
A comprehensive state budget is 
more than nine months overdue, 
North Carolina’s Medicaid program 
is about to run out of money, and 
state employees and teachers are 
clamoring for raises. 

The General Assembly returned 
to work Tuesday staring at the 
same divisions it left at its last reg-
ular meeting last year. Gov. Josh 
Stein, a Democrat, has disagree-
ments with the Republican-run 
legislature, and House and Senate 
Republican leaders don’t agree 
with each other. 

Lame-duck legislators who lost 
their primaries, including Repub-
lican Senate leader Phil Berger (R-
Rockingham), one of the most 
powerful politicians in the state, as 
well as several House Democrats 
and Republicans, are wild cards 
factored into delicate budget nego-
tiations. 

House Republicans proposed 
average teacher raises of more 

Of the 4.76 million voters who 
cast ballots in North Carolina’s 
2016 election, 41 were noncit-
izens.  

In a 2017 post-election audit, 
State Board of Elections auditors 
found that while these noncitizens 
came from 28 different countries, 
they had one thing in common: 
they were in the United States le-
gally. But while they were granted 
the right to reside in the country 
through a green card, visa or 
another pathway, they did not 
have the right to vote in U.S. elec-
tions.  

Many said they didn’t realize 
they couldn’t vote. One noncitizen 
voter was married to a US citizen 
and believed that qualified her. 
Others were misinformed by elec-
tion officials or voter registration 
drive workers.  

Together, the confirmed noncit-
izen voters made up 0.0008% of 
the electorate. Once their ballots 
were removed, no election out-
come changed.  

Despite the relatively small 
number of confirmed noncitizen 
voters in North Carolina and across 
the country, a decade later, con-
cerns about noncitizen voting and 
registration remain at the forefront 
of national and state election pol-
icy — and political rhetoric.  

On the federal level, lawmakers 
are debating the Safeguard Ameri-
can Voter Eligibility (SAVE) Act, 
which would require all voters to 
provide documentary proof of cit-
izenship — like a birth certificate 
or U.S. passport — in order to reg-
ister to vote.  

In North Carolina, the State Board 
is planning to use the Systemic 
Alien Verification for Entitlements 
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Tiffany McDaniel was anxious.  
As she prepared for Saturday’s unveil-

ing of a historical marker recognizing 
the 1929 lynching of her great uncle Wil-
lie McDaniel, there was foreboding. His 
death was one of three confirmed in-
stances of racial terror violence against 
Black Americans in Mecklenburg County. 
Nearly a century later, the marker 
erected at Reedy Creek Park & Nature 
Preserve near the murder scene is lib-
erating. 

“I feel joy because it recognizes what 
happened to our family and many other 
Black families in American history and I 
feel sadness because it happened to a 

person, not because it was my family 
member but because it happened to un-
told families – other Black and brown 
people,” said Tiffany McDaniel, a native 
Charlottean who attended the ceremony 
with her mother, Johnnie McDaniel Har-
ris. “It’s a mixture of emotions. It’s a ball 
of emotions and I’m in the middle of it 
all right now.” 

The dedication was a public acknowl-
edgment of Charlotte’s history of racial 
terror. Willie McDaniel, a 22-year-old 
farmer who lived in the Newell neighbor-
hood, was found on June 30, 1929, in a 
wooded area near his home. His lifeless 
body was lying face-down, neck broken 
with abrasions on his neck and wrists. 
Court witnesses testified that the day be-

fore, McDaniel demanded his white land-
lord, Mell Grier, pay for work done by 
McDaniel and his wife. Grier refused and 
threw a rock at McDaniel when he talked 
back. The men wrestled before Grier 
went home to retrieve a shotgun. Mc-
Daniel ran and Grier gave chase. 

It was the last time McDaniel was seen 
alive. No one was charged with his death 
and Grier wasn’t charged. An all-white 
grand jury investigation didn’t produce 
an indictment. 

The marker is part of a campaign by 
the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Remem-
brance Project to raise awareness of 
lynching in Mecklenburg and the racial 
climate that led to such attacks. Willie 

Descendants of Willie McDaniel unveiled a historical marker detailing his 1929 lynching in Charlotte. The April 18, 2026 dedication at Reedy Creek 
Park & Nature Preserve in the vicinity of McDaniel’s murder, was a collaboration between Charlotte-Mecklenburg Remembrance Project, Equal 
Justice Initiative and Mecklenburg County.

Acknowledgment of terror, 
a path toward reconciliation 

Charlotte is under an extreme drought. 
North Carolina is in the middle of the third-driest 

January-March on record since 1895. March was the 
fifth-driest March on record since 1895 with 1.85 
total inches of precipitation, which is down 2.44 
inches from the normal average.  

During periods of drought, one thing that some-
times goes overlooked is the importance of trees to 
combating the impacts of drought. In urban Char-
lotte where asphalt is every and trees are disappear-
ing, it remains hot and drought impacts are 
heightened.  

Allison Rhodes, executive director at TreesChar-
lotte, said trees play a vital role in keeping people 
cool year-round.  

“The trees shade the ground and the air surface,” 
she said. “Think about it like this: when you walk into 
a forest, you notice that it feels cooler and then the 
ground is damp. That’s because the trees are helping 
to keep the air cool. The rain falls, the trees soak up 
that water, and then they slowly help release it into 
the ground and into the air, to keep more moisture 
in the air and to keep the temperature cooler.” 

In neighboring Gaston County, the city of Gastonia 
and Two Rivers Utilities are urging residents and 
businesses to conserve water after the Catawba–Wa-
teree Drought Management Advisory Group declared 
a Stage 1, or voluntary advisory for the Catawba–Wa-
teree River Basin. 

The Catawba–Wateree Drought Management Advi-
sory Group is an alliance of water utilities as well as 
cities, businesses and Duke Energy that rely on the 

Drought highlights 
disparity in tree canopy

The Rev. J.A. Cuthbertson Sr., pas-
tor at Pleasant Hill Missionary Baptist 
Church for 54 years, died April 1 at 
his Charlotte home. 

The home going celebration was 
held April 15 at Pleasant Hill Mission-
ary Baptist. 

Rev. Cuthbertson, born June 16, 
1934, in Matthews, graduated Second 
Ward High School and spent more 
than five decades leading Pleasant 
Hill Missionary Baptist in the Cherry 

community.  
Raised Presbyterian 

and baptized at Pleas-
ant Hill, Rev. Cuthbert-
son’s first pastoral 
assignment was at a 
church in Harmony, 
N.C., in 1965. He lived 
52 miles away and com-
muted every Sunday. 

“I could preach, but not pastor to 
those people,” he recalled in a 2011 
interview with The Post. “When I got 
through with preaching on Sunday I 
was tired and wanted to go home. I 
couldn’t make the activities during 
the week because I was so far away.” 

Then the opportunity arose at 
Pleasant Hill. 

“I was in my 30s when I came to 
this church,” Rev. Cuthbertson re-
called to The Post. “I came here in 
1970.” 

Rev. Cuthbertson touched genera-
tions through preaching, teaching, 
counseling, and pastoral care. He de-
livered more than 2,600 sermons, of-
ficiated hundreds of weddings, 
baptisms, and baby dedications. 

“A lot of those babies up there now 
have their own babies,” Rev. Cuth-
bertson said in 2011. “I have so many 
photos that some of them are in a 
box and can’t fit on the wall.” 

Rev. Cuthbertson’s Sundays were 
for pastoring; Saturdays for funerals 
and weddings, and weekdays for vis-
iting the sick and shut-in. Thursdays 
were his day off, which he spent 
tending his garden. 

The Rev. Lincoln Lee, past of Silver 
Mount Baptist Church before his 
death in 2019, recalled in 2011 that 
Rev. Cuthbertson’s attention to his 
congregation motivated him to do 
likewise. 

“He is known for visiting the sick 
and shut-in,” Lee told The Post. “He 
goes to the hospital to check in on 
members, friends and family at least 
twice a week. I was weak in that as-
pect, but by hanging out with him I 
now visit the sick in shut-in also.” 

Rev. JA Cuthbertson, Pleasant Hill 
Missionary Baptist Church pastor
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than just my family, so it’s some joy 
in there as well.”  

The marker – a collaboration be-
tween the Remembrance Project, EJI 
and the county – is a token of recon-
ciliation, an admission of racial terror 
and starting point for honest conver-
sations on a subject most Americans 
hesitate to acknowledge, much less 
discuss. 

“We’ve not only remembered him, 
but also reclaimed the piece of our 
shared history, one that reminds us of 
both our pain and our progress,” said 
Justin Perry, a member of the Char-
lotte-Mecklenburg Remembrance 
Project steering committee. “This his-
torical marker will stand as a lasting 
witness to truth. It’s a symbol of our 
community’s willingness to face the 
past honestly so we can move forward 
with integrity.” 

The marker – gold lettering on blue 
background – lays bare the circum-
stances and approximate location of 
Willie McDaniel’s murder on one side 
and the Americanization of racial ter-
ror on the other. At the plaque’s base 
is a quote by James Baldwin: “Nothing 
can be changed until it is faced.”  

“When we use the words racial ter-
ror lynching, the terror has got to be 
recognized in that there was a pur-
pose,” Perry said. “This was not flu-
kish, this was not random, this was 
not just emotional. This was inten-
tional. … 

“With 9/11 we use the words ‘Never 
forget,’ but forever with Black trauma, 
we have always said, ‘Get over it.’ But 
we’re stopping that. There’s no get 
over it in the same way that we say 
with 9/11 ‘Never forget.’  

“We don’t honor Osama bin Laden. 
We don't have Osama bin Laden 
schools. We honor the people who 
died in the same way when it comes 
to the history we have in this country, 
here in the South, in the Confederacy, 
in the movement of white supremacy. 
It is time that we honor the victims 
and their descendants, no longer the 
perpetrators of the harm.”  

That acknowledgment is important 
to Willie McDaniel’s descendants. 

“I’m super excited to have this doc-
umented for future generations and 
the current generation to understand 
what happened to my family member, 
Mr. Willie McDaniel, and other count-
less untold families to hopefully help 
heal some of the racial divides,” said 
Tiffany McDaniel. “At the end of the 
day, we’re all God's children.” 
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Marker reclaims and 
connects shared history
McDaniel’s death was the focus of a 
five-part series published last year by 
The Post. Another confirmed lynching 
victim, Joseph McNeely, was dragged 
from his bed at Good Samaritan Hos-
pital – now the site of Bank of America 
Stadium – and shot to death by a 
white mob on Aug. 26, 1913, after a 
fight with a white police officer. No 
one was charged. 

In 1896, Craig Kirkpatrick was found 
dead with a .38-caliber bullet wound 
in the back of his head that news-
paper reports of the time broke his 
neck. A month later, a Mecklenburg 
grand jury indicted Sam Grier – Mell 
Grier’s older cousin – for murder. Law 
enforcement never apprehended him 
for trial. 

Other lynchings were believed to 
have taken place in Mecklenburg but 
unconfirmed according to the Birm-
ingham, Alabama-based Equal Justice 
Initiative, which has documented 
4,084 racial terror lynchings in 12 
Southern states between the end of 
Reconstruction in 1877 and 1950. 

“I knew it was going to pull up 
something from the past, something 
that’s painful at first, and then I was 
excited, because it’s an acknowledg-
ment to help other families heal as 
well as my family heal,” Tiffany Mc-
Daniel said. “This is helping out more 

Continued from page 1A

of Charlotte and areas like Myers Park 
especially have higher air quality than 
areas like Derita. A lot of that has to do 
with not only the lack of tree canopy (in 
lower-income neighborhoods) but also 
the businesses that are in those areas. If 
you had trees around those businesses, it 
would help offset some of the pollutants 
that those businesses are putting out.” 

According to Mecklenburg County 
records, the tree canopy in the last 20 
years has dropped 5% in large part due to  
development. TreesCharlotte’s socio-de-
mographic analysis indicates that parts of 
west and east Charlotte along with up-
town have some of the lowest percent-
ages of active tree canopy and as a result 
tend to be hotter on average. In times of 
drought, it’s amplified.  

“With the west side, they have a lot of 
impervious surface,” Rhodes said. “So, 
they have a lot of concrete, a lot of as-
phalt, not a lot of grass. So those parts of 
town, if you look at heat maps, are hotter 
for that reason, because they don't have 
impervious surfaces. And that's one of 
the reasons that it causes it to and it 
makes everything drier, because the trees 
add water to the air. … When you cut 
down trees it can make areas anywhere 
from 10 to 30 degrees warmer in those 
areas with a lack of trees.”  

basin’s water. The goal is to reduce con-
sumption by 3-5%. 

Trees — whose numbers over the last 
four years have drastically decreased — 
lower heat by creating shade and releas-
ing water vapor through their leaves. 
They also protect people from heat-re-
lated injuries.  

“The number one environmental killer 
is heat,” Rhodes said. “And a lot of people 
don't know that. They think it's hurri-
canes or floods or whatnot, but it's ac-
tually heat. It is the number one killer for 
people. So obviously, people that are sen-
sitive, that have health issues, or elderly 
people, they’re more prone to that.  

“If there’s not a tree in your yard or 
shade, it could be crucial. You see 
workers outside, if they don’t have a 
place to go in the shade and rest and cool 
down, their bodies will overheat and 
they’ll get heat stroke and other things 
that could be even worse.” 

Another key contribution of trees is air 
quality. According to the Centers For Dis-
ease Control and Prevention, drought de-
grades air quality by increasing 
particulate matter in the atmosphere.  

“Trees are natural air scrubbers,” 
Rhodes said. “They make the air cleaner. 
CleanAire [NC] has a great program where 
they are testing the air quality through all 

Drought and tree disparities
Continued from page 1A

(SAVE) system — a collection of federal 
databases — on a broad scale to deter-
mine how many noncitizens are on the 
voter rolls. 

The board voted last week along party 
lines to approve the process that North 
Carolina will use to challenge voters 
whom the SAVE system identifies as po-
tential noncitizens. 

State election staff will begin uploading 
portions of North Carolina’s voter roll — 
including voters’ names, birthdates and 
the last four digits of their Social Security 
numbers — as early as Friday.  

However, no voter identified as a poten-
tial noncitizen can be removed from the 
rolls until the Rules Review Commission 
approves the process, which could 
happen in June or later.  

How does NC make sure noncitizens don’t vote? 
If it wasn’t clear before, it is after a suc-

cessful 2024 constitutional referendum: 
Only U.S. citizens are allowed to vote in 
North Carolina elections.  

Election officials enforce that require-
ment during the voter registration pro-
cess. The first question on the voter 
registration form every applicant must 
sign, under penalty of perjury, is “Are you 
a citizen of the United States of America?” 

If not, the form instructs applicants to 
not submit the form. They are not qual-
ified to vote.  

Again, at the bottom of the form, right 
above the signature line, each registrant 
must attest to having reviewed the form 
and being a U.S. citizen.  

Once registered, voters can be chal-
lenged on grounds they are noncitizens 
— but that’s “incredibly rare,” former 
State Board attorney Paul Cox said.  

Post-election audits, like the 2017 one, 
show that some noncitizens still might be 
improperly registered to vote and cast a 
ballot. The source of many of those non-
citizen registrations appears to be the Di-
vision of Motor Vehicles, said Jim 
Womack, founder of the conservative 
North Carolina Election Integrity Team. 

Noncitizens can obtain driver’s licenses 
under certain circumstances and may be 
asked whether they want to register to 
vote while taking care of other DMV busi-
ness. 

“A lot of times, the DMV makes a mis-
take and adds them to the voter list,” Wo-
mack said. “And if they’re not very fluent 
in English or not paying careful attention, 
they may get added to the voter list, even 
though they’re not trying to break the 
law.” 

Once voters are on the rolls, it becomes 
a lot harder to get them off, he added. 
Womack suggested a comprehensive 
audit of the DMV’s voter registration pro-
cesses to ensure things run more 
smoothly.   

Is it worth the effort?  
Even if only a handful of noncitizens 

are voting, proponents of efforts like the 
SAVE Act and SAVE system, including Wo-
mack, argue that each one of those votes 
dilutes the vote of a US citizen.  

During last week’s meeting, Republican 
board member Stacy “Four” Eggers said 
the alternative to using the SAVE system 
is to not verify citizenship, which is a 
nonstarter.  

“What I hear from my colleagues on the 
other side of the fence is that we should 
trust in human nature and that people 
will just simply do the right thing,” he 
said. “And that’s a nice thought, but it is 
not something that is a reality that we can 
go through.”  

Critics say the cost of rooting out the 
tiny number of noncitizens comes at a 
steep price: the almost-certain disenfran-
chisement of some legal U.S. citizens. In 
theory, Democratic board member Siob-
han Millen said, she would approve a cit-
izenship check system, but SAVE is not a 
reliable enough tool.  

Every system run by humans is going to 
produce errors, said North Carolina State 
University political science professor 
Steven Greene. 

It comes down to whether the cost of 
fixing those errors is worth it. If elected 
officials want to make sure no noncitizen 
can vote, they will probably be able to ac-
complish that, but they might end up 
spending a million or more dollars per 
identified noncitizen, he said.  

“The idea that we should expend valu-
able political time and resources stopping 
a problem that is infinitesimal in mag-
nitude, is, on its face, ridiculous,” he said. 
“How many coyotes a year drown in 
neighborhood ponds? I have no idea. But 
if they did, it’s not something we should 
be spending public resources on.”  

If the state enacts higher barriers to 
vote in order to root out noncitizens, they 
will also block other, eligible voters who 
might not have the motivation or ability 
to jump over the hurdles, Greene said.  

“It seems quite likely that the people 
play up this issue to fearmonger, to sug-
gest that there is a problem when there 
isn’t one, to stir up anti-immigrant sen-
timent and for further political gain,” he 
said.  

Bringing a different SAVE to NC  
The acronyms may be identical, but key 

differences exist between the federal 
SAVE Act and the SAVE system run by the 
Department of Homeland Security’s U.S. 
Citizenship and Immigration Services.  

The SAVE system was originally meant 
to verify whether people applying for cer-
tain government benefits that require cit-
izenship qualified. It includes 
information from databases including the 
Social Security Administration and De-
partment of Homeland Security.  

North Carolina election officials began 

Proposals would disqualify 
noncitizen ballots in NC

using it on a limited basis in January 2025 
as part of a new law requiring court offi-
cials to provide state election officials 
with lists of people who asked to be ex-
cused from jury duty because they were-
n’t  citizens.  

When the state elections board received 
those names, they checked them against 
the SAVE system to determine whether 
they were actually noncitizens. If they 
were identified as confirmed noncitizens, 
the state would send names to county 
election boards for further review and po-
tential removal from the voter rolls.  

A few months after the law passed, only 
three noncitizens were identified through 
the process, according to State Board of 
Elections spokesperson Pat Gannon.  

Womack thinks the jury duty system 
isn’t working as well as it should. Noncit-
izens looking to get out of jury duty 
might select a different excuse, like not 
understanding English, for example, he 
said.  

A special offer 
In August, the State Board got a special 

offer from USCIS. After major upgrades, 
the SAVE system could now use the last 
four digits of voters’ Social Security 
numbers to verify their citizenship.  

And it didn’t have to be on an individual 
basis anymore; election boards could up-
load up to a million voter records at a 
time. The federal agency gave the State 
Board a week to take advantage of the 
offer.  

The board passed on it. Chair Francis 
De Luca said they decided to postpone 
the decision for another day after hearing 
legal advice in closed session. They 
needed more information to move for-
ward, he said.  

In November, the idea reemerged. This 
time, the board voted along party lines to 
participate in the SAVE system. Executive 
Director Sam Hayes said he was satisfied 
that the system would protect voters’ pri-
vacy. 

“We have very few tools at our dis-
posal,” he said. “This is a good one.”  

Then-Republican board member Robert 
Rucho brought up issues with the DMV 
improperly registering noncitizens to 
vote. This process could “go a long way 
to guaranteeing the absolute correctness 
of the voter rolls,” he said.  

One of the two board Democrats, Siob-
han Millen was more hesitant. She cited 
the 2017 audit, which found that when 
the SAVE system identified someone as a 
potential noncitizen, it was often wrong.  

The SAVE databases often don’t have 
the latest information on naturalization 
and miss out on birthright citizens who 
haven’t paid for a certificate of citizen-
ship, for example.  

While county election boards will inves-
tigate potential noncitizens and provide 
an opportunity for challenged voters to 
prove citizenship before removing them 
from the rolls, Millen wasn’t convinced.  

“I’m not sure I trust that the process in 
all 100 counties is going to be good 
enough due process, given the serious-
ness of this,” she said.  

Cox is also wary of the SAVE system. He 
said in an expansive federal government, 
data can be stale and incorrect.  

“In a perfect world where we have per-
fect and updated data and information 
about citizenship status, it’s theoretically 
a great idea to match it against the voter 
registration rolls to flag noncitizens,” he 
said. “The problem is, we can’t be guar-
anteed that it is perfect data. Far from it. 
We know that there are errors.”  

Womack, however, is a fan. It’s just 
another tool in the tool bag, and there’s 
enough of a process on the back end to 
make sure eligible voters don’t get taken 
off the rolls because of a database issue, 
he said. Initially, he said he thinks the 
election board will find quite a few non-
citizens on the rolls, but he can’t predict 
how many.  

Womack thinks North Carolina needs a 
SAVE Act of its own — a requirement that 
all registrants provide documentary 
proof of citizenship. So far, the legislature 
hasn’t bit.  

Using SAVE to stop noncitizens from voting 
The State Board last week approved the 

process for challenging potential noncit-
izens identified through the SAVE system. 
Board Democrats Siobhan Millen and Jeff 
Carmon voted against the rules process.  

“You’ve done an awesome job of put-
ting a tuxedo on a pig but I stand by what 
I said earlier,” Carmon told election staff. 
“This is still a pig.”  

Millen added that requiring eligible 
voters to spend time and money to prove 
their citizenship to keep their right to 
vote “is pretty much the definition of a 
poll tax.”  

After issuing four proposed rules, the 
board got thousands of public comments. 
So many, in fact, that they had to post-
pone the final vote to review them all. 
Some of the early comments were helpful 
and taken to heart, State Board Chief of 
Staff Brian LiVecchi said in March.  

The updated rules include several 
changes. One gives challenged voters 
more time to prepare documentation and 
evidence before election board hearings. 
Another clarifies that the name on chal-
lenged voters’ documentary proof of cit-
izenship doesn’t have to match their 
name on the voter rolls exactly, if they are 
“substantially equivalent.” 

When the SAVE system identifies a po-
tential noncitizen, the State Board will no-
tify county election boards. If county 
boards can’t find evidence of citizenship 
in their own records, they will set a date 
for a preliminary hearing to challenge the 
voter’s registration. 

Continued from page 1A

When we use the 
words racial terror 
lynching, the terror 

has got to be  
recognized in that 

there was a purpose. 
This was not flukish, 

this was not random, 
this was not just  

emotional. This was 
intentional.

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Remembrance 
Project Steering Committee member  

JUSTIN PERRY

“

“

A glass jar with soil collected at Reedy Creek Park & Nature Preserve represents the scene 
where Willie McDaniel was lynched in 1929. The soil is part of an exhibit of more than 4,000 
jars collected from lynching sites across the United States at the National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice in Montgomery, Alabama, 
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month that teacher pay will be a priority 
as lawmakers return.  

Rep. Brian Biggs (R-Randolph), chair of 
the House Education Committee, told 
education advocates last week that the 
state must offer meaningful raises this 
year, not small increases that fail to keep 
teachers in the profession.  

While the short session is scheduled to 
run through the summer, Biggs signaled 
that negotiations could stretch much 
longer.  

“We’re working now, getting ready for 
this short, long session,” Biggs said. “If 
we’re there December 31, that’s fine. 
We’re going to get it done.”  

The session also begins in the wake of 
the state Supreme Court’s decision to end 
the long-running Leandro school funding 
case earlier this month, shifting respon-
sibility for education funding away from 
the courts and squarely back to state law-
makers.   

North Carolina ranks near the bottom 
nationally for teacher pay growth and 
per-student public school funding, ac-
cording to multiple reports.  

Public education advocates say they will 
use the weeks ahead to pressure legis-
lators to increase spending, arguing the 
court’s decision leaves elected officials 
with little excuse not to act.  

NC teacher pay high on 
agenda for lawmakers

North Carolina lawmakers are in Ra-
leigh, still without a full state budget after 
more than a year of negotiations stalled 
by divisions over spending.  

Teacher pay is expected to be one of the 
central issues lawmakers will try to re-
solve. Leaders in both parties agree that 
raises are needed, but they remain di-
vided on how much to increase salaries 
and how to structure those raises.  

House Republicans have proposed an 
average 8.7% raise over two years, includ-
ing a 22% increase in starting pay. Senate 
Republicans, citing concerns about long-
term costs, have backed a smaller plan, 
offering about 3.3% over the same period, 
supplemented by one-time bonuses.  

Democratic Gov. Josh Stein’s plan 
would give teachers nearly a 6% raise on 
average, along with restoring extra pay 
for teachers with master’s degrees and in-
creasing compensation for veteran 
teachers and school leaders.  

The debate comes as North Carolina 
continues to lag behind much of the 
country in teacher pay. The state ranks 
43rd nationally, with an average salary of 
$58,292 — nearly $14,000 below the na-
tional average — and lower than every 
neighboring state.  

A top House Republican said earlier this 
people.” 

The tax cuts are based on revenue 
triggers that the state is expected to 
meet. But the reductions mean that 
the state will have less money to 
spend in future years. 

The individual tax rate is scheduled 
to fall from 3.99% to 3.49% in 2027. 
The rate is to fall again to 2.99% in 
2028. 

Stein wants to pause the cuts too, 
and his Office of State Budget and 
Management projects that the first re-
duction will mean the state collecting 
$2 billion less each year. 

The corporate income tax is being 
phased out, with elimination set for 
2030. 

The individual and corporate tax 
cuts will result in a structural budget 
deficit, reducing annual state reve-
nues by $7.7 billion in 2033-2034, 
OSBM anticipates. 

Federal fallout  
A major federal law shifted more of 

the cost of providing food benefits, 
known as SNAP, from the federal gov-
ernment to counties. 

The total increase to counties comes 
to $52 million starting in July, accord-
ing to the North Carolina Association 
of County Commissioners. The asso-
ciation is asking the General Assembly 
to cover the cost. 

Sen. Jim Burgin, chairman of the 
Senate Health and Human Services 
budget committee, told NC Newsline 
the state can’t afford it. 

The state will also need to foot the 
bill for monitoring new work require-
ments and verification requirements 
for Medicaid. DHHS officials have said 
that could run into the tens of mil-
lions of dollars. 

Burgin said DHHS may be able to 
help the counties with additional 
tasks that will fall on local case-
workers. 

Hurricane Helene relief 
Stein is pushing lawmakers for a 

third round of recovery funding to 
western North Carolina, requesting 
$792 million in a March proposal. 

Among the largest line items in the 
budget request is $100 million for re-
pairs to private roads and bridges. 
Another recommendation would allo-
cate $50 million for a revolving loan 
program to help local governments 
avoid budget cuts while funding re-
pair efforts. 

Republican lawmakers have grown 
skeptical of the governor’s handling 
of Helene relief, grilling recovery offi-
cials earlier this month over rising 
costs and a home rebuild and repair 
initiative that has completed work on 
just 30 houses since its inception. 

“The numbers don’t add up and 
meanwhile, the citizens of North Car-
olina are suffering,” said Rep. Karl Gil-
lespie (R-Macon), the House Majority 
Whip, at a Helene oversight meeting 
on April 2. “We’re going to have to 
have a lot more conversations and a 
lot more oversight and a lot more ef-
ficiencies in the program to ever make 
this work out.” 

Can state lawmakers 
finally pass a budget?
than 8% over two years, with a big 
boost in starting teacher pay to 
$50,000 a year. The House budget 
also paused future cuts to the per-
sonal income tax rate. The House had 
proposed spending $32.6 billion in 
the current budget year. 

Senate Republicans proposed 
teacher raises averaging 3.3%, and 
wanted the future tax cuts to go ahead 
as planned. The Senate proposed 
spending $32.3 billion this year. 

Medicaid and the children’s hospital 
One of the pressing issues for the 

legislature is a $319 million Medicaid 
shortfall. The health insurance pro-
gram that covers about 3.1 million 
North Carolinians is about to run out 
of money, and Stein has been de-
manding the additional money for 
months. 

Last year, bills that would have pro-
vided more Medicaid money were 
caught up in other budget disagree-
ments between House and Senate Re-
publicans and the funding didn’t 
come through. 

In committee meetings over the 
winter and spring, Republicans have 
questioned state health officials about 
the Medicaid numbers and extent of 
the shortfall. 

At a March event on civil debate 
about health care, Rep. Grant Camp-
bell (R-Cabarrus) said he supported 
filling the Medicaid budget hole, but 
wanted to make sure it will really cost 
$319 million. 

“I’m all for it if you can show me the 
money has been calculated appropri-
ately,” he said. 

House and Senate Republicans dif-
fered on funding a children’s hospital 
being built in Apex. Senate Repub-
licans want additional funds ap-
proved for the hospital. They attached 
$103.5 million for the hospital to a bill 
on added Medicaid funding. House 
Republicans have resisted more 
spending on the hospital. 

Automatic tax cut 
The largest hang-up in budget talks 

between House and Senate Repub-
licans is automatic tax cuts. 

House Republicans want to pause 
those reductions, while Senate Repub-
licans want the cut to go forward as 
planned. 

The offices of House Speaker Destin 
Hall (R-Caldwell) and Senate leader 
Phil Berger (R-Rockingham) did not re-
spond to requests for interviews. 

Berger acknowledged in a recent 
press release that “progress was elu-
sive” on tax issues in last year’s ses-
sion, but said “circumstances do exist 
for us to reach an agreement on a 
comprehensive state budget.” 

“Our policy success is largely 
grounded on the continuing exercise 
of discipline on two fronts — tax re-
duction and spending restraint,” 
Berger wrote. “Failure to adhere to 
fundamentals on either front will 
thwart sustaining progress in our 
never-ending competition with other 
states for economic growth, job crea-
tion, and a better future for our 

Continued from page 1A

CHRISTINE ZHU | NC NEWSLINE 

The NC General Assembly held skeletal sessions this week with no progress on a com-
prehensive state budget.

Ahmed Jallow 
NC NEWSLINE

many pregnancy-related deaths could be 
prevented with earlier intervention, 
better access to care and stronger coordi-
nation across the health system. 

Advocates also highlighted community-
based services aimed at filling gaps in 
care, including doula support, mental 
health services, transportation assistance 
and nutrition support. 

Sen. Natalie Murdock (D-Durham) said 
the state has made some progress, in-
cluding extending postpartum Medicaid 
coverage to 12 months. “But we still need 
a budget to fully fund Medicaid to keep 
those gains,” Murdock said. 

Murdock also said she plans to reintro-
duce the “MOMnibus Act,” a proposal 
specifically addressing disparities affect-
ing Black mothers. She has introduced 
similar bills in the past three years, but 
none has made progress.  

The U.S. maternal mortality rate is 
among the worst in the world, and worse 
for Black women, who are three times 
more likely to die from pregnancy-related 
causes than white women. 

Stein calls for full Medicaid 
funding for maternal health

Gov. Josh Stein stood with advocates at 
the Executive Mansion last week to mark 
Black Maternal Health Week, and used the 
event to call on the General Assembly to 
close a $319 million Medicaid funding 
gap.  

“If we do not fully fund Medicaid soon, 
health care for millions of North Carolin-
ians could be in jeopardy, and the entire 
health care system weakens,” Stein said. 

The event brought together lawmakers 
and advocates who highlighted persistent 
racial disparities in maternal health out-
comes that impact not just Black women 
in North Carolina, but across the country.  

Stein noted Black women are twice as 
likely as white women to die from preg-
nancy-related complications in North 
Carolina, regardless of their income or 
education.  

“While there is no single solution, 
strengthening Medicaid and our health-
care system is essential,” he said.  

Health officials and advocates said 

Ahmed Jallow 
NC NEWSLINE
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Dr. Charity Oyedegi, a 
Duke University hematolo-
gist and researcher who fo-
cuses on sickle cell 

disease, had 
her five-year, 
$750,000 NIH 
grant to im-
prove care for 
sickle cell dis-
ease canceled 
last year by 
Trump ad-
ministration 
executive or-
ders that tar-

geted “Diversity, Equity 
and Inclusion.”  

She is now using a patch-
work of other funding 
sources to try to complete 
the same research. Her re-
search was likely targeted 
because the 90% of the 
100,000 or so people in the 
U.S. and 7,000 in North 
Carolina who have the dis-
ease are Black, according to 
the U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.   

Other scientific research-
ers have not been so for-
tunate. A WRAL analysis 
last July found more than 
2,500 grants were ter-
minated last year, includ-
ing approximately 80 from 
North Carolina universi-
ties. The U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled last August 
that the Trump administra-
tion was within its rights to 

cancel $783 million in 
healthcare-related grants it 
linked to “DEI.” 

North Carolina’s ability 
to contribute to genetic re-
search makes our state 
stand out. More than 800 
life science companies are 
in North Carolina, and 
most of them are located in 
the Research Triangle.  

Aside from research, 
North Carolina should step 
up to provide the services 
these patients need. North 
Carolina’s Senate Bill 283, a 
bill to fund support pro-
grams for individuals with 
sickle cell disease, was 
filed in 2025 but hasn’t 
been considered for a hear-
ing or vote.  Without the 
funding provided by that 
legislation, North Carolina 
would miss out on key 
services for these vulner-
able folks, including six 
comprehensive sickle cell 
centers to meet patients’ 
medical, social, and behav-
ioral health needs and 
other positions.  

Dr. Oyedeji’s research for 
sickle cell treatments is 
vital. The tools she is de-
veloping, the Sickle Cell 
Disease Functional Assess-
ment and the SickleFit ex-
ercise program, are the 
bridge between high-cost 
therapies and the day to 
day lives of patients who 

are aging with this disease. 
There is some good 

news. North Carolina Med-
icaid is still participating in 
the federal Cell and Gene 
Therapies Access model, 
which will “provide treat-
ments within a framework 
that lowers prices for 
states and ties payments to 
outcomes.” 

However, the reality that 
the Trump administra-
tion's anti-DEI initiatives 
can mark the difference 
between life-saving medi-
cation and the “colorblind” 
rule of law is still present. 
The National Institute of 
Health and the National 
Science Foundation were 
forced to terminate grants 
linked to equity. The long-
term cost of inaction will 
be more costly than any 
short term budget cuts.  

Escalating emergency 
rooms room visits and lost 
labor from preventable ill-
ness will be signs that it is 
too late to change course. 

People with this genetic 
disease are literally run-
ning out of time. The 
Trump administration has 
often ruled according to 
grievance; in this case can-
celing “woke” scientific re-
search that can help Black 
people. 

North Carolina has the 
chance to be more sensi-

ble. State providers should 
fill gaps wherever they can; 
universities and the private 
sector should step up 
wherever they can and get 
creative so those that can 
benefit from North Caro-
linians’ research are al-
lowed to live.  

Community members 
should also take the time 
to get educated on the rap-
idly shifting landscape of 
genetics and curative ther-
apies and then rally elected 
officials to ensure research 
funding continues for the 
vulnerable sickle cell com-
munity. Raise the work of 
pioneering clinicians like 
Dr. Oyedeji into public 
sphere.  

We should challenge 
these executive orders and 
show our values as North 
Carolinians. Let’s not make 
life and death decisions 
based on labels. The qual-
ity of life of those living 
with sickle cell disease — 
and all marginalized com-
munities in need of spe-
cialized care — depend on 
it. 

Martin Henson lives in Ra-
leigh. He is executive direc-
tor of BMEN Foundation, 
which convenes Black men 
to address issues in their 
lives and communities. See 
his work at MartinH-
Speaks.com. 
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As states enact stricter work requirements for 
the federal food stamp program, a new analysis 
suggests those requirements won’t enhance em-
ployment and will push more people off of food 
assistance.  

The researchers conducted a review of studies 
on work requirements and concluded that “the 
best evidence shows they do not increase employ-
ment. Moreover, this research finds work require-
ments cause a large decrease in participation in 
SNAP.” 

The research from The Hamilton Project, an eco-
nomic policy initiative at the left-leaning Brook-
ings Institution, comes at a time of major upheaval 
for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram, or SNAP. Participation is already declining 
as states implement changes mandated by the 
president’s major tax and domestic policy law 
enacted last summer.  

Since the fall, states and counties that administer 
SNAP have been notifying residents who rely on 
food stamps that they must meet work require-
ments or lose their food assistance. Those changes 
affected exemptions to work requirements for 
older adults, homeless people, veterans and some 
rural residents, among others.  

Known as the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, the 
law mandated cuts to social service programs, in-
cluding Medicaid and food stamps. 

While SNAP enrollment is declining nationally, 
more people will likely lose food assistance as 
states continue to implement the work require-
ments and recertify participants, said Lauren 
Bauer, a fellow in economic studies at Brookings 
Institution and the associate director of The Ham-
ilton Project.  

“Everything that we know about work require-
ments is that they do not increase employment 
among the groups that are subject to them,” she 
told Stateline. “All they do is make it more likely 
that they are disenrolled from the program. And 
so, should these work requirements continue to 
be rolled out and implemented, we would expect 
to see declining enrollment and no changes in em-
ployment.” 

Bauer said the growing body of research on SNAP 
has changed her mind about its ability to affect 
employment. While food stamps reach millions of 
people each year, the program’s work require-
ments have proven ineffective, confusing and bur-
densome, she said.  

“I am now of the mind that SNAP should be an 
anti-hunger program, and there are many, many 
ways to do workforce development, career lad-
ders, career training, job search — all of those 
things. That’s not an anti hunger program and it 
shouldn’t be associated with it.” 

What’s more concerning to her is how the 
stricter work requirements will affect people who 
lose jobs in an economic downturn. Traditionally, 
SNAP has been one of the most effective social 
supports for the unemployed, helping people who 
lose their jobs quickly gain food assistance. But 
laid-off workers will increasingly be told they can-
not receive benefits without working.  

“It’s just this dissonant, unhelpful interaction 
that you have with the government,” Bauer said. 
“I lost my job, I need food benefits. Well, you can 
only get food benefits if you have a job.” 

At least 2.5 million low-income people, or 6% of 
those enrolled, have lost SNAP benefits since the 
legislation was signed into law, according to a 
study by the left-leaning Center on Budget and Pol-
icy Priorities published Wednesday. 

Bauer said it’s unclear how much of that decline 
is directly related to the federal legislation. That’s 
because SNAP participation generally declines dur-
ing times of economic prosperity and increases 
during downturns. 

But the program is facing unprecedented 
changes: Under the new law, states have also lost 
funding for nutrition education programs, must 
end eligibility for noncitizens such as refugees 
and asylees, and will lose work requirement 
waivers for those living in areas with limited em-
ployment opportunities. States are also forced to 
cover more of the costs of the program.  

Earlier this week, a USDA spokesperson ap-
plauded the drop in SNAP participation, noting the 
program’s rolls had fallen below 40 million for the 
first time since the pandemic. The 
spokesperson told States Newsroom the program 
would continue “to serve those with the greatest 
need while also strengthening program integrity.” 

Republicans, including  U.S. House Speaker Mike 
Johnson of Louisiana, have defended the legis-
lative changes to SNAP, arguing they will help 
eliminate waste and fraud in the program. 

In a June news release, he characterized SNAP as 
a “bloated, inefficient program,” but said Ameri-
cans who needed food assistance would still re-
ceive it. 

“Republicans are proud to defend commonsense 
welfare reform, fiscal sanity, and the dignity of 
work,” Johnson said in the release. 

Axing DEI costs life-saving results

Study: SNAP 
work rules drop 
participation

Evidently the war in Iran 
was not enough.  

Now Donald Trump is 
waging war with the Pope. 
God is not amused and the 

two-thirds of 
A m e r i c a n s 
who did not 
vote for Don-
ald Trump are 
a p p a l l e d . 
Trump is a pa-
riah among 
us. He 
s h a t t e r s 
norms, si-
lences the 

press, and behaves like he 
is king of the world. 

He called the Pope a “lib-
eral” for his treatment of 
immigrants and people of 
color. Pope Leo even wel-
comed the marginalized. 
Imagine that.  

Trump’s behavior is bey-
ond the pale. Even the syc-
ophants are beginning to 
turn on him. Some muse 
that Trump might resign 
his office, while others are 
demanding that the 25th 

Amendment be invoked. 
That would be too good to 
be true.  

Pope Leo, in his gentle 
voice and tone, did not get 
ruffled, saying he was not 
intimidated by the Trump 
administration. He did can-
cel his trip to the United 
States. The Pope will not 
play silly games with a lu-
natic. 

People of faith will not be 
OK with Trump’s madness. 
If we stand for such abuse 
of the Pontiff, we are also 
part of the problem. In the 
season of Eastertide, we 
still reflect on the move-
ment from darkness to 
light. A lot of us are tired of 
stumbling in the dark.  

What are we to do? Per-
sistence in resistance is 
central in this struggle. 
This is the ancient struggle 
between good and evil. We 
have seen evil acted out 
among us in the killing of 
innocents, the locking up 
of citizens, the whitewash-
ing of history.  

Finally, after the war, 
higher gas and food prices 
and all the ugliness, we see 
this puppet for what he is 
– a small, ignorant, narcis-
sist whose bullying has 
played itself out. He is 
naked, alone, and increas-
ingly shunned. 

People misjudged 
Trump. They thought he 
was a change agent who 
would bring increased 
prosperity to them. The 
gullible bought it. The 
snake oil salesman is alive 
and well. Psalm 119 says, 
“Happy are they who fol-
low the ways of the Lord.” 
Our goodness that incar-
nates the goodness of God 
is the only true influence 
that matters.  

The Christian faith is 
about bearing Christ to 
others – feeding the hun-
gry, caring for the poor and 
marginalized, loving the 
stranger. We know that 
Donald Trump is not a 
practicing Christian. We 
also know Christian na-

tionalism is a distortion of 
the faith. Hate is not part of 
Jesus’s message.  

A reckoning beyond 
earthly bounds will come 
to the evil, but that is in 
God’s hands. In the mean-
time, we must be steadfast 
in our practice of good, 
and the calling out of 
wrongdoing. 

My long practice of Lectio 
Divina gave me two words 
I have carried for years. 
They are risk and adapta-
tion. This is where I find 
the strength to speak out. I 
have no desire to be a mar-
tyr, but I know there is risk 
in my outspokenness. I will 
watch my step, and risk 
keeping up the good fight.  

I stand with the Pope.  
Lib Campbell is a retired 

Methodist pastor, retreat 
leader, columnist and host 
of the blogsite www.avir-
tualchurch.com. She can be 
contacted at 
libcam05@gmail.com   

Just when you thought we’d hit bottom

I grew up in Harnett 
County.  

Rural roads. Tight-knit 
communities. Public 
schools that did everything 

they could 
with what 
they had.  

My teachers 
knew my 
family. They 
pushed me, 
believed in 
me, and 
opened doors 
that my cir-
cumstances 

alone might not have 
opened. But even with 
such phenomenal edu-
cators, my classmates and 
I understood that our op-
portunities were not the 
same as students in 
wealthier districts, with 
fewer Advanced Placement 
courses or career training 
options. 

We did not lack talent or 
ambition. We lacked ac-
cess. 

Today, I teach in Chapel 
Hill-Carrboro City Schools, 
one of the most well-re-
sourced districts in our 
state, with its wealthy tax 
base and supplements 
above and beyond what is 
allocated by the state.  

Students in my district 
have access to over 20 Ad-
vanced Placement and 
nearly a dozen Career and 
Technical Education path-
ways. Every day, I am re-
minded of what is possible 
when schools have the 
funding, staffing, and sta-
bility students deserve.  

I am also reminded of the 
uncomfortable truth that 
where a child lives in North 
Carolina still shapes what 

opportunities they receive. 
Too often, rural students 
are the ones asked to make 
do with less. 

This is not accidental. It 
is the result of policy 
choices. 

Through my work with 
the Rural Teacher Leader-
ship Network, a program 
facilitated by the Dudley 
Flood Center for Educa-
tional Equity and Opportu-
nity, I lead eastern North 
Carolina rural educators in 
improving their practice. 
These teachers are innova-
tive, resilient, and deeply 
committed to their stu-
dents and communities.  

Their rural schools are 
not struggling because of a 
lack of passion or talent. 
The reason they are strug-
gling is a lack of resources. 

North Carolina ranks last 
in the country when it 
comes to “funding effort,” 
the measure of how much 
a state or district invests in 
K-12 public schools rel-
ative to its overall eco-
nomic capacity. North 
Carolina, a growing state 
with thriving areas of our 
economy, invests roughly 
$5,600 less in public edu-
cation relative to its capac-
ity than nearly every other 
state.  

Wealthier counties can 
compensate through local 
tax revenue that funds 
modern facilities, compet-
itive salaries and expanded 
programs. When the state 
underfunds public educa-
tion, rural students feel it 
first and feel it most — and 
our rural schools have no-
where else to turn. 

This is exactly why the 
so-called Leandro state Su-

preme Court case exists. In 
1994, five low-wealth rural 
counties went to court be-
cause their students were 
being denied access to the 
sound, basic education 
guaranteed by our state 
constitution. The North 
Carolina Supreme Court 
agreed.  

Every child, regardless of 
zip code, has the constitu-
tional right to a sound, 
basic education, the court 
found.  

That right requires well-
trained teachers, strong 
leadership, and sufficient 
resources. Yet decades 
later, the state still has not 
fully met that obligation. 

Instead, North Carolina is 
dramatically expanding 
private school vouchers, 
with more than $575 mil-
lion allocated this year and 
billions projected over the 
next decade instead of 
funding to public schools. 
In many rural counties, 
there are few, if any, pri-
vate schools. 

Just 17% of our state’s 
private schools, which are 
often religious and exclu-
sive, exist in rural areas 
and remote towns, accord-
ing to a 2025 Learning Pol-
icy Institute study.  

This is the part that is 
hardest to understand: 
Many of the lawmakers 
who support voucher ex-
pansion represent rural 
communities. They know 
these schools. They at-
tended them. Their fam-
ilies still rely on them. Yet 
their votes are weakening 
the very institutions that 
serve as the backbone of 
their communities. 

Public schools in rural 

communities are more 
than educational institu-
tions. They are community 
centers and large em-
ployers. They are gathering 
places on Friday nights and 
sources of pride year-
round. When a rural school 
struggles, the entire com-
munity feels it. 

I am the product of rural 
public schools. Without 
those teachers, those class-
rooms, and those opportu-
nities, I would not be 
where I am today. Rural 
students today deserve the 
same investment. 

The plan experts came 
up with to solve this dis-
parity in the Leandro case 
provides a roadmap. It 
calls for a well-trained 
teacher in every classroom, 
a strong principal in every 
school, and equitable fund-
ing so every child has ac-
cess to opportunity. This is 
not a political wish list. It is 
a constitutional mandate. 

The question before our 
lawmakers is simple. Will 
they invest in the rural stu-
dents they represent, or 
will they continue to divert 
resources away from 
them? 

Rural students do not 
need sympathy. They need 
commitment. They need 
leaders willing to fund 
their future, not under-
mine it. I know what rural 
schools can do when they 
are supported.  

I am living proof. 
Kimberly Jones is a high 

school English and Human-
ities teacher. She was the 
2023 Burroughs Wellcome 
Fund North Carolina 
Teacher of the Year.  

Rural schools want access to opportunity
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After two years of sitting behind older quarterbacks at Central Connecticut State, Josh Jackson is embracing the opportunity to earn the starting role at Johnson C. Smith. “It ain’t 
pressure, because I understand my abilities,” he said. “It’s just keep showing up, working hard every day with a great attitude, and the results, they figure it out for itself.”

TROY HULL | THE CHARLOTTE POST

Thin résumé, big opportunity
JC Smith quarterback Josh Jackson embraces his chance to grab the starting job during spring drills

The Hough Huskies headline the 2026 Keep 
Pounding High School Classic. 

It’s the third straight year a Charlotte-Meck-
lenburg school is represented in the Carolina 
Panthers-hosted event, and the second in a 
row for the Huskies, who will square off 
against Cardinal Gibbons Aug. 29 at 8 p.m. 
Hough beat Rock Hill South Pointe 14-10 in 
the invitational last season. 

“Defensively, (Cardinal Gibbons) be well 
prepared,” Hough coach DeShawn Baker 
said. “Whatever they do, we’ll make sure we 
have a game plan for and offensively. With 
teams like that, we just have to be physical. 
We have to be physical; make sure we exe-
cute on offense and make sure we do not 
turn the ball over or make stupid mistakes.” 

Hough won the 2025 North Carolina 8A  
title and among the favorites to win another 
in 2026. Baker and his staff put together a 
tough nonconference schedule to prepare for 
the level of competition they would see in 
the playoffs.  

Cardinal Gibbons finished the 2025 season 
12-2 with losses to Mallard Creek and 7A run-
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Three Ascent players help Puerto Rico to W Championship

WSSU 
raises its 
profile in 
the CIAA

Hough Huskies ready for Keep Pounding Classic

Hornets turnaround season ends in right direction

Please see JACKSON | 6A

The Puerto Rico Women’s National Team 
called up three Carolina Ascent FC players for 
a final CONCACAF qualifying match against 
Mexico on April 18. 

Defender Jill Aguilera, goalkeeper Sydney 
Martinez and forward Maria Tapia suited up 
for Puerto Rico in a 6-0 loss to Mexico in a 
clash between the top two teams in Group A. 
Both sides won all three of their group stage 
matches before the head-to-head meeting, 
but Mexico led Group A on goal differential. 

The Hornets’ best season in 10 years ended 
abruptly. 

After winning their first play-in game in dra-
matic fashion against the Miami Heat, Char-
lotte couldn’t match the physicality of the 
Orlando Magic in a lopsided 121-90 result 
that ended their hopes of making the playoffs 
for the first time since 2016.  

Charlotte finished with a 44-38 record after 
starting the season 4-14. They picked up the 
pace in January when the Hornets went on a 
nine-game win streak from Jan. 22-Feb 7.  

“The first thing that comes to mind is that 

progress was made,” Hornets coach Charles 
Lee said. “The standards and the commit-
ment level to trying to compete and trying to 
be together rose significantly. I think the play-
ers, in the offseason, set out to train a lot 
harder, be together a lot more and they had a 
mission coming into the season that they 
wanted to win more games.” 

Charlotte lost just 10 games after Jan. 22 
and created a real buzz over the latter part of 
the season.  

“They earned a lot more respect and started 
to change the narrative around this Charlotte 
Hornets basketball team,” Lee said. “So, I am 
super proud of everything that [the players] 

gave and them allowing us to coach them the 
way that we did. … [I am] super appreciative 
of the whole staff for banding together 
throughout the year and just trying to be 
problem-solvers.” 

It helped to have LaMelo Ball and Brandon 
Miller healthy in 2025-26, with Miller playing 
65 games a Ball 72 — the second most games 
he has played in a season since entering the 
league.  

“Just staying in the weight room, treatment, 
just doing the whole nine,” Ball said, adding 
another key to the season was establishing a 
team identity.  

Despite the loss, Puerto Rico advanced to the 
federation’s W Championship in November 
along with Jamaica and Haiti. 

All three Carolina players were major con-
tributors for Puerto Rico during the qualifying 
stage. Aguilera has scored nine goals in three 
matches, which to ranks among the tourna-
ment’s top scorers.  

Martinez earned a clean sheet in her first 
appearance of the qualifying stage against 
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines and Tapia 
scored her first international goal as well as a 
pair of assists in two appearances. 

Crown Legacy signs Ayovi 
Crown Legacy FC signed forward Michael 

Ayovi to an MLS Next Pro contract through 
the 2027 season. 

Ayoví, a 20-year-old Ecuador native, previ-
ously played with Independiente del Valle, 
primarily with the second team. He totaled 
19 appearances with Independiente del 
Valle’s reserve squad, C.D. Independiente 
Juniors in Liga Pro Serie B, with an assist in 
357 minutes since his 2023 debut. The for-
ward played with Independiente’s U-20 side 
last season, scoring a goal in 124 minutes.  

Winston-Salem State is having 
some season. 

First, women’s basketball 
ended its campaign nationally 
ranked with a reg-
ular season title 
and a CIAA cham-
pionship, plus an 
NCAA Tourna-
ment run to the 
Sweet 16 under a 
first-year coach. 
Then, the Rams 
recruited Virginia 
Union men’s 
coach Jay Butler 
away from his 
alma mater. Butler coached the 
Panthers for 11 seasons with a 
372-239 career record. 

Oh yeah, women’s coach 
Tierra Terry also left VUU for 
WSSU, which is her alma mater. 
When is the last time two HBCU 
head coaches left for the same 
school? 

Then, the Rams won their 
second straight CIAA flag foot-
ball championship. Whether 
you’re a fan of the sport or not, 
plenty of people are. It’s one of 
the fastest growing high school 
sports for girls. Then, WSSU 
was in a neck-and-neck battle 
with Fayetteville State for the 
CIAA golf crown before the 
Broncos pulled away in the 
final round. 

And let’s not forget new foot-
ball coach and alumnus Tory 
Woodbury’s debut season is 
just a few months away. WSSU 
fans are frothing at the mouth. 

The success of any athletic 
department, especially at 
HBCUs, is to have an invested 
and supportive chancellor or 
president. And if her first name 
happens to be Bonita Brown 
(one “t” or two, it doesn’t mat-
ter), well, then she’s a genius. 

‘White Shadow’ 
For those of us over 25, any 

white coach at a predominately 
Black school is going to be 
dubbed “The White Shadow” in 
honor of the 1978-81 TV show. 

Josh Jackson has his opportunity to 
shine. 

The Johnson C. Smith quarterback is 
in position to live up to the expecta-
tions that made him Tennessee’s Mr. 
Football in 2022. After two years of sit-
ting at Division I FCS Central Connecti-
cut State, Jackson’s making a fresh start 
with the Golden Bulls, who won last 
year’s CIAA title and advanced to the 
Division II playoffs for the first time. 

“It ain’t pressure, because I under-

stand my abilities,” Jackson said. “It’s 
just keep showing up, 
working hard every day 
with a great attitude, and 
the results, they figure it 
out for itself.”  

Jackson isn’t the first 
transfer quarterback 
coach Maurice Flowers 
has brought to Smith but 
is the least experienced. 
Two-year starter Tyrell Jackson played 
for Flowers at Fort Valley State. Kelvin 
Durham, last year’s starter, made the 

same lateral move from FVSU. Darius 
Ocean, who quarter-
backed the Golden Bulls to 
an 8-2 record in 2024, 
played meaningful snaps 
at Western Kentucky, a Di-
vision I FBS program. 

“There’s a mix between 
Tyrell Jackson and Kelvin 
Durham” in Jackson as a 
dual threat, Flowers said. 

“I’d say Tyrell Jackson as far as the 
cerebralness and being a quarterback 
that just understands an offense. And 

then the way he throws that football, 
arm strength of a Kelvin Durham. 
Kelvin Durham, he could make every 
throw, and Josh has arm strength like 
that. We’ve got a great plan for him to 
bring him along.”  

Jackson has a pair of kindred spirits 
in former quarterbacks Flowers and 
Tyrell Jackson as well as the entire 
coaching staff, which he praises for its 
connectivity with players. 

“Just being a part of a program where 
not only is it quarterback friendly, but 

By Cameron Williams 
cameron.williams@thecharlottepost.com
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Coaches from Indian Land, Northwestern, Cardinal Gibbons and Hough high schools were joined 
by Carolina Panthers coach Dave Canales for a press conference on the Keep Pounding Classic 
Aug. 29 at Bank of America Stadium.
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it’s coach friendly, coach-to-player 
friendly as well … that’s new to me,” 
Jackson said. “I (have) never been at a 
program where you can walk into the 
office and have close communication 
with the coaches. You can reach out to 
the coach and call. I came from an FCS 
school [where] everything was all busi-
ness. Not saying it isn’t all business 
here, because it is, but at the same 
time, at the end of the day, I just like 
the family camaraderie, the brother-
hood.” 

The opportunity to earn the starting 
position was a draw as well. At Central 
Connecticut State, Jackson, who is 6-5, 
215 pounds, bided his time behind 
older teammates. At Smith, there’s pos-
sibilities to impact an ascendent pro-
gram.  

“I would be lying to you if I said that 
wasn’t a big X factor, because who 
wants to go to fall camp, or who wants 
to wake up early in the morning and 
work out every day to not play?” he 
said. “After a great season by the 
Golden Bulls, the opportunity to play 
and compete for a starting job was def-
initely a huge thing coming in as one 
of the oldest guys in the room.  

“As long as I've been in college, I’ve 
always been the youngest guy in the 
room, so that was definitely appealing 
to me.” 

Flowers praised Jackson’s attitude 

and attention to details as part of his 
mental approach to offense. 

“He’s a worker,” Flowers said. “He’ll 
look at … film, and he’ll come back and 
he won’t make the same mistakes next 
practice. That’s what we've seen from 
him.”  

Jackson won’t have to carry the of-
fense as much as steer it. Every starting 
lineman from 2025 returns as well as 
tailback Bobby Smith and receivers 
Brian Lane, Reggie Daniel and Reggie 
Brigman. The veterans know the sys-
tem, which produced a school record 
average of 40.3 points per game in 
2025. It’s Jackson’s job to fit in. 

“It helps with the quarterback and his 
confidence having all five offensive 
linemen coming back, having experi-
enced tight ends coming back,” Flow-
ers said. “It helps having a group of 
receivers that come back that really is 
not a new group. And then you got to 
look at the tailback position.” 

Said Jackson: “It gives me a high 
hope, but it makes me work harder, be-
cause I got a lot to learn,” he said. 
“Being a new guy coming into a new of-
fense, into a new system isn’t just 
bread and butter. You’ve got to put in 
day work. I’ve got to sit up at night and 
watch film with these guys. These guys 
that been here, that have been vets. I’ve 
got to come in early and showcase my-
self, because at the end of the day, I’ve 
got to earn a respect from these guys.”

Winston-Salem State raises its 
profile among CIAA peers

ner-up Clayton. Crusaders coach Steven 
Wright was grateful for the opportunity to 
be a part of the classic, as it is the first time 
they were selected. 

“Coach Baker has done a great job since 
he’s been there,” Wright said of Hough, 
“but we’re looking forward to the matchup. 
… I think Charlotte’s got a great reputation 
for football. They’ve been a standard 
bearer for the state for a long time, and I 
think Raleigh has made some huge strides 
over the past decade and is now making 
some noise of its own.” 

Hough returned several key pieces from 
last year, including rising quarterback 
Ethan Royal, who threw for 2,272 yards 
last season and 29 passing touchdowns. 
Royal added 14 touchdowns on the ground 
and 721 rushing yards.  

“I just have to keep the main thing the 
main thing,” Royal said. “At the end of the 
day, it’s a game and it’s a game that [my 
teammates and I] all love. Making sure to 
keep it in perspective keeps the pressure 
off my back.” 

Hough lost 26 seniors, including four-
star defensive back and co-captain Samari 
Matthews, but Baker is confident Royal is 
ready to fill those shoes.  

“If Ethan has any pressure on him, you’d 
never know it,” Baker said. “He is cucum-
ber cool. Like I said last year, he is never 
too high or never too low. Everybody fol-
lows Ethan’s lead. … I’m just excited for 
him. His recruitment is going well right 
now. I’m just happy to have him and see 

where he lands in college. But as far as 
pressure, I’m not sure it will even affect 
him.”  

Upstate South Carolina showdown 
In the 4 p.m. game, Upstate South Car-

olina foes Northwestern and Indian Land 
will face off. 

Northwestern is fresh off a 13-1 season 
capped with a 5A state championship. In-
dian Land finished 2025 with an 11-2 
record with their two losses coming 
against Northwestern 51-13 in the regular 
season and 51-19 in the playoffs.  

This is Northwestern’s second KPC. They 
dropped a one-score game to NCISAA 
power Providence Day in 2023.  

“There’s a buzz around our school and a 
buzz around our community about it,” 
Trojans coach Page Wofford said. “We are 
very fortunate to be here, and I really feel 
like we are trying to hold up the standard 
and tradition of Northwestern football and 
Rock Hill football and our tradition there.”  

For Indian Land, which is making its KPC 
debut, coach Adam Hastings knows the 
challenge that Northwestern presents. He 
looks forward to embracing it.  

“We’re excited about the opportunity,” 
he said, “and I’m excited for the people in 
our area.  A lot of times when people hear 
the name Indian Land, they think it’s a 
small little place that’s a stop on Highway 
521, and our goal has always been to ex-
pand the reach of knowledge of just how 
great of a community that we have and 
who we are.” 

 

Hornets take a new direction

That’s just a fact. 
Alabama State filled its men’s basketball 

opening last week with Langston (Okla.) 
head coach Chris Wright. Langston, an 
HBCU, plays in the NAIA, the first national 
athletics association to admit Black col-
leges as members. Wright coached the 
Lions for four seasons and compiled a 121-
21 record. Before that, he was head coach 
at Talladega, another NAIA HBCU, for four 
seasons. 

Alabama State is a major step up for 
Wright and his family. The Hornets’ facili-
ties are 100% better, and the SWAC is a pre-
miere HBCU conference. 

Wright also etched his name in the con-
ference’s history books. He is the first 
white men’s basketball coach in SWAC his-
tory. 

Someone posted a video of the family ar-
riving for his press conference on Tuesday. 
The joy on their faces was priceless. They 

looked right at home. 
Coaching countdown 
Virginia Union announced its next men’s 

basketball coach. Alumnus A.J. English 
takes the helm. English played under leg-
endary coach Dave Robbins from 1986-90 
and was the 1990 NCAA Division II national 
player of the year. 

Jackson State removed the interim tag 
from Trey Johnson to make him the per-
manent men’s coach. 

That leaves Allen, Edward Waters, Ken-
tucky State, Lane, Lincoln, (Pa.), Mississippi 
Valley State, North Carolina Central and 
Shaw. 

The biggest question mark of them all is 
the Shaw women’s opening. Who is doing 
the recruiting since the entire staff was 
fired? Shaw’s website page for the coach-
ing roster says the page no longer exists. 

Make it make sense. 
Bonitta Best is sports editor at The Trian-

gle Tribune in Durham. 

Josh Jackson, a transfer from Division I FCS Central Connecticut State, is in an unfamiliar 
position at Johnson C. Smith as the oldest candidate competing for the starting quar-
terback job. Quarterbacks coach Tyrell Jackson, a Golden Bull from 2022-23,

Keep Pounding Classic 
offers different challenges

Jackson embraces his 
opportunity at JCSU

TROY HULL | THE CHARLOTTE POST

“I think it was really im-
portant just finding [our] 
identity and figuring out 
what we were going to be 
about,” Ball said. “I feel like 
that helped. It was really 
fun. [We have] a great group 
of guys. I love them all but 
anytime I am playing bas-
ketball and doing what I 
love, it’s a blessing.” 

Lee said Ball helped ele-
vate Charlotte, but heading 
into the offseason the plan 

physicality. I think that is 
just a global theme for our 
team.” 

Kon Knueppel was one of 
the NBA’s best rookies this 
year and one of the top can-
didates for rookie of the 
year award alongside for-
mer Duke teammate 
Cooper Flagg. Knueppel av-
eraged 18.5 points, 5.3 re-
bounds and 3.4 assists per 
game while shooting 47.5% 
from the floor and 42.5% 
from three-point range.  

is to challenge him to take 
it a step further. 

“He has to do it again this 
offseason and elevate 
everything that he did,” Lee 
said. “Everything he did was 
great. He played 72 games, 
a ton in a row. … Defen-
sively the level he played at 
consistently was much im-
proved.  

“Offensively we saw a ton 
of big moments from him. I 
think the next step for him 
is being able to handle 
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