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“Welcome to Ashe County, the coolest corner of 

North Carolina!” An appropriate slogan for a place so 
beautiful, it can truly be referenced as “God’s Country!” 

And yet… it isn’t always so beautiful. Especially 
now.

Driving along the Jefferson/West Jefferson 
4-lane a few weeks ago on a relatively windy day, 
I found myself behind a pickup truck pulling a utility 
trailer filled with brush and a few (open) white 
garbage bags. The wind was whipping the tops 
of the bags and suddenly, as you can imagine, a 
piece of cardboard flew out of one of the bags and 
was carried by the wind off to the side of the road. 
Seconds later a pizza box flew out of the bag and 
landed in the middle of the roadway in front of me. 
The truck continued on it’s way, turning left onto the 
Mt. Jefferson Rd. (connector) that leads to a right-
hand merge onto US Hwy. 221 toward the Baldwin 
Convenience Center. I wonder how much of the load 
was lost before he arrived at his destination. Perhaps 
the driver realized what was happening and stopped to 
address the problem— I hope so.

Ashe County is a windy place in the winter 
and it seems over the past several months, we’ve 
exceeded our fair share. Still, we should all do what 
we can to prevent the trash-induced eyesore found 
along our county roadways.

The driver referenced above is not alone, but only 
one of many whose careless actions result in a littered 
roadside. Driving along many of our local highways 
will give you a first-hand view of the “trashiness” we 
inadvertently advertise every single day to anyone 
passing through the area. The question is— Why do 
we allow this to happen? What can we do to change it? 

“North Carolina State law requires that you tarp 
your load while in transport to a trash disposal facility,” 
and this includes convenience centers as well as the 
county landfill. In a perfect world, everyone would do 
just that, but as we know, it’s not always practical, 
convenient or even possible to tarp a load of trash. 
Yet, the load can be secured with careful planning 
during loading and the use of tiedown straps, ropes 
or similar measures. And certainly— by making sure 
any garbage bags are closed prior to transport.

Ashe Commissioner Chairman Todd McNeill 
attributes the problem in part to last year’s NC Dept. 
of Transportation (NCDOT) budgetary challenges. 
“Not so long ago, I believe there was a company, an 
independent contractor, funded by DOT, that actually 
picked up trash along the highway all the way from 
here to Winston and all over,” he said. “But he 
doesn’t do it any more, I guess because the money 
isn’t there to pay for it.”

McNeill said he is appalled at the amount of trash 
along the highway and especially along NC Hwy. 16. 
“I believe this is the worst I’ve ever seen it,” he said. 
“I live in the Grassy Creek area and many times I’ve 
followed vehicles down the road, mostly commercial 
vehicles, with trash blowing out all along the way. 
When they get to the overpass at Old Hwy. 16, they turn 
toward the landfill.” McNeill said on a few occasions, it 
has “bothered” him to the point of calling the landfill, 
describing the truck to the operator, and saying, ‘When 
they get there, you need to tell them to come back and 
pick up all the trash they left behind.’

“I’m sure that probably never happens though. If 
each of us tried to be a little more aware, the effect 
would make a big difference across the board,” he 

said.
Ashe Director of Environmental Services Scott 

Hurley said he too believes the trash situation is the 
worst it’s ever been and reiterated McNeill’s comments 
that commercial vehicles bear a large portion of blame. 
“I don’t think a lot of it comes off our garbage trucks 
because they have doors on the back that keep it in,” 
he said. “Sometimes you do lose things off the back of 
a truck— I’ve done it myself, but when I see it, I’m going 
to pull over and go pick it up. I truly believe if you’re 
driving along and trash is flying off your truck, you’re 
going to see it.”

Hurley pointed out the issue of enforcement (or lack 
thereof) of the state’s tarping law. That’s something that 
I would like to see the Sheriff’s Dept. and Highway Pa-
trol take a serious look at, he said. “In the meantime, I 
encourage folks to be aware, hold onto their trash and 
don’t toss it out the window, 
secure their loads and, if at 
all possible, participate in 
our local Litter Sweeps— we 
actually have one coming up 
here in Ashe on April 10th. 

“Also, I would like to 
give a big shout-out to the lady on Hwy. 16 (I do not know 
who she is) who has been cleaning up, on her own, the 
section between the old Adams Paving location and the 
Convenience Center out there. She has done an excellent 
job! And I hope that folks will pay attention and show 
some respect in helping to keep it clean!”

Since my conversation with Scott Hurley, I’ve 
noticed other folks in other areas picking up trash along 
the highway. Kudos to all of them!

Keep North Carolina Beautiful (KNCB), the state 
chapter of Keep America Beautiful (established in 
1984) offers programs targeted toward reducing waste 
through recycling, litter prevention and the overall 
beautification of North Carolina. Ashe is one of 33 
counties participating in KNCB programming. 

Bill Apple is president and acting executive director 
of Keep Ashe Beautiful (KAB). He said he believes the 
answer lies in educating others, from elementary school 
age children through older adults. 

“We need to teach kids- and adults- that it’s wrong 
to litter and teach them about recycling as much as 
possible. All of our convenience centers in the county 
are open to residents and visitors alike and we now 
have Single Stream (SS) recycling containers at each 
of our centers. That makes things a lot easier! Except for 
glass and corrugated cardboard and a few other things 
such as electronics, batteries and tires, all you have to 
do now is toss your recyclables into the single stream bin 
and be on your way.”

In the end, we can blame the litter problem, at least 
in part, on COVID-19.

Funding for NCDOT is done entirely through the 
state’s gas tax and litter cleanup is a part of the state’s 
Roadside budget, DOT Communications Officer Harris 
Kay said. “However, due to budgetary restraints and the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, namely there 
being less cars on the road, the department was forced to 
roll back regular pickups from eight times a year to four. 
For safety reasons, and to comply with the governor’s 
executive orders, the 2020 Spring and Fall Litter 
Sweeps were cancelled,” Kay said.

During the 2019 calendar year, the department 
spent $21 million and “NCDOT crews, contractors and 

“We Have Met the Enemy
and He is Us”

     —Walt Kelly, “Pogo,” Earth Day 1971

volunteers picked up more than 10.4 million pounds of 
litter,” he said. In 2020, the department spent $11 million 
on the removal of more than 6 million pounds of litter.

“Since Jan. 1 of this year, NCDOT and our 
supporters have picked up almost 3 million lbs. of 
roadside litter statewide. We are much more aware 
today of how to safely handle the pandemic and are 
now in a comfortable position to resume regular litter 
pickups. This year’s Spring Litter Sweep is back and 
will run from April 10-24.”

PLEASE NOTE: The Keep Ashe Beautiful 
Litter Sweep will be held Saturday, April 10. 
Interested participants (groups or individuals) 
need to call 336-846-2267, email KeepAsheBeautiful-
@gmail.com or find them on facebook.

Remember Adopt-A-Highway? It’s still around 
today and has more than 120,000 participants 

statewide. Volunteers 
are encouraged to adopt 
a 2-mile stretch of high-
way for a 4-year period 
and do a minimum of 4 
litter sweeps per year. 
There is no charge for 

participation and the state will provide materials and 
training, pick up filled litter bags, and install recognition 
signs on the adopted portion of the highway.

So what’s the answer? How do we fix the litter 
problem? It all boils down to everyone, all of us, doing 
our part:

• Keep a litter bag in our vehicle and hold onto 
our trash until it can be disposed of properly

• When hauling trash on the back of a truck or 
on a trailer, secure the load before driving to prevent 
trash flying out and becoming roadside litter

• And recycle whenever possible. This protects 
the environment, saves landfill space and keeps our 
roadsides and communities clean.

AND... it keeps Ashe beautiful, something we 
can all be proud of.

https://library.osu.edu/site/40stories/2020/01/05/
we-have-met-the-enemy/

Volunteer community service day! Picked off thirty-two 
large bags of roadside garbage along Little Horse Creek 
Road in Ashe County. Thanks to Ellen Woodie and Peter 
Greer for the great help. Old Orchard Creek adopted this 
stretch of roadway several years ago and we try to do a 
litter clean every six months. I've never seen so much 
litter, a lot of which ends up in Little Horse Creek and 
then the New River. 
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Walt Kelly Got It Right 50 Years Ago!


