
 Wednesday, May 7, 2014   Page 5AThe Covington News

Dear editor,

The comedy that is 
Covington’s mayor, 
scripted for “Hollywood 
of the South” and played 
out on Covington Cable 
TV. This one should win 
several awards. The story 
goes from bizarre to un-
believable. Who on earth 
would have ever believed 
that electing a carpetbag-
ger could turn the entire 
city into a soap opera? 

Termination of the pre-
vious “Downtown Cov-
ington” manager should 
have eliminated many 
of the unknown ‘OMG, 
what is going to happen 
next?’ experiences, but, 
alas, it has only got-
ten worse with the new 
Turks, Mayor Ronnie 
Johnston and Covington 
Planning Director Randy 
Vinson at the helm.

That just goes to show 
you that a city or coun-
ty employee who does 
mostly nothing can be 
safer than one who ei-
ther doesn’t understand 
or doesn’t care about 
the wants and desires 
of the constituency and 
prefers to change things 
to his own liking rather 
than to preserve them as 

they are. Meanwhile, the 
other believes the entire 
population of the City of 
Covington should sup-
port his plan of what our 
town should be.

OK, let’s design a ga-
zebo with an unknown 
cost (‘Trust me, just give 
me the money’) that is 
about as tall as a giraffe, 
fits into the downtown 
Covington square like 
a 747 and would mimic 
a scene from the mov-
ie “Groundhog Day” 
as people come to town 
each day to make jokes 
about those who demon-
strated a certain lack of 
good taste for having 
placed this monstros-
ity on one of the most 
beautiful, just as it is, 
downtown square areas 
of any other in the good 
ole USA.

But wait, there is more! 
With a parking garage 
located a block off the 
downtown square, the 
Mayor believes we need 
another one. The one 
we already have prob-
ably averages around 5 
percent of its capacity 
on any given day and is 
completely empty after 
business hours. So the 
‘ideal’ location for this 

new garage is two blocks 
off the square on a piece 
of property the owner 
probably had just as well 
forget he ever bought. An 
albatross that can turn a 
profit. How novel.  But 
you have to realize in 
Covington that happens 
all the time. We certain-
ly don’t want wealthy 
landowners who made a 
bad investment to have 
to lose any money so we 
simply take tax dollars 
and bail them out! What 
a country!

The best use for that 
piece of property would 
be the construction of the 
Dollar Store for the near-
by residents but especial-
ly those in the housing 
next door. Do you realize 
those people have to get 
someone to take them 
shopping for groceries 
every time they go out? 
But, the mayor, in his 
infinite wisdom sees a 
parking garage on that 
property instead. How 
could you possibly deny 
those residents, in their 
older years, and some 
handicapped, the conve-
nience of being able to 
go next door to shop? 
This is just another ex-
ample of “You can’t fix 

stupid”.
There are some who 

allegedly believe dollar 
stores are not the kind 
of upscale business “we” 
want in Covington. Ba-
haaaaaaaaaaaaa. “We” is 
a collective term. I don’t 
know what those people 
have in their pockets.

I’m sorry to disap-
point, but we love our 
little town just the way 
it is, and if we wanted 
Manhattan we would be 
in Manhattan. What we 
want is Mayberry, that 
disappearing segment of 
Americana where peo-
ple were happy, children 
played out of doors into 
the evening hours, crime 
was non-existent and 
tearing down old build-
ings was a sin. And last 
but not least, newcomers 
tried hard to fit in rath-
er than claim to want to 
“Bring this little town 
into the 21st Century.” 
We have had about all 
the 21st Century we want 
thank you. 

If you need transpor-
tation to the awards cer-
emony for this movie, 
maybe you can ride the 
mayor’s bus.

Sam M. Hay III
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Newton Board of Commissioners: 
Making Progress?

Chairman in charge

The more we think about the county’s conversations 
about what type of government the county should have 
going forward, the more we believe the ultimate author-
ity should be returned to the people through the elected 
county chairman.

For decades, Newton County had a strong-chair-
man form of government, which worked well until 
the prior Board of Commissioners decided to strip 
the then-chairman of her powers and give more au-
thority to a county manager. While commissioners 
said they did what they needed to do, the rationale 
for the change was never clearly explained, and it’s 
clear there were character conflicts in addition to le-
gitimate issues.

Neither the chairman nor the majority of commission-
ers who voted for the change are in office.

The chairman and a county manager/administrator 
will always disagree because any two people working to-
gether, no matter how close, won’t agree on everything.

However, we’ve heard talk of dysfunction between 
the two positions, and that’s most likely due to the fact 
both the chairman and county manager think they’re in 
control. The structure needs clarity. The county needs 
one boss to receive the glory when his decisions work 
out and to take the fall when they don’t.

If the chairman is the top authority, he’ll need a strong 
county administrator supporting him and carrying out 
the chairman’s and the Board of Commissioner’s prior-
ities during his day-to-day running of the county. That 
shouldn’t change.

Hiring a county manager, who is the top authority, 
would not only be expensive in the future, but having 
to remove a county manager could place the county in a 
distracting game of political hot potato.

A county chairman can be removed by the vote of the 
people, and while that can only happen once every four 
years, the Board of Commissioners is the group respon-
sible for keeping the chairman in line, if necessary, in 
between elections.

We hope commissioners will poll their constituents, 
but we feel confident returning authority to the position 
of elected chairman will be the popular choice. We also 
believe it’s the right choice for now.

We welcome editorial cartoons and 
letters to the editor. Please include 
full name, hometown and phone 
number. Letters must be 350 
words or less to be considered for 
publication. 
• Mail: Editor, The Covington 
News, P.O. Box 1249, Covington, 
GA 30015
 • In person: 1166 Usher St. 
Covington, GA 30015 
 • email: news@covnews.com

HAVE YOUR SAY

Praise for a few smart city council 
persons who avoided a train wreck

from facebook

The new gun law has 
passed, now what are 
the options for local 
governments and 

authorities?

Traci Gilliam Barlow said:
Why is it that lawmakers feel 
they have to keep redefining 
our rights? The bill of rights was 
made specifically so that these 
rights could NOT be changed. Our 
founding father are rolling like a 
rotisserie chicken in their graves...
smh. When will it ever be enough?

On April 26, 2014, the 
Newton County Board of 
Commissioners (BOC) met 
for its second work session 
to discuss the structure of 
county government.  For 
those who have not fol-
lowed this issue closely, the 
BOC is currently operating 
under a county manager 
form of government that 
is contrary to the county’s 
charter, which is also called 
its “enabling legislation.” 
The current charter calls 
for a full time commission 
chairman to be the county’s 
chief executive officer rath-
er than that role being filled 
by a county manager. Re-
cent action by the BOC to 
appoint a “county manager 
in waiting,” to replace retir-
ing County Manager John 
Middleton brought this 
issue back into the public 
conscience. Taxpayers have 
spoken out in opposition to 
paying multiple individuals 
to run the day-to-day op-
erations of the county and 
have questioned the BOC 
about subverting the will 
of voters who elected the 
chairman to manage county 
government. 

The BOC heard con-
sultant Dave Wills from 
the Association of County 
Commissioners of Geor-
gia and Jim Dove from the 
Northeast Georgia Regional 
Commission caution them 
about the inevitable confu-
sion and inefficiency caused 
by operating without a clear 
chain of command in the 
front office.  Those experts 
were instrumental in getting 
the commissioners to agree 
that changes are needed.  
Chairman Keith Ellis stat-

ed that the current situation 
wherein Mr. Middleton su-
pervises day-to-day county 
operations, presents a prob-
lem for him as chairman in 
that he cannot be responsive 
to voters but nonetheless 
will be held accountable 
by them at the ballot box.  
Commissioners agreed that 
the county needs to main-
tain the full time chairman- 
commission form of gov-
ernment for the present and 
that authority to manage 
county operations ought 
to be restored to Chair-
man Ellis. The five district 
commissioners seemed to 
understand that they could 
exercise sufficient “checks 
and balances” by overrid-
ing actions of the chairman 
with a majority vote if that 
is ever necessary.  

While a general consen-
sus appeared to be reached 
to retain our current form 
of government and restore 
the role of the chairman, 
the hard work of ironing 
out the details remains. 
Voters must stay vigilant to 
be sure that happens soon.  
Our current charter is out-
dated and does not contain 
adequate details about the 
duties of the chairman and 
of the district commission-

ers. Until such time as the 
charter can be updated and 
revised by action of the 
state legislature, the BOC 
and chairman should agree 
to an operating policy that 
better defines the role of 
each. Clearly, the five dis-
trict commissioners should 
serve as the legislative 
branch of county govern-
ment with the responsibil-
ity to enact policies and 
procedures, pass county 
ordinances, approve the 
county budget, set millage 
rates, act on rezoning re-
quests, etc.  The chairman 
should head the executive 
branch of county govern-
ment and any operating 
policy or revised charter 
should give him/her the re-
sponsibility and authority 
to manage county govern-
ment on a day to day basis. 
That includes supervising 
county departments, hiring 
and firing county employ-
ees, and making routine 
spending decisions within 
the confines of the county 
budget.  Overall, the coun-
ty chairman should be the 
person most responsible 
for producing an efficient 
and effective county gov-
ernment. 

The chairman will need 
administrative help to run 
day-to-day operations of the 
county. I assume that role 
will fall to Mr. Tom Garrett, 
who will become what Mr. 
Middleton once was-the 
county administrator, chief 
of staff, chief of operations, 
or whatever title seems most 
appropriate. It is absolutely 
necessary that this position 
report to the chairman.  The 
two must speak with one 

voice.  Competence and 
commitment to the county’s 
best interest are key require-
ments of that position, as is 
objective and non-discrimi-
natory support of the district 
commissioners.  Political 
maneuvering, favoritism 
and self-promotion are not 
needed. By studying the 
practices of similar sized 
counties, a fair and reason-
able salary can be estab-
lished for this position, and 
that of the chairman. 

Change is difficult for 
government so voters 
should watch for any re-
sistance or foot dragging 
from individual BOC 
members or county staffers 
who may be uncomfort-
able with returning man-
agement authority to the 
chairman. Mr. Middleton 
and county attorney Tom-
my Craig were charged 
with developing organiza-
tional options for the com-
missioners to study.  Let’s 
be sure that happens soon-
er rather than later and that 
the BOC acts promptly to 
implement these changes.  
That will signal real prog-
ress toward improving our 
county government. 

Larry McSwain retired 
from the Georgia Depart-
ment of Natural Resources’ 
Wildlife Resource Division 
after 32 years and was a 
member of the Middle Oc-
mulgee Regional Water 
Council, which studied the 
proposed Bear Creek Res-
ervoir, from 2009 to 2011. 
He is currently an environ-
mental consultant.

Larry McSwain
guesT cOLuMNIsT

letter to the editor

COVingtOn nEwS 
OnLinE POLL

Do you support the new gun law?

nO

wHAt gUn LAw?

42%

3%

YES
55%

Note: this is not a scientific poll. Results are from our daily 
poll at covnews.com


