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It's a great time of year in Knoxville as Univer-
sity of Tennessee graduates are handed the di-
plomas they've worked so hard to earn. 

Students graduating this week navigated
their academic and personal lives through the crip-
pling pandemic. Congratulations to all for sticking
with the work through so many changes!

Commencement ceremonies continue May 20 at
Thompson-Boling Arena. 

Livestreams of the ceremonies are available at
commencement.utk.edu.

Students celebrate their
Rocky Top graduations

Students from the University of Tennessee at Knoxville’s College of Communication and Information
celebrate at a commencement ceremony at Thompson-Boling Arena on May 19.

A graduate from the University of Tennessee at
Knoxville’s College of Communication and
Information celebrates at Thompson-Boling Arena
on May 19. Graduations continue through May 20.
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Gov. Bill Lee signed legislation this
week to disband police watchdog pan-
els in Nashville and Memphis, in eff�ect
stripping them of any real authority
over their communities’ law enforce-
ment. 

But since Knoxville’s Police Adviso-
ry and Review Committee has no en-
forcement power over the police de-
partment, the new law means sweep-
ing changes aren’t coming, but small
ones are. 

PARC director stresses 
a need for advocacy

Tiff�any Davidson, who is transi-
tioning away from the position of
PARC’s executive director to become
the city’s new deputy director of com-
munity safety and empowerment, said
there will be little immediate impact to
the city’s panel.

“There are multiple models for civil-
ian oversight boards: review boards,
investigative boards and monitoring
boards,” Davidson said, adding that
PARC has operated on a hybrid model.
“Most of what we did has really fo-
cused on review and monitoring, we
did not have any investigative pow-
ers.”

Davidson said the new law has re-
moved investigative powers from the
oversight boards in Nashville and
Memphis, forcing their roles to more 

New law
requires
changes for
Knoxville
Legislation disbands
police watchdog panels

Liz Kellar
Knoxville News Sentinel
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Tommy Johnson, one of the workers
at the center of lawsuits over the Kings-
ton coal ash spill, died on May 18 after
years of suff�ering from multiple ill-
nesses. He was 71. 

Johnson was one of the fi�rst workers
called in to clean up after a dike holding
slurry coal waste at the Tennessee Val-
ley Authority’s Kingston power plant
broke on Dec. 22, 2008, releasing 5.4
million cubic yards of liquifi�ed coal ash,
covering homes and contaminating the

Emory River Channel.
After years of working

in the ash at the Roane
County cleanup site,
about 36 miles southwest
of Knoxville, Johnson
suff�ered from chronic
aches, lack of sleep,

chronic pulmonary obstructive disor-
der, problems with his kidneys, rashes,
cold spells and fainting spells.

He wasn’t alone in facing such health
problems. Starting almost 10 years ago,
a group of workers - eventually includ-
ing Johnson - began fi�ling lawsuits,
which now total about 220, against Ja-

cobs Solutions, the TVA contractor that
was in charge of sitewide safety and
health at the Kingston cleanup. 

The workers won their fi�rst trial in
2018, when a jury ruled that Jacobs not
only violated its contract with TVA but
its actions could have caused the work-
ers’ injuries, including specifi�c health
conditions and diseases such as hyper-
tension, respiratory conditions, coro-
nary artery disease and several types of
cancer, which the ruling linked specifi�-
cally to coal ash at the site. Coal ash is
the concentrated waste left after burn-
ing coal. It can contain heavy metals as
well as elements that emit radiation.

The workers’ cases await the second
part of their trial, which will determine
whether Jacobs Solutions bears respon-
sibility for their individual illnesses and
conditions.

Johnson didn’t live to see the end of
the fi�ght.

On April 30, surrounded by his com-
munity at the Believers Voice of Deliv-
erance church in Harriman, Tennessee,
just eight miles from TVA’s Kingston
Fossil Plant, Johnson collapsed. He was
hospitalized, and for weeks the coal ash
workers community and his family and 

Tommy Johnson, Kingston coal ash cleanup worker, dies
Anila Yoganathan
Knoxville News Sentinel
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