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It was an overcast July morning on Lake Petit, and there were very few people on the 
lake. While kayaking, we decided to head towards Eagle Island to see if we could see 
our favorite raptors. We were almost there when one of our adult bald eagles flew over 
to a pine tree on the northwest side of the lake. I said “He looks like he’s going hunting!” 
We paddled in that direction and sure enough a few moments later the majestic eagle 
took off on a bee line towards the water. He made a first pass a few feet over the lake 
which gave me a few extra seconds to get ready. Then he circled back and made a 
magnificent dive and powerfully snatched a really big trout! I got the entire sequence 
on camera, which was a really wonderful break. I felt like this image was the best one 
of the group. I especially like the water splashes and the spray which lend a sense of 
movement to the image. This has been my most “liked” image on social media ever, 
garnering over 1500 positive reactions on various platforms. PHOTO BY MARK GREEN 

BY DENISE RAY 
dray@smokesignalsnews.com

D
awson County Board of Com-
missioners voted August 20 to 
roll back the county millage rate 
50 percent from 8.089 to 7.885. 

 The unanimous vote followed a 
motion by District 3 Commissioner Tim 
Satterfield and seconded by Chris Gaines, 

District 2 commissioner. 
 “We’re not the whole ball of wax, we 
can set our millage rate, but the school is 
setting theirs and it’s my understanding 
is not going up, it’s staying the same” Dis-
trict 1 Commissioner Sharon Fausett said. 
 “When you get your tax bill, I implore 
you to look at the difference. I want to 
provide a little relief to people, I really 
do. Just look at your tax bill and see how 

much the school gets versus how much 
the county gets.” 
 Fausett expressed her appreciation 
for all those that shared their opinions 
through email and public hearings. 
 “I know that takes time out of your 
day, but this is your county, it’s not just 
our county,” she said after the vote. “I 
want you to know I have heard people 
loud and clear.”

 Fausett thanked those that comment-
ed in person and in email. 
 “Thank you for what you say and we 
do hear you, it doesn’t fall on deaf ears,” 
she said.
 Several citizens did share their con-
cerns during the final of three hearings 
hosted by the officials during the board’s 
special called meeting August 20. 
 

BY MELISSA LOWRIE
mlowrie@smokesignalsnews.com 

T
he golf course at Big Canoe is 
aging. As with anything, (think 
house, car, person, garden) routine 
maintenance is needed to keep 

things running smoothly. Often, more than 
the routine is required to ensure the life of an 
aging entity. 
 There is no doubt, the 27 holes of golf in 
Big Canoe are a great asset to the community. 
It has value, and requires renovations now, to 
ensure viability in the future. 
 Of the three nines, Creek is the oldest, 
built in 1971 and open to play in 1972. It has 
outlived its lifespan on almost every level, 
most importantly the irrigation system and 
greens. Big Canoe golf boasts an outstand-
ing grounds crew, but for them to continue 
a patch-and-repair approach is costly and 
diverts valuable labor and resources. Un-
derlying infrastructure problems cannot be 
corrected without a significant investment. 
 Noted golf course architect Bill Bergin 
has been secured as general contractor and 
project manager. They have successfully 
completed similar projects and have an 

excellent reputation within the golf industry. 
Bergin solicited bids from seven qualified golf 
course construction firms. The $2.2 million 
estimated cost to renovate the Creek 9 is 
based on firm-fixed-price bids from these 
contractors.
 This project will address Creek’s 
decrepit infrastructure, preventing costly 
and constant maintenance. Renovations will 
immediately improve the course’s environ-
mental impact. Planned beautification will 
enhance landscapes and views.
 The Creek 9 Initiative is part of the Big 
Canoe Master Plan and will be funded by the 
POA board-designated capital fund with-
out additional assessments. The fund has a 
balance of about $1.9 million and is estimated 
to be more than $2.2 million by the end of 
2020. Because of the cost of the project, the 
property owners of Big Canoe will be asked 
to vote in early September. 
 As property owners, Big Canoe residents 
have an obligation to maintain common prop-
erties. Sustaining and enhancing property 
values should be considered as well. 
 For a list of frequently asked questions, 
or to read more about the Creek 9 Initiative, 
visit www.creek9.org.

“I want you to know I have heard people loud and clear . . . I implore you—look at your tax bill 
and see how much the school gets versus how much the county gets.” ~ District 1 Commissioner Sharon Fausett

Dawson County BOC votes to roll back millage rate
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Sinkholes like this from spring 2020 are becoming more common as the Big Canoe 
golf courses’ infrastructure ages. PHOTO COURTESY OF CREEK 9 INITIATIVE

September vote expected for Creek rejuvenation

BY BARBARA SCHNEIDER
bschneider@smokesignalsnews.com 

T
he most frequently asked ques-
tions on Big Canoe’s “Ask the 
POA” page concern Petit Dam, 
General Manager Scott Auer 

told directors at the August 20 POA board 
meeting.  
 “Nothing major came up in dam 
inspection reports over the first three-quar-
ters of 2020,” Auer told the board, “except 
for regular ongoing maintenance and minor 
repairs.” 
 Petit Dam, the second largest earthen 
dam in Georgia, is classified as a Category 1 
earthen dam, which has the most stringent 
inspection requirements. According to the 
Georgia Safe Dams Program, to be consid-
ered “a Category 1 dam, the improper opera-
tion or failure [of the dam] would result in a 
probable loss of human life.’’
 This statement includes a very import-
ant clarification: “A Category 1 classification 
is not an indication of the condition of the 
dam. The classification relates to the hazard 
potential should the dam fail for any reason. 
In addition, the classification is not an indi-
cation of the likelihood of failure.” (https://
epd.georgia.gov/safe-dams-program)

What does this mean for Petit Dam?
 Under the Georgia Safe Dams Act, 
O.C.G.A. Secs. 12-5-370 et seq., the Safe 
Dams Program is responsible for develop-
ing and maintaining an inventory of dams, 
classifying dams, and ensuring compliance 

of all regulated dams. 
 As a Category 1 earthen dam, Petit 
Dam is regulated under the Safe Dams Act, 
requires a permit from the Environmental 
Protection Department (EPD), must follow 
a specific inspection schedule and have an 
approved Emergency Act Plan (EAP) on file. 
 Auer and Big Canoe’s Director of 
Operations Jason Brownell explained how 
Big Canoe manages and maintains Petit 
Dam in an August 18 Zoom interview with 
Smoke Signals. Brownell works closely with 
Geosyntec, an engineering firm with a dam 
services group that specializes in dam main-
tenance, safety, and inspections. Geosyntec 
offers risk evaluation and mitigation, moni-
toring and geotechnical data to its clients. 

Above and beyond requirements
 “The Safe Dams Act requires quarter-
ly inspections and a bi-annual inspection, 
which must be done by an engineering 
group. The POA has followed a much more 
stringent approach,” said Auer. “Geosyn-
tec does the quarterly inspections as well 
as an annual complete engineering report 
for Petit Dam and its spillways and helped 
develop our EAP. That’s significantly more 
than is required.”
 This year an additional step will be 
added to the annual engineering inspection 
in October. A dive team—equipped with 
a decompression tank—will examine the 
low-level sluice gate 100 feet below the 
surface, Auer said. 
 Geosyntec explains why the process is 
important: “The low-level outlet and sluice 

“We are stringent about routine maintenance . . . 
We go above and beyond on regular inspections 
and rigorous monitoring”   ~ General Manager Scott Auer

Petit Dam questions 
top ‘Ask the POA’

gate provide a means for the [POA] owner 
to release water from and lower the surface 
elevation of the reservoir in anticipation of 
a large storm or events that would require 
additional storage of runoff in the reservoir.
 “The low-level sluice gate also provides 
a means for the surface elevations of the 
reservoir to be lowered should any main-
tenance or repair be needed in the spillway 

channel or other shoreline feature of the 
reservoir.” 
 “Our routine maintenance program is 
rigorous, thorough and well planned,” said 
Auer. “It’s similar to inspecting all of our 
roads each year to determine what needs 
to be done. We go above and beyond on 
preventive maintenance and meticulous 
monitoring.” n  PETIT  |  Page 2

Green snaps ‘magnificent dive’


