
Last week I attended 
two informal meetings of 
citizens and two Chamber 
of Commerce moderated 
meetings on the 2050 Plan 
and a meeting on the High-
way 278 Community Im-
provement District. I came 
away with an appreciation 
of just how similar is the 
end result most of us want 
for Newton County and yet 
how distant are the means 
that we would employ to 
accomplish that end.

After listening to the pre-
sentation by the consultants 
who prepared the 2050 
Baseline Ordinance and 
the reaction by the several 
hundred citizens who at-
tended these meetings, my 
take away was that most 
citizens want a quality, con-
venient and livable county. 
However, they don’t want 
government, which they 
don’t like and don’t trust, to 
be the architect of how they 
deal with their land and 
how they live their lives.

Though not addressed 
in the 2050 Baseline Or-
dinance discussion, the 
Highway 278 CID meet-
ing did acknowledge that 
for all of us to prosper and 
enjoy the amenities of life, 
Newton County must have 
commercial development.  
Obviously commercial de-
velopment will largely be 
concentrated in the City of 
Covington, and if current 
development trends are any 
indication of the future, it 
will occur in the eastern 
side of Covington.

Evident to all of us who 
have spent any time think-
ing about what is happen-
ing in the county, Newton 
County citizens who live 
west of the Yellow River 
do not come to Covington 
to shop, dine or purchase 
services.  They go west to 
Rockdale County.  A wise 
observer of human behav-
ior once told me people 
don’t go away from the 
most active area to shop, 
they go toward it.

Therefore, if the com-
mercial development we all 

want in Covington to pro-
vide employment, shop-
ping, entertainment and 
the amenities of modern 
life is to prosper, then we 
must have some residential 
development east of Cov-
ington.  As much as some 
might like to see everything 
east of the Alcovy River a 
large green space, not only 
is that not fair to the people 
who live and own property 
there, it is not consistent 
with a thriving commercial 
center in Covington.

The question I’ve been 
asked by the proponents 
of the Baseline Ordinance 
is, “Do we want to con-
tinue to do things like we 
have been?” referring to 
the intensive starter home 
development which flood-
ed into western Newton 
County during the 1990’s 
and the early 2000’s.  The 
inference in their question 
is we can either have the 
development model of the 
2050 Plan or we can have 
western Newton County 
repeated again in the east, 
as if there is no alternative 
which doesn’t involve ei-
ther extreme.

Not one person I talked 
to who owns land or lives 
in eastern Newton Coun-
ty wants to see a prolif-
eration of subdivisions 
like the Silos at Ellington 
with its large boxes and 
vinyl siding built on long 
straight streets which lead 
nowhere.  But neither do 
they want a top down de-
velopment model imposed 
on them.  Just because the 
proponents say that the 
trend among young people 
is to live in compact com-

munities does not mean 
that all residents want to 
live in little villages.  Many 
people want to live on three 
acres in traditional neigh-
borhoods or on five acres 
in rural communities.  

Our past mistake was in 
mandating lot and house 
sizes and in not mandating 
quality construction and de-
velopment standards.  Most 
of us don’t have strong dis-
agreement with reasonable 
quality demands on the 
houses or the developments.  
Most of us don’t oppose 
requiring interior streets in 
separate developments to 
connect or requiring street 
configurations which are 
attractive and community 
oriented or requiring side-
walks or providing for tree 
requirements.

Our development model 
must make accommoda-
tion for the way we live.  
For example walkability 
is important for the com-
pact communities, but we 
cannot force everyone into 
a compact community in 
some form of social engi-
neering.  Development stan-
dards must accommodate 
our continued use of the 
automobile as our primary 
means of transportation.

Thomas Jefferson ex-
pounding on liberty and 
rights once said: “The right 
to procure property and use 
it for one’s own enjoyment 
is essential for the freedom 
of every person, and our 
other rights would mean 
little without these rights 
of property ownership.”  

We need a plan flexible 
enough to allow people 
to enjoy their lives in the 
type  of setting they wish, 
whether that is a compact 
community at Hub Junc-
tion, a Lockwolde or Re-
serve community on High-
way 213 and even a golf 
course community with a 
community sewerage treat-
ment system on the Spears 
family land on Highway 
11.

Perhaps we can create 
other less intrusive means 

to encourage conservation 
of land in its passive or 
agricultural state with tax 
incentives or a totally vol-
untary program of trans-
fer of development rights 
without the hammer of ri-
diculously low densities.

There are ways to ac-
complish what the vast ma-
jority of us want without 
stripping part of us of our 
right to our own enjoyment 
of our property.

Newton County does 
need a new comprehensive 
plan.  There are admirable 
parts of the 2050 Plan such 
as the consolidation of the 
development standards and 
the zoning provisions, the 
higher quality demands 
and even the concept of re-
taining a degree of the rural 
nature of the county into the 
future.  However the base 
upon which the Plan was 
built - the freezing of devel-
opment in 62 percent of the 
county and forcing develop-
ment into the receiving ar-
eas by imposing 10 and 20 
acres minimum lot sizes in 
over half of the county - is 
not acceptable to the major-
ity of the citizens of Newton 
County if those who attend-
ed the meetings are to be 
believed as representative of 
the county residents. 

Clearly the roll out of the 
Plan with such an intrusive 
and extreme center piece 
was unfortunate.  I fear that 
the many points on which 
most of us agree were lost in 
the contentious controver-
sy over the parts on which 
many of us do not agree.  To 
many people the Baseline 
Ordinance just reinforced 
their distrust of government, 
and they will not give the 
proponents a second bite at 
the apple.  Let’s hope that a 
plan with broader support 
can be created and that most 
people will give the modi-
fied plan a second look.

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

PHILIP JOHNSON
GUEST COLUMNIST
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2050: Make changes now

It’s time for a change on the 2050 Plan — both to the 
document itself and officials’ approach in presenting it 
to the public.

The two public meetings on the plan to date have 
made it profoundly clear that flaws are abundant. The 
meetings themselves were at times nasty, a poor reflec-
tion on manners and a redundant question and answer 
session on TDRs and referendum questions. They did, 
however, seem to serve to point out that more of the 
same isn’t an option.

The officials running the hearings have stated that 
certain aspects of the plan will be cut or changed from 
the first version of the 200-page document. So change 
the way you are operating currently, and take out a red 
pen and slash it now. No need to wait.

The 20-acre minimum lot size in the plan’s “conser-
vation districts” won’t work, and elected officials have 
bluntly declared that they know that. So make it offi-
cial and remove that number from the draft now. Do so 
now, not in a second draft to be written after three more 
public hearings. Why drag it out and let the public have 
more to complain about? It also will show that the pub-
lic has been heard, you are listening. 

“Density Transfer Charges” is another unpopular 
proposition, and another item that has been shot down 
by officials. Again, hit the delete button. Make them go 
away on paper, rather than just verbally.

“Actions speak louder than words” has become a 
popular idiom for a reason. Put everyone’s thoughts to 
rest — eliminate the reason for the bickering. Grab the 
white out.

And stop explaining the plan for an hour or two pri-
or to taking comments at a public hearing. Doing that 
when people should have taken the time to familiarize 
themselves with the plan long before seems an insult. 
Let people start asking questions immediately, and then 
answer those questions.

We don’t mean to sound overly critical of the plan’s 
proponents. We’re more embarrassed by taxpayers’ be-
havior at the last public hearing in Mansfield. Heckling 
and shouting are beneath us as a county, aren’t they? 
We thought so, before Thursday at least.

It’s obvious the plan has people upset. That is OK. 
It’s just as obvious the plan has its faults. That’s OK, 
too. But dial down the rhetoric and make the changes 
everyone agrees upon. Find the common ground and 
build there.

A plan is needed for the county’s future. Simplify-
ing the county’s zoning by consolidating everything in 
one document makes sense. There’s a lot of good in 
the 2050 plan. But there’s a lot of nonsense, too. Once 
we agree upon what needs to go, it should go. Don’t let 
the bad linger. Get rid of it and let’s move on to talking 
about the upsides of the plan and how to make it better.

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

Dear editor,
I have been honored to serve as 

Mayor of Newborn over the last four 
months, and I was blessed to know 
our former Mayor Roger Sheri-
dan.  Roger was an army Captain in 
the Battle of the Bulge sustaining a 
fractured spine while defending the 
American lines.  Roger continued to 
lead his men on to victory.  If he were 
alive today, Mayor Sheridan would be 
leading the charge for the 2050 Plan.  
As an army engineer who served 
around the world, Roger knew how to 
build and plan for development.

Mayor Sheridan was involved with 
the 2050 Plan meetings in 2010, 2011, 
and 2012.  He was disappointed in the 
low turn-out of citizens to discuss the 
Plan’s development.  Where were the 
elected officials like Mayor Sheri-
dan?  At open public meetings with 
poor public attendance!  I was at the 
Thursday July, 17th Mansfield meet-
ing where many legitimate questions 
were asked, and answered. Toward 
the end of the meeting there were 
common ground discussions that 
provided good information for future 
plan revisions.  The common theme 
I heard was “let’s protect our way of 
life and improve our children’s fu-
ture.”  A legitimate goal that cannot 
be achieved without a comprehensive 
land use plan.  Let us shake hands 
and come up with a 2050 growth plan 
that fits our community – East, West, 
North and South.  I salute you, Mayor 
Sheridan, for your vision to give fu-
ture generations a Newton County we 
can all take pride in. 

Sincerely,
Newborn Mayor Gregg Ellwanger 

Dear editor,
Sometimes we do not realize the 

power of the press to do good in 

our community.
I have experienced this on two occa-

sions over the last month.
First, we had an emergency at the 

Garden of Gethsemane Homeless 
Shelter. The air conditioners in the 
buildings had been there since 1989. 
And four of the six units broke in 
one week.

Since the shelter gets no money 
from the state or the federal govern-
ments to operate, it depends on in-
dividuals and churches in the local 
area for support.

When the article about this situation 
appeared in the Covington News and 
the need made known, over $11,000 
was collected in less than one week 
from the good people of Newton 
County and the units were replaced.

The second event was the 186th 
Salem camp meeting. The Coving-
ton News gave us front page cover-
age, put notices on all their news-
stands and ran the Sunday morning 
at Salem service on YouTube.

As a result, we had great atten-
dance the entire week, and a very 
successful camp meeting in every 
respect. The hotel fed a record num-
ber of people, the youth program was 
outstanding, and the Gospel of Christ 
was preached in a powerful way and 
many lives were changed!

Thanks to the Covington News, 
your support is deeply appreciated.

Sincerely,
Sam Ramsey, Chairman Salem 

Board of Trustees

Dear editor,
It’s hard to believe that the 2014-

2015 school year is about to begin! 
Already, new teachers have reported 
for duty. They are participating in 
three days of pre-service work this 
week by attending  our  New Teacher 
Induction and Orientation program 
activities. Not only will they partic-

ipate in professional development, 
but they will also learn all about 
Newton County Schools. 

One of the things we are most proud 
of in Newton County Schools, is the 
support we receive from our Partners 
in Education. This year, as in previous 
years, we put out a call to our Partners 
in Education requesting door prizes 
for our new teachers. And, just like in 
previous years, our Partners in Educa-
tion delivered. We had beautiful gift 
bags, goody bags filled with candy, 
tote bags, and even gift cards ranging 
from $25 to $100! Our local business-
es and organizations truly support the 
students and employees of Newton 
County Schools.

Although we announce the name 
of each business or organization that 
donates a door prize at the time of the 
drawing so that our local community 
is also aware of their commitment, 
I’d like to publicly thank the follow-
ing school Partners in Education for 
donating door prizes for our new 
teachers: Game Time; Bank of North 
Georgia; Newton Medical Cen-
ter; Community & Southern Bank; 
Macedonia Baptist Church; Walmart 
(Industrial Blvd); Starrsville United 
Methodist Church; Troy University; 
Georgia Association of Educators; 
and Georgia United Credit Union.  
Thank you SO MUCH for support-
ing our schools! And thank you to 
all of our Partners in Education who 
continually support our students and 
schools throughout the school year. 
Our community is blessed with busi-
nesses, organizations, churches and 
civic groups that truly care about the 
children and employees of Newton 
County Schools. We look forward to 
working with all of them during the 
course of the 2014-2015 school year! 

Sincerely,
Sherri Davis-Viniard

Director of Public Relations
Newton County Schools

letters to the editor

COVINGTON NEWS 
ONLINE POLL

Do you have an understanding on what 
the 2050 plan is ?

NO
41%

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

YES
40%

Never heard of the plan
19%

Your thoughts  2050 Plan


