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The Legal Defense Fund sent a letter
to the Tennessee Department of Trans-
portation on Friday expressing concern
that Black farmers aren’t being fairly
compensated for their farmland to build
a new highway for Ford’s BlueOval City
project.

This letter follows Tennessee Look-
out’s reporting that TDOT is using emi-
nent domain to seize the farmland from
Black farmers in West Tennessee. 

The highway will connect the future
Exit 39 on Interstate 40 to the BlueOval
City plant in Stanton. Currently, the
nearest exit before Stanton on I-40 is
Exit 35, which includes Covington and
Somerville in Tipton County. 

The Legal Defense Fund also encour-

aged TDOT in the nine-page letter to
fairly compensate the farmers for their
land and for them to guarantee “that the
proposed highway to BlueOval City is
constructed in a manner that does not
run afoul of the agency’s civil rights ob-
ligations under Title VI of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964.”

Founded in 1940, the Legal Defense
Fund is the nation’s fi�rst civil rights law
organization.

“We are concerned that the Tennes-
see Department of Transportation’s at-
tempts to seize land from Black farmers
may violate civil rights laws and the U.S.
and Tennessee constitutions. Both con-
stitutions prohibit the use of eminent
domain to take private property without
just compensation, which in this case is
the fair market value,” said Amalea
Smirniotopoulos, Legal Defense Fund
senior policy counsel, in a statement.

“One farmer was reportedly off�ered
only $8,165 for an acre of land that is
likely worth at least $200,000. Such
severe undervaluation of land, along
with reports that TDOT may be con-
structing the highway to BlueOval City
in a manner that disproportionately
impacts Black communities, raises se-
rious concerns that TDOT is violating
its obligations.”

A TDOT spokesperson issued the
following response in part regarding
the BlueOval City project:

“TDOT is excited for the new eco-
nomic opportunities and prosperity
BlueOval City will bring to West Ten-
nessee. When confronted with con-
structing highways to accommodate
such projects, some private property
that’s located near an existing or fu-

Construction continues on BlueOval City in Stanton on March 24. Production is set to begin in 2025.
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More than a month after a House
ethics panel found a sitting state rep-
resentative sexually harassed a 19-
year-old intern, legislative offi�cials are
still refusing to release any record – or
even a dollar amount – of what taxpay-
er money the Offi�ce of Legislative Ad-
ministration appears to have spent to
address the situation.

Because of strict secrecy rules offi�-
cials are enforcing, it’s unclear wheth-
er state law and legislative expendi-
ture rules were followed when spend-
ing money to relocate the intern. State
law that appropriates legislative fund-
ing requires the offi�ce to obtain ap-
proval from the House or Senate
speaker’s offi�ce before spending mon-
ey, but the House Speaker’s offi�ce de-
nies any involvement — including ap-
proving spending.

Following an ethics complaint fi�led
against former Rep. Scotty Campbell
on March 21, an intern was relocated
from her apartment, housed for 22
nights in a TownPlace Suites down-
town, and her belongings were sent
home. Offi�cials spent nearly $10,000
— including $935 cash given to the in-
tern to break her lease — to quietly re-
locate the intern and leave Campbell
undisturbed, NewsChannel 5 report-
ed. 

But offi�cials refuse to release any
record – or even acknowledge – that
thousands of taxpayer dollars may
have been spent to in the wake of the
harassment, and have repeatedly de-
nied requests for records and informa-

Offi�cials
won’t
release
records 
Taxpayers left in the dark
in regards to spending
records in lawmaker
harassment case
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Winston Baccus and his wife were
prepared to leave the church they called
home for 18 years if the congregation
overwhelmingly supported splitting
from the United Methodist Church.

But a congregation-wide survey
found only 49% of Collierville UMC
members would vote for the church to
disaffi�liate from the denomination, a
pleasant surprise to a group Baccus
helped form a few months prior.

“We decided, ‘Let’s do something,
let’s not just allow this to happen.
Somebody has got to be the group that
speaks out for staying United Method-

ist,’” Baccus said. “Because our pastors
and staff� decided to be neutral.”

More than 3,000 congregations have
disaffi�liated from the UMC since 2019
amid a splintering following disagree-
ments over theology and church policy,
including dealing with LGBTQ rights.
Many are joining the Global Methodist
Church, a more conservative breakaway
denomination.

A church fully disaffi�liates following
a vote among the congregation and then
ratifi�cation by voting delegates within
the annual conference, or the regional
UMC authority.

The survey results showed the group
Baccus helped lead, called Stay UMC 

Why the debate on leaving
can be more intense at
suburban UMC churches
Liam Adams
Nashville Tennessean
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Most churches leaving the United Methodist Church are in rural communities,
like Parsons First Methodist Church in Parsons, Tenn., shown here in April 2022.
A smaller number of churches in suburban and urban communities are also
leaving the denomination. NICOLE HESTER /THE TENNESSEAN
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Legal Defense Fund to TDOT: Pay
Black farmers fairly for their land
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