
The Gwinnett County 

Board of Education voted 5-0 

at its Thursday (July 15) meet-

ing to approve Calvin Watts 

— a former Gwinnett County 

Public Schools assistant su-

perintendent and current su-

perintendent of Kent School 

District in Washington state 

— as its sole finalist for super-

intendent. He would replace J. 

Alvin Wilbanks, who spent 25 

years leading Gwinnett Coun-

ty Public Schools.

Watts, who was selected 

out of 27 candidates for the 

job, worked for 13 years in 

the Gwinnett County school 

system.

The school board is required 

by state law to wait a minimum 

of 14 days before taking a final 

vote on Watts’ employment. 

The board is expected to take 

that vote on Thursday, July 29, 

during a called meeting. Wil-

banks is retiring on July 30.

According to a press release 

from Gwinnett County Public 

Schools, Watts pointed to his 

tenure as a leader in Gwinnett 

as a highlight of his career and 

praised Wilbanks’ time as su-

perintendent.

“He spoke of the great leg-

acy retiring superintendent J. 

Alvin Wilbanks is leaving and 

said he looks forward to lead-

ing GCPS into its next chap-

ter,” according to the release. 

“In saying how humbled and 

honored he is to be named as 

the district’s next leader, he 

shared his motto, which is to 

‘reach and teach all students as 

if they had his last name.’”

By Ben Munro 
ben@mainstreetnews.com

The Braselton’s brothers’ motto for their 

downtown store was that one could buy anything 

needed “from the cradle to the grave.”

The original section of the Braselton Brothers’ 

Store — built in 

1904 — is primed 

to return to its 

eclectic roots.

Ongoing ren-

ovations to the 

117-year-old sec-

tion of the build-

ing will allow for 

18,000 square feet 

of multi-tenant 

space — from dining to offices — in downtown 

Braselton. The space, which originally served as 

a general country store, has been dubbed, “The 

1904,” as a nod to its construction year.

The old mercantile housed a bank and offices 

and sold dry goods, clothes, gifts, groceries and 

many more wide-ranging items.

“That building is the most important landmark 

in Braselton’s history,” Braselton town manager 

Jennifer Scott said. “ … I love the fact that we’re 

putting businesses back in that allow people to 

come back into that space and shop and eat and 

•Position: Watts was a 
unanimous choice by the Gwinnett 
County school board as its sole 
finalist for the school system’s 
superintendent job. Per state law, 
the Gwinnett County school board 
must wait at least 14 days before a 
final vote on Watts’ employment. 
•Experience: Watts is a 
former assistant superintendent 
of Gwinnett County Schools. He’s 
served as a superintendent in 
Washington state for six years. 
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Watts named sole 

finalist for Gwinnett 

superintendent job

WATTS

Gwinnett Schools

•Purpose: To renovate the 
oldest portion of the Braselton 
Brothers Store property for multiple-
tenant use. 
•Cost: Approximately $500,000
•Projected completion: 

August 

‘THE 1904’ PROJECT 

Hoschton 

By Scott Thompson 
sthompson@barrownewsjournal.com

A request — rejected by 

the Barrow County Board of 

Commissioners last fall — to 

rezone land in unincorporated 

Hoschton for a large mixed-use 

development of apartments, 

townhomes and commercial 

space will be reconsidered by 

the board next month under a 

settlement agreement between 

the county and the developer 

and property owner.

Following a closed session at 

the end of its meeting July 13, 

to discuss pending litigation, 

the board approved the terms 

of a settlement agreement with 

Ridgeline Land Planning and 

the Stone Living Trust that calls 

for the county to reconsider a 

request to rezone and change 

the county’s future land-use 

map designation for 53.2 acres 

at 1308 Lec Stone Rd., about a 

mile south of the intersection of 

highways 211 and 124.

Developer Holt Persinger 

with Ridgeline Land Planning 

sought the rezoning last year 

in order to build 280 apartment 

units, 158 townhomes and set 

aside roughly 8.5 acres of the 

property for 130,000 square 

feet of commercial space. The 

BOC voted 5-2 during a conten-

tious public hearing in October 

to deny the request, following 

along with the recommendation 

of the county’s planning com-

mission.

A large contingent of area res-

idents were strongly opposed to 

the proposed development with 

their concerns ranging from the 

impact it would have on traffic 

in the area, to stormwater issues 

and a potential negative effect on 

Jackson Co. BOC 

By Mike Buffington
mike@mainstreetnews.com

July 19 was mostly a 

bad night for developers 

in Jackson County as the 

Jackson County Board of 

Commissioners voted to 

deny rezoning bids for two 

controversial residential 

projects in West Jackson 

and one smaller project 

near Commerce.

In a marathon three-hour 

meeting before a room 

packed with red-shirted 

citizens, the BOC voted to 

deny land use map chang-

es for a proposed 340-lot 

subdivision on 170 acres 

at Boone Rd. and Hwy. 

332 near Hoschton. It also 

voted to deny a rezoning to 

R-1 for a 99-lot develop-

ment on 84 acres on Creek 

Nation Rd. near Jefferson. 

The BOC also turned down 

a much smaller proposal to 

subdivide 10 acres on Dan 

Waters Rd. near Commerce 

for three housing lots.

All three proposals drew 

fire from over 20 citizens 

who spoke during the 

meeting about growth is-

sues in the county.

Many of those who spoke 

said that they weren’t 

against development in 

general, but that the county 

should slow down the pace 

of residential growth.

Most of those who spoke 

said they had moved to 

Jackson County from 

Gwinnett County in recent 

years to get away from 

high-density subdivisions 

and the resulting traffic 

problems.

“Don’t Gwinettify our 

Jackson,” said Cindy Smith 

to applause from the crowd.

Several citizens who 

spoke pointed to how rapid 

growth in recent years was 

impacting the West Jack-

son Area, citing the mobile 

classrooms recently put in 

front of some area schools 

and problems with traf-

fic on many West Jackson 

Area roads.

Others also commented 

about the changing aesthet-

ics of the area due to devel-

opment.

“This feels like the death 

of small town America,” 

said one speaker, citing 

the song “Small Town” by 

John Mellencamp.

Barrow commissioners 

to reconsider rezoning 

request in Hoschton area 

See Development, page 10A

An initial environmental 

study of a proposed high-speed 

passenger train from Atlan-

ta to Charlotte chose the most 

southern route for the train, the 

Greenfield Alternative, a route 

that would take the train through 

Madison, Jackson and Barrow 

counties in northeast Georgia.

That route, if it is eventually 

approved, would take the train 

south of Royston into Madison 

County, south of Danielsville 

and into Athens. From there, the 

route would go through a part 

of western Jackson County and 

eastern Barrow County to ap-

proach Atlanta.

The Tier 1 environmental im-

pact report for the project was 

released July 9.

The exact approach from Ath-

ens to Atlanta is being deferred 

for further study, the study said.

Braselton  High-speed passenger train 

Jackson Co. water and sewer 

By Morgan Ervin
Jackson County Water and 

Sewage Authority manager 

Eric Klerk discussed a problem 

of statewide sludge dumping 

brought on after landfills began 

raising tipping fees. The higher 

fees were reportedly due to strict-

er EPA restrictions and rising fuel 

costs.

As a result, some municipali-

ties and private companies resort-

ed to illegally dumping sewage 

into random systems.

According to Klerk, JCWSA 

has fallen victim to such illegal 

dumping in some of its far-flung 

manholes, a situation that greatly 

increases the county’s sewerage 

plant’s load and creates other 

problems.

“We’re fortunate we have a 

huge basin that is less suscepti-

ble to shock loadings; if we had 

a smaller basin, it would be caus-

ing us some serious problems 

Proposed high-speed train 

route would go through 

Jackson, Barrow counties 

Proposed high-speed train route in Northeast Georgia 
as part of an Atlanta-Charlotte project.

Illegal sewage dumping a 

rising concern, says official

See Route, page 2A

See JCWSA, page 3A

Renovations continue 

to original Braselton 

store space

Photo by Ben Munro 

When renovations are complete, the 
original portion of the Braselton Broth-
ers Store will offer 18,000 square feet of 

mixed-use space.

See Renovations, page 6A

BOC nixes two subdivisions
‘Take a pause’ 

crowd tells 

board about 

development

A number of citizens packed the July 19 meeting of the Jackson County Board of Commissioner to 
speak in opposition to rapid and dense growth in the county.

See BOC, page 6A


