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BY JEFF MCDANALD

JESSAMINE, a county that has long been 
rich with scenic beauty, agriculture and 
history, is lately exploring new pathways 

into workforce development.
The county is a diverse patchwork 

of localities and landscapes from the 
northern boundary, where it seems to 
blend into Lexington and Fayette County, 
to the southern border, where it meets 
the Kentucky River Palisades. 

In between you’ll find the City of 
Nicholasville, Kentucky’s ninth largest 
according to the Kentucky Cabinet for 
Economic Development, and the small-
town jewel of Wilmore. 

Jessamine County is home to Taylor 
Made Farm, a mainstay of Thoroughbred 
breeding and consigning for more 
than three decades, and Alltech, the 
agricultural technology firm that operates 
in 128 countries. 

The Work Ready Skills Initiative, a 
partnership between Jessamine County 
Schools and local industry to prepare 
high school students for advanced 
manufacturing careers, is a case in point.

“I think the way our schools are taking a 
cue from our economic development needs 
and developing careers in high-demand and 
technology-related fields is an important 
step,” said Jessamine County Judge-
Executive David West. “Our willingness to 
embrace the new is a signal that we’re ready 
and receptive for people to come and do 
business in Jessamine County.”

Preparing for high-demand jobs
Dexter Knight, principal of Jessamine 
Career and Technology Center, explains 
the impetus behind the program.

“A few years ago, the plant manager 
at Nicholasville’s Donaldson Co. (an 
international manufacturer of filtration 
systems and parts) put the word out that 
he needed 16 welders,” Knight said.

When the positions were all filled by 
students from a technology center in a 
neighboring county, Knight was goaded 
into action. 

“We needed to be doing that kind of 
training here in Jessamine County,” he said.

Knight, who is also a member 
of the Jessamine County Economic 
Development board, applied for a Work 
Ready Skills Initiative Grant from the 
Kentucky Education and Workforce 
Development Cabinet.

“The $750,000 that we got has 
precipitated the start of this whole 
process,” Knight said. Renovation projects 
are now being completed at three high 
schools in Jessamine County to set up 
classrooms for advanced manufacturing 
and other high-demand jobs. 

Now Knight is spearheading 
discussions about partnerships between 
the Jessamine Career and Technology 
Center and companies like the R.J. 
Corman Railroad Group, a Nicholasville-
based company that serves major 
railroads throughout North America. 

Jobs like the ones at R.J. Corman 
require familiarity with a programmable 

logic controller (PLC), an industrial digital 
computer used for industrial automation. 

“Once we get up and on the ground 
and through COVID-19, we’re going to 
now have the capability to teach high 
school students a digital electronics 
curriculum with PLCs,” Knight said. R.J. 
Corman utilizes PLCs to control railroad 
switching and signaling.

Highly skilled workforce
Another component of Jessamine 
County’s economic development strategy 
was becoming a Work Ready Community 
to assure business and industry that the 
community was committed to providing 
the kind of highly skilled workforce 
required in today’s global economy. 

“We met a lot of the metrics right 
away,” said Mary Newton, executive 
director of Jessamine County Adult 
Education. “For example, our high 
school graduation rate already exceeded 
the requirements needed, as 
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tCLOSE-KNIT COMMUNITY All incoming 
undergrad students at Asbury University in Wilmore 
receive scholarships. For more than a decade, AU 
students in math, science and music have had a 95% 
acceptance rate into graduate schools.
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did our adult education program and 
our broadband access. We put a plan in 
place to teach the kind of soft skills that 
employers are looking for to our high 
school students, and were able to get fully 
certified as a Work Ready Community.” 

Having Work Ready certification is 
vital in attracting both large and small 
business to Jessamine County according 
to Craig McAnelly, executive director 
of the Jessamine County Economic 
Development Authority.

McAnelly is overseeing construction 
of a new industrial park on the southern 
end of the I-27 Bypass. 

“We’re doing $1.3 million in 
construction costs right now with roads, 
water, sewer, gas, electric and fiber optics,” 
McAnelly said. “There’s about 80 acres there, 
with potential to expand to 180.”

McAnelly says there have been some 
setbacks related to COVID-19, but in 
the two years he has been there, many 
positive changes have occurred. 

“We’re in the middle of a three-phase 
transportation upgrade creating an eastern 
bypass around Nicholasville that will 
mirror the existing (Route 27) western 
bypass,” McAnelly said. “This is going to 
take pressure off of 27 and bottlenecking as 
you’re coming down 27 and improve the 
flow on Main Street in Nicholasville.

“We’re hoping someday to see a 
connector over to I-75 in southern 
Jessamine County or northern Garrard 
County,” he added. 

Economic development is measured 
by a different yardstick in Wilmore, a 
small town of about 7,000 souls and two 

colleges, Asbury University and Asbury 
Theological Seminary.

“We have no industry to speak of,” 
said Mayor Harold Rainwater. “But we 
look at our institutions as our economic 
engine. When you look at the colleges 
and the Thompson Hood Veterans 
Center, those three are in the top eight 
of Jessamine County’s largest employers. 
There are over 1,200 jobs there.”

A concern developed earlier this year 
when a barber with a one-seat shop retired 
after 64 years on Wilmore’s Main Street. 

“It might not mean a lot to a big city, 
but it’s a different story for a small town,” 
Rainwater said. 

After a brief closure, a young barber 
stepped in to fill the shoes, resume 
operations and restore order. l

uSYMBOL OF FREEDOM Among other 
attractions, Jessamine County is home to the 
first commercialized vineyard ever licensed in the 
United States, multiple horse farms, and the Camp 
Nelson National Monument. Camp Nelson began 
as a Union supply depot during the Civil War, 
but it eventually became a symbol of freedom to 
enslaved African-Americans in the region. It was 
the third-largest enlistment center for African 
American troops, securing freedom for both them 
and their refugee families.
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