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Student, instructor team up to make a difference abroad
STAFF REPORTS

Christopher Lacy is a surgical 
technology major at Edgecombe 
Community College, but he’s 
already putting his skills to use to 
make a difference in the Domini-
can Republic.

When he talks about his recent 
trip to the country that shares a 
Caribbean island with Haiti, he 
beams with pride.

Lacy traveled to the coun-
try in November and worked in 

the operating room with a team 
of nurses and doctors who per-
formed nine surgeries.

“I was able to first scrub. I also 
set up the sterile field and gloved 
the doctors,” Lacy said. “It was 
extremely great to work in the 
operating room with a team I 
never worked with before. I feel 
very accomplished.”

Lacy’s first visit to the 
Dominican Republic was com-
plete with memories of majestic 

mountain views, riding to the 
hospital on the back of a pickup 
truck with the operating team, 
and gleaning valuable infor-
mation from medical experts, 
including a doctor he roomed 
with during the trip.

The educational and cultural 
exposure for Lacy, a month before 
graduation, was possible primar-
ily because of the efforts of ECC’s 
program chair for surgical tech-
nology, Suzi Shippen-Wagner. A 

10-year employee of the college, 
Shippen-Wagner has traveled to 
four developing nations on three 
continents with U.S.-based med-
ical teams.

“The first time I went on 
a medical mission, I went to 
Romania and kind of got the 
mission bug,” Shippen-Wagner 
recalled. “It was just so gratify-
ing to be able to take care of folks 
and know they would not be able 
to get this kind of care anywhere 

else at any other time.”
Since that Romania trip, the 

Kansas native has been involved 
with medical mission trips for 
nearly 15 years, with stops in the 
Honduras, Guatemala and the 
village of San Juan de la Maguana. 
Typically, students accompany 
Shippen-Wagner on her trips, 
applying what they’ve learned in 
the classroom to the operating 
rooms for gynecological surgery.

After fighting virus, 
storms and the GOP, 
departing governor 
focuses on his wins

GARY D. ROBERTSON
The Associated Press

RALEIGH — Gov. Roy 
Cooper is leaving his job 
after eight years in which 
the Democrat and Nash 
County native picked 
his moments against a 
Republican-led legis-
lature, winning big on 
Medicaid expansion and 
clean energy while fall-
ing short in fights over pri-
vate-school vouchers and 
abortion rights.

Cooper, who steered the 
state through the corona-
virus pandemic, Hurri-
canes Helene and Florence 
and an early flashpoint 
in the culture wars over 
access to public restrooms, 
was barred from seeking a 
third consecutive term. 

He is wrapping up 24 
consecutive years in state-
wide office — the first 16 
as the N.C. attorney gen-
eral.

In a December interview 
with The Associated Press 
at the executive mansion, 
Cooper reflected on his 
gubernatorial terms with 
an emphasis on the positive 
— an easier undertaking 
compared with many Dem-
ocrats around the coun-
try in the aftermath of this 
year’s election.

“To be able to wake up 
every morning and get to 
lead the state that you love 
has been humbling, chal-
lenging and fulfilling. I 
have really valued every 
day,” said Cooper, who 
will be succeeded by N.C. 
Attorney General Josh 
Stein, a fellow Democrat, in 
early January.

Faced with veto-proof 
majorities for almost half 
of his time as governor, 
Cooper was unable to stop 
many GOP initiatives, 
including deep income 
tax cuts, taxpayer-funded 
vouchers to help pub-
lic school students attend 
private schools and new 
restrictions on abortion.

But Coo-
per, one 
of several 
Demo-
cratic gov-
ernors seen 
as potential 
contend-
ers for federal office, man-
aged last year to persuade 
GOP legislative leaders to 
expand Medicaid under 
the Affordable Care Act — 
something he had sought 
since getting sworn in as 
governor in 2017. Now 
600,000 low-income adults 
are enrolled in the program 
a year ahead of expecta-
tions.

“This is a generational 
investment in people’s 
health,” Cooper said during 
a farewell address last week 
in Nash County, where he 
grew up and launched his 
first gubernatorial cam-
paign in 2015. Another 
bipartisan agreement was 
reached in 2021 on a mile-
stone energy bill that 
ordered sharp reductions 
in greenhouse gas emis-
sions from power plants.

Cooper takes credit for 
conditions that led to big 
corporate expansions that 
he says have contributed 
to hundreds of thousands 
of new jobs being cre-
ated during the past eight 
years, including those in 
the clean energy sector. 

But he also gives his 
rare praise to Republican 
lawmakers for all work-
ing together on offer-
ing economic incentives 
that have lured companies 
such as Apple, Toyota and 
Boom Supersonic to build 
in the state.

Still, Republicans con-
tend Cooper receives too 
much acclaim for the state’s 
broad economic success 
and has pushed for reck-
less state spending at every 
turn. Half of his record 100-
plus vetoes were overrid-
den.

Cooper leaves job next week

Huge rally turnout, demerger’s impacts and 
hot race in November made top stories list
DAVE CRUZ
Staff Writer

An 11th-hour rally 
for President-elect Don-
ald Trump in downtown 
Rocky Mount on Oct. 30, 
U.S. Rep. Don Davis’s nar-
row re-election victory 
over Republican challenger 
Laurie Buckhout and the 
reassignment of more than 
1,000 Rocky Mount public 
school students following 
the demerger of the Nash 
County Public Schools 
were among the top local 
stories in the Twin Coun-
ties in 2024.

In covering the stories 
that had the biggest impact 
on Telegram readers, the 
newsroom voted on the top 
10 news stories of the year. 
In today’s edition, we recap 
three of those stories that 
we consider to be among 
the biggest stories of 2024.

NO. 7. SCHOOL 
CONSOLIDATION PLAN 

COMES TOGETHER  
POST-DEMERGER

In August, an estimated 
1,200 students who reside 
on the Edgecombe County 
side of Rocky Mount 

left Nash County Public 
Schools to attend schools 
that are part of the Edge-
combe County Pub-
lic Schools sys-
tem as part of a 
state-ordered 
demerger.

Prior to the 
demerger all of 
Rocky Mount was 
served by the Nash 
County Public Schools dis-
trict as part of a joint agree-
ment between the two 
school systems in the Twin 

Counties.
The end of that part-

nership also resulted in 
four schools and an 

administration 
building located 
in Edgecombe 
County, pre-
viously under 
the control of 

Nash County Pub-
lic Schools, to be 

transferred to Edgecombe 
County Public Schools.
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Donald Trump supporters Gloria Snead of Greenville, left, and Martha Dodd-Slippy talk future strategy as they leave a 
rally Wednesday at the Rocky Mount Event Center at which Trump spoke.

Nash County Public Schools Superintendent Steve Ellis 
welcomes parents to a demerger forum in February at 
Winstead Avenue Elementary School.

In the next three edi-

tions of the Telegram, 

we will continue our 

look at the biggest 

news stories of the 

year. In this issue, we 

recap the stories that 

ranked in at #7, #6 

and #5.

5 Trump rally at 

Rocky Mount 

Event Center draws 

record crowd

6 Buckhout, Davis 

ran tight US House 

race with national 

implications

7 School consolida-

tion plan comes 

together post- 

demerger

8 General Election 

recap of key races, 

other key moments

9 Rural King, Wawa, 

Panda Express 

open to great fanfare

10 Downtown 

plans spring to 

life with $16M pitch, 

new housing options

TOP

2024of
STORIES

TOP

of2024
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Christopher Lacy, an Edgecombe Community College 
student, sits with his instructor, Suzi Shippen-Wagner.

 Since 2019, six students 
have traveled with the pro-
gram chair. Lacy was the 
first male student to make 
a trip.

“I think for my students, 
confidence is competence,” 
Shippen-Wagner said. “If 
you can scrub a case in a 
Third World country where 
resources are so very lim-
ited, you can do anything in 
the U.S. where we have the 
best of the best and unlim-
ited resources.”

According to Ship-
pen-Wagner, surgical tech-
nology students get rigor-
ous training before accom-
panying her on medical 
mission trips. They must 
complete 500 hours in the 
operating room and 120 
cases. It takes about eight 
months for students to ful-
fill those requirements.

“From August to Decem-
ber, we learn our instru-
ments, how to gown and 
glove each other and how 
to prep our patient,” Ship-
pen-Wagner noted. Stu-
dents go to the hospital in 
January where they work 
with real patients. There is 

no simulation.
Shippen-Wagner’s train-

ing is why Lacy says he 
could travel to the Domin-
ican Republic and perform 
without hesitation with a 
team of doctors from Bos-
ton and Raleigh as well as 
nurses from California, 
Florida and Georgia.

Lacy was one of 10 to 
be accepted to the Mayo 
Clinic for an internship 
this past summer. His pin-
ning was held Dec. 13. He 
said he plans to obtain an 
undergraduate degree in 
applied science and wants 
to perform minimally inva-
sive procedures after grad-
uation.

His instructor says the 
work is fulfilling.

“We take care of one 
patient at a time, but we 
don’t know what that 
means to the greater cir-
cles,” Shippen-Wagner 
said. “That’s a mother, a 
wife, a daughter. Surgery 
affects that family, village, 
church, employers. We take 
care of one patient, but we 
also take care of an untold 
amount of people.”

Abroad/from A1

Among the issues still 
to be worked out as result 
of the demerger process 
is how residents of Rocky 
Mount who live on the 
Edgecombe County side of 
the city will be represented 
on the local school board.

In Nash County, the leg-
islation prompting the 
demerger also stipulated 
that the Board of Educa-
tion be reduced from 11 
seats down to 7 seats and 
that those seven districts 
be aligned with the seven 
districts that comprise 
the Nash County Board of 
Commissioners.

As part of the demerger 
and the redrawn districts, 
the county also redrew 
the attendance zones in an 
effort to keep the student 
population at all schools in 
the district balanced.

{div class=”subscrib-
er-only”}For Edgecombe 
County Public Schools, the 
demerger led to increas-
ing the student population 
by more than 25 percent. 
With the annexation of new 
territory, the school board 
is currently taking steps 
to redraw its district lines 
to include the portions 
of Rocky Mount that are 
now served by Edgecombe 
County Public Schools to 
ensure fair representation 
for all residents of Edge-
combe County.

The annexation of the 
new territory has raised 
concerns among some 
community members, as 
the residents who live on 
the Edgecombe County 
side of Rocky Mount cur-
rently have no represen-
tation on the Edgecombe 
County Board of Educa-
tion. Individuals of voting 

age living on the Edge-
combe side of Rocky 
Mount will not be able to 
vote for new school board 
members until 2026.

NO. 6. BUCKHOUT, DAVIS 
RAN TIGHT US HOUSE 
RACE WITH NATIONAL 

IMPLICATIONS
This fall, Edenton resident 

Laurie Buckhout, a retired 
Army colonel and a busi-
nesswoman, came close to 
ending Democratic domi-
nation of the First Congres-
sional District in the eastern 
part of the state. Democrats 
have held control of that seat 
since 1899.

U.S. Rep. Don Davis, D-1st 
District, edged out Buckhout 
in the general election con-
test to retain his seat in Con-
gress despite a redrawn dis-
trict that the Republican-led 
legislature hoped to make 
competitive during redis-
tricting.

Davis of Snow Hill won 
a second, two-year term on 
Capitol Hill with the Nov. 
5 victory, garnering 49.52 

percent of the votes cast 
in the three-person race, 
according to official results.

The final N.C. State Board 
of Elections tally shows that 
Davis beat Buckhout by 
6,307 votes of the 376,324 
votes cast in the Congressio-
nal contest. Libertarian can-
didate Tom Bailey received 
9,949 votes, or 2.64 per-
cent of the ballots cast.{div 
class=”subscriber-only”}The 
race received outsized atten-
tion in part because the First 
District was seen by redis-
tricting experts as the sole 
swing district in the state.

The Republican-con-
trolled N.C. General Assem-
bly in redrawing the histor-
ically pro-Democratic dis-
trict’s boundaries took out 
Pitt County and added in 
the more conservative-lean-
ing counties of the Albe-
marle region. At stake in the 
general election was which 
party, Republicans or Demo-
crats, would hold the major-
ity in Congress.{/div}{div 
class=”subscriber-only”}
Despite the Republican 

Party’s failure to win the 
First Congressional Dis-
trict, Republicans retained 
its majority in the U.S. House 
and gained two seats in the 
U.S. Senate, meaning that 
the next Congress will have 
a Republican as the House 
speaker and as the Senate 
leader.

NO. 5. TRUMP RALLY AT 
ROCKY MOUNT EVENT 

CENTER DRAWS RECORD 
CROWD

Six days before the 2024 
general election, a rally for 
then-candidate Trump 
packed the Rocky Mount 
Event Center. Despite dis-
couraging polling data that 
showed Trump trailing in 
several swing states leading 

up to the election, not only 
did Trump win in each hotly 
contested battleground 
states, he was only the sec-
ond Republican to win the 
popular vote in a presiden-
tial race since 1988.

Trump’s supporters who 
gathered at the rally in 
Rocky Mount were enthusi-
astic and cheering as Trump 
made his closing arguments 
for his candidacy.

Trump said he was run-
ning to restore the Ameri-
can Dream, referencing the 
concept that every Amer-
ican has the freedom and 
opportunity to succeed and 
attain a better life.

“Isn’t that nice because 
we haven’t had that?” 
Trump said at the rally. 
“We haven’t had that in a 
long time. Our country will 
be bigger, better, bolder, 
richer, safer and stronger 
than ever before.”

Among those turning out 
for the rally were Japanese 

citizens supporting the 
Republican presidential 
nominee as the candidate 
who they said they believed 
would keep the peace in 
their part of the world.

Tigo Ikuta said he was 
part of a contingent of about 
30 Japanese citizens who 
came to the U.S. to show 
their support for Trump.

{div class=”subscrib-
er-only”}Shortly before the 
rally, they led cheers for the 
candidate and got those 
waiting to get inside the 
Rocky Mount Event Center 
to join in on their jubilation.

Officials with the event 
center said the rally drew 
the largest attendance in the 
event center’s short history.

The record turn-
out totaled 6,741, which 
marked the largest atten-
dance thus far at the facility, 
which opened in 2018.

Dave Cruz can be reached at 
dcruz@apgenc.com or (252) 366-
8118.
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U.S. Rep. Don Davis, D-1st District, interacts with people in attendance at a Rocky Mount 
rally Saturday outside Higher Ground Ministries.

First Congressional District Republican nominee Laurie 
Buckhout, right, shares a laugh Friday with Rocky Mount 
resident George Klima. 

“There has not been a 
governor who has had less 
of his agenda enacted, and 
North Carolina has suc-
ceeded in spite of his lead-
ership failures,” state GOP 
spokesperson Matt Mer-
cer said.

Regardless, Cooper’s 
perceived accomplish-
ments in a swing state 
raised his national profile 
during this year’s presiden-
tial campaign, making him 
a potential running mate 
for Democratic Vice Pres-
ident Kamala Harris until 
he said it “just wasn’t the 
right time” for him and for 
North Carolina. Now Coo-
per, 67, will have to decide 
whether trying to unseat 
Republican U.S. Sen. 
Thom Tillis, 64, is in the 
cards when Tillis is up for 
re-election in 2026.

While North Carolina 
Democrats have won eight 
of past nine gubernatorial 
elections, they haven’t won 
a U.S. Senate race since 
2008.

“If you’re going to run 
for public office again, you 
must have your heart and 
soul in it; you must have 
the fire in the belly,” Coo-
per told the AP.

With that in mind, he 
said he planned to take a 
couple of months to clear 
his head before deciding 
what’s next: “I’m going to 
think about how I can best 
contribute to the things 
that I care about.”

It’s little wonder why 
many North Carolina 
Democrats want Coo-
per to remain on the politi-
cal stage. He has never lost a 
race for state office, from the 
legislature in the mid-1980s 
and including a 10,000-vote 
win over then-GOP Gov. 
Pat McCrory in 2016.

“What he’s done really 
from my perspective is 
he’s kept the progressive 
flame alive in North Caro-
lina in a difficult time,” said 
Gary Pearce, a longtime 
Democratic political con-
sultant who worked with 
four-term Gov. Jim Hunt. 
“I’m not sure anybody else 
could have done it as well 

as he did.”
Cooper took on Repub-

licans even before he was 
sworn in.

As governor-elect he 
began a series of law-
suits challenging legis-
lation approved weeks 
before he took office that 
shifted executive branch 
powers to the legisla-
ture. The legal results were 
mixed, and even now lit-
igation over his appoint-
ment powers remains in 
court. This month, Repub-
lican lawmakers enacted 
more changes that would 
weaken Stein’s gubernato-
rial authority. Two lawsuits 
related to that law have 
been filed so far.

In his first three months 
in office, Cooper worked 
with lawmakers to partially 
repeal the 2016 “bathroom 
bill,” which had required 
transgender people to use 
public bathrooms aligned 
with the gender on their 
birth certificate. The law 
had lost the state business, 
including canceled sport-
ing events and job expan-
sions, and “North Caroli-
na’s reputation was in tat-
ters,” Cooper said.

Eight years later, “we 
built a North Carolina that 
is healthier, better edu-
cated, with more money in 

people’s pockets, and we 
stand ready to welcome 
prosperity with open arms 
for generations to come,” 
Cooper said.

Republicans cite sev-
eral shortcomings in Coo-
per’s administration. They 
include spending overruns 
at the N.C. Department of 
Transportation; continued 
delays to rebuild or ren-
ovate homes for eastern 
North Carolina residents 
after Hurricanes Matthew 
in 2016 and Florence in 
2018; and executive orders 
that helped extend restric-
tions on businesses and 
school instruction during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

“It’s been painful dealing 
with the governor fiscally,” 
Republican N.C. Sen. War-
ren Daniel said. “I just 
think he’s not very good at 
managing government.”

Cooper has defended 
his actions, particularly his 
pandemic leadership, say-
ing North Carolina came 
out better than many other 
states.

Even in policy defeats, 
Cooper secured the admi-
ration of supporters. The 
Democratic governor used 
lots of political capital in 
2023 trying unsuccessfully 
to block a law that changed 
the state’s ban on most 

abortions from after 20 
weeks of pregnancy to 12 
weeks. Republicans over-
rode his veto.

“There’s simply no gov-
ernor who’s ever fought 
as hard or as publicly as 
Gov. Cooper has to pro-
tect access to abortion,” 
said Paige Johnson with 
Planned Parenthood South 
Atlantic.

Plenty of North Caro-
linians see that differently. 
Cooper’s opposition to the 
abortion bill reflects an 
administration that “has 
been consistently hostile to 
policies that serve the best 
interests of North Carolina 
families,” said Tami Fitzger-
ald, executive director of 
the NC Values Coalition.

Cooper said he has con-
fidence that Stein, who 
succeeded him as attor-
ney general, will “continue 
a lot of the progress that we 
have made.” Cooper hired 
Stein two decades ago, 
while attorney general, to 
be his consumer protec-
tion chief.

Otherwise, Cooper 
knows that he’ll miss “hav-
ing the opportunity every 
single day to do something 
to make a real difference.”

“That’s what you can do 
in this job,” he added. “And 
whatever I decide to do, 

Governor/from 
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North Carolina Gov. Roy Cooper, center left, watches a robotics team on Jan. 23 at Nashville 
Elementary School in Nashville  direct its vehicle in the school library.


