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By Beau Evans
Capitol Beat News Service

Gov. Brian Kemp is rolling back restrictions 
on public gatherings and a shelter-in-place or-
der for elderly-care facility residents that have 
been in place since the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Set to take effect on April 8, the rollback 
marks the broadest lifting of COVID-19 safety 

measures since the governor ended a statewide 
shelter-in-place order was in place for about 
three weeks last April.

Going forward, restaurants, bars and other 
popular social spots will no longer face limits on 
the number of patrons, according to one of sev-
eral executive orders Kemp signed Wednesday, 
March 31. Capacities in public spaces have been 
kept at 50 people or fewer for many months.

The amount of space people will have to keep 

apart can also be reduced from 6 feet to at least 3 
feet in movie theaters and 3.5 feet for restaurant 
and bar seating. Group fitness classes in gyms 
will have to keep exercisers at least 6 feet apart.

Shelter-in-place orders for residents in Geor-
gia long-term care facilities, which have been 
in place since mid-March of 2020, will be lifted 
starting on April 8.

COVID-19 gathering restrictions in Ga. set to roll back on April 8

By Beau Evans
Capitol Beat News Service

The 2021 legislative ses-
sion was a mixed bag for 
police supporters, gun own-
ers and criminal-justice re-
formers in Georgia who saw 
several key bills stall as the 
clock ran out Wednesday 
night, March 31.

Republicans pushed 
through a controversial pro-
posal to tightly limit budget 
cuts for local police agencies 
and scored a bipartisan win 
by largely repealing Geor-
gia’s Civil War-era citizen’s 
arrest law.

But efforts to loosen rules 
on interstate gun-carry per-
mits, prosecute violent pro-
testers and create a driver 
education program on how 
to interact with police during 
traffic stops all fell short of 

final passage 
amid stern op-
position from 
Democratic 
leaders.

“Really good 
news but real-
ly surprising,” 
said Sen. Jen 
Jordan, D-At-

lanta, about the stalled mea-
sure on gun permits. “Just 
remember it’s not over. … 
This one can get passed in 
2022.”

The gun measure, spon-
sored by Rep. Mandi Ball-
inger, R-Canton, would have 
allowed anyone licensed to 
carry weapons in other states 

to bring their 
guns legally 
into Georgia 
and have their 
concealed-car-
ry permits rec-
ognized.

I t  c a m e 
on the heels 
on two mass 
shootings last 

month, including one in which 
eight people were killed at 
Atlanta-area massage par-
lors. The timing prompted 
Republicans to shelve the 
bill in the state House of 
Representatives.

“We’re a week out from two 
mass killings,” said Georgia 
House Speaker David Ralston, 
R-Blue Ridge. “That height-
ened my sensitivity to that.”

Meanwhile, Ralston and 
top Republican leaders hailed 
passage of a bill by Rep. 
Houston Gaines, R-Ath-
ens, that blocks most city 
and county governments 
from slashing their police 
budgets by more than 5% 
over a 10-year span.

That measure, which is 
awaiting Gov. Brian Kemp’s 
signature after passing in 
the state legislature largely 
along party lines, came after 
Atlanta and Athens officials 
nearly shrunk their police 
budgets last year.

From staff reports

During the first week of operation, 
3,078 people received COVID-19 vac-
cines at the Catoosa-Dade-Walker 
Vaccination Station.

During its second week, the Vac-
cination Station administered the 
COVID-19 shot to 3,604 people — 
780 on Wednesday, March 31, and 
a record 2,824 on Thursday, April 1, 
said John Pless, public information 
officer for Catoosa County.

The Vaccination Station launched 
March 24 at the Catoosa Colonnade 
at 264 Catoosa Circle in Ringgold. 
The three counties have combined 
resources to offer safe, fast and free 
protection against the coronavirus 
with this regional drive-thru vacci-
nation site, officials said.

In addition to targeting residents 
in Catoosa, Dade and Walker Coun-
ty, the Vaccination Station is open to 
any Georgia resident age 16 or older 
and Tennessee and Alabama resi-
dents who work in Georgia.

In Catoosa County, about 20,000 
vaccines had been administered as of 
March 24; the county has a popula-
tion of about 69,000, officials said. 
In Walker County, about 14,000 vac-
cines had been administered as of 
March 24; the county has a popula-
tion of about 70,000.

Officials said that the Vaccination 
Station in Catoosa County supple-
ments in-county vaccination setups 
at county health departments and 
elsewhere.

Appointments can be scheduled 
online at: https://www.signupgenius.
com/go/20f094aa9ad2fa6fd0-covid8

The online appointment link is also 
available on the three county govern-
ment websites and Facebook pages.

Nearly 7K vaccines given 
in the first two weeks

Officials urge everyone to get COVID-19 vaccination

‘Defund 
police’ 
protection 
bill passes 
But gun carry, 
protest crackdown 
stumble

Don Stilwell

Motorists line up Thursday, April 1, for COVID-19 shots at the Catoosa-Dade-Walker Vaccination Station.

Jen Jordan

Mandi 
Ballinger

 ♦ Sign up for vaccination

 ♦ A direct link to the vaccination 

station sign-up site can be found 

on these government websites and 

Facebook pages:

 ♦ Catoosa County — catoosa.com; 

Catoosa County Government on 

Facebook

 ♦ Walker County — 

walkercountyga.gov; Walker County 

Georgia Government on Facebook

 ♦ Dade County — dadecounty-

ga.gov; Dade County Georgia on 

Facebook

See GATHERING, A5

By John Pless
Catoosa County public information officer

Catoosa County Coroner Jimmy 
Spurling is working amidst the on-
going coronavirus pandemic to re-
duce preventable deaths by helping 
to administer thousands of COVID-19 
vaccines at the Catoosa-Dade-Walker 
Vaccination Station at the Colonnade 
since taking office on Jan. 1.

“When most people think of the 
coroner’s job it is usually in the con-
text of investigating deaths and not 
reducing the number of preventable 
deaths,” said Catoosa County Coro-
ner Jimmy Spurling. “But working 
with our government and commu-
nity partners to raise awareness of 
and reduce preventable deaths is 
among the many functions of my 
office. I am committed to serving 
our community by promoting and 
administering COVID-19 vaccines 
that are about 95% effective.”

With 40 years of experience in 
Emergency Medical Services, Spurling 

applies experience, science, and tech-
nology toward preventing a variety 
of deaths.

“I teach classes on suicide aware-
ness and prevention, recovery from 
grief and post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD) and preventing opi-
oid overdoses,” he said. “I believe 
administering the COVID vaccines 
are just as important in preventing 
deaths in our county.”

Spurling is working with two stu-
dents in the coroner’s internship 
program who are volunteering at the 
Vaccination Station at the Colonnade.

Contributed

From left: Intern Emma Bradford, Heritage High School; Jimmy Spurling, Ca-
toosa County coroner; Kinsey Welchel, Kennesaw State.

TO REGISTER FOR VACCINE

Georgia residents can register for 

their COVID-19 vaccines at https://

tinyurl.com/d9pauz27. People 

without internet access can register 

by calling the Catoosa County 

COVID-19 vaccine hotline at 423-

800-8004 Monday through Friday 

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

Catoosa coroner working to 
reduce preventable deaths

During its second week, the Vaccination Station 

 administered the COVID-19 shot to 3,604 people — 

780 on Wednesday, March 31, and a record 2,824 on 

Thursday, April 1, said John Pless, public information 

officer for Catoosa County.
See POLICE, A5


