
JANUARY 2021 S M O K E  S I G N A L S  |  N E W S  1 A

Smoke Signals
JANUARY 2021   |    News and views from Big Canoe and around North Georgia   |    VOL XXXIII NO. 1   |    www.smokesignalsnews.com

Honored as 
a newspaper 

of General 
Excellence

2020

In-home complimentary 
design service

ARIANA HOME 

FURNISHINGS 

AND DESIGN

features Stickley, 

Tommy Bahama, 

Baker and more premium 

brands to enhance your 

North Georgia lifestyle.

325 BRANNON RD, CUMMING, GA 30041 • Store Hours: Monday to Saturday 10am - 6pm • Sunday 12pm - 5pm • www.arianafurniture.com •  678-807-7422

New Year Specials

1 9 7 2 2 0 2 2

The Mountains of Big Canoe®

5 0 T H  A N N I V E R S A R Y

BY BARBARA SCHNEIDER 
bschneider@smokesignalsnews.com 

T
he Big Canoe community will 
commemorate the 50th Anniver-
sary of its founding with a year 
of events beginning in January 

2022 and culminating with a special cele-
bration on October 22, 2022. 
 The year-long celebration marks a 
legal transaction: Tom Cousins Properties 
and Sea Pines Development created the 
Big Canoe Company, signing the original 
General Declaration of Covenants and 
Restrictions on October 2, 1972. But be-
yond that the 50th anniversary celebration 
honors the fulfillment of Cousins’ dream to 
preserve and protect thousands of acres of 
forest, mountains and lakes that comprise 
Big Canoe. Guided by his love of natural 

Plans underway to commemorate 
Big Canoe’s 50th anniversary in 2022

beauty and respect for the land, Cousins 
preserved his beautiful mountain treasure 
for future generations—now a beloved 
community more than 5,000 residents call 
home.

Commemorate five-decade legacy
 “After such a rough year, it’s beyond 
exciting to know that Big Canoe can look 
forward to its 50th birthday bash in 2022. 
We are ready to pull out all stops—Big 
Canoe style—to commemorate the five-de-
cade legacy of this incredible community,” 
said General Manager Scott Auer. 
 “The year-long celebration will also 
launch us into our next half-century -- and 
I believe the best of Big Canoe lies ahead.”
 The first step in any process is finding 
the right people to plan, organize and man-
age every single step along the way. Plan-
ning and executing a year-long celebration 

requires many dedicated people and a wide 
range of talents, skills and patience. 
 “When Scott Auer contacted me to 
chair the 50th Big Canoe Anniversary Task 
Force I was surprised and very honored,” 
said Susan Willson. She immediately 
contacted her friend Ellen Sheridan. “We 
had worked together on the Leadership Big 
Canoe Board. I hoped she would accept the 
challenge too as my co-chair. We quickly 
thought of potential task force members 
and were surprised how excited folks were 
to be a part of this planning.”
 Along with Sheridan and Willson task-
force members include scribe Judi Schoe-
ler, Mark Green, Jan Murphy, Carolyn 
Littell, Bob Mackey, Brad Herren, Barbara 
Schneider, Teri Sawyer, Sue Ouderkirk and 
Nancy Derajtys. 

 The task force began meeting via 
ZOOM in October 2020 and started to de-
velop a logo and an overall project plan for 
interactive community events highlighting 
the history, lifestyle, events and commu-
nication surrounding Big Canoe’s 50th 
anniversary. Teri Sawyer designed the logo 
with feedback and final approval from the 
50th Anniversary Task force. There may be 
tweaks to the logo as the task force moves 
forward. Initial areas of focus include spe-
cial events, activities and social events; the 
history of Big Canoe; partnerships with Big 
Canoe organizations; marketing; and other 
components.
 “The basis of our plans come from the 
Leadership Big Canoe project results with 
a charity component added,” said Willson. 
“We felt Big Canoe’s 50 years of giving 
should be celebrated too.”

“The 50th anniversary 
celebration honors the dream 

to preserve and protect 
thousands of acres of forest, 

mountains and lakes that 
comprise Big Canoe.”
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BY ELLEN HARRISON
eharrison@smokesignalsnews.com 

F
ollowing a month-long series of 
public hearings and review, pre-
ceded by numerous departmen-
tal meetings, Pickens County 

Commissioners passed a balanced, $29 
million operating budget for 2021 during 
their regular Dec. 17 meeting. 
 Discussed during hearings and 
earlier meetings, amendments may be 
expected throughout the year, as a half 
dozen currently vacant positions may 
be filled in the sheriff’s department; both 
water and the airport are undergoing 
capital improvements and enterprise 
operations may also require budget 
amendments.
 Public Safety accounts for $14.8 
million of the county’s expenditures, 
including the sheriff’s department, 
fire, emergency medical service, E-911, 
coroner, animal control and Emergen-
cy Management. General government 
comes in at $4 million, with Judicial and 
public works just under that, $3.9 and 
$3.86 million, respectively.
 The largest, budgeted, revenue 
source is $21.225 million from property 
taxes. 
 Finance Director Faye Harvey pre-
sented her closing report for the month 
of November, indicating that most 
departments were at or below the 91.7% 
expected expenses for that time of the 
year. Due to the new recycling plant and 

capital improvements, solid waste ex-
ceeded that, coming in at 104.54%; how-
ever, Commissioner Rob Jones clarified 
that the department expects $334,700 
revenues from garbage collection, and 
another $21,537 from sales of recyclable 
materials. Commissioners expect that 
facility to become self-sustaining.
 “We are ecstatic over that,” said 
Jones, anticipating the facility will break 
even in 16-18 months. Harvey confirmed 
the new operation is intended to be 
“financially neutral.”
 The airport stood at 108.20% for 
November’s closing, spending $557,403, 
as opposed to the budgeted $515,139; 
however, Jones indicated that entity 
will receive $609,940 in revenue for 
the same period, more than erasing the 
overage.
 In their Dec. 3 meeting, commis-
sioners signed bonds for the airport to 
proceed with building additional hangar 
space to house more aircraft, gathering 
more property tax revenues into county 
coffers. The airport authority met Mon-
day, Dec. 14, and reviewed plans on the 
table to include two additional hangars, 
built by private entities.
 The Grandview Reservoir water 
treatment facility project is in process 
with drawings and specifications under 
review by the Georgia Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (EPA). County 
Attorney Phil Landrum, III sought and 
commissioners approved an amend-
ment to the bid 

Pickens approves $29 
million budget for 2021
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BY DENISE RAY 
dray@smokesignalsnews.com

D
awson County Commission 
Chairman Billy Thurmond 
reflected on 2020, a year that in-
cluded several accomplishments 

and challenges—including a pandemic, and 
shared his thoughts with Smoke Signals 
Dec. 11. He reviewed the past year and 
what he saw as highlights for himself, 
the board of commissioners, and various 
departments that comprise the county 
government as he has done since he took 
office in 2017. Thurmond then provided his 
goals for 2021.  
        First on his list of successes for 2020 
was maintaining all county services during 
the current COVID-19 pandemic. “I am 
proud of all of the county staff for con-
tinuing to provide a high level of service 
to our citizens while also dealing with the 
pandemic,” Thurmond said. 
         He added that all departments have 
operated under their approved 2020 
budgets. “Our departments realized early 
that the pandemic could have an unknown 
economic impact and made the necessary 
adjustments to work within their budgets,” 
he said.  
        He said that lowering the county 
mileage rate for the second straight year to 
7.885 mills was another accomplishment. 
The 2019 millage rate was set at 8.0890, a 
full rollback from the 8.138 mills the county 
had collected previously and the first time 
the county had a lower millage rate since 
2004 (“What’s ahead for BOC,” Smoke 
Signals, December 2019). 
        Revenue has been added back to fund 

Thurmond reflects on 
2020, discusses 2021 goals

Dawson County Board of Commissioner 
Chairman Billy Thurmond. PHOTO COURTESY OF 
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balance for the fourth year in a row. 
        “Fund balance is a term used in gov-
ernmental accounting, to explain the equity 
portion of the balance sheet,” Dawson 
County Chief Financial Officer Vickie 
Neikirk explained. “It is the difference 
between assets and liabilities.” 
        Thurmond offered the example of how 
the county received Cares Act funding to 
help offset COVID-19 costs.
        Several county ordinances have been 
updated, which was something Thurmond 
defined as “on-going” since 2017. Commis-
sioners looked to have land use ordinances 
revised by the end of 2019. (“What’s ahead 
for BOC,” Smoke Signals, December 2019) 
The process involved looking back at all of 
the county ordinances to determine which 
ones need updating, Thurmond said. 
         The completion of the Pauline Ste-
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‘We are ready to pull out 
all stops—Big Canoe style—

to commemorate the 
five-decade legacy of this 

incredible community.’
~ Scott Auer

“Amendments may be expected throughout the year.”
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