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Group asks
for input
on higher
learning

BY SHARON MCBRAYER
THE NEWS HERALD

MORGANTON — An effort is
under way that would bring
even higher education to Burke
County.

A group of area leaders have
been working to get an allied
health and science center built
in Burke County and contract
with state universities to grant
four-year degrees in the health
and science fields.

Bill Allman and John
Branstrom, both members of a
committee trying to make the
project a reality, say the long-
term benefits of the plan for the
county and the region are ex-
traordinary.

About 50 civic, county, busi-
ness and state leaders attended
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Proposal
50 civic, county, business

and state leaders met
last week.

On the agenda was
building a facility in
Burke County where stu-
dents could receive four-
year degrees in the
health and science fields,

Universities in Western
North Carolina all ready
offer four-year degrees
in fields including busi-
ness and law enforce-
ment.

The cost for the proposed
50,000 square-foot facili-
ty is between $8 million
and $9 million.

State representatives are
among those behind the
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The area around the tennis courts at Western Piedmont
Community College is where leaders in the county are hop-
ing to be able to build an allied health center that would
grant four-year degrees in the health and science fields. The
building would be leased to universities for its programs.
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a meeting Monday at the col-
lege.

Allman said two years ago
there was a push to get a uni-
versity system In Uurke Coun-
ty but that's not attainable
since no plans forsuchaslteex.
ist in the state university sys-
tem.

However. 'This Is a way to ac-
complish the same thing." All-
man said.

The plan is to build the center
and lease it out to universities
who grant four-year degrees in
health and science.

University officials have told
local leaders they are being
forced to expand the size of
their student bodies but many
of them don't have room to ex-
pand facilities.

Branstrom said as the uni-
versity system in North Caroli-
na expands, officials are look-
ing at regionwide solutions.

Appalachian State Universi-
ty. Western Carolina Universi-
ty. Lees-McRae College and
Gardner Webb University al-
ready offer four-year degrees in

work and criminal justice in
Burke County, according to in-
formation released during the
meeting on Monday

Branstrom said officials at
Blue Ridge HeaithCare.
Broughton Hospital and the J
Iverson Riddle Institution as
well as area nursing homes,
have said the need for health
care workers is critical and
makes an allied health educa-
tion center so needed.

Currently. Western Pied-
mont Community College has
room for 70 nursing students
each year. They have more than
600 people on the waiting list
for the nursing program.

In addition. Blue Ridge is
planning to invest between S75
million and $100 million to ex
pand health care services in
Hie county. Branslrom said.

Another case made for the
•wnteristheefforttoattractre-. .

' tirees to (he area. Officials are
saying that without the neces-
sary facilities. Burke County
will not be able to produce an
educated health care work
force to sustain growth and at-
tract retirees.

The proposed center would
be a 50.000 square-foot facility
costing between 18 million and
S9 million to build. Supporters
are hoping $6 million of the
construction cost would come
from the state.

The major responsibility fur
getting the state money would
rest on Burke County's state

ed for maintenance and upkeep
once the building is construct-
ed is expected to come from fees
paid by universities for leasing
the facility

State Rep. Walt Church wasat
the meeting on Monday and
said he is supportive, but cau-

"Whal I want to know is
whereare we going tobuild this
building, and the state will
want to know that, too."
Church said.

He added. "For a good proj-
ect, the money is available "

Church said the General As-
sembly goes back into session
in January, so that will give he
and Rep. Mitch Gillespie time
to gather information about
the project and take it to the
slate House leadership

n^ert. Church believes the facil-
ity will bea great economic de-
velopment project.

"I think it is a good idea, yes."
Church said. "I'm very much
enthused over the project, but I
Just want to get more details.

Gillespie, also in favor of (he
project, said the universities
are overflowing, so looking to
remote facilities to fill the void
isthelikelyoptlon.

"It's exactly what the com
munlty needs," Gillespie said.

Although neither he nor
Church could guarantee re-
sults on the project from the
General Assembly In 2005.'
Gillespie said, "I will do every-
thing in the coming session to
make It a reality"
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