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🗞️ THIS WEEK'S TOP STORIES

◆ Hanwha Defense USA Signs Opelika Lease — South Korean defense firm establishes K9 Mobile Howitzer U.S.
integration and test facility in Opelika, committing $2M+ investment and ~40 jobs as part of U.S. Army artillery
modernization bid.

◆ Financial Readiness Clinic Launches — City of Opelika announces FY2025 Q3 series of free community financial
education sessions, building on a partnership that has generated $5.4M in economic impact since FY2022.

◆ Opelika Cold Case Updated — OPD confirms connection to the 1980 California cold case identification of Victoria Jean
Hargrove, an Opelika woman who disappeared in January 1980; investigation continues.

◆ Strawberry Block Party & Community Events — O Grows hosted its popular Strawberry Block Party on May 2 in
downtown Opelika, bringing vendors, a Soap Box Derby, and hundreds of attendees together.

◆ Teen Addiction Awareness Report — Observer publishes youth-led report on rising nicotine and vaping addiction
rates among Lee County teenagers, spotlighting a community health challenge.

🏛️ City & Government

APRIL 30, 2026 — CITY OF OPELIKA

City Launches FY2025 Q3 Financial Readiness Clinic Series
The City of Opelika, in partnership with PRF Teaching Ministry (PRF Institute), announced the launch of the Financial
Readiness Clinic (Opelika) – FY2025 Q3 Series. The community-based initiative is designed to help individuals and families
move from financial uncertainty to long-term stability. Mayor Eddie Smith said the initiative "reflects our ongoing
commitment to strengthening the financial well-being of Opelika residents." Since FY2022, the City's partnership with PRF
Teaching Ministry through the Opelika Financial Health Initiative has generated approximately a 13.5x return on investment
and more than $5.4 million in direct economic impact for residents. The Q3 series includes six sessions covering financial
healing, homeownership preparation, and financial freedom — beginning April 30 through June 21. All sessions are free to
the public. 

Source: City of Opelika Official Website (opelika-al.gov), April 30, 2026
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APRIL 30, 2026 — OPELIKA FIRE DEPARTMENT

OFD Begins Annual Fire Hydrant Maintenance Program in May
The Opelika Fire Department (OFD) announced the start of its annual fire hydrant maintenance program for May and June.
The work includes painting, routine maintenance, and flow testing of hydrants across the city. During May, crews will focus
on routine maintenance and fresh paint coats. In June, flow testing begins — which may cause residents to notice water in
roadways, temporary household water discoloration, or saturated yard areas. These conditions are normal and short-term.
OFD reminded residents that Opelika is currently not under any water restrictions. 

Source: Opelika Fire Department / City of Opelika (opelika-al.gov), April 30, 2026

UPDATE — OPELIKA OBSERVER CORRECTION

Note: $750K Workforce Clinic Item Removed from Council Agenda
The Opelika Observer issued a correction regarding the $750,000 special appropriation to the Opelika Industrial
Development Authority — an item initially reported as approved but later clarified. Mayor Smith, as the agenda item's
sponsor, withdrew it before the April 21 council meeting. The item, intended to fund the first phase of a Workforce Support
Campus medical clinic in the Northeast Industrial Park, was removed per council ordinance rules allowing sponsors to
withdraw items before a meeting. The Observer apologized for the reporting error. The proposal may return to a future
agenda. 

Source: Opelika Observer, April 21–28, 2026

👮 Public Safety

APRIL 2026 — OPELIKA POLICE DEPARTMENT

OPD Confirms Identity in 46-Year-Old Cold Case: Victoria Jean Hargrove
The Opelika Police Department has updated its records following the identification of Victoria Jean Hargrove, an Opelika
woman who went missing January 28, 1980. Her remains were discovered in a ravine off Highway 74 near Palm Desert,
California on February 18, 1980. After more than four decades, the Riverside County Cold Case Homicide Team used forensic
genetic genealogy to confirm her identity — officially certified by the California Department of Justice Crime Laboratory on
March 20, 2026. Hargrove was 29 years old at the time of her disappearance. Investigators are seeking additional
information about the circumstances surrounding her death and are continuing their search for her killer. Anyone with
information is asked to contact the OPD Detective Division at (334) 705-5220 or the Secret Witness Hotline at (334) 745-8665. 

Sources: Opelika Police Department (opelika-al.gov); National Today, April 5, 2026; California State Law Enforcement Association, April 7, 2026
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💼 Business & Economy

APRIL 30, 2026 — HANWHA DEFENSE USA / CITY OF OPELIKA

Hanwha Defense USA Selects Opelika for K9 Mobile Howitzer U.S. Facility
In a major defense industry announcement, Hanwha Defense USA (HDUSA) announced on April 30 that it has signed a
three-year lease for a facility in Opelika, Alabama — establishing a U.S. integration and test facility for its K9 Mobile
Howitzer. The move is part of HDUSA's strategic commitment to invest more than $2 million in the U.S. artillery system
supply chain and support the company's submission in response to the U.S. Army's Mobile Tactical Cannon Request for
Prototype Proposal. Phase 1 will create approximately 40 jobs in Opelika. HDUSA COO Mike Smith said: "Hanwha has
selected Opelika, Alabama, to serve as the hub of this first phase of our U.S. artillery systems localization strategy. We
already know this community. We already know this workforce." The announcement builds on Hanwha's existing presence
in Opelika through its Miele appliance manufacturing partnership. The city said additional investment phases are being
evaluated. 

Source: Hanwha Defense USA Press Release (hanwhadefenseusa.com), April 30, 2026; City of Opelika

APRIL 28, 2026 — OPELIKA OBSERVER

Tiger Town Embroidery & Screenprinting Celebrates 25 Years in Business
Auburn-area business Tiger Town Embroidery & Screenprinting celebrated its 25th anniversary on April 1, 2026. Owner Ken
Tidwell said he purchased the small business years ago and has since grown it into a regional staple, providing quality
embroidery and screen printing with competitive pricing and licensing relationships with local universities including
Auburn University. The Observer's feature story spotlighted the business as a local institution in the Auburn-Opelika metro
economy. Tidwell noted the 25-year milestone reflects the loyalty of customers throughout the community. 

Source: Opelika Observer (By Kadie Taylor), April 28, 2026

FEBRUARY 25, 2026 (CONTEXT) — MADE IN ALABAMA

Faith Technologies' $79M Opelika Plant: Progress Update
Faith Technologies Incorporated (FTI) continues its site preparation for its $79 million advanced manufacturing facility in
the Northeast Opelika Industrial Park, which will occupy the former JoAnn Stores distribution center. The project will create
approximately 200 full-time jobs with average annual wages exceeding $65,000. Under the Excellerate brand, FTI will
produce modular solutions and electrical assemblies for commercial and industrial projects. Alabama Department of
Commerce Secretary Ellen McNair called the investment "a premier destination for advanced manufacturing." Opelika
Mayor Eddie Smith said it "reflects confidence in our people, our leadership and our business-friendly environment." The
Opelika City Council April 7 work session noted a local contractor (Bailey Harris) was selected as low bidder for associated
work, with a May 4 start date noted. 

Sources: Made in Alabama (madeinalabama.com), February 25, 2026; Opelika City Council Work Session, April 7, 2026
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🏥 Community & Health

APRIL 28, 2026 — OPELIKA OBSERVER

Youth Report: Teen Nicotine Addiction Rising in Lee County Schools
A youth-authored report published by the Opelika Observer — co-written by four local teens ages 16–18: Kelsey Kintz-
Roberts, Aryana Pratt, Camden Coburn, and Bailey Cunningham — documents a troubling rise in nicotine and vaping
addiction among Lee County teens. The student-reporters interviewed peers ages 15–18 and found that addiction has
become "normalized in our schools' and community's social circles, covered up easily by teenagers and reinforced by daily
routines and habits." The report is a call to action for parents, educators, and community leaders to address teen substance
use more proactively. The piece was published as a community/featured story in the Observer's April 28, 2026, edition. 

Source: Opelika Observer (Contributed by Kelsey Kintz-Roberts, Aryana Pratt, Camden Coburn and Bailey Cunningham), April 28, 2026

APRIL 28, 2026 — THE OBSERVER / AUBURN

Auburn Native Dr. Victoria Starks Praised for Saving Patient's Life During Residency
An Auburn native completing her anesthesiology residency at the University of California Los Angeles has received national
recognition from her program for saving a patient's life. Dr. Victoria Starks was honored by her residency program for
exemplary clinical action. The story was published in the Opelika Observer's April 28 edition, highlighting pride in the
region's young professionals who are making a mark nationally in medicine. 

Source: Opelika Observer (Contributed by Steven Stiefel), April 28, 2026

🏈 Sports

APRIL 23–27, 2026 — OHS BASEBALL

Opelika Bulldogs Baseball in 2026 Playoffs
The Opelika High School Bulldogs baseball team entered the 2026 AHSAA playoffs fresh off a hot streak. After going 17-10
heading into postseason play, the Bulldogs faced Central-Phenix City in the first round of the playoffs on April 23. The team
demonstrated versatility throughout the regular season — winning games through offensive firepower, strong pitching, and
extra-inning grit. Outfielders and pitchers like Whit Cooper contributed key performances. Playoff results continued into the
week of April 27 as Opelika looked to advance in the bracket. Updates on the team's postseason run were being followed
closely by the local community. 

Sources: Opelika Observer (March 30, 2026); YouTube/High School Sports livestream (April 23, 2026)
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APRIL 28, 2026 — OPELIKA OBSERVER

Lee-Scott Girls and Boys Soccer Teams Advance in State Playoffs
Lee-Scott Academy's girls and boys soccer teams both advanced in their respective state playoff brackets during the week of
April 27. The boys team's success was highlighted by a strong defensive performance — described as "unbreakable defense"
— in its playoff victory. Auburn High School's girls and boys soccer teams also blanked Enterprise in their opening playoff
round. The Lee-Scott and Auburn teams' dual advances reflected a strong week for East Alabama soccer programs at the
state level. 

Source: Opelika Observer (By Rob Davis and Daniel Schmidt), April 28, 2026

🎭 Arts, Culture & Community

MAY 2, 2026 — DOWNTOWN OPELIKA

O Grows Strawberry Block Party Draws Community to Downtown
O Grows, Opelika's community urban agriculture nonprofit, hosted its annual Strawberry Block Party on Saturday, May 2,
from 3 to 8 p.m. at 706 1st Ave. in downtown Opelika. The free community event — celebrating the start of the summer
farmers market season — featured local vendors, a Soap Box Derby, live music, a baking competition, and a partnership
with BOXCAR for a science-related film screening. Rising Garden also collaborated. Event organizer Martinez emphasized
accessibility: "We want it to be accessible; we want all these things to be accessible." The event attracted nearly 900
registered interest online ahead of the event. Participation fees for activities were structured as optional donations to
support youth gardening programs. 

Sources: Opelika Observer (April 21, 2026); O Grows (ogrows.org); AllEvents.in

ONGOING — OPELIKA CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

Lunch at the Chamber Continues Weekly Through November
The Opelika Chamber's popular "Lunch at the Chamber" series continues through the summer and fall. Held every Monday
from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. at 200 S. Sixth St., the event features a rotating lineup of local food trucks and pop-up vendors
serving lunch outside the Chamber building. The community dining experience runs from late February through November
and highlights Opelika's growing local food and small business scene. Weekly lineups are posted at opelikachamber.com
and on the Chamber's social media channels. 

Source: Opelika Observer Community Calendar, Week of April 27, 2026; Opelika Chamber of Commerce
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📍 Auburn-Opelika Metro

APRIL 21–28, 2026 — AUBURN CITY COUNCIL

Auburn Police to Deploy $1M Drone Network Across City
The Auburn City Council approved a nearly $1 million contract on April 21 for the Auburn Police Department to deploy a
sophisticated drone network citywide. The six-year, $992,501 contract with Axon Enterprise (an Arizona-based defense
technology company) will provide four drones operating from docking stations atop the Public Safety Building on N. Ross
Street and the Water Resource Management building on W. Samford Avenue. Drones can operate semi-autonomously,
arriving on-scene before dispatched units, freeing up officer manpower, assisting with video evidence collection, and
deploying thermal imaging during fire emergencies. Officials addressed privacy concerns at the council meeting. Coverage
extends from south of Chewacla State Park up to Highway 280, with some restrictions near Auburn University Regional
Airport. 

Source: Opelika Observer (By Daniel Schmidt), April 21 / April 28, 2026

APRIL 28, 2026 — CITY OF AUBURN

Auburn's 26th Annual Mayor's Memorial Day Breakfast Set for May 25
The City of Auburn will host its 26th annual Mayor's Memorial Day Breakfast on Monday, May 25 at 8 a.m. at the Hotel at
Auburn University and Dixon Conference Center. This year's guest of honor is U.S. Air Force Colonel John R. Wingfield III,
recipient of the Distinguished Veteran Award. The Auburn Heroes Remembered Award will be presented to the family of U.S.
Marine Corps Corporal Eugene Sledge. Tickets are $25 per person or $250 for a table of 10 and are available at Auburn City
Hall, 144 Tichenor Ave. A free memorial wreath laying ceremony will follow at 10 a.m. at the Auburn Veterans Memorial
Monument at the corner of Ross Street and Glenn Avenue, performed by VFW Post 5404. 

Sources: City of Auburn / openline.auburnalabama.org (April 20, 2026); Opelika Observer (April 28, 2026)

📅 Upcoming Events

Events scheduled for the coming weeks in Opelika and the Auburn-Opelika metro area. 
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MONDAY – WEEKLY THROUGH NOVEMBER

Lunch at the Chamber
11 a.m. – 2 p.m. | 200 S. Sixth St., Opelika
Weekly food truck & pop-up vendor event hosted by the Opelika
Chamber of Commerce. Free to attend. 

TUESDAY, MAY 5

Opelika Chamber Annual Member Golf
Tournament
Opelika Chamber of Commerce annual golf event for chamber
members. Contact the Chamber for details. 

WEDNESDAY, MAY 6, 10 AM

20 Under 40 Service Project Ribbon Cutting
Lee County Youth Development Center
Ribbon cutting for this year's 20 Under 40 service project. Open to
the public. 

THURSDAY, MAY 14, 10 AM

Opelika Main Street Downtown Resource
Center Grand Opening
108 S Main Street, Opelika
Ribbon cutting for the brand-new Opelika Main Street Downtown
Resource Center. 

THURSDAY, MAY 14, 6 PM

Opelika Young Professionals: Takeover at
Botanic
6–7:30 p.m. | Auburn-area botanic venue
Young professionals networking event hosted by Opelika
Chamber YP group. 

FRIDAY, MAY 15, 5–9 PM

Food Truck Friday
Downtown Opelika
Monthly Food Truck Friday event featuring local food vendors and
community gathering. 

SATURDAY, MAY 16, 9–11 AM

OYP Community Clean Up
Opelika Young Professionals community clean-up event.
Volunteers welcome. 

SATURDAY, MAY 16

Watoola Methodist Church 50th Bazaar
Opelika area
Watoola Methodist Church hosts its 50th annual bazaar. Details
via the Opelika Observer. 

WEDNESDAY, MAY 20, 10 AM

India Palace Ribbon Cutting
Opelika area
Opelika Chamber ribbon cutting for India Palace. New dining
option coming to the community. 

MONDAY, MAY 25, 8 AM

Auburn Mayor's Memorial Day Breakfast (26th
Annual)
Hotel at Auburn University & Dixon Conference Center
Honoring fallen veterans. Guest of honor: Col. John R. Wingfield
III. Tickets $25/person at Auburn City Hall. Wreath laying
ceremony at 10 a.m. 

ONGOING — THROUGH JUNE 21

Financial Readiness Clinic Series
City of Opelika / PRF Teaching Ministry
Free sessions: May 3 (Homeownership Webinar), May 17, May 31,
June 7, June 21. Open to all residents. 

TUESDAY–SATURDAY, WEEKLY

Tuesdays in the Garden — St. Dunstan's
136 East Magnolia Avenue, Auburn | 2–4 p.m. Tuesdays
Weekly garden relaxation gathering at St. Dunstan's Episcopal
Church. All welcome. 
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Sources: Opelika Observer, City of Opelika, Hanwha Defense USA, Made in Alabama, Auburn City Communications, Opelika Chamber of Commerce, O
Grows, AllEvents.in 
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