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Thank you all for being here to support the Institute for Rural Journalism, the 
Society of Professional Journalists and those who are here to support me. 
 
I appreciate being the recipient of the Al Smith Award more than I can say. Al is a 
legacy in our industry and I’m just a country girl doing what I love. To receive this 
type of recognition is a wonderful bonus and something  will always treasure. 
 
I look around this room and I see people from ALL the different parts of my world. 
I’m blessed to have the unique role of publishing and writing for a statewide 
agriculture newspaper as well as my hometown community newspaper. 
 
There are people here who are my farm friends, there are people here from my 
hometown and there are people here from the newspaper industry. I serve on the 
Kentucky FFA Foundation board and the Kentucky Press Association board and they 
are both represented here tonight. Thank you for that. 
It’s pretty cool to have you all in the same room because I’ve got a message I have 
wanted to share with you and now I have a captive audience. Al said to keep my 
comments to five minutes. I won’t be doing that. But I have greatly edited this down 
from the 20 minutes where I started. So somewhere in between that you will get to 
go home. 
 
PAUSE 
First though I want to introduce my family and my staff. 
My husband Donnie is here.  
My parents, Billy and Diane Neat.  
My daughter Toni Humphress and her husband Matthew and Toni’s best friend and 
my adopted kid, Renee. 
 
 
I didn’t come from a newspaper family but we became a newspaper family. Mom is 
my bookkeeper. Greatest security system in the world.  My Dad is my paper carrier. 
He and my husband and my son-in-law have all taken care of honey do jobs over the 
years, whether it was painting walls or hauling trade show equipment. 
 
Toni grew up in the newspaper office. She has stories she can tell, like the time she 
almost threw up on the governor at a press conference. She can do any newspaper 
job there is but she got a love for emergency services  when Dale Dobson let her take 
part in one of his mock farm rescues many years ago. She is now an EMT and a 911 
emergency dispatcher. More importantly to me though, she and Matthew have given 
us grandchildren. I am very proud of all of my family. 
 
 
 
 
 
STAFF 
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My staff is here. They all came. They are the greatest crew ever. This award is really 
about them because I can’t accomplish anything without a team effort and I have the 
greatest team ever. Mom, Mindy, Diana, Beth, Adam. (Adam’s girlfriend Ashley) 
 
 
When I started The Farmer’s Pride 27 years ago, I had no idea what all was involved 
in covering Kentucky agriculture. I had a learning curve but I fell absolutely in love 
with Kentucky’s farm community. The people have a level of integrity you don’t see 
everywhere and they make covering agriculture a joy.  
 
In the early days tobacco was king and the rest of agriculture was pretty much on its 
own. But the industry knew that the world was changing and the king would fall 
sooner or later. 
 
I remember a time when the people involved in agriculture did not communicate 
with one another, and we had what seemed like a million reasons why we couldn’t 
succeed in so many areas. You couldn’t even sell eggs and meat at the farmers’ 
market but nobody could really tell you why you couldn’t. Our feeder calves had a 
terrible reputation. There was no communication between farmers and the retailers 
or restaurants that might want to serve local products.  
 
 
We’ve come a long way. 
 
But it all started when people in the farming community came together. They 
decided to work together. The Department of Agriculture, the UK College of 
Agriculture, and Kentucky Farm Bureau, were the big three. Any of the three 
individually could have killed the process, but instead they led and encouraged 
others to come to the table and have an equal voice in what was going on.   
 
The industry developed a strategic plan. It was a wish list primarily. It recognized 
the industry’s needs, the weaknesses, and they laid out a strategy to address those 
problems.  
 
Each group did their own, the pork producers had their thing, the soybean group 
had their thing, but collectively they made up the strategic plan for Kentucky 
agriculture. There was no money available then, it was a wish list. And they 
dreamed big. 
 
PAUSE 
Fast forward: when the Master Settlement Agreement came along and the states 
received millions of dollars in settlement with tobacco manufacturers, Kentucky 
agriculture was ready to argue why the industry should receive half those funds. 
The vision was there. The plan was there. It just needed funded. 
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From 2007 to 2014, $198 million was invested in diversifying agriculture. 
 
I have been blessed with a front row seat to watch this. Literally. Because I doubt I 
missed a meeting during the early years as the structure was developed for 
investing the funds. 
 
The results of this investment have been phenomenal. Our beef cattle are second to 
none. Kentucky products are available in major retail outlets. We have an ethanol 
plant. An infrastructure is in place for farmers who want to sell products directly to 
consumers.  
 
But for me the most interesting part was watching hope grow in people who had 
been short on hope. Entrepreneurs starting springing up everywhere. Creative ideas 
bloomed. It was an amazing thing.  
 
The movement encouraged people to think bigger and we started to realize that we 
could develop the infrastructure needed to diversify and have a healthy agriculture 
economy.  
 
You know a lot of people thought it was about the money, but I disagree. 
Government can blow $198 million in a heartbeat, but these funds were invested. 
And they were invested because agriculture HAD A PLAN. 
 
IF you want to look for a model for public/private relationship, look no further than 
the Ag Development  Fund. It was the grassroots involvement that made and 
continues to make ag diversification a success. 
 
PAUSE 
NOW as much as I love Kentucky agriculture I also have a passion for my 
community. So 13 years ago I started a newspaper in a competitive market in my 
hometown. I believed then and I believe now that we can take model from 
agriculture and make it work at home. 
 
I love a quote from Yogi Berra that if you don’t know where you are going you will 
end up somewhere else. The farm community knew where it wanted to go. I feel like 
my community is still trying to figure that out. 
 
I believe a good community newspaper can play a role in that. 
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PAUSE 
I believe the role of a community newspaper is threefold. 
 
 
First, we document history.  
You would that would be the easy part, but I did have a little problem with a reader 
of the Community Voice recently. 
  
After the Supreme Court ruling on gay marriage 
Guys says he and partner getting married  
on public square 
Asks me to attend 
 
I did. It was history. 
 
Not too long after that a lady came into my office carrying a copy of that week’s 
edition and let me know she thought the story had no business in the paper. After a 
few words she said, “do you want to see what I think about it?”  
 
I thought we had already covered that but I was pretty sure NO was the wrong 
answer. So I said okay.  
 
(tries to tear paper) 
 
………… 
Even recording history can cause a challenge. 
 
 
SECOND: role of a community newspaper 
Accountability……. 
 
It’s our role to be the watchdog of government. I take this role very seriously. 
There’s been more than one occasion during a public government meeting when 
there was a question about open meetings law when everyone turned to me for 
answer. You know that saying if Momma aint happy nobody’s happy.  That’s the 
consensus about me and open meetings and open records laws. 
 
It’s part of the job. Asking the difficult questions. Holding government accountable. 
Demanding transparency.  
 
Just recently I wrote about our city council after they approved the property tax rate 
because two years ago when they levied an occupational tax they promised to lower 
the property rate. But they didn’t.  
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I’m probably not the most favorite person to those city council members right now, 
but that’s on them, not me . 
 
Now our county judge is here tonight, and I wonder if you’ve ever had a local elected 
official to show up to support a local newspaper editor receiving this award. My 
favorite thing about Judge Mike Stephens is I don’t I think I can make him mad. I 
cover the news and it’s not always good for him. But here he is to support me. 
 
Once, (gonna pick on him) he got the magistrates to sign off on an ordinance I’m 
pretty sure they didn’t read, that would basically cost a fortune for ever commercial 
truck driver who drove a county road. It would also affected local farmers trying to 
move their product.  
 
I apparently was the only one who picked up on it and I wrote about it. The ink was 
barely dry when the judge started getting calls. And there was never a second 
reading on that proposal. 
 
Another time some quotes got him in big trouble with the state’s dog lovers. It’s  a 
long story so I will just assure you that there were no animals injured in the 
publication of that article but the judge has learned to not make dog lovers angry.  
 
He continues to do his job and I continue to do my job. And the fact that he is here 
tells me he understands and supports the role of a community newspaper and I 
appeciate that. 
 
 
Accountability is not just for government 
It’s our job to help our community look at itself honestly.  
 
Now I’m gonna tell a story that I haven’t told before publicly. 
 
Shannon Sexton is here, and she was the face of the wet vote. She led the charge to 
encourage voters to vote wet. Now I didn’t really know Shannon until she took that 
role but I liked her instantly. 
 
Her group made the decision to keep the argument centered around economic 
development. They refused to debate religion. 
 
Shannon did such a great job of that and I don’t think a lot of people could have done 
that. People were posting on social media questioning where she would be for 
eternity but she stayed focused. 
 
But one of Shannon’s arguments was that the community was already wet. It was 
question of whether the local government would benefit from that. 
 



 6 

So I decided to test that. I called Shannon and said I’m going to the bootlegger 
tonight and I write about whatever happens, but I don’t want to go alone. Will you 
go with me. 
 
I hadn’t been 30 years. Same family, same location so I knew where to go. 
 
I thought they might not sell to me, maybe because they knew me,…… 
 
Cold excuse why bourbon to mix with honey. So I was going to ask for some Jim 
Beam. 
 
 
We got tips. …ask for “Jim” 
 
Wait till after dark.. 
 
I ask for Jim…. 
 
When on way there we laughed… 
“It was that easy>” 
 
It bothered me.. Was there when I was a teen. When daughter a teenage. 
 
 
…. 
Be  mirror for the community. 
Hold ourselves accountable. 
And that’s what I tried to do with that story. 
 
 
 
 
THIRD 
Encouragers. Cheerleaders even. A reminder of what we can accomplish 
 
I saw what Kentucky agriculture did by working together and I believe my 
community can accomplish great things if we PLAN..OUR..PATH. 
 
 
So that is my constant cheer for my community.  
(EMOTION) 
Let’s plan our future. Let’ s dream big. Let’s make big things happen.  
 
We can’t allow ourselves to be mediocre.  
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Theodore Roosevelt: 
Far better it is to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even though 
checkered by failure,  
than to take rank with those poor spirits who neither enjoy much nor suffer much, 
because they live in the gray twilight that knows not victory nor defeat. 
 
Do something! Try something. 
 
All I can really give are words, but words are so powerful. Words can give hope, or 
they can lead you in despair.  
 
I’m not perfect by any means, but I strive first and foremost for my words to be true 
 
Years ago I wrote something negative about Kentucky Farm Bureau in the Pride and 
then President Sam Moore called me to his office. Like office to the principal’s office. 
 
We discussed it for awhile and then I said, ‘Well Sam at least it was in a farm 
publication. It wasn’t in the Courier or the Lexington Herald. 
 
And Sam said to me, “Sharon I would much rather see that in those papers because I 
know when you write there must be something to it.” 
 
I carry that with me, because I want readers to be able to believe that if I write it, 
there is something to it. I don’t take the responsibility lightly and I hope others in 
the industry don’t either. When I write it, the motive is pure, it’s because I believe it 
needs to be written. 
 
 
 
 
PAUSE 
If there is a boldness to me  
It's because of two things.  
First I Believe when the bible says if I will seek first the kingdom and his 
righteousness God will take care of my needs. Jesus Christ is my provider. And 
there is a tremendous freedom in that when there is pressure to write or not to 
write something. 
 
Two. There's this document called the constitution. And the bill of rights. It 
protects our inalienable rights. Our freedom of speech. Of the press. People died 
in this soil to have the right to make our own laws. People died on foreign soil to 
protect the rights we have built into those laws.  
 
We give them away to freely. When people tell me they won’t talk to me about an 
injustice because they are afraid for their job, I find that sad. 
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With those freedoms come responsibility. To be informed. To speak out against 
injustice. To look out for one another.  
 
I heard someone say recently that government is for protection not provision. 
Now I’ve used a government program here as the example of the greatest 
success story I’ve witnessed in my lifetime. 
 
 
Government is not the answer to our problems. We the people are the answer to 
our problems. Government is one of the tools we can use and should use.  
 
But government is just one tool. Our own compassion for one another. Our 
ingenuity. Our entrepreneurial spirit. Those are the traits that make us a better 
people and our world a better place.  
 
Our role as journalists is to remind people of that. Remind them of what we are 
capable of when we work together. Believe together.  
 
You’ve given me an award tonight but I just want to thank you. I feel like I should 
be giving you an award. Anyone who has supported the Pride and the Voice. You 
have allowed me to do what I love. I’m having a blast. And I am so blessed.  
 
Thank you and God Bless you 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


