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From staff reports

The Georgia Department of Pub-
lic Health Northwest Health Dis-
trict is ending its nearly yearlong 

operation of free 
COVID-19 test-
ing sites effective 
Thursday, Feb. 25, 
with the closing of 
that day’s site in 
Walker County.

“Over the last 
two months, we’ve 
been shifting more 
and more of our 

limited public health resources 
to providing vaccinations,” said 
Dr. Gary Voccio, health director 
for the 10-county district that in-
cludes Walker and Catoosa, “and 
in anticipation of an increasing 
vaccine supply believe now is 
time to discontinue COVID test-
ing and focus on immunization. 
There are now other sources in 
our Northwest Georgia commu-
nities for these tests.”

Voccio is quick to point out that 
the health district’s decision to 
stop providing free COVID test-
ing should by no means be taken 
as an indication that the virus 
is no longer a serious problem 
in Northwest Georgia.

“Although cases and hospital-
izations are currently declining, 
we’re not out of the woods yet,” 
Voccio said. “We continue to see 
community transmission of the 
coronavirus, new cases, and, un-
fortunately, COVID deaths still 
occurring.”

Voccio said the health district 
has conducted more than 150,000 
diagnostic tests in Northwest 
Georgia since opening the first 
free testing sites early last year 
in Bartow and Floyd counties. 
At one time, the health district 
was providing free testing in 
all 10 of its counties six days 
a week. The diagnostic test, 
known as a PCR test, shows 
if an individual has an active 
coronavirus infection.

Voccio said that shifting pub-
lic health resources to immuni-
zation will allow county health 
departments to continue pro-
viding more and more vaccina-
tions. “We’re getting the vaccine 
in peoples’ arms just as quickly 
as we receive it,” he said, and 
“could be vaccinating even more 
people more quickly if we had 
more vaccine.” Voccio said vac-
cine supply in Northwest Geor-
gia “remains erratic and inad-
equate to meet demand” but 
anticipates delivery and avail-
ability to improve over time.

“The immunization program 
is going to be a marathon, not a 
sprint,” he said, “and vaccines 
are eventually going to be avail-
able from a variety of providers, 
not just public health.”

By Catherine Edgemon
CEdgemon@WalkerMessenger.com

Walker County Commission Chair-
man Shannon Whitfield urges block-
ing proposed legislation that would 
pave the way for heavier logging 
trucks on Georgia’s roads.

Whitfield testified Feb. 23 before 
a Georgia Senate Transportation 
Committee hearing on Senate Bill 
118, a proposal to allow vehicles 
hauling forest products to reach a 
total gross weight of up to 100,000 
pounds on six axles. Current law al-
lows forest products to be hauled 

on five axles up to 80,000 pounds 
with a variance of 5%.

“It costs us (Walker County) rough-
ly $180,000 per centerline mile to 
resurface one mile of road, and with 
674 miles (of county roads), if we’re 
able to pave 20 miles a year, that’s 
33.7 years to pave every road in our 
county,” Whitfield said.

According to a recent state survey, 
22% of city and county roads are in 
poor condition; in Walker County 
more than 40% of roads are in poor 
condition, he said.

“GDOT (Georgia Department 
of Transportation) does a great 

job working with us to inspect our 
bridges every year, but one of the 
things that is most concerning to me 
about putting more weight on our 
roads is our water drainage culverts,” 
Whitfield said. “In Walker County, 
in 674 miles of roads, we have over 
3,000 water drain culverts that run 
under our county roads.”

Whitfield cited concerns about the 
financial burden on taxpayers and 
the challenge to public works crews 
to keep pace with the increased wear 
and tear on roads and culverts that 

From staff reports

LaFayette officials, cit-
ing public safety concerns 
and COVID-19’s impact 
on area businesses, has 
canceled the 2021 Hon-
eybee Festival.

“Given the uncertainty 
with the pandemic, vac-
cine delivery, variants of 
the virus and also eco-
nomic uncertainty, we 
feel it to be wise to wait 
until 2022 to hold the 
next Honeybee Festival, 
despite our wishes,” ac-
cording to a City of La-
Fayette news release. “We 
instead plan to focus our 
efforts this year on new, 
smaller community-based 

events, throughout the 
rest of 2021, which will 
provide multiple oppor-
tunities to come togeth-
er, have fun safely and be 
accomplished with a far 
less financial burden to 
the community.”

According to the news 
release:

The festival’s planning 
team has been closely mon-
itoring the COVID-19 pan-
demic since it began and 

looks forward to holding 
the next Honeybee Festival 
as much as anyone. The 
team has wrestled with 
the decision of whether to 
hold a festival this large 
in 2021.

The festival takes months 
of work from a team of 
more than 20 members, 
city staff, dedicated citi-
zens and more than 100 
people on the day of the 
event to create a success-
ful festival.

“COVID has signifi-
cantly impacted several 
of our sponsors, so we had 
to make a decision early 
enough to avoid unneces-
sary spending and unnec-
essary time investment,” 

the news release stated. 
“This festival is very ex-
pensive to operate, and 
we cannot put it on with-
out tens of thousands of 
dollars of sponsorship to 
support the quality event, 
and we did not want to be 
insensitive to our business 
sponsors recovering from 
this past year’s economic 
constraints.”

The festival has grown 
larger and more success-
ful each year.

“We look forward to 
planning the 2022 Hon-
eybee Festival, and we 
already have some great 
ideas to bring it back on 
June 4, 2022,” the news 
release stated.

By Catherine Edgemon
CEdgemon@WalkerMessenger.com

The Feb. 25 Walker County Board 
of Commissioner’s meeting erupted 
in outrage after a LaFayette man ad-
dressed the commissioners about free-
dom of speech and choice of vocabulary.

At their last meeting, Feb. 11, the 
commissioners adopted rules of de-
corum for public participation during 
meetings to balance protecting citizens’ 
First Amendment rights and allowing 
them to address their elected officials 
directly while guarding against the use 
of divisive and inflammatory language.

“I’m going to talk about freedom of 
speech,” Ray Burnfin said as he stood 
in front of the commissioners’ table, 
carrying books he said were a dic-
tionary and law book. “I think we 
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Kathleen Bowen, Association County Commissioners of Georgia (ACCG) associate legislative director, explains why 
ACCG opposes Senate Bill 118 as Walker County Commission Chairman Shannon Whitfield prepares to testify at 
the Feb. 23 Georgia Senate Transportation Committee hearing.
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