
By Mike O’Neal
moneal@npco.com

Since 2008, when it opened a 
clinic in the building formerly 
occupied by the Walker County 
Health Department, Primary Health 
Care has been THE provider of 
affordable medical services in 
Rossville.

PHC offers primary medical, 
dental and mental health services 

along with health 
education and 
preventive services at 
1430 Suggs Street.

“We’re the only 
medical office in 
Rossville, “ said Dr. 
Michael McCoy, who 
practices at the Scruggs 

Street facility. “If we 
have to close the doors, 
there will be no medical 

providers.”
Steve McDaniel has frequented 

the clinic since opening day in 2008. 
He said his “regular doctor” quit 
accepting Medicaid and after having 
a complete hip joint replacement 
he could not return to his Rossville 
home until he had a doctor — 
something PHC provided.

McDaniel said he nearly died 
when fire 
consumed 
his house in 
2010. Injured 
in the fire, he 
was taken to 
Vanderbilt 
hospital in 
Nashville for 
treatment. Though Georgia-based, 
PHC accepted McDaniel’s TennCare 
insurance while he convalesced at a 
facility in East Ridge and waited for 
his home’s repair.

“I’m not the easiest person to deal 
with but they’ve been with me all the 

time,” he said. “I’m in a wheelchair 
most of the time — or use a walker 
— and it is great to have your same 
doctors continue seeing you. They 
have treated me like a family 
member, not just as a patient.”

But the clinic’s closure is a very 
real possibility as the working 
relationship between PHC and its 
landlord, Walker County government, 
has become more and more strained.

Commissioner Shannon Whitfield 
says the clinic has burdened county 
taxpayers over the past decade. 
He has faulted PHC’s not paying 
for maintenance, for insurance, for 
utilities — even rent.

In November 2017, Whitfield said 
the clinic had cost taxpayers more 
than $1.06 million in rent, $110, 
000 in maintenance and insurance 
and roughly $190,000 in utility bills 
since its opening. In addition, the 
commissioner stated the county had 
invested $400,000 to renovate the 
building.

Documents provided by the 
Georgia Department of Community 
Affairs (DCA) indicate the county, 
in 2007, was awarded a $465,913 
redevelopment fund grant for 
“rehabilitation of the old Walker 
County Health Department in 

Rossville.” 
That grant was 
earmarked for 
installation 
of a new roof, 
replacing the 
HVAC system 
to eliminate 
mold 

problems, to make structural repairs 
and redo the interior. All this would 
prepare the facility to “house a 
newly-instituted dental program 
and other healthier services for low- 
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By Josh O’Bryant
jobryant@npco.com

Walker County 
Commissioner Shannon 
Whitfield has finalized an 
agreement to settle an $8.7 
million debt with Erlanger.

The county will make 12 
payments of $650,000 over the 
next three years, plus a final 
payment of $900,000, Whitfield 
said Thursday, Jan. 4, during 
a called meeting in which he 
signed the agreement.

The debt has been hanging 
over the county for nearly 
seven years.

“I feel real good about this 
agreement,” the commissioner 
said. “It was time to settle 
this and they seem to be very 
happy as well that we have 
come to terms on this.”

The debt stems from a 
loan commitment made by 
the previous Walker County 
administration. Former 
Commissioner Bebe Heiskell 
pledged taxpayer dollars to 
cover this loan from Erlanger 
Health System in 2011, as 
part of an intergovernmental 
agreement with the Hutcheson 
Medical Center board.

Erlanger eventually 

sued for repayment of the 

loan, which was made to 

keep Fort Oglethorpe-based 

Hutcheson Medical Center 

up and running. Under the 

loan agreement, Erlanger 
was tasked with managing 
Hutcheson.

Heiskell, arguing that 
Erlanger did not meet it 
end of the bargain, fought 
repayment o f the loan, but 
a federal court ordered the 
county to pay Erlanger $8.7 
million, plus interest and 
attorney fees.

Whitfield inherited that 

debt when he defeated 
Heiskell in an election and 
took office in January 2017.

Under the debt payment 
settlement, Erlanger has 
agreed to waive the interest 
and attorney fees. This will 
save the county $580,000, 
including $400,000 in interest 
and $180,000 in attorney fees, 
Whitfield said.

Whitfield, in order to pay 
off the debt, last year added 
a “public health facility” fee 
to property owners’ tax bills. 
That fee will continue for 
three years, through 2020, and 

should keep the county from 
raising taxes again, Whitfield 
said.

A payment of $650,000 
will be made each quarter, 

with the first payment on 

Jan. 20. The final, and 13th, 

payment will be made by the 

end of 2020 in the amount of 

$900,000, the commissioner 

said.

“I am deeply appreciative 

for the empathy shown by 

Erlanger toward the people 

of Walker County,” Whitfield 

said. “Our citizens didn’t get 

the county into the financial 

mess we are working to 

correct, but they are being 

asked to help dig us out. By 

allowing Walker County to 

pay off this debt over three 

years, we understand that 

Erlanger recognizes real 

people are making real 

sacrifices.”

“I feel like this is a win-

win for both Walker County 

and Erlanger to get this 

settled and work this out, 

where we can pay this out in a 

three-year term, which allows 

me to see that this is paid out 

Walker County Commissioner Shannon Whitfield, during a called 
meeting Jan. 4, signs an agreement to pay off $8.7 million owed 
to Erlanger. (Messenger photo/Josh O’Bryant)

Whitfield agrees to repay $8.7 million 
Erlanger debt over next three years
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Primary Healthcare: 
Rossville clinic’s 
name says it all

Shot for what? 
Questions linger after 

false 911 call leads to 

deputy’s fatal discharge
By Josh O’Bryant
jobryant@npco.com

Authorities continue 

to investigate an 

officer-involved 

shooting that left a 

Walker County man 

dead and lingering 

questions about the 

emergency phone 

call that led to the 

fatal incident.

In the early 

morning hours of 

New Year’s Day, a 

woman called 911 

saying that a female 

at a residence at 

147 Meadowview 

Lane in Rossville 

was threatening 

to kill herself 

and her children, 

according to the 
Georgia Bureau of 
Investigation, which 
is investigating the 
incident.

Three deputies 
arrived and 
announced several 
times that they were 
from the Walker 
County Sheriff ’s 
Department, 
authorities said.

Sixty-five-year-
old Mark Parkinson 
was spotted in the 
kitchen carrying a 
handgun. Parkinson 
pointed the weapon 
at Deputy John 

Chandler, who 

then fired several 

shots, killing 

him Parkinson, 

authorities said.

Greg Ramey, 
special agent in 
charge at the GBI’s 
Calhoun office, said 
Parkinson was seen 
in the kitchen, near a 
counter, and pointing 
a gun through a 
kitchen window at 
the deputy outside 
of the house, Ramey 
said.

Ramey said 
Parkinson was aware 
someone was outside 
the house.

Parkinson was 
in the kitchen 15-
30 seconds before 
the deputy fired 
the shots, Ramey 
said. The encounter 
between Parkinson 
and Chandler was a 
quick exchange, he 
said.

Ramey said other 
family members 
in the residence 
were awake during 
the shooting and 
in relatively close 
proximity to the 
kitchen area where 
Parkinson was shot.

Ramey said lights 
were on inside the 
Parkinson residence, 
including the 
kitchen, at the time 
of the shooting. Also, 
outside motion-
sensitive security 
lights were on, he 
said.

Chandler was less 
than a dozen feet 
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“We’re the medical oasis 

in a health care desert.” 

— Dr. Jose Justiniano
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