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MINUTES 
BURKE COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS 
REGULAR (BUDGET / PLANNING) RETREAT 

The Burke County Board of Commissioners met in regular session for a budget and planning 
retreat on Thursday, February 3, 2022, at 9:00 a.m.  The meeting was held at the 
Commissioners' Meeting Room, located at the Burke County Services Building, 110 N. Green 
Street, Entrance E, in Morganton, N.C. The agenda, in its entirety, was posted to the County’s 
website, www.burkenc.org, several days prior to the meeting as usual. Both Burke County and 
the state of North Carolina had previously declared a state of emergency which was ongoing as 
of this date due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. Those present were: 

COMMISSIONERS PRESENT: Scott Mulwee, Chairman  
Johnnie W. Carswell, Vice Chairman 
Wayne F. Abele, Sr. 
Jeffrey C. Brittain  
Maynard M. Taylor 

STAFF PRESENT: Bryan Steen, County Manager 
Margaret Pierce, Deputy County Manager/Finance Director 
J.R. Simpson, II, County Attorney  
Kay Honeycutt Draughn, Clerk to the Board 

CALL TO ORDER 
Chairman Mulwee called the meeting to order at 9:00 a.m. 

APPROVAL OF AGENDA 
Motion:  To approve the agenda. 
RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Jeffrey C. Brittain, Commissioner 
AYES: Scott Mulwee, Johnnie W. Carswell, Wayne F. Abele, Sr., Jeffrey C. Brittain, and 

Maynard M. Taylor 

PRESENTATIONS 

BOC - PRESENTATION OF COMPREHENSIVE FACILITIES ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION  
Joshua N. Bennett, Vice President, Mosely Architects, presented the methodology and results of 
a comprehensive study of the County’s facilities as follows and responded to questions from the 
Board.  Brian Nieft, Senior Fiscal Analyst, was also in attendance.  
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Vice Chairman Carswell asked if their recommendation is to tear down the courthouse. Mr. 
Bennett responded in the affirmative. Vice Chairman Carswell asked what grade he would give 
the county in terms of current infrastructure. Mr. Bennett said a solid B and noted that the 
county has made good moves with the jail, 911 center, and EMS stations. He continued, 
because of those projects, the county has begun to recognize that they have a need and have 
started to do something about it, and noted the facilities plan is to help them prioritize those 
needs. Chairman Mulwee asked how Burke County compares to other rural counties of similar 
size and budget. Mr. Bennett said he is working with Wayne and Johnston Counties currently 
and Burke is comparable to Wayne.  
 
After Mr. Bennett concluded his presentation, a general discussion ensued regarding the cost of 
buildings, technology, providing services, how plans for one department impacts other 
departments, and distinguishing between wants and needs from department interviews / 
questionnaires, spending tax dollars wisely, perceived lack of growth in the county, and 
immediate costs compared to deferred costs.  
 
Commissioner Taylor commended Mr. Bennett for the report. In response to a question from 
Vice Chairman Carswell, Mr. Bennett said his recommendation is to first look at the buildings 
that need replacement now, discussion ensued. Chairman Mulwee asked what grade Mr. 
Bennett would give the HRC building. Mr. Bennett said a C-, noting the HRC does not lend itself 
to providing 21st century health and human services delivery. 
   
RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 

 
BOC - HUMAN RESOURCE CENTER - GENERAL DISCUSSION  
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A general discussion on the condition of the Human Resource Center (HRC) located at 700 E. 
Parker Road in Morganton ensued. This facility was constructed in the early 1970s and houses 
DSS, the Health Department and Burke Co. Public Schools’ Central Office. At the Chairman’s 
invitation, Danny Scalise, Local Health Director, provided an update on the condition of the 

Health Department 
facilities and said he 
agreed with Mr. Bennett’s 
earlier comments, noting 
that citizens coming to the 
HRC for clinical services do 
not feel comfortable at the 
facility. However, Mr. 
Scalise said he would give 
the condition of the 
HRC/Health Dept. a grade 
of F-. Vice Chairman 
Carswell asked Mr. Scalise 
and Korey Fisher-Wellman, 
DSS Director, as these 
Departments evolve, do 
families have the space 
they need for intimate 
moments / services and is 
it safe. Mr. Scalise said the 
current clinic rooms are 
not large enough, 
especially with the need 
for an interpreter in many 
cases which adds to the 
amount of people in 
smaller rooms. He said on 
the administrative side of 
the Health Department, 
they are not very well 
organized due to space 
constraints. Overall, he 
said the HRC is not 
conducive to a familial 
atmosphere or to make 
people comfortable. Mr. 

Fisher-Wellman concurred with Mr. Scalise and discussion ensued regarding the lack of security, 
storage and utilization of building space. County Manager Steen noted that IT is working with 
their vendor to install a public address system in the building. Chairman Mulwee asked between 
the Health and DSS Departments, how many employees currently work in the HRC. Mr. Scalise 
said approximately 50 and Mr. Fisher-Wellman said approximately 188, discussion ensued 
regarding employee numbers, telecommuting, and mental health. Chairman Mulwee asked Mr. 
Bennett what his recommendation is for the HRC and he said replacement. Chairman Mulwee 
asked if the building is replaced, what would be done with the employees in the interim. Mr. 
Bennett said he believes there is ample room on the current site to build a new facility and 
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demolish the old building.  Discussion continued on parking and consolidation. In response to a 
question from Commissioner Taylor, Margaret Pierce, Deputy County Manager/Finance Director, 
said American Rescue Plan (ARP) funds allow for the renovation and expansion for health 
departments, but they do not fund DSS specifically. She continued, the county would need to 
review the final rules to ensure that stays the same from the interim rules, but at this point, the 
county could provide ARP funds for some of the cost to renovate or construct a new building. 
She said temporary structures are also available under the ARP funds for the next three (3) 
years. Discussion ensued regarding ARP funds, expansion, renovation, or demolition and 
construction of a new HRC and potentially consolidating most county buildings into one (1) 
complex. Ms. Pierce noted that the last she heard, ARP funds can be used alongside other 
sources of funding, such as borrowing. However, she continued, ARP funds cannot be used for 
paying debt service or grant / loan matches.  Discussion continued. Chairman Mulwee asked if 
Mr. Scalise and Mr. Fisher-Wellman were comfortable with the square footage that Mr. Bennett 
presented for a new / renovated HRC. Mr. Scalise said he did not have a chance to see the 
presented materials but felt comfortable based on previous discussions he had with Mr. 
Bennett. Mr. Fisher-Wellman concurred with Mr. Scalise. Discussion ensued about parking needs 
if a consolidated county complex was constructed on the HRC property and the potential need 
for a parking deck. Vice Chairman Carswell asked if the Board decided to renovate the HRC 
building, would ARP funds pay for the temporary location for employees. Ms. Pierce said ARP 
funds would pay for the Health Department and revenue loss funds would cover the rest.   
 
RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 

 
RECESS OF MEETING 
The Board took a lunch break at 11:10 a.m.  The meeting resumed at 1:00 p.m. 
 
BOC - UPDATE ON CAPITAL CONSTRUCTION PROJECTS  
Updates were provided on the following capital construction projects: 

· Animal Shelter 
· EMS Base No. 1 
· Jonas Ridge Convenience Site / BOG Park 
 

ANIMAL SHELTER 
Mike Barnard, Shelter Planners of America, made the following presentation and responded to 
questions from the Board.  
 
This space is intentionally left blank. 

  

53



February 3, 2022 (Reg. Budget / Planning Retreat) 

Page 6 

  

  

 

 

54



February 3, 2022 (Reg. Budget / Planning Retreat) 

Page 7 

  

 

 

55



February 3, 2022 (Reg. Budget / Planning Retreat) 

Page 8 

  

  

 

This space is intentionally left blank. 

 
Chairman Mulwee opened the floor for questions and comments from the Board. Commissioner 
Brittain asked how the recommended number of staff parking spaces was determined. Mr. 
Barnard said large groups of people may utilize the public meeting room in addition to 
volunteers and noted the vision of the new facility is similar to a retail store which requires 
ample parking and potential compliance with city zoning codes. In response to questions from 
Commissioner Taylor, Mr. Barnard said the proposed square footage is approximately 13,120 
and the capacity of the shelter is 96 but noted that number is fluid.  After additional comments 
from Mr. Barnard, Commissioner Taylor estimated that the cost of the proposed facility is $100 
per dog (3,000 dogs X 20 years / $6 million), which he said was very high.  To save money, he 
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suggested using a customized metal building, but acknowledged the high cost of internal 
fixtures for any new building.  Mr. Barnard advised that animal shelters are more expensive to 
build than schools or hospitals and pointed out that the walls are 4-foot on center instead of 15 
to 20 feet on center, more plumbing is required in addition to special HVAC systems and special 
finishings and coatings to avoid corrosion. However, a cheaper shelter could be constructed, he 
said.  Addressing the use of a prefab metal building, Mr. Barnard was skeptical it would pass 
Morganton’s zoning requirements. Commissioner Taylor also commented that the county sold a 
building last year for $1.7 million and there would be no additional burden on the taxpayers if 
the shelter could be constructed for $1.5 million. Further, hotel rooms can still be rented for less 
than $100 a day and this proposal will charge over $100 per animal, noting that it seems 
unreasonable to spend $6 million on an animal shelter. Mr. Barnard offered to provide cost 
comparisons for other shelters constructed in the southeastern U.S. Commissioner Brittain said 
he would like to see a high-quality building, but the proposed shelter goes beyond what he feels 
he can justify to citizens. He noted he would like to see something in the $3 million range. He 
also believed there was too much parking. Commissioner Taylor commented on the amenities 
of the metal building and said as a Board, a work session is needed to prioritize what is 
important.  To him, educating students and providing public water have higher values than an 
animal shelter and if the county has that kind of money to spend on dogs, then the county 
should pay half of the tuition for students at WPCC for any Burke County citizen who wants to 
attend. Commissioner Taylor said he was not belittling animals and has had them all his life, but 
this proposal costs the taxpayers significantly. Commissioner Brittain said it is hard to rationalize 
a $6 million facility for seven (7) employees compared to a new $26 million Human Resources 
Center for 200 employees.  
 
RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  

 
EMS BASE NO. 1  
Jason Black, EMS Director, said the current building they are in now behind the hospital is not 
salvageable. He said there are four (4) bays and during the day three (3) ambulances are in 
operation and the fourth is on constant standby for bariatric patients. In addition to four (4) 
ambulances, EMS has up to three (3) units there that are exposed to the elements at any given 
time. Mr. Black said there is some space for computers and storage but noted there is a lack of 
adequate space at the current location. He continued, for EMS to progress with a new building, 
six (6) bays, a larger storage area and the addition of three (3) – four (4) offices for the 
relocation of EMS administrative staff and an office for the supervisor is needed. Property on NC 
Highway 18 South, which was an old service station, is currently under consideration. County 
Manager Steen said staff is working with West Consultants to analyze the site and determine if 
it will meet the needs of EMS.  If the new base will not fit on the proposed site, then other 
properties will have to be located. Director Black also stated his desire for the new facility to 
include a training room. Chairman Mulwee opened the floor for questions and comments from 
the Board. Commissioner Taylor asked if there is a need for eight (8) bays at the proposed 
location. Mr. Black said six (6) would be good and ideally, four (4) ambulances would be in 
operation and two (2) would be on standby. He noted that due to the equipment / medicines 
on the ambulances / trucks, they should be in a climate-controlled environment.  Director Black 
also commented on the Department’s needs and possible solutions in 20 years. A short 
discussion ensued.  
 
RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  
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JONAS RIDGE CONVENIENCE SITE / BOG PARK 
Alan Glines, Planning Director, provided an update on the Jonas Ridge convenience site / Bog 
Park and responded to questions from the Board. 
 

 
 
Mr. Glines reviewed the revised cost estimate shown above and said staff would like to have a 
facility that the convenience site managing employee could use which would include a storage 
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area and a proper restroom. Mr. Glines said a significant portion of the site is the bog itself, 
which is a rare southern Appalachian environment and any stormwater or leachate coming from 
the convenience site should be treated before it reaches the high-quality trout water / 
environmental area.  The additional funding requested will allow staff to modify the site plan. 
Shane Prisby, Community Development Operations Manager, noted the need for expanded 
recycling services for the Jonas Ridge community, accommodate future growth and make it 
easier for staff to change out containers, as well as having basic amenities at the site. 
Commissioner Brittain asked if two (2) compactors are needed at the site. Mr. Glines responded 
in the affirmative. In response to a question from Commissioner Taylor regarding the need for a 
traffic light, Mr. Glines said a traffic light would not be warranted, but that is a NC DOT highway 
and if it became a high traffic area, they would have to work with NC DOT to revisit the issue. A 
short discussion ensued regarding traffic and line of sight in that area. Commissioner Brittain 
asked if this is an item that will be on the Board’s agenda in March. Mr. Glines said this item 
was heard at the February pre-agenda meeting and he hoped that this number could be 
updated for the regular meeting.  County Manager Steen stated the need to move forward so 
that bids could be obtained, and the amounts included in the FY 22-23 budget. Chairman 
Mulwee asked if the county owns all the necessary property for the project. County Attorney 
Simpson advised that they still have not closed on the 5.5-acre triangle with 32 heirs yet, but 
they should close on that in the next 30 days.  The small sliver of unusable land in the right-of-
way is still in flux, but it should be resolved soon.  The owners have been dealing with an illness 
in the family. Margaret Pierce, Deputy County Manager/Finance Director, asked if this estimate 
is just for design work and not construction. Mr. Glines responded in the affirmative. Chairman 
Mulwee asked what is the estimated amount of trail that will be at the Bog Park. Mr. Prisby said 
it should be more than a mile. Discussion ensued regarding the trail and the old house on the 
property.    
 
RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  

 
BOC - UPDATE ON WESTERN REGIONAL LT SUBSTANCE ABUSE TREATMENT 
FACILITY  
Regarding a proposed regional long-term substance abuse treatment facility, County Manager 
Steen reported last week he had a second meeting with interested county managers and a few 
days ago, Partners Health Management representatives held a virtual meeting with interested 
service providers. He said at that meeting, they shared that Burke County has received state 
funds to rehabilitate the former confinement facility and architects have had the opportunity to 
respond to a request for qualifications (RFQ). He continued that:  two (2) firms responded to 
the RFQ, a committee reviewed the responses, a recommendation for the Board to consider will 
be ready soon and he would like that added to the Board’s February agenda. If the Board is 
agreeable, he said staff can begin negotiations with the firm for architectural services. He 
further advised that there is a lot of work to be done in developing a business model for this 
initiative and that Tara Conrad with Partners Health Management was informed that the county 
is not interested in operating the treatment facility.  An outside entity is needed to run the 
facility and lease it from the county. Further, the county may need to have a very helpful 
relationship with a provider regarding the lease amount for the first three (3) years while the 
program can get going. He said there are a lot of unknowns such as coordinating with WPCC 
and the Industrial Commons for various trainings needed for the patients.  In addition, he is 
working to develop a planning grant application for the Dogwood Health Trust because there 
will be a significant number of meetings required in the region to contact various local 
governments to determine if they want to use their opioid litigation funding to join the initiative, 
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coordinating service providers, and investigating how the opioid funds can be spent. He noted 
that the proceeds from the opioid litigation must be spent treating opioid addiction. He 
reiterated that the county does not need to operate the facility / program, the county needs to 
help develop the building and get it ready to lease and then relevant service providers will 
operate the program. County Manager Steen said there will be more meetings and the planning 
grant is due by the 14th, noting that the application is approximately 80 percent completed.   
 
Chairman Mulwee opened the floor for questions and comments from the Board. Commissioner 
Taylor said in the past they were told that a jail would not be a suitable location for a mental 
health facility. He then said staff are moving along as if the Board has already decided to 
pursue this project and he has not heard what the renovation cost would be. County Manager 
Steen said the county has approximately $3.25 million from the state for renovations and some 
of that will be used to pay for the architects to do the redesign. During the redesign, County 
Manager Steen said, the service providers would be involved to ensure it will meet their clinical 
needs. He noted that once the redesign is completed, the building will no longer look like a jail. 
Commissioner Taylor asked if the $3.25 million from the state will be enough to renovate the 
building. County Manager Steen said the county will bid out the project and they have been 
assured by the state that those funds have been awarded to Burke County. Commissioner 
Taylor stated this added $3.25 million to the cost of the jail. Commissioner Taylor asked how 
long it will be until the Board gets the full facts and be able to say yes or no to this project. He 
then asked if hiring an architect is not authorizing the actual build. County Manager Steen 
explained that staff is looking to retain an architect to do the design work and then a contractor 
would come in and renovate the building. Commissioner Taylor asked if the county is hiring an 
architect to do the design work, are they proceeding with the rest of the project. County 
Manager Steen said they would do the design work and then bid it out to a contractor to see 
how much the contract price would be. Commissioner Taylor asked how much the project is 
estimated to cost. County Manager Steen said until the project is bid out, no one will know how 
much it will cost. Commissioner Taylor asked what the estimated cost of the design work is. 
County Manager Steen said the Board would give him authority to negotiate a contract and he 
would bring that back to the Board for final approval.  
 
RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  

 
BOC - UPDATE ON OPIOID LITIGATION  
Regarding the opioid litigation / funding, Vice Chairman Carswell reported all 100 counties have 
signed onto the national settlement agreement as well as 17 cities. Under that agreement, 
North Carolina will receive around $850 million to $1 billion over 18 years. Eighty-five percent 
(85%) of the proceeds will go to counties and cities and the remaining fifteen percent (15%) 
will go into the state coffers. The Sackler family, the manufacturer of OxyContin, has filed for 
bankruptcy protection and the courts have decided that they are probably not going to allow 
the bankruptcy to occur. He said there is an additional lawsuit against Johnson and Johnson 
and the decisions are still pending on both lawsuits. Further, the NC Attorney General’s Office 
as well as the North Carolina Association of County Commissioners (NCACC) has made three (3) 
presentations that each Commissioner has been invited to attend to refresh each county on the 
two (2) options that they can choose from under the national settlement on how to spend their 
monies for substance abuse treatment. He said most counties will choose option B so there can 
be regional collaboration, noting when and if there is a substance abuse treatment center, 
which Burke County is proposing, these counties can give their monies to Burke County to help 
provide treatment for substance abuse cases from their counties. He continued, services would 
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be under the purview of Partners Health Management, the entity that would be providing the 
treatment programs. Vice Chairman Carswell said the monies should begin arriving around 
March or April but was unsure how it will be frontloaded. He said a committee will oversee the 
distribution of the litigation funds and he and Buncombe County Commissioner Jasmine Beach-
Ferrara sit on the committee as representatives of North Carolina.  
 
Commissioner Brittain asked, regarding the two (2) pending lawsuits, if they would fall under 
the national settlement agreement. Vice Chairman Carswell answered in the affirmative. In 
response to a question from County Manager Steen, Vice Chairman Carswell said Burke County 
is estimated to receive approximately $17 million.  He responded to several questions from 
Commissioner Taylor and spoke at length about the concept of the long-term substance abuse 
treatment facility.   
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 
 
BOC - ARP (AMERICAN RESCUE PLAN) FUNDING UPDATE  
Margaret Pierce, Deputy County Manager/Finance Director, introduced Brian Nieft, Senior Fiscal 
Analyst, and noted that they are continuing to go through the updates on the final rules. Mr. 
Nieft said one suggestion was made to gather input for projects from the public and have a 
committee review the suggestions before sending them to the Board for final approval.  
 
Mr. Nieft then provided the following update on ARP projects:  
• The new EMS equipment has been purchased except for the AEDs (Automated External 

Defibrillators).  
• Multiple General Services’ projects are underway and final contracts will be brought to 

the Board for approval.  
 
Mr. Nieft said addressing public health and negative economic impacts, replacing lost revenue, 
premium pay, and infrastructure investments are the four (4) categories for ARP expenditures 
and they will be looking for projects that fit under those categories.  
 
Chairman Mulwee opened the floor for questions and comments from the Board. Vice Chairman 
Carswell asked when the first installment of ARP funding was received and what was the 
amount. Ms. Pierce said $8.7 million was received in early June of last year, the second half 
should arrive in June of this year. Vice Chairman Carswell asked what are the rules for 
nonprofits.  
 
Mr. Nieft responded:  (1) there are both federal and state rules that the county must follow 
regarding ARP funds; (2) if a nonprofit provides a service that the county cannot provide, then 
the county cannot give them ARP funds to provide that service; (3) if a nonprofit provides a 
service that the county can provide, then they can be made a subrecipient on a contracted 
basis and must follow the ARP funding rules; and (4) an eligible nonprofit must be willing to 
allow the county to have access to its financial records to conduct a risk assessment. Ms. Pierce 
commented on the existence of a variety of programs at DSS to address social needs and not 
duplicating these services through another provider. Vice Chairman Carswell said it would 
simplify matters if the Board could find one (1) large project to spend its ARP funds on. After 
additional discussion, Mr. Nieft advised that their first ARP report was due on January 31st, but 
at the time of the report, there were no expenditures made. Discussion continued and Vice 
Chairman Carswell encouraged Mr. Nieft to look to the North Carolina Association of County 
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Commissioners (NCACC) and/or WPCOG if he needs any assistance.  Ms. Pierce commented on 
having to re-do the first ARP report because of a last-minute rule change and she anticipated 
the rule-changing to continue for the life of the funds.  Commissioner Taylor requested a list of 
categories / sub-categories of appropriate expenditures and noted no one can make a good 
decision without having all the information. After additional discussion, Ms. Pierce asked the 
Board if they wanted to have a dedicated meeting to discussing the Board’s priorities for ARP 
spending and advised that the Finance staff needs to know the Board’s priorities whether it’s 
one (1) project or multiple projects. In response to a question from County Manager Steen, Ms. 
Pierce and Mr. Nieft said Burke County received $17.5 million in ARP funds, $1.7 million has 
been committed to other projects and purchase orders have been entered for approximately 
$792,000. He further advised that up to $10 million can be put towards the lost revenue 
category. Chairman Mulwee said they will set a date for a dedicated ARP meeting at the Board’s 
next meeting.  
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN.  
 
BOC - UPDATE ON COUNTY FINANCES  
Margaret Pierce, Deputy County Manager/Finance Director provided a general update on the 
County’s finances and responded to questions from the Board. Highlights of her presentation 
reads as follows: 
 
 

 
 
This space is intentionally left blank. 
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Sales Tax History 

 
 

Sales tax data for FY 19-20, FY 18-19 and FY 17-18 was included in the agenda packet and is 
hereby incoporated into the meeting minutes by reference. 
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Regarding the FY 22-23 budget, Ms. Pierce also advised that the pay structures for all county 
departments are being evaluated for equity and fairness and noted that the fixed-pay 
fluctuating work week is particularly problematic. A general discussion ensued on the 
advantages v. disadvantages of the fixed-pay fluctuating work week structure.   

 

67



February 3, 2022 (Reg. Budget / Planning Retreat) 

Page 20 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 

ADDITIONAL AGENDA ITEMS – FEBRUARY MEETING 
County Manager Steen said if the Board is agreeable, he would like to add two (2) new items to 
the Board’s February regular meeting agenda: expanding the responsibilities of a department 
head and proceeding with pursuing a contract for architectural services for the remodeling of the 
former confinement facility. Further, he asked to add the first item to tomorrow’s agenda for 
discussion.  

Commissioner Abele left at 3:24 p.m. and was not present for the remainder of the meeting. 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 

RECESSED AT 3:25 P.M. 
Motion: To recess until Friday, Feb. 4, 2022, at 9:00 a.m. 
RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Maynard M. Taylor, Commissioner 
AYES: Scott Mulwee, Johnnie W. Carswell, Jeffrey C. Brittain and Maynard M. Taylor 
ABSENT: Wayne F. Abele, Sr. 
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