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ASHEVILLE - Local law enforcement arrested a
suspect late night on Dec. 11 wanted for three felony
charges in a 2016 sexual assault cold case involving
three minors, officials said.

Juan Jose Bernal-Ramirez, 62, of Asheville, was
taken into custody by the Buncombe County Sheriff’s
Office around 11:33 p.m. on Dec. 11, according to a Dec.
12 news release from the Asheville Police Department.
He faces charges of first-degree statutory sex offense
and two counts of indecent liberties with a minor,
court records show. All three charges equate to felo-
nies under Chapter 14 of North Carolina General Stat-
utes.

Bernal-Ramirez is being held in the Buncombe

County Detention Facility under no bond, meaning he
is ineligible for release, according to a court document
outlining his conditions of release. His first appear-
ance in the Buncombe County Courthouse was on Dec.
12, where he was assigned a public defender.

“We would like to thank those members of the com-
munity who assisted us by providing tips and informa-
tion concerning Bernal-Ramirez’s whereabouts,” the
news release said.

The case was first reported to police in 2016, but
“went cold,” the release said. New evidence “came to
light earlier this year” leading to charges against Ber-
nal-Ramirez, APD spokesperson Samantha Booth told
the Citizen Times Dec. 11.

Detectives with the Family Justice Center led the
investigation and filed charges in consultation with
Buncombe County District Attorney Todd Williams’

office. The case involved three victims, according to
Booth.

Bernal-Ramirez’s charge of first-degree statutory
sex offense, under state law, refers to engaging in “a
sexual act” with a victim under the age of 13. The per-
son charged must be at least 12 years old and four or
more years older than the victim.

“The Asheville Police Department commends the
brave survivor who came forward, enabling investiga-
tors to revisit and ultimately resolve this case,” the pre-
vious release said. 

“We encourage anyone who may have been a victim
or has information related to a similar incident to con-
tact the Buncombe County Family Justice Center at
828-250-6900.”

Ryley Ober is the Public Safety Reporter for Asheville
Citizen Times, part of the USA Today Network. 

Police arrest man charged in child sexual assault cold case
Ryley Ober
Asheville Citizen Times | USA TODAY NETWORK

Anne Thomas-Abbott had a “profound” experience
this October as she observed students taking part in a
National Park Service curriculum about trees and car-
bon sequestration. The power of the lesson came
from the real-life, hands-on engagement in the forest,
as students measured trees in the Look Rock area of
Great Smoky Mountains National Park to find out
how much carbon specific trees could capture and
store, pulling greenhouse gas out of the atmosphere.

Though the students receiving the lesson on this
particular day were in college, the curriculum is typi-
cally used for seventh graders. During her day at Look 

Fifth graders from Columbia Public Schools in Missouri enjoy a quiet moment together in the woods during
a field trip to the Great Smoky Mountains Institute at Tremont.
PHOTOS PROVIDED BY RICH BRYANT/GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS INSTITUTE AT TREMONT

Park and partners expand
environmental education 

Word from the Smokies
Holly Kays

After capturing salamanders in clear plastic bags,
students from Clifton Hills Elementary School in
Chattanooga, Tennessee, examine them with the
help of identification keys.See SMOKIES, Page 6A

WASHINGTON – First came President Joe Biden’s
controversial pardon earlier this month of his son,
Hunter Biden. It was followed Thursday by the larg-
est single-day act of clemency in modern history:
commuting the sentences of nearly 1,500 people and
pardoning 39 others convicted of nonviolent crimes.

And the lame-duck, 82-year-old Democrat isn’t
done yet: Biden promised to take “more steps in the
weeks ahead.” 

Less than six weeks before he leaves the White
House, Biden faces a host of political and legal con-
siderations as he decides how he will use his presi-
dential clemency powers next.

Criminal justice advocates want him to sign off on
all 10,000 pending clemency petitions. Other activ-
ists and progressive Democrats are urging Biden to
commute the sentences of the 40 men on federal
death row. And Biden and his senior aides are con-
sidering potential preemptive pardons for individ-
uals they fear President-elect Donald Trump might
target for criminal investigations.

With the latest clemency moves, the White House
said Biden has now issued more sentence commuta-
tions than any of his predecessors at the same point
in their terms. He has also issued pardons targeting
categories of offenses, including simple marijuana
possession.

Yet Biden’s pace of individual pardons – which
absolves an individual of a criminal offense entirely
– has been the slowest since at least President Wil-
liam McKinley in 1900, according to Justice Depart-
ment records. Biden has pardoned 65 people so far,
leaving him behind another one-term president,
George H.W. Bush, who pardoned 74 people. That
said, pardons sometimes happen at the end of an ad-
ministration because they can be so controversial.

Jimmy Carter, another one-term president, had
the most pardons in the past 50 years, 534 – before
counting the open-ended pardon he provided people
who dodged the Vietnam War draft. Franklin Roose-
velt pardoned the most since 1900, with 2,819 during
his four terms.

The people who received clemency Thursday had
been moved to home confinement during the early
stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. Some Republi-
cans had pushed legislation that sought to return
those people and others in their situation to prison.
But GOP criticism from Biden’s actions Thursday
didn’t appear widespread.

“I’m not surprised at this point anymore,” Rep. 

Biden to take
‘more steps’
on clemency
Commutations sought
for people on death row
Joey Garrison and Bart Jansen
USA TODAY

See CLEMENCY, Page 7A
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Rock, Thomas-Abbott saw how power-
fully the outdoor lesson demonstrated
practical uses of geometry and the Pyth-
agorean Theorem as students measured
the heights and diameters of trees, cal-
culated their mass, and ultimately esti-
mated how much carbon they were se-
questering.

“Through this curriculum, seventh
graders can understand a concept about
how trees add mass to themselves
through photosynthesis that I didn’t un-
derstand until I was out of college,”
Thomas-Abbott said. “I could balance a
photosynthesis equation, but I had not
put together that trees use photosyn-
thesis to store carbon, which is how they
add mass to themselves. That's my sto-
ry to illustrate the power of taking learn-
ing — which is more and more relegated
to an inside space and so conceptual
that it’s hard sometimes for kids to real-
ly understand what they’re doing — out
into a place where it’s actually being
used.”

In her newly created position as
Smokies school coordinator at Great
Smoky Mountains Institute at Tremont,
the park’s experiential education part-
ner, Thomas-Abbott is working to en-
sure that ever-increasing numbers of
students have access to these kinds of
learning opportunities. Since her hire in
August, she’s been working to build re-
lationships with public school teachers
and administrators in Tennessee’s
Knox, Blount, Cocke and Sevier coun-
ties, helping them understand the vari-
ous environmental education opportu-
nities available to them. Thomas-Ab-
bott then works with teachers to identi-
fy the programs that might best fit their
vision and capacity and helps them
overcome any logistical hurdles that
might prevent participation.

The new outreach position is the re-
sult of cooperation and collaboration
between Great Smoky Mountains Na-
tional Park and several of its nonprofit
partners. Thomas-Abbott is a Tremont
employee, but her salary is paid by the
park’s philanthropic partner Friends of
the Smokies. She steers teachers toward
environmental education opportunities
available through the National Park Ser-
vice and Discover Life in America, a

park partner focused on biodiversity
science, as well as those offered through
Tremont.

“We all have limited resources, and
we can’t always serve the same school
multiple times,” explained Susan Sachs,
education branch coordinator for Great
Smoky Mountains National Park. “If we
had a coordinator position, we thought,
that person could really help us figure
out what individual teachers need and
who is the best partner to provide it. It’s
a way to be more efficient and effective.”

Sachs had specific ideas about who
the ideal candidate would be — a retired
teacher, preferably one from Knox
County Schools. Even better, someone
with experience at one of the schools
that park programs work to support.
Thomas-Abbott fit the bill precisely.

“We got really lucky with Anne,”
Sachs said.

Thomas-Abbott is a Knoxville native
who came up through the public schools
and then, after earning a master’s de-
gree and teaching license at the Univer-
sity of Tennessee in Knoxville, spent 30
years teaching English in Knox County
Schools, where her son also attended.
Twenty-seven of those years were at
Fulton High School, an established part-
ner in the environmental education pro-
grams offered by NPS, Tremont, and
DLiA.

“I just went to an elementary school
in Knox County today, and the person
that I was meeting with happened to
have been my son’s fifth grade teacher,”
she said. “She’d had a name change
since then, but we had an instant affin-
ity for each other, and there’s instant
trust there. It’s those kinds of connec-
tions that make it easy for me to walk
into schools and be comfortable and
also know what’s reasonable to expect.”

"Thomas-Abbott’s community con-
nections have allowed her to make great
strides in her short time at Tremont,"
Sachs said. Because she’s local, she can
attend evening events like career and
STEM nights. She’s also working to de-
velop relationships with additional
schools, especially those feeding into
Fulton and South Doyle high schools,
which serve students and communities
facing significant barriers to spending
time in nature. The rapport she’s build-
ing with teachers is expected to lead to
increased environmental education op-
portunities across grade levels.

“These are really critical conversa-

tions that allow us to be responsive,”
said Sachs.

Environmental education brings
learning to life, as Thomas-Abbott saw
firsthand while shadowing the seventh-
grade curriculum, broadening students’
perspectives as to what is possible, both
academically and professionally. Re-
search shows that students engaged in
outdoor education have a higher intrin-
sic motivation to learn, leading to great-
er engagement and academic achieve-
ment. One teacher at a Knoxville ele-
mentary school reported that her stu-
dents learning English as a second
language seem to feel more confident in
taking risks with language when they’re
outside with their nature journals than
when they’re in a traditional indoor
classroom setting.

Thomas-Abbott’s work helps con-
nect a constellation of environmental
education efforts that have been under-
way for years in Tennessee counties
near the national park. NPS hosts in-
park day trips during the warmer
months and in-classroom presenta-
tions during the colder ones, and its 21-
year-old high school internship pro-
gram has led many students to perma-
nent park service positions. DLiA’s iS-
cience program helps kids collect scien-
tific data about biodiversity in their own
schoolyards, and Tremont offers im-
mersive, residential programs at its
campus in the park as well as profes-
sional development to help teachers
conduct environmental education les-

sons in their own classrooms or school-
yards.

“The barriers to participation are
more than just the ones you could antic-
ipate — time, transportation, money.
And those are big ones,” said Thomas-
Abbott. “But from my experience work-
ing in a school, you keep so busy as a
teacher that it’s hard to manage extra
time for planning things and doing pa-
perwork and asking for permission and
building resources. So my vision is to
help fill in the gaps. Learn what’s going
on out there and see who’s got a vision
for something — and then see what I can
do to support it.”

Her efforts layer atop those of Annie
Roth, manager of the teacher network
for Tremont who, like Thomas-Abbott,
is a former public school teacher. When
teachers express interest in incorporat-
ing environmental education into their
classrooms, Thomas-Abbott can con-
nect them with Roth, who focuses on
professional development resources for
teachers.

Through the Schoolyard Network, a
community of educators seeking to in-
corporate more experiential learning
into their classrooms, Roth offers a free
monthly video call to share outdoor les-
son plans, give teachers a place to dis-
cuss their experiences, and trouble-
shoot any issues they share. Roth also
conducts a variety of trainings that al-
low teachers to experience the outdoor
lessons they will later teach to their stu-
dents. These range from Teacher Es-
cape Weekends on the Tremont campus
— where teachers can stay overnight
before bringing their students — to on-
site trainings at the most meager
schoolyards.

“Our motto is ‘nature is where you
are,’” said Roth. “For the professional
development we do, I look for school-
yards that have maybe two maple trees
and some fescue in front of them. We
still see who's living out here, ask really
good questions, get curious, and con-
nect with place, wherever that might
be.”

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 or reach
the author at hollyk@smokieslife.org .

Smokies
Continued from Page 1A

A crawfish peers out of a pile of wet
leaves, providing delight to the
students from Columbia Public Schools
in Missouri who were there to witness
it. PROVIDED BY RICH BRYANT/GREAT SMOKY

MOUNTAINS INSTITUTE AT TREMONT


