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a Evans Wilkins hustles to
first during Oglethorpe
County’s game at North

k. He

had two hits, scored two
runs and stole a base in
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Katie Edwards, a counselor at Oglethorpe County Elementary School, helps third-grader Londyn Wilson with a work-
sheet during a guidance lesson last month. The lessons are regularly held to guide students' empathy, emotion regula-

tion, perseverance and more.

Barrs seeks
‘blessing’ for
development

Mixed-use project borders
Highway 78 in Arnoldsville

By Margaux Binder
The Oglethorpe Echo

Andy Barrs proposed a development project
at the Economic Development Authority meet-
ing on Tuesday night.

Barrs, CEO of Barrs Industries, said he
owns a ll14-acre plot
of land that borders
U.S. Highway 78 and
Arnoldsville Road. He
said about 35-40% of the |
property sits within the
Arnoldsville city limits.

Barrs said he sees the
land as an “opportunity to [
serve the county,” so he
was seeking feedback on
his proposal and wanted to collaborate with the
county to meet its needs. Barrs said he plans to
develop the plot himself, but hopes to gain the
EDA’s “blessing.”

“I’m not trying to impose a vision,” he said.

Andy Barrs

NAVYA SHUKLA/FOR THE OGLETHORPE ECHO “I've lived in the county and owned property in

the county for about a dozen years or better. And
I’d love to get feedback as to how this property
could be beneficial to the county.”

Barrs had several possible concepts for the
development:

(4 (4 (X K
H I n W I I I B a 50-lot housing development with op-
, tions for single and multi-family homes.

B a commercial area in the plot’s southeast
corner that could include a general store.

Oglethorpe County residents face barriers to mental health care, m inclusion of health care resources, as

e ) B o wcalt oo
even as teens and schools are willing to have the conversation pawrs said the county s a “desert when it comes
. Barrs, who provided information packets to
By Navya Shukla and Sydney Rainwater the EDA board, said he hopes the development
For The Oglethorpe Echo attracts commerce and increases tax revenue for

: . . . th ty.

Sonja Thompson Roach remembers the mo-  The photo and interview shoot in her North- e:‘f foyywam to do something that would be a

ment last year when a photographer took pho- east Georgia home required absolute quiet true asset to the community,” Barrs said.

tos and interviewed her son and his friends fora for the audio and the right time of day for the

Time magazine story on mental health and teens. lighting.

But one thing stood out the most.

who lived in Oglethorpe County and now

She heard her son, August, answer ques- lives in Hartwell. “And at the same time,

tions about his father’s death
from COVID-19 in 2021,
giving information to the
photographer that would be
helpful for other kids.

And Thompson Roach
then heard his friends share
their experiences being
bullied.

She was proud of them
for speaking out.

“It’s just so, so revealing,

really be attuned to maybe the
fact that they are struggling
with feelings that you really
never even scratched the sur-
face of as a parent.”

Statistics indicate alarm-
ing rates of depression, anx-
iety and suicidal ideation
among children and teens
across Georgia and the U.S.
Georgia ranks in the top 10
of states with youth with sub-

and you want to honor the

stance abuse disorder (No. 2)

fact that they’re really trying to deal with  and those who experience major depres-
all of these things,” said Thompson Roach, sion (No. 10), according to “The State

The EDA agreed to review his proposal
and continue conversations about the devel-

opment.

“I think everyone here definitely wants to
of Mental Health America,” a 2023 re- see some mixed-use development, something
port by Mental Health America, a na- other than just a bunch of rooftops,” said Will
tional advocacy organization dedicated Brown, EDA chair and District 4 commission-
to mental health. er.

Care is particularly hard to come by in
rural communities like Oglethorpe Coun- In other business, the EDA:
ty that struggle to provide adequate mental B Heard an update on The Wolfskin Solar
health resources for children and families. Project, a solar farm on Double Bridges Road,
“In rural areas, there are very few pro- which is “about ready to turn the switch on,”
viders, and the ones that are, are so re- said Jeff Sharp, code compliance officer. The so-
strained,” said Stacie Johnson, who worked lar farm passed required testing after self-report-
in the mental health field for nine years as ing any issues to the Environmental Protection
a counselor before becoming an advoca- Division and correcting them. The Wolfskin So-
cy coordinator for the Northeast Georgia lar Project is now waiting on grass to grow in
Court Appointed Special Advocates. and cover the site before activating, Sharp said.
See NEED, Page 12 See BARRS, Page 6

Lexington looks to fill council seat

ent people,
City CounciL warm body,” he said.

Lexington will hold qualify-
ing in August and an election in
November for the open seat, city

By Jordan Howard
The Oglethorpe Echo

The Lexington City Council is
searching to fill its open seat.

Greg Reece and Cindy Haynes
stepped away in December, and
Jennifer Whitlock took over
one of the seats, joining Ron-
nie Boggs, Jill Severn and Cory
Crayton.

That leaves the city council one
person short.

Boggs, who has served eight
years, said the city has struggled to
find people to fill the seats.

REQUIREMENTS

Candidates must be 21 years
old, a resident of Lexington
for at least one year prior

to the date of election, a

clerk Kim
While t

“Individually, as council mem-

operations, having only four vot-
ing members can lead to a split

and we’ve yet to get a

Bradford said.
he council can run its

registered and qualified vote. Lexington manages its coun-
voter in Lexington and must cil meetings with Mayor Craig ‘
continue to live in Lexington Snow setting the agenda and the ASHLEY BALSAVIAS/THE OGLETHORPE ECHO
during the term of office. council members making the deci- Lexington city councilman Ronnie Boggs (left) and Lexington
sions and voting. Mayor Craig Snow chat during a county comprehensive plan

meeting in 2022. City officials are looking for someone to fill the

bers, we have talked to differ- See COUNCIL, Page 9 fifth seat on the city council.
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With 15,469 residents spread
over 442 square miles, Oglethorpe
County — like other rural commu-
nities — struggles to attract health
care providers. They are reluctant
to set up practice in an area where
families must travel long distances
to access their services, which they
may not be able to afford.

An estimated 12.7% of
Oglethorpe County residents live
in poverty, according to 2022 U.S.
Census data, compared to the na-
tional rate of 11.5%.

Due to shortages of men-
tal health care workers and lim-
ited health care coverage, the
rate of uninsured individuals in
Oglethorpe County under the age
of 65 is double the national av-
erage, according to Census data.
Many families rely on schools to
fill the gaps.

Turley Howard, the Oglethorpe
County School District’s social
worker for a decade, recognizes that
almost all the resources available for
mental health services in Oglethorpe
County are through the school, but
that doesn’t intimidate him.

“To me, one of the best parts of
my job is getting inside the lives
of people, and be allowed to know
what not everybody knows,” he
said. “And to me, that’s a giant
privilege. It's a huge responsibili-
ty and privilege.”

He said he believes the combi-
nation of school and community
resources are capable of providing
service to everyone in need.

“A lot of times, we involve oth-
er people,” he said. “I tell peo-
ple all the time, ‘Come to me, if |
don’t know how to help you, I’ll
try to find who ... can do it for

999

you.

Connecting
students, services

The Oglethorpe County School
System has five school counselors,
one wellness counselor and one
social worker for 2,322 students.

They rely largely on referrals
from teachers, parents and oth-
er community members to know
which students they need assis-
tance. For more serious or long-
term problems, counselors will re-
fer the student or family to exter-
nal resources, usually private prac-
tice therapists in Athens.

“It’s like a family,” Howard
said. “People really look out for
each other.”

Thompson Roach retired from
the Oglethorpe County School
System in 2011. She said she had
talked to school district officials,
who are considering using the vid-
eos conducted for the Time story
to talk to kids about mental health.

She said one of the people who
saw the story told her, “This is big,
thank you for those who stood up
for themselves at the same time for
speaking out for those who have not
had a chance to speak in this way.”

Even with several resourc-
es in place, many families face
difficulties with transportation.
The schools work with different
agencies, such as Project Fami-
ly, the Social Empowerment Cen-
ter and Pathways, to connect stu-
dents with therapists who come to
the school for sessions during the
school day.

These agencies send therapists
to Oglethorpe County to meet with
students at their school for 30-45
minute sessions, alleviating con-
cerns about transportation or time
management.
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“Those counselors are hustlers,”
Howard said.

Oglethorpe County Schools use
efforts like Oglethorpe County El-
ementary’s mentorship program
and monthly guidance lessons.

Katie Edwards, the elementary
school’s counselor, said she talks
about topics like empathy, anxiety
and self control. She plans lessons
that vary by grade level and visits
every classroom to present them.

As the only counselor at OCES,
Edwards said her schedule is often
put on hold to address students’
more immediate needs. She said
while “some days might be hard-
er than others,” she knows the stu-
dents are grateful for their teach-
ers’ and counselor’s help.

“I get a ton of hugs every morn-
ing,” she said.

Additional assistance

Oglethorpe County’s schools
also have a partnership with Ad-
vantage Behavioral Health Systems
through the state’s Apex Program,
which has received a boost in fund-
ing and aims to “reduce the number
of youth with unmet mental health
needs,” according to its website. In
the past four years, the majority of
schools within the Apex program
come from rural areas.

David Kidd, board chair and
Oglethorpe County representa-
tive with Advantage, said being so
closely connected with the school
system also allows Advantage —
one of many state organizations,
called Community Service Boards,
that provide mental health servic-
es — to establish a broader reach
across the county.

“You might have a teacher or
a parent refer a student to the cli-
nicians, and very often from that,
they see a broader spectrum of
people within that child's family
background,” Kidd said.

Miriam Shook, who works with
Oconee County Schools and was
appointed by Gov. Brian Kemp to
the Georgia Behavioral Health Re-
form and Innovation Commission,
said she has seen how the com-
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SUBMITTED PHOTO
Sonja Thompson Roach and her son, August, pose for a photo.

August was one of the teens profiled for a Time magazine story on
mental health and teens.

munity and school systems serve
those in need.

“While the school system does
provide solid services for people
in need of mental health servic-
es, the counselors, school social
workers and community liaisons
are a wealth of knowledge and in-
formation, connecting people with
resources and following up on a
variety of needs,” she said.

Identifying needs,
lack of access

Advantage serves what the U.S.
Department of Health and Hu-
man Services identifies as a high
needs Health Professional Short-
age Area (HPSA), which encom-
passes Oglethorpe County.

Laurie Bailey, a director of clin-
ical projects at Advantage, said it
primarily helps individuals who
have no form of federal or pri-
vate insurance, acting as a “safety
net provider” for the counties they
serve. Advantage works on a slid-
ing fee scale and adjusts the cost
of services based on the patient’s
income level.

However, the closest Advan-
tage clinics are in Athens, making
transportation a significant bar-
rier for some Oglethorpe County
residents. Additionally, many res-
idents also lack funding for the
commute or are unable to create
time within their schedules to seek
out services, Bailey said.

Oglethorpe County Emergen-
cy Medical Services Director Ja-
son Lewis said transportation is-
sues leave many patients resorting
to the emergency room, the clos-
est of which also is in Athens, for
mental health services.

“The ER ends up being that
catch all,” he said. “That safety
net.”

Lewis said Oglethorpe County
EMS is “grossly lagging behind”

HERE ARE MENTAL HEALTH
RESOURCES PROVIDED BY THE STATE:

they are in crisis.

Georgia Crisis and Access Line: The line connects call-
ers 24/7 with suicide prevention and mental health crisis
resources. Dial 988 from a cell phone or call 800-715-4225.
Those who answer can listen, provide resources, connect
with hospitals and send a team to a home. The 988 service
also allows the department to employ mobile crisis teams,
through which they can assist callers by sending medical
staff directly to their location.

MyGCAL: The app, available on the Apple store and Google
Play, provides an avenue for youth to call, text or chat when

on appropriate training and servic-
es for mental health crises. Transit
issues and a limited number of am-
bulances don’t help.

If a crisis happens in the mid-
dle of the night, when only two
ambulances are running, Lewis
said EMS response can take hours.
This also means one call could oc-
cupy half of Oglethorpe County’s
ambulances for that time.

He said Athens Clarke-Coun-
ty has a team that includes social
workers and mental health coun-
selors who help respond to calls
where mental health is a factor. He
said “we would love to be able to
do something like that here,” but
the county may not have the vol-
ume of calls to support the cost.

The Georgia Department of Be-
havioral Health and Developmen-
tal Disabilities provides funding
for Advantage to arrange trans-
portation for uninsured patients in
Oglethorpe County. However, the
department said that due to time
delays, this isn’t a perfect solution
and it sees the impact of a shortage
of behavioral health care workers
throughout the state.

Bailey said lack of local re-
sources can also hinder residents’
awareness of the behavioral health
services accessible to them.

“That issue is compound-
ed when you don’t have a bricks
and mortar site in a county,” Bai-
ley said. “T don’t think that every-
body who needs the services even
knows that we’re here.”

In another effort to bridge the
gap created by limited transpor-
tation, many organizations have
turned to telehealth services.

However, those can be inacces-
sible in rural areas like Oglethorpe
County.

According to the Georgia De-
partment of Behavioral Health and
Developmental Disabilities, rural
counties face the unique challenge
of having limited access to reliable
broadband internet, so whether it’s
due to affordability or dead spots
with no reception, it is difficult for
telehealth to be a consistent or reli-
able form of treatment in these ar-
eas.

Room for
improvement, hope

From the emergency responders
perspective, Lewis said the EMS
struggles for training is in mental
health crises partly due to the lack
of continuing education available
for emergency responders.

“As, you know, we as a state

and we as a country become more
in tune with the needs of those that
struggle with mental health and
addiction, I think we’ll be more
kind of in tune to tailor our public
safety response,” he said.

Kidd said there is a definite
need for increasing statewide
funding in order to continue pro-
viding and improving mental
health care resources.

“There are barriers to all Geor-
gians receiving this just because of
the lack of funding for these ser-
vices,” he said.

Jill Boyd, whose two chil-
dren attended Oglethorpe Coun-
ty schools and were featured in
the Time article, said the “teenag-
ers were very brave to show their
vulnerability, and they were even
more brave than what most of us
adults would be to share.”

“I think it's our present-day cul-
ture, in growing more open to talk-
ing about mental health, which is
good, because I'm in my 40s, and
I've only seen this openness to it,
and maybe the last 10 to 15 years,
that wasn't something that I grew
up being exposed to people be-
ing vulnerable and talking about
their struggles, and often, if people
needed to take an antidepressant,
you know, they were more secre-
tive about it,” Boyd said.

Boyd, who holds a master’s de-
gree in Biblical counseling, said
she noticed that the accompany-
ing video piece in the Time mag-
azine story started with her daugh-
ter’s negative, sad and depressing
comments, but then balanced it
with the teenagers’ hopeful, posi-
tive and encouraging comments.

“We're getting better at that, as
a nation and a society,” Kidd said.
“But ... still a major stumbling
block to getting people the help
they need is the stigmatization of
mental illness.”

Cassidy Hettesheimer con-
tributed. This story was written
by the Covering Poverty project,
which is part of the Cox Insti-
tute’s Journalism Writing Lab at
the University of Georgia, as part
of its participation in The Cart-
er Center’s Mental Health Parity
Collaborative. The collaborative
is a group of newsrooms that are
covering stories on mental health
care access and inequities in the
U.S. The partners on this project
include The Carter Center, The
Center for Public Integrity and
newsrooms in select states across
the country.
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