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Tricia Massey (center), business development specialist and community relations at Piedmont Athens 

Regional, was surprised as she was announced as the winner of the Jackson County Area Chamber of 

Commerce’s Woman of the Year. Here, she accepts the award at The Venue from Tracy Woodall, Woodall 

Creative Group. Massey has mentored three women in the healthcare field to further advance their ca-

reers, she has been a member of Legacy Youth Mentoring for three years and she has also been awarded 

the Jackson County Chamber’s Volunteer of the Year and Citizen of the Year award, to name a few of her 

accomplishments. See more on page 8A.

MASSEY NAMED CHAMBER WOMAN OF THE YEAR

Plans for a March referendum to continue the 

ESPLOST in Jackson County’s three school dis-

tricts got put on hold Dec. 2 when the county’s 

board of elections refused to call for the March 

voting.

The Jackson County Board of Elections voted 

4-1, with board member James White dissenting, 

to table action until January on calling for the ref-

erendum.

Board of election actions to call for a vote is 

generally routine and not controversial. It is the 

first time the board has ever not approved a call 

for an election when asked by a local government 

to do so.

The move leaves leaders in the county’s three 

school districts hanging, uncertain about what 

will happen next.

The voting for a joint school referendum is 

complex in the county since there are three inde-

pendent school systems. The ESPLOST vote has 

to be held in each district and has to pass in each 

of the three districts. It means, in part, that both 

the City of Jefferson and City of Commerce have 

to hold elections in coordination with the county.

The elections board tabled action on calling for 

the vote due to what it said was a technical issue 

with the document and because the board only 

received a copy of the referendum just before its 

8:30 a.m. board meeting.

The Jackson County Board of Education held 

a called meeting earlier that morning at 7 a.m. to 

call for the SPLOST referendum. Both the Jef-

ferson City BOE and Commerce City BOE are 

expected to make their votes later this month at 

their regular board meetings.

While the elections board delayed action on 

calling for the March voting, it only did so after 

Republican board member Larry Ewing voiced 

opposition to the matter, saying the vote should 

have been held with November’s General Elec-

tion.

“They want their own special election and I 

need to understand that,” he said.

Elections board tables 

action on school 

referendum plans

Jackson County Board of Elections meet-

ing Dec. 2.

A proposed list of updates 

and changes to the county’s 

HR policy book includes a 

new section on employee 

use of social media.

The move comes follow-

ing the firing of former EMS 

employee John Pethel for a 

post he made on Facebook 

in June where he said “shoot 

them all” in reference to 

protesters in Gainesville.

Pethel has appealed his 

firing, which was recent-

ly heard before an outside 

hearing officer. During 

that hearing, officials were 

asked about the county’s 

policy on social media. 

County manager Kevin Poe 

said the county had not yet 

adopted a specific policy 

regarding employee use of 

social media.

Among other proposed 

changes in the county’s 

HR manual, a new section 

would be created that spe-

cifically addresses the so-

cial media issue. One of the 

items appears to address 

situations similar to the  

Pethel incident:

“Users shall not engage 

in any blogging or social 

media posting that may 

harm or tarnish the image, 

reputation and/or goodwill 

of the County and /or any 

of its Users. Users are also 

prohibited from making any 

discriminatory, disparaging, 

defamatory or harassing 

comments when blogging or 

otherwise engaging in any 

conduct prohibited by the 

Jackson County Non-Dis-

crimination and Anti-Ha-

rassment policy.”

The Jackson County 

Board of Commissioners 

was presented with the pro-

posed HR changes at its 

Dec. 7 meeting. The board 

could take a vote on the up-

dates at its Dec. 21 meeting.

In other business, the 

BOC discussed:

•a speed zone ordinance/

radar list, which allows 

the county to use radar 

speed detection on certain 

BOC reviewing new social media employee policy

By Cindy R. Edge

Commerce leaders ac-

knowledged the rise in local 

Covid cases, but didn’t take 

any specific action during 

its Dec. 7 work session 

meeting.

Mayor Clark Hill, who 

is a physician, reported the 

city has not received any 

official new direction from 

the state as far as the virus 

is concerned. Hill said there 

is a lot of information on the 

department of health’s web-

site and the number of cases 

in Jackson County is up.

“There will be more in-

formation forthcoming and 

we will try to keep everyone 

informed,” Hill said. “At 

this point, we are not plan-

ning any changes or recom-

mendations. but that could 

change day to day.”

The virus has surged in 

the local community in re-

cent weeks with a large in-

crease in positive cases.

In other business at the 

work session, the council:

• heard that Commerce 

recently acquired a piece 

of property that will allow 

for annexation of 214 acres 

for industrial development. 

The small parcel of land, 

believed to be an old road 

right-of-way along Hard-

man Orchard Road, was 

previously owned by Jack-

son County. The county 

voted to deed the property, 

consisting of approximate-

ly two acres, to the city in 

order to allow annexation 

Commerce not taking 

action on Covid surge, yet A ruling is expected this week on a 

challenge to SK Battery’s plans to pro-

duce batteries in Commerce.

The International Trade Commission 

delayed a ruling in October to Dec. 10.

The ITC is reviewing a lawsuit by LG 

Chem, a rival EV battery-maker, that SK 

illegally stole trade secrets about manu-

facturing electric vehicle batteries.

An adverse ruling against SK could af-

fect the company’s plans to produce bat-

teries at its $2.6 billion facilities in Com-

merce.

The October delay may have been done 

to give the two firms more time to reach a 

settlement agreement.

But a settlement may not be in the off-

ing, based on recent filings by SK to the 

ITC. According to BusinessKorea, SK 

sent a letter in late November to the ITC 

saying its batteries are needed in the U.S. 

in part because of electric vehicle fires 

that had LG batteries in them.

The letter angered LG Chem. The move 

was nothing but a ploy to get the ITC to 

again delay its ruling, LG Chem alleged.

“SK Innovation’s recent submission of 

its opinion is intended to postpone the fi-

nal ruling,” LG Energy Solutions said in 

a statement. “The ITC should not extend 

the final verdict date that has already been 

postponed twice.”

POLITICAL OVERTONES

The move to delay until Dec. 10 also 

put the ruling past the Nov. 3 elections, a 

move that could untangle the issue from 

its political overtones.

A number of local and state political 

SK ruling expected this week

SK facilities under construction in 

Commerce.

See BOC, page 2A

See Commerce, page 2A
See SK, page 2A

See Elections, page 2A

The huge jump in Covid 

cases in Jackson County is 

starting to have an impact 

on some local schools and 

area health care facilities.

Over the last two weeks, 

505 new confirmed cas-

es have been reported to 

the state, a rate of 676 per 

100,000 people. That’s one 

of the highest rates in the 

state and doesn’t include 

antigen tests which would 

make the count even high-

er. (Georgia doesn’t include 

antigen test results in its 

data.)

Jackson is part of a clus-

ter of counties in Northeast 

Georgia where the rate is 

above 600 per 100,000. 

Those counties include 

Banks, Habersham, Stevens 

and Rabun.

On Dec. 4, the county 

set a new single-day record 

with 68 confirmed cases. 

Since March, the county has 

had 3,810 positive cases (in-

cluding antigen testing).

In addition, the percent-

age of testing that is now 

positive has also skyrocket-

ed over the last two weeks 

to 16.7% on average. Some 

days have see as much as 

25% positive rates.

There has been 53 con-

firmed deaths and seven ad-

ditional deaths likely due to 

Covid in the county. Some 

268 people in the county 

have been hospitalized so 

far with the virus.

WORST SO FAR

The current outbreak is 

by far the worst spike in 

Jackson County of the virus, 

exceeding previous surg-

es in July and September. 

The trend follows what is 

happening across the nation 

— and many health officials 

worry that gatherings held 

recently at Thanksgiving 

will cause the number of 

cases to go even higher as 

the Christmas holiday sea-

son ramps up later in the 

month.

The rise in cases led the 

Jackson County School 

System to end in-person 

classes this week and go to 

Virus cases skyrocket; county schools close

See COVID, page 2A


