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“I hear from those peo-
ple throughout our coun-

ty every day,” he said.
“I hear those voices that
say they’re forgotten,

they’re overlooked and
not heard.”

For those households,
the investment could
mean access to services
that residents in bet-
ter-connected ~ commu-
nities routinely take for
granted, from remote
employment and online
education to telehealth
appointments and digital
commerce.

Ruth Conley, general
manager and chief exec-
utive officer of Foothills
Communications,  said
the federal funding makes
it possible to reach places
where the economics of
broadband  construction
have historically discour-
aged investment.

“We all know building
in the mountains isn’t
easy or cheap, and with-
out grants like this, many
of these areas might nev-
er have the opportunity
for reliable broadband,”
Conley said.

She emphasized that
the cooperative under-
stands those challenges
because it serves rural
communities itself.

“We know there’s a
lot of work ahead of us,”
Conley said. “Building
fiber in eastern Kentucky
can be tough, but reach-
ing rural communities
that might otherwise be
left behind is exactly
what Foothills was creat-

ed to do.”

The USDA describes
the funded project as
a combination of fi-
ber-to-the-premises and
hybrid fiber-coax infra-
structure designed to de-
liver high-speed internet
to the designated service
area.

The federal award does
not provide broadband
coverage to every house-
hold in Martin County.
Conley said, however,
that Foothills envisions
a much larger expansion
over time.

“And while this grant
is an exciting first step,
we hope that it’s just the
beginning of what we can
accomplish here,” she
said. “Our long-term goal
is to continue building
beyond these grant areas
and eventually make our
fiber service available to
every home and business
in Martin County. We
know that won’t happen
overnight, but it’s certain-
ly what we’re working to-
ward.”

The announcement
builds on a $3 million
Foothills investment an-
nounced in 2024. Com-
bined with the federal
award, the two announce-
ments represent approx-
imately $14.4 million in
broadband funding and

investment for Martin
County.

Lafferty indicated that
additional  investments

could follow.

“From discussions with
her, they ain’t done yet,”
he said of Conley and
Foothills. “They’re just

getting started, and other
investments are coming
along the way.”

The county has worked
with Foothills through the
judge/executive’s office
and the Martin County
Economic Development
Authority, helping the co-
operative find space for a
permanent local presence,
providing letters of sup-
port and advocating for
funding.

James Ayers, chair-
man of the Economic
Development Authority,
described broadband as
essential to the county’s
ability to compete eco-
nomically.

“For generations, ge-
ography has presented
challenges to econom-
ic growth in Eastern
Kentucky,” Ayers said.
“High-speed fiber helps
erase that disadvantage.”

He said reliable con-
nectivity would let res-
idents pursue remote
work and build business-
es without leaving their
home communities.

Lafferty made a similar
case, saying modern com-
munications  infrastruc-
ture matters to economic
development as much as
industrial buildings and
manufacturing facilities.

“When we talk about
economic development,
we often think about new
business, jobs, buildings
and manufacturing, but
one of the most important
things we can do is build
the infrastructure that
makes these opportunities
possible,” he said.

The  judge/executive
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tance Program benefits in
September 2026, down
from 1472 in October
2025. The 206-house-
hold decrease represents
a 14% decline.

The reduction also
meant fewer federal food
assistance dollars flowing
into the county. Monthly
SNAP benefits fell from
$467,554 in October 2025
to $401,139 in Septem-
ber 2026, a decrease of
$66.415.

The average month-
ly benefit per household

remained nearly un-
changed, falling from
$318 to $317.

The decline was not
steady throughout the pe-
riod. After falling during
the first several months,
participation  stabilized
over the summer before
dropping sharply in Sep-
tember.

Between August and
September alone, partic-
ipating households fell
from 1,338 to 1,266, a
decrease of 72 house-
holds. That one-month
reduction accounted for
approximately 35% of the
county’s total net decline
since October 2025.

The figures come as
Gov. Andy Beshear rais-
es concerns about the ef-
fects of changes to federal
SNAP policy.

In an Oct. 14 letter to
U.S. Agriculture Secre-
tary Brooke Rollins and
another to Kentucky’s
congressional delegation,
Beshear reported that
80,622 fewer Kentucki-
ans received SNAP bene-
fits than in October 2025,
including 24,655 fewer
children and 6,572 fewer
seniors.

Beshear attributed
the statewide decline
to changes enacted un-
der President Donald
Trump’s 2025 federal tax
and spending law, which
expanded SNAP work
requirements and made
other changes to the pro-
gram.

“We should be fighting
hunger, not causing it,”
Beshear said in a state-
ment calling for federal
action.

Statewide, the number
of households receiving
SNAP benefits fell from
307,115 in October 2025
to 266,058 in September
2026, a 13.4% decrease.
Martin County’s house-
hold decline was slightly
larger at 14%.

However, Martin Coun-
ty is one of five Kentucky
counties exempt from the
federal SNAP work re-
quirement for able-bodied
adults without dependents
(ABAWDs).

Under federal rules,
an ABAWD is generally
an adult ages 18 through
64 who is physically and
mentally able to work,
does not live in a SNAP
household with a child
younger than 14, and does
not qualify for another
exception.

In counties without a
waiver, those adults gen-
erally must work, vol-
unteer or participate in
approved  employment
and training activities for
at least 80 hours a month
(about 20 hours a week)
to continue receiving food
assistance beyond three
months in 36 months.

The 2025 federal law
expanded the age range
subject to the time limit
from 18-54 to 18-64. It
also narrowed the depen-
dent-child exception and
eliminated automatic ex-
ceptions previously avail-
able to veterans, people
experiencing homeless-
ness and certain former
foster youth. Other excep-
tions, including pregnan-
cy and physical or mental
limitations that prevent
work, remain in place.

Martin County’s ex-
emption means the ad-
ditional three-month
ABAWD time limit does
not apply to eligible res-
idents during the waiver
period, even if they do not
meet the 80-hour monthly
requirement.

According to the Cabi-
net for Health and Family
Services, the exemption
took effect Dec. 1, 2025,
and also applies to El-
liott, Lewis, Magoffin
and Wolfe counties. The
exemption was approved
under the federal rule al-
lowing waivers in areas
with unemployment rates
exceeding 10%.

The Kentucky ombuds-
man’s annual report con-
firms that the five-county
waiver runs through Nov.
30, 2026.

The waiver does not
eliminate SNAP’s sepa-
rate general work require-
ments. Certain recipients
must still register for
work, accept suitable em-
ployment when offered
and comply with other
employment-related rules
unless they qualify for an
exception.

Households must also
continue meeting income
and other eligibility re-
quirements and complete
required reviews to main-
tain benefits.

Whether any Martin
County SNAP recipients
lost benefits because of
work requirements de-
spite the county’s exemp-
tion remains unanswered.

To determine how many
Martin  County SNAP
cases closed in September
and whether any closures
involved federal work re-
quirements, the Mountain
Citizen contacted the lo-
cal SNAP office in Inez.

An employee said the
office could not answer
the questions and referred
the reporter to Frankfort.

The reporter then called
Frankfort and repeated
the questions but received
no answers. Instead, the
person who took the call
directed the reporter back
to the SNAP office in
Inez.

The reporter subse-
quently visited the Inez
office in person, where
employees again said
they could not answer the
questions.

Neither office provid-
ed the number of cases
closed in September or
information establishing
whether any closures in-
volved the ABAWD time
limit despite the county’s

exemption.

The state’s publicly
available SNAP dash-
board reports monthly

participation totals but
does not identify why
households leave the pro-
gram.

The 72-household de-
cline in September rep-
resents a net change, not
necessarily the total num-
ber of cases closed. Some
households may have en-
tered or reentered the pro-
gram in the same month,
so the actual number of
closures could be higher.

Without case-level in-
formation, it is impossible
to determine how many
households lost eligibili-
ty because of changes in
income, missed recerti-
fication deadlines, work
requirements or other cir-
cumstances.

The data establishes
that fewer Martin County
households received food
assistance in September.
What it does not establish
— and what state officials
have yet to explain — is
why.

also raised concerns
about access to emer-
gency services in remote
communities, including
police, ambulance and
fire protection. Officials
did not specify how the
broadband project would
affect emergency com-
munications or response
times.

Attendees at Tuesday’s
announcement included
state  Rep. Bobby Mc-
Cool; Adam Rice, rep-
resenting U.S. Rep. Hal
Rogers; USDA Rural De-
velopment State Director
Travis Burton; USDA
public information direc-
tor Greg Thomas; Ayers;
Deputy Judge/Executive
Carolea Mills; and repre-
sentatives of Foothills.

For Conley, the federal
award represents an op-
portunity to take broad-
band infrastructure deep-
er into Martin County’s
mountains while laying
the groundwork for future
expansion.

“Most of all, we’re ex-
cited to get to work and
continue building on what
we’ve already started
here in Martin County,”
she said. “And we look
forward to reaching even
more families and com-
munities with the same
reliable fiber service ev-
eryone has the right to
expect.”
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4840 South, US 23, Ivel

Best Deals On U§ 23!
29 NEW MODELS!

New Inventory Arriving!

Financing Available!
Now Offering Fleetwood Homes!

MODEL SHOWN NOT AVAILABLE UNDER $60,000

www.luvhomesivelky.com
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DON'TMISS OUT ON THE BEST DEALS!

BLUE LIGHT
+BARGAINS +

HOUSEHOLD ITEMS - HOME DECOR - HUGE SELECTION OF KIDS TOYS
o PURSES » STANLEY CUPS « HELIUM FOR BALLOONS - AND MORE

<17~

HANDI- PORT

AUTHORIZED CARPORT,
METAL BUILDING &
GARAGE DEALER!

i F Easy Financing Available!

¥ COME SHOP, LEAVE HAPPY! X

. 606-626-6341

R

(606) 298-3572

. Considered Full
Time Employees!

« Possible other duties for up to 3hrs in between Bus Runs if desired!

. Consider Part Time to Drive
for Sporting Events or
Academic Trips!

Help Children to Grow,
Thrive and Learn!

Application Available at the
Martin County Board of Education,

7900 Hwy 645, Inez, Ky 41224

Bus Drivers
Needed

. Pay with Experience and CDL:
$21.00—522.91 per hour!

. No Experience—We will Train You!!!

« 4.5 hour day— Morning hours
and Afternoon hours, dependent

on route!

« Health Insurance

+ Retirement

« Life Insurance

« Dental Insurance: Available
. Vision Insurance: Available

« 401k/457 Plans: Available




