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About 47 acres at the northwest corner of the Oconee Connector is proposed to be rezoned for a large commercial development. [Submitted photo]
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When the county gave a developer
of a proposed shopping center a second chance to come before the
Planning Commission, the applicant
spent the extra time investigating
decades-old
communications
between the county and past property owners about commercial use of a
median break.
That median break, located on the
Oconee Connector between its intersections with Mars Hill Road and
Ga. 316, was constructed with future
development in mind but also to
serve a now-closed fire station.
Property owner Maxie Price and
the developer with whom he is collaborating, Sembler out of Florida,
desire a full-access, signalized intersection at that location.
Due to forthcoming, multi-million-dollar reconfigurations of the
Ga. 316 area, Oconee County planners prefer that the median break be
used only as a right-in, right-out
entrance to a shopping center, if a
rezone for said shopping center is
approved.
Proposed is a $50 million development that would be anchored by a
Publix and also include restaurants, a
bank, retail stores, hotel and a car
dealership. Commercial space would
take up about 320,000 square feet
across 46.87 acres.
On Monday, the Oconee Planning
Commission recommended denial of
a rezone for the multiple parcels that
make up the property. The vote was
6-3 with Chuck Hunt, Steven
Strickland and Matt Elder casting the
nay votes. Hunt and Strickland
reversed their votes from the January
meeting, in which the Planning
Commission was unanimous in its
recommended denial of the rezone.
Elder is new to the citizen advisory
board and was not yet a member in
January.
The BOC will vote on the rezone
at its May 4 meeting, which starts at
6 p.m. at the Oconee County
Courthouse.

Median break
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Steckel

In January, Georgia Department of
Transportation District Traffic
Engineer Jason Dykes emailed
Oconee Planning and Code
Enforcement Director Guy Herring
stating that the existing median
opening on the Oconee Connector
“would be closed due to the proximity of the proposed ramp signal.”
A compromise, wrote Dykes,
would be a right-in, right-out drive
off the Oconee Connector.
Since January, documents showing that the county had promised former property owners more flexible
use of that median break in 1997 and
2009 have resurfaced.
GDOT Chief Engineer Meg B.
Pirkle wrote to Price on April 6 stating that GDOT “will honor previous
commitments and include the
accommodation for a full-access

The developer of a potential shopping center at the Ocoene Connector
wants access to a median break. [Photo by Michael Prochaska]

commercial median break and driveways in the development of the new
interchange at Ga. 316 and the
Oconee Connector.”
The real estate listing agent of the
property, Jamie Boswell, told The
Oconee Enterprise that he was asked
by the property owner’s attorney to
deliver pertinent historical information to GDOT.
Boswell, who is also the local district representative on the Georgia
Transportation Board, said he did not
explicitly ask for the full-access
intersection at the median break.
“I’m not an engineer,” he said.
The April 6 email from Pirkle to
Price CC’d Boswell, as well as
Georgia
Department
of
Transportation
Commissioner
Russell McMurry.
“Jamie had been previously
involved and needed to make sure
that everyone was aware that there
was a history to this project that no
one was taking into account,” said
Ken Beall, a private-sector land
planner who represents Price in this
rezone.
Pirkle did not respond to The
Oconee Enterprise’s request for an
interview.
At the meeting on Monday, Bond
Crossing subdivision resident
Jennifer Walker, who spoke in opposition to the rezone, noted that the
existing Publix at Butler’s Crossing
does not have traffic lights at any of
its entrances. She also said that a signalized light at the Oconee
Connector would cause significant
traffic congestion.
Representing the applicant, engineer Abdul Amer of A&R
Engineering wrote to the county in
January saying that a full-access signalized intersection is appropriate
and that the proposed traffic signal
would not impact operations of adjacent intersections.
“Allowing left-out movement here
with the help of a traffic signal will
relieve significant potential congestion,” he wrote.

Beall gave an example of a stretch
of roadway further up on the Oconee
Connector where traffic signals are
spaced at a 660-foot interval, which
would be the same distance for the
proposed intersection at the lower
end of the Oconee Connector.
Beall said that planners who
reviewed the plan last year didn’t
know the historical context of prior
agreements with property owners.
In 1997, an attorney representing
property owners of the subject
parcels wrote to then-GDOT
Commissioner Wayne Shackelford
regarding approval of an “access
point” on a new road that would later
be named the Oconee Connector.
Shackelford wrote back that the
median opening may accommodate
commercial driveway access. At the
time, GDOT updated its right-ofway plan showing a median break
location and fire department access.
In
2009,
then-Board
of
Commissioners Chairman Melvin
Davis wrote to previous property
owner James McDonald, stating, “It
appears the median cut is located
within the regulations currently
required by GDOT for median cuts
in major intersections.”
McDonald wrote to Davis that he
had “spent a great deal of time, effort
and money (attorney’s, engineer’s
fees) in negotiating with the state and
county in working out the donation
of a considerable amount of property
to the county for construction of the
Oconee Connector.”
He also wrote, “One of the primary compensations in return was a
commitment from Commissioner
Shakelford for a median cut to provide for a commercial driveway
access.”
Beall said the memorandum of
agreement signed in 1997 and reaffirmed in 2009 shows that Oconee
County has a contractual obligation
to fulfill its prior commitments.
Herring told members of the
Planning Commission that he could
not speak to the specifics of those

commitments but that the concept
plan presented now is different
than what had been proposed for
the property in the 1980s and
1990s.
Price did not purchase the property until 2006. He bought it under
the name “Deferred Tax LLC.”
When the Oconee Connector
underwent widening several years
ago, a specific cut to Price’s property was not included.
At the Planning Commission
meeting on Monday, citizen Chris
Herring questioned why the property has sat undeveloped for
decades while the road infrastructure has drastically changed.
“It’s up to the owner of the property to act quickly and make economic use of the property,” he said.
Beall said it can take years and
even decades to get the right permits and approval from GDOT.
The developer of this project has
been working closely with GDOT
and
also
the
Georgia
Environmental
Protection
Division, Georgia Department of
Natural Resources and the U.S.
Army Corp of Engineers. The
developer intends to fill a Barber
Creek tributary. According to a
zoning impact analysis, the project
will impact 0.5 acres of wetland
and 0.42 acres of open water.

Regional report
The Northeast Georgia Regional
Commission published a report
through its Development of Regional
Impact program stating that the project “is inconsistent with regulations
and practices that protect and manage water resources.”
The report states that the development “lacks a sense of place and disrupts the onsite natural resources
rather than preserving and incorporating the stream and wetlands into
the project.”
It recommended that the buildings
be clustered around a walkable main
street or organized around a central
square of park land. It also said that
the approximately 13,400 new trips
per day created by the project would
“risk degrading the performance of
Ga. 316 as an efficient, high-speed
connection between Athens and
Atlanta.”
Beall criticized the report, claiming that it had “many problems and
inconsistencies.” He also accused the
author of never visiting the site.

Green space
In January, a representative of
Sembler said plans call for 30 percent green space.
The developer’s zoning impact
analysis states, “Any increase in
storm water runoff within the project
will be mitigated with two onsite
detention ponds so no additional
runoff will be introduced to any
areas outside the project.”
SEE
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BY MICHAEL PROCHASKA
On June 15, the city of
Watkinsville will hold a special
election triggered by last month’s
resignation of then-Mayor Bob
Smith.
Qualifying ended last Wednesday,
and two more candidates qualified
on that day. Local attorney Peter
Hall Steckel
will challenge
Brian Brodrick
for mayor, and
Carolyn
A.
Maultsby will
challenge
Chuck Garrett
for Post 1 (this
Maultsby
post was formerly held by Brodrick). Steckel
did not respond to The Enterprise’s
request for an interview.
Whomever wins the June election
will need to run again during the
regularly scheduled municipal election in November. The June special
election will cost the city approximately $14,000, according to election officials. Both Steckel and
Maultsby ran last year for council
seats and were endorsed by thenMayor Bob Smith.
SEE
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Huckaby’s
legacy felt
in Oconee
BY MICHAEL PROCHASKA
Former University System of
Georgia
Chancellor
Hank
Huckaby, who
died last week
at the age of
79,
always
looked out for
Oconee’s
hometown
college.
After
the
campus transiHuckaby
tioned from Gainesville State to
University of North Georgia as
part of a consolidation initiative,
his support of the local campus
never waned.
“Hank Huckaby was a man who
showed up,” said UNG Oconee
Campus Executive Director
Cyndee Perdue Moore. “He
showed up with a trunk load of
supplies when we opened Nigel’s
Nest, the Oconee campus food
pantry. It was the first of many
times he dropped by to help us
stock our shelves.”
Moore said Huckaby was a
mainstay at an annual event to
raise scholarship funds because he
valued community service and
loved the institutions he helped
shape.
“His wisdom, kindness, and
support will be greatly missed, but
his legacy will live on for generations through the students, faculty
and staff who benefited from his
commitment to showing up and
making a difference,” said Moore.
“In my opinion, he was attuned
to Oconee County’s needs and its
growth and opportunities,” said
former Board of Commissioners
Chairman Melvin Davis, explaining that Huckaby was instrumental in the behind-the-scenes efforts
to entice Caterpillar to the county.
SEE
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