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THE PARK CHURCH

One of the largest congregations in 
Charlotte is a step closer to expanding 
its development footprint. 

City Council last month rezoned 30 
acres owned by The Park Church for con-
struction of mixed-use affordable hous-
ing along Beatties Ford Road. The 
initiative includes  320 units that in-
cludes 88 single-family homes and 95 at-
tached townhomes. The development 
also includes 125 multi-family units, in-
cluding affordable senior housing and 
12 accessory dwelling units built on lots 
shared with other housing. 

The Park Community Development 
Corporation is the development partner 

and will oversee the design 
phase. 

“This rezoning approval 
represents the unfolding of 
a vision rooted in faith, 
stewardship, and love of 
community,” Bishop 
Claude Alexander, senior 
pastor at The Park Church 
said in a statement. “For 

more than 25 years, we have believed 
housing can be a pathway to dignity, sta-
bility, and opportunity, and this moment 
reflects what is possible when faith, pub-

lic leadership, and responsible partners 
work together for the good of the com-
munity.” 

The homes are valued between 
$325,000-$375,000 and targeted for 
households within 80–120% of area me-
dian income range. 

The church contributed land at a dis-
count, invested private capital and finan-
cial literacy and wealth-building 
programs along with construction part-
ner True Homes, which is building units 
at cost. 

Buyers are projected to move in with 
an average of $50,000 in equity on the 

An artist’s rendering of the proposed affordable housing community on property owned by The Park Church in west Charlotte. City Council approved 
rezoning the area for a mixed-used neighborhood that includes 320 units with 88 single-family homes and 95 attached townhouses.

Development partnership 
clears construction hurdle

Education advocates, parents and teachers braved 
the cold last week as they urged the North Carolina 
Supreme Court to enforce its Leandro ruling and re-
lease about $1.7 billion for public schools, saying de-
lays are hurting students statewide. 

Speakers at the news conference described over-
crowded classrooms, teacher shortages and deterio-
rating school buildings, and faulted both the court 
and the Republican-led General Assembly for what 
they called prolonged inaction.  

“For nearly 700 days, the leadership of this court, 
backed by the same wealthy and corporate donors 
as their General Assembly counterparts, has refused 
to affirm and enforce the constitutional rights that 
we are guaranteed,” said Bryan Proffitt, a high school 
history teacher and vice president of the North Car-
olina Association of Educators. 

The Leandro case, first decided in 1997 and re-
affirmed in 2022, requires the state to provide every 
student with a “sound, basic education.” Advocates 
said the court’s decision to rehear the case and its 
delay in issuing a mandate have left school districts 
without money for staffing, special education serv-
ices and building repairs.  

Republican lawmakers have criticized the ruling, 
saying the state constitution gives the legislature sole 
authority over state spending and that courts cannot 
order appropriations. 

Rhyan Breen, a Wilson County school board 
member and attorney, said part of the $1.7 billion at 
issue would be used for capital improvements. “In 
Title I counties, that funding is necessary,” he said. 

State Rep. Rodney Pierce, a Democrat who repre-

Delays in Leandro case 
hurt students, advocates 
tell NC Supreme Court

Charlotte Symphony Orchestra 
music director Kwamé Ryan is a 
Grammy winner. 

Ryan, who has led the symphony 
since 2024, earned music’s biggest 
prize in the best opera recording cat-
egory at the 68th annual Grammy 
Awards in Los Angeles. The winning 
recording was “Heggie: Intelligence” 
with the Houston Grand Opera in 
which Ryan conducted the 2023 

world premiere of Jake Heggie's 
work. 

Ryan, who was born in Canada, 
raised in Trinidad and studied in 
England and Germany, grew up with 
classical music, but there was also in-
spiration through jazz and Indian 
music. As a conductor, Ryan’s globe-
hopping work exposed him to a wide 
palette of cultures. 

“Both my parents (Joya and 
Selwyn), who incidentally are Trini-

Charlotte Symphony conductor 
Kwamé Ryan earns Grammy Award
By Herbert L. White 
herb.l.white@thecharlottepost.com

DANIEL COSTON | THE CHARLOTTE POST

Charlotte Symphony Orchestra music director earned a Grammy for best opera recording 
for “Heggie: Intelligence” with the Houston Grand Opera.

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

A federal audit determined Char-
lotte’s transit authority failed to 
meet safety mandates. 

A report published Feb. 2 by the 
Federal Transit Administration 
identified 18 areas where CATS 
failed to meet federally mandated 
safety requirements. The audit of 
local compliance with Public Trans-
portation Safety Plans found issues 
that include CATS’s assessment of 
risk, track repairs, and de-escala-
tion training for staff.  

FTA launched its probe in Sep-
tember following the stabbing 
death of Iryna Zarutska on the Lynx 
Blue Line a month earlier. Decarlos 
Brown Jr., 34, was 
charged with murder 
as well as a federal 
charge of committing 
an act causing death 
on a mass transporta-
tion system. He has 
pleaded not guilty. 

Federal officials also 
evaluated CATS’s re-
sponses to federal directives on ad-
dressing safety risks to transit 
workers related to assaults – which 
was found to be five times the na-
tional average. Passenger crime 
rates were three times the national 
average in 2025. 

“FTA is determined to do its part 
to address the systemic failures 
within Charlotte’s transit system 
that led to Iryna Zarutska’s tragic 
death,” FTA Administrator Marc 
Molinaro said in a statement. “We 
look forward to seeing these 18 
points fixed immediately to bolster 
safety for both transit workers and 

Feds fault 
CATS on 
security 
missteps

Students 
oppose 
election site 
changes

Please see FEDERAL | 2A

By Herbert L. White 
herb.l.white@thecharlottepost.com
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North Carolina students are tak-
ing voting into their own hands 
after the election board stripped 
their college of its early voting site. 

Protect Ours is a movement 
started at North Carolina A&T State 
University, the nation’s largest his-
torically Black college, to transport 
people to the polls for the state’s 
upcoming primary election.  

Despite having a site in previous 
years, the school lost its early vot-
ing place for the March 3 primary. 
Changes to election law last year 
put Republicans in charge of the 
state’s 100 county election boards 
and its Board of Elections, and 
since then, polling places have 
been rejected on several college 
campuses. Sunday early voting 
was also removed in a number of 
counties. 

Shia Rozier, a third-year student 
organizer for Protect Ours, said 
there is a clear pattern to the deci-
sions. 

“When we look at the demo-
graphics which they’re targeting 
and that are consistently losing 
more access to polls, it’s young 
students, it’s minorities,” Rozier 
said. “Sunday is a day that minor-
ities go and vote often. So there’s a 
commonality where it’s really dis-
enfranchisement of young and mi-
nority voters.” 

By Ahmed Jallow 
NC NEWSLINE

Alexander

Molinaro

City rezoning approval opens door to The Park Church’s housing initiative



Said Marcus Kornegay, executive di-
rector of developer Prosperity Alli-

ance: “This milestone 
brings us closer to fulfill-
ing Bishop Alexander’s 
vision of creating real 
pathways to generational 
wealth through attain-
able homeownership. 
Together, we are com-
mitted to stewarding this 
land to empower fam-

ilies, strengthen the community, and 
create lasting opportunity for genera-
tions to come.” 
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Housing partnership 
clears rezoning hurdle
path to building generational wealth. 
The project is projected to generate 
more than $89 million in collective 
community wealth over 15 years. 

“This project reflects Bishop Alex-
ander’s long-standing vision, the dili-
gent leadership of The Park CDC, and 
the power of intentional partnerships 
said Dan Horner, True Homes’ co-
founder. “By building at cost and 
committing a portion of our annual 
homebuilding to attainable housing, 
we are expanding access to homeown-
ership and creating meaningful, last-
ing community impact.” 

Continued from page 1A dadians, are big classical music lovers, 
and had during my youth a really exten-
sive vinyl collection that I had the pleas-
ure to explore it when I was in, in single 
digits of age,” he told The Post in 2024 
upon his appointment to the Charlotte 
Symphony. 

“My mother in particular really loves 
Bach and Wagner and she's very much 
into classical music. Growing up on the 
island of Trinidad, there wasn't a lot of 
symphonic music being played. In fact, 
when I was a child, the only opportunities 
I had to hear an orchestra in Trinidad 
were the annual productions of the Trin-
idad and Tobago Opera Society. They 
would get the best local singers together; 
they would get the wind and brass from 

Charlotte Symphony’s 
Ryan earns Grammy Award

the military band.” 
Ryan, the first Black director in Char-

lotte Symphony is the first music leader 
in company history to earn a Grammy.  

“Kwamé Ryan’s Grammy win reflects 
what audiences in Charlotte experience 
every time he steps on the podium,” 
Charlotte Symphony President & CEO 
David Fisk said in a statement. “We are in-
credibly proud of Kwamé and this well-
deserved honor. He brings extraordinary 
clarity, emotional depth, and purpose to 
the music, and this recognition under-
scores the artistic vision shaping the fu-
ture of the Charlotte Symphony.”  

Ryan will return to Charlotte to conduct 
the Charlotte Symphony in Tchaikovsky’s 
Symphony No. 5 on Feb. 13-14 at Belk 
Theater. 

Continued from page 1A

Taking Blue Line after stabbing

Naya Clark has been rid-
ing the light rail since 
freshman year.  

Twice a day, every day 
from Monday to Thursday, 
she takes the Blue Line 
from 25th Street Station to 
school at UNC Charlotte.  
Now a junior, Clark’s been 
doing this for the past two 
years. She knows that pub-
lic transit, or really any-
where, can be dangerous 
for a woman, she said.  

It’s a fear that she’s dealt 
with, wrestled with, but 
one that didn’t become real 
for her until August, when 
Charlotte resident Iryna 
Zarutska was murdered on 
the Blue Line.  

“It kind of confirmed 
what could happen to me, 
and it bothered me for a 
few days,” Clark said. “It 
made me feel sad, and I 
was … scared taking the 
light rail because I have to, 
I don’t have a car, so I 
really had no choice.” 

Zarutska was murdered 
Aug. 22 on the Blue Line in 
Charlotte. The suspect, 
Decarlos Brown Jr., was re-
portedly suffering from 
delusions stemming from 
schizophrenia. Prior to his 
arrest in August, he had 
been arrested at least a 
dozen times for offenses 
ranging from misusing 911 
to armed robbery, accord-
ing to court records. 

Signs of mental illness 
were present in a previous 
arrest in January and a fo-
rensic mental evaluation 
was ordered in July, ac-
cording to court records. 
Brown’s next scheduled 

appearance in court for the 
alleged murder is for an ad-
ministrative hearing April 
30, 2026, according to 
court records. 

Now, just over three 
months since the murder, 
Clark said she is more alert 
to her surroundings and is 
more proactively taking 
steps to ensure her safety 
— and she’s noticed other 
Blue Line passengers doing 
the same.  

“I try to get as close to the 
wall as I can, or if I can, I 
can sit in the very last one 
where there’s a wall behind 
me,” Clark said. “But if I do 
have to sit and the chairs 
are turned around, I try to 
angle my body. I’ve seen a 
lot of women doing that, 
sitting sideways.” 

As security has been en-
hanced in the wake of Za-
rutska’s murder, and as 
parts of the new law named 
after her took effect Dec. 1, 
there has been ongoing 
discussion to address the 
question: How could this 
tragedy have been pre-
vented? 

How Blue Line security 
has improved  

The Charlotte Area Tran-
sit System announced new 
safety measures Oct. 3 for 
the light rail. Professional 
Security Services, the third-
party service tasked with 
light rail security, is now 
fully staffed along the Blue 
Line and supported by 24 
off-duty officers from the 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Po-
lice Department, according 
to the CATS website. 

Charlotte resident Rob 
Drinkwater said he notices 
the increase in police pres-

ence while biking up and 
down a trail alongside the 
light rail.  

“Definitely noticeable po-
lice presence that histori-
cally was not there, and 
that’s just been pretty 
much a mainstay since she 
was murdered,” Drink-
water said. 

Police have been more 
present since the murder, 
but the fact that the light 
rail isn’t all connected and 
is instead split into multi-
ple cars can make enforce-
ment on the train tricky, 
Clark said. 

“The police or the secu-
rity are on one car, but 
there’s six cars in the whole 
train, and you can’t, ob-
viously, if you’re riding, if 
it’s moving, you can’t 
move,” Clark said. 

Along with the increased 
Blue Line security pres-
ence, CATS rolled out new 
bike and utility terrain ve-
hicle patrols that will allow 
for more coverage and im-
proved response time. 
Brent Cagle, interim chief 
executive officer for CATS, 
said he thinks these ad-
ditions will improve overall 
security. 

“The addition of bike and 
UTV patrols is a critical 
step in our mission to in-
crease safety and reliability 
in our transit system,” 
Cagle said in a press re-
lease announcing the 
changes. “We believe these 
patrols will not only in-
crease visibility, but also 
foster a greater sense of se-
curity for our riders.” 

Fare enforcement on the 
light rail historically has 

By Mackenzie Thomas 
CAROLINA PUBLIC PRESS

Please see TAKING | 4A

passengers.” 
Molinaro hosted a community round-

table in January with local transit stake-
holders.  

Among the report’s findings, CATS: 
• Failed to meet requirements regarding 

general Public Transportation Agency 
Safety Programs performance targets. 

• Didn’t implement safety risk assess-
ment processes in its agency safety plan 
when assessing the risk of assaults on 
transit workers.  

• Missed the requirement for de-escala-
tion training. 

City leaders announced last year steps 
to address safety upgrades on routes and 
vehicles. In October, Mayor Vi Lyles said 
the city collaborated with the White 
House and federal officials to add patrol 
units and new equipment like bike teams 
and all-terrain vehicles to boost security.  

“These are the things that we are 
doing,” she said. “These steps are in mo-
tion. Our city departments, CATS leader-
ship and federal and state partners are 

Federal report faults CATS on 
safety and security missteps

sitting at the same table, sharing infor-
mation and coordinating and collabo-
rating each step of the way safety is 

taking care if all of us work 
together. And I want to be 
clear that I often hear from 
our neighbors, our res-
idents, the people that live 
in this great city, who just 
want to feel safe.” 

The federal review in-
cluded an examination of 
CATS’ safety plan and re-

lated documents, as well as virtual and 
on-site interviews to assess implementa-
tion of the requirements. The audit found 
non-compliance with government re-
quirements covering safety risk manage-
ment, joint labor-management safety 
committee, safety risk reduction, and de-
escalation training. 

CATS leaders must develop and submit 
corrective action plans within 30 days. 
After FTA’s review, the federal agency will 
monitor CATS’s progress and conduct 
meetings to review developments. 

Continued from page 1A
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The Federal Transit Administration issued a report that found Charlotte Area Transit System failed 
to meet 18 safety standards.

sents Halifax, Northampton and Warren 
counties, said he was a former Leandro 
student and teacher and now has a child 
in public school. “Children across North 
Carolina are paying the price for political 
games and chronic underfunding,” he 
said.  

Speakers cited schools without full-time 
teachers, heavy reliance on contract 
workers for special education and heating 
and cooling systems that fail. Profitt said 
educators have sent photos showing 
classroom temperatures as high as 85 de-
grees and as low as 45. 

The group called on the court and the 
General Assembly to issue a ruling en-
forcing Leandro, release the disputed 
funds and pass a full state budget, which 
is now more than seven months late.  

The case began in 1994, when five low-
wealth rural counties sued the state over 

Delays in Leandro case hurt students, 
advocates tell NC Supreme Court

Arrest of Black reporters in crackdown 

school funding. The N.C. Supreme Court 
ruled in 1997 that North Carolina was fail-
ing to meet its constitutional obligation, 
a decision it reaffirmed in 2022 when it 
ordered lawmakers to fund the first two 
years of a remedial plan.  

Democrats controlled the General As-
sembly until 2011 but did not fully fund 
the remedies outlined in the Leandro 
case. In recent years, Republican law-
makers have also declined to appropriate 
the full amount called for in the court-or-
dered plan.  

After the court shifted to a 5-2 Repub-
lican majority in 2023, justices agreed to 
reconsider that ruling. They heard argu-
ments in February 2024 but have not is-
sued a decision.  

North Carolina ranks near the bottom 
nationally in teacher pay and per-pupil 
spending. 

Continued from page 1A

Last week, the College 
Democrats of North Caro-
lina sued state officials in 
an effort to get early voting 
sites reopened at A&T, 
UNC Greensboro and West-
ern Carolina University. 

Protect Ours is raising 
funds to shuttle students 
to the polls during early 
voting, as well as for voter 
education and get-out-the-
vote initiatives on campus. 
In removing the early vot-
ing site, officials cited low 

Students oppose election site 
changes, prepare for primaries

voter turnout in recent 
years. 

Olu Rouse, also a third-
year student and organizer 
for Protect Ours, said the 
organization is planning a 
march to the polls on Feb. 
12, the first day of early 
voting for the March pri-
mary, and hopes members 
of the community will join 
them. 

“We know that losing our 
polling site is bigger than 
just a loss for students,” 
Rouse said. “It’s a loss for 

the Guilford County com-
munity as a whole.” 

Rozier added the barriers 
to voting this year will not 
stop students. 

“We’re just making a ho-
listic plan that, despite los-
ing our polling sites, we 
won't lose our right to 
vote,” Rozier said. “We’ll 
continue to vote and make 
whatever provisions nec-
essary in order to get the 
maximum amount of 
people out to the polls.”

Former CNN journalist 
Don Lemon may draw the 
headlines, but Emmy-win-
ning independent reporter 
Georgia Fort and Trahem 
Jenn Crews and Jamael Ly-
dell Lundy were also taken 
into custody as federal 
agents moved 
against four 
Black journal-
ists whose 
only apparent 
offense was 
documenting 
protests criti-
cal of the 
Trump ad-
ministration’s 
immigration crackdown. 

Lemon, a longtime critic 
of President Donald 
Trump, was arrested last 
week in Los Angeles after 
livestreaming an anti-ICE 
demonstration connected 
to a January protest at a St. 
Paul, Minnesota, church.  

A short time later, Fort, a  
Minnesota-based journal-
ist, was arrested in her 
home state for reporting 
on the same protest, ac-
cording to public state-
ments and court records. 

Los Angeles Mayor Karen 
Bass said the arrests signal 
a dangerous escalation by 
the Trump administration 
rather than any attempt to 
ease tensions following the 
fatal shootings of civilians 
by federal agents in Minne-
sota.  

She said Lemon was  
doing his job 
when agents 
arrested him 
and stressed 
that Fort’s de-
tention made 
clear this was 
a broader as-
sault on press 
freedom. 

Federal au-
thorities revived charges 
tied to a protest at Cities 
Church in St. Paul after a 
magistrate judge declined 
to approve arrest warrants 
against Lemon and others, 
citing insufficient ev-
idence. Prosecutors then 
pursued indictments 
through a grand jury, a 
move civil liberties advo-
cates say appears designed 
to sidestep judicial scru-
tiny and chill coverage of 
protests against ICE opera-
tions. 

Fort documented her 
own arrest in a brief lives-
tream as agents arrived at 
her door, telling viewers 
she was being taken into 
custody for filming the 
protest as a member of the 
press. Her arrest, an-
nounced publicly by Attor-
ney General Pam Bondi, 
placed an Emmy-winning 
journalist alongside pro-
testers in a case the admin-
istration has described as a 
coordinated attack. 

Civil rights leaders said 
the symbolism was unmis-
takable. The Rev. Al Sharp-
ton, founder and president 
of the National Action Net-
work, said Lemon’s arrest 
marked a direct blow 
against the First Amend-
ment and warned that 
journalists critical of the 
president were being sin-
gled out. 

Lisa Gilbert, co-president 
of Public Citizen, said the 
arrests represent a consti-
tutional crisis for journal-
ism in the United States, 
adding that reporters have 
the right to document and 
share information with the 
public without fear of re-
taliation. 

Continued from page 1A

KAITLYN PARKER | NORTH CAROLINA A&T STATE UNIVERSITY

North Carolina A&T State University students were upset with the state's decision to strip the school 
of its early voting site for the primary. 

Kornegay

Lyles

By Stacy M. Brown 
BLACK PRESS USA

Fort Lemon
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not been very strict, Drink-
water said.  

“There’s just a ticketing 
kiosk. You buy a ticket, and 
then you can be on the 
platform without the ticket 
though. Train pulls up, 
doors open, just hop on. 
But if you haven’t pur-
chased a ticket, you can 
still hop on,” Drinkwater 
said. “I think that’s more of 
an issue, is that you have 
some people that are just 
hopping on, just using the 
light rail. There’s not really 
a lot of gatekeeping on 
who can get on and get 
off.” 

That started to change 
after Zarutska’s murder, 
Clark said. “They started 
checking them more since 
she was killed, but before, 
security would literally just 
come on and look around 
and not do anything,” she 
said. 

In addition to increased 
checks, a Blue Line fare in-
spection team will be es-
tablished in 2026 to carry 
out proof-of-payment 
checks, according to the 
CATS website. 

Clark said she feels a lit-
tle better since enforce-
ment has improved, but 
the setup of the train and 
fare systems themselves 
makes feeling safe difficult 
for her. 

“It’s not like the subway, 
where you have to scan it 
and then you go through 
those gates,” Clark said. “If 
you’re on the station, and 
obviously there’s no secu-
rity right there, you can 
just get on, no problem.” 

A plan is underway to 
create a new transporta-
tion authority, said Ed 
Driggs, a Charlotte City 
Council member and chair 
of the council’s Transpor-
tation, Planning and Devel-
opment Committee.  

“It will have its own po-
lice force, its own on-staff 
police force. I think that 
will be helpful in terms of 
improving security on the 
system,” Driggs said. 

House Bill 948, also 
known as the P.A.V.E. Act, 
was signed by Gov. Josh 
Stein on July 1 and in-
cludes provisions that will 
help fund the new Metro-
politan Public Transporta-
tion Authority, which will 
eventually acquire CATS 
assets and oversee public 
transportation for the re-
gion. State law requires the 
new authority to be estab-
lished by Jan. 1, and board 
members are currently 
being appointed. 

What more can be done: 
public safety 

Driggs said a lot of the is-
sues with public safety 
stem from state laws that 
allow offenders to be re-
leased again and again. 

“In my mind, a lot of the 
difficulty we have with 
public safety relates to the 
capacity of the District At-
torney’s Office, the courts, 
the magistrates, and var-
ious laws that allow of-
fenders to be out again, 
over and over again,” 
Driggs said. 

Though overall crime 
from January to September 
2025 is down compared to 
that timeframe last year, 
crime statistics are being 
inflated by repeat of-
fenders, according to 
CMPD’s third quarter crime 
report. More than 60% of 
violent criminal arrests for 
2025 involved individuals 
with a prior arrest, accord-
ing to data provided in the 
report. 

“We continue to see a 
troubling pattern: a dispro-
portionate number of vio-
lent incidents and property 
crimes are being com-
mitted by individuals with 
extensive criminal his-
tories — many of whom 
continue to cycle through 
the justice system without 
facing meaningful con-
sequences,” said Todd 
Martin, a sergeant from the 
Southeast Service Area 
Crime Reduction Unit. 
“The cycle of catch and re-
lease does not reduce 
crime in our community.” 

Driggs also thinks more 
measures “in the same di-
rection” as Iryna’s Law 
should be implemented.  

“They created 10 new 
district attorneys and five 
new staff members and 
they toughened up some 
of the requirements for 
magistrates. There was a 
cash bail provision,” 
Driggs said. “I think it was 
a good thing that they did. 
But I think in order to really 
move the needle, we prob-
ably have to do more of the 
same.” 

What can be done: mental health 
Driggs said he thinks 

mental health should also 
be better addressed, but 
there aren’t any easy an-
swers. 

The lack of accessible 
support early on is a prob-
lem, said Kate Weaver, ex-
ecutive director of 
Charlotte’s chapter of the 
National Alliance on Mental 
Illness. 

“Most people only enter 
the mental health system 
when symptoms have es-
calated into crisis, not be-
cause they didn’t want 
help, but because they did-

n’t know where to start or 
had difficulty navigating 
resources,” Weaver said. 

Dr. Evan Ashkin, a pro-
fessor of family medicine 
at the UNC School of Medi-
cine and founder of the 
North Carolina Formerly 
Incarcerated Transition 
program, said another ob-
stacle is some people re-
fuse to take their 
medications because their 
psychosis is so severe. 

“A lot of folks, sadly, who 
have psychotic disorders 
have paranoia along with 
that and very low trust 
levels,” Ashkin said. “So of-
tentimes there’s a percep-
tion that the medicines are 
harming them or there to 
control them. But once you 
get people on the right, 
stable medication treat-
ment, they often feel 
better, have less paranoia, 
less psychosis, but you 
then have to continue 
working with people so 
they stay on the meds.” 

The lack of space in psy-
chiatric facilities doesn’t 
help, as North Carolina 
ranks 36th in the United 
States for available psychi-
atric beds per capita, ac-
cording to KFF, a health 
policy organization. 

Weaver said “front-end 
supports” should be 
strengthened, including 
help when navigating 
available mental health re-
sources, peer support, con-
sistent follow-up, and 
more. 

“The more we normalize 
mental health conver-
sations, improve access to 
care, and remove barriers 
like insurance, transporta-
tion and language, the 
more we allow people to 
get help long before symp-
toms become dangerous,” 
Weaver said. 

Having family support 
can be helpful, but not al-
ways feasible, Ashkin said. 

“Family is very impor-
tant, but they can only do 
so much,” Ashkin said. 
“Very few families have the 
kind of resources where 
they can dedicate someone 
to basically play that role 
of community support, be-
cause people have their 
own lives and jobs and so 
on. So very important, but 
we cannot rely on families 
to be able to close this 
gap.” 

Since families often see 
the warning signs of men-
tal illness first, Weaver said 
they should be given more 
tools and resources to 
navigate helping a loved 
one who is struggling with 
it.  

“Giving families more 

tools, crisis planning re-
sources, and realistic op-
tions for help before a 
situation escalates is cru-
cial,” Weaver said. “The an-
swer is not simply forcing 
treatment. It is creating a 
system where seeking help 
early is easy, safe, and ac-
tually leads to meaningful 
support.” 

The bottom line is that it 
will take improved invest-
ment in community mental 
health before any real 
changes are seen, Ashkin 
said. 

“If we want to substan-
tially improve the chances 
of someone like Brown get-
ting treatment before some 
tragic thing happens, we 
have to invest. We have to 
invest in community men-
tal health,” Ashkin said. 

One way this is possible 
is through forensic asser-
tive community treatment 
teams, which can meet 
people who are struggling 
with mental illness where 
they are, Ashkin said. 

ACT teams are com-
munity-based groups of 
medical professionals that 
work together to support 
those struggling with se-
vere mental illness, accord-
ing to the North Carolina 
Department of Health and 
Human Services.  

Forensic ACT teams 
differ from standard ACT 
teams by focusing on pop-
ulations involved in the 
criminal justice system. 
The goal of these teams is 
to address mental health 
issues while also working 
to reduce the risk of indi-
viduals reoffending, ac-
cording to the Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration.  

“These are very high-risk 
folks who are often strug-
gling mightily to put their 
lives back together, be-
cause you can’t just give 
someone an appointment 
if they’re unsheltered, un-
housed, what do you do 
with your meds?” Ashkin 
said. 

While Ashkin doesn’t 
know exactly what Brown’s 
issues were, access to a 
team like this could poten-
tially have made a differ-
ence for him, he said. 

“It is not unreasonable to 
assume that this tragedy 
would not have occurred, 
that if he had that kind of 
support, people who could 
locate him when he went 
missing, could work with 
the family,” Ashkin said. 

“It’s truly tragic,” Ashkin 
said. “This was almost cer-
tainly preventable.” 

Should you believe what 
you see?  

Can your eyes play tricks 
on you? Can emotions get 

in the way of 
making good 
decisions? 

Depending 
upon who you 
are and the 
circumstances 
at the time, 
you will get 
different re-
sponses to 
those ques-

tions. There are several dif-
ferent factors that go into 
these assessments. 

Back in the day, what 
happened in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota with two people 
being killed within days 
probably would not have 
been caught on tape. We 
didn’t have the technology 
then, but we have it now. 

These days, everyone has 
some type of device they 
can use to videotape. The 
phrase “caught on tape” 
applies to what was filmed 
in Minneapolis over the 
past few weeks. 

What is so troubling 
about these tragedies is 
that this administration 
uses the same explanation 
and justification to de-
scribe every action that ICE 
takes. Having sympathy 
for the victims’ families 

US citizens shot and the protests continue 
isn’t expressed. They have 
no intention of acknowl-
edging the hurt caused by 
this agency. 

ICE leader Gregory Bo-
vino has left Minneapolis. 
Most believe administra-
tion officials told him to 
leave. His leadership was 
embarrassing and just 
plain bad. Tom Homan, a 
career law enforcement of-
ficer and the border czar 
has replaced him. 

What will happen in the 
City of Lakes next is 
anyone’s guess. There was 
a lack of direction in the 
city when Bovino was in 
charge. Traditional police 
personnel were left with no 
real authority over their 
own city.  

Federal folks just came in 
and snatched it away. 
Maybe things will be differ-
ent now. We’ll see. 

Minneapolis Police Chief 
Brian O’Hara said, “People 
have had enough.” About 
Alex Pretti, he said, “This is 
an individual that was a 
city resident. It appears 
that he was exercising his 
First Amendment rights to 
record law enforcement ac-
tivity and also exercising 
his Second Amendment 
rights to be lawfully armed 
in a public space in the 
city. So, I think very ob-
viously, there are some se-

rious questions that are 
being raised.” 

What is happening in 
Minneapolis has drawn the 
attention of all citizens 
who believe in fairness and 
justice. What matters least 
is your party affiliation as 
both sides are speaking 
out. 

Rep. Michael McCaul (R-
Texas), the former chair of 
the House Homeland Secu-
rity Committee said, “I am 
troubled by the events that 
have unfolded in Minnea-
polis. As an attorney and 
former federal prosecutor, 
I believe a thorough inves-
tigation is necessary both 
to get to the bottom of 
these incidents and to 
maintain Americans’ con-
fidence in our judicial sys-
tem.” 

Rep. Ilhan Omar (D-
Minn.) whose district in-
cludes parts of 
Minneapolis said, “It is bey-
ond shameful these federal 
agents are targeting our 
residents instead of pro-
tecting them.” 

Americans because of the 
media coverage are getting 
a first-hand account about 
the feelings and attitudes 
of the people there. We are 
realizing that what is tak-
ing place there could be 
taking place in our com-
munities as well. This is 

our America and this 
should not be happening. 

Poll numbers don’t favor 
what is happening in Min-
neapolis. Quinnipiac Uni-
versity Polling analyst Tim 
Malloy said, “More than 8 
in 10 American voters say 
they’ve seen the video.” It 
is my opinion which is 
shared by many that the 
shootings of Ms. Good and 
Mr. Pretti were avoidable 
and didn’t have to happen. 

ICE has gone too far. 
Even loyalists to the new 
administration have ad-
mitted as such. Human life 
is too precious to be used 
for political gain. Those 
families are hurt forever. 

As tensions mount in 
Minneapolis, will ICE leave 
the city? Can the new lead-
ership of it make a differ-
ence in how the laws are 
enforced? 

All these questions will 
be answered in days to 
come. I do know that the 
city cannot continue this 
way. Right now, at this very 
second, the city of Minnea-
polis, Minnesota is over-
whelmed with fear, 
apprehension and intimi-
dation. This is no way to 
live. 

James Ewers Ed.D. is an 
author and member of the 
National Association of 
Black Journalists.
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In September, the Mecklenburg County Board of 
Commissioners took an important stand for our 
community’s health and economic stability by 
passing a unanimous resolution in support of the 
Medicare for All Act of 2025.  

This was not a partisan gesture, but a reflection 
of our community values. 

This decision was backed by doc-
tors, nurses, faith leaders, labor 
unions, and residents across the 
County who see firsthand what 
happens when families cannot afford 
the care they need. Mecklenburg 
County now joins more than 135 
local governments nationwide and 
five in North Carolina that have called 
for this essential reform, including 
Greensboro, Durham, Carrboro, and 
Orange County. 

Less than two years ago, our state 
finally expanded Medicaid, a biparti-
san success that extended health cov-
erage to 650,000 of our neighbors. 
But progress is fragile. Recent actions 
at the federal level have rolled back 
healthcare and nutrition assistance 
while rewarding the wealthiest 
among us. Meanwhile, because of the 
failure to renew Affordable Care Act 
subsidies, nearly 900,000 North Car-
olinians, many of whom live and 
work in Mecklenburg County, will see 
an average rate increase of 30%. 
About 157,000 of those will lose cov-
erage entirely. 

When funding gaps and policy 
stalemates occur, local communities 
like ours pay the price. Clinics close, 
hospitals struggle, and families delay 

care, increasing the risk that minor health issues 
become major emergencies. Even nonprofit hos-
pitals face razor-thin margins, forcing admin-
istrators to make decisions driven more by 
reimbursement formulas than by patient out-
comes. 

The current healthcare system is fragmented by 
design, creating a confusing web of programs, pre-
miums, and paperwork that benefits insurers 
more than patients. Every year, rising admin-
istrative costs, drug prices, and coverage loop-
holes drain dollars that could instead be used to 
keep people healthy and productive. Medicare for 
All would drastically change that equation. 

The proposed legislation would expand Medi-
care to cover everyone—from birth to old age—
providing comprehensive care without copays, 
premiums, or deductibles. It ensures that hospi-
tals are funded fairly and sustainably so they can 
keep their doors open and their staff supported. 
It simplifies the system, strengthens accountabil-
ity, and guarantees that every person can choose 
and keep their doctor. 

This is not about politics; it is about priorities. 
Health care should not be viewed as a privilege, 
but as a basic human right. Frankly, it is good pub-
lic policy that affects everything from education 
to workforce readiness to economic mobility. For 
Mecklenburg County, 

where we are working every day to address dis-
parities in health, income, housing, and opportu-
nity, ensuring access to quality, affordable care is 
one of the smartest investments we can make. 

The current approach costs too much and de-
livers too little. Medicare for All would save 
money, save lives, and strengthen communities. 
By eliminating administrative waste and corporate 
profiteering, we can redirect resources toward di-
rect patient care, prevention, and wellness. 

The American people seem to be recognizing 
this. A recent survey of likely voters found that 
65% support a Medicare for All system. 

Local governments like ours have a vital role in 
leading this conversation. When counties and 
cities stand together, we send a clear message to 
state and federal leaders that our residents de-
serve a system that puts people over profit. 

Now is the time for communities across America 
to demand a healthcare system that works for ev-
eryone, because we know that a healthier com-
munity is not a partisan goal; it is a moral and 
economic imperative. 

Laura Meier, Mark Jerrell and Susan Rodriguez-
McDowell are Mecklenburg County commissioners.

Taking the Blue Line after stabbing

Medicare for All 
an investment in 
Mecklenburg

Continued from page 2A
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Collin Sexton scored 21 points on 5-of-5 shooting from three-point range in the Charlotte Hornets' 111-106 win against San Antonio Jan. 31, 2026 at Spectrum Center. The Hornets 
are on a seven-game win streak, their longest since the 2004-05 season.

CHARLOTTE HORNETS

CHARLOTTE ATHLETICS

Streaking Hornets are finally hot
With six straight wins to close January, Charlotte might be on the road to relevance in NBA East

Johnson C. Smith’s 2026 football schedule 
includes a nationally televised showcase and 
a pair of games against 2025 Division II play-
off teams. 

The Golden Bulls, who earned their first 
postseason berth, the CIAA title and a school 
best 10-2 record last year, open with noncon-
ference games against SIAC powers Benedict 
and Albany State. The Benedict game – JCSU’s 
fifth straight season-opener on the road – is 
Aug. 29 in Columbia, S.C., followed by Albany 
State in Canton, Ohio, for the Black College 
Football Hall of Fame Classic. That game will 
be broadcast on NFL Network. 

Benedict went 10-3 in 2025 and advanced 
to the second round of the playoffs, where 
the Tigers lost to Albany State, Smith’s Sept. 
6 opponent. The Golden Rams have a new 
coach in David Bowser, JCSU’s linebackers 
coach from 2023-25 who inherits a program 
that posted a 12-2 record and advanced to 
the national quarterfinals for the first time. 

“We’ve been going for four years here at 
JCSU, and there has not been much staff 
turnover at all with us, and that's one of the 
keys to our success,” coach Maurice Flowers 

Please see 49ERS | 6A

Please see NATIONAL | 6A
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The Charlotte 49ers have won seven of eight games and sit atop the American Conference after 
beating Rice 80-70 Jan. 30 at Halton Arena. Charlotte is 13-9 overall, 7-2 in conference games.

Surging 49ers basketball builds momentum with role players

The chase 
continues 
for Ascent

SIAC powers kick off Golden Bulls schedule

Charlotte FC adds center back Henry Kessler

Please see HORNETS | 6A

The Charlotte 49ers are building momen-
tum at the right time. 

Winners of seven of their last eight games, 
the 49ers are 13-9 overall, 7-2 in the American 
Conference, which is good for first place fol-
lowed by 6-2 South Florida and Tulsa. Char-
lotte has yet to face South Florida. Tulsa beat 
the 49ers 86-74 on Jan. 14 and play again on 
Feb. 18.  

Like a lot of teams across the country, Char-
lotte had a roster overhaul to start the season 
with 10 new players. It took time to find 
chemistry but have done so in January, 
capped by an 80-70 win against Rice Friday 
at Halton Arena.  

“We've had a number of guys that haven't 
won very much in their career,” 49ers’ coach 

Halfway through Gainbridge 
Super League’s second season, 
the Carolina Ascent sit exactly 
where they were at this point 
last season: in third place and 
looking for more.  

After a slow start, they found 
their mojo and ripped off a six-
game win streak by which they 
will always be compared in 
terms of consistent excellence 
and dominance. It raised them 
to the Players’ Shield. 

Can they do it again? 
The first test was a missed 

opportunity as the Ascent lost 
to league leader Sporting JAX 1-
0 Jan. 30. The newest GSL team, 
Sporting (8-3-4, 28 points) is 
undefeated in their last six 
matches with five wins. Car-
olina (5-5-5, 20 points) is 2-3-1 
in that same span.  

Six weeks off can change a lot 
of things. Three weeks between 
games last season proved 
enough to dull the blade of the 
Ascent after that six-game run. 
Carolina plays Lexington SC 
Feb. 7 at Memorial Stadium. 
Kickoff is 2 p.m. 

Bolstering the squad 
Since losing Maddie Mercado 

to the NWSL after she scored 
four goals in six games to start 
the season, Ascent coach Philip 
Poole has been looking for 
someone to fill the void and im-
prove the conversion rate on 
chances created.  

Rylee Baisden is the active 
leading goal scorer, putting 
four in the net. Mackenzie 
George has three goals. Audrey 
Harding (now Coleman, after 
getting married in December) 
has two. Last year’s leading 
scorer, and second in the 
league with 12 goals, Mia 
Corbin, has just one tally so far, 
but has been playing primarily 
in central midfield.  

Only five players – Jill Aguil-
era, George, Baisden, Riley 
Parker, and Taylor Porter – have 
played in all 14 games so far 
this season, and only Aguilera 
and Porter started all of them.  

Over the past few weeks, Car-
olina announced three addi-
tions - Ava Cook, Shea Groom, 

Wins come in many forms — even 
from a 22-point first half deficit. 

The Charlotte Hornets found a way 
to do just that on Monday, by beating 
the New Orleans Pelicans 102-95 for 
their seventh straight thanks to a stout 
second half. Coach Charles Lee was 
proud of his team’s resiliency. 

“That was a really good team that we 
played,” Lee said. “... They kept us on 
our heels all night, but credit to our 
team, too. At halftime, we talked about 

this was going to be like a character 
game, and we’re going to see how we 
respond. We’ve built a ton of resiliency 
over the last month or so, and I love a 
lot of the things that we were doing, 
and we were just going to see if we 
could kind of figure it out and rely on 
the habits that we had just built the 
previous games.” 

The Hornets (23-28) got a scare early 
in the first quarter when guard LaMelo 
Ball collided with Lee, causing a gash 
over Ball’s eye. Ball went to the locker 
room before returning to finish with a 

team-high 24 points and a game-best 
plus-24 rating when he was on the 
floor.  

“That is just Melo continuing to com-
pete,” Lee said. “And I took a play off, 
and you are not supposed to take any 
plays off. I thought the ball was going 
out of bounds, and I was going to save 
it from going into the stands, and he 
was going to save the ball. We went 
head-to-head, and credit to him, he did-
n’t yell at me too bad, but I apologized. 
Obviously, I love his spirit of like, ‘OK, 
let me get back. I’m going to get 

cleaned up. I want to get back out 
there.” And he was right back out there, 
so it just shows the growth that he con-
tinues to have to be able to take a bump 
or bruise like that, shake it off and 
come back out.” 

Kon Knueppel and Brandon Miller 
added 17 and 16 points respectively 
for Charlotte, but it was Grant Williams 
who had his best total performance 
since returning from knee surgery. 
Williams scored 16 points on 5-for-7 
shooting and grabbed nine rebounds 

Please see CHARLOTTE  | 6A

Charlotte FC has signed free agent center 
back Henry Kessler. 

The deal with Kessler, who spent a season 
and a half with St. Louis City SC, is good to 
the end of the 2026 season with club options 

for June 2027 and 2027-28. Kessler, 27, is 
also a veteran of the United States national 
team, earning a pair of caps after debuting 
during the 2021 Concacaf Gold Cup, where 
the U.S. won their seventh title. 

“Henry comes to Charlotte with a ton of ex-
perience and is an MLS caliber starting de-

fender,” general manager Zoran Krneta said 
in a statement. “His six years of playing in this 
league gives him a clear understanding of 
what it takes to compete and win trophies. He 
will be a strong addition to our backline as we 
solidify our spine and continue building off 

By Cameron Williams 
cameron.williams@thecharlottepost.com
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Johnson C. Smith running back Bobby Smith scores on a 14-yard pass against Bluefield State in 
the Golden Bulls’ 69-13 win on Sept. 27, 2025. JCSU opens the 2026 season at Benedict Aug. 29 
and Albany State Sept. 6 in the Black College Football Hall of Fame Classic in Canton, Ohio.

By Herbert L. White  
herb.l.white@thecharlottepost.com 
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Hornets move toward 
relevance with streak

Continued from page 5A

Continued from page 5A
in 19 minutes.  

“It was good to see a couple [shots] 
go down,” Williams said. “You know, 

just continue to progress. 
It felt good. And I know 
my teammates put me in 
a lot of great positions. 
So, thankful to them for 
that. … I’m here for what-
ever the team needs me 
to do, and I think tonight 
it gave us a little bit of 
space and pace.” 

Lee applauded Williams and his 
teammates for their leadership when 
they struggled in the first half. 

“I see them all talking,” Lee said, 
“Brandon sometimes coming off the 
court was very vocal. [Pat] Con-
naughton is always grabbing individual 
guys and sometimes grabbing the 
whole group. Grant is constantly talk-
ing to the group. The same type of 
thing. So, I don't want to just say it was 

one person. I think it's collective voices. 
But those are definitely the ones that 
kind of start the conversation.” 

The Hornets are now in a relatively 
unfamiliar spot as one of the NBA’s 
hottest teams with the longest winning 
streak and opponents are going to want 
to end it. Williams, who played in 
Boston when the Celtics won the 2023-
24 Finals with a 64-18 regular season 
record, said it is motivation. They’ll try 
to extend the streak to eight games 
Thursday at Houston. 

“Right now, it's kind of unique, be-
cause I think Charlotte hasn't done it 
that often,” he said, “but all of us just 
have to put our heads down, not worry 
about the streak.  

“We worry about the game that’s in 
front of us, so the competitive edge 
that will show throughout each game, 
and also just getting everybody’s best 
shot, that’s something you want if 
you’re a true basketball player and a 
true lover of the game.” 

Continued from page 5A
last season's top four finish.” 

Kessler was drafted sixth overall in the 
2020 MLS SuperDraft by the New England 
Revolution, where he became an immedi-
ate starter on a backline that tallied four 
clean sheets. As a rookie, Kessler played in 
19 of 20 games and the next season started 
25 matches in 2021 to help New England 
to its first Supporters’ Shield with a 22-5-7 
record. He made 110 appearances across 
all competitions with four goals and an as-
sist for the Revolution. 

Midway through the 2024 campaign, 
Kessler was traded to St. Louis City, where 
he made 25 appearances with a goal and 
an assist as a defender. 

Charlotte FC also acquired $150,000 in 
general allocation money from Red Bull 
New York in exchange for Ethan Horvath’s 
discovery priority. 

The Crown received half in 2026 GAM 
and the remainder next year in addition to 
the best of Red Bull New York’s 2027 MLS 
SuperDraft second round picks.

49ers rise to first in American

said. “But with success comes change. I 
told our players, ‘You have success, you’re 

going to have some change 
because people want your 
guys.”  

The final eight games are 
against CIAA opponents, 
starting Sept. 12 at Winston-
Salem State. The Golden Bulls 
have won three straight 
against WSSU, which has a 
new coach in Tory Wood-
bury, Smith’s offensive coor-

dinator from 2015-17. 
JCSU’s home opener is Sept. 19 against 

Fayetteville State in a rematch of the 
Golden Bulls’ last-minute 17-14 road win 
last year to keep their CIAA title aspirations 
alive.  

After an open week, the Golden Bulls go 
to Bluefield State on Oct. 3. Smith’s 69-13 
win against Big Blue 69-13 for last year’s 
homecoming was the Golden Bulls’ largest 
margin of victory and most points scored 
since an 83-7 romp against Livingstone in 
1964. 

The next two dates are at McGirt Field: 

Shaw on Oct. 10 and the following week 
against Lincoln (Pa.) for homecoming. A 
road trip to Bowie State – which is still look-
ing for a head coach – on Oct. 24, followed 
by the home finale Oct. 31 against Virginia 
State. 

The regular season finale is Nov. 7 at Liv-
ingstone in the Commemorative Classic, a 
renewal of the oldest rivalry in Black col-
lege football that dates to 1892. JCSU 
scored a come-from-behind 26-21 win last 
year to clinch a berth in the CIAA title 
game. 

Johnson C. Smith 2026 football schedule: 
August 
29 at Benedict 
September 
6 vs Albany State (Canton, Ohio) 
12 at Winston-Salem State 
19 Fayetteville State 
October 
3 at Bluefield State 
10 Shaw 
17 Lincoln (Pa.) 
24 at Bowie State 
31 Virginia State 
November 
7 at Livingstone 

Follow us on social media
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Charlotte FC signs Kessler

and Lily Nabet - to the squad, all of whom 
bring considerable NWSL experience to 
Charlotte. 

Cook, 27, brings size (5-foot-10) and four 
seasons with the Chicago Stars in NWSL but 
is coming back from a torn ACL that lim-
ited her time over the past season. She has-
n’t been a big number scorer in NWSL but 
scored 76 goals in 80 games for Grand Val-
ley State in college, so she knows where 
the net is. The scouting report says Cook 
can stretch defenses with pace down the 
flank or in central areas, can bolster hold-
up play, and connect late runs into the box 

Groom, 32, won an NWSL championship 

with now-defunct FC Kansas City as a 
rookie in 2015 and last saw the pitch 31 
times over two seasons with the Chicago 
Stars before signing with Carolina. Poole 
will look for deploy her as a link player, of-
fering stability and creativity between de-
fense and attack by controlling tempo in 
midfield. 

Nabet, 26, a former Duke captain, adds 
leadership and strengthen the midfield 
After making 35 appearances for Angel 
City in the NWSL from 2022-25, she was 
loaned to Fort Lauderdale United in the GSL 
for the first half of this season. She should 
enhance Ascent’s ability to win the ball and 
transition quickly. 

Charlotte Hornets coach Charles Lee praised his team’s resilience during their six-game 
win streak to close January, capped by a 111-105 win against San Antonio to pull within 
2.5 games of the final spot of the play-in.

National broadcast and 
playoff teams on schedule

By Herbert L. White 
herb.l.white@thecharlottepost.com
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Postseason chase continues for Ascent

Crown promotes Dicker to coach staff

Aaron Fearne said. “We 
have a starting center 
[Anton Bonke] that has 
hardly played basketball at 
all, so every game is just a 
lot of new experiences for 
him. He’s getting better and 
better every game. I coach 
them really hard every day. 
I hold them to a high level 
of accountability, because I 
want them to taste success 
at a really high level and 
learn to understand that if 
you work really hard, you’ll 
be rewarded. And I think if 
you can take those behav-
iors into their lives, what-
ever they do, they know 
they can be successful.” 

Charlotte has leaned on 
bench production during 
the run as well. Against 
Rice, Damoni Harrison and 
Dezayne Mingo scored 15 
and 11 points respectively. 
A starter who elevated his 
game against the Owls was 
Spencer Elliott. After going 
scoreless in the prior game 
against Temple, Elliott 

certain way. … I am really 
proud of him.” 

The 49ers shift their focus 
to Wichita State in a re-
match of the Jan. 3 game 
when the 49ers beat the 
Shockers 104-100 in double 
overtime where both teams 
shot 48% from the floor and 
38% from three-point 
range. The Shockers are 13-
8 overall and 10-2 at home. 
Fearne anticipates a rau-
cous environment.  

“[Wichita State] has an 
awesome fan base,” he said. 
“It will be a huge, aggressive 
crowd on Wednesday. I re-
ally hope it is so [our team] 
has to deal with that pres-
sure to perform in those en-
vironments. I think that is 
what it is about. We want to 
be in those environments. 
They are big, they’re physi-
cal. They kicked our butts 
on the glass here in a game 
that was obviously a wild 
game, which was a lot of 
fun. I’m sure they will be 
very motivated to get us 
back.” 

added nine points on 4-for-
5 shooting. Fearne’s mes-
sage resonated with him.  

“[Fearne said] just to stay 
confident,” Elliott recalled. 
“At the end of the day, 
every shot is not going to go 
in, so just staying confident. 
We put in the work. Like 
coach says, if we put in the 
work, you’re going to get re-
warded. So, I kept my head 
down all week, stayed in the 
gym and worked.” 

Fearne added what he has 
seen from Elliott’s growth 
over the season. 

“Spencer would have 
learned a lot of things at Tu-
lane,” his prior school, 
Fearne said. “He might not 
have been happy with his 
situation, but he was play-
ing at a good program. He’s 
getting an opportunity here. 
I don’t give anything to any-
body. I don’t care who you 
are or where you come 
from, you are going to earn 
it. Spencer had a challeng-
ing summer. I needed him 
to work harder and work a 
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Gary Dicker’s earned a promotion to 
Charlotte FC’s coaching staff. 

Dicker, Crown Legacy’s head coach, was 
bumped up to the first team as an assis-
tant, replacing Christian Fuchs, who was 
hired as coach of EFL League Two’s New-
port County AFC. With Dicker’s promotion, 
Crown Legacy assistant coach Kevin Saw-
chak was promoted to head  coach 
and Charlotte FC Academy Under-18 
team coach Kevin Martínez was bumped 
to Crown Legacy assistant coach.  

“Gary has acclimated really well within 
the organization and was a natural choice 
to  move up  into the senior 
team,” Zoran Krneta said in a statement. 
“He built a good rapport with the Crown 
Legacy players and the first team coaching 
staff. Gary will still be a bridge between 
Crown Legacy and the first team while con-
tinuing to bring new energy and ideas to 
the squad.”  

In one season as Crown Legacy coach, 
Dicker oversaw development of several 
players to first team status, including 
homegrown defender Jack Neeley, who 
made his Charlotte FC debut during the 
U.S. Open Cup in May and midfielder Baye 
Coulibaly, who made his MLS debut after 
earning a first team contract in September. 
Crown Legacy prospects Aron John, Em-
manuel Uchegbu, Morrison Agyemang and 
Willian Sangoquiza also trained and played 
with the Crown during 2026 preseason 

camp.  
Eight Charlotte FC academy players 

made professional debuts in 2025, with 
Wyatt Holt, Adrian  Mendoza  and 
Simon Tonidandel each logging significant 
minutes. 

Dicker came to Charlotte from Brighton 
& Hove Albion, where he was an assistant 
coach for the U-21 side in Premier League 
2. Before that he played 15 years with 
clubs in Ireland, England and Scotland. He 
helped Brighton earn promotion to the EFL 
Championship in the 2010-11 season.?  

Sawchak joined Crown Legacy in 2023 
after a year as an assistant coach with USL 
League One side Northern Colorado Hail-
storm FC. Sawchak was Crown Legacy’s in-
terim head coach in 2024 after Jose 
Tavares resigned, posting an 8-5-5 record 
and a berth in the MLS Next Pro Eastern 
Conference semifinals.  

He also has coaching experience with the 
Chattanooga Red Wolves, Oglethorpe Uni-
versity and Atlanta United's Academy. As 
a player, Sawchak played 10 years as a pro-
fessional career, mostly in Finland's sec-
ond division. 

Martínez joined Charlotte FC in August 
as the academy’s U-18 head coach. Before 
that, he was a an assistant coach with FC 
Dallas in 2024 season and director of the 
academy’s sports performance staff (2023-
24) and assistant coach with the U.S. U-16 
and U-18 national teams. Martínez also 
coached in Spain with clubs such as PE Sant 
Jordi, CD Ibiza and UE Olot.  

Flowers

Williams


	CP1_20260205_00_A_001_v00~4C
	CP1_20260205_00_A_002_v00~4C
	CP1_20260205_00_A_003_v00~4C
	CP1_20260205_00_A_004_v00~BW
	CP1_20260205_00_A_005_v00~4C
	CP1_20260205_00_A_006_v00~4C

