ready
to share a finalized list Monday. Their ef-
fort is not connected in any way with the
university.

State Rep. Pricey Harrison, D-Guilford,
said A&T students have always been en-
gaged in the voting process.

“It’s really commendable how energetic
students are about voting, and I think this
is a great commentary on that commit-
ment to making sure that their votes are
recorded,” she said.

In the longer term, Rozier hopes this is
a “turning point” for current and future
A&T students. They want to work with
county boards of election, not against
them. They’d like to address and resolve
any barriers in the way of placing early
voting sites on their campuses so they
don’t have to continuously relitigate the
issue, she said.

That will be difficult. Early voting deci-
sions often hinge on turnout, which tends
to be lower on college campuses. But
while those numbers are important, they
aren’t everything, Bunker insists.

“Students are our future,” she said. “...
We have to be cultivating our students
into being lifelong voters, and if we don’t
provide the sites for them to be able to
vote, then we are doing a disservice to
our future generation.”

In addition, early voting on college cam-
puses has always been a “partisan battle,”
Harrison said. Republicans perceive cam-
pus sites as boosting Democratic turnout.
It’s also sometimes hard to justify “stu-
dent-specific” early voting sites that may
have difficult parking situations for out-
siders, she added.

“But the population centers at these
campuses are tremendous, and so from
my perspective, it makes sense to locate
them there,” Harrison said.

Rozier and Rouse at NC A&T plan to co-
ordinate with other student leaders ac-
ross the state moving forward — both
those who have lost early voting sites and
those who want to maintain them.

“We won’t see these different attempts
to get college voting to stop anytime
soon,” Rozier said. “There is power in
strategy, power in community. We hope
to build a larger community where we can
strategize together about what’s coming
next, what we’re doing.”
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ductor production, and around in-
creasing these new short-term pro-
grams to get folks into jobs with good
wages,” Elliott said.

The report found workforce policy
changes in 2025 brought increasing
support for apprenticeships, but pro-
grams that advance Black workforce
participation were cut.

In June, administration of Perkins
Career and Technical Education fund-
ing was transferred from the Depart-
ment of Education to the Department
of Labor. Researchers have expressed
concern that this reorganization
would bypass civil rights protections
overseen by the education depart-
ment’s Office of Civil Rights.

Pell Grants have also seen reforms
with the creation of a Workforce Pell

Black unemployment
up, but some NC gains

Grant program. Historically, Pell
Grants were limited to education that
was part of a degree pathway, but be-
ginning in July, the grants can be used
for short-term training and credential
programs. Elliott said researchers will
be looking at the value of using Pell
dollars in new ways.

“There’s lots of questions and con-
cerns around accountability, around
making sure that if Pell dollars were
being used for degrees that led to a
certain job or level of income, what
should the return on investment in
these types of programs be?” she said.

Workforce Pell was established by
the 2025 budget reconciliation bill,
and the legislation requires 70% com-
pletion rates and 70% job placement
within 180 days. Median earnings will
be reported one year post-completion.

e

MINNEAPOLIS SPOKESMAN-RECORDER

Garrison Gibson (left), Teyona Brown, and Abena Abraham during a press briefing in St. Paul,

Minnesota on Jan. 17.

Released from ICE custody
again after warrantless arrest

By Alaysia Lane
MINNESOTA SPOKESMAN-RECORDER

MINNEAPOLIS, Minn. - Garrison Gibson,
a 38-year-old Liberian immigrant and
father, was released from Immigration
and Customs Enforcement custody for a
second time after being re-arrested hours
after a federal judge ruled his initial arrest
unconstitutional.

Gibson’s attorney confirmed last week
that he is home with his family and re-
quired to wear an ankle monitor while re-
maining under immigration supervision.
The second release followed a series of
events that began with a warrantless raid
on Gibson’s north Minneapolis home: an
entry a U.S. District Court judge later
ruled violated the Fourth Amendment.

“This is not just a mistake. This is a con-
stitutional violation,” said immigration at-
torney Marc Prokosch.

According to Gibson and his family,
federal agents arrived at their home
around 9 a.m. Jan. 11, knocking before
announcing themselves. Gibson said he
asked whether they had a warrant and
was told they did not.

Minutes later, multiple ICE vehicles ar-
rived, parking in the alley, on the street
and in neighbors’ yards as more officers
gathered. Gibson said about a dozen
agents and vehicles were present, draw-
ing neighbors outside.

Family members said agents later re-
turned to the door claiming they had a
warrant but did not show it before
breaching the home. They said agents
used a battering ram multiple times,
damaging the front door and an interior
wall.

Gibson’s wife, Teyona Brown, said she
stood in front of him as agents entered,
attempting to shield him and their daugh-
ter.

“I had to make sure my daughter had a
father,” Brown said. “And I had to make
sure that we had a record, not just for us,
but for everyone to see how they’re doing
things.”

The family said agents entered with
weapons drawn, issued commands to
sweep the home and did not show a war-
rant until Gibson was nearly inside a pa-
trol vehicle.

A federal judge later ruled that ICE vio-
lated Gibson’s constitutional rights by en-
tering his home without a judicially
signed warrant. The judge ordered his
immediate release, noting that Gibson
had been complying with immigration
supervision requirements, including at-
tending a check-in just weeks before his
arrest.

“He was following every rule,” Prokosch
said. “There was no reason for this.”

Gibson has lived in the United States
since childhood after fleeing the civil war
in Liberia. He has a longstanding depor-
tation order but has been allowed to re-
main in the country under supervision
for years.

After the arrest, Gibson was transferred
to the Whipple Federal Building, where he
described overcrowded and degrading
conditions. He said about 40 people were
held in a single cell with no beds, cold
temperatures and metal surfaces.

Detainees, he said, were forced to use
the bathroom in front of one another
while shackled, and one man in the cell
had scabies.

“It felt like humiliation,” Gibson said.

Gibson said he was later placed on a
plane to Texas without being told where

he was going and remained confused
about what was happening. In Texas, he
said conditions were somewhat different
but still restrictive, with detainees sleep-
ing on metal bunk beds in crowded units.

Following the judge’s ruling, Gibson
was released Thursday evening and re-
turned home. The next morning, Gibson,
Brown and Prokosch returned to the
Whipple Federal Building for what they
believed would be routine paperwork to
finalize his release.

“The officer said, ‘This looks good. I'll
be right back,”” Prokosch said.

Minutes later, several unfamiliar of-
ficers entered the room and informed
them Gibson was being taken back into
custody.

According to Prokosch, the lead officer
said the decision came from a higher au-
thority and was “above my pay grade.”
Prokosch said the officer told them the
order came from the White House and be-
came emotional during the exchange.

Gibson was taken into custody for the
second time but released again approx-
imately two to three hours later.

“It was chaos,” Brown said. “Nobody
knew what was going on.”

Brown said the raid and re-arrest deeply
affected the couple’s children, particu-
larly their daughter, who now reacts with
fear when someone knocks on the door.

Brown, a certified nursing assistant and
pediatric health coordinator, said the
family had to block their damaged front
door with dumbbells for several days
after the raid because it would not close
properly.

“We couldn’t even turn the heat on,” she
said. “We had to use weights to keep the
door shut.”

Gibson said wearing an ankle monitor
has affected his ability to find work.

“It’s hard to go into an interview with
this big ankle monitor,” he said. “People
think you did something.”

Prokosch said his legal team is pursuing
two parallel strategies: seeking habeas
protections in federal court and moving
to vacate Gibson’'s 2009 deportation
order in immigration court.

“The most important thing right now is
to keep him with his family,” Prokosch
said. “Then we will work to permanently
resolve his immigration status.”

The Immigrant Law Center of Minnesota
condemned ICE’s actions in a statement,
calling the raid “terrifying” and warning
of a pattern of transferring detainees out
of state to obstruct access to legal coun-
sel.

“This case is a powerful reminder that
community vigilance matters,” the organ-
ization said.

Gibson said he plans to remain home as
much as possible while his case con-
tinues.

“I'm not a violent person,” he said. “If I
was, I wouldn’t have been out for the past
17 years, checking in.”

Despite the trauma, the family ex-
pressed gratitude for community sup-
port.

“The love has been overwhelming,”
Brown said. “People brought food. They
stayed in the cold for hours. These people
are angels on earth.”

For now, Gibson remains under super-
vision, wearing an ankle monitor, while
attorneys fight to keep him in the United
States.

“I just want to stay with my family,” he
said. “That’s all.”

Political action commuittee
adapts to changing 1ssues

Continued from page 1A

is a financial entity that receives contrib-
utions that are used to help get out the
vote and to educate voters,” he said. The
account connected to the alleged fraud
was closed and all records turned over to
the State Bureau of Investigations, McKis-
sick said. The criminal fraud investigation
is still active.

McKissick said the DCABP has been in-
volved in working toward affordable
housing, as gentrification presents a sig-
nificant challenge. “There's a need to
make certain when we come up with re-
vised development ordinances that were
sensitive to economic integration,” he
said, adding that mixed-use devel-
opments that include low- and moderate-
income allowances are imperative.

Connected to housing is performance
of students in Durham Public Schools to
ensure they secure stable employment.
McKissick said past conversations about
integration of public schools have not yet
ended; in recent years, North Carolina

public schools are often more segregated
than in decades previous, according to
the Public School Forum of North Caro-
lina. In addition, private school vouchers
and the presence of charter schools have
funneled more affluent students away
from public schools.

“They’re not required to provide free
and reduced lunches,” McKissick said.
“They're not required to provide bussing
for people to be able to get their students
there. So those are real realities that exist
today.”

McKissick said DCABP seeks partner-
ships with like-minded community
members, not just Black people.

“We endorse Black as well as white can-
didates or candidates of other races, and
I think it’s important for us to do so,” he
said. “To evaluate these candidates based
upon their capacity to contribute in a way
that identifies with the interest that the
Durham committee articulates in terms
of what’s good for our community and
what’s good for our state.”

State lawmakers wrestle with
unfunded federal mandates

Continued from page 1A

100 counties, shifts the
burden to already strapped
county governments.

In all, the law reduces na-
tional SNAP funding by an
estimated $186 billion
over 10 years while requir-
ing states to cover a larger
share of program costs.
The bill also penalizes
states financially if they ex-
ceed federal payment error
thresholds.

The changes place North
Carolina on a tight time-
line, with the first major
deadline arriving Oct. 1,
when the state’s share of
SNAP administrative costs
rises from 50% to 75%.

That 25 percent loss in
federal administration dol-
lars will mean county gov-
ernments will have to
come up with about $67
million, and the state will
need to find $16 million,

Robby Hall, director of the
Brunswick County Depart-
ment of Social Services,
told lawmakers.

In Brunswick County,
with a population of
175,000, Hall approx-
imates the changes will
cost about $429,000 in the
upcoming fiscal year and
$629,000 in the following
year.

While those numbers
may sound modest in iso-
lation, Hall said they come
alongside the expanded
work requirements that
will significantly increase
administrative workload
for county social services
workers, who will have to
monitor beneficiaries’
work effort.

“Many of our counties
are having difficulty in re-
cruiting staff, retaining
staff. We have to do con-
stant trainings due to pol-

icy changes,” Hall said. “We
need more quality control
in what we do, but that is
not a primary position that
we see in a lot of our de-
partments because we
have timeliness require-
ments where we have to
get the benefits out.”

“You've got small
counties who can’t hire
anybody because their
budget’s not big enough,
they’re too far for people
to want to drive,” said
committee co-chair Rep.
Larry Potts (R-Lexington).
“These deadlines that are
coming down ... will starve
you out if you keep mis-
sing the deadline.”

New error rate require-
ments

Beginning in fiscal year
2028, states will also be re-
quired to pay a share of
SNAP benefit costs tied to
its payment error rate.
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in our city.

Memphis.

try.

men are created equal.”

way too many of us.

day.”

better? Yes, we can.

is how he lived his life.

away with hate.

King changed
landscape of the
US and humanity

Our nation needs more compassion.

We are in desperate need of caring and kindness.
It seems that righteous and justice are in short
supply today. There are men and women in our
history who were clarions and carriers of these
characteristics. One such person was Martin
Luther King Jr. His contributions in my opinion
will never be duplicated again. This is my opinion.

He cared about people. While he was one of the
chief architects of the Civil Rights
Movement, he never lost his ability to
be with those who didn’t have a title
or position. I met King when I was a
college student.

This period of social justice history
was significant as it gave all of us a
role to play. Our community in Win-
ston-Salem was a community of be-
lievers. We admired right and called
out wrong. Sit-ins and other acts of
non-violence were always happening

It was because of King’s mantra of nonviolence.
He knew and made us believe that right would
overrule wrong. Good would triumph over evil. It
is fitting and right that America celebrated the Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. Holiday.

There were church services, parades and other
events held in his honor. We re-committed our-
selves to being strong advocates for justice in our
communities. Giving of ourselves is what he did.
We know that he gave his life on April 4, 1968, in

I can remember this time quite vividly and like
the world, I was in shock. The news reports and
interviews were painful and hurtful to watch. This
was a defining moment of sadness for our coun-

Yet, like it was yesterday, we recall with joy his
“I Have a Dream” speech on Aug. 28, 1963. He
said, “I have a dream that one day this nation will
rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed:
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all

It seems at times that America is in a holding pat-
tern when it comes to equality for all its citizens.
There is happiness for some of us but sadness for

An enduring faith was central in his life. He said,
“With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the
mountain a stone of hope. With this faith, we will
be able to transform the jangling discords of our
nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.
With this faith, we will be able to work together, to
pray together, to struggle together, to stand up for
freedom together, knowing that we will be free one

King always strived to make America better. It is
my opinion that we are better. Can we get even

It is my strong belief that it begins with how we
treat one another. Wanting what is best for each
other should always be a part of our humanity. Dr.
King understood this important life tenet and that

Love is the prescription of hope that all of us
need. Do you remember the R&B group Friends of
Distinction? They sang a song titled, “Love Can
Make it Easier.” The lyrics are, “love can make it
easier if only you give it a chance. Is it really hard
to go out of your way for someone and lend a
helping hand just to make one life much brighter.”

So, let’s lighten up on meanness and let’s do

James Ewers Ed.D. is an author and member of
National Association of Black Journalists.

Healthcare worker burnout costs us

By Steve Forti

FOR THE CHARLOTTE POST

When it comes to health
care, Americans increas-
ingly pay more for less.

One in five patients now
waits over two months to
see a primary care physi-
cian or specialist. At its
core, this crisis stems from
a growing mismatch be-
tween patient demand and
provider supply. In the
wake of pandemic-era de-
lays, demand for physi-
cians has skyrocketed,
while the healthcare work-
force has shrunk by tens of
thousands since 2020.

A major driver of this
exodus is exhaustion. In
the US, employee burnout
costs the healthcare sys-
tem billions each year in
lost productivity and staff
turnover. Each departure
increases the burden on
those who remain, creating
a vicious cycle similar to
what I have witnessed in
Army Special Operations.

Why have we allowed the
healthcare workforce to
reach such a breaking
point? The answer lies in a

workplace culture that
prioritizes daily endurance
over sustainable sched-
ules. For decades, health-
care systems tacitly
celebrated martyrdom D
praising those who worked
the longest, slept the least,
and sacrificed the most.

Patients need nurses and
doctors who aren't ex-
hausted. But we can't just
tell healthcare workers D
who are used to putting
others’ needs before their
own - to get better at main-
taining their own health.

Healthcare is a calling for
many providers, and ask-
ing them to put themselves
first can feel at odds with
their deeply ingrained
sense of service.

Instead, healthcare or-
ganizations must fulfill
their moral obligation to
support their workers D
physically, mentally, and
emotionally - and insist on
self-care as a line item for
evaluation. Neglecting this
responsibility doesn't just
harm individual employ-
ees; it erodes institutional
culture, damages public

trust, and ultimately com-
promises patient care. A
nurse is unable to provide
compassionate care while
running on empty. A phys-
ician's judgment is clouded
by the fog of constant fa-
tigue.

To protect our talent, our
institutions, and ultimately
our patients, we need to re-
imagine how we support
employee wellbeing.

Some innovative health
systems are demonstrating
a better path.

For example, at Ohio
State University, the MIND-

BODYSTRONG  program
equipped new nurses with
cognitive strategies

through weekly group ses-
sions, yielding sustained
improvements in mental
health and job satisfaction.

And at my institution b
the Hospital for Special
Surgery in New York City B
physicians who fully en-
gaged with our compre-
hensive wellness effort,
The Resiliency Project,
which combined the use of
a wearable device with pro-
fessional coaching, re-

ported a threefold reduc-
tion in burnout symptoms
over 12 weeks.

These success stories
share common elements.
They're evidence based, in-
tegrated into schedules
rather than piled on top of
already heavy workloads,
fully funded, and sup-
ported by leadership. And
the implementers rec-
ognize that while individ-
ual resilience matters, it
can't compensate for the
inherent stress that has be-
come a cultural norm in
healthcare.

We now have the tools
and knowledge to make
this transformation. Now
we need the will to turn
them into standard prac-
tice. It's time to build a sys-
tem that cares for
caregivers as much as they
care for us.

Steve Forti is a U.S. Army
Special Forces combat vet-
eran and former critical
care nurse. Currently, he
serves as the Chief Wellness
and Resiliency Officer at
the Hospital for Special Sur-
gery.

Injustice anywhere threatens justice for all

The start of 2026 arrives
less as a new beginning
and more as the potent af-
tershocks of the many
earthquakes we endured in
2025.

It was a year defined by
widening wars, democratic
backsliding, the systematic
hollowing out
of  govern-
| mental, diplo-
matic, and
humanitarian
institutions,
tariff-driven
economic un-
certainty, and

JARED the normal-
BELL ization of po-
litical violence

in the United
States and around the
world.

Heading into the second
week of January, the news
cycle has only grown heav-
ier and faster than most of
us anticipated. We have
witnessed the forcible re-
moval of Venezuela’s dic-
tator under circumstances
that appear to violate core
principles of international
law; the killing of Renée
Good, a U.S. citizen, during
an ICE operation in Minne-
apolis, Minnesota; renewed
rhetoric suggesting territo-
rial or military escalation
involving Greenland; and
what increasingly resem-
bles a revolutionary mo-
ment taking shape in Iran.
All of this unfolds against
the backdrop of ongoing
conflicts in Sudan and Uk-
raine, wars that continue to
grind on with limited res-
olution, uneven attention,
and devastating human
cost.

Amid this convergence of
crises, another pattern has
become impossible to ig-
nore, particularly across
social media: the rise of
false equivalencies, what-
aboutism, and competing
narratives that demand
suffering be ranked, com-
pared, or morally audited,
rather than seen plainly as
injustice and harm. This
dynamic is not new. But in

recent days, it has been
especially visible in reac-
tions, or the perceived lack
thereof, to the unfolding
revolution in Iran when
contrasted with the mas-
sive global mobilization
around Gaza.

I've noticed this same dy-
namic in responses to the
Trump administration’s re-
moval of Venezuela’s Nic-
olas Maduro, where public
discourse collapsed into a
false choice: either con-
demning the action as ille-
gal or justifying it because
Maduro was a brutal dicta-
tor. In reality, both can be
true. Acknowledging one
injustice does not require
excusing another. Holding
these truths together is not
moral confusion. It is
moral clarity.

I'll also be the first to ac-
knowledge the uncomfort-
able truth that not all lives
receive the same attention
or urgency from global
media or policymakers.
This is precisely the
context in which the Black
Lives Matter slogan
emerged. Despite frequent
mischaracterizations and
criticism, its core message
was never that only Black
lives matter, but that Black
lives matter too. Selective
empathy is real; it is a
structural feature of global
politics and media ecosys-
tems.

People tend to engage
most deeply with crises
that intersect with their
identities, interests, politi-
cal commitments, or moral
frameworks. At the same
time, it is both necessary
and appropriate to call out
moments of moral exclu-
sion, when certain lives or
struggles are implicitly
deemed less worthy of
concern, visibility, or pro-
tection.

We also need to be hon-
est about the limits of
human attention and en-
durance. Compassion fa-
tigue is real for many of us.
Each of us has a finite emo-
tional and cognitive capac-

ity to absorb a constant
barrage of global crises
and human suffering.
Some people are moved to
action; others disengage
from the news entirely; still
others feel overwhelmed
and shut down. These re-
sponses are human, not
moral failures. We all navi-
gate chaos differently.

The tension emerges not
from our human limits
themselves, but from how
they are misused or per-
ceived. Fatigue is turned
into a reason to dismiss
others, feeling over-
whelmed becomes a way
to minimize someone
else’s pain, and caring
deeply about one injustice
is treated as proof that you
must not care about
another, or that you are
somehow being hypocriti-
cal. Not everyone can, or
will, be equally engaged
with every injustice, and
that is simply a fact of
human life. Recognizing
our limits should deepen
humility and empathy, not
be used to rank suffering
or withdraw solidarity.

This distinction becomes
especially important when
we consider how global
crises are interpreted and
compared. What happened
in Gaza was horrific: thou-
sands killed, starved, and
bombed. Acknowledging
that reality does not ne-
gate, or even diminish,
what has unfolded in Iran.
Information from inside
the country has arrived
sporadically precisely be-
cause the regime has
blocked communications,
shut down internet access,
and responded to protests
with lethal force, killing
hundreds of demon-
strators.

Recognizing our limits
should deepen humility
and empathy, not turn suf-
fering into a contest. Some
will step forward where
others cannot, and others
will step back when they
must. Neither requires per-
mission.

There can be more than
one injustice in the world
that we care about. In that
spirit, it is worth recalling
the enduring truth articu-
lated by Martin Luther King
Jr. in his Letter from Birm-
ingham Jail: “Injustice any-
where is a threat to justice
everywhere.” If that princi-
ple still means anything,
then we must reject the im-
pulse to rank suffering or
create competitions of vic-
timization.

Repression and human
rights violations, and the
movements that challenge
them, share a common
pursuit of human rights,
justice, and dignity. That
principle applies to those
protesting the killing of
Renée Good by an ICE
agent in Minneapolis, to
those demanding account-
ability for Gaza, to those
marching in Iran against an
oppressive regime, and to
those advocating on behalf
of Sudan or wherever op-
pression persists. These
are not competing commit-
ments. They are different
expressions of the same
moral impulse.

We no longer need legacy
media, governments, or
civil society to serve as
gatekeepers, to broadcast
our concerns or to validate
which injustices deserve
attention. The tools to in-
form, organize, and mobi-
lize are already in our
hands. What remains is the
willingness to use them,
without waiting for perfect
conditions, perfect consen-
sus, or permission from
anyone else.

Suffering does not need
competition. Justice is not
a finite resource. And our
responsibility, to see
clearly, to care broadly,
and to act, belongs to each
of us.

Jared O. Bell, PhD is a
former U.S. diplomat and
scholar of human rights
and transitional justice,
dedicated to advancing
global equity and systemic
reform.

What to do when your take home pay won’t even take you home

Do you remember what
the minimum wage was
when you got your first
paycheck? It was $1.15 per
hour when I got a job as a
part-time
radio an-
nouncer in
high school.

Since then,
Congress has
increased the
federal mini-
mum wage 17
times before
enacting the
current $7.25
an in 2009.
And workers in 22 states
welcomed in this new year
with increases in the mini-
mum wage. Currently, 30
states have minimums that
exceed $7.25; in 20 it ex-
ceeds $18 per hour.

Back in 2009, a living
wage was considered to be
$11 or more per hour, so
even then the $7.25 mini-
mum wasn’t really adequ-

Tom
CAMPBELL

ate. But think what has
happened since then.

Costs in 2025 are signifi-
cantly higher than when
the current federal mini-
mum wage was estab-
lished. Here are a few: In
2009, rent for a two-bed-
room apartment was about
$875 per month. Today
you will pay $1,500 per
month, a 58.33% increase.
A pound of hamburger has
increased by 63.5%, going
from $1.99 compared to
today’s $3.13 and a ribeye
steak increased a whop-
ping 202%, costing $19.25
today compared to 2009’s
$3.89 per pound. Even a
dozen eggs has increased
50% in cost ($1.66 to $3.29
today).

My research reveals that
more than 1.5 million
workers in our state, about
37% of our workforce, earn
less than $15 per hour. A
living wage for a single
earner is  considered

$22.54 per hour or about
$47,000 per year. But a
fulltime worker on mini-
mum wage only earns
$15,080 a year - that’s well
below what is considered
the poverty level.

Opposition to increasing
the minimum wage comes
primarily from the NC
Chamber, National Feder-
ation for Independent Busi-
nesses and ultimately from
our conservative Repub-
lican legislature. They trot
out the age-old talking
points that if we raise the
minimum costs will in-
crease, profit margins will
shrink, inflation will result
and jobs will be lost. They
have blocked anything
from changing.

Here’s where we are. The
minimum wage is an em-
barrassment and doesn’t
even come close to provid-
ing a sustainable income.
The good news is that
fewer than 2% of our work-

force actually earns the
minimum.

If we are waiting for our
lawmakers, either in Wash-
ington or Raleigh, to take
action on the minimum
wage we will likely be wait-
ing until Jesus comes
again.

So, if we’re not going to
do anything, let’s do noth-
ing! In other words, let’s
abolish having a state
minimum wage at all, like
five other states have

done.
This simple solution
might frighten some

people and delight others.
Our Libertarian friends
might celebrate, since they
don’t like government in-
tervention in much of any-
thing. And it might scare
those who are afraid that if
we eliminate the state
minimum wage that all hell
would break lose. It might,
but not the way many sus-
pect. A free market ap-

proach to paying workers
might threaten some em-
ployers who have used the
minimum as a ceiling for
paying workers too little.
And it might scare some
progressives who would
fear it would end up with
workers earning less. We
don’t think either scenario
will occur.

In both Tennessee and
South Carolina, two of the
five states with no state
minimum wage, they are
still loosely regulated by
the federal minimum
wage. But consider what
has happened. In South
Carolina, the average
hourly wage in 2023 was
$26.08 and 2025 data from
Tennessee indicates the
average hourly wage is
$30.81. Data from our own
state indicates the average
wage is $33.82 per hour.

Simply put, the state
minimum wage doesn’t
really mean anything. Even

fast-food restaurants and
other firms that hire entry-
level workers in low skill
jobs must pay what the
market demands. Folks
flipping burgers in fast
food eateries earn, on aver-
age, $12.27 an hour.

The one critical point in
the minimum wage debate
is that continuing to do
nothing is not an accept-
able solution. If we care
about our people - all
people - we need to pro-
vide an environment
where people can earn a
living wage.

Let’s loosen the shackles
of unreasonable minimum
wage laws. We might be
pleasantly surprised at the
results.

Tom Campbell is a Hall of
Fame North  Carolina
broadcaster and columnist
who has covered North
Carolina public policy is-
sues since 1965.



By Herbert L. White
herb.Lwhite@thecharlottepost.com

Johnson C. Smith didn’t stand still on
upgrading its football roster.

The Golden Bulls, who won a school-
record 10 games last year, the CIAA
title and a first-ever berth in the NCAA
Division II playoffs, used the transfer
portal to grab reinforcements at the
skill positions on offense and defensive
line.

“We've gotten stronger as a ball club,”
JCSU coach Maurice Flowers said.
“We've hit some what we call some
need areas, and we've got a couple
more we're trying to get in before a

drop-add [deadline for classes]. Very
excited about our program, very ex-
cited about the guys that

in Josh Jackson, a 6-foot-5, 215-pound
former Tennessee Mr. Football who
spent two years at FCS

have coming back.
They’ve come back with
the attitude, just ready to
go to work. We know
nothing's going to be
given to us to get a bull's
eye on us, but we're just
concerned about the
work that we're going to
put in day by day to put together a
championship program.”

For the fifth straight year, Flowers re-
cruited a quarterback from the portal

3 J e
Flowers

program Central Con-
necticut State. Jackson,
who has two years of eli-
gibility, played sparingly
with the Blue Devils but
has the raw skills JCSU
coach Maurice Flowers
sought.

“We're just glad to beat
out some really good schools for him,
but glad he’s on campus,” Flowers said.
... “He's got two, for sure, maybe three
years of eligibility, and a big dual threat

Johnson

UNC PEMBROKE ATHLETICS

Johnson C. Smith added former UNC Pembroke receiver JaQuan Albright, who caught 64 passes for 895 yards and five touchdowns as a redshirt junior last year, via fransfer.

olden Bulls parlay portal process

Johnson C. Smith aims to continue recent success via transfers at skill positions and defensive line

quarterback that really caught our eye.”
Smith added former UNC Pembroke
receiver JaQuan Albright to a corps that
lost Biggie Proctor to graduation and
Brevin Caldwell to FCS Norfolk State via
transfer. Albright (6-0, 180) caught 64
passes for 895 yards and five touch-
downs in 2025 as a redshirt junior. He
also rushed for 132 yards on 22 carries.
“We think he’s a mix of a biggie type
of receiver,” Flowers said. “A big re-
ceiver, but also some shiftiness that we
had with Brevin Caldwell. He can play
outside, play inside. He’s got explosive-
ness, and we’re just extremely excited
Please see JC SMITH | 6A

« HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL »

McFadden’s goal: expand West Charlotte culture

By Cameron Wiliams
cameron.wiliams@thecharlottepost.com

West Charlotte High football will look dif-
ferent in the fall.

New coach D.J. McFadden plans on instill-
ing four foundational principles to help
shape a new culture for the team, school and
community.

“Our culture is going to be based on disci-
pline, accountability, responsibility and in-
tegrity,” he said Wednesday at a campus
meet-and-greet, “and it is going to be more
process based. I want us to focus on the
process of what it takes to get the things that
we want done rather than worrying about
those end results like a state championship.
That is everyone’s goal, but I want to make
sure we are living daily by those four princi-
ples, and I think everything else will take care
of itself.”

Ready to win now

West Charlotte is two seasons removed
from winning the NCHSAA 3A state champi-
onship under the leadership of Sam Greiner,
who was fired last month. McFadden believes
the Lions have the talent to continue their
run.

“This place is ready [to win],” McFadden

Please see DJ MCFADDEN | 6A

CHARLOTTE HORNETS

West Charlotte High football coach D.J. McFadden speaks with junior varsity players on Jan. 21
during a campus meet-and-greet. McFadden, who coached at Independence for five years,

succeeds Sam Greiner.

Charlotte 49ers moving up in American basketball

By Cameron Wiliams

cameron.wiliams@thecharlottepost.com
Charlotte has vaulted to second in the
American Conference basketball standings.
The 49ers (11-9, 5-2) withstood a late rally
by Tulane inside Halton Arena for a 73-70 win
on Jan. 23 for their second in a row. After

scoring just 23 points in the first half, the
49ers scored 50 in the second.

“I'm really proud of the guys,” Charlotte
coach Aaron Fearne said. “[Tulane] is not an
easy team to play. They're so disruptive with
their zoning and pressing and changing
zones and going into man [defense sets] It

makes it a thinking game, which you don’t
want it to be, because you want to just play.
... It was a bit of a grindy game.”

After losing to Tulsa on Jan. 14, Fearne chal-
lenged his team to be tougher, especially in
rebounding. In that game, Charlotte was out-

Please see CHARLOTIE | 6A

NC Courage land Evelyn Ijeh via transfer from AC Milan

",
NORTH CAROLINA COURAGE

Evelyn ljeh, who finished third in ltaly's 2024-25 Golden Boot race as a member of AC Milan, has
moved to the North Carolina Courage on a permanent fransfer.

By Herbert L. White
herb.l.white@thechariottepost.com

Evelyn Ijeh is moving from AC Milan to the
North Carolina Courage.

The Swedish forward is joining the Courage
via permanent transfer for an undisclosed fee
and signed to a guaranteed contract through
the 2029 NWSL season. She will join North
Carolina once she receives a P-1 visa and an
International Transfer Certificate.

Ijeh, who joined Milan in 2024, became one
of the top attacking players in Italy, finishing
third in the Golden Boot race in 2024-25 with
12 goals in 29 games. In the 2025-26 season,
Ijeh scored four goals in just over 800 min-
utes and a goal in three caps for the Swedish
national team.

“I'm very excited to join the North Carolina
Courage and begin this new chapter of my ca-

Please see NC COURAGE | 6A

UMES
coach
makes
converts

People thought Cleo Hill Jr.
was crazy for leaving Winston-
Salem State for Maryland East-
ern Shore.

After all, Hill was the king of
Ram Nation for
six seasons, deliv-
ering two CIAA
Tournament titles
and a couple of
postseason  ap-
pearances. He is
one of three CIAA
coaches to win a

championship

with two different  CONTTA
teams: WSSU and BEsT
Shaw. Lonnie -

Blow (St. Augustine’s/Virginia
State), and Lou D'Alessio (Bowie
State/Fayetteville State) are the
others.

UMES was a dud when Hill
took over the reins
last season. Fans
and alumni spent
more time debat-
ing about reinstat-
ing the football
program than they
did talking about
basketball. The
university even
embarrassed itself
by trying to change its brand
from UMES to MDES. (Think
new Coke.)

The Hawks had one winning
season in eight years when Hill
was recruited. Coached by
Jason Crafton, that 2022-23
squad went 18-13 overall, 9-5
MEAC. But it was short-lived.
The old Hawks returned the fol-
lowing season with a 9-20 fin-
ish. Crafton left to become
chief program strategist at Co-
lumbia.

An old cliché is coaches al-
ways need a challenge, the next
big thing they can put their
stamp on. Hill, obviously, was
at that stage. Why else would
he leave a storied program
where his father, Cleo Sr., was
a mega superstar from 1957-
61, and played under one of the
greatest coaching legends in
any division, Clarence “Big
House” Gaines? Hill Jr. could

Please see CLEO | 6A
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Continued from page 5A
to get him.”

The top returning receivers are Brian
Lane, who caught 46 passes for 676
yards and five scores last season, and
Reggie Daniel (18, 345 yards, 6 TDs).

There’s more depth at
running back with trans-
fer Fabian Duncan, a
North Mecklenburg High
graduate who was SIAC
most valuable player at
Allen University after
rushing for 1,301 yards
and 15 touchdowns last
year. Duncan will compete
for carries along with All-CIAA Bobby
Smith (1,030 yards, 9 TDs) and Ka-
marro Edmonds, who missed the last
eight games in 2025 due to a leg injury.

“When you got a guy that wants to
run toward competition, man, you just
look forward to bringing him into the
fold and really bringing a lot to your
program,” Flowers said, “because those
are the young men that we want. “

JCSU shopped for defense as well,
adding edge Jason Romero, 6-5, 250-
pounder from Laurinburg who played
at East Carolina. Another signing is de-
fensive tackle Anthony Binyard (6-2,
290), an All-CIAA pick who played on
the Broncos’ 2022 conference title
team as a redshirt freshman. As a soph-
omore in 2023, he racked up 29 tacks

Duncan

MATT LACZKO | THE CHARLOTTE POST

Johnson C. Smith football coach Maurice Flowers said the Golden Bulls balance re-
cruifing from the transfer portal with developing high school recruits to build the roster’s

JC Smuth parlays portal
process with newcomers

(15 solo) and five sacks - including a
pair against Smith. He'll likely succeed
Steny Joseph, who transferred to North
Carolina A&T.

“When we played Fayetteville State in
2023 at Fayetteville State, they beat us
14-7 and we had two
fourth-and-1s and went
for both of them. Both ...
were stopped by No. 8,
Anthony Binyard. He was
impressive on film.”

Marque Vereen, a cor-
nerback who played at
West Florida last year,
managed three tackles in
five games as a junior. He’ll have an op-
portunity to compete for the starting
spot left open by Rontay Barber’s grad-
uation.

Nearly every program picks up trans-
fers in the offseason, but JCSU’s ap-
proach has been to balance recruiting
the portal while developing high school
signees to form the roster core. It de-
livered a conference title and a national
that rose as high as 11th last year.

“That’s also why we do not just go to
the portal and get 30 guys to just say,
‘OK, we’re going to build a team,” Flow-
ers said. “You've heard me rave about
our coaching staff. You know that we’re
good recruiters, and so in being good
recruiters, you have to trust your re-
cruiting and also your development.”

Binyard

Charlotte 49ers basketball rises
to second in American standings

Continued from page 5A

rebounded 35-22. Since then, they outre-
bounded East Carolina by 14 and Tulane
by 17.

“T think tough teams win and soft teams
don’t,” Fearne said. “We’ve kind of talked
a lot about collisions in basketball; there
are collisions everywhere. The guy goes
one on one at some point we're going to
meet. There's going to be a collision. ... I
talk to these guys a lot about that... you
have to dominate physically. It’s a mental-
ity. ... Football is obviously the biggest
[physical sport]. Physical teams in football
dominate you with the line, they dominate
you with the run, they dominate you with
the routes that they run. ...That’s how I try
to get these guys to play, to play really
tough, really physical, and just try and
dominate that space.”

Fearne’s message resonated with for-
ward Ethan Butler, who came off the bench
to score 10 points on 4-of-5 shooting
against Tulane. He also grabbed four re-
bounds.

“It’s a repeated message we get every
day,” Butler said, “just the importance of
how it creates control of the game. It cre-

ates pressure opportunities and that’s big
for us. That has been key to our success
this year. And on defense, getting a big re-
bound and getting stops allows us to get
out and run in transition and it’s big for
us.”

Defensively, Charlotte played fairly
sound. Tulane forward Ryan Brumbaugh
had a big game with 35 points on 11-of-15
shooting, but only one other Green Wave
player, Asher Woods, scored double fig-
ures with 10 points.

“I thought we made it difficult for a lot
of the guys tonight,” Fearne said, “like we
did some pretty good things like slide our
feet, sit in gaps, and follow the scout and
being really continuous with our game
plan a little bit the last couple of games.
Someone will just do what they have to do,
and we'll make it difficult for everybody
else. I think it’s hard to stop everybody. It’s
almost impossible to do, in this day and
age.”

The 49ers go to Temple next on Jan. 28
in the second meeting between the two.
Temple won the first game 76-73 in Char-
lotte, but Fearne feels his team has grown
since.

Cleo Hill has Eastern Shore believing

Continued from page 5A
have retired at WSSU if he wanted.

But a shot at rebuilding a Division I pro-
gram in a good basketball conference was
just too tempting.

Hill and UMES took their lumps last sea-
son, winning just six games, two in the
MEAC. Their 8-13 record this year is from
a brutal nonconference schedule. The
MEAC portion couldn’t come soon enough,
as the Hawks were riding a seven-game
losing streak to end nonconference play.
But those losses are long forgotten. What
has folks talking is the 4-0 MEAC mark,
their best conference start since the 1973-
74 season.

“The whole campus is excited. ...It’s dif-
ficult not to take a look at it,” Hill said on a
recent MEAC teleconference. “I just want
to make good on my promise.”

Hill did what most coaches do today to
turn around a program - hit the transfer
portal. UMES’s big three that have grabbed
media attention are Zion Obanla (Claflin),
Dorion Staples (Miles, Southern Illinois)
and Joseph Locandro (Concordia, St. Leo).

Obanla played at Claflin when Hill was at

WSSU. Who knew they would wind up on
the same team? When Obanla decided to
enter the transfer portal, Hill was waiting.
Although the trio leads the team in scoring,
their stats show a more equal squad than
any one dominating player. Hill has a
“problem” many coaches wish they had.

“Our strength is our depth,” he said. “I
am comfortable playing our 11 through 14
guys in any situation. It’s challenging try-
ing to find minutes for guys on the bench.
But I rather have that problem than not.”

UMES has wins over Morgan State,
Howard, Norfolk State and Coppin State.
The road win at the Spartans, the two-time
champs, really raised eyebrows. The
Hawks were scheduled to visit Durham
Jan. 26 in a doubleheader - UMES women
also are undefeated at 4-0 - but the games
were postponed due to the threat of
weather.

There’s still plenty of basketball left to
play, but for now, Hill is not looking so
crazy after all.

Bonitta Best is sports editor at The Trian-
gle Tribune in Durham.

DJ McFadden opens a
new chapter with Lions

Continued from page 5A

said. “This isn’t a rebuild. Sam did a great
job with this program in the past and got
them to a spot where they are ready to win
right now. That is the standard and that
isn’t going to change. I am not coming here
trying to change [the standard]. My expec-
tation is to win right now. I think that is
what the community expects. ... If you call
yourself a ball coach, that is what should
drive you to put the work in. I've always
done that but now in a community where
it is almost like championship or bust, am
excited for that challenge.”

It came as a shock to some that McFad-
den would want to leave Independence
where he played quarterback and won two
state championships. But, he said, compla-
cency started to set in. He believes West
Charlotte is the perfect place to spread his
wings.

“The reason it was so appealing to me is
because of the overall community sup-
port,” McFadden said. “The support this
place has from the alumni, it is like nothing
I've ever seen before. I don’t want to sound
cliché but, seriously, the support is crazy.
I think every program wants to win a state
title but that is the expectation here. And
with that comes the challenge of making
sure we are doing the right things each and
every day to make sure we have a chance
to sit at the table. With me being an alum-
nus of Independence, I wanted to be im-
mersed in a community that expects to
win, but I am built for that and I am ready.”

Eradicating stigma

In his opening remarks to West Charlotte
parents, McFadden said he wants to instill
a culture of change where home games
aren’t restricted regarding the number of
tickets sold. Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Schools last season limited availability due
to potential chaos.

McFadden said that he doesn’t intend on
writing CMS athletics director Ericia Turner

to adjust district’s policy because; rather,
the goal is to prove the program’s worthy
of a rethink.

“I don’t think that this is something that
you can tell them or write to them,” Mc-
Fadden said. “It is something that we have
to show them over time. I think it’s the
things that you have to see and identify
when they do come to visit here at a foot-
ball game. They need to see the changes
that we have made from the past. A lot of
that starts on the administration side of
things. ... But, like I said, I think they will
be able to come out and see the difference.
I think that will make more of a difference
than calling whoever up and saying, ‘Hey,
we did XYZ.” They can actually get out here
and see the difference.”

The Husky Hump

In 2025, West Charlotte lost in the 8A
West regional final to eventual state cham-
pion Hough. The Huskies went undefeated
to secure their first state title, but despite
their prior lack of deep playoff success,
since hiring coach DeShawn Baker in 2023,
have not lost to a Charlotte-Mecklenburg
team.

The Lions lost to Baker-led Hough teams
in 2023 (23-7), 2024 (40-14), and 24-0 last
year. And although McFadden’s Independ-
ence teams couldn’t knock off the Huskies
either, he isn’t looking ahead yet.

“That is something that I don’t want to
worry too much about,” McFadden said.
“We know it is coming, and we’ll deal with
it when we need to deal with it. I think it is
all process-based. I think that from a cul-
ture standpoint, if we can get the things we
need to get done, done, by the time that
game gets here we will be a lot more
equipped for it. I don’t want us thinking
about that game right now. We'll get there
when we get there and it will be settled
when it is settled. Right now, I want us to
focus on the process it is going to take to
even get back to that game.”

NC Courage sign Evelyn Ijeh

Continued from page 5A
reer, Ijeh said in a state-
ment. “The Courage is a
club with a strong identity,
high standards, and a his-
tory of competing at the
highest level, and I'm grate-
ful for the opportunity to be
part of such an ambitious
environment.”

Ijeh turned professional
in 2017 with IFK Goteborg,
which became the women’s
team for BK Hacken in 2021
before ending the year with
Lidkopings. Tjeh’s best sea-
son in Sweden was with

pearances.

permanent.

Vaxjo DFF,
scored 32 goals in 42 ap-

Ijeh moved to Liga MX Fe-
menil club Tigres UANL in
2023, before going on loan
to AC Milan in 2024. After
scoring four goals in 15
matches to end the 2023-24
campaign, the transfer to
the Rossonere was made

“Evelyn is a dynamic at-
tacking player who brings
pace, physicality, and a real
presence in the final third,”
Courage chief soccer offi-

where she cer Ceri Bowley said. “She
fits our game model well —
aggressive in transition,
committed in the press, and
dangerous attacking space
behind the defense. Beyond
her on-field qualities, she
has shown strong mentality
and a clear desire to grow,
which aligns perfectly with
our long-term vision."

Ijeh’s father, Peter, played
for the Nigerian national
team and played profes-
sionally in Sweden, includ-
ing a two-year stint with IFK
Goteborg.

Courage hires Mak Lind as new coach

By Herbert L. White

herb..white@thechariottepost.com

Mak Lind is the North Carolina Courage’s
new coach.

Lind, who starts immediately with train-
ing camp underway, is the third coach in
franchise history. He comes to the NWSL
side from Swedish side BK Hiacken Women,
where he coached the club to the 2025
Damallsvenskan title with a 21-1-4 record
and a dominant plus-68 goal differential.

“This is a club with an incredible history
and a clear expectation to compete for tro-
phies,” Lind said in a statement. “I'm very
aligned with the system and style of play
already in place and look forward to con-
tinuing to evolve it alongside the players
and staff. I can’t wait to get started and for
my family and me to fully immerse our-
selves in this community.”

Lind, who was hired by Hacken in 2023,
led the club to second place in 2024 before
taking the title the next year. He also
coached Hacken to the 2023-24 UEFA
Women’s Champions League quarterfinals,
where they lost to Paris Saint-Germain.

“Mak brings a proven track record of
building competitive, modern teams and
developing players within a clear foot-
balling identity,” courage chief soccer of-
ficer Ceri Bowley said. “His experience in
Europe and his attention to detail align
strongly with our long-term vision, and
we'’re excited to welcome him to the club
as we continue to raise our standards on
and off the pitch.

"Mak’s ability to combine performance,
culture, and player development makes
him a perfect fit for our club.”

Lind has led professional clubs in Swe-
den since 2016, mostly on the men’s side
before transitioning to BK Hicken Women.

A former center back as a player, Lind
started his professional career at age 15
and tallied 256 senior appearances, mostly
with BK Hacken, where he eventually was
named captain. He earned 10 international
caps with the Lebanese men’s national
team between 2013-15 and was named to
the IFFHS All-Time Lebanon Men’s Dream
Team in 2022. A Swedish citizen, Lind was
born in Lebanon.

Audio on Queen City
Podcast Network and
Apple Podcasts

Video on YouTube

The Charlotte Post
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