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A proposal for a large 

subdivision in Commerce 

was met with resistance, 

both from the public and 

some members of the Com-

merce Planning Commis-

sion during its April 26 

meeting.

The plan for a 570-home 

development by Cook Com-

munities of Gainesville is 

the first large-scale residen-

tial project to be proposed in 

Commerce, a situation that 

stymied a planning board 

which found itself divided 

on the plans. In the end, the 

board voted 3-2 to table ac-

tion on the matter until its 

May meeting.

“This is a pretty big step 

for us,” said planning board 

chairman Joe Leffew.

Commerce is facing the 

prospect of a lot of growth 

in the coming years, much 

of it stemming from the SK 

Battery plant development, 

which has sparked a lot of 

real estate speculation in the 

area. The town has already 

seen an uptick in proposed 

industrial projects, but is 

just now facing proposals 

for large residential devel-

opments.

Because of that, action on 

the Cook Communities pro-

posal will be, to an extent, a 

litmus test for how the town 

handles large residential 

projects in the future, per-

haps setting a precedent.

One of the issues the 

Commerce planning board 

faces is that the town cur-

rently lacks a zoning code 

for planned unit develop-

ments (PUD), a zoning cate-

gory designed for mixed-use 

projects such as the one pro-

posed by Cook. (Commerce 

is working on implementing 

a PUD category. City plan-

ning staff proposed to retro-

actively make the project a 

PUD, if it is approved now 

with a mix of current zoning 

codes.)

The Cook proposal out-

lined plans for 370 sin-

gle-family homes, 200 

townhomes and a com-

mercial shopping area on 

181 acres along Whitehill 

School Rd. and Hwy. 441 

South, across from Strange 

Duck Brewery.

But to do that kind of 

housing mix will require 

multiple rezonings, in ad-

dition to having a small 

amount of the property an-

nexed into the city.

In addition, the project 

— as proposed — would 

Large residential project gets mixed reviews in Commerce
Planning board 

tables action on 

570 home project

Jackson County GOP 

chairman TJ Dearman 

said he does not plan 

to appeal Sunday’s 

district GOP decision 

to have the county po-

litical party re-do its 

recent convention elec-

tion for the party’s lo-

cal leadership.

Dearman said that he 

won re-election to the 

county chairmanship 

on April 10 in a “land-

slide.”

“We won in a land-

slide the first time and 

will win again,” he 

said, declining to ap-

peal the district’s ruling 

to the state GOP lead-

ership.

Challenger Adam 

Ledbetter, who was 

disqualified during the 

county’s April 10 vot-

ing, said all he wanted 

was a chance to stand 

against Dearman for 

the chairmanship of the 

county party.

“Looks like I got it,” 

Ledbetter said of the 

district’s ruling.

Sunday, the 9th Dis-

trict GOP board held an 

emergency hearing on 

the matter. The April 

10 county results had 

been contested by four 

Jackson County GOP 

members who claimed 

the process used by 

Dearman was wrong 

and not transparent.

The district board 

ruled in their favor, 

saying the county GOP 

needs to re-do its elec-

tions process.

County GOP 

to re-do vote 

on local 

leadership

By Morgan Ervin

Members of the Jefferson communi-

ty struck gold in 1965 when Jack Nolan 

Keen was recruited from Atlanta to help 

shape what is now a culture of academic 

and athletic excellence at Jefferson High 

School.

“Coach” Keen didn’t just preach ex-

cellence to his students and athletes over 

his 42 years at Jefferson, he embodied the 

very idea of excellence in everything he 

did in life.

It isn’t by coincidence that over the 

course of his career at Jefferson, the 

school simultaneously became one of 

the most successful school systems in 

the country. The mirroring reputations of 

Coach Keen and Jefferson High School 

prove just how integral he was in building 

the school into the athletic and academic 

powerhouse it’s known as today.

Generations of Jefferson alumni attri-

bute their life successes to the beloved 

Coach Keen, whose life was celebrated 

April 25 at the Arena at JHS. Keen died 

last year.

The event featured an elaborate exhib-

it chronicling his academic and athletic 

career as well as his personal life, which 

many of his students and athletes know 

little about.

As most in the community know, he 

was an athletic force of nature with a bril-

liant mind in the classroom. One would 

assume someone who excelled in aca-

demics and athletics would likely strug-

gle in another area of life, such as having 

social anxieties, or lacking an apprecia-

tion for language, culture or art.

Not Coach Keen.

Coach Keen, in the words of Elvis 

Presley, “ate life up and spit it out.”

According to those who knew him, he 

was fearless, but cautious, determined 

but docile, nurturing but relentless. When 

Generations of Jefferson High 

Alumni honor Coach Jack Keen

Coach Keen’s son-in-law, Chad Cheatham shared a special bond with his 

father-in-law as he delivered a heartfelt eulogy, reminiscing on memories 

made traveling out West, including their shared love for roadmaps of 

each state.

The sign Coach Keen had at the 

road of the vacation house in Col-

orado. He built the home in West-

cliffe, Colorado, which the family 

called their “adopted home town.”

By Ben Munro 
ben@mainstreetnews.com

Jefferson’s long-discussed amphitheater project 

will get a fresh look.

With a 4-1 vote at its April 26 meeting, the Jeffer-

son City Council agreed to spend up to $10,000 for 

new conceptual drawings for a potential city amphi-

theater south of the downtown square.

Previous conceptual drawings exist, but those draw-

ings do not account for a Regions Bank drive-through 

location situated on city property in the area of the 

amphitheater site. Councilman Mark Mobley said the 

bank facility could be there for 14 more years. He 

said he wants drawings that reflect the drive-through 

and other moving parts “so that we can begin building 

pieces out.”

“If we have a drawing, then we can build parking 

where parking is going to go, we can build sidewalks 

where sidewalks are going to go and not have to wor-

ry that later we’ll have to tear it down,” Mobley said.

Councilman Malcolm Gramley, who voted against 

the drawings, said he was unsure if a $10,000 expen-

diture for new drawings to include the bank drive-

through were worth it.

“Are we going to change a great deal of the existing 

plan or existing the concept drawing we have now?” 

Gramley asked.

Councilman Clint Roberts said the location of the 

bank drive-through would impact the configuration of 

the parking and access to the area.

“I don’t know, given the plans that we have today, 

that our team could go forward in developing those 

particular pieces of access to parking,” Roberts said.

Jefferson to spend 
up to $10,000 for 
new amphitheater 
concept drawings

Members of the Commerce City Council and city 

planning commission held a planning retreat April 24 

to discuss proposed changes in the town’s develop-

ment ordinances and codes.

Mayor Clark Hill said he’d like the two groups to be 

in general agreement on how the city should grow in 

the coming years. City manager James Wascher said 

a lot of developers are interested in doing projects in 

the city.

The town has been in the growth spotlight since the 

development of the SK Battery plant in the communi-

ty, one of the state’s largest industrial projects.

The group covered a lot of subjects, but spent much 

of the morning meeting focused on lot sizes, house 

sizes, setback requirements and housing materials and 

design standards.

No final action was taken at the meeting. Any 

changes will now go before the city planning commis-

sion then the council for public hearings and action 

before taking effect.

Commerce council,  

planning board meet to  

discuss growth ordinances

Members of the Commerce City Council and 

town planning board met April 24 to discuss 

updates to the town’s growth codes. Here, 

members of the group look at setback distanc-

es that had been mapped out on the floor.

A proposal that could 

lead to a townhome de-

velopment on the Winder 

Hwy. in Jefferson got a lot 

of pushback from neigh-

bors during a recent pub-

lic hearing on the matter.

Developers got approv-

al in a 2-1 vote of the 

Jackson County Planning 

Commission for a map 

amendment from “subur-

ban” to “urban” for 12.3 

acres at 2877 Winder 

Hwy., Jefferson. The ini-

tial plan was to build 50 

townhouse.

But a spokesman for 

the project said there was 

flexibility in the plans, in-

cluding the possibility of 

changing the project to 

single-family homes.

Several residents from 

the neighboring Briar-

crest Subdivision voiced 

opposition to plans to put 

townhouses on the prop-

erty, citing the higher 

density than surrounding 

property and the impact 

on traffic in the area.

The developers will 

now have to get the map 

amendment approved by 

the Jackson County Board 

of Commissioners, then 

come back to the JCPC 

for a zoning request. At 

that time, more specific 

plans for the property will 

be required.

The planning board was 

clearly conflicted about 

the map amendment re-

quest since map amend-

ment approval can’t carry 

any conditions. A motion 

to deny died due to the 

lack of a second, then a 

motion to approve died 

for a lack of a second. A 

motion to approve with 

conditions was withdrawn 

after county officials not-

ed no conditions could be 

put on a map change.

Another round of mo-

tions led to a final 2-1 

vote to approve the map 

change.

OTHER ACTION

In other action, the 

planning board:

• approved a map 

amendment for 113.6 

acres on County Farm Rd. 

Jefferson for a 63 lot sub-

division. Developers had 

to clean up an old landfill 

on the property, a situa-

tion that delayed the proj-

ect for several months.

Townhome project gets pushback in Jefferson
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