
It’s an off-year election, 
and the White House is 
securely in the Demo-
cratic camp for two more 
years. That means the fo-
cus is turning instead to 
down-ballot races. 

In the House of Repre-
sentatives, all 435 mem-
bers are up for reelection. 
The current split is 233 
Republicans, 199 Demo-
crats and three vacancies, 
and the House is project-
ed to remain a Republican 
stronghold. While there 
might be some momen-
tary excitement on the 
individual race level (i.e., 
the recent primary defeat 
of Rep. Eric Cantor in 
Virginia), the real excite-
ment concerns the Senate, 
where power could shift.

Of the 100 Senate seats, 
36 seats are up for elec-
tion, 21 of them Demo-
cratic and 15 Republican. 

Eight of them — Alas-
ka, Arkansas, Colorado, 
Georgia, Iowa, Kentucky, 
Louisiana and North Car-
olina — are tossups. Ac-
cording to Real Clear Pol-
itics, Georgia and Iowa are 
open seats, i.e., no incum-
bent is running, and they 
were previously held by a 
Republican and a Demo-
crat respectively. The other 
states, with the exception 
of Kentucky, where the 
seat is held by Republi-
can Minority leader Mitch 
McConnell, are held by 
Democrats. With the Sen-
ate currently split 53 Dem-
ocratic, 45 Republican and 
two independents, a shift to 
a majority Republican Sen-
ate became more probable 
after this week’s primary.

What is at stake is less 
about local or state pol-
itics and more about the 
national stage.

Three primaries held 
this week shed light on the 
national mood. In Missis-
sippi, six-term Republican 
Sen. Thad Cochran ran 
against State Sen. Chris 
McDaniel, who was cham-
pioned by the tea party. 
McDaniel had received 
1,418 more votes than Co-
chran in the primary and 
was attempting to vilify 
the incumbent as an es-
tablishment insider. In the 
past few days, a number 
of national figures have 
joined the fray, endorsing 
one or the other candi-
date: Former Sen. Rick 
Santorum campaigned for 
McDaniel and Sen. John 
McCain campaigned for 
Cochran. While McDaniel 
focused on the right, Co-
chran focused on the mid-
dle — independents and 
crossover Democrats. 

Cochran won the runoff 
51 percent versus 49 per-
cent. This kept the state in 
the likely GOP column. A 
win by McDaniel would 
have left space for the 
Democratic nominee, for-
mer Rep. Travis Childers, 

to appeal to the middle 
and potentially capture 
the seat.

In Oklahoma, two can-
didates were competing 
in the primary to replace 
Sen. Tom Coburn; a Re-
publican who is retiring: 
Rep. James Lankford; and 
former state House Speak-
er T.W. Shannon. 

Shannon, part Native 
American and part Af-
rican-American, was 
backed by the tea party 
and championed by Ted 
Cruz, the junior senator 
from Texas. 

Lankford, who has 
served two terms in the 
House, rapidly rose in the 
House leadership and is 
the fifth-ranking House 
Republican. While this 
provided an opportunity 
for Shannon to cry “Estab-
lishment!” and “Insider!,” 
Langford’s background as 
a Baptist minister, his abili-
ty to inspire and call people 
to action gave him the edge.

As Nathan Gonzalez, 
deputy editor of the non-
partisan Rothenberg Po-
litical Report, told CNN, 
“The Oklahoma primary 
doesn’t fit neatly into the 
establishment versus an-
ti-establishment box. It’s 
very different than some 
of the other high-profile 
races, where you had a 
challenger taking on an in-
cumbent. The political in-
sider in Washington may 
not look like the political 
insider in Oklahoma.”

Lankford won the 
primary by a huge mar-
gin — 57 percent to 34 
percent. While this race 
would not have changed 

national results at the 
Senate level, it reminds 
us that it’s about turnout 
and votes in the end.

In Colorado, former 
Rep. Tom Tancredo was 
running for the Republi-
can nomination for gover-
nor in a field of four. They 
were all vying for the 
right to run against Gov. 
John Hickenlooper.  

What is fascinating 
about this race is that there 
was less concern about 
who would run against 
Hickenlooper than there 
was about the potential 
impact on the Senate race 
in Colorado, where the Re-
publican nominee, Cory 
Gardner, has pulled within 
two points of Democratic 
incumbent Mark Udall.

Left-leaning groups 
were running advertise-
ments in support of Tan-
credo in the apparent hope 
that he would win the 
primary and that his hard 
stance on immigration 
would serve as a lightning 
rod to attract Democratic 
voters to the polls in No-
vember to vote against 
him and, at the same time, 
for Udall.

The win over Tancredo 
by Bob Beauprez means 
Republicans are more 
likely to gain a Senate seat 
this fall in Colorado. 

This year, it’s all Senate 
— all the time.

To find out more about 
Jackie Gingrich Cush-
man and read features by 
other Creators Syndicate 
writers, visit www.cre-
ators.com.
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Let me begin by saying 
that I regard Randy Vinson 
as intelligent, articulate, 
insightful and a sincerely 
good person, but I never 
forget Randy is a planner 
with one concept of how the 
world should be planned.

The really important is-
sue which this county now 
faces is not about Randy or 
me.  It is about which path 
the county will choose. The 
path the non-governmental 
think tank, the center, would 
have us embrace is a com-
prehensive new zoning plan 
authored by a paid consul-
tant whose planning cre-
dentials come from a suburb 
of one million people with 
an average income of over 
twice that of Newton Coun-
ty, 15 miles from downtown 
Washington D.C.  They call 
it the 2050 Plan.

The proponents of the 
2050 Plan have done a 
stellar job of marketing the 
name brand of the 2050 
Plan, but have been slow to 
release to the county com-
missioners, the city council 
members or the public the 
specifics of the proposal 
which will have the great-
est impact on the individ-
ual citizens of our county 
of any local law of my 
lifetime, and that is neither 
short nor hyperbole.

The 2050 Baseline Ordi-
nance, a document of 100 
pages, was just two weeks 
ago released to the officials 
of the local governments 
expected to pass it.  The 
Center timetable called 
for passage in December, 
but as questions have been 
raised about the plan, pro-
ponents have begun to push 
for more rapid passage.

The plan creates two new 
zoning districts covering 
most of Eastern Newton 
County.  The rural district 
comprising 25 percent of 
the county would have a 
minimum lot size of 10 
acres and the conservation 
district comprising 37 per-
cent a minimum lot size of 
20 acres.  Stop and think 
about that for just a mo-

ment. Nearly 62 percent  
of the county would have 
a minimum lot size of 10 
acres or 20 acres.  Even 
Vinson had to acknowl-
edge that this was perhaps 
a “bridge too far.”

And don’t think this af-
fects only large landown-
ers because it does not. 
If you own 15 acres and 
you have two children you 
would like to give 5 acres 
each so they could build 
homes, you can’t.

They will tell you that 
rendering your land vir-
tually worthless by only 
allowing you to build one 
house per 20 acres is offset 
because you can sell what 
are called Transferable De-
velopment Rights to devel-
opers who want to build in 
Western Newton County 
or Covington or the Com-
pact Communities that 
are exempted from the 10 
and 20 acre minimum lot 
size restrictions.  We don’t 
know if there will even 
be a market for the TDRs 
since we don’t know if de-
velopers will want to build 
with a higher density in the 
receiving areas, as they are 
called, than that already al-
lowed under the ordinance.  
And even if a developer 
does want to exceed the 
base density, the ordinance 
allows the developer to pay 
the county a penalty and 
not have to buy the TDRs 
from the landowner on the 
open market.

This ordinance even 
tells you how much win-
dow space you can have 
on the front of your house, 
the percentage reflectivity 
those windows must have, 

the building materials the 
house must be constructed 
of and the number of colors 
you can use.

While it is my person-
al belief that the Baseline 
Ordinance as now drafted 
would be an enormous case 
of government overreach, I 
don’t expect the commis-
sioners and council persons 
to take my word for it.  I 
implore them to read the 
entire Baseline Ordinance 
for themselves.  The goal 
of the plan is admirable, but 
the devil is in the details. 
Accepting this ordinance as 
written by the center and its 
consultant without investi-
gating what the ordinance 
actually says is like letting 
the fox install the security 
alarm for the henhouse.  

As citizens we should 
encourage our elected of-
ficials to slow down this 
process to allow them to 
independently review the 
ordinance.  We should in-
sist on a thorough and sift-
ing debate among the peo-
ple who put this ordinance 
together and the property 
owners who are most se-
verely impacted.

We should ask, “Do we 
really want a system where 
local government picks the 
winners and the losers in-
stead of allowing the mar-
ket to do so?”  With 62 per-
cent of the county land area 
frozen in its current state 
and removed from the pool 
of available land the mar-
ket will push the cost of the 
available building lots up.  
At the same time the dra-
conian demands of the or-
dinance will push the cost 
of construction up.  Thus 
by driving up the price of 
housing, this Ordinance 
seeks not only to pick the 
winners and losers, but also 
to choose the spectators.

Finally, once the Board 
of Commissioners have 
addressed the glaring is-
sues in the ordinance, this 
matter should be put be-
fore the public in the form 
of a referendum held in 
conjunction with the 2016 
presidential general elec-
tion when there will be a 
maximum number of vot-
ers.  We vote on all alco-
hol laws and bond issues, 
and all the alcohol changes 
and bond issues of the last 
30 years combined pale in 
comparison to the impact 
of this plan.

This is much more than 
just a new zoning ordi-
nance.  This is an enormous 
experiment in social engi-
neering with the 100,000 
residents of Newton Coun-
ty, their property rights and 
the future of our county 
acting as the test subjects.  
Newton County is not by 
any metric similar to the 
Washington D.C. suburb 
model the xenter and its 
paid consultant would have 
us bet the farm (and the 
house and our future) on.

We all want to avoid 
the excesses of the early 
2000’s as reflected in the 
aggressive development in 
Western Newton County, 
but we need to make sure 
we don’t go too far to the 
other extreme.  Balance 
and moderation should be 
our touchstones.  We must 
not abandon our property 
rights to secure a zoning 
plan which may well not fit 
our county anyway.  Let’s 
at least have a debate over 
the 2050 Baseline Ordi-
nance before us now.

Philip A. Johnson is a 
native of Newton County 
and has practiced law lo-
cally for 40 years.

Let’s not go too far

PHILIP JOHNSON
GUEST COLUMNIST

our thoughts

COVINGTON NEWSPAPER COMPANY INC.

Postal information

The Covington News (USPS 136140) is published three 
times weekly, on Sunday, Wednesday and Friday, for $72 (in-
cluding tax) for home delivery, or $90.95 by mail per year by 
Covington Newspaper Company, Inc., 1166 Usher St., Cov-
ington, GA 30014. Periodicals postage paid at Covington, 
GA. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to The Coving-
ton News, P. O. Box 1249, Covington, GA 30015.

ADVERTISING SUPERVISOR

Cynthia Warren
cbwarren@covnews.com

EDITOR

Bryan Fazio
bfazio@covnews.com

PUBLISHER

T. Pat Cavanaugh
pcavanaugh@covnews.com

CONTROLLER

Debbie Thompson
dthompson@covnews.com

CIRCULATION SUPERVISOR

Amanda Ellington
aellington@covnews.com

DESIGN EDITOR

Sabastian Wee
swee@covnews.com

2050 Plan

Ten years ago a group of people got together, 
politicians and concerned citizens alike, and made 
a decision that Newton County, inevitably, was 
going to grow.

They decided if that was going to happen there 
needed to be a plan in place that would insure the 
county grew in an orderly fashion and in a fashion 
that would attract business and insure the county’s 
economic growth.

Getting politicians to leave their egos at the 
door and work hand-in-hand with local citizens to 
insure a workable plan was designed was not an 
easy thing to do.

But it happened.
The result of those meetings was the 2050 plan.
By design, the basic elements of the plan were 

not hashed out in the public.
It was hard for us at The News, at first, to accept 

that premise. But as time passed we came to un-
derstand the reasons why.

Once a year the group that is responsible for the 
development of the plan has an open meeting to 
discuss the progress of the planning.

The Covington News supports the concept of 
the 2050 plan, and we salute the folks who have 
from time to time served to develop the plan to 
this point.

 Our own publisher, who is Chairman of the 
Rockdale County Chamber of Commerce helped 
introduce a similar program in that county, and the 
chamber has hired Newton’s Kay Lee to help their 
collaborative get off the ground.

There has been some controversy about the 
plans laid out for the 2050 Plan and the Brickstore 
Overlay, and in response there will be five public 
meetings held throughout the next month. You can 
go to covnews.com to see the dates, places and 
times of these meetings.

We suspect that many of the folks who are rais-
ing Cain about the proposed plans have never seen 
or heard  what the plans are for the overlay dis-
tricts. Most of their information is coming from 
gossip  and standing around at cocktail parties.

We strongly suggest that if you have an inter-
est in what the 2050 plan proposes that you attend 
one or more of these meetings. If, after you have 
attended, you disagree with the plan, that’s your 
right. You also, then, have a right to oppose the 
plan. 

But until you make your mind up because you 
have personally heard the plan, you should keep 
your comments to yourself.

Make no mistake about it, Newton County is go-
ing to grow. It can grow Helter Skelter or it can 
grow  in  an organized, progressive way that in-
sures that we will live in a county that  has the 
resources to support us and and our families for 
years to come.

letter to the editor
Dear editor,

It is good that the Center for Community Pres-
ervation and Planning will hold educational 
meetings about the 2050 plan around the county. 
Despite its years in development, it remains an 
enigma to most people.

“The center will lead the meetings, delivering 
information to the public and hearing their feed-
back,” according to the announcement.

The question is whether feedback will trans-
late into meaningful changes and compromises if 
there is public objection to certain issues.  Mem-
bers of the Board of Commissioners should be at 
each meeting to hear what the questions are so 
they can respond appropriately when the ques-
tion is called. 

There is significant opposition evolving in 
eastern Newton County to one major tenet of the 
baseline ordinances as currently written, that be-
ing the limit on new housing to one residence per 
20 acres, not five, not 10, but 20. That may be 
a lovely visual for planners, but it is extremely 
unfair and unrealistic to say to land owners that 
their financial future and intergenerational lega-
cy will be impinged upon to this extent.  

To have a plan to guide Newton County’s growth 
and protect natural resources is wise. All parties 
should acknowledge this, but property owners in the 
eastern side of the county have a legitimate beef with 
the current plan.  Holding land for generations is 
costly, but many families have done so in hopes and 
expectations that the financial future of their families 
could be secured through future development.

Sincerely,
Barbara M. Morgan  

Accepting this ordinance as written by 
the center and its consultant without 
investigating what the ordinance actually 
says is like letting the fox install the 
security alarm for the henhouse. ” 

“


