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Check out 
CatoosaWalkerNews’ 
Facebook page. It’s a 
great 
place 
for you 
to post 
items of 
interest (such as up-
coming events), discuss 
what’s happening in 
our community and in 
the news, or just send 
us a message. And don’t 
forget to “Like” us!

Walker County Commissioner’s 

Office press release

Walker County Sole 
Commissioner Shannon 
Whitfield announced 
plans last week to 
update the county’s fire 
fee schedule to offer 
improvements in fire 
protection and public 
safety efforts. The fee 
will now be known as 
a “public safety” fee 
and will fund fire and 
emergency management 
operations, along with 
contracted ambulance 
services.

The county will 
replace the existing flat 
rate with a minimum/
maximum fee based 
on the square footage 
of each building. The 
move will create a more 
equitable system and 
result in thousands of 
property owners with 
smaller homes actually 
paying less each year in 
unincorporated Walker 
County and the City of 
Chickamauga.

The new rate calls 

for a $0.10 fee per 

Fire fee 

updates
Dark days indeed

Wearing protective glasses and customized outfits, from left, Angie Clark and her children, Zoe Clark 

and Austin Deering, along with Teressa Reeves were among many in LaFayette and throughout the 

entire nation who observed the once-in-a-lifetime total eclipse of the sun on Monday, Aug. 21.  This was 

the first such eclipse to span the entire country in 99 years.  (Messenger photo/Mike O’Neal) Fee, page A3

By Mike O’Neal
moneal@npco.com

Knowing that Walker County is 
drowning in debt, Commissioner 
Shannon Whitfield was prepared to 
answer questions about property taxes 
for fiscal year 2018 that begins Oct. 1 — 
taxes that must increase if the county is 
to keep its head above water..

Addressing a crowd of about 60 who 
met at the LaFayette-Walker County 
Public Library, he had printed handouts, 
PowerPoint slides highlighting some of 
lowlights of the county’s 2016 audit and 
2018 budget worksheets.

This was the first of five public 
hearings about setting the tax rate 
necessary to adopt a budget.

While similar to most tax/budget 
meetings — there never seems to be 
enough money to meet every request, 
but essentials needed for continued 
operations are funded — but there was a 
major surprise.

Whitfield came prepared to answer 
questions about why the most recent 
audit shows the county is $70 million in 
debt — not including a court-ordered 
judgment of about $9 million due 
Chattanooga-based Erlanger hospital 
— and projects expenses exceeding 
revenue by about $7.5 million.

He was prepared to explain how taxes 
are spent and why it is imperative that 
the county raise more revenue, now and 
for the roughly 20 years it will take to pay 

off its financial obligations.
The commissioner was ready and 

willing to detail what led Walker County 
to today’s precarious financial position, 
one he inherited upon taking office last 

January.
What Whitfield seemed unprepared 

for were suggestions that the county 
raise taxes even more than his proposed 
2 mills or consider adding a separate 
tax or fee earmarked to settle Erlanger’s 
claim.

By the numbers
The commissioner said he was as 

guilty as every other taxpayer in not 
having studied and questioned audits in 
recent years and had just accepted — on 
faith — that assurances that “things are 
fine” were true when in fact losses were 
mounting.

From showing $10 million more 
revenue than expenses in 2010, audits for 
2014 and 2015 showed losses as did the 
2016 figures.

Whitfield pointed out operations 
of the county-owned Mountain Cove 
Farms and the landfill on Marble 
Top Road reported losses of about $1 
million during the last year of former 
Commissioner Bebe Heiskell’s tenure. 
That was because there were unbudgeted 
expenses, those facilities were over 
staffed and (at the landfill) out-of-state 
users were given lower rates than 
justified.

“Instead of making money or breaking 
even, they were losing money,” he said.

Whitfield also pointed out that use 

Taxing times are here again
Debt makes raising millage and fees necessary

Commissioner Shannon Whitfield, in a series 

of public hearings, explained why balancing a 

budget for fiscal year  2018 makes it necessary 

to raise taxes. (Messenger photo/Mike O’Neal)

By Elmer Gray
UGA extension service

School is back 

in session in many 

Georgia systems. It may 

seem like summer is 

coming to a close, but 

peak summer mosquito 

season is just starting.

It’s rained quite a 

bit in Georgia recently, 

and mosquito larvae 

are everywhere. 

Mosquitoes have 

already found items 

outside holding water. 

When it turns hot 

after this wet period, 

mosquito populations 

are going to flourish.

This is bad news 

for families that want 

to spend time outside 

after school and work.

The month between 

Aug. 15 and Sept. 15 

is the peak period 
for West Nile virus 
transmission in 
Georgia, and this 
season may be more 
active than the past two 
years.

While Georgia 
hasn’t seen many 
cases of West Nile in 
the past few years, 
it’s never totally 
gone away. Today the 
virus is described by 
epidemiologists as 
“endemic” in Georgia, 
which basically means 
that it’s always present 
at low levels.

Remember that 
West Nile was initially 
found in New York City 
in 1999 and detected 
in Georgia in 2001. 
The virus peaked 
in Georgia with 117 
human cases in 2012. 

The virus commonly 
cycles from infected 
birds to mosquitoes. 
Occasionally, an 
infected mosquito will 
bite a human.

Thankfully, only 

1 out of 5 people 
exposed to the virus 
becomes ill, but those 
who do can develop 
very serious cases that 
involve encephalitis or 
meningitis. If someone 

you know becomes ill 

after being exposed to 

mosquitoes, or becomes 

ill and exhibits mental 

confusion, get them to a 

doctor immediately.

This summer, there 

have been seven cases 

of humans with West 

Nile in Georgia, and 

public health and 

mosquito control 

officials have found 105 

pools of mosquitoes 

in DeKalb, Fulton and 

Chatham counties, 

where testing is being 

conducted, that tested 

positive for the virus.

A “pool” of 

mosquitoes typically 

consists of 25 

mosquitoes of the same 

species collected at 

While many of Georgia’s 63 species of mosquito 

thrive in wet weather, southern house mosquitoes 

— which transmit West Nile virus — prefer dry or 

even drought conditions.

Summer may be drawing to a close, 

but mosquito season is in full swing

Mosquitoes, page A3
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