PUBLIC HEARING
Proposed 2026 Budget
Pierce County Board of Commissioners
705 College Avenue, 2™ Floor, Blackshear, GA 31516
October 29, 2025, 6:00 p.m.

Commissioners in attendance Neal Bennett, Chairman

Troy Mattox, District 1
Graham Raley, District 2
Randy Dixon, District 3
David Lowman, District 4

Staff in attendance Raphel Maddox, County Manager

Donna Golding, County Clerk

Staff not in attendance Adam Craft, County Attorney

1.

2.

Call to Order-Chairman Neal Bennett called the meeting to order at 6:00 p.m.

Invocation and Pledge of Allegiance-The invocation led by Commissioner Randy
Dixon. The Pledge of Allegiance led by Commissioner David Lowman.

Discussion of the Proposed 2026 Budget-Chairman Neal Bennett opened the floor
to the public. Stating that this meeting is for you the public as an information
meeting. There will be three more meetings to discuss the tax increase. The County
is to go by the Department of Revenue rules when making dates and times to hold
these meetings. Chairman Neal Bennett provided a working draft copy to the public.
The green column shows what was previously discussed a 1.844 millincrease. The
amount shown is what it would take to make the budget work. The yellow column
shows a 0 mill increase. If we take this 0 mill the county would be 2.5 million short
of the budget. The third page is an information page. Showing the cost of what the
county currently pays to these departments. Two of the biggest items in the county
are payroll and health insurance. Chairman Neal Bennett stated everyone who
owns property should go to the Board of Assessors and make sure they are receiving



all the exemptions they are entitled to. Chairman Bennett stated that on the
information packet, there is room on the back page to list any questions. The Public
can submit these to County Clerk or email them to the office. Chairman Bennett
stated the board would answer every question to the best of their abilities.

Public Comments

Stephanie Bell with Pierce County Family Connection thanked the board for
increasing the Senior Center fund in the proposed 2026 budget. Ms. Bell stated that
Brenda Sutton with the PC Food Pantry wanted to make sure that the emergency
funds would be used towards the pantry. Senior center proposed budget has an
issue with the county not having a MOU since 2023. The center manager has had
her hours cut. Then center is moving backwards, hours have been cut, and work has
been doubled. The managers hours have been cut almost 7 %2 hours a week. Ms.
Bell would like to request an addition to the MOU that the manager is required to
work at least 37 hours at her current pay rate of $18.15 per hour. Also, reimburse the
manager for 18 weeks of work that the manager has lost due to federal cutbacks.
There are three supervisors that are being paid out of what the county pays to Action
Pact. The manager does 90 percent of the work that the higher ups are being paid.
Ms. Bell is asking the county to make sure the money being paid to Action Pact stays
in the county. Ms. Bell is asking the county to receive quarter reports so that the
county and she can make sure that the funds are being spent correctly. Ms. Bell
also as the Board of Commissioners to consider taking back the senior center and
not having a third party over the center day to day operations. With the possibility of
having someone in the community to run the center. Chairman Neal Bennett asked
if the federal government shutdown is going to affect the senior center. Ms. Bell
stated it will only affect the head start program.

Offerman Mayor Brenda Denison stated she is going to advocate for the seniors.
Mayor Denison stated that when the seniors were moved from the old building to
where they are now, if they had any problems, the board of commissioners would
help. The MOU has expired, and Action Pact knew they had to have one. Mayor
Denison asked the board why the county is paying for funding if there is no contract.
Mayor Denison stated that the county should ask for reports showing where the
money is being spent. Chairman Neal Bennett assured Mayor Denison saying
before the MOU is signed and before giving Action Pact anymore money that there
would be a report of financial statement. Mayor Denison stated that having a third-
party taking care of business isn’t always the best thing for the county. Mayor
Denison has concerns about the budget and why it is over. Who is responsible for



making sure the departments stay within the budget they are given? Who holds the
departments accountable? Mayor Denison stated this is a business, “Leave out the
egos.”

County Manager Raphel Maddox stated that the budget and action plan is
discussed monthly at the leadership meetings. County Manager stated that being
over budget in some departments cannot be helped. Each department head meets
with the County Manager to discuss their budgets. At this time, adding and taking
away money is discussed.

Mayor Denison stated that some of stuff in the budget just doesn’t make sense.
Asking, “how can the county justify for such a large increase with the insurance?”
Mayor Denison, stating it doesn’t make sense going from nine thousand to ten
thousand then to thirty thousand.

County Manager Raphel Maddox stated that the insurance is for individuals only. If
the employee has family insurance, the individual is responsible for paying the
difference.

Other questions by Offerman Mayor Brenda Denison; Has the Otter Creek Fire
Station had been finished? Why tell the public you are going to build a new 911
building if you can’t finish other projects first? Beavers, why are we paying forty
thousand dollars to pay for beaver removal? Are beavers more important than
completing the fire station? Who makes this decision? Make a budget and go by the
budget, nothing else.

Chaiman Neal Bennett stated the Otter Creek Fire Station building is complete. All
itis lacking is the well and septic system.

Public Works Superintendent stated the need to rid the beaver population. The
beaavers build dams that block water flow and can lead to flooding and erosion of
roadways. Beavers can and will cause significant damage.

Victor Balageer would like the public to be made aware of equipment the county
has. Putting it in the newspaper and on the internet would help people see more of
what the county has going on. Mr. Balageer would like to know when equipment is
purchased and sold. Mr. Balageer asked the board if county vehicles are being
leased or does the county own the vehicles and equipment.

Public Works Superintendent Bruce Carter spoke about Mr. Balageer’s concern.
Stating the purchase and surplus of vehicles and equipment goes before the Board
of Commissioners for approval. The equipment and vehicles are on a lease



program. The county has been trying to switch all vehicles/equipment to the lease
program. This will help with maintenance and reliability.

Wanda Smith asked the board for the definition of a millage increase.

County Manager Raphel Maddox explained:

e The mill rate, or millage rate, is a financial tool used to calculate property taxes,
representing the amount of tax per $1,000 of assessed property value.

e Property taxes are computed by multiplying the assessed value of a property by the
mill rate and dividing by 1,000, which provides the amount owed.

+ Different entities such as municipalities, counties, and school boards set their own
mill rates, which are aggregated to determine the total property tax bill.

e Mill rates can vary based on the property type—residential, commercial, or
industrial—and depend on local government financial requirements.

Clerk of Court Melissa Howard stated that on her budget $10,000 was taken out of her
budget for software. In a note on the side, it stated to take it out of the Law Library. Ms.
Howard explained that this could not be done by the board or the county manager. If
this is something that the Board of Commissioners wanted to, this would have to go
before several judges, and they would vote on this. Ms. Howard stated that she saves
the county money by using her technology fund. She is trying to save the county and
taxpayers money.

Citizens at 4370 Old Hoboken Road, Blackshear stated that spending money that the
county doesn’t have is ridiculous. Why do the citizens not see quarterly reviews?
Citizen stated he will not give 20 percent more in property taxes.

Lori Jones stated she sees a 1.5 percent raise for county employees. Ms. Jones gave her
recommendation of freezing salaries and not giving raises. Ms. Jones’ stated she must
respect her own budget. When you are spending someone else's money, you should
stay within the money you have.

Chairman Neal Bennett is appreciative of the public speakers but asks the public for
ideas of what can be cut out of the 2026 proposed budget to help.

Blake Edward-Hacklebarney, looking at the proposed budget 2024-2025 there isa 16
percent increase. That is almost 2.8 million dollars. Under Commissions column, it
went up 37 percent. What does this increase intel?

Commissioner David Lowman stated that the increase is mainly due to the coverage of
health insurance.



Blake Edwards stated the Office of the Sheriff has an increase of over 23 percent and
Public Works has a 20 percent increase. Make this make sense.

Adam Herrin asked what the responsibilities of the County Manager are. County
Manager Raphel Maddox stated it is to run day-to-day operations in the county.

Can the county run with a county manager? County Manager responded by saying,
“Can the county run without having the sheriff’s office?”

Craig Tyre, when was the last time the county had a property audit? Why and how are
we spending more money?

County Manager, an example of why the county has a higher cost is the old Grady St
EMS Buildings electric bill hasn’t been paid by the county for the last three years. The
previous owner just realized they do not own the building anymore and has stopped
paying the bill. The county now will assume the payment of around $30,000 annually to
pay the electric bill. Thisis money that was not in the budget but has been added.

Karen Herndon, is an advocate for the senior citizens of Pierce County. Ms. Herndon
wants to see the senior center grow. However, making sure the money the county
sends to Action Pact for the senior center is spent on the senior center. Ms. Herndon
doesn’t like the cuts that employees of the senior center have had to make due to
federal cutbacks. She would like the county to pick up and pay senior center
employees time that was taken away.

Michael Bennett, asked the County Manager what his job is. County Manager Raphel
Maddox again stated his job is to do the day-to-day operations for the county. “l am
over Fire, EMS, and the Road Department. Mr. Bennett asked Commissioner Troy
Mattox how he managed the budget when he was chairman.

Commissioner Troy Mattox stated you have to work together at the lowest possible cost
to make the community work.

Linda Herrin asked the County Manager why he didn’t know about the Grady St. electric
bill. Isn’tityourjob to know these things. Group insurance doesn’t make sense. What
are we going to do about this?

County Manager Raphel Maddox met with a new insurance provider that combines with
other counties to help lower the insurance cost. County Manager will provide the
information to the board when he receives it.

Linda Herrrin, asked how much money has been put into the proposed 2026 budget for
the new rec department. The rec department needs to hold fund raisers and have more



volunteers to help with the revenue shortage. This way you can eliminate the property
tax. Commissioner Randy Dixon stated that getting volunteers isn’t like it used to be.
Now, the county has to worry about liability issues. Times have changed since the rec
department was built back in 1971.

County Manager Raphel Maddox spoke with Regional Vice President of State
Government Relations, CSX Transportation about donations to help fund the rec
department.

Blake Edwards asked to see the 2024 budget to actual.

Commissioner David Lowman is not interested in a 20 percent increase but doesn’t
want to lay people off either. Commissioner Lowman stated he would like to stay with
last year’s budget.

Commissioner Randy Dixon said the county needs to raise the millage. It hasn’t been
raised in at least 3 years.

Commissioner Troy Mattox stated it is inevitable that the millage will increase. The
Board of Commissioners are working hard to find cuts in the budget to not have to raise
the millage.

Commissioner Graham Raley, “We are no where close to having the budget figured out.”

Linda Herrin asked the board to consider having the employees work less days but
allow them to keep their health insurance coverage.

Craig Tyre, if a department doesn’t meet budget, does the county manager hold them
accountable?

County Manager Raphel Maddox stated he discusses each department’s budget with
them at the leadership meeting and individually.

Offerman Mayor Brenda Denison, why is the county paying for mowing services for the
rec department? Can’tinmates do that? Why can’t the work detail from the jail do this?

County Manager Raphel Maddox stated again it is a liability issue. The inmates can sue
the county over anything. Inmates use to help but the liability is greater than it used to
be. The mowing is bid out, and Wright’s Lawn Service was awarded the bid. It will be
going out for bid again in 2026.

County Manager Raphel Maddox encouraged the public to call the office to make an
appointment to sit down and discuss any changes or suggestions to the budget.



Neal Bennett
Commission Chairman

Troy Mattox
Commissioner, District 1

Graham Raley
Commissioner, District 2

5. Adjournment-Chairman Neal Bennett adjourned the meeting at 7:50 p.m.

Randy Dixon
Commissioner, District 3

David Lowman
Commissioner, District 4

Donna Golding
County Clerk



