Reviving Lewis County: Energy Independence as the Path Forward

By Sam Howard

In the economic history
of Lewis County, few
events cast a longer
shadow than the closure of
the US Shoe factory in
Vanceburg. Once a major
employer that provided
livelihoods for hundreds
of families, the plant’s
shutdown in the late 1990s
marked a turning point
that many residents still
remember vividly.

In the years that fol-
lowed, unemployment
rose sharply, families left
in search of work, and
once-busy storefronts
along Front Street went
dark. The loss of US Shoe
symbolized not just a local
hardship, but a broader na-
tional shift as American
manufacturing declined
and rural communities
struggled to adapt. Today,
however, changing eco-
nomic conditions present
an opportunity to reexam-
ine what the next chapter
for Lewis County could
look like.

For decades, one of the
greatest challenges to
keeping manufacturing in
the United States was
competition from lower-
wage countries. Compa-
nies moved production to
places such as China and
Mexico, where labor costs
were significantly lower,
leaving communities like
ours to absorb the impact.
That dynamic is beginning

to change. Wages in many
overseas manufacturing
centers have risen steadily
due to economic growth,
demographic pressures,
and geopolitical uncer-
tainty. As those costs
climb, the advantage of
producing goods far from
American markets has
narrowed.

At the same time, ad-
vances in technology are
reshaping how goods are
made. Automation, robot-
ics, artificial intelligence,
and predictive mainte-
nance systems allow mod-
ern factories to operate
more efficiently with
fewer workers than in the
past. Manufacturing is no
longer defined solely by
labor costs; it increasingly
depends on innovation, re-
liability, and infrastruc-
ture. These shifts have
prompted many compa-
nies to reconsider where
they locate production fa-
cilities, and to look again
at regions once written off.

To fully benefit from this
moment, Lewis County
must pay close attention to
one critical factor: energy.

By energy independ-
ence, we do not mean a
single fuel source or ideol-
ogy. Rather, it refers to ac-
cess to reliable, affordable,
and scalable power that
meets the needs of modern
industry while keeping
costs manageable for busi-
nesses and households

\Editor’s Note

This column is the first part of a guest series authored by
Sam Howard and published by THE LEwis COUNTY HERALD
to encourage thoughtful discussion about Lewis County’s fu-
ture. Howard is the primary author of the series; I am serving
as editor and host, working with him on clarity and presen-
tation for HERALD readers. While we have been lifelong
friends, this series appears because of his professional expe-
rience in construction and economic development and his in-
terest in Lewis County’s progress. The views expressed are
those of the author, and readers are encouraged to engage
with these topics as the series continues.

- Dennis Brown

alike. Historically, Ken-
tucky, and Lewis County
in particular, benefited
from some of the lowest
electric rates in the nation.
That affordability helped
attract industry and pro-
vided stability for fami-
lies.

Over time, regulatory
changes, aging infrastruc-
ture, and shifts in genera-
tion sources have
narrowed that advantage.
For manufacturers consid-
ering new investments, en-
ergy costs and reliability
are not secondary con-
cerns; they are central to
decision-making. Whether
energy comes from tradi-
tional sources, emerging
technologies, or a mix of
both, consistency and af-
fordability remain essen-
tial.

Lewis County also pos-
sesses physical advantages
that cannot be replicated
elsewhere. Located along
the Ohio River, the county
has access to one of the
nation’s most efficient
transportation  corridors
for raw materials and fin-
ished goods. River trans-
port reduces logistics costs
and provides flexibility at
a time when global supply
chains remain fragile. In
addition, CSX rail access
connects the region to
major markets throughout
the Midwest and beyond.

Combined with our cen-
tral location in the eastern
United States, these assets
position Lewis County as
a practical, not specula-
tive, candidate for modern
manufacturing and logis-
tics operations. What is re-
quired is careful planning,
infrastructure readiness,
and a realistic assessment
of how energy, transporta-
tion, workforce, and pol-
icy intersect at the local

Flu season predicted to be rough

By Melissa Patrick
Kentucky Health News

Health officials are
warning people to buckle
up for a potentially rough
flu season, warning that a
strain of flu mutated over
the summer and is spread-
ing in the US and other
countries.

The problem is that the
influenza A (H3N2) strain
mutation happened right
before flu season, which
means the current vac-
cines — which were final-
ized back in February —
will likely recognize
some, but not all, of this
mutated virus, Katelyn
Jetelina and Hannah Totte
report in Your Local Epi-
demiologist.

This will likely translate
to more cases and more
severe disease among
those at highest risk, YLE
reports.
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bered state Senate dis-
tricts will also appear on
the ballot in 2026.

Some important dates
to know: the last day you
can change your political
party affiliation and be
able to vote with your
new party in the May pri-
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brings deep sorrow, it is
tempered by the assur-
ance that his faith has
now become sight.

Danny’s death came
just days after the passing
of his mother-in-law,
Pauline Killen, marking a
season of profound loss
for the family.

He is survived by his
wife of 25 years, Teresa
Killen Blankenship; two
daughters, Sierra
Blankenship and Eliza-
beth Blankenship of
Vanceburg; three sons,
Josef Dilyn Blankenship,
Jacob Blankenship, and
Clayton Blankenship of
Vanceburg; a sister, Julia

The Kentucky Respira-
tory Disease Data Dash-
board reported on Nov. 26
that seasonal influenza is
increasing in Kentucky
and that there have been
two deaths in people 65
and older from it.

Health officials main-
tain that getting a flu shot
remains the single best
way to protect yourself
and others from the flu be-
cause it protects you from
other circulating strains,
and offers “cross-protec-
tion,” meaning that it will
recognize and respond to
similar flu viruses, which
can protect you from get-
ting really sick or being
hospitalized. It takes about
two weeks after the vacci-
nation for the recipient to
develop immunity.

The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention
recommends that every-

mary is Dec. 31, 2025.
The filing deadline for the
2026 primary is Jan. 9.
The primary election is
May 19, although there
will be three days of early
in-person  voting on
Thursday, Friday and Sat-
urday (May 14-16) prior
to Election Day.

Butler of Camp Dix; and
a brother, Bruce “Shorty”
Blankenship of Vance-
burg. Several nieces,
nephews, and extended
family members also sur-
vive.

In addition to his par-
ents, he was preceded in
death by a brother, David
“Crockett” Blankenship.

Services were Monday
at Gaydos Funeral Home
in Vanceburg with Rev.
Wilma  Erwin, Bro.
Homer Nolen, and Bro.
Justin Dodson officiating.
Burial was in Lewis
County Memory Gardens
at Black Oak.

For the WKKS listening
audience, for the church

one over six months of
age get a flu vaccination
every year. This is espe-
cially true for those who
are at most risk from the
flu, including adults 65
and older; young children
aged 6 months through 4
years; pregnant women;
people with chronic health
conditions; and people
with weakened immune
systems.

Contrary to pervasive
myth, the flu vaccine can-
not give you the flu.

It’s also important to get
tested if you think you
have the flu because there
are antiviral drugs that can
be given early to treat flu
— but they are most effec-
tive when given within the
first two days of getting
symptoms.

And health officials say
basic steps help to reduce
the spread of flu and other
respiratory viruses, in-
cluding washing your
hands frequently with
soap and water, covering
your coughs and sneezes,
staying home if you are
sick and considering
wearing a mask in
crowded indoor spaces
during peak flu activity,
particularly if you have a
cough.

community, and for a
county that trusted him
for decades, Danny
Blankenship’s legacy is
one of faithfulness.

The song continues.
The light still shines. And
the voice that once guided
hymns and prayers now
joins the heavenly choir.

His legacy will continue
on WKKS Radio, where
the Sunday and Wednes-
day Gospel hours he so
faithfully cherished will
continue to serve as a
conduit for the Word and
work of God, ensuring
the ministry he began en-
dures in his honor.

Well done, good and
faithful servant.

level.

Future articles in this se-
ries will explore what
counties like Lewis can re-
alistically influence: site
development, utility part-
nerships, workforce prep-
aration, and the role of
local leadership in creat-
ing conditions that attract
investment. These are
complex issues with no
single solution, but they
are not beyond our reach.

The closure of the US
Shoe factory was a defin-
ing moment, but it does
not have to be the final
one. By understanding
how global trends, tech-
nology, and local assets
align, and by engaging in
thoughtful discussion
about energy and infra-
structure, Lewis County
can position itself for a
stronger, more resilient fu-
ture. The next watershed

moment should be one of
renewal, built through in-
formed choices and col-
lective effort.
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Sam Howard is a con-
struction executive and
economic development
professional with more
than 30 years of experi-
ence in the building and
infrastructure sectors.

He serves as Chief Exec-
utive Officer of Trace
Creek Construction, Inc.,
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specializes in design-build
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Howard also serves as
Managing Member and
Economic Development
Manager for Northeast
Kentucky Development,
where he works to attract
new and expanding indus-
tries to the region. In that
role, he is directly in-
volved in project develop-
ment, site promotion, and
financing strategies, in-
cluding design-build
leaseback models. His
work brings him into reg-
ular collaboration with
local and state officials,
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munity stakeholders.

Howard’s focus is on job
creation, infrastructure de-
velopment, and strength-
ening the long-term
economic vitality and
quality of life in Northeast
Kentucky.

lllegal signs along roads targeted

Herald Report

A sign removal blitz is
currently being conducted
by the Kentucky Trans-
portation Cabinet (KY
TC).

This means that all signs
illegally placed on a state
right of way will be re-
moved, which includes
any type of sign for politi-
cal candidates, yard or
garage sales, businesses,
real estate or for any other
purpose.

Kentucky state law and
KYTC policy prohibits
the placement of any signs
for any type of advertising
on state highway rights of
way. The ban includes
signs attached to perma-

i

nent state highway signs,
utility poles, guardrails
and fencing.

According to the KYTC,
the illegally posted signs
can be a potential sight
distance hazard to drivers.
In addition to that, they
can interfere with mowing
crews, ditch line cleaning,
litter pickup and other
highway maintenance op-
erations.

“Putting signs on state
right of way is illegal and
unsafe. That’s the bottom
line,” said Mary Westfall-
Holbrook, the Chief Dis-
trict Engineer of the
Pikeville Highway District
Office. “The state right of
way belongs to the tax-

payers and should be a
neutral zone, not a place
where businesses and can-
didates can get free adver-
tising space.”

Signs that are removed
will be taken to the nearest
state highway garage and
kept for two weeks. After
that time, unclaimed signs
will be discarded. “We
cannot guarantee that
signs will not be damaged
during the removal
process,” Westfall-Hol-
brook added.

To check if one of your
signs have been picked up
and to make arrangements
to get them, call the Dis-
trict 9 Highway Office at
6006-845-2551.
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