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CONDITIONS 

This Zoning Amendment shall be subject to the following conditions which shall be fulfilled by the developer at his/her 
expense: 

1. The developer shall comply with all self-imposed zoning conditions proposed with this Special Use, including additional 
buffering onsite per buffer exhibits 1-4, reforestation area establishment standards per buffer exhibit 5, additional 
setback requirements for solar panel arrays and inverters, and 3rd party sound attenuation monitoring. 

2. The developer shall commission an independent 3rd party to complete a soil quality study performed annually at six 
locations throughout the site to assure there is no site contamination.  

3. The developer shall submit a copy of the Decommissioning Plan to ensure the Project is removed at the end of the 
Project’s useful life, or earlier if abandoned in whole or in part, and that the site is restored to pre-existing conditions, 
which is generally agricultural.  The Decommissioning Plan shall be approved by the Oconee County Board of 
Commissioners prior to operation and shall include a Decommissioning Cost Estimate to be updated every five years 
or at the Board’s discretion. 

 

 

  LEGAL DESCRIPTION                                                                                           
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TAX MAP 
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DEVELOPMENT PLAN 
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ZONING CONDITIONS FOR SPECIAL USE
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Planning Department 
Oconee County, Georgia 

STAFF REPORT 

SPECIAL USE CASE #: 6984 

DATE: October 14, 2016 & Revised December 27, 2016 

STAFF REPORT BY: Andrew C. Stern, Planner 

APPLICANT NAME: Williams & Associates, Land Planners PC 

PROPERTY OWNER: Mr. Chick Farms Limited Partnership 
 
LOCATION: West side of Dials Mill Road at McNutt Creek 
Road  

PARCEL SIZE: ±204.760 Acres (Reduced from 238.479 Acres) 

EXISTING ZONING: A-1 (Agricultural District) 

EXISTING LAND USE: Vacant Agricultural Property 

SPECIAL USE REQUESTED: Unified Development Code: Table 2.1, “Solar Energy Farms” – Special Use / A-1 
(Agricultural District) 

REQUEST SUMMARY: The owners are petitioning for special use approval in order to allow for a solar energy farm 
on vacant agricultural property. 

DATE OF SCHEDULED HEARINGS 

PLANNING COMMISSION: November 14, 2016  

BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS: December 6, 2016 & January 3, 2017 

ATTACHMENTS:  Application  
  Special Use Impact Analysis 
  Narrative  
  Representative Photos 

  Site Review 
  Aerial Photo 

  Tax Map 
  Property Survey 
  Revised Concept Plan 
  Self-Imposed Zoning Conditions for Special Use #6984, including exhibits 1-5 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION & FINDINGS OF FACT 

HISTORY 
• The parcel has primarily been used as pasture for agricultural production 
• The subject property has been zoned A-1 since the adoption of zoning in Oconee County in 1968 

 
SURROUNDING LAND USE AND ZONING 

 EXISTING LAND USES EXISTING ZONING 
NORTH single-family residences on medium sized tracts, a single-

family residential subdivision (under construction) 
A-1 (Agricultural) & AR-1 (Agricultural-Residential One 
Acre)  

SOUTH agricultural A-1 (Agricultural)  
EAST agricultural, single-family residences on medium and 

large sized tracts, undeveloped 
A-1 (Agricultural)  

WEST Agricultural, undeveloped, and a single-family residential 
subdivision (under construction) 

A-1 (Agricultural) & AR-1 (Agricultural-Residential One 
Acre) 

 
SITE VISIT DESCRIPTION 

• Primarily open pasture land with gently sloping terrain and wooded areas primarily along stream beds  
 
PROPOSED PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

• The owners are requesting Special Use approval to allow for construction of a 38 megawatt solar 
energy farm 

o Total Site Area - ±204.760 Acres (Reduced from 238.479 Acres) 
o Land Use Description – A 30 megawatt solar energy farm including rack mounted solar 

panels, inverters, transmission lines, substation and ancillary equipment 
o Freestanding solar arrays or solar panels will not exceed 8’ in height and mounted solar 

panels or solar arrays will not exceed 8’ in height above apex of structure 
o Gravel access drives will be constructed throughout the development for service and 

maintenance 
o The facility will be screened from adjoining properties and adjacent roads according to 

buffers and reforestation requirements as detailed in the self-imposed zoning conditions 
provided by the applicant  

o The proposed development will be located within a compound surrounded by a 6-8’ 
fence with a signs installed on all gates and at 50’ intervals along the security fencing 
stating “DO NOT ENTER – SOLAR POWER GENERATING FARM.” 

 
TRAFFIC PROJECTIONS 

• 34.65 a.m & 6.6 p.m. peak hour trips (ITE Trip Generation, 9th Edition 2012) 
• The development will be accessed via one entrance on Dials Mill Road south of McNutt Creek Road  

 
PUBLIC FACILITIES  
Water: 

• The project does not propose to connect to the County water system 
Sewer: 

• The project does not propose to connect to the County sewer system 
Roads: 

• No roads or streets will be constructed for this project 
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ENVIRONMENTAL 
• A portion of the property lies within the 100 Year Flood Plain or Jurisdictional Wetland areas 
• Storm water runoff will be controlled by a proposed storm water management facility  
• Conservation Corridor buffers are required along streams and pond  

 

COMMENTS FROM OTHER DEPARTMENTS & AGENCIES 
PUBLIC WORKS 

• Public Works recommends that a 1 foot no access easement be implemented on the eastern tract 
along the frontage of Jade Street and Dials Mill Road 

• Public Works suggests that the proposed R/W along McNutt Creek Road be dedicated prior to site 
development plan approval. (Note: these comments no longer pertinent, as they apply to the parcel 
no longer under Special Use consideration) 

 

STAFF ANALYSIS 

THE ANALYSIS OF THE APPLICATION IS MADE BASED UPON THE “STANDARDS FOR SPECIAL USE CONSIDERATION” 
AS SET FORTH IN SECTION 1207.02 OF THE OCONEE COUNTY UNIFIED DEVELOPMENT CODE. 

A. Will the proposed special use be consistent with the stated purpose of the zoning district in which it will 
be located? Yes. Solar energy farms are listed as requiring a Special Use approval in an Agricultural (A-1) 
zoning district. The A-1 zoning district is comprised of land having a predominately rural character. It is the 
intent of the regulations of this District to discourage the subdivision of land which is better suited to 
agricultural usage into urban-type development which requires increased public services, such as schools, 
fire protection, transportation improvements or waste disposal.  Maintaining the A-1 zoning district will 
allow grazing should the owner choose to utilize alternative vegetation control as opposed to chemical 
spraying. 

B. Is the proposed special use compatible with the goals, objectives, purpose and intent of the 
Comprehensive Plan? The 2030 Future Development Map designates the tract with the character areas of 
“Suburban Living” and “Country Estates.” The intent of the Country Estates character area is to provide a 
transition between the more rural areas of the county and traditional suburban residential development, 
and provide an “edge” between the urban and rural fringe. The solar energy farm does provide a low-
intensity land use consistent with the Country Estates development strategies.  
The Suburban Living character area includes established suburban neighborhoods in conventional 
subdivisions and master planned developments. This character area consists principally of single-family 
detached houses with some higher density housing included in a planned development or near an 
established nonresidential area. Houses tend to be on ¾-acre to 1-acre or larger lots on public water or 
sewer. This area is characterized by low pedestrian orientation, high to moderate degree of building 
separation, predominately residential with scattered civic buildings and varied street patterns, often 
curvilinear. Water and sewer are either existing or planned within this character area. Vacant tracts are 
often scattered throughout the area between existing neighborhoods. The intent of this character area is 
to provide for future development projects that are suitable with existing residential development in size, 
scale and overall density. New development requests should be reviewed in terms of impact on the 
surrounding area; conventional neighborhood developments and properly located planned developments 
are both encouraged. 
Development strategies of the Suburban Living character include the following: 

• Protect existing neighborhoods from negative impacts. 
• Retain and conserve the existing sound housing stock. 
• Promote new residential development that fosters a sense of community and provides essential 

mobility, recreation and open space, while assuring suitability with surrounding neighborhoods. 
• Encourage appropriate reuse, redevelopment or refurbishment of areas where activity and 

attractiveness have declined. 
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• Promote innovative and mixed-use development in appropriate locations, such as MPDs in the 
unincorporated area.  

• Promote walkability within each community through path systems or sidewalks, particularly 
connecting to such focal points as schools, parks, community centers or commercial activity 
centers within walking distance of residences. 

• Limit higher intensity attached residential development to areas where existing critical 
infrastructure (i.e. roads, schools, water/sewer, etc.) is available, as a transition between 
established nonresidential centers and single-family neighborhoods. 

• Encourage natural resource protection by allowing conservation subdivisions in the R-1 (Single-
Family Residential) zoning district in the unincorporated area. 

It is difficult to fully examine the compatibility of this use with the Comprehensive Plan as solar energy 
farms were not an anticipated use when the Comprehensive Plan was adopted in 2008.  However, if 
properly screened and maintained, the proposed solar energy farm may not negatively impact any 
established residential development nor prevent residential development of adjoining properties in 
compliance with the development strategies of the Suburban Living character area.  

C. Will the establishment of the special use impede the normal and orderly development of surrounding 
property for uses predominate in the area? No. Development of the solar energy farm should not affect 
the orderly development of surrounding property. The additional landscaping, buffers, and setbacks 
proposed by the developer in the revised Concept Plan more than adequately address any negative 
effects such as glare, light, or noise that would be detrimental to adjacent properties. The voluntary 300’ 
inverter setback proposed by the developer should not produce noise levels exceeding 40 decibels (dB) at 
the property line and no discernable noise should be heard within any residential properties. The 
developer has also proposed a sound attenuation study at six locations onsite on a monthly basis, for a 
period of 12 months, by an independent 3rd party company to demonstrate compliance with the sound 
threshold requirement and will provide noise mitigation barriers should noise levels exceed that 
threshold. The developer has increased the setback for any solar panel arrays or equipment from the 50’ 
setback required within the Unified Development Code to 100’ from any property line. An additional 200’ 
setback, creating a total setback of 300’, has been proposed along the Dials Mill frontage.  

D. Is the location and character of the proposed special use consistent with a desirable pattern of 
development for the locality in general? Established development patterns in this vicinity of the County 
have been single-family residential development. However, numerous large agricultural tracts exist within 
the immediate vicinity, including the majority of adjacent properties. 

E. Is or will the type of street providing access to the use be adequate to serve the proposed special use? 
Yes. There will be a minimal increase in traffic volume as a result of the proposed special use. Traffic 
generated during the construction phase of this development will have a less adverse long-term effect on 
adjacent roads than the continued traffic produced by the nearby nursery and roll-off businesses, as well 
as residential traffic generated from nearby neighborhoods. 

F. Is or will access into and out of the property be adequate to provide for traffic and pedestrian safety, 
the anticipated volume of traffic flow, and access by emergency vehicles? The subject property will be 
accessed via one entrance off Dials Mill Road. Due to the limited number of average daily trips, no turn 
lane improvements are anticipated for the proposed development.   

G. Are or will public facilities such as schools, water or sewer utilities, and police or fire protection be 
adequate to serve the special use? Existing public facilities are adequate to provide service to the site. 
The project does not propose to connect to the County water and sewer system. No buildings will be 
constructed on the site. The Oconee County Schools has recently expressed concern with “the approval of 
any additional increase in residential building lots beyond the thousands previously approved.” This 
request would not produce any additional residential building lots, which may burden the already taxed 
school system. The impact to schools will be positive by generating an increased tax base without 
generating more students. 

H. Are or will refuse, service, parking and loading areas on the property be located or screened to protect 
other properties in the area from such adverse effects as noise, light, glare, and odor? Yes. Refuse, 
service, parking and loading areas will be located and screened to protect other properties in the area 
from adverse effects such as noise, light, and glare.  
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I. Will the hours and manner of operation of the special use have no adverse effects on other properties 
in the area? Yes. The minimum 100’ setback from all property lines and enhanced landscaped buffers, 
screening, and mix of existing vegetation and reforestation plantings should mitigate any effects of glare, 
light, and noise on adjacent properties and should not have an adverse effect on other properties in the 
area.  

J. Will the height, size or location of the buildings or other structures on the property be compatible with 
the height, size or location of buildings or other structures on neighboring properties? Yes. No buildings 
are proposed as part of this development. The solar panels and arrays will maintain a low height and be 
buffered from adjacent properties. 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION 

THE FOLLOWING IS A STAFF SUMMARY ADDRESSING CONCERNS EXPRESSED BY CITIZENS ADJACENT TO THE 
PROPOSED SOLAR ENERGY FARM. 

As with any development proposed near residential communities, there is understandably concern over 
how the development will affect said neighboring properties. This may be particularly true for a proposed use new 
to the County, such as a solar energy farm. Staff recognizes these concerns and had undertaken research to 
address some of the concerns raised by citizens at the recent Planning Commission and Board of Commissioners 
meetings. Staff has been vigorous in relying on reputable sources and has cited said sources throughout. 

TOXIC MATERIALS 

There are side effects associated with the production of solar energy panels. Primarily, these hazards 
relate to the waste byproducts produced during the production of silicon-based solar photovoltaic chips. Many of 
these are hazards similar to those in the production of consumer electronics goods such as cell phones, televisions, 
or computers.1 Staff has not found literature relating to widespread instances of installed solar panels breaking 
and leaking toxic materials into the environment. This appears to be a non-issue. The installation and handling of 
solar energy panels is not regulated by the Georgia Environmental Protection Division or by Georgia Code and no 
permits are required to handle such materials. With regard to the handling of toxic materials at the end of the 
solar panel life-cycle, a 2016 study produced by the intergovernmental International Renewable Energy Agency 
found a current rate of 96% recycling rate in real-world performance. The same report anticipates recycling of 
solar panel material will become a $15 billion industry by 2050.2 The Decommissioning Plan for the solar energy 
farm can include provisions ensuring solar panels are recycled, rather than ending up in a landfill.  

PROPERTY VALUATION 

In 2016, the taxes for the subject parcel were $1,964.77. The parcel is in conservation status until January 
01, 2017. Once developed, Chief Appraiser for Oconee County, Allen Skinner, estimates the solar energy farm 
would generate $129,933 in property taxes based on the current millage rate. The personal property on the 
property would be classed under a Group 3, meaning the personal property (solar panels) would be depreciated 
incrementally every year for 17 years until they reached 20% condition. They would remain at 20% until they were 
removed from the property.  

                                                           
1 “Hazardous Materials Used in Silicon PV Cell Production: A Primer,” Dustin Mulvaney, PhD, accessed 21 December 2016, 
http://solarindustrymag.com/online/issues/SI1309/FEAT_05_Hazardous_Materials_Used_In_Silicon_PV_Cell_Production_A_Primer.html 
2 “End-of-Life Management: Solar Photovoltaic Panels,” International Renewable Energy Agency, accessed 16 December 2016, 
http://www.irena.org/DocumentDownloads/Publications/IRENA_IEAPVPS_End-of-Life_Solar_PV_Panels_2016.pdf 
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ADVERSE HEALTH EFFECTS 

 Staff has been unable to find any reliable peer-reviewed papers studying adverse health effects on 

humans or animals cause by being or living in proximity to a solar energy farm.  

 

BENEFITS 

 One of the issues raised at the Board of Commissioners meeting was a lack of benefits for citizens in the 

County. As described above, the solar energy farm will produce tax revenue for the County of nearly $130,000 

during the first year, with additional tax revenue far exceeding the current rate throughout the lifetime of the 

project (see above). In addition, the 30 megawatt solar energy farm will produce enough energy to power 2,800 

homes annually in Georgia.3 Residents have expressed concern that because this energy will be sold to Georgia 

Power, it will not directly benefit them. However, the reduction in emissions compared to electricity production 

through the burning of fossil fuels benefits all living within Oconee County and Georgia, at large. On this issue, the 

Center for Life Cycle Analysis at Columbia University states: 

In examining the challenges facing the solar industry it is important to keep in perspective the 
relative human and environmental impacts of different types of electricity generation. Even 
though there are toxic compounds used in the manufacturing of most solar panels, the 
generation of electricity from solar energy is significantly safer to the environment and workers 
than production of electricity from coal, natural gas, and nuclear fission. For example, once a 
solar panel is installed, it generates electricity with zero emissions whereas in 2010, coal-fired 
power plants in the United States emitted 1,999.6 million tons of carbon dioxide and there were 
13,200 deaths in the U.S. directly attributable to particulates from coal-fired power plants.4  

 

Residents who are serviced by Walton EMC and wish to take advantage of the benefits provided through solar 

energy are able to do so through Walton EMC’s Cooperative Solar program (with solar energy produced in Walton 

County). 

 

DECOMMISSIONING 

 Concerns have also been expressed regarding the decommissioning of the solar energy farm. Oconee 

County’s Unified Development Code Section 341.05.k specifically calls for “a decommissioning plan for the 

anticipated service life of the facility or in the event that the facility is abandoned or has reached its life 

expectancy.” This is to assure a plan is in place to restore the site to as natural a condition as possible within six (6) 

months of removal of the solar energy facility. A condition has been included as part of this request to assure the 

Decommissioning Plan is approved by the Oconee County Board of Commissioners. The plan will include provisions 

to ensure the site will return to its natural state, include a Decommissioning Cost Estimate, and a Decommissioning 

Security in an amount equal to the Decommissioning Cost Estimate in one of the following forms: (i) cash to be 

                                                           
3 “Georgia Solar,” Solar Energy Industries Association, accessed 21 December 2016, http://www.seia.org/state-solar-policy/georgia 
4 “Clean and Green: Best Practices in Photovoltaics,” Amy Galland, PhD, Center for Life Cycle Analysis at Columbia University, accessed 21 December 2016, 
http://www.clca.columbia.edu/Clean&Green-Photovoltaics.pdf 
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held in escrow by the County Treasurer at a Bank, or (ii) a letter of credit from a financial institution reasonably 

acceptable to the County which shall be irrevocable unless replaced with cash or other form of security reasonably 

acceptable to County (each a form of “Acceptable Credit Support”). 

 

It is the view of staff that in revising the initial Concept Plan, the developer has done an ample job in 

assuaging the concerns raised by property owners adjacent to the proposed solar energy farm. While continued 

use as an open pasture land may be the preferred use by adjacent residents, it is likely that the subject property 

will be developed in some manner in the near future. The solar energy farm as proposed by the developer is a 

much more passive use of the property and will have less long-term adverse effects than developing the property 

for residential or commercial purposes. Additionally, the solar energy farm will not strain the Oconee County 

Schools but will produce tax revenue to support the school system. In Taylor County, Georgia, a commissioner 

recently stated, “Our school system is already trying to figure out what to do with all these resources” provided by 

tax revenue from solar energy farms in the county.5 The solar energy farm will also not strain the sewer system, 

create additional traffic, or adversely affect the roadway itself. In the view of staff, the proposed solar energy farm 

amply satisfies the vision for Oconee County as stated in the County’s Comprehensive Plan:  

A diverse community where life takes on a balanced pace with rural, suburban and small town lifestyles, 
where an excellent education system, high tech economic opportunities, agricultural activities and open 
space are highly valued. In order to maintain this identity we must proactively plan for a sustainable 
future of natural resource protection, historic preservation, quality services, a balanced tax base and 
appropriate infrastructure. 
 

  
STAFF RECOMMENDATION & CONDITIONAL REQUIREMENTS 

Based on Board of Commissioners policies, decision making criteria and standards outlined in the development 
codes of Oconee County, staff recommends approval subject to the following conditions to be fulfilled by the 
developer at his/her expense:  

1. The developer shall comply with all self-imposed zoning conditions proposed with this Special Use, 
including additional buffering onsite per buffer exhibits 1-4, reforestation area establishment standards 
per buffer exhibit 5, additional setback requirements for solar panel arrays and inverters, and 3rd party 
sound attenuation monitoring. 

2. The developer shall commission an independent 3rd party to complete a soil quality study performed 
annually at six locations throughout the site to assure there is no site contamination.  

3. The developer shall submit a copy of the Decommissioning Plan to ensure the Project is removed at the 
end of the Project’s useful life, or earlier if abandoned in whole or in part, and that the site is restored to 
pre-existing conditions, which is generally agricultural.  The Decommissioning Plan shall be approved by 
the Oconee County Board of Commissioners prior to operation and shall include a Decommissioning Cost 
Estimate to be updated every five years or at the Board’s discretion.   

 

                                                           
5 “Georgia farmers havest fays as solar grows,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, accessed 16 December 2016, 
http://www.myajc.com/business/economy/farmers-harvest-rays-solar-grows/jw6YD7YPkO0rs3kWqiAwSM/ 
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	Signed- Special Use 6984 Mr Chick Farms Limited Partnership, Et Al Resolutions (Revised)
	201701091611
	Signed- Special Use 6984 Mr Chick Farms Limited Partnership, Et Al Resolutions (Revised)
	Special Use 6984 Mr Chick Farms Limited Partnership, Et Al Resolutions (Revised)
	1. The developer shall comply with all self-imposed zoning conditions proposed with this Special Use, including additional buffering onsite per buffer exhibits 1-4, reforestation area establishment standards per buffer exhibit 5, additional setback re...
	2. The developer shall commission an independent 3rd party to complete a soil quality study performed annually at six locations throughout the site to assure there is no site contamination.
	3. The developer shall submit a copy of the Decommissioning Plan to ensure the Project is removed at the end of the Project’s useful life, or earlier if abandoned in whole or in part, and that the site is restored to pre-existing conditions, which is ...



	12.27.16 Staff Report - Mr. Chick Limited Partnership Special Use (Revised)
	Planning Department Oconee County, Georgia
	DATE OF SCHEDULED HEARINGS
	Proposed project description
	Comments from other departments & agencies
	ADVERSE HEALTH EFFECTS
	Staff has been unable to find any reliable peer-reviewed papers studying adverse health effects on humans or animals cause by being or living in proximity to a solar energy farm.
	BENEFITS
	One of the issues raised at the Board of Commissioners meeting was a lack of benefits for citizens in the County. As described above, the solar energy farm will produce tax revenue for the County of nearly $130,000 during the first year, with additio...
	In examining the challenges facing the solar industry it is important to keep in perspective the relative human and environmental impacts of different types of electricity generation. Even though there are toxic compounds used in the manufacturing of ...
	Residents who are serviced by Walton EMC and wish to take advantage of the benefits provided through solar energy are able to do so through Walton EMC’s Cooperative Solar program (with solar energy produced in Walton County).
	DECOMMISSIONING
	Concerns have also been expressed regarding the decommissioning of the solar energy farm. Oconee County’s Unified Development Code Section 341.05.k specifically calls for “a decommissioning plan for the anticipated service life of the facility or in ...
	It is the view of staff that in revising the initial Concept Plan, the developer has done an ample job in assuaging the concerns raised by property owners adjacent to the proposed solar energy farm. While continued use as an open pasture land may be t...
	A diverse community where life takes on a balanced pace with rural, suburban and small town lifestyles, where an excellent education system, high tech economic opportunities, agricultural activities and open space are highly valued. In order to mainta...
	Staff recommendation & conditional requirements

	1. The developer shall comply with all self-imposed zoning conditions proposed with this Special Use, including additional buffering onsite per buffer exhibits 1-4, reforestation area establishment standards per buffer exhibit 5, additional setback re...
	2. The developer shall commission an independent 3rd party to complete a soil quality study performed annually at six locations throughout the site to assure there is no site contamination.
	3. The developer shall submit a copy of the Decommissioning Plan to ensure the Project is removed at the end of the Project’s useful life, or earlier if abandoned in whole or in part, and that the site is restored to pre-existing conditions, which is ...
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