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LETTER FROM LEADERSHIP

The past few months have been 
a busy and productive time for 
Johnson County Government and 
the Board of County Commissioners. 
After holding a public hearing on 
Aug. 22, we finalized and approved 
our FY 2023 budget on Sept. 1. 
This budget achieves many things, 
It relieves some of the workforce 
pressure our organization is 
experiencing while relieving some 
taxpayer pressure by rolling back 
the mill levy a full mill. It also adds 
resources for programs and services 
which align with BOCC priorities 
and feedback received from our 
annual community survey. 

We held a primary election and have 
a general election just a few months 
away. The number of Johnson 
County voters who participated 
in the August primary was truly 
remarkable. Nearly 126,800 voters 
went to the polls on Election Day. If 
you do the math, more than 10,500 
people across the county voted each 
hour the polls were open. When you 
factor in advanced voting (in-person 
and by mail), Johnson County voters 
casted 256,869 ballots. Total voter 
turnout was 56.3%, which is quite 
high for a primary. We appreciate 
everyone who was eligible to and 
chose to take part in this important 
democratic process.

In addition, we need to thank those 
who worked this election. We 
cannot conduct an election without 
the Election Office, several other 
county employees and our election 
workers. Our cover story introduces 
you to several of election workers, 
who undergo training and put in 
long hours. Find out why they do it 
beginning on page 8.

In addition to conducting elections, 
other responsibilities of county 
government which align with our 
Board of County Commissioners 
priorities include making progress 
with capital projects and supporting 
our vulnerable populations. 
Throughout this issue we give 
you updates on some of the bigger 
county projects (page 7), explain 
how transit and nutrition centers 
are two areas where the county 
makes life a bit easier for some 
of our senior adults (page 16) and 
teach you 10 things you may not 
have known about Johnson County 
Developmental Supports (page 23.)

Johnson County Government also 
provides the community with 
opportunities, events and classes to 
honor our history, learn something 
new or have some fall fun. Don’t 
miss our events calendar on pages 
12 – 13. In this issue, learn about 
plans underway to celebrate the 
80th anniversary of the Olathe 
Naval Air Station as well as our 
2022 Veterans Day Observance. 
We hope your autumn contains fun 
and meaningful events. 

Ed Eilert
Chairman, Board of County Commissioners

Penny Postoak Ferguson
County Manager

On the cover: Caiden Stokes and Jena Gravenstein working in the Election Office 
leading up to the August 2nd primary election. Learn about the experiences of 
some of your Johnson County election workers on page 8.
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Construction on approximately $15 million worth of public infrastructure 
is underway at the New Century Commerce Center. This economic 
development is expected to bring more than 4,200 new, permanent jobs 
over 10 years. The first phase of the project includes two speculative 
buildings totaling over one million square feet of available space, located 
at the southwest corner of 159th Street and 56 Highway, with direct 
access to Interstate 35. In May, a ground-breaking took place attended by 
Governor Laura Kelly (pictured above), county dignitaries, and construction, 
design and business partners, including VanTrust Real Estate as the master 
developer and CBRE as the leasing partner for the project.
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WAYS TO ENGAGE  
WITH JOCO

Online
Visit jocogov.org to:

• Find your county commissioner 
• Get answers to questions
• Learn about more than 400 services 

that Johnson County provides

By phone
Call Center: 913-715-5000 
Kansas Relay Operator: 800-766-3777

Board of County  
Commissioners’ meetings
Attend a board meeting weekly at 
9:30 a.m. Thursdays on the third floor 
of the Administration Building, 111 S. 
Cherry St., in Olathe or watch online 
at boccmeetings.jocogov.org.

On social - @jocogov

Johnson County Elected Officials 

Ed Eilert, Chairman
Becky Fast, 1st District

Jeff Meyers, 2nd District
Charlotte O’Hara, 3rd District

Janeé Hanzlick, 4th District
Michael Ashcraft, 5th District

Shirley Allenbrand, 6th District
Steve Howe, district attorney

Calvin Hayden, sheriff



A glimpse into what’s going on  
in Johnson County Government

Johnson County Library welcomes new county librarian 
Johnson County Library welcomed Tricia Suellentrop as the new county 
librarian July 1. She succeeds Sean Casserley who announced his retirement 
earlier this year after a decade at the helm of one of Kansas’ largest public 
library systems. Suellentrop brings a wealth of experience to the position, 
having served as the deputy county librarian since 2008. She acted as interim 
county librarian for six months in 2012, during the national search for a new 
county librarian that resulted in Casserley’s hiring. Casserley joined the Johnson 
County, KS library system in 2012 after extensive service at the Allen County 
Public Library in Fort Wayne, Indiana. His retirement plans include spending 
more time with his wife, Susie, traveling, and making progress on his reading list.

“We the members of the Johnson County NAACP 
want to thank you for the Juneteenth celebration 
that you hosted. The theme was one that stood 
out…‘Learn the Past, Change the Future.’”

—  Jay Holbert 
President, Johnson County NAACP

Tricia Suellentrop and Sean Casserley

Johnson County added 
four positions to team 
dedicated to 988 Suicide  
& Crisis Lifeline
Johnson County Mental Health 
Center added four full-time crisis call 
specialist positions to join the team 
dedicated to answering the JCMHC 
Crisis Line and 988 Suicide & Crisis 
Lifeline, which transitioned from 
1-800-273-TALK on July 16. 

The crisis call specialist positions 
provide telephone-based crisis 
intervention services. The positions are 
funded through a Kansas Department 
for Aging and Disability Services 
(KDADS) grant. No county tax support 
was requested or required. 

JCMHC earned an award together 
with #ZeroReasonsWhy for suicide 
prevention work. JCMHC and 
#ZeroReasonsWhy earned an 
Achievement Award from the National 
Association of Counties (NACo). 
#ZeroReasonsWhy is a grassroots, 
teen-led storytelling and community 
mobilization campaign working to 
prevent teen suicide and encourage 
productive conversations to remove 
the stigma around mental health 
challenges. The campaign began in 
Johnson County in 2018.
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Readers might be excited to learn that Johnson County is not only the 
healthiest county in Kansas but also one of the healthiest in the entire country.

Each spring the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and the University of 
Wisconsin Population Health Institute release the annual County Health 
Rankings report, measuring the health of nearly all counties in the nation 
and ranking them within states. Johnson County has maintained the No. 1 
ranking in Kansas since 2013. 

This report measures length and quality of life, health behaviors, physical 
environment, clinical care, and social and economic factors and compared 
counties within the state to determine rankings.

Not only is Johnson County tops in the state, but also ranks #20 out of 500 of 
the Healthiest Communities in the nation by U.S. News and World Report. The 
previous year, Johnson County ranked #44. 

The U.S. News and World report evaluated Johnson County on 89 health and 
wellness metrics across 10 categories that drive community health. Population 
health and equity are the most heavily weighted categories in the U.S. News 
Healthiest Communities ranking.

“Johnson County has a relatively low smoking rate among adults, and most 
people in Johnson County have good access to healthy food, recreational 
opportunities and medical care, all of which lead to healthy behaviors and 
outcomes,” says Sanmi Areola, director of the Johnson County Department of 
Health and Environment.

While some gaps remain, Areola credits Johnson County residents for making 
health a priority during the pandemic by getting vaccinated to prevent the 
spread of an ever-changing coronavirus.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data shows more than 88% of 
Johnson County residents ages 18 years and older are fully vaccinated against 
COVID-19. Vaccination rates for children vary but continue to increase as 
more children have become eligible for vaccines and booster doses.

As new variants continue to emerge, JCDHE encourages everyone six months 
of age and older to get up to date on their COVID-19 vaccinations and booster 
doses, if eligible, and get their annual flu shot by the end of October.

The health department offers walk-in clinics in Olathe and Mission that provide 
immunizations for children and adults, including flu and COVID-19. Visit 
jocogov.org/health or call 913-826-1200. 

Johnson County ranks high 
for healthy living
BY JENNIFER DUNLAY
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After more than a year 
of discussion, the BOCC 
allows solar facilities in  
unincorporated JoCo
After a year and a half of research, 
discussions, multiple meetings and 
public input, the Johnson County 
Board of County Commissioners 
voted to allow Utility-Scale Solar 
Facilities within unincorporated 
Johnson County. The Johnson County 
Planning Commission received its first 
presentation on the topic in January 
2021. At a special meeting on June 7, the 
BOCC approved two resolutions, one 
for amendments to the comprehensive 
plan and one for zoning regulations 
for the purpose of regulating solar 
facilities. The BOCC also adopted 
and incorporated by reference, two 
published safety standards regarding 
Battery Energy Storage Facilities that 
are associated with solar facilities. 
Details of Exhibit A, which the BOCC 
adopted, include a 25-year Conditional 
Use Permit term with a one-time 
automatic extension for five years 
if the project remains compliant, 
Maximum Project Area of 2,000 acres, 
including a waiver option and a 1.5-
mile minimum distance from a city, 
including a waiver option. 



Kansas Homeowner’s Assistance Fund
BY BRANDY HODGE

The COVID-19 pandemic has created a housing crisis 
that threatens homeowners’ ability to keep up with 
mortgage and utility payments. As a result, thousands of 
homeowners are at risk of losing their homes and having 
utilities disconnected. Financial assistance is now available 
for Kansas homeowners who have experienced financial 
hardships after January 21, 2020. 

The Kansas Housing Resources Corporation launched the 
Kansas Homeowner Assistance Fund on April 18, 2022.  
The goal of KHAF is to aid homeowners in avoiding 
foreclosure by assisting with homeownership-related 
expenses. The KHAF program is funded through the federal 
American Rescue Plan Act and the state of Kansas received 
$56 million. 

The KHAF program provides assistance for mortgage 
payments; property taxes and charges; and utility, internet 
and broadband fees. Past due property tax assistance can 
include balances prior to January 2020 as long as it does  
not exceed $10,000. The maximum mortgage assistance  
is $50,000. 

KHAF program qualifications:
• Residents must own the home in Kansas.

•  Residents must be at least 30 days past due on mortgage
or property taxes.

•  Property must be the resident’s primary residence.

•  Resident’s recent income cannot exceed 150 percent of
the area median income.

•  Household must have experienced a financial hardship
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

KHAF has received 270 applications for 
assistance in Johnson County. To date, 
Johnson County homeowners have received 
more than $1.9 million. The KHAF call 
center is available to assist with application 
questions or challenges: 855-307-5423. 
To learn more or apply, please visit: 
kshousingcorp.org/kansas-homeowner-
assistance-fund/ 

CONNECT NOW
ksuolathe@ksu.edu | 913-307-7373 
olathe.k-state.edu/academics

Olathe

• No out-of-state tuition
• In-person and online offerings
• Scholarship opportunities

UNLOCK YOUR 
UNLIMITED POTENTIAL
AT K-STATE OLATHE

KSUO-Ad-JoCoMag-Fall-2022_FNL.indd   1KSUO-Ad-JoCoMag-Fall-2022_FNL.indd   1 8/11/22   9:16 AM8/11/22   9:16 AM
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Progress continues on major capital projects
BY ERIC SCHULTZ

As we approach the last quarter of 2022, the county continues 
to make progress on some of our major capital projects.

Nelson Wastewater Treatment Facility 
Pre-design work is on schedule for completion by the end 
of the summer of 2022. Johnson County Wastewater is 
working with the city of Mission to design a related project 
on an accelerated schedule involving Turkey Creek force 
main upgrades under Foxridge Drive. JCW will replace the 
line to improve wastewater flow from the pump station to 
the Nelson Facility. The accelerated schedule will allow for 
the work to be done before the city resurfaces the road so 
that crews won’t have to dig into new pavement. The next 
public open house is being targeted for this fall. The Nelson 
Wastewater Treatment Facility Improvements Project is 
intended to preserve vital infrastructure in northeast Johnson 
County and ensure that JCW will continue to meet the 
highest standards of wastewater treatment.

Antioch Library Replacement 
Design Development is complete and construction 
documents are being drafted. The county’s Public Art 
Commission has also selected two artists to create original 
commissions for the new location. Final approvals from 
the Library Board, city of Merriam, and Board of County 
Commissioners are anticipated in the fall of 2022, with 
groundbreaking expected in late 2022. The new branch will 
replace the current Antioch Library, which has operated in 
Merriam since 1956. The goal of the project is to provide the 
residents of Merriam a welcoming space complete with a 
drive-thru, dedicated kids’ space, and a covered “front porch” 
just steps from the Merriam Community Center. Substantial 
completion is anticipated in the first half of 2024.

Meadowbrook Park Phase 2 
The Meadowbrook Park phase 2 development will add 
off-street parking to the northeast portion of the park and 
will serve the new shelter and restroom, trail users, and 
JCPRD’s third inclusive playground. At present, there 
are adventure and sensory playgrounds, and the addition 
of the inclusive playground, which offers a unique play 
experience for children of all abilities, will provide more 
diversity of play experience at the park. The project is on 
schedule to open in November.

Johnson County Executive Airport Taxiway B 
Phase 2 is anticipated to be complete by the end of summer 
2022. The contractor has completed the temporary expansion 
of Taxiway E, along with the demolition of Taxiways C 
and D and the associated section of Taxiway B. Runways 
and taxiways are the backbone of airfield operations at all 
airports. The Federal Aviation Administration’s investment of 
$15 million in upgrades to runways and taxiways at Johnson 
County Executive Airport since 2019 demonstrates the value 
of the airport in the community. 

Kuhlman Property 
The county’s contractors have completed demolition 
of the building. The Kansas Department of Health and 
Environment has completed abatement work to remove 
contaminants from a network of underground processing 
chambers. The work that remains involves potential 
additional demolition and the disposal of concrete rubble 
and demolition materials. Substantial Completion is 
anticipated by 2023. The completion of this project will 
mark the removal of a significant safety hazard in the 
southeast part of the county.

7



Meet some of your Johnson 
County election workers
BY KERI O’BRIEN

More than 3,000 people volunteer their 
time to serve as election workers each 
year here in Johnson County. Each of 
them has had different experiences, but 
all of them share a passion for serving 
our community. Their commitment 
and dedication are a large part of what 
makes our elections run smoothly. 

Election Day volunteers need to have 
a flexible schedule because Election 
Day runs from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. on a 
Tuesday, with additional time to set 
up and close the polls. For this reason, 
most poll workers are either retired 
or take time off from work or school 
on election days. Advanced voting 
locations are also available, staffed 
by poll workers, with a broader range 
of dates and times available. Election 
volunteers are paid a stipend for each 
day they work, and training is also paid.

Starting Election Day early in the 
morning, all workers are expected 
to arrive well rested and stay for the 
whole work day, bringing all food, 
medications and personal items they 
may need. 

All new workers attend a 3-hour 
in-person instructor-led class to take 
them through the process and roles for 
the day. An online refresher course is 
optional for new workers and required 
for all returning workers. All election 
workers also attend in-person “Practice 
Makes Perfect” where they can 
practice each part of election day in a 
hands-on, self-paced training session. 
Supervisor Judges and Assistant 
Supervisor Judges attend additional 
in-person training the weekend before 
the election. 

Training for Election Day has evolved 
over the years as technology and 
election laws have changed. When 
asked what has changed most during 
his 20 years as an election worker, 
Greg Lenz indicated that the check-in 
system was one of the more significant 
changes he’s seen. Noting the ease 
with which the system will help voters 
who have arrived at the wrong polling 
place, Lenz said, “It just pops right up 
and tells them where to go.”

Over his time as an election worker, 
Lenz has worked at several polling 
locations, and he remembers how 
welcoming the facilities have been. 
One of the churches he was assigned to, 
several years in a row, had brought in 
snacks for the volunteers. “People are 
just like that. They are very supportive, 
very friendly, and the church staff are 
just the nicest people.” 

He also appreciates seeing the same 
neighbors coming out to vote each 
year, greeting each other like old 
friends. Whether volunteering near 
their home or in another part of the 

county, election volunteering is an 
excellent opportunity to help people 
in our county.

A newer volunteer, Brady Field, 
expressed that his students inspired 
his interest in volunteering. As a local 
teacher, he wants them to have a 
first-hand example of stepping up for 
public service. 

Donna Mountain, who started 
volunteering in 2020, would agree 
with his reasoning.  

“I had just recently retired 
and just felt I should do this. 
It’s my civic duty,”

 
One factor in her decision to volunteer 
was the increased need for new 
volunteers that year because of the 
pandemic. This year, she was one 
of the people helping teach other 
volunteers during Practice Makes 
Perfect, walking them through the 
process for provisional ballots. 

For Mountain, educating the voter 
on the process and how to avoid 

Greg Lenz

Donna Mountain
8  Fall 2022



complications at the provisional ballot 
table is her favorite job on election day. 

“This is where you can be the most 
customer focused. They are coming 
over with a problem. If you can help 
them fix it, fix it so that when they 
walk out of here, they are feeling good 
about what they did.”

Another person helping train election 
workers was Liz Graham. When she 
started volunteering in 2015, she was 
motivated to be a part of the process. 

“If I wanted to make a 
difference, I needed to  
be involved.” 

 
Her station at Practice Makes Perfect 
was the ballot scanners which are the last 
step of the process for all voters. Paper 
ballots can be marked by hand or on a 
ballot-marking machine. They are then 
scanned and deposited into the DS200.

Graham also appreciates the attention 
to detail the Johnson County Election 

Office has taken. In 
the last few years, the 
Election Office added 
supply cages to the 
setup and closing 
responsibilities. 

“Those cages have made 
it so much nicer,” said 
Graham. “All of the 
different stations have 
their own totes, which 
make it simple to know where all of 
the supplies are and where they go at 
the end of the night.”

Beyond Election Day, various 
paid volunteers and staff assist 
with our elections in other ways. 
These roles include delivering and 
setting up equipment, helping with 
voter registration and other tasks 
to make sure everything is ready 
for Election Day.

Jena Gravenstein graduated high 
school in 2020 and saw her temporary 
job with the Election Office as an 
extension of the government class she 
took that year. 
 

“Honestly, all of it surprised 
me. Going to the voting 
places, all you see is 
the machines. My first 
election, I really didn’t 
know anything about it. 
Now I am really getting to 
learn everything about the 
machines and all of the 
different aspects of them.” 

 
Working at the Election Office has 
given her a new perspective on the 
other details. A neighbor had been the 
one to suggest she come work for the 
Election Office. She has tried to educate 
her peers on the opportunity, comparing 
it to their retail and food service jobs. 
She encouraged them to try it out and 
suggested they might be surprised with 
how much they would learn. 
Christina Stokes started as a temporary 

worker at the Election Office about two 
years ago. Like many other volunteers, 
she had a friend who was already 
volunteering who suggested that 
she get involved as well. In her time 
working in the office, Christina has 
had various roles and task assignments. 
What has surprised her the most is 

“all of the moving parts and all of the 
checks and balances” built into our 
local elections. 

Her son Caiden Stokes, 16, is 
volunteering for the first time this 
year. He is in the Election Office as 
a temporary worker leading up to 
Election Day, and he will volunteer at a 
polling place on Election Day through 
the Student Election Worker Program. 

In an effort to recruit new poll workers 
and encourage civic engagement, the 
Student Election Worker Program 
provides an opportunity for Kansas 
high school students to volunteer. 
Participants must complete training, 
be at least 16 years old, a United 
States citizen, willing to take an 
oath, and if they are of voting age, 
they must be registered to vote. They 
receive the same stipend as other 
election workers. Student workers 
can make up to one third of election 
workers at one location. Participating 
students must also submit a letter of 
recommendation. Local high schools 
participating in this program consider 
Election Day an excused absence. 

Caiden Stokes was impressed with 
the number of polling places in 
Johnson County, 146 total for the 
August 2022 election. Each task he 
and Jena Gravenstein completed in 
the election office would need to be 

continued on page 11 >>

Brady Field

Christina Stokes

Aug. 2 primary 
Total registered voters   456,287

Total ballots cast   256,869 

Voter turnout percentage   56.3%
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Grow your skill set • Turn goals into achievements • Set yourself up for success

Do it all at JCCC.

Learn more at JCCC.EDU/GOALS

Life is busy and your time is 
valuable. Johnson County 
Community College makes it 
easier to balance school, work 
and everything in between.

WANT TO LAUNCH A NEW CAREER? Choose 
from 100+ degree and certifi cate options 
and enter the workforce fast. Or earn your 
associate degree and transfer—with 270 
pathways to 4-year institutions.

Whatever your goals, JCCC is a smart choice:

• AFFORDABLE TUITION RATES, no matter 
where you live. Earn valuable credits at one-
third the cost of area colleges and universities.

•  DAYTIME AND EVENING CLASSES that
fi t your schedule. We offer a variety of
in-person, online and hybrid courses.

•  HELPFUL RESOURCES to support
your success. Check out our Academic 
Resource Center for free tutoring and 
assistance in any credit class. *Source: Ru� alo Noel Levitz Student Satisfaction Inventory

YOUR GOALS 
START HERE

In a recent student survey, 92% said they’d 
choose JCCC all over again.*

PAID ADVERTISEMENT



>> continued from page 9

duplicated for each location. Each box packed, each set of 
“Vote Here” signs rolled, and each group of name tag lanyards 
put together. The majority of locations serving as polling 
places are not owned or operated by Johnson County, and the 
election office relies on community support to provide usage 
of their space.

Volunteering with our local elections provides a unique 
opportunity and perspective on the process. The election 
office is always looking for more workers.

For more information on how to get involved in our local 
elections and voting, please visit jocoelection.org  

2022 General Election Dates

 Oct. 18 -  Last day to register to vote

 Oct. 19 -  Advance Voting by Mail Begins

Oct. 22 -  Advance Voting in Person Begins

Nov. 8 -  General Election - Polls open 7 a.m. - 7 p.m.

PAID ADVERTISEMENT

Where fun 
takes flight

Welcome to the ultimate 
indoor adventure park!
With attractions that cater to any 
level of adventurer, there’s something 
fun for everyone.

Lenexa
8554 Maurer Rd 
Lenexa, KS 66219      
913-359-5800

Overland Park
14401 Metcalf Ave 
Overland Park, KS 66223
913-298-0626
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$25 off
Birthday Party

Excludes Basic birthday party package. 
May not be combined with any other offer, 
promotion, discount or membership benefit, 
and not valid on previously booked birthday 
parties. Height restrictions may apply. Offer 
must be mentioned at time of booking. When 
booking online, book for the desired package 
level and enter the promo code: JOCOMag. 
Discount will be manually applied to the invoice 
adjusting the final balance due the day of the 
event. Offer valid only at Urban Air Lenexa or 
Overland Park.
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Mark your calendar Here are some of the Johnson County events you can enjoy this fall. 
You can find more at jocogov.org.

October 2022
Tuesday, Oct. 4 
Beginning Oct. 4 and continuing every Tuesday in October, 
come work in the Women Infants and Children (WIC) garden 
from 8 – 11 a.m. We need volunteers to seed, hoe, prune, 
stake, mulch and harvest. Location: 11875 South Sunset in 
Olathe- East Side of the Health Services Building.

Monday, Oct. 10 
The Community Supported Employment Program Job and 
Resource Fair is open to the public, including job seekers  
who face barriers and challenges in employment. 2 – 2:30 
p.m., Johnson County Arts and Heritage Center (8788 Metcalf, 
Overland Park.)

Wednesday, Oct. 19 
Advance voting by mail begins for 2022 general election. 
Learn more at jocoelection.org

Saturday, Oct. 22  
Advance voting in person begins for 2022 general election. 
Learn more at jocoelection.org

Saturday, Oct. 22  
Shine up your vintage or contemporary car, truck, hot rod, 
or motorcycle for Cars in the Park! Food trucks, raffle prizes, 
music and silent auction of amazing sports memorabilia. 9 
a.m. to 2:30 p.m. Theatre in the Park, 7710 Renner Road. For 
more information, visit JCPRD.com/carsinthepark. 

October 2022
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November 2022

Tuesday, Nov. 8 
Election Day for the 2022 General Election! Polls 
open 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. Learn more at jocoelection.org

Friday, Nov. 11  
County offices closed for Veterans Day. Learn about 
Johnson County’s Veterans Day observance on the 
next page! 

Tuesday, Nov. 15 
Learn to make cold weather comfort food with a contemporary 
twist. Recipe samples (and recipe booklet) are included in class 
fee. 6 – 8 p.m. at the Extension Office. 11811 S. Sunset Drive in 
Olathe. Registration required,  
johnson.k-state.edu/classes-events/index.html. 

Thursday, Nov. 17 – Sunday, Nov. 20  
Johnson County Library’s 7th annual Writers Conference explores 
art for impact. In-person at Central Resource Library and available 
on Library OnDemand. Session topics include how to use art 
to inspire your writing, writing for young adults and children, 
creating vibrant characters, and writing an impactful author bio. 
Get more details at jocolibrary.org/writersconference. 

Wednesday, Nov. 23 
Visit the Johnson County Museum for free! Explore KidScape, 
our signature exhibition, Becoming Johnson County, and special 
exhibit, REDLINED: Cities, Suburbs, and Segregation. 9 a.m. -  
4:30 p.m. Johnson County Arts & Heritage Center, 8788 Metcalf 
Ave., Overland Park. Visit JCPRD.com/museum for more details. 

Thursday, Nov. 24 and Friday, Nov. 25 
County offices closed in observance of Thanksgiving
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December 2022

Wednesday, Dec. 7
Build, decorate and take home a 4”x3” 
gingerbread house using fail-proof dough and 
icing. All supplies provided, including candy for 
decorating, but feel free to bring your own to 
add your own unique touch! 6 – 8 p.m. at the 
Extension Office. 11811 S. Sunset Drive in Olathe. 
Registration required, johnson.k-state.edu/
classes-events/index.html. 

Wednesday, Dec. 14
Learn Mental Health First Aid (virtually) in an interactive 
course from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. This course helps the public 
identify, understand, and respond to signs of mental 
illnesses and substance use disorders. Learn more at 
jocogov.org/mentalhealth.

Saturday, Dec. 17 
Take a break from the busy holiday festivities at the Winter 
Solstice Celebration. Take a quiet walk through the woods 
then warm up by the fireside and listen to stories about 
the longest night of the year. Five two-hour time slots are 
available to choose from. This event is $8 per person, $9 
nonresidents. Ernie Miller Nature Center, 909 N. K-7 Highway, 
Olathe. Advance registration required at JCPRD.com/register 
and search for “Winter Solstice.” 

Wednesday, Dec. 21 
It’s B-I-N-G-O with a holiday twist! Pizza lunch served at 11:30 
am, bingo to follow. This festive event is $12 per person, $13 
nonresidents and a discount is applied beginning with the 
third family member. Cost of admission covers food and 
staff time to administer the bingo program. Roeland Park 
Community Center, 4850 Rosewood Dr. Register online at 
JCPRD.com/register and search for activity number 23157.

Monday, Dec. 26 
County offices closed in observance of Christmas Day
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Several options for Halloween fun! 
•  October 14 - Trick-or-Cache (Antioch Park, 6501 Antioch Road, Merriam, KS 66202, 10 am, 11 am, 12 pm) Search for hidden 

caches around the park with the provided GPS device. Costumes encouraged! Meet at Shelter #2 of Antioch Park. One GPS 
device loaned per group. Please register each person collecting candy. Register online at JCPRD.com/register and search for 

“Trick-or-Cache” to see all sessions.

•  October 15 - Whimsical Woods (Ernie Miller Park, 909 N. K-7 Highway, Olathe, KS 66061, Sessions begin at 1 pm) Costumed 
characters will delight and entertain audiences of all ages. Live animals, stories, and surprises will highlight childhood favorites. 
Group sessions begin every 15 minutes with program length approximately 1.5 hours. In case of inclement weather, program will 
be held indoors. Advance registration required. Register at JCPRD.com/register and search “Whimsical Woods.” 

•  October 28 - JCPRD JamBOOree (Heritage Park near Shelter 1, 16050 Pflumm Road, Olathe, 5 pm - 8:30 pm) Halloween-
themed activities, thrills, chills, treats, and a feature movie presentation of “Monsters, Inc.” at sunset. This is a free event that 
encourages participants to make a donation to The Parks and Recreation Foundation of Johnson County to support the Access 
+ Equity for All Scholarship Fund. Come dressed in your Halloween best. Pre-registration required. Register online at JCPRD.
com/register and search for activity number 22171.

Veterans Day 
Plans are underway for Johnson County’s annual Veterans Day 
event. This year, the event is planned for Friday, Nov. 11 at 11 
a.m. at the Lenexa Armory (18200 W. 87th St., Lenexa.) Please 
watch for more details at jocogov.org and on our social media 
platforms (@jocogov.)

Storytime 
Weekly Sept. 12-Dec. 16 (Offerings vary by location)  
In-person Storytimes are back at nine Johnson County Library 
locations! Hearing stories is a great way to spend time with 
your kids and help them foster a love of reading. With 
different varieties based on age group and developmental 
abilities—Baby, Toddler, Preschool, Family and Bilingual en 
español—you’re sure to find fun for the whole family. An FAQ 
with more information is available at jocolibrary.org/6by6.
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A look back at the Olathe Naval Air  
Station celebrating its 80th anniversary
BY GERALD HAY

Eighty years ago, farmland east of 
Gardner became a military base with 
the start of World War II.

The site is now the New Century 
AirCenter, but for 27 years, it was the 
Olathe Naval Air Station. Dubbed 
the “Prairie Navy,” the base officially 
opened on Oct. 1, 1942, training pilots 
for WWII and the Korean War.

The air station totaled about 640 acres, 
purchased for $72,343 (about $1.3 
million in 2022 dollars). Construction 
of the base began on Jan. 5, 1942. Initial 
development cost more than $13 million 
(about $289 million in 2022 dollars.)

Initially commissioned to house 
approximately 2,000 enlisted men and 
100 officers, the complex eventually 
expanded to about 2,000 acres with 
three runways, 14 secondary fields 
and 44 buildings. Only about a dozen 
original buildings remain. 

From July 1942, when the first cadets 
completed their training, to September 
1944, the Olathe Naval Air Station 
trained nearly 4,550 cadets in Stearman 
two-seater biplanes. Because naval 
policy required trainers to be painted 
yellow, the planes were nicknamed 

“yellow perils” by the pilots in training.

The late John 
Glenn, future 
astronaut and 
U.S. senator, was 
in the first class 
to be trained 
at the base, 
making his first 
solo flight in a 
military plane. 

He described ONAS as “a sea of mud 
and we made our way from building to 
building on wooden duckboards.” 

Another notable Navy pilot who 
trained at the air station was former 
TV game show host Bob Barker. 

He enlisted in the Navy Reserve in 
1943 to train as a fighter pilot but 
did not serve on active duty.

One more claim to fame…artists from 
Walt Disney Studios designed one of 
the insignias for the “Prairie Navy.” 

Following WWII, ONAS’ mission 
shifted to support Naval and Marine 
Air Reserve training programs in the 
Kansas City region. In 1946, the base 
became responsible for the Naval 
Air Technical Training Unit to train 
reservists, air traffic controllers and 
ground approach operators.

The military base served as a stop-over 
and refueling point for naval planes 
transporting officers and a duty station 
for approximately 1,000 military service 
personnel. It had the fifth largest payroll 
in Greater Kansas City in 1948.

ONAS was integral to Johnson 
County’s social life, including dances 
to Big Band music at Kinnick Hall, 
which also housed the first Olympic-
sized pool west of the Mississippi, 
and numerous attractions, aerial 
demonstrations and public air shows. 
An air show and carnival in October 
1952, commemorating the base’s 10th 
anniversary, featured both the Navy’s 
Blue Angels and the Air Force’s 
Thunderbirds in aerial maneuvers.

In 1969, the Navy announced the 
closure of the Olathe Naval Air 
Station in its efforts to reduce military 
spending. Spanning slightly more 
than 27 years, the Navy officially 
decommissioned the base in 1970.

The Morse Outlying Landing Field, 
one of the ONAS’s auxiliary fields, 
was transferred to the city of Olathe in 
1951 and renamed the Olathe Airport.

The Johnson County Airport 
Commission was formed in 1967 and 
purchased Olathe Airport from the city 
for one dollar, changing the name to 
Johnson County Executive Airport.

When the Navy decommissioned 
ONAS in 1970, the complex was 
transferred to the airport commission 
in 1973, stipulating that the land be 
used as a public airport and renamed 
the Johnson County Industrial Airport. 
The name was changed to the New 
Century AirCenter in 1995.  

John Glenn

Archival Aerial Photo October 1. 1942

An Anniversary Celebration 
for the 80th anniversary of the 
Olathe Naval Air Station and the 55th 
anniversary of the Johnson County 
Airport commission is scheduled from 
10 a.m. to 2 p.m. Saturday, Oct. 1, at the 
Commemorative Air Force Hangar, 6 
Aero Plaza, New Century AirCenter. 

•  Museum &
Historical Items

• Flight Simulators
• Kids Activities
•  Photo op boards

•  Paper airplane
contest

 •  Navy dog tag
machine

•  ONAS Souvenirs

Activities include:

Sponsored by the Johnson County 
Airport Commission, Gardner Historical 
Museum and the Heart of America 
Wing of the Commemorative Air Force.

For more info call 913-715-6000  
or visit jocogov.org/department/ 
airport-commission.

14       jocogov.org
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BY GERALD HAY

Johnson County Government provides 
many programs and services to help 
senior adults in our community. Two 
basic needs for all of us are nutrition 
and transportation. Below are some of 
the programs and services we provide 
to senior adults in those important 
areas and how to access them.

Nutrition services 
A $2 breakfast and a $3 lunch are 
popular meals for older adults in 
Johnson County.

The dining opportunities are part of 
the nutrition program by the Johnson 
County Area Agency on Aging, a 
division of the county’s Department of 
Aging & Human Services.

The program now has seven 
congregate dining sites with the recent 
addition of the Olathe Towers, a senior 
living community at 1425 College Way 
to serve residents in the Olathe area. 
They do not have to be residents of 
Olathe Towers to order a meal and dine. 

Other congregate dining sites are in 
Neighborhood Centers located in 
civic centers at De Soto and Spring 
Hill, senior centers at Gardner and 
Lenexa, Merriam Community Center 
and Matt Ross Community Center in 
Overland Park. 

“In 2021, 238,727 meals were 
provided through the nutrition 
program, including 188,550 meals to 
homebound older adults last year and 
congregate meals at Neighborhood 
Centers,” said Brandy Hodge, 
communications, administration 
and outreach manager at Aging and 
Human Services.

The seven congregate dining sites are 
available to older adults from 9 a.m. 
to 12:30 p.m. Monday through Friday, 

offering lunch at 11:30 a.m. daily. 
Breakfast is also provided Tuesday 
through Thursday. 

The suggested donation is $3 per lunch 
or $2 per breakfast. No one (60+) is 
denied a meal if they are unable to 
donate. People younger than age 60 are 
also welcomed to eat lunch but must 
pay the full cost of the meal. 

Reservations are required by older 
adults. They are asked to call by 10 
a.m. the day before dining to reserve
a meal. Menus and phone numbers
of the Neighborhood Centers and
Olathe Towers are provided at
jocogov.org/department/aging-
and-human-services.

Through the CHOICE (Choosing 
Healthy Options in a Community 
Environment) program, carry-out 
meals are also available to residents 
60+ to pick up at Edgerton City Hall.

Meals are funded in part through 
the Older American Act and the 
Kansas Department for Aging & 
Disability Services.

Transportation assistance  
RideKC in Johnson County has 
expanded local routes and enhanced 
the frequency of service to encourage 
riders of all ages to take advantage 
of the county’s improved public 
transportation system .

The service provides public 
transportation through fixed route 
service to downtown Kansas City, 
Missouri and Kansas City, Kansas. 
RideKC in Johnson County operates 
weekday commuter services with most 
routes running during peak morning 
and afternoon times and select routes 
running all day. 

Fixed-route transit is currently not 
charging a fare and offers ADA 
accommodations for customers who 
use a mobility device.

RideKC’s Freedom on Demand also 
provides curb-to-curb paratransit 
service for senior adults and those 
with a disability for a fee. By 
downloading the Transit app at 
ridekc.org/fares/transit-app, a 
request for a taxi can be made with 
no advance reservation required or 
scheduled in advance for convenience.

Riders can track their ride status with a 
smartphone or tablet. No smartphone? 
No problem! Call 816-842-9070 to 
book a trip.

More information on transit services is 
available at jocogov.org/department/
transit-ridekc-johnson-county or at 
ridekc.org.  

Catch-a-Ride volunteer driver  
Lisa Vaughn, left, with Joan Wissbaum.
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Fall must-reads from 
Johnson County Library
BY ELISSA ANDRE

ADULT FICTION: 
“A Quiet Life” 
by Ethan Joella, out 11/29/22 

This profoundly moving novel follows 
characters fueled by loss as they reach out, 
connect and change each other in surprising 
ways: a recent widower facing the prospect of 
his yearly vacation without his beloved wife, a 
mother working long hours to fill the space left 
from the disappearance of her daughter, and a 
veterinarian who abandoned her career after the 
death of her father.

ADULT NON FICTION: 
“The Orchid Muse: A History 
of Obsession In Fifteen Flowers”  
by Erica Hannickel, out 10/18/22 

Science and history lovers will enjoy this story 
of the exotic orchid flower and the personalities 
obsessed with them: from Chinese emperors, 
Victorian queens, Mexican artists and American 
engineers to an enslaved botanist from 
Madagascar who revolutionized pollinations of 
the globally-popular vanilla orchid. 

TEEN FICTION: 
“Belladonna” 
by Adalyn Grace, out 8/30/22

The first book in bestselling author Adalyn 
Grace’s new series deftly weaves mystery, magic 
and romance in a page-turning read, as an 
orphaned girl must unravel the many dangers 
facing the family she has come to love.

KIDS FICTION: 
“In Myrtle Peril” 
by Elizabeth C. Bunce, out 10/4/22

The fourth book in the Edgar Award-winning 
mystery series by Kansas City author Bunce 
finds precocious amateur detective Myrtle 
Hardcastle at sea, where she becomes embroiled 
in a case involving a missing heiress.

Get more reading recommendations at 
jocolibrary.org/werecommend. 

Enjoy Johnson County 
Library anywhere, 
anytime with Libby
Johnson County Library  
and Olathe Public Library’s 
eLibrary collection is now  
on the Libby app! 

Offering access to more than 
50,000 eBook, eAudiobook and eMagazine titles for kids, 
teens and adults, Libby allows you to sync your checkouts 
across your devices, download material for offline 
reading, and stream audiobooks in your car. Libby also 
allows patrons to read on Kindle devices, not available 
with the previous vendor, Axis 360. The Libby app is 
free to download on Apple and Android app stores—just 
connect your Library account to the app and start reading. 

Since Libby launched in late May, the Library has seen 
thousands of new Library card sign-ups from excited 
readers from all over Kansas! If you haven’t yet signed 
up for a Library card, come by one of Johnson County 
Library’s 14 locations with your ID and proof of address. 
Explore the possibilities a Library card can offer at 
jocolibrary.org/discover. 

PAID ADVERTISEMENT

notifyjoco.org

You’ll receive messages by phone, text and/
or email (whichever you choose) any time 
there’s an emergency situation. 

Get notified

Get the alerts that are relevant to you - 
weather, public safety warnings, community 
events and more. Customize your locations 
of interest for home, work and school. 

Choose alerts

Go to notifyjoco.org or text NOTIFYJOCO 
(all one word) to 888777 to sign up for 
Johnson County’s public notification system. 

Sign up

Be notified about emergencies in your area, including severe 
weather, water outages and more. Signing up is as easy as 1-2-3!
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Helping Johnson County 
residents “Recycle Right” 
BY BRANDON HEARN

City by city, the Johnson County Department of Health and 
Environment is offering residents recycling tips through its 

“Recycle Right program.” This education campaign provides 
direct feedback about recycling behavior. JCDHE staff go 
house to house briefly observing recycle bins and leave an 

“Oops Tag” identifying materials that shouldn’t be in the bin. 
They perform a follow-up inspection the next week.

Westwood was the first city to participate. JCDHE staff 
visited 743 homes and the main contaminates observed 
included plastic bags and plastic product wrap/Shrink wrap, 
bagged recyclables, paper towels and Kleenex. As the 
program progressed, JCDHE saw a 40% reduction in the 
number of homes receiving an “Oops Tag” and 75% fewer 
homes bagging their recyclables. 

“Recycling is important to a lot of us, but it can be confusing. 
It was nice to get a reminder about the small things we can 
do to recycle better and learn where we can go if we have 
questions,” said Westwood resident Kate Collum. 

JCDHE is currently working with the Mission Sustainability 
Commission and city staff in Mission. So far over 2,000 
homes have been observed with a 40% reduction in 
contamination and households bagging their recycling 
reduced from 254 homes to only 63. 

“Our residents care about doing the right thing with their 
home recycling,” said Mission Assistant City Administrator 
Emily Randel. “The hands-on services from JCDHE have 
been so appreciated. They answered resident questions 
directly in a way that was helpful and encouraging and now 
we all have greater confidence that our efforts are making the 
intended impact.” 

Johnson County is currently working 
with other cities to bring this program to 
their residents.

“Many people want to recycle but can 
be confused about what is accepted,” 
said JCDHE Environmental Health 
Scientist Brandon Hearn. “Our goal is 
not to shame people but provide them 
information on what shouldn’t be in 
their recycle bins and give them a 
resource if they have other questions.”

For more information, contact Brandon 
Hearn at brandon.hearn@jocogov.org  
or 913-715-6936. 

Follow Johnson County Recycles on 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.  
jocogov.org/recycling101. 

PAID ADVERTISEMENT

Why Get A Soil Test?

GET YOUR FREE SOIL TEST
TODAY!

johnson.k-state.edu        |        (913) 715-7000

DOES YOUR LAWN LOOK 
LIKE THIS?

They're FREE for Johnson County
Residents! 
Fall is the most important time of the year
for restoring your lawn's health. 

Healthy Lawns and
Protecting Water Quality

Fall fertilization is critical to lawn health
Right time/right product/right amount/right
application method
Applying the right kind and amount of
fertilizer saves you money and protects
water quality
Receive a free soil test and personalized
recommendation from a University expert

11811 S. Sunset Drive, Suite 1500
Olathe, Kansas 66061

Funding provided by the Johnson County Stormwater Management
Program. Limit one per Johnson County Household.
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Budget adopted
Johnson County’s FY 2023 Budget, approved Sept. 1 by 
the Board of County Commissioners, ensures we can 
continue doing business and serving the Johnson County 
community well. 

The FY 2023 Budget relieves taxpayer pressures with a 
mill levy rollback for the fifth time in six years. Johnson 
County’s mill levy rate remains the lowest among the 
105 counties in Kansas.

The funding plan meets the Board’s strategic priorities 
and invests in public health and safety, economic 
development, parks and trails, libraries, important 
capital projects and vital infrastructure, including 
stormwater and road improvements. With a 
challenging labor market, the budget also prioritizes 
the county’s employees by investing in them through 
fair compensation and benefits to make county 
government’s work possible and public services and 
programs available.

The FY 2023 Capital Improvement Program includes 
$23.3 million for the Stormwater Management Program, 
$21.8 million for the New Century Commerce Center, 
approximately $20 million for capital projects and 
enhancements at county parks, $17.2 million for the 
County Assistance Road System (CARS) program, 
almost $10 million for a new MED-ACT facility in 
Olathe and $5.5 million for Johnson County Library 
projects, including approximately $1 million for De 
Soto, Spring Hill and Edgerton Library improvements.

Also included in the FY 2023 budget are additional 
personnel to meet increased demands for public 
services and public safety, including four Sheriff’s 
Office positions; two positions for the Department of 
Emergency Services to answer 9-1-1 calls and dispatch 
first responders; a victim advocate for the District 
Attorney’s Office to help address a backlog of cases; a 
new housing coordinator to focus on housing insecurity 
and affordability for the Johnson County Department 
of Health and Environment; and three Johnson County 
Mental Health Center positions.

Johnson County Government only keeps about 15½ 
cents of the taxing dollar of total tax statements. 
Johnson County Library and Johnson County Park and 
Recreation each receive about 2½ cents. Tax statements 
will be sent to property owners after Nov. 1.

Johnson County’s next fiscal year begins Jan. 1. Details 
about the FY 2023 Budget, current FY 2022 Budget, 
previous budgets and budget process are available at  
jocogov.org/department/budget-and-financial-planning. 

Johnson County

Board of  
County Commissioners
The legislative powers of Johnson 
County Government are vested in 
a seven-member Board of County 
Commissioners that exercises its 
authority to ensure the general health, 
safety and welfare of the public. 

The board is composed of an at-large 
chairman and one representative from 
each of the six districts in the county. 

Chairman Ed Eilert 
913-715-0500

Becky 
Fast
1st District 
913-715-0725

Janeé 
Hanzlick
4th District 
913-715-0434

Jeff 
Meyers
2nd District 
913-715-0432

Michael 
Ashcraft
5th District 
913-715-0435

Charlotte 
O’Hara
3rd District 
913-715-0433

Shirley 
Allenbrand
Vice chair, 
6th District 
913-715-0436

County commission 
districts

jocogov.org/bocc
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Stormwater management program 
reimburses residents for protecting water 
BY TIM DODDERIDGE

Water is a valuable natural resource, 
and everyone can play a role in 
protecting it. Johnson County’s 
Stormwater Management Program 
supports stormwater management in 
cities so their residents can participate.

Through the program, Johnson County 
partners with the 20 cities in the county 
to provide stormwater management 
services, including supporting flood 
risk reduction and water quality 
protection projects. It is funded by 
a 1/10th of 1% countywide sales tax 
dedicated to stormwater management.

The program is focused on improving 
water quality in lakes and streams, 
protecting the local ecosystem and 
reducing the cost to treat water for 
residents to drink. One program in 
which residents can participate directly 
is Contain the Rain, which helps 
reduce the amount of stormwater than 
runs off from residential properties into 
our waterways.

Funding available to help you 
‘contain the rain’ 
The Contain the Rain program, 
launched in 2011, provides funding 
to cities to offer stormwater rebate 
programs to their residents. Cities 
reimburse residents up to 50% of the 
cost for projects like rain barrels and 
rain gardens. It’s a Johnson County 
Government program, managed by 
cities with promotional support by an 
environmental nonprofit, Bridging the 
Gap of Kansas City.
Each of us lives in a watershed, 
meaning our land drains into a body of 
water such as a lake or stream. During 
rainstorms, too much stormwater 
runoff can collect pollutants, such 
as fertilizers, pesticides, household 
hazardous wastes and trash, can carry 
it into lakes and streams.

“Contain the Rain projects allow 
residents to help protect our water 
quality, while also retaining water 
for their lawns and gardens,” said 
Water Quality Specialist Ian Fannin-
Hughes. “We hope that local 
rebate programs will incentivize 
more residents to get involved in 
combating stormwater runoff.”

The 2002 Contain the Rain program 
will wrap up on November 1 and 
will reopen in spring 2023, giving 
you time to plan before you 
apply. For more information, visit 
ContainTheRainJoCo.com.

Tips to protect water quality 
Johnson County’s Stormwater 
Management Program encourages 
additional ways to help protect water 
quality. August was Water Quality 
Awareness Month, in which the county 
educated residents on steps they can 
take to prevent pollution and protect 
our community’s most vital resource.

Keep these tips in mind as you manage 
your lawn this fall, which can help 
protect water quality and, in some 
cases, reduce street flooding.

•  Don’t rake leaves into storm 
drains or onto the street. Leaves 
that end up in storm drains can 
clog pipes, causing street flooding 
and pollution in waterways.

•  Pick up and dispose of pet 
waste. Leaving pet waste in the 
grass sends unsafe bacteria into 
storm drains when it rains.

•  Pick up trash. Trash on the 
ground results can end up in 
streams and rivers, harming 
aquatic life and degrading the 
beauty of our natural resources. 

Fertilizer runoff is a cause of toxic 
algae in local lakes, so Fannin-Hughes 
also urges residents to be careful with 
how much fertilizer they put down. A 
soil test can determine your lawn’s 
fertilizer needs, and one test per year 
is free for Johnson County residents. 
Learn more at jocogov.org/soiltest.

“There are simple steps residents can 
take to do their part in protecting our 
water quality. Be aware that anything 
that’s in the ground may eventually 
end up in lakes and streams, so 
reducing the chemicals in your yard 
also reduces the material that runs off 
into our water,” Fannin-Hughes said.

Learn more about Johnson County’s 
Stormwater Management Program and 
how you can help protect water quality 
at jocogov.org/waterquality. 

60% Rain barrels

Rain gardens

Native Trees

Projects like 
cisterns, permeable 
pavement & swales

13%
12%
15%

County residents have received nearly 
$250,000 in reimbursements since 

its beginning. In 2022 alone, 152 
projects were approved, with a total 

of more than $42,000 being 
reimbursed throughout the county.  
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Justice-involved individuals  
immerse themselves in creative writing
BY LYNN HORSLEY AND THERESA FREED

There are many hurdles for those who 
have a criminal history as they try 
to reintegrate into society, including 
getting jobs, building healthy 
relationships and addressing what led 
them to crime in the first place. For 
some, the root of their troubled past 
may begin with trauma. A partnership 
between Johnson County Library and 
the Johnson County Department of 
Corrections is allowing some to learn a 
not-so-obvious form of therapy to heal– 
creative writing. 

Johnson County Library has served 
the Adult Residential Center and those 
receiving substance abuse treatment 
at the Therapeutic Community for 
years. This past spring, the partnership 
got a big boost. Johnson County 
Library provided the funds to offer an 
eight-week Creative Writing class for 
Therapeutic Community clients. It was 
offered as part of NCircle’s College of 
Trades, which provides essential skills 
for post-incarceration. The Creative 
Writing teacher, students and Library 
agree it’s a great program. 

“We saw this as a wonderful 
opportunity,” said Incarcerated 
Services Librarian Melody Kinnamon, 
who leads the Library’s efforts on 
behalf of justice-involved patrons. 

Research shows creative writing can 
be enormously helpful to people in 
recovery. Kinnamon also saw the class 
as a logical outgrowth of the Library’s 
extensive Local Writers programming, 
led by Reference Librarian Helen 
Hokanson. Through Hokanson’s 
contacts, Kinnamon reached out to 
Lawrence-based author Ronda Miller, 
who is experienced in both poetry and 
prose, to teach the class. 

“I knew the moment we met that it was 
going to be a great fit,” Kinnamon said 
of her interview with Miller. “I could 

just tell she had a heart for the justice-
involved clients and that she would 
meet them wherever they were in their 
writing journey.” 

Miller says teaching the class for 90 
minutes every Monday for eight weeks 
was a wonderful experience. She was 
awed by the students’ eloquence. 

“It’s amazing what they shared,” Miller 
observed. “I knew going in that I 
would learn as much from them, if not 
more, than they would learn from me. 
That was the case.” 

Several students said it was incredibly 
beneficial. Student Anita Hoskins 
had never seen herself as a writer but 
discovered an ability to write poems 
about nature and happiness. 

“Some really good things have 
happened,” Hoskins said. “I felt I really 
could find some creativity in me that I 
didn’t know I had before.” 

Hoskins said Miller’s encouragement 
and support helped her “pull out all kinds 
of stuff in my soul, in my memory.” 

After a Therapeutic Community 
graduation in May 2022, Hoskins 
aspires to publish a book and perhaps 
become a counselor. 

Josh Patterson, another student, already 
knew he loved to write poetry and 
letters but said Miller helped him hone 
his skills. 

“After taking part in the class, I 
discovered I have a real passion for 

prose and it’s been hugely helpful for 
me and therapeutic in my treatment 
and my recovery,” he said. 

Miller, an author of five books and the 
past president of the Kansas Authors 
Club, encouraged the students to 
submit their work to Kansas writing 
competitions. Patterson was excited 
about that opportunity. 

The class was inspiring for Miller, who 
experienced great trauma as a child and 
is a life coach to people who have lost 
someone to homicide. 

“I talked to them about why we tell our 
stories, the importance of Voice,” said 
Miller. The class shared laughter, tears 
and descriptions of dreams. Miller 
watched as the students blossomed 
with newfound confidence, producing 
vivid, evocative writing. 

Kinnamon said she heard great 
feedback and is pleased the Library 
funded an additional class this summer 
and is doing so again in the fall. She 
hopes the graduates will find ongoing 
connections to the local writers’ 
community through the Library. 

“Ronda has made them feel comfortable 
as writers, and it’s our hope they will 
join in the Library’s writing community,” 
Kinnamon said. “That would help bring 
everything full circle.” 

Hear more on this topic in the July 
29th JoCo on the Go podcast episode 
about the creative writing program,  
jocogov.org/podcast. 
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BY ALYSON ANGELL

for three employees in the Department of Emergency Services. 

Meet some of the employees who work in the Department of Emergency Services which includes 
Johnson County Emergency Communications, Emergency Management and MED-ACT.

Mike Troxell 
Emergency Communications Specialist (Dispatcher) at Emergency Communications
What do you do for Johnson County? I answer Fire and Medical 911 calls for Johnson County and 
Medical calls for Miami County. I’m also a Certified Training Officer for our training division.

How did you get into the field or what inspired you to do this type of work? I was an EMT 
and a Firefighter in the mid-2000s and left to join the military. The military ruined my knees, and 
I knew I could not keep up with the physical demands of EMS and the Fire Department but was 
looking for a rewarding career where I could still help people. Being a Dispatcher with the DES 
allowed me to do that.

What’s your favorite part about your position? I really enjoy the feeling of helping people.

Michelle Wheeler
Training Captain Paramedic at MED-ACT
What do you do for Johnson County? In my role I develop continuing education training for over 
900 providers (this includes EMS and Fire partnerships around the county). In our team of three, 
I am also the New Recruit Academy trainer, welcoming in our new clinicians and guiding them 
through their first weeks of orientation and training to prepare them for their field assignments. I 
am also our Wellness Coordinator, helping to maintain the wellness and well-being of our staff. 

How did you get into the field or what inspired you to do this type of work? I started because 
I wanted to learn how to help others in their time of need. I went to an EMT class first to see 
what I wanted to do when I got older, and afterwards applied for paramedic school, still not really 
understanding if this was right for me. Twenty-four years later, I’m still working in the field because 
this was where I was meant to be all along. Serving others and learning how to be better every day. 

What’s your favorite part about your position? Working with a team of individuals that are 
special and unique. This profession is different from others – it takes special people to do what 
we are called to do day in and day out. Remembering we are here to serve and help others is what 
keeps me going. 

Trent Pittman 
Assistant Director of Operations at Emergency Management
What do you do for Johnson County? I’ve been in my role as the Assistant Director for about 6 
months but have been with our division for over 10 years in three different roles. I oversee the 
daily operational functions of emergency management. Previously I worked for FEMA as a disaster 
assistance employee, which helped me better understand my roles here at Johnson County. 

How did you get into the field or what inspired you to do this type of work? Like a lot of 
people in this field, I can trace my intrigue in emergency management to a single event, The 
Andover Tornado. My grandparents’ house was directly hit by the tornado and my family spent the 
next week helping go through the rubble. In addition to sparking my interest in weather, it sparked 
my interest in the response to those disasters.

What’s your favorite part about your position? I enjoy what I do because it allows me to serve 
the community and tackle new challenges in preparing for the future.
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10
you may not kno

 THINGS
w about JCDS

You can honor Johnson County Development Supports’ 50th anniversary 
by learning 10 things about this important county agency.

BY MELISSA REEVES

1.  Originally called the JCMRC, JCDS was created after an 
amended 1970 state statute allowed counties to levy 
a tax to provide services to residents with intellectual 
and developmental disabilities. The county commission 
appointed a board of qualified residents to operate 
as a governing board who developed the organization 
and hired the first executive director in September 1972. 
A seven-member governing board guides the agency to 
this day.

2.  In 1995, the Kansas legislature passed the Developmental 
Disabilities Reform Act that designated 27 “single point 
of entry” agencies called Community Developmental 
Disabilities Organizations. JCDS was selected as the 
CDDO for Johnson County.

3.  The CDDO oversees more than 70 agencies in 
Johnson County, which serve more than 1,800 
people. They also guide families on the statewide 
waitlist to get into local services, which currently holds 
almost 900 people in the county who are waiting 
for IDD services. The waiting list is managed by the 
State of Kansas with services becoming available upon 
funding by the Kansas legislature.

4.  JCDS is the largest service provider in Johnson County, 
serving almost 600 people each year. Additionally, it 
is one of the largest providers of case management 
services in the state, with 440 people receiving case 
management services from the agency.

5.  The agency is nationally accredited by the Council on 
Quality and Leadership, which provides accreditation to 
human service organizations. CQL also provides training, 
certification, research, and consultation and has been in 
operation since 1969.

6.  JCDS provides residential services in 49 locations 
across Johnson County, but it does not own any 
individual homes. Friends of JCDS is a nonprofit that 
works alongside the agency to provide housing and 
other basic needs for people who receive services from 
JCDS. They currently own 22 properties. Learn more at 
friendsofjcds.org.

7.  JCDS offers more than ten options for day and 
employment services, so people in service can engage 
in a wide variety of activities that meet their interests 
and skills. This includes educational, employment, 
volunteer, health and recreational activities.

8.  The agency operates multiple enterprise businesses 
that employ people with IDD. This includes secure 
document destruction, Emerging Artists and Papercrete 
Works. Learn more at jocogov.org/jcds.

9.  The employment program contributes to the 
broader Johnson County economy by supporting 
those interested in working in the community. 
Employment specialists help with job applications, job 
readiness skills, and interviews in addition to educating 
employers on hiring people with disabilities.

10.  JCDS is currently hiring people who are looking to 
make a difference in the community. Starting pay 
for a direct support professional is $15.71/hour, 
with a $2 weekend differential and a $1,000 sign-
on bonus. Experience is preferred but not required. 
Employees receive on-the-job training in addition  
to ongoing training and continuing education.  
Learn more at jobs.jcds.org.

jocogov.org 23



In an effort to bolster civic education and educate communities on the role of county 
government, the National Association of Counties (NACo) is hosting the 2022 “I Love 
My County Because” art contest for students in grades 1-12 in conjunction with 
National County Government Month. The competition submission period closes 
October 7, 2022, at 11:59 p.m. ET.

In addition to a $100 dollar prize, the top 13 submissions will be featured in a NACo 
calendar, which will be distributed to NACo members nationwide. Winners will also be 
announced in NACo’s publication, County News, and their artwork will be displayed at 
NACo’s headquarters in Washington, D.C. 

For more details visit: jocogov.org/Art-Contest 
Share your art using our hashtag: #ILoveJoCo

 Deadline: October 7, 2022

What is your favorite thing  
Johnson County Government does?

Johnson County 
Museum

Board of County  
Commissioners meetings

Airports
2 

Sheriff’s 
Office

Elections

Meals for  
homebound 

seniors Mental Health 
& public health 

clinics Theatre in 
the Park

Motor vehicle 
registration Libraries

14

Parks
17

Golf 
courses

2 
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