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CALL TODAY!

Ask about same day 
care at one of our 

convenient locations!

We offer 0% interest 
financing for 24 months!² 

LIMITED TIME UPGRADE OFFER!

$500 OFFReceive 

a pair of Phonak Lumity hearing aids!1
HURRY!  OFFER EXPIRES 05/31/24!

Reach out to our team of experts 
and UPGRADE your hearing 

experience today!
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Re-Bath handles every step of the bathroom remodel process– design, 
product selection, demo, and installation.

$1,250 OFF a full remodel. Ask about our financing options.

828.220.5569

Remodel the effortless way.

M
ore than a year has passed since

Great Smoky Mountains National

Park launched its parking tag

program March 1, 2023, and the park

is spending the more than $12 million raised since

then — by the parking tags and higher camping and

backpacking fees approved at the same time — to

significantly improve the visitor experience at

America’s most-visited national park. h “This is a

legacy program that we’ll see the benefits of not

just tomorrow, not just a year from now — we’re

talking decades from now,” said Emily Davis, the

park’s public affairs specialist. “This is a historic

moment in this park’s timeline, and we’re excited to

see what we can do with it, where we can go with it,

and how this benefits our future stewards of this

special place.”

PARK IT FORWARD
Some of the funds from Park It Forward will be used to build 50 new parking spaces at Laurel Falls
Trailhead, which provides access to one of the park’s most popular trails. PROVIDED BY GARY T. WILSON/SMOKIES LIFE 

Great Smoky
Mountains
camping fees
raise $12M

See CAMPING, Page 8A

Word from the Smokies
Holly Kays

Guest Columnist

LEFT: The new Preventative Search and Rescue Team aims
to reduce the number of search and rescue operations
needed in the park by helping hikers leave the parking lot
prepared for their adventure. PROVIDED BY DAVID BRILL 

ASHEVILLE – The city and county reparations
commission has voted unanimously for guaranteed
income for some residents, handing that and other
recommendations up to local elected officials.

In a series of four votes at its May 6 meeting, the
commission recommended guaranteed income and
three other programs − the creation of an economic
development center, paying for existing initiatives in
historically Black neighborhoods and creating a Rep-
arations Accountability Council. All are meant to
help make up for slavery and years of discrimination
toward Black residents and their ancestors − though
it is still unclear who exactly will benefit because of
legal issues that can limit race-based programs, city
and county attorneys have said.

“You have officially moved forward and voted on
four of your recommendations. This deserves cele-
bration,” said Vernisha Crawford, facilitator for the
commission that has toiled to shape what repara-
tions would look like since the City Council and Bun-
combe County Board of Commissioners approved
them in historic votes in 2020. Making the motion to 

Commission
votes for
guaranteed
earnings
Joel Burgess
Asheville Citizen Times | USA TODAY NETWORK

See COMMISSION, Page 10A

Former President Donald Trump said on Saturday
that former Republican presidential candidate Nikki
Haley was not being considered to be his running
mate in the November election, dismissing a report
by news site Axios.

“Nikki Haley is not under consideration for the V.P.
slot, but I wish her well!” Trump wrote on his social
media platform Truth Social. 

Citing people familiar with the situation, Axios
had reported that Trump could pick Haley if he were
convinced she could help him win the presidency,
avoid a potential prison sentence and cover tens of
millions in legal bills if he loses.

Haley, the former South Carolina governor and a
former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, ended
her long-shot challenge to Republican presidential 

Trump not
considering Haley
as running mate
Akanksha Khushi, Nathan Layne
and Lucia Mutikani
REUTERS

See MATE, Page 8A
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frontrunner Trump in March.
Comment was not immediately

available from Haley. While she has ac-
knowledged that Trump, who repeated-
ly belittled her candidacy, would be the
Republican nominee, Haley has not en-
dorsed him.

There was already a long list of po-
tential candidates for the vice president
position that includes North Dakota
Gov. Doug Burgum, South Dakota Gov.
Kristi Noem, U.S. Senators Marco Rubio,
Tim Scott and J.D. Vance, and U.S. Rep.
Elise Stefanik.

Burgum and Scott competed against
Trump for the 2024 Republican nomi-

nation before dropping out. 
Noem has been embroiled in contro-

versy after recently revealing in a mem-
oir that she once shot and killed a 14-
month-old dog for being disobedient.

Trump is in no hurry to pick a run-
ning mate, according to advisers. He
will not be formally nominated until the
Republican convention in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin, in July. 

He will face President Joe Biden, a
Democrat, in the Nov. 5 general election.

Former President Donald Trump said on social media that former South Carolina
Gov. Nikki Haley will not be his running mate. Haley ended her 2024 campaign to
be president in March. JONATHAN ERNST/REUTERS FILE 
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Former President Donald

Trump is in no hurry to

pick a running mate,

according to advisers.

The Park It Forward parking tag pro-
gram represents a massive shift for the
park, which had never had any fees as-
sociated with trailhead and parking lot
use. The change was controversial, es-
pecially in park gateway communities,
but most of the general public agreed
with the park’s assessment that serving
more than 12 million visitors each year
without an additional revenue stream
was simply unsustainable.

As visitation began increasing in the
2010s, and then through the pandemic
and its aftermath, federal funds became
progressively less adequate to meet the
needs of a park whose annual visitation
regularly exceeds that of Yellowstone,
Yosemite and Grand Canyon national
parks combined. These and other large
national parks all charge entrance fees
— something the Smokies’ enabling leg-
islation prevents it from doing — and re-
ly on congressional appropriations for
less than half their budgets, whereas
appropriations make up 80% of the
Smokies budget. When Park It Forward
was proposed in 2022, these parks were
spending about $15 per visitor, while the
Smokies was spending $2 per visitor.
These financial realities forced the park
to downsize its staff even as visitation
soared to record heights.

“National Park Service staff are really
dedicated civil servants who are pas-
sionate about this park, and I think they
get so frustrated with their limited abil-
ity to do their jobs and make a differ-
ence,” said Smokies Life CEO Laurel Re-
matore.

Rematore hopes Park It Forward pro-
ceeds will offer a “light at the end of the
tunnel,” improving the Smokies experi-
ence for employees and visitors alike.

The park intends to use the money to
hire 25 new employees, of whom 17 are
already on board. Two new road main-
tenance workers will ensure road shoul-
ders are repaired, potholes are patched,
and damaged signs and fences are re-
placed more quickly than has been pos-
sible in the past. In their first year, eight
new roving park rangers, hired in March
2023, have made more than 117,000 visi-
tor contacts, picked up over 612 pounds
of trash, and assisted with dozens of
search and rescues, car accidents and
wildlife incidents.

The remaining seven new employees
work on the park’s Preventative Search
and Rescue Team, a new program that
aims to reduce the number of backcoun-
try emergencies in the park.

“It’s really about meeting those hik-
ers before they even start on their trip to
make sure that they are fully prepared,”
Davis said. “Education starts at the
trailhead. It starts on the website. It
starts by reading articles in the newspa-
per and understanding what the Smok-
ies has in store for you.”

PSAR rangers help hikers understand
the need to keep their adventures
“Smokies SMART” — an acronym that

stands for “Stay hydrated, Map your
hike, Always wear proper clothing and
footwear, Remember your flashlight,
and Turn back when conditions
change.” But PSAR rangers are also
highly trained first responders, able to
help when something does go wrong.

Recreation fee revenue will fund
some more tangible improvements as
well, including 50 new parking spaces
at Laurel Falls Trailhead, rehabilitation
work at Mingus Mill, accessible ameni-
ties and campsites at Look Rock Camp-
ground, horse stall replacement at Tow
String Horse Camp, road resurfacing on
Cosby Entrance Road, sidewalk replace-
ments at Cosby Picnic Area and new
steel bear-resistant dumpsters park-
wide. The funds will also allow for a
more frequent cleaning cycle at some of
its most-used restrooms, such as those
at Sugarlands Visitor Center, and im-
proved maintenance of campgrounds
and picnic areas.

Recreation fee revenues must be
used for projects tied to a direct visitor
benefit. The park’s management team

worked to prioritize potential projects
and positions the fees might fund.

The fee funding raised during the
first year these new recreation fees have
been in effect is nearly triple the $3.1
million the park reaped from recreation
fees in fiscal year 2022, the last full fis-
cal year without the Park It Forward pro-
gram. This represents a roughly one-
third increase to the budget the park
would have had absent the 2023 fee

changes.
“That is an enormous boost, and that

is way more than Smokies Life or
Friends of the Smokies could possibly
provide to the national park in any given
year,” Rematore said.

Combined, the park’s cooperating
association partner Smokies Life and
philanthropic partner Friends of the
Smokies provide it with about $7 mil-
lion in assistance each year. This money
is meant to elevate visitor experience
beyond the basic nuts and bolts of pro-
viding safe, sanitary, and operational
facilities and infrastructure.

“The use of our funds was always in-
tended to provide a margin of excellence
to the national park,” Rematore said,
“and more and more it was becoming
part of the park’s basic operating
needs.”

Now that Park It Forward funds are
rolling in, Rematore hopes Smokies Life
will eventually be able to shift back to
focusing on the kinds of flagship pro-
jects and programs it exists to support.
Already, there has been some promising
movement. In 2019, Smokies Life and
the National Park Service began dis-
cussing a partnership to expand the
“woefully undersized” Cades Cove Visi-
tor Center, but that conversation fell off
with the onset of the pandemic. Now,
the park service has invited Smokies
Life to resume the discussion, some-
thing Rematore doesn’t think would
have happened if not for Park It For-
ward.

“Instead of trying to do more with
less,” she said, “they get to be more
thoughtful and deliberate.”

But true change will take time.
“We have a long way to go to address

almost 90 years of wear and tear on park
facilities, and to reduce the strain on
park employees,” Davis said. “We’re be-
ginning to restore staffing levels and ad-
dress the various needs throughout the
park. I will say, though, that’s not all
possible to fix overnight. It does take
time, and we’re excited to take these
first steps.”

Holly Kays is the lead writer for the
29,000-member Smokies Life, a non-
profit dedicated to supporting the scien-
tific, historical, and interpretive activ-
ities of Great Smoky Mountains Nation-
al Park by providing educational prod-
ucts and services such as this column.
Learn more at SmokiesLife.org and
reach the author at hollyk@smokies-
life.org .

Park It Forward revenues will allow the park to tackle rehabilitation work at
Mingus Mill, a historic gristmill built in 1886.
PHOTO PROVIDED BY VALERIE POLK/SMOKIES LIFE 
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Park It Forward funds will allow the
park to hire 25 new positions,
lightening the load for existing
employees and allowing them to
continue leading and designing
popular visitor programs such as
Celebrating Cosby, pictured here. 

In addition to their skill in stopping
future rescues before they start,
Preventative Search and Rescue Team
members are also highly trained first
responders. PHOTOS PROVIDED BY NATIONAL

PARK SERVICE 
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