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My name is Hayden Browning, and | will be a freshman at the University of Louisville
this fall where | will be studying mechanical engineering. This summer | made the decision
to apply for the SPEDA summer internship in hopes to build strong connections that could
help build my career in the future. But this job has been far greater than | ever could have
expected. It has helped me grow as a person in multiple ways and has helped me get to
know two amazing people, Jessica and Chris. | feel that | have learned many skills | will use
in the future, like filing and paying expenses along with the ins and outs of an office job. The
most important lesson | have learned is that getting meaningful things done takes time and
hard work, but it benefits many people in the long run. Their hard work and dedication is
one of the most important parts of Somerset and | am so thankful to have been a part of

this incredible operation.

Before working on this internship | had never realized just how vital an association
like this is to a community. From bringing in careers for people to find and spend their lives
doing to bringing in restaurants for all to enjoy, | am only just beginning to realize how
rewarding a career with SPEDA must be. This also makes me thankful for the work that
Chris and Jessica do each day. These two are possibly the hardest working people | have
ever met, neither know how to take a day off work and are always making sure things are
done right. These two quite literally don’t know when to stop working. This summer has
been filled with many surprises for Chris and Jessica, and through all of the health issues to

family matters they go through, they are always making sure their work is done first. Their
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work ethic is one | aspire to have throughout my future endeavors in the career | pursue.

Though | don’t see myself coming back to work as swiftly as Chris did following his surgery,

if  am ever to have something like that.

Throughout my first days of work, | was shown around to all of the SPEDA properties
and the different places they manage. | had never known how influential SPEDA was in
Somerset and how much they actually managed and looked over. | was also quickly
introduced to QuickBooks to learn how to manage finances and enter expenses. These
skills might not have been the most fun at first but the value of knowing how to do these
things is extremely valuable. From there | began to learn about keeping track of documents
both digitally and physically, another valuable skill for my career. | was soon introduced to
SPEDA’s incredible board of directors who | wish that | had been given more opportunities
to connect with. The work that each of the board members does is vital to both SPEDA and
the businesses/organizations they lead, proving that they are all true leaders throughout
the community they live in. Throughout these first introductions, | was a little overwhelmed.
But as time moved forward, | became accustomed to the daily work | was to take partin
and began to enjoy my duties with SPEDA. One of the aspects of my job that | found
surprising was just how far ahead they must plan for new commercial construction. | had
never thought about just how difficult and time-consuming it is to set up a property before
you even begin to attract a buyer. Seeing this long timeline has taught me the value of

patience and dedication when it comes to completing a lengthy but valuable project.
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As someone who has grown up exclusively in Somerset, the difference this
organization has made on Somerset is tremendous. With SPEDA’s impact on Somerset,
this town has bloomed into the industrial powerhouse of South-Eastern Kentucky. Yet, their
work isn’t done. These two keep pushing to recruit major new development’s to Somerset.
From Horse Soldier Burbon, to unannounced restaurants, to their new state of the art
commerce park, Somerset is a fast growing city that has so many different sectors rapidly

expanding. | now know that almost every recent, major introduction to this city is because

of the energy that Chris and Jessica put into this organization.

One part of this job | was most excited for was the opportunity to create a focus
group which was to bring ideas to Chris and Jessica on what Somerset needs most. For this
project | chose to bring a smaller group, 4 people, that had many different perspectives and
backgrounds. For this, | brought in Jackson Taylor, Jacob Morrow, Shirazy “Zy” Adinata, and
Sydney Gleason to provide us with our information. All of these people have worked diverse
jobs and grown up in different places that led them to have different ideas on what
Somerset needs. In the beginning of our meeting we discussed things that Somerset
needed, where Jackson quickly pointed out the need for more food in Eastern Pulaski
County. Whether that be for the Valley Oak commercial properties or the new SPEDA
commerce park, there is a drastic need for more lunch and dinner options for this region of
the county. While work is being done to implement food in this area, there is a definite need
for multiple options. Our next point we discussed, brought up by Jacob and myself, was the

need for improvements to the city’s traffic flow. Certain busy parts of Somerset have
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extreme traffic backup that is costing people time and energy. That’s why Jacob and |
agreed that our city needs to implement roundabouts on some of these small but busy
intersections, such as behind Amon’s and other places on Monticello Street. Jacob also

suggested planting trees/bushes along Highway 27 as a way to implement “green space’

and reduce speed along 27 (trees psychologically make people drive slower).

Following this, Chris asked us how we felt about public transit in Somerset. Jacob
and | both agreed that public transit would be nice to have, but our city does not an easy
way to walk between locations. Public transit, therefore, would not be something we can do
without a more traversable highway 27. After this, the major point of “things for younger
people to do” was brought to the table. We all agreed that our town is lacking activities for
people between the ages of 16-25 to enjoy. Zy then brought up his time spent working at
Jack’s Axes. He talked about how it started out focused on the younger age group, but has
slowly increased its focus on selling alcohol and moving towards a crowd that is mostly
over 25. We all agreed that this push toward alcohol sales has essentially pushed our age
group out, although it has benefited the activity of Jack’s Axes. After this Jackson proposed
something like “The Palace” in London as an example of what we need in Somerset. Their
multitude of options for young people to participate in - from go-karts, to laser tag, to
escape rooms - an entertainment center like this would succeed in Somerset from both

locals and tourists.
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After this | proposed an idea for a new park, located where Cundiff Square once
stood. Jacob and | bounced ideas off of one another for how to set up this park and we both
agreed that mixed-use housing was a must alongside this park. He and | agreed that young
people are less concerned with having yards and would much rather their house be close
to a park and have easy walking access to stores, this development would do both of those
things. We also knew that having businesses and houses around the park would bring
people to it and develop into a bustling neighborhood that is an ideal location for people
raising little children to live. Another thing to note is that high walking traffic places tend to
be cleaner and (although this sounds bad) repel the homeless population. Thus, by
bringing this park in, you could potentially help clean up downtown Somerset and bring life
back to this beautiful and walkable piece of city. | suggested that this park have a splash
feature like the wading creek in Chattanooga TN going through it as a way to create both
beauty and fun for all ages to enjoy. | also had ideas about how there could be designated
locations for food trucks and other local vendors to make this park a social hub in
Somerset, for all age groups to want to enjoy. We agreed that this would give young people
more outdoor activities, with us all acknowledging that being indoors too muchis a
problem with our age group. We had a short discussion about the addition of more outdoor
features for our age group, as we have outgrown a lot of what is available, or we don’t have
access to it (no boat/country club membership requirements). An idea we had was to

incorporate water as a theme for our city and to push the idea that Somerset lives on water.

This would attract more tourists and residents to the town to boost the local economy. As



Hayden Browning

SPEDA

7/9/2025

Intern Focus Group

discussion continued, we made our way to the topic of affordable housing in Somerset.
Housing is at a record high in recent years and is only going up. Our discussion led us to
agree that we need to make a push to construct better quality, affordable neighborhoods
for young families to comfortably live in. Sydney also brought up the idea of expanding Lake
Cumberland Regional Hospital to pursue more research and also to become a greater
regional hub than it already is. With her intent to enter the medial field in surgery, she has a
great want to expand the hospital to provide herself and others interested in the medial
field more job opportunities in Somerset. Expansions to the hospital are also much needed
for an increased number of patient rooms, as this can already be a major issue. As

Somerset grows, there will be an ever-increasing need for more healthcare to benefit the

residents of Somerset.

Toward the end of our discussion, we began to discuss less major additions to
Somerset that would still be very beneficial. First, we talked about adding solar panels to
cover parking lots such as Walmart, Kroger, and the courthouse. This brings two major
benefits in the creation of clean energy and a decrease in heat produced by the sun-
exposed asphalt. We as a group discussed how parking lots are essentially just wasted
space that can be made useful with solar panel coverage. Solar panel coverage in lots
would also reduce their placement on land tha could be otherwise useful. While on the
topic of clean initiatives we began discussing turning building roofs into green space. This is
both affordable and beneficial to the ecosystem. By utilizing rooftop gardens, native

species are able to reinhabit their native land. Insect introduction might seem bad at first
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thought, but many of them actually eat pests like flies and mosquitos. Birds would
accomplish this same task and the introduction of bats would further the reduction of

pests. By adding more trees and parks to downtown somerset, you would increase the

number of people outdoors and bring life back to a city.

The final point discussed during the focus group is making the schools aware of
programs and industry through Somerset, and make students want to become involved in
it. Certain schools in the county don’t persuade students to try for the most they can get.
By not pushing students to be their best, some schools are failing to give students
opportunities and opening their eyes to the abundant options they have. We all agreed that
the schools need to do better than they have been doing, because the students they look

over are the future of our community.

At the end of this discussion, we concluded the meeting and thanked everyone for
coming. Looking back, we had a strong discussion about many different topics that
covered a vast range of needs for our community. | know that the focus group
conversations were highly beneficial to SPEDA and can hopefully fruit into great projects to

bring our incredible city towards the future.

Outside of the meeting, | have been thinking a lot about projects that | would love to
see completed in Somerset. First, | would love to have a proper pool facility for high school
and USA swim athletics. This pool could also be used for instructional swimming as a

course mandatory in school to decrease the number of drowning deaths locally. Next, |
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continued my thoughts from the discussion about the idea of placing roundabouts at other
intersections that frequently back up. A place | would really like a roundabout is the
intersection of Oak Hill Road to Monticello Street. This intersection causes frequent
backup issues, and a roundabout could easily solve these problems. After this, |
considered the fact that the park neighborhood might not work in downtown somerset. But
| realized that it could work on the farmland along 1247 that borders Caney Fork. This plot
of land across from the greens of Somerset Country Club, would be an ideal location for a
park and neighborhood combo. Instead of having an artificial creek, children would have
access to a natural waterway full of life. Also, there could be the introduction of a new and
better road to connect 1247 to 2227, decreasing the traffic along McKee Street, a road that
gets more traffic than it was designed for. This new street could feature one lane on each
side complimented with gentle curves along it with a narrow, raised, grassy median and
sidewalks to decrease the speed of travelers to further the safety of this road. The current
“cut-through” of McKee Street is narrow with hidden driveways, is a steep hill on both
sides, and the road can be a serious issue to pull out of on either side. This new road would

provide a safer, flatter, and more optimized route for cars to take, compared to the currently

unsafe McKee Street.

Overall, the lessons | have learned from this internship have been extremely
rewarding and have benefitted me greatly. | know that the knowledge | gained from my time
here at SPEDA is that of which | could not have gained anywhere else. | truly loved getting to

know Jessica and Chris this summer, they’re two of the nicest and friendliest people | have
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ever met. There really are no jobs like this available anywhere nearby and | am incredibly

thankful for being given the opportunity to work for SPEDA.



