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COVID Outbreak...from Page 1A

Public Hearing...from Page 1A

As of Friday, the hospital 
was near capacity in its two 
COVID-dedicated units of 
Union General, with 15 of 19 
beds occupied by positive or 
suspected positive individuals, 
plus three virus patients in the 
ICU. Hospitalizations regularly 
include local patients, people 
from neighboring counties and 
visitors to the area.

The hospital underwent 
an initial coronavirus surge 
toward the onset  of  the 
pandemic in April, but that 
quickly abated, producing a lull 
in new hospitalizations until 
July – that’s when cases picked 
up dramatically and caused 
a steady influx of COVID 
patients at Union General.

Prior to the July increase 
in cases and hospitalizations 
statewide, the nursing home 
went above and beyond CDC 
and Department of Public 
Health recommendations by 
transferring positive residents 
for observation and treatment 
at Union General, including 
asymptomatic patients.

But since the discovery of 
this outbreak and the increased 

community spread, the hospital 
system has been segregating 
COVID-positive residents in 
the nursing home to keep Union 
General from running out of 
beds.

C h a t u g e  R e g i o n a l 
Hospital in Towns County 
has been designated a clean 
hospital but is able to house 
COVID patients should the 
need arise.

To  d a t e ,  C h a t u g e 
Regional Nursing Home has 
had five residents and one 
employee test positive for 
the virus, with full recoveries 
all around. Barnett said the 

families of all nursing home 
residents are alerted each time 
new cases crop up in one of 
the system’s long-term care 
facilities.

Examining the bigger 
local picture at Union County 
Nursing Home, from Jan. 
1-Aug. 11 of 2019, 34 residents 
died. For the exact same time 
period in 2020, 35 residents 
died,  demonstrat ing that 
COVID-19 has not appreciably 
contributed to excess deaths 
inside the facility to date.

Following the hospital’s 
announcement of the outbreak 
on Facebook last Thursday, 

the health system experienced 
an outpouring of community 
support and concern, for 
which Barnett and the rest of 
the nursing home staff were 
grateful.

“Our  nurs ing home 
personnel love these people, 
and they work so hard,” Barnett 
said. “(COVID-19) has been 
taxing on our health system.

“ I ’m thankfu l  t ha t 
we’ve got the staff and the 
physicians that we have who 
have maintained and stuck with 
us to take care of these patients 
tirelessly, because it’s been 
hard on everybody.”

initial 19.98-percent increase 
announcement, though Paris 
realizes raising taxes during a 
pandemic is tough on people 
regardless.

“I can assure you it is 
one of the hardest decisions I 
have had to make since being 
in office,” Paris said. “The 
employees of Union County, 
my fellow elected officials 
and I, we always do a great 
job of keeping our spending 
under control, but this year, 
because of many issues, we just 
could not maintain a balanced 
budget for next year with all the 
unknowns.”

Paris said that, while 
sales tax collections are 
doing well now, he remains 
concerned about COVID-
19's continued effects on the 
country and economy, which 
he lamented doubly against 
the already uncertain backdrop 
of forecasting the future for 
budget-making purposes.

Raising the tax rate will 
generate about $1.7 million in 
additional revenues to make up 
for substantial budget shortfalls 
in Fiscal Year 2021 – shortfalls 
that would otherwise require at 
least 35 county employees to 
lose their jobs, in turn causing 
big disruptions to regular 
services for residents.

Just like with any budget, 
Paris said, “you look at your 
finances the prior year and 
estimate what the cost will be 
the following year” in a process 
that takes place months before 
the next fiscal year actually 
begins.

The many “unknowns” 
this year, as mentioned above, 
coupled with lost revenues 
and increased expenses, have 
left Paris and the county in the 
unenviable position of having to 
use “most of our fund balance” 
of about $1.8 million to make 
next year’s budget – unless he 
raises taxes, Paris said.

“We just underestimated 
what all our expenses this 
year would be,” Paris said in 
introducing the need for the 
tax increase. “Our estimate of 
property tax amounts was more 
than actually collected. That 
had to do with the property 
assessments being lower than 
estimated.

“Also, county salaries, 
especially for jail and deputy 
pay, had to be increased to 
keep up with the general market 
so that our employees would 
not go to adjacent counties to 
collect higher pay.”

Addi t iona l ly,  Par i s 
said the cost of the upcoming 
gun range exceeds initial 
estimates, which will require 
Union County to chip in about 
$500,000 to get matching 
funding from the Department 
of Natural Resources.

“Then there’s increased 
operational costs and the loss 
of revenue for our Recreation 
Depa r tmen t  because  o f 

COVID,” Paris said, noting 
that he’ll need to hire one – and 
possibly two – full-time staff 
and a couple of part-timers to 
operate the new Double Gym 
that’s nearing completion.

Furthermore, Paris said 
that the state has had “about a 
15-percent budget cut over the 
past two years, and we have no 
way to know exactly how this 
will impact us.”

“We have to look at 
increased cost for the county,” 
Paris said, “as some of the cuts 
are to libraries, drug courts, 
district  attorneys, public 
defenders, health departments, 
(Georgia  Depar tment  of 
Transportation) and judges, 
all of which are state agencies 
in which we share some of the 
cost.”

Continuing, Paris said 
employee health care costs 
continue to increase also, and 
that the county is responsible 
for a matching retirement cost 
increase for employees as 
well.

“There’s been a lack 
of revenues from shutdowns 
during COVID, including 
courts, fines, fees, pool and 
ball team revenues,” Paris said. 
“We’ve had unforeseen costs of 
underground leaking fuel tanks 
installed over 20 years ago 
and replacements at the Road 
Department.

“And we’re paying a firm 
to re-evaluate every parcel of 
property in Union County for 
the 2022 tax year.”

Moreover, Paris said 
county reserves had gotten 
low due to unexpected budget 
amendments in the last two 
years, so raising taxes would 
help “improve our Reserve 
Fund to maintain a good 
county credit rating in the 
case we should have some 
unforeseen emergency or 
natural disaster.”

“And the list just goes on 
and on,” he said.

The commissioner is 
looking to convince the public 
that, while unfortunate – 
especially during a pandemic 
– the increase is both necessary 
and several years in the making 
now.

“I personally want to 
apologize to everyone for this 
increase,” Paris said. “For 
the past 20 years, we have all 
worked tirelessly to keep our 
property taxes as some of the 
lowest in the state, and we have 
successfully done that.

“At the same time, we 
have worked even harder at 
helping to make Union County 
one of the best counties to 
live in Georgia. By being in 
the lowest three or four tax 
rates out of 159 counties, we 
have remained proud. But 
sooner or later, we eventually 
have to make up some of the 
difference.

“We tried to plan last 
year for the increased cost this 

year, but in order to keep down 
property taxes last year, we 
delayed until this year hoping 
2020 would be better. Well, we 
now know that it has not gotten 
better, so that is why we had to 
make the decision to have this 
increase now.”

Potentially complicating 
the matter for people is a pair 
of property acquisitions Paris 
undertook recently – one for 
$750,000 to buy the old Hill 
Property that once belonged to 
disgraced hospital CEO Mike 
Gowder, and another that’s 
still in the works to purchase 
the old Shoe Factory property 
for upwards of $900,000 
in SPLOST funds to house 
the future jail and Sheriff’s 
Office.

Paris has stood by the 
previously budgeted deals 
while contending that not 
buying the properties now 
would make it harder and more 
expensive in the future when 
the need is more immediate. 
And besides, he said he’d still 
have to raise taxes in 2020 to 
maintain ongoing operations 
of the county.

Again, the commissioner 
is optimistic people will 
understand his decision to raise 
property taxes, adding that he 
hopes residents “look back to 20 
years of service to the county” 
when they consider what he’s 
doing to maintain local services 
at current levels.

“Costs have continued 
to go up, and I’ve been so 
stubborn in trying to keep our 
millage rate one of the lowest 
in the state,” Paris said. “My 
staff over the last six years have 
been saying, ‘Hey, you need to 
go up, you need to go up (on 
property taxes).’

“So, if I’ve got anything 
that I’ve done wrong, it’s 
not raising taxes sooner. As 
far as (potential allegations 
of) wasting any money or 
poor financial management, I 
disagree.

“We’ve successfully 
counted on increased revenue 
from growth to cover costs 
throughout the years, and right 
now, that’s not happening. Part 
of the reason it’s not happening 
is, we’ve let our property values 
get behind, and that’s happened 
gradually.”

In terms of future next 
steps, Paris remains confident 
that property values will more 
accurately reflect the growth 
Union County has experienced 
in recent years after the ongoing 
property re-evaluations are 
completed.

“Lowering our property 
taxes will always be our goal, 
and we hope that by having a 
property tax re-evaluation that 
we may very well be able to 
lower the mill rate for 2022,” 
Paris said. “But there are no 
promises except that we will do 
the very best we can.”

Emma Flowers, age 10, 
from Mentor, Ohio is visit-
ing her grandparents, Alexan-
der and Cheryl Mandracken 
of Murphy NC. Emma has a 
dream to grow up to be a baker.  
While with her grandparents 
she attended Walk With Me 
Dog Obedience one Sunday 
afternoon. She asked trainer, 
Linda Vanderlaan, if she could 
make dog cookies to sell to the 
students and donate the money 
for The Pet Celebration which 
is held each year on the square 
in Hayesville NC. 

Given the green light, 
Sunday, August 9, 2020 she 
came with a tray full of indi-
vidually wrapped and labeled 
dog cookies. They were a big 
hit and she sold out the entire 
inventory in under an hour. 

The first package was 
purchased by Susan Guthrie 
for her Doberman, Maxine. 
When Guthrie  announced, 
“Maxine loves them!” that 
was it, all cookies were sold in 
a matter of moments making 
all the dogs happy and  raising 
over $60 for our local rescues. 

Asking Emma, why dog 
cookies, she stated “I wanted to 
make the cookies for the dogs 
to enjoy while training and to 
raise money for The Pet Cel-
ebration.”   When asked, why 

did you think about baking, 
her answer was “My gramma 
used to bake, and I always 
baked with her. I really enjoy 
baking and I might want to be 
a baker when I grow up.”

Emma is building her 
dream one step at a time.  At 
the next Sunday dog training, 
Emma hopes to double her 
contribution to The Pet Cel-
ebration. 

Cookies to the rescue for Pet Celebration

Emma Flowers is only 10, but she’s baking dog cookies and donating 
the money to The Pet Celebration.
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