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Your weekly roundup of news, events, and community happenings from Opelika and the Auburn-Opelika metro area

% This Week’s Highlights

» Opelika Economic Development hires Madison Bush to expand workforce initiatives under new POW-R program
» OHS Principal Kelli Fischer honored at National Education Leadership Awards in Washington, D.C.

» Opelika City Schools names new principals and district leaders for 2026-27

» Auburn council approves nearly $1 million drone technology contract with Axon

» New “Street Corner Jam” summer music series announced for downtown Opelika

» Keep Opelika Beautiful hosts annual City-Wide Clean Up on April 25

» 12 OCS students shine at National Civics Bee regional competition

m City & Government

Opelika Economic Development Team Hires Madison Bush for Workforce Growth
April 22,2026

The City of Opelika announced that Madison Bush has joined the Economic Development team as Project Manager for Talent
Attraction and Business Retention & Expansion. In her new role, Bush will focus on identifying, attracting, and developing
talent to support the workforce needs of Opelika’s growing base of advanced manufacturing and innovative industries.

A key component of her role will include collaboration with Southern Union State Community College and continued
expansion of Opelika’s Career Skills Program, which helps transitioning military members connect with local employment
opportunities. Bush joins Grace Dickerson under the city’s newly launched POW-R Workforce Initiative.

“Having her and Grace Dickerson working together under our newly launched POW-R Workforce Initiative will allow us to
deliver much-needed workforce support to all businesses located in Opelika, regardless of size or sector,” said John
Sweatman, Director of Opelika Economic Development.
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Opelika City Council Meets; $750K Workforce Clinic Item Pulled from Agenda

April 21,2026

The Opelika City Council held its regular meeting on Tuesday, April 21, advancing several development-related ordinances
following public hearings and approving infrastructure projects, equipment purchases, and funding allocations.

A $750,000 appropriation to the Opelika Industrial Development Authority—intended to support construction of a freestanding
medical clinic as part of the planned Workforce Support Campus in the Northeast Industrial Park—was on the original consent
agenda but was removed prior to the meeting by Mayor Eddie Smith. The clinical facility, approximately 4,368 square feet,
would provide streamlined healthcare access for city employees and industrial park businesses. (Note: The Opelika Observer
initially reported the item was approved and later issued a correction.)

Smart Growth Matters Initiative Continues During Development Moratorium
Ongoing — Launched April 9, 2026

The City of Opelika’s year-long Smart Growth Matters public engagement initiative continues as the city evaluates its rapid
residential growth under a temporary development moratorium. The moratorium pauses new entitlements such as rezonings
and planned unit developments while the city assesses transportation networks, sewer and utility capacity, school impacts,
and zoning regulations.

In May, a new webpage, social media outreach, and a community survey will launch to gather initial public feedback. Monthly
phases will cover infrastructure, quality of life, and policy review, culminating in a final report to City Council in April 2027.

Public Safety

Lee County Sheriff Race Heats Up Over Immigration Enforcement
Reported April 21,2026

Two Republican candidates for Lee County Sheriff are offering competing visions on immigration enforcement ahead of the
2026 primary. Challenger Cam Hunt called for Lee County to join the federal 287(g) program, which allows local law
enforcement to perform certain immigration enforcement functions under ICE supervision. Hunt referenced a recent deputy-
involved shooting where Alabama Law Enforcement Agency identified the suspect as a Guatemalan national wanted on a first-
degree rape warrant.

Incumbent Sheriff Jay Jones rejected Hunt’s claims, defending the office’s record of cooperation with ICE and arguing the
county already regularly notifies federal partners, honors lawful detainers, and facilitates custody transfers. Jones said the
optional 287(g) program involves administrative responsibilities and liability costs and criticized Hunt for politicizing the
incident.
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Opelika Fire Department Receives $15,000 Grant for Firefighter Safety Equipment
Announced April 17; reported through April 23, 2026

The Opelika Fire Department received a $15,000 grant from the Mid South RC&D Council, an Alabama nonprofit, to purchase
six Rapid Intervention Team (RIT) kits. The specialized equipment is designed to aid in rescuing firefighters who become
injured, trapped, or in distress during emergency operations. Important items include emergency breathing bottles and self-
contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) face masks.

“These Rapid Intervention Team kits will help ensure our firefighters have the equipment they need to protect one another
while serving our community,” said Fire Chief Shane Boyd.

@ Education

OHS Principal Kelli Fischer Honored at National Education Awards in Washington, D.C.
April 20, 2026

Opelika High School Principal Kelli Fischer traveled to Washington, D.C., to attend the National Education and Leadership
Awards Conference and Gala, representing Alabama as the 2025-2026 High School Principal of the Year. Fischer was selected
from finalists across all nine Alabama districts by the Alabama Association of Secondary School Principals (AASSP).

The National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) announced the 2026 National Principals of the Year at the
ceremony on April 17. Fischer’s recognition highlights Opelika City Schools’ commitment to strong educational leadership.

Opelika City Schools Names New District and School Leaders for 2026-27
April 21,2026

Opelika City Schools announced board approval of new district leaders and principals for the upcoming school year. Key
appointments include:

Russ Hardwick as Deputy Superintendent of Operations — Currently director of student services, Hardwick previously served
as assistant principal at OHS for 14 years. Brad Henderson as Director of Technology — Returning to OCS after serving as a
system engineer at Auburn University. Montray Thompson as Human Resources Director — Currently principal of South Girard
School in Phenix City, brings two decades of education experience. Dr. Mary Salmon as Federal Programs Coordinator — A 25-
year veteran of Opelika City Schools.

12 Opelika Students Shine at National Civics Bee Regional Competition
April 23,2026

Opelika City Schools celebrated the accomplishments of 12 students from Opelika Middle School and Fox Run School who
competed in the National Civics Bee regional competition. The event, hosted by the Opelika Chamber of Commerce in
partnership with the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, encourages middle school students to engage in civics and
contribute to their communities through essay submissions and quiz-style competitions.
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OHS Students Complete Lee County Young Leaders Program

April 22,2026

Opelika High School students were among those who completed the 2025-2026 Lee County Young Leaders Program, a
prestigious county-wide leadership experience. The program, run from September through April, exposes students to
government, business, economic development, healthcare, criminal justice, and community life in Lee County. Graduates are
prepared as future candidates to serve on local boards, committees, and task forces.

@ Sports

Auburn Sweeps Opelika in Three-Game Baseball Series
Games: April 15-17 | Reported April 21, 2026

The Auburn High School Tigers earned three straight victories over the Opelika Bulldogs in their 7A Area 4 baseball series,
winning 8-2 at Cimo Field on April 15, then 2-1 and 9-6 at Bulldog Field on April 16 and 17. With the sweep, the No. 8 Tigers
improved to 23-10 overall and 5-1 in area play, while the Bulldogs dropped to 18-18 overall and 1-5.

Senior first baseman Bryson Sheppard was crucial to Auburn’s success, delivering a first-inning two-run home run in the
second game that sealed the victory. Christian Myers went a perfect 3-for-3 in the finale with two RBI and a double, while Jong
Yoon contributed a home run.

Auburn A-Day Spring Game: Coach Golesh Debuts with Healthy Squad

April 18,2026 | Reported April 23 in Observer

New Auburn head coach Alex Golesh made his debut at Jordan-Hare Stadium in the annual A-Day spring game on April 18,
with the scoreboard reading Offense 64, Defense 43 at the final whistle. The game, the culmination of “A-Day Week” presented

by Golden Flake, featured the traditional spring format with Tiger Walk, the Auburn Marching Band, and post-game autograph
sessions.

“There’s no winner in the whole thing, other than our team having nobody getting banged up,” Golesh said. “You sit there and
you say a prayer before, you say it at each TV timeout, and we made it out healthy.” The Opelika Observer gave the event high
marks, declaring “Auburn’s A Day earns an A+
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©5 Arts, Culture & Community

New “Street Corner Jam” Summer Music Series Announced for Downtown Opelika
April 21, 2026

A new weekly summer music event is set to bring musicians and community members together in downtown Opelika. The
Street Corner Jam, created by Cody Foote and his wife Maria (owner of Maria’s Jewelry), will take place on the corner of South
Eighth Street and Avenue B.

The free event is open to anyone who wants to bring a portable instrument and join in, or simply pull up a chair and listen.
Chairs, microphones, mixers, and power amps will be provided. The series runs Friday evenings from 6 to 8:30 p.m. through
June, July, and August.

“We’re not getting anything out of it. There are no fees, no charges,” Foote said. “We just hope people will come and
participate.” Contact: (334) 663-4561.

Keep Opelika Beautiful Hosts Annual City-Wide Clean Up

April 25,2026

Keep Opelika Beautiful partnered with the City of Opelika for its annual City-Wide Clean Up on Saturday, April 25, from 8 to 10
a.m. The anti-litter campaign, part of the national Great American Cleanup sponsored by Keep America Beautiful, promotes
community pride and brings together residents, businesses, and organizations to combat litter.

Volunteers were provided with bags, gloves, grabbers, and safety vests. The Great American Cleanup engages more than
20,000 communities across the country, with volunteers’ work returning an average of $100 million in measured benefits.

f Auburn-Opelika Metro

Auburn Council Approves Nearly $1 Million Drone Technology Contract
April 21,2026

The Auburn City Council approved a $992,501 six-year contract with Axon Enterprise, giving the Auburn Police Department
access to a network of semi-autonomous drones. Four drones will operate from docking stations atop the Public Safety
Building on N. Ross Street and the Water Resource Management building on W. Samford Avenue.

The drones can arrive on-scene before dispatched officers, free up manpower, assist with video evidence, and use thermal
imaging during fire emergencies. Flights will be limited in East Auburn due to an FAA no-fly zone around Auburn University
Regional Airport. Annual cost is $180,543 after a prorated first-year rate of $89,783.

Privacy concerns were addressed: drones cannot see through walls or roofs, and a public website will track flight paths
(without specific addresses or call details).
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Developers Break Ground on 825-Bed Student Housing in Downtown Auburn
Groundbreaking April 15 | Reported April 21, 2026

Athens, Georgia-based Landmark Properties broke ground on The Mark Auburn at 141 Wright Street, a massive student
housing development in downtown Auburn. The project will feature 825 beds across 329 units on a 3.29-acre site, with floor
plans ranging from studios to five-bedroom apartments.

Amenities include 31,000 square feet of shared space: a clubhouse, rooftop pool, Jumbotron, grilling areas, fire pits, fitness
center, sports simulator, study lounge with café, and on-site parking for 853 vehicles. The Mark is anticipated to open ahead of
the Fall 2028 semester. Landmark also donated $10,000 to the Hudson Family Foundation.

17 Upcoming Events & Dales

Sunday, April 27
Restoring Hope Gala

Hotel at Auburn University & Dixon Conference Center, 6 p.m. Women’s Hope fundraiser with live music, dinner, and silent auction. Goal:
$300,000. Free seats with registration. partnersforhope.com

Monday, April 27
Food Truck Monday
Opelika Chamber series, 11 a.m.-2 p.m. at 200 S. Sixth St. Rotating lineup of local food trucks and vendors. opelikachamber.com

Tuesday, April 28
Taste of the Town

Museum of East Alabama, 6-8 p.m. 11th annual fundraiser with local restaurant tastings, wine, live music, and silent auction under tents.
Tickets $30 at eastalabama.org/visit

Saturday, May 2
Garden in the Park

Municipal Park, 9 a.m.-3 p.m. Keep Opelika Beautiful annual festival with handmade/homegrown art, vendors, entertainment, kids’ crafts,
and food.

Saturday, May 2
O Grows Strawberry Block Party

706 1st Ave., downtown Opelika, 3-8 p.m. Community garden celebration with strawberries, local vendors, and neighborhood engagement.

Fridays, June-August
Street Corner Jam
Corner of S. 8th St. & Ave. B, downtown Opelika, 6-8:30 p.m. Bring an instrument or just a lawn chair. Free. Contact: (334) 663-4561
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