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Judge lifts SDS sanctions
Local entities are again eligible to receive state money
By Wayne Knuckles
The Clayton Tribune

CLAYTON—For the first time
since 2015, Rabun County and
local municipal governments can
begin receiving certain grants,
loans and permits from the state of
Georgia.
Judge Albert B. Collier has

lifted the sanctions imposed by the
Georgia Department of Community Affairs (DCA) against local and
county governments over their
failure to reach agreement on a
Service Delivery Strategy (SDS)—
at least for now.
Judge Collier, who will preside
over attempts to bring all the
parties into agreement on a new

SDS through the Superior Court
of Rabun County, said in an order
signed Jan. 25 that since a legal
process is now underway in the
court system, continuing to block
local governments from seeking
the state monies “will have a detrimental effect on the citizens of

Please see SDS, A2

Bulldog coach visits Rabun, offers
scholarship to RCHS quarterback
By Glendon Poe
Staff Writer

Wayne Knuckles/The Clayton Tribune

Mountain Lakes Medical Center Chief Executive Officer Tammy Coll
talked about changes to the emergency services department and
other initiatives recently.

New sign, new ER
management point
to improvements,
hospital CEO says
By Wayne Knuckles
The Clayton Tribune

CLAYTON—A new
sign—approximately 80
feet long and five feet tall,
with backlighting—is
under construction at
Mountain Lakes Medical
Center. It will sit at the
entrance of the year-old
facility on Highway 441.
Call it a sign of progress.
It’s just one of several
recent initiatives the
hospital has in the works
to better serve Rabun
County, said Mountain
Lakes Chief Executive
Officer Tammy Coll last
week.
The hospital recently
announced an agreement
with Georgia Emergency
Department Services
(GEDS), to provide 24/7
emergency room coverage at Mountain Lakes.
A new wound care
program, new cataract
treatment options and a
partnership with health
occupations students
at Rabun County High
School are among the
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“I

think that
rural hospitals are so important in communities such
as Clayton.”
— Tammy Coll
Hospital CEO
improvements Coll said
the hospital is proud to
undertake as part of their
mission.
“I think that rural
hospitals are so important in communities
such as Clayton,” Coll
said. “If you have a true
emergency, the difference between having this
hospital versus the time
it takes to get to another
hospital is sometimes
critical. Your physician

Please see HOSPITAL, A2

Submitted photo

Rabun County High School Coach Jaybo Shaw (left) greeted Georgia Bulldog Coach Kirby Smart when he
helicoptered in for a recruiting visit last week.
climbing back in the helicopter and flying off to
make another recruiting
visit. Shaw said Smart
asked about Stockton’s
leadership and how he
handled his freshman
season in the spotlight.

“What (Stockton) can
do with a football at his
early age and the potential he has to develop,
I think those are some
things that definitely
caught (Smart’s) eye,”
Shaw said.

Stockton’s freshman
campaign was one to
remember. He threw for
2,917 yards, 34 touchdowns and six interceptions with a 65 percent

Please see SMART, xx

New owners make renovations to
local landmark The York House Inn
By Mary Keller
The Clayton Tribune

One of Rabun’s oldest
businesses has changed
hands, and plans for
renovations are in the
works.
The York House Inn
will receive a new
roof, major electrical
upgrades, and underground drainage, but
new owners Old Edwards
Hospitality Group are
still ironing out plans for
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Georgia coach Kirby
Smart descended in a helicopter from high above
Rabun County.
Students and faculty
members watched from
the parking lot as the
helicopter touched down
on a Rabun County High
School football practice field and the coach
climbed out, limped for a
moment, and then shook
hands with Wildcats
coach Jaybo Shaw.
Smart, who wrapped
his third season in Athens in January, met with
Rabun freshman quarterback Gunner Stockton and offered him a
scholarship in Tiger last
Thursday morning.
“After a great day with
Georgia football and
talking with Kirby Smart
and James Coley, I am
proud to say I received an
offer…,” Stockton said on
Twitter.
Georgia is the latest in
a list of colleges to make
an offer to the 6-foot-1,
196-pounder. Stockton
has collected offers from
seven schools, including
Georgia Tech, Colorado
State, Arkansas State
and Tennessee Tech, as
he’s become one of the
country’s premier recruits of the 2022 class.
Smart stayed and talked with Shaw in his office
for 30-45 minutes before

the remaining work to be
done, said new innkeeper
Susan DeBonis.
OEHG purchased the
property in October.
“This is going to be a
very precise, very well
done renovation,” DeBonis said. “You want to
make sure that the right
electrical work is done,
the right roof is put on.”
Many of the current
renovations will be invisible to guests.

“We will have a tin
roof like we do now,
but there is going to
be a lot of insulation
installed underneath
it,” DeBonis siad. “A
guest will never see
that, but those are the
type of things that will
give the guests the type
of experience we want
them to have.”
Best known for its
flagship luxury hotel in
Highlands NC, OEHG is

experienced in renovating older properties and
boasts a reputation for
outstanding accommodations. Among other
awards, the four-star Old
Edwards Inn and Spa
was named the No. 26
Top Hotel in The World
by Travel+Leisure Magazine.
Located in Rabun Gap,
The York House Inn has

Please see YORK, A3
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Healthy Habits at Rabun Elementary

Sales Associate
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Rabun County Elementary School Nurse,Audrey Decker highlighted ‘Healthy Habit’ students from names submitted by RCES staff. Healthy habits can be seen in many
forms from being physically active, eating healthy, being a germ buster, being the nice kid or educating others on the importance of healthy behaviors. So many Healthy
Wildcats were submitted for a drawing. The drawing was held with two students, G.B. Anderson and Skyler Curtiss, going to the NFL Super Bowl Fanfare event in Atlanta.
Other winners included 3rd graders Kayla Gibson, Lydia Gergeni, Wesley McCrackin, Stella Radford, Trevin Talley, Isabella Hulsey 4th-Bryson Hunt, Addibeth Owens, Trance
Tippett, Kinlee Taylor, Marianito Pacheco. 5th-Dartavious Penland, Britney Mendoza, Owen Thompson, Miguel Suarez, Mason Brautigan, Kaylee Brewer, Chloe Shirley, Jason
Juarez-Mendieta. 6th-Jacie McCall, Georgia Purcell, Rodolfo Ramos Rios, Colin Lee, Andrea Green, Lucy Maney and Chloe Erlewine.

To place a display or
classified advertisement,
call 706-782-3312.
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News

n CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1
Rabun County.”
He ordered the DCA
to lift sanctions and
“reinstate the qualified
local government status
for the cities and county
immediately.”
A check of the DCA
website earlier this week
showed Rabun County is
no longer listed as being
non-SDS compliant.
It’s estimated the SDS
sanctions cost local governments—and thus local taxpayers—in excess
of $1 million since 2015,
not including attorney
fees.
County Administrator
Darrin Giles said Tuesday that local governments should be eligible
for Local Maintenance
Improvement Grants
(LMIG) almost immediately with the lifting of
the sanctions.
That means approximately $430,000-plus for
county government alone
to use for local roadwork,
Giles said.
“It’s good news for the
taxpayers,” he added.
The cities of Clayton
and Sky Valley had
requested the sanctions
be lifted while the SDS

HOSPITAL
n CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1
… can send their labs up
here and within an hour
we can run them and
have the results back
so your physician can
make a good and educated decision about your
health care. We have a
general surgeon who
does appendectomies,
hernia repairs. He just
did a mastectomy. These
types of services are
very important to this
area.”
The emergency room
agreement with GEDS
is an important step
forward for the hospital,
according to Coll.
The emergency physician practice started at
North Georgia Medical
Center in Gainesville in
2000, where it now leads
care in an emergency
room that consistently
ranks among the three
busiest in the state.
GEDS has helped
develop nationally-rec-

dispute is resolved, Judge
Collier noted.
Tallulah Falls and
Dillard also sought sanctions relief while SDS
mediation continues.
“I think this is good for
our local governments
and good for the taxpayers,” Clayton City Attorney Mitch Baker said
Tuesday. “The sanctions
that have restricted our
ability to receive grants
and permits have been
temporarily lifted. We
can qualify for permits
and grants just like anyone else.”
“It’s a plus for the cities
of Rabun County that
we’re back in the good
graces of everybody,”
Sky Valley Mayor Robert
MacNair said.
Rabun County Commission Chairman Greg
James hailed the ruling
as a step forward in the
long-running dispute.
“We are excited, not
only for the county, but
for the municipalities as
well,” James said Tuesday. “It’s something positive for the taxpayers.”
“I’m ecstatic that it’s
going to benefit all citizens of Rabun County,”
said Teri Dobbs, mayor of
Tallulah Falls.
Tallulah Falls can
move forward with
grants, such as for the
Tallulah Center to be

renovated, she said.
“I’m most appreciative to our attorney
(Warren Tillery from
Smith, Welch, Webb and
White),” Dobbs said. “We
(Tallulah Falls) needed
funding and he showed
us how we could get it,”
Dobbs said in response
to Tallulah Falls’ legal
counsel taking action in
December to have sanctions held in abeyance.”
Meeting in December, the Tallulah Falls
council instructed their
legal counsel to seek to
have any sanctions arising from the lack of an
SDS agreement against
Tallulah Falls be put on
hold.
An SDS is an intergovernmental agreement
between a county and
its cities that outlines
the provider of certain
services, including
water, roads and animal
control.
Rabun County’s
agreement has been in
dispute since 2015, when
the delivery strategy in
place expired. Without
a signed agreement, the
county and all its local
governments lost their
qualified local government designation and
with it, the ability to
seek state funds through
grants and loans.
Debate over who had

the rights to service
Boggs Mountain and
other South Tiger customers—including the
school system, which
spends approximately
$97,000 per year for water—was at the heart of
the dispute when negotiations on a new delivery
strategy fell apart.
Part of the reason
the SDS resolution has
taken so long is because
the disputed area was
the subject of a lawsuit
between Rabun County
Water and Sewer Authority and the city of
Clayton.
After Mountain Judicial Circuit Judge B.
Chan Caudell ruled in
favor of the authority in
2017, Clayton appealed
the ruling, which further delayed negotiations.
Meetings between all
local governments to
craft a new SDS agreement began in 2018.
Along the way, the
city of Clayton, several
other municipalities,
and Rabun County each
hired outside legal representation for purposes
of resolving the SDS
dispute.
An open records request last year showed
the total bill to taxpayers
for outside attorney fees
was approaching $100,000

at the time, and is likely
far more than that today.
All parties involved in
the SDS dispute signed
off on Judge Collier’s
recent order.
The action comes none
too soon for the city of
Dillard, where the inability to apply for funds
threatened their police
fleet, Mayor Bill Robinson said Tuesday.
“At least it will help
us keep radar in police
cars,” Robinson said.
Robinson said they
were at risk of having
radar in police cars decertified because of lack
of funding.
Robinson also said Dillard now plans to apply
for grants, specifically a
grant to have electricity
put underground in front
of city hall so they can
use it for festivals and
other events. They had
previously been denied a
grant for this project.
“Everything’s good,”
Robinson said.
Collier is expected to
order all parties to the
mediation table in an
effort to strike an agreement.
No date had been set at
press time.
Staff writer Megan
Broome and previous
reporting in The Clayton
Tribune contributed to
this story.

ognized heart attack and
cardiac arrest care for
EMS and walk-in patients.
The group expanded
to provide emergency
service in Braselton in
2015 and Barrow in 2017.
They are responsible for
over 175,000 emergency
patient visits in North
Georgia annually.
“When we stated to
venture out in terms of
looking for ER directorship, we vetted two or
three different companies,” Coll said. “When
(GEDS) was interested,
we were real excited.
Our patients already
know those physicians.
They spend a lot of time
going back and forth to
Gainesville. They’re excited, we’re excited. It’s
going to be really, really
good for this community.”
GEDS will begin operating emergency services at Mountain Lakes
March 1.
“The benefit for the patients is the specialized
training that these ER
physicians are bringing

with them,” Coll said.
“They’re all board certified ER physicians. They
bring a level of expertise
to the ER that we’ve not
seen in the past in terms
of doing telemedicine.
We’ll be able to take
care of sicker patients.
We’ll be able to manage
cardiac. We’ll be able to
manage fractured hips
and knees.”
The public is invited
to a meet-and-greet for
the new team on February 21 from 5:30-7 p.m.
at the hospital.
“The new emergency
department physicians,
their staff and all our
managers will be there,”
Coll said. “All of the
community has been
invited.”
Coll said she is very
appreciative of the
efforts of the current ER
staff.
“We are very thankful
for the ER physicians
we have been afforded
in our community,”
she added. “Along with
Dr. Jeffrey Dowis, who
has been the director.
We are appreciative of

all the hard work that
they’ve put in for the
hospital and the community. We’re evolving. The community is
evolving and we have to
evolve with the community.”
Coll pointed out that
the ER national average
wait time is 30 minutes.
At Mountain Lakes, the
ER wait time is only 18
minutes.
Coll said the majority
of hospitals now outsource their emergency
services.
“It’s just better to
have an ER director and
an outside entity staffing your ER, so you’re
assured and guaranteed
your community, your
patients and your hospital are taken care of.”
Since last summer,
the hospital has offered
learning opportunities
to Health Occupations
Student Association
(HOSA) from Rabun
County High School.
It’s another program
Coll said the hospital is
proud to support.
Twenty-five students

spent 20 hours each
during the fall semester
at the hospital learning
about different healthcare jobs.
Unlike other hospitals, the students at
Mountain Lakes were
allowed to experience a
variety of non-clinical
jobs, including business
office, security, maintenance, materials management, medical records and IT in addition
to traditional clinical
experiences.

MardiStarts
Gras
at the
WELCOME CENTER

Feb. 23, 2019
Fresh Beignet’s and Coffee
Beads, and Coins, Face Painting,
9 Exhibitors
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Unemployment
rate up slightly
The unemployment rate
for December rose to 3.2
percent, which was up by
0.4 from November. The rate
was 3.6 percent one year
ago.
However, initial claims
for unemployment decreased by about 8 percent
for December and are down
by about 5 percent compared to last December.
The labor force has
climbed by 5,087 over the
past 12 months, which was
an average gain of about 425
per month. The labor force
in December was about
348,788 total members, a
drop of 100 members.
The Georgia Mountains
region lost 1,392 employed
residents in December,
bringing the total to 337,780.
That number has grown by
6,567 over the past year, or
an average monthly gain of
about 550.

I know Medicare
If you have questions about
Medicare, give me a call.
I’ve got answers!
Work with an
agent that
lives in Rabun
County.

Mike Campbell 770-297-1166 ext. 109

FULL/PART TIME NURSE PRACTITIONER
needed for Primary and Immediate
care practice in Demorest.Competitive
compensation package with 401k, PTO
health insurance, student loan repayment,
CME & malpractice insurance. Qualified,
interested candidates please contact us at

myfamilydoc30096@hotmail.com
706-778-3912/9220

