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By Ron Bridgeman
ron@mainstreetnews.com

Statham residents voted for a change in 

power and they got one.

New mayor Joe Piper has been in office 

two months and has abolished the city ad-

ministrator’s job, fired a city clerk, hired a 

former clerk and hired a new police chief. 

He also hired an accountant, April Plank, 

who was briefly Hoschton’s city manager 

and formerly worked as Winder’s city clerk.

He has taken full advantage of the city’s 

strong-mayor form of government. Under 

Statham’s city charter, the mayor is the 

chief administrative officer of the town.

“I promised the citizens I’d be a working 

mayor,” Piper said Feb. 20 in his small of-

fice in the rear of city hall. Piper said he is at 

city hall, or working, from about 7:30 a.m. 

to about 7:30 p.m. Monday through Friday.

“I said I did not want one (an administra-

tor),” Piper said.

He asked the city council to eliminate 

the position and it did in January. Michelle 

Irizarry was administrator for a bit more 

than a year and Mai Chang, who was the 

city clerk, moved into that position in 2019.

Piper replaced Robert Bridges as mayor, 

who served for more than 20 years and was 

a city official for about 30 years. Bridges 

was on the council before he was mayor.

The most visible change may be that Pip-

er takes questions from the audience at ev-

ery meeting of the council.

The council had a policy of listening 

to speakers for up to five minutes, if they 

were on the agenda, and limiting it to three 

speakers. Piper pronounced that policy “sil-

ly” and charged that speakers were chosen 

for their views — whether they agreed with 

the prevailing council sentiment.

Piper recognizes anyone who puts up his 

or her hand for a question or comment. He 

said he wants to hear comments from resi-

dents. Otherwise, he said, the council may 

or may not know what decisions to make.

The city will have a public forum at 7 p.m. 

March 9 to hear residents’ comments about 

city properties and buildings. The council 

held a brief closed session on that topic at 

its Feb. 13 work session.

Council member Betty Lyle complained 

at the last meeting that Piper hired Plank 

without the personnel committee partici-

pating. Piper made no apologies.

“Those committees died Dec. 31,” he de-

clared. “It’s his discretion (the mayor’s)” to 

have committees or not, he said.

The committees were appointed by 

Bridges and Piper has not appointed coun-

cil members. 

He indicated if council members can 

meet on his schedule, they can be included. 

If not, they won’t, he implied.

Piper noted the council has approval 

rights for department heads, but not on oth-

er city employees.

New Statham mayor makes changes quickly
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CORRECTION

A story in the Feb. 19 edi-

tion about candidate quali-

fying for the May primary 

election in Barrow Coun-

ty listed clerk of Superior 

Court Regina McIntyre as 

an incumbent.

McIntyre is not seeking 

re-election.

PRESIDENTIAL 

PRIMARY EARLY 

VOTING BEGINS NEXT 

WEEK

Advance voting in the 

Georgia presidential prefer-

ence primaries begins next 

week in Barrow County.

In-person early voting 

will be held March 2-20, 

Mondays through Fridays, 

from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., and 

Saturdays, March 7 and 

March 14, from 9 a.m. to 

4 p.m. 

All voting will take place 

at the Barrow County Elec-

tions Office, 233 East Broad 

St., Winder.

Those wishing to vote by 

mail can request an appli-

cation by calling 770-307-

3110, emailing evote@bar-

rowga.org or going online at 

barrowga.org.

The primaries are Tues-

day, March 24. 

The registration deadline 

was Feb. 24. You can check 

your registration status by 

going to mvp.sos.ga.gov.

To see video of Georgia’s 

new voting system, go to se-

curevotega.com.

By Ron Bridgeman
ron@mainstreetnews.com

The Barrow County 

Board of Education will 

be asked to approve sell-

ing $44 million in con-

struction bonds March 31.

The bonds would pay 

for a variety of building 

construction projects, in-

cluding part of the cost for 

the school district’s third 

high school.

Tom Owens, with Ray-

mond and James, said the 

board can expect an inter-

est rate of around 1.8 per-

cent for its bonds.

Owens said the market 

for selling bonds is much 

more favorable than it was 

a year ago. The expected 

interest rate is about half 

the projections in January 

2019, although Owens 

said no one expected in-

terest rates to be as high 

as projected, 3.76 percent.

“In virtually every re-

spect,” the district is bet-

ter off financially for the 

bond sale than one year 

ago, Owens said.

The school district is 

collecting about $1.3 mil-

lion in sales tax revenue 

more than thought a year 

ago. Owens said projec-

tions are that the school 

district should have nearly 

$3 million per year from 

ELOST — Education Lo-

cal Option Sales Tax — 

above the cost of the bond 

sales.

The district is collecting 

about $12.5 million a year 

versus $11.2 million in 

January 2019.

The sale will cause the 

district to have debt ser-

vice payments through 

2037, but Owens said the 

low interest rate expected 

makes that a good deal.

The debt service pay-

ments will be as high as 

$9.6 million for the fiscal 

years 2023 to 2027. Pay-

ments after that would 

drop to about $8 million 

a year.

The bond sale also is 

expected to include a re-

financing of 2014 bonds 

that have about seven 

years of payment to be re-

tired.

OTHER BUSINESS

In other business, the 

BOE:

•heard Joe Perno, as-

sistant superintendent for 

system operations, say 

the “guaranteed” price 

for building projects this 

summer will be $5.5 mil-

lion. Most of that will be 

spent at Statham Elemen-

tary School, which will 

have a major renovation. 

Perno said smaller proj-

ects will be done at Hay-

mon-Morris Middle, Bear 

Creek Middle, Russell 

Middle, Winder-Barrow 

High and Sims Academy. 

He said those will be se-

curity vestibules, class-

room audio and/or video 

and ancillary renovations. 

He said the projects would 

be paid for with SPLOST 

VI – special purpose local 

option sales tax – revenue 

and capital outlay money 

from the state Department 

of Education.

•heard Dale Simpson, 

principal at Barrow Arts 

and Sciences Acade-

my, say furniture for the 

classrooms in the build-

ing would cost $238,286; 

furniture for the media 

center, cafeteria and col-

laborative areas would be 

$355,984 and adminis-

trative furnishings would 

be $38,168. The total of 

$667,438 would come 

from ELOST money.

•heard Jennifer Hous-

ton, assistant superin-

tendent for business ser-

vices, report that furniture 

for Statham Elementary 

would cost $172,324 and 

the district will spend up 

to $50,000 at the same 

prices for growth and re-

placement in the next year. 

Houston said 10 vendors 

responded and the district 

accepted the prices from 

six of them for various 

classroom items.

The third annual “You Matter” 

Summit is March 5-6 and more than 

400 people are registered for the sui-

cide prevention-trauma sessions.

The meetings will be from 8 a.m. 

to 4 p.m. each day.

Shannon Derrick, social worker 

for Barrow County schools, heads 

the organizing effort. She said reg-

istration has nearly doubled from 

2019 when more than 200 people 

attended. Registration has closed.

The meetings will be at Bethle-

hem Church on Highway 11. The 

church is donating the space, Der-

rick said.

J. Eric Gentry will headline the 

summit, speaking both days in the 

morning and afternoon.

Gentry is internationally recog-

nized in the field of clinical and 

disaster traumatology. He is vice 

president at Arizona Trauma Insti-

tute and has been in clinical prac-

tice since 1990.

He was a founder of the Trau-

matology Institute of Florida State 

University, where he got his doc-

torate. He was the co-director of 

the International Traumatology 

Institute at the University of South 

Florida.

Gentry is the co-author and 

co-owner of the Traumatology In-

stitute Training Curriculum which 

included 17 courses in field and 

clinical traumatology.

Derrick said the summit was the 

“brainchild” of Jennifer Benford, 

also one of the county’s social 

workers.

She said it was started because 

of the lack of training about sui-

cide and its causes and trauma in 

the community.

Derrick said 10 area school sys-

tems are sending people to the 

summit. 

The systems are Banks, Barrow, 

Jackson, Gwinnett, Hall, Ogletho-

rpe, Clarke and Madison counties 

and Lawrenceville and Commerce 

city schools.

The Northeast Georgia Health 

System, parent company of North-

east Georgia Medical Center in 

Gainesville, and Barrow County 

Family Connection are sponsors of 

the summit, along with the Barrow 

County schools.

It is a joint effort to reduce the 

incidents of suicide in the county 

and to work toward being a trau-

ma-informed community.

‘You Matter’ summit set for March 5-6 in Barrow County

Making a comeback

Courtesy of Morgan Lee
Forum Communications

Gwen Garner-Rouse is practically a 

walking miracle.

In September, the then 69-year-old 

retired college administrator suffered 

an aneurysm of her superior mesen-

teric artery (which supplies blood to 

much of the digestive tract) and was 

life-flighted to Northeast Georgia 

Medical Center (NGMC) in Gaines-

ville, where she received life-saving 

surgery from Dr. Nathan Creel.

“I was in a coma for two weeks, and, 

as I was recuperating, I was told that 

1.6 percent of people that have this 

survive it, and many of them that do 

end up on a ventilator or on dialysis,” 

said Garner-Rouse, a Winder resident 

who is now fully recovered from the 

event, despite suffering a bleed that 

required 100 units of blood products 

following the aneurysm. “I’m O-nega-

tive, and they gave me so much O-pos-

itive during the night that it actually 

changed my blood type temporarily.”

Perhaps paramount in Gar-

ner-Rouse’s recovery, however, was 

a decision she made in the spring of 

2018.

Local resident has miraculous recovery 
thanks to health care interventions
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Winder resident Gwen Garner-Rouse is pictured with Dr. Nathan Creel, 
who performed life-saving surgery on her at Northeast Georgia Medical 
Center in Gainesville.

Garner-Rouse is pictured during a 
recent trip to Hawaii.
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$44 million in bonds


