
More diversity in administration and better 
opportunities for students were the main items of 
feedback at last Thursday’s public meeting to re-
ceive citizen input on its fi ve year strategic plan-
ning process. About 20 residents attended the meet-
ing at the Southeast Georgia Regional Agriculture 
Center in Blackshear. A similar meeting at Eagle 
Station in Patterson two weeks ago was attended 
by about 20 people, but all of them were connected 
to the meeting in some way. No county residents 
not connected to the session attended and it did not 
generate any feedback for the board. 

The strategic plan is required by the state and 
covers fi ve year periods. The plan identifi es future 
goals and areas of emphasis as well as determining 
the overall direction of the school system.

School superintendent Dr. Kevin Smith gave a 
power point presentation offering an overview of 
the schools, their test scores, enrollment and demo-
graphic make-up and the county’s poverty levels.

The statistics showed enrollment of about 3,600 
with a little over 60 percent eligible for free and re-
duced meals. Demographic make up is 78 percent 
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Summer is prime time for birding

Summer has arrived and with it the 
sticky, south Georgia humidity threaten-
ing to drive even the most enthusiastic out-
doorsmen and nature lovers inside. There is 
one outdoor activity, however, that doesn’t 
require fans to brave the blazing summer 
heat  — birdwatching. 

Most native species have fully migrated 
to the area now and are active early in the 
morning or in the evening time when tem-
peratures are cooler. Many will frequent a 
feeder near a window so novice birders don’t 
even have to leave the comfort of an air con-
ditioned home to start identifying and log-
ging birds.

With more than 400 species of birds in 
Georgia alone, birding could become a life-
long hobby. 

“I haven’t come close to seeing all the 
birds,” says Chip Sasser, a local birder who 
has been watching for decades.

Birding is easy to do wherever you go. 
There’s always something to see.

“We just really love it. Everywhere we go 
we try to take our binoculars and bird book,” 
says Sasser’s wife, Gina.

The Sassers have been birdwatching to-
gether for more than 30 years. It’s how they 
fell in love. 

The couple, who will soon celebrate a 
35th anniversary, have defi nitely marked 
‘lovebirds’ off their species to see list.

They met in the early 80’s when Chip was 
working for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice on the Merritt Island National Wildlife 
Refuge. Most of their dates included a drive 
around the refuge at sunrise or sunset to 
watch the birds feeding or fl ocking.
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Keeping an eye on the

It’s a furnace out there. 
Record temperatures of 

97-101 degrees and humid-
ity between 25-33 in recent 
days has resulted in an el-
evated wildfi re risk for the 
area.

Locals are advised not 
to burn due to the heat 
conditions, says Emergen-
cy Management Director 
Santo Niño. Those who do 
burn are required to obtain 
a burn permit with Georgia 
Forestry by calling 1-800-
428-7337.

“The Georgia heat is in-
tense and we try to predict 
to prevent hazards for the 
future,” Niño says.

The unusually hot and 
dry weather for May and 
early June is also causing an 
increased number of heat-re-

lated illnesses. 
“We are seeing around 

20 patients a day who have 
been out in the heat, working 

in the heat or who just don’t 
have the access to air condi-
tioning,” says Victoria Woot-
ten, emergency department 
director at Memorial Satilla 
Health. 

“We are here and ready to 
help in these cases where the 
heat is inducing emergent 
situations,” Wootten adds.

Health offi cials advise 
residents to stay hydrated 
and indoors when possible, 
check on the elderly and nev-
er leave children or pets 
inside a vehicle.

The record-breaking 
temps and unseasonably dry 
weather of May are 
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BY SARAH TARR GOVE

News Editor

A hummingbird, its wings beating furiously, hovers near a feeder at Chip Sasser’s secluded home.          – Photo by Sarah Gove

One of the many native fi nch 
species drops in for a mid-after-
noon snack of nuts and seed at 
Chip Sasser’s bird feeder.

School Supt. Dr. Kevin Smith listens to Tyrone Harris 
express concern with a lack of diversity among school 
system administration.

Longtime birder Chip 
Sasser checks on a 
bluebird house at his 
home. Chip and his 
wife, Gina, have been 
bird-watching for 
more than 30 years 
together.

SKY
Local bird-watchers agree 

their hobby is never boring

Blackshear 
employees

Jason Doug-
las,  Rickie 
Melton and 

Sammy Her-
rin (cutting 

pipe) get an 
early start 
laying pipe 

to avoid the  
blistering 

heat.

Heat, low humidity elevate fi re risk

Some call for
diversity in
leadership of
our schools
Board of Education hears public 
input at strategic planning sessions

No tax increase 
for Blackshear

A preliminary vote is scheduled next week on a 
proposed $2.5 million City of Blackshear general 
fund budget.

The budget is increased over last year by 
$101,000 (4 percent).

The city’s proposed spending plan calls for a 
balanced budget with revenues exceeding expen-
ditures by approximately $164,000 and no plan to 
raise taxes. 

Expenditures are expected to total $2.3 million 
with roughly $26,000 slated to be held in a contin-
gency account. 

Noted changes include a 3 percent cost-of-liv-
ing adjustment for employees and a $5 increase 
in fi refi ghter pay per call (up to $30). The budget 
also refl ects a $70,000 increase in charges to the 
Board of Education for School Resource Offi cers, 
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