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Georgia’s Rural Center (Center for Rural Prosperity 
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Georgia communities with managed support and 

collaborative partnerships.
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Will the events of the past year, 
including the pandemic, prove 
to be the spark that ignites a 
rural revival? 

Challenge and adversity lead to change. Necessity is 
often said to be the mother of invention. We have certainly 
experienced adversity and challenge over the past year, both 
of which have forced us to become more resourceful. At the 
same time, America is dealing with social unrest and seeking 
to better understand long-standing cultural norms. Some have 
suggested we are experiencing a cultural revolution.  

Regardless of how you feel about the past year, it is time to 
explore the possibility of a rural revival. Could we be on the 
cusp of a rural renaissance? I believe a Great Awakening 
is not only possible, but I submit that it will happen. The 
endless concentration of the American population to a few 
densely inhabited metroplexes is not simply undesirable; 
it’s unsustainable. While the political, finance and banking, 
manufacturing, and service industries are well suited to the 
city, production of food, fiber, and shelter takes place in rural 
America. When it comes to feeding and clothing Americans, 
that’s what rural does best. 

Now that I have your attention, it is time to reflect. There is 
certainly a great deal of back and forth about the virtues of 
rural life. Going rural involves choices. Whether you were born 
in a rural community and never left, moved away and came 
back, or you are a recent transplant, you made choices. If you 
have not gone rural, what might entice you to look past the 
amenities of urban and suburban living to choose rural? 

No doubt, rural life presents certain challenges, many of which 
are easy to enumerate. In a recent blog called Trouble in God’s 
Country, Charlie Hayslett published his most recent musing, an 
article entitled, “New ‘Distressed Community’ Ratings Reinforce 
View That Georgia’s Haves and Have-nots Split Along the 
Gnat Line.” Hayslett, concisely and in a very eye-opening way, 
revealed something called the Distressed Communities Index 
(DCI), which is an eloquent amalgamation of demographic 
statistics that demonstrate many of the differences between 
Georgia communities that are doing seemingly well and those 
that are struggling. The article summarizes sobering statistics 
compiled by a Washington, D.C. think tank in a way that will 
make you go back for a second reading after you have sighed 
in disbelief and scratched your head. 

Why do I read Hayslett’s articles? I certainly do not always 
agree with him, but his unapologetic presentation of blunt and 
painful “facts” about rural Georgia makes me think. In fact, they 
often make me mad – mad enough to say, “No, Charlie, us 
proud-to-be rural folks won’t give up that easy.”

What makes a person go rural? Making personal choices 
engages the heart, the soul, and the mind. By doing so, you 
make a decision that works for you rather than one based on 
empirical facts. One’s priorities, one’s ability to accept change, 
and one’s willingness to drive change can be powerful in 
personal decision making.

The acclaimed Pew Research Center recently published an 
exhaustive study, “What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban 
and Rural Communities.” The article delves deeply into facts 
and figures comparing how rural, suburban, and urban 
dwellers think about religion, education, politics, and social 
issues. It presents perceptions, or opinions, that roll up into 
demographic facts. It reveals that those who live in urban, 
suburban, and rural communities think differently and score their 
priorities differently. 

One of the most important revelations in the Pew study, but 
one that was not surprising to me, was that adult rural dwellers 
are not likely to relocate to an urban or suburban community. 
By the same token, their urban counterparts aren’t that likely 
to relocate to a rural community. Rural dwellers may say, well 
and good, let them stay in the city. Hold on! We need to think 
about that. 

Rural communities across Georgia are facing a population 
decline. Many young people move away after high school to 
seek higher education, join the military, or simply experience 
the world. It is a fact that young people often feel compelled to 
wander, pursuing the desire for a new experience. While away, 
they may become accustomed, some might say addicted, to 
a lifestyle that makes their return unlikely, but others, like me, 
never lost their passion for rural life. 

The problem is that fewer young people have chosen to 
return to rural areas in recent decades. Therefore, the median 
age of rural communities continues to rise while the number of 
young parents with small children declines. If a rural revival is 
to occur, we must encourage the importation of young people. 
It is that simple. We need young couples who are educated, 
energetic, and resourceful to move to rural communities and 
raise their families. 

MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR

Rural Revival - Will You Be a Part?

“It is 
time to 

explore the 
possibility 
of a rural 
revival.” 

The Pew study shows that across urban, suburban, and rural 
dwellers, the top three community attributes that young families 
are looking for include 1) a good place to raise children, 2) 
access to recreational and outdoor activities, and 3) family 
nearby. Rural communities offer the first two, and young families 
are welcome to bring their extended families so that relatives 
will be nearby. The more, the merrier. So, why aren’t young 
people flocking to rural communities?

I have said it before, and I will say it again. Young families 
will move to rural communities when they sense economic 
opportunity, see quality education, and have access to health 
care. Let’s take economics first. Unless you are independently 

wealthy, you must be able to provide for a family. That means 
a job or the opportunity to own a business. Opportunities do 
exist in rural communities. The Center for Rural Prosperity and 
Innovation can help you find that opportunity.

Oftentimes, we only look at the income side of the equation. 
Equally important is the cost of living. In many cases, it is 
cheaper to live in a rural community. If you are inclined to be 
more self-sustaining, the cost can be far less. 

For those with an adventuresome or entrepreneurial spirit, now 
may be the time. Technology and transportation have created 
many new opportunities that make place of residence less 
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constraining. One very important COVID pandemic lesson has 
been that for many, the how and when of work has become 
much more important than the where. I spent much more of 
2020 working from home on a rural southwest Georgia farm 
than I did from the office. We have all learned a great deal 
about working remotely. Let’s capitalize on that in a way that 
makes living in a rural community a good option for more 
people.

What about education? Remember, the second requirement for 
choosing rural is access to quality education. We all want good 
educational opportunities for our kids, right? Why wouldn’t 
we? It appears to me that education has really come under 
fire during the pandemic. This is especially true for public k-12 
education. Many school kids have been out of the classroom 

for nearly a year, missing the instruction, competition, and 
socialization that occur in a structured classroom. They have 
also missed the arts, athletics, and other activities that round 
out the educational experience. 

Many families have discovered alternatives - private schools, 
parochial schools, or home school. Some families have 
relocated so children can have a better school experience. 
Now I am not saying that rural communities necessarily offer 
better options for education. But, over the past year the 
bar for educational attainment has certainly been lowered, 
and it seems to me that smaller schools, like those in rural 
communities, have been nimble and have often navigated 
the turbulent waters better than large urban and suburban 
schools. I am just saying, if you are not getting what you want in 
the city, maybe the lower cost of living, the option for a smaller 
private or public school, the option to work from home and 
home school, and other benefits of living rural are calling you to 
consider the move. 

Another consideration is health care. Access to primary and 
specialized health care is sometimes a challenge in rural 
communities, but where there is a will, there is a way. In 
Georgia, I think we may be beginning to round the corner. 

With the help of the Georgia Rural Hospital Stabilization 
Program and innovation like that seen in recent years at the 
Miller County Hospital and Clinch Memorial Hospital, the 
future looks much brighter.

On the primary care front, the private and public sectors 
are finding new ways to provide more and better access to 
health care. Mercer is meeting its goal of care for all. Mercer 
University’s School of Medicine has made a strong commitment 
to train physicians who are committed to serve Georgia’s rural 
communities. It is increasing access to primary care, having 
opened clinics in Plains, Fort Gaines, Fort Valley, and Eatonton, 
with the promise of more to come. Mercer is also home to 
Georgia’s Rural Health Innovation Center. 

In recent months, private clinics are popping up around 
Georgia in unexpected places, like Preston. There, an ambitious, 
rural, entrepreneurial pharmacist, Nikki Bryant, is seeing to it 
that people in one of Georgia’s least populated counties have 
access to health care. 

And, the Global Partnership for Telehealth, which is 
headquartered in rural Blackshear, Georgia, is now a 
nationally and internationally recognized leader in telehealth 
services. The Center for Rural Prosperity and Innovation is 
working with the Partnership (GPT) to expand services within 
Georgia’s rural K-12 education systems, and the Georgia 
Rural Health Innovation Center is using their services in their 
clinic network.

Anything is possible when people pull together and make 
a commitment to a better life. Rural communities have much 
to offer, especially in these trying times. If you want space to 
spread out and breathe clean air, enjoy nature, become more 
self-reliant, and raise your family with an emphasis on quality 
of life, you may want to go rural! It is all about priorities and 
choices. When you and your friends make the choice to go 
rural, you can be part of the rural renaissance.

I have said it before, and I will say it again. Young families 
will move to rural communities when they sense economic 
opportunity, see quality education, and have access to healthcare.

References:
Hayslett, Charlie. 2021. New “Distressed Community” ratings reinforce view that Geor-
gia’s haves and have-nots split along the gnat line. https://troubleingodscountry.com/
Parker, Kim, et al. 2018. What Unites and Divides Urban, Suburban and Rural Communi-
ties. https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2018/05/22/what-unites-and-divides-urban-sub-
urban-and-rural-communities/ 
The Pew Center, 1615 L St. NW, Suite 800, Washington, DC 20036.
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COMMUNITY & COLLEGE PARTNERS PROGRAM PROJECT  

The Center continued its partnership with Mike Burns of the nonprofit Community & College Partners Program to mentor 
and assist in information gathering for Emory master’s of public health students working on projects related to: health 
disparities in rural communities lacking adequate broadband coverage, food insecurity in rural Georgia, assessment 
of health impact of substandard housing and health outcomes, health impacts from rural brownfield sites, and COVID’s 
impact on Georgia’s homeless population. One project was complete in summer 2020, and the others are on-going 
projects. The health disparities project has been presented and shared throughout various networks. 

TOURISM + MARKETING PROJECT | CHATTOOGA COUNTY
CRPI worked with the Chattooga County Chamber of Commerce to develop a community and tourism marketing 
strategy. Goals of this project focused on economic impact, tourism assets, and enhancement of local value. A tourism 
marketing plan was developed, as well as a branding marketing guide and new website. Chattooga County is the most 
economically distressed county in north Georgia.

TRAIL MASTER PLAN | DAWSON COUNTY
CRPI worked with Dawson County and Economic Development Authority to create a trail master plan utilizing a 
significant portion of the county’s public forest land to generate property tax revenues. The goal of this project was to 
develop and implement an economic diversification strategy to support entrepreneurs in their endeavors. Thus, with 
more economic diversification, the tax burden on residents and farmers is offset. While there has been growth and 
impact in the retail sector, limited land area for development has reduced growth for similar industry and office space. 
The study is complete, and the community is working toward implementation of the recommendations. 

GEORGIA GROWN TRAIL - HWY 27, NORTH GEORGIA
CRPI worked with the seven northernmost counties on U.S. Highway 27 to designate the route as a Georgia Grown 
Trail. The association has been formed and the bylaws adopted. After 2021 Georgia General Assembly legislative 
session, phase I is complete, and the trail is officially designated a route. Phase II is in progress to create signage to 
ensure maximum marketability and sustainability. Finally, phase III will be the development of a map guide and web 
presence. The project aims to bring attention to the agricultural assets in these counties while increasing visitor traffic and 
spending at these locations.

TRANSPORTATION PROJECT - NORTHWEST GEORGIA
The Northwest Georgia Regional Vanpool Study determined the feasibility of a vanpool program capable of linking 
long-distance commuters from similar origins to similar destinations throughout the 15-county region. The study sought 
to identify a preferred vanpool operating model that best meets the needs of commuters within the study area and 
presents the most significant opportunities for expanded access to employment for residents residing within rural 
communities in the study area. This study searched for innovative approaches to the economic advancement and 
prosperity of rural Georgia. Once the data is shared with the region, more details will be published at ruralga.org. COTTON MEDICAL SCRUBS PROJECT - SOUTH GEORGIA 

The Center worked with partner organizations to raise awareness of and support for re-shoring the once vibrant US 
textile industry. The project demonstrated the feasibility of transforming Georgia-grown cotton from seed to anti-microbial 
scrub in order to outfit and protect rural Georgia’s medical professionals. This project will continue to support the rural 
agricultural and health care industries in Georgia. A kick-off event was held in April 2021, and the first delivery of scrubs 
was made across south Georgia in August 2021. 

PAST PROJECTS 
2018-2019: Taliaferro County Economic Development Impact Study | Georgia Grown Dining Hall  | Ag Summit
2019-2020: Sunbelt Ag Expo Strategic Plan | Pecan Co-op Feasibility Study | GMET-X | Creative Plan - Berrien County 

COMPLETED PROJECTS
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GEORGIA COTTON IS THE COMEBACK KING

As part of an innovative partnership spearheaded 
by the Field to Closet consortium, Georgia’s Rural 

Center is helping ensure that our state’s top row crop is 
walking the halls of a rural hospital near you. From most 
valuable product on our farms to most valuable player in 
our health care system, Georgia-grown, ginned, milled 
and manufactured cotton clothing is officially the 
comeback king.

Together with America Knits, Helena® Agri-Enterprises, 
LLC, Nutrien AgSolutions® and HomeTown Health, the 
project was born from a lofty idea: transform cotton 
grown in Georgia soil from seed to scrub without leaving 
the Southeast. The 
cotton grown in Georgia 
was, then, spun into 
yarn in Rabun Gap, 
Georgia. That yarn was 
woven into fabric in 
North Carolina. Finally, 
that fabric was sent to 
Swainsboro, Georgia, 
to America Knits to be 
cut into scrubs. It’s a 
concept we call “re-
shoring,” restoring the 
pride and productivity 
of the textile supply 
chain to places where 
it once thrived. Field to 
Closet also established 
the Farmer GiveBack 
program to address a 
fundamental issue in the garment industry which typically 
sees the brand or end seller with the most significant 
profit. The Farmer GiveBack is designed to ensure the 
grower is included financially by sharing in the profit of the 
goods sold. This project provides much-needed income 
to Georgians throughout the supply chain and an end 
product that not only covers but also protects the rural 
medical professionals who wear it. 

Grown from Deltapine® seed, the sustainable, 
biodegradable, recyclable cotton fiber used to 
manufacture these cool, comfortable scrubs is not just 

your average cotton. That’s because the scrubs are also 
treated with PROTX2® AV, an antimicrobial technology 
that inhibits the growth of bacteria and has been shown 
in lab tests to destroy viruses. This is the first time PROTX2® 
AV has been formulated for use on 100 percent cotton 
medical scrubs, marking these scrubs as an industry first. 

“Rural Georgia is home to agriculture, Georgia’s largest 
industry. Georgia is the second largest producer of cotton 
in the US,” said Dr. David Bridges, Director of Georgia’s 
Rural Center and President of Abraham Baldwin 
Agricultural College. “Cotton plays a prominent role in 
the economic prosperity of many rural communities in the 

state. Now, with this particular 
project, cotton can be more 
profitable to our farmers and 
also contribute to better rural 
healthcare.”

As with every project the 
Rural Center Team takes on, 
our hope is that this initiative will 
serve as an inspiring example 
of the possibility and profitability 
that exist in the far-flung corners 
of this great state. Whether we 
are helping prune supply chains 
so they serve Georgians better 
or creating unique, new markets 
for age-old products, we are 
creating long-lasting, positive 
impacts in small towns and 
crossroads communities statewide.

To highlight this initiative, a kick-off event was held April 9, 
2021, in Tifton, Georgia. In late summer 2021, the scrubs 
will be delivered to the hospitals in rural Georgia as the 
cotton grown in the region returns home to healthcare 
workers on the frontlines.

Find out more about the Georgia-grown medical scrubs 
initiative by visiting AmericaKnits.com or FieldtoCloset.com. 
Learn about all the Rural Center’s purpose and projects 
at ruralga.org. 

This initiative is exciting and 
goes to show when people work 

together, extraordinary things can 
happen. There was a time when 

an end-to-end US supply chain for 
cotton garments would have been 
considered a pipe dream. We’ve 

shown with hard work, dreams do 
come true. 

Steve Hawkins | CEO of America KnitsBrooks County 
Hospital
Burke Medical Center
Crisp Regional 
Medical Center
Colquitt Regional 
Medical Center
East Georgia Regional 
Medical Center
Emanuel Medical 
Center
Irwin County Hospital
Jeff Davis Hospital

Jenkins County 
Medical
LifeBrite Community 
Hospital of Early
Memorial Hospital and 
Manor
Mitchell County 
Hospital
SGMC Berrien 
Campus
Southwell Medical
Taylor Regional 
Hospital

the
COTTON
MEDICAL

project
SCRUBS

PROJECT PARTNERS
Field to Closet

America Knits

Deltapine® seed

Helena® Agri-Enterprises, LLC

Nutrien AgSolutions®

Georgia’s Rural Center 

HomeTown Health

HOSPITALSINDUSTRY PARTNERS
Hornwood, North Carolina

Parkdale Mills, Georgia

Lee Farms, Georgia 
Mims Farms, Georgia 
Davis Farms,  Georgia
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To live and work in Chattooga County is to experience 
the goodness of “small town America” where hidden 
treasures of interesting sites, outdoor activities, and an 
opportunity to create a life exists for residents and visitors 
alike. It is home to renowned folk artist Howard Finster 
who is recognized for his visionary art and the location of 
his largest creation, Paradise Garden, where he turned 
his home site into a display of thousands of artistic works.

It is where you will find James H. 
“Sloppy” Floyd State Park with 
opportunities to enjoy fishing, hiking, 
camping and the beauty of Georgia’s 
outdoors.  It is the destination for 
hundreds of visitors who travel 
on the Tennessee Valley Railroad 
from Chattanooga, Tennessee, to 
Summerville, the county seat, where they can see one 
of the nation’s few train turntables among other historic 
features in the city. 

Add to all of this paddling on the Chattooga River, 
exploring along the Lookout Mountain Parkway, and 
shopping the community’s Trade Day weekend events 
and seasonal festivals for a myriad of activities to keep 
you busy for one or more days.

But Chattooga County struggled with a compelling brand 
and creative marketing strategy to help tell its story and 
increase the number of visitors and desirability for business 
and manufacturing location. Georgia’s Rural Center 
stepped in to lead discussions and help find direction 
for such a strategy.  Through focus groups, surveys, and 
tourism statistics we gathered and evaluated data along 
with our creative partner.

The findings resulted in a refreshed look 
and feel to Chattooga County’s brand 
with a coordinated branding board for 
the county and chamber of commerce 
along with messaging that reflects the 
pillars that make Chattooga County stand 
out from its neighboring and competing 

Georgia locations. A new website template provided an 
exciting online presence for the Chamber of Commerce 
to serve as “home base” for the new brand. Goals were 
established, and the work is complete!

As Chattooga County forges into the future with a new 
brand, Georgia’s Rural Center and our creative partner 
have provided guidance along the way to assist with 
suggestions, brainstorm ideas, and create a tourism 
marketing plan.  

CREATIVELY BRANDING RURAL GEORGIA 

CHATTOOGA COUNTY TOURISM + MARKETING STRATEGIC PLAN

It is vitally important to relay 
a unified message to increase 

our tourism industry and 
attract a workforce looking 
for a high-quality way of 
life. This project will put 
our rural community on 
the map, so to speak. We 
are looking forward to a 

fresh new look at Chattooga 
County, one of which we can 

share and be proud!  

Cindy Rivers | Executive Director, 
Chattooga Co. Chamber of Commerce

chattoogacounty.org

ON-GOING PROJECTS
Projects working for rural Georgia tomorrow
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GEORGIA INTERNATIONAL FOOD CENTER | 
MILLEDGEVILLE, GEORGIA
The center continues working with the Central State Hospital Local Redevelopment Authority (Milledgeville), USDA-
Rural Development, and Food Service Partners (FSP) in the development of the Georgia International Food Center at 
Renaissance Park. The team is working with ABAC leadership and FSP to expand the college’s Georgia Grown dining 
hall offerings. Additionally, CRPI is working with FSP, public and private entities, and state leadership to expand the 
state’s ability to add value and transition from agricultural production to food production.   

RURAL GEORGIA HOSPITAL FOOD COLLABORATIVE
CRPI is working with HomeTown Health and CEOs of several rural Georgia hospitals to create a pilot project 
connecting rural health care institutions with Georgia farmers that will result in direct-marketing opportunities for 
fresh fruits, vegetables, and meats by farmers to these institutions. The first transaction occurred in early spring 2020. 
Currently, there are more than 16 hospitals participating in the collaborative. To learn more, see our story on  
pages 23-24. 

AMICALOLA FALLS SCENIC BYWAY - NORTH GEORGIA 
The center is working alongside Dawson, Gilmer, and Pickens Counties on the development of Amicalola Falls Scenic 
Byway. The pre-application has already been approved by GDOT.  The next steps include resolutions from local 
governments and stakeholders, public meetings, additional details of the route description and intrinsic qualities that 
make the route eligible for state scenic byway designation for the official application. Then, the Northwest Georgia 
Regional Commission will assist with the development of the Corridor Management Plan (CMP) for the route. The 
byway designation is to bring attention to the value of the intrinsic natural qualities of the region, support and enhance 
the tourism economy, and build appreciation of local citizens for the region in which they live.

COMMUNITY MEDICAL CLINIC - HARRIS CO., GEORGIA
The Center for Rural Prosperity is supporting the Georgia Rural Health Innovation Center, the Mercer Medical School, 
and Harris County to open a Community Health Clinic in Harris County. A true partnership project, Harris County 
provided a building (the former library) and raised private funds for renovation, the Center for Rural Prosperity provided 
funds for architectural, design, and construction services, and Mercer is providing equipment and will operate the 
facility, which will begin operations in the fall of 2021.

TERRELL COUNTY ROAD IMPROVEMENT PROJECT
Working with officials in Terrell County, Georgia’s Rural Center is assisting to identify sources of funds for much-needed 
transportation improvements to a one-mile section of West Lee Street (New Bethel Church Road) that serves several 
businesses critical to the county’s economy, including the county’s only full-service farm supply business.

COMMUNITY PLANNING PROJECT - PLAINS, GEORGIA
CRPI is leading the development and implementation of a comprehensive community plan in Plains, Georgia, which 
will better position the city for growth in tourism. Elements of this project include: water/sewer upgrades, downtown 
redevelopment including the relocation of the Welcome Center; transportation, parking, and pedestrian crossing 
additions; and a multipurpose corridor from downtown to the Jimmy Carter boyhood home and farm.

ON-GOING PROJECTS

ABAC CONNECT 
CRPI continues to expand the number and diversity of employers who are using ABAC Connect, an online platform 
bringing students and employers together to capitalize on career opportunities. Employers are able to post jobs 
and internships to connect with students and recent alumni in all schools and majors across campus. CRPI staff work 
specifically to increase the number of participating employers in rural communities across the state to provide students 
and graduates as many opportunities as possible in those communities that are in need of young talent.     

214
JOBS

486
EMPLOYERS

765
STUDENTS
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Advocating for positive change for rural Georgia

MILLER COUNTY HOSPITAL COMMUNICATION AND 
EDUCATION STRATEGIC PLAN
Partnering with Miller County Hospital to develop a multifaceted communication and education strategy, the Rural Center 
aims to help improve the public’s understanding of the transformational work conducted in this rural south Georgia 
community. The project focuses on fact finding, research, documentation of process and accomplishment, employee 
training, and community outreach. CRPI has engaged the ABAC School of Nursing and Health Sciences to develop an 
on-site nursing education program to help meet the growing nursing demand of this thriving health care facility.

TIRED CREEK LAKE PROJECT | GRADY COUNTY
CRPI is working with Grady County in the development of Tired Creek Lake. In 2010, Grady County secured a permit 
from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to construct a 960-acre recreational fishing lake, which opened Memorial Day 
weekend 2018.  Since, Grady County officials have been exploring future development opportunities to hopefully spur 
economic activity for the county. Staff have helped identify state and federal resources available to finance necessary 
infrastructure to attract potential developers. CRPI has worked with USDA Rural Development and the Georgia 
Environmental Finance Authority (GEFA) to identify funding options and the necessary project planning. CRPI is currently 
working with Grady County officials to complete the required environmental impact study.    

ON-GOING PROJECTS

CO-OP ECONOMIC IMPACT | DOUGLAS, GEORGIA
The Rural Center is nearing completion of an economic impact study for one of rural Georgia’s newest and fastest 
growing farmer-owned cooperatives. The study will demonstrate the economic impact to more than a dozen rural south 
Georgia counties and emphasize the important role that cooperatives play in adding value, retaining value, building 
wealth and otherwise positively contributing to economic vitality in rural Georgia communities.

LEGISLATIVE UPDATES
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COMMUNICATION +
OUTREACH NUMBERS

A voice serving rural Georgia with data-driven results

million
$+39.5 

Allocation to establish a rural innovation 
fund to assist rural communities in developing 
targeted solutions for economic, medical, 
technological or infrastructure challenges 
within their regions

the
R U R A L 
INNOVATION

fund

LEGISLATIVE UPDATE

BROADBAND
INFRASTRUCTURE
grant program million

$10 Allocation to establish a broadband 
infrastructure grant program to quickly 
target high-need broadband expansion 
in rural communities

Passed and officially designated pecans 
as Georgia’s state nut. Georgia consistently 
leads the nation in pecan production
 (USDA, 2021).

SENATE BILL

222
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Comm numbers 

113
Published blogs with 11,321 
post views on top 10 blogs

4,870
Facebook followers

1,075
Instagram followers

309
Email subscribers

450
LinkedIn followers

223
Photos in photo contest

27,007
Pageviews on website

113,300
People reached by, top 

10 Facebook posts 6
 Total completed 
projects this year

10
On-going projects to date 

11
Focus areas for projects

20
Partnerships

50*
Counties directly impacted

*more counties indirectly impacted

NUMBERS

21 22
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The coronavirus pandemic brought many new challenges 
to rural Georgia. Rural hospitals felt the impact 
immediately. They were suddenly filled with acutely ill 
patients. They were short staffed. Disruptions in the supply 
chain resulted in shortages of protective equipment, 
medicine, cleaning supplies, and more. But, the greatest 
surprise was that the institutional food supply failed. They 
couldn’t get food for their patients. During the onset of 
the pandemic in the spring of 2020, two rural Georgia 
hospitals were unable to purchase beef and pork through 
the major healthcare food distributors because those 
meats simply were not available. 
 
Fortunately, some of the disasters that could have 
occurred related to food shortage were avoided 
because a small group of leaders including Robin Rau, 
Miller County Hospital CEO, Jimmy Lewis, HomeTown 
Health CEO, David Bridges, Center for Rural Prosperity 
and Innovation Director, and Matt Kirk, Healthcare 
Services Group, were ahead of the unfolding disaster. 
In the fall of 2019, these visionaries saw an opportunity 
to connect local Georgia farms with rural community 
hospitals and healthcare facilities, ensuring these rural 
facilities could access food for their patients. 

Thus, the vision of what is now known as the Georgia 
Rural Hospital Food Collaborative, Inc. came to life. 

FOOD COLLABORATIVE
the Georgia Rural Hospital

Vision became reality, albeit a small step, when the group 
made their first delivery of fresh fruit and vegetables to 
two hospitals just as the pandemic exploded in Georgia 
in May 2020. With the help of Collins Brothers Produce, 
which operates out of the Atlanta Farmers Market, the 
group quickly expanded to meet the fruit and vegetable 
needs of eight health care facilities across the state. 

The number of health care institutions needing help 
increased and by fall of 2020, the group supplied fruit 
and vegetables to 12 intuitions. Then, the shortage of 
beef and pork reared its head. The small working group 
recognized the need for protein, seized the opportunity 
and made its first delivery of beef and pork in February 
2021. During the first three months of 2021, the 
Collaborative delivered 2,500 pounds of Georgia-grown 
beef and 1,700 pounds of Georgia-grown pork to seven 
hospitals and nursing homes around Georgia.  

With its success, the group formed the Georgia Rural 
Hospital Food Collaborative, Inc., a Georgia non-
profit corporation with the mission of linking Georgia 
farmers with rural hospitals and healthcare facilities. The 
Collaborative is investing in facilities that will support the 
expansion of its work and impact throughout Georgia. 
As the Collaborative pushes forward and more hospitals 
join in on the effort, it is positioned to expand significantly. 

While the list changes constantly, the following healthcare 
facilities are benefiting from work by the Collaborative, 

which has been supported by the Center for Rural 
Prosperity and Innovation.

• Miller County Hospital
• Miller Nursing Home
• Calhoun Nursing Home
• Clinch Memorial Hospital
• Taylor Regional Hospital
• Pinewood Nursing Home
• Jefferson Hospital
• Stephens County Hospital
• Clary Assisted Living Center
• Wilkinson Assisted Living Center
• Candler County Hospital
• Mountain Lakes Medical Center
• Chatuge Regional Hospital
• Union General Hospital
• Warner Robins Group - 3 Nursing Homes/ 

1 Assisted Living Home

Georgia’s Center for Rural Prosperity and Innovation 
seeks to improve health care, education, and economic 
opportunity in rural Georgia. Sustaining hospitals and 
farmers is a sure path of success for that mission. The 
Center will continue to work with its partners Hometown 
Health, Collins Brothers Produce, Shelby Acres Farm, LLC., 
Healthcare Services Group, and others to link farmers and 
healthcare facilities. 

The goals are simple:

1. Provide direct, private treaty markets 
for farmers to sell their products. 

2. Provide direct, private treaty access 
to fresh farm products to hospitals 
and health care facilities. 

3. Provide nutritious and wholesome 
fresh foods to patients. 

4. Provide additional margins to farmers, 
descrease institutions’ food costs, and 
retain/build economic vitality in rural 
communities through job creation. 

5. Provide a consistent and reliable 
supply chain for healthcare facilities.

FOOD COLLABORATION



Harrison Poultry, Inc. is a family-owned, vertically 
integrated poultry company that is known for its 

“Golden Goodness.” This type of chicken, which is  
desired in Hispanic markets, is more flavorful due to a  
little more fat between the skin and the meat. The  
golden-yellow color of the chicken is achieved by including 
a feed additive derived from marigold petals and 
through the processing protocol. The company uses  
a soft scalding technique, which is about ten degrees 
cooler than a typical scalding temperature, leaving more 
of the flavorful fat.

Harrison Poultry ranks 20th in production in the country 
producing and processes 315 million pounds of live chicken 
annually. While headquarters remain in Bethlehem, 
Georgia, the move southeast sets it up to grow beyond 
current capacity and continue to make an economic 
impact in the future.

The team is excited about accelerating into the future 
with the new addition to the company’s production line. 
The feed mill is the catalyst for future growth to produce 
enough feed at an economical rate, raise more chickens, 
and ultimately produce more pounds of their unique, 
golden-hued poultry products.  

“We can finally expand Bethlehem and actually talk about 
other facilities somewhere we can feed the chickens,” 
explained David Bleth, CEO and President of Harrison 
Poultry. “So that’s the exciting part. We can now talk about 
growth and actually have the ability to do it.”

The feed mill, a truck maintenance stop, and a rail loop 
track reside on 326 acres, with 58 of those acres cleared 
for the facilities. Customized to fit Harrison Poultry’s needs, 
the facilities reduce costs, dramatically increase efficiency 
by tripling production, and accommodates future 
expansion. Within the mill, it is equipped with innovative 
technology and loudly hums as it creates the finished 
pellets to then get fed to the chickens. While it may be 
a small detail, a highlight inside includes a restroom in 
the control room, which is uncommon in most feed mills. 
Additionally, the hammer mills have a reversible soft start 
and a variable-frequency drive (VFD) to maintain the 
integrity of the motors, utilize energy more efficiently, and 
provide more accuracy.

To put the capacity of the new feed mill in perspective, in 
one week, Harrison Poultry can now deliver 12,000 tons 
of finished feed when it is running 24 hours a  
day, five days a week as compared to 5,000 tons of 
feed per week at the Winder feed mill. Furthermore,  
at the new facility, they are now self-sufficient. This 
increase in productivity is made possible by the team’s 
careful planning and forward-thinking embrace of 
innovative technology. 

Creating the best feed mill possible presented a double-
edged sword for those making decisions about equipment 
and technology for the feed mill. 

“We wanted the best we could get,” said Nick Strange, 
corporate project manager for Harrison Poultry. “We 
knew what was tried and true in the industry, and we 
also know what hasn’t worked in other mills that we left 
on the drawing board and put in what we wanted.”

Prior to the new, state-of-the-art equipment and 
technology finding its new home in the completed feed 
mill, the Harrison Poultry team went through a rigorous 
process to choose the best land to build the facility. As 
you see today, rural Crawfordville, Georgia, was the 
premier spot. Around 90 locations were in the running, 
and the Harrison family played a significant role in 
selecting the site. 

Crawfordville, Georgia, met all of the team’s criteria 
for several reasons. Some of these included access to a 
main rail line, proximity to existing and future growers, and 
topography of the land. Furthermore, the management 
team considered the economics of building the feed mill, 
prospective growth opportunities, and biosecurity. 

“Taliaferro County was a great location because we 
are isolated,” described Bleth. “When we build grower 
or chicken houses around this area now, we don’t have 
a competitor’s grower or chicken houses on different 
vaccination schedules that can cross contaminate our 

Towering more than 200 feet above rural Taliaferro County, Harrison Poultry’s new feed mill is one of the most 
advanced, innovative feed mills in the country. If you don’t mind heights, you can take in the view while listening to 
a member of the Harrison Poultry team can show the feed mill facility from the new 1.5-mile rail loop track that 
can hold 130 cars at one time. 

February 18, 2021, marked a new era in Harrison Poultry’s history with the new, state-of-the-art feed mill 
beginning full production in Crawfordville, Georgia. This feed mill does more than provide feed to the chickens in 
the company’s production process; it means extended life for the company and an extraordinary economic impact 
to rural Georgia.  

“It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever done,” remarked David Sailors, feed mill manager at Harrison Poultry, as he 
reflects on his experience of managing the new feed mill after 25 years at the old feed mill in Winder, Georgia. 

Simply stated, Strange identified 
the mill as one of the “finest 
facilities [he’s] ever toured.” 

HARRISON POULTRY
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Harrison Poultry plans to continue growth for the next 
generation with the expanded operational capacity the 
feed mill brings to the company. 

“It all starts at the feed mill, and from here, we are going 
to expand,” explained Bleth. 

Now, growth can begin since the mill is fully functioning. 
The company plans to grow the Bethlehem hatchery by 
21% in 2022 and another 33% in 2023. Once Bethlehem 
is at full capacity, construction on the new hatchery in 
Crawfordville can commence. Then, the expansion includes 
more grower or chicken houses to be built raising Harrison 
chickens and a new processing facility in the region. In 
the future expansion, Harrison Poultry is looking to add 
30 more grower or chicken houses in eight counties in 

the area. This process has just begun and can take up to 
18 months to complete a new chicken house. Also, the 
company looks forward to building a new processing 
facility in the region. 

Future growth results from innovation and a willingness 
to “work hard in it” with your team, according to Bleth. It 
takes a great team to make a project of this magnitude 
come to life that continues the legacy, and Bleth would 
put his team up against any team any day to prosper. 

“You know when you look around, there is no reason to 
go anywhere else,” said Sailors. “Even with the hard days. 
You look at the people you are with, and I know these 
people; I like these people. And, that’s why you stay at 
Harrison Poultry.”

chickens. We really can grow a much healthier chicken 
when you are in a rural area.”

While Taliaferro County offers opportunities unique to 
rural Georgia, the county also shares in the economic 
challenges common to rural places across the U.S. 
Therefore, challenges specific to rural areas accompanied 
the process of building the feed mill, too.
“Securing resources locally was a challenge,” explained 
Strange. As in many of Georgia’s rural places, the 
services and supplies needed for construction were 
hard to come by in sparsely populated Taliaferro County. 
Undeterred, the Harrison team pressed on, supporting 
local and utilizing local inputs whenever possible.

However, positive economic 
impacts have been realized 
outside of the feed mill since 
construction began in 2018. 
One example is the local 
restaurant in town. 

“There is only one restaurant 
in town,” explained Rachel 
Moncrief, feed 
scheduling & 
distribution 
manager at 
Harrison Poultry 
and someone 
whose family roots 
in the community run 
deep. “It has started 
off having really good business, and their business has 
continued to stay pretty booming since [the completion of] 
the mill.” Moncrief began working for the company at the 
Winder mill, and she gladly accepted the transfer to the 
new mill due to its proximity to her relatives.

Furthermore, there are currently 36 employees at the 
mill with jobs in feed production and distribution. The 
selection of Crawfordville as the feed mill site will create 
more than 100 new jobs, and this is just the beginning 
of Harrison Poultry’s contribution to area employment 
opportunities. A planned, on-site hatchery and future 
processing facility in the region will mean the realization of 
more than 1,000 jobs in the area. In addition to the jobs 

at the feed mill, the company supported local businesses; 
Georgia Wood Preservers, which is next to the feed mill 
in Crawfordville, was the lumber supplier for the concrete 
forms, Fowler Flemister Concrete in Greensboro, Georgia, 
supplied the concrete, and Hanson Aggregate – Sparta 
Quarry, Sparta, Georgia, provided the rock and gravel. 
In addition to job creation, the company looks forward to 
contributing to the community and growing the business 
in Taliaferro County. Like the company’s founder, Harold 
Harrison, Bleth embraces a servant leadership mindset 
that sets a powerful tone within the Harrison team. 
And  like his predecessor, Bleth encourages each team 

member and the 
company as a 
whole to make a 
positive impact 
outside the walls 
of each Harrison 
Poultry facility. 
For example, 

employee contributions 
to United Way total 
around $100,000 each 
year, and the Harrison 
Foundation has funded 
infrastructure, such as city 
parks and a high school 
football stadium, in their 
communities. The company 
has full intentions of making 
same sort of impact in 
Crawfordville. Bleth noted 

the Taliaferro County leadership has been great to work 
with throughout the process. 

Building a legacy resonates throughout the Harrison 
Poultry name and has for years. Since 1958, the company 
has focused on financial, environmental, and social 
sustainability, which is still evident today. The feed mill is 
just one part of the equation to continue the Harrison 
legacy for generations to come. 

“He would be so proud of what you see here,” remarked 
Bleth. “The mill will pay for itself, and he would see the 
economics of the feed mill itself is worthwhile. He would 
also say, ‘hey, I can finally think about growing because I 
can feed additional chickens.’” 

HARRISON POULTRY HARRISON POULTRY

The Site 
• 326 acres – pine and hard wood forest 
• 58 cleared acres for mill, truck maintenance shop, and loop track 

The Receiving System 
• 1.5-mile loop track capable of holding 130 grain cars 
• 2 soft stock sidetracks holding up to 15 hopper cars each 
• 2 sweep-less rail pits for all receiving: grain at 1,240 TPH + soft stock at 320 TPH
• Receiving at both rail pits: grain at 1,280 TPH 
• Truck receiving at 320 TPH – dump through pit built into receiving truck scales
• Pneumatic salt receiving (bagless delivery) 
• All other minerals through receiving system 
• Dust control systems on all receiving systems 
• 1 – 1978 1,500 HP switch engine – can pull 16 hopper cars on grade  
• Grain storage: 1,009,000 bushels 
• Soft stock + ground grain storage: 4,000 tons 
• 2 soy silos: 5,000 tons (not yet commissioned)
• 1 – 30 ton bin above truck scales for loading out corn 

Batch Mixing & Grinding 
• 1 – 12-ton twin ribbon mixer: 240 TPH finished feed 
• 1 rotary feed cleaner: 300 TPH
• 28 feeder bins: 4,000-ton capacity of ground grain and soft stock 
• 2 – 21,000-gallon fat tanks 
• 6 – 12,000-gallon poly tanks for liquid ingredients 
• 20 micro bins 
• 4 bulk bag bins 
• 1 hand add station 
• Separate salt scale: eliminate cross contamination 
• 2 – hammer mills: 70 TPH, one with reversible soft start, other with VFD 

Pelleting 
• 2 – 36”x14” pellet mills: 70 TPH each with:

• Auto roll adjustment 
• 280 tons of mash storage above 
• Double pass conditioner

• 2 – counter flow coolers: 42,000 CFM 
fan capacity + cooler rate of 90 TPH

• 2 – liquid fat coaters: 90 TPH 
• Discharge finished pellets to either 

loadout from either system

Load-Out 
• 2 – load-out bays: each with 2,100-ton 

storage in 14 finished feed bins 
• 2 – automatic 4-ton weigh lorries  

with scales 

To learn more, check out this article: https://bit.ly/3zJzDnh

A look inside Harrison Poultry, Inc.’s new feed mill

Measures:
TPH = tons per hour 
One ton = 2,000 pounds 
One bushel = 56 pounds 

RUN OF THE MILL

Photo: Harrison Poultry, Inc. 

center: view from top of feed mill; right: view of 
train and tracks; left: one of the mills
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In 2017, rural leaders approached Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College President Dr. David 
Bridges and Special Projects Director Scott Blount with the idea of creating a rural center 

for Georgia. Out of the initial conceptual proposal drafted by Bridges and Blount, the team 
transformed the Center for Rural Prosperity and Innovation from a vision to a reality. 

Housed at Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College in Tifton, the Center for Rural Prosperity 
and Innovation, also known as Georgia’s Rural Center, serves as a central information and 

research hub for rural best practices, which may include community planning, industry-specific 
assistance and cooperative efforts with state and federal entities, nonprofit organizations, and 

other higher education partners. Our focus is on producing results that directly impact rural 
and urban people and places, rediscovering all that is unique and extraordinary in the state’s 
less populated areas and reminding all Georgians of the power and potential present in small 

towns and crossroad communities. 

We work to recognize successful businesses and efforts and help other communities recreate 
those models throughout the state. While the Center’s projects vary widely, the focus of each 
remains the same: reconnecting Georgia residents to all that our rural places have to offer. 

OUR WORK
MANAGEMENT

project management that results in completed 
projects benefiting rural communities

ADVOCACY

recommend policy change and/or implementation 
to benefit rural Georgia

DEVELOPMENT

create a portfolio of completed projects to share 
with other rural communities

COMMUNICATION

share the stories of rural Georgia and their 
impacts to the entire state

NETWORKING

establish relationships within rural communities to 
aid in advocacy and development of policy and 
prospective projects

OUR PRINCIPLES
REDISCOVER

all that is unique and extraordinary in the 
state’s less populated areas

RECONNECT

all Georgians to the vital role that rural
people and places play in statewide success

RECREATE

ideas working in rural Georgia to advance other 
communities throughout the state

REINVEST

in small towns and rural communities through 
internships and special projects

OUR STORY

C E N T E R  FOR  RU R A L  PROSPE R I T Y  A N D  I N NOVAT ION

Trail Master Project
Dawson County, Georgia

Sunbelt Ag Expo Project
Moultrie, Georgia

Creative Strategy Project
Berrien County, Georgia

ABAC Connect Project 
Dining Hall Project
Food Collaborative
Tifton, Georgia

Co-op Project
Douglas, Georgia

Tired Creek Lake Project
Grady County, Georgia

Communication +
 Education Project

Miller County, Georgia

International Food Center Project
Milledgeville, Georgia

Road Project
Terrell County, Georgia

HWY 27 Project
north Georgia

Creative Strategy Project
Chattooga County, Georgia

Rural Health Innovation Center  
Georgia

GMET-X Project
Lake Blackshear, Georgia

Pecan Project
Perry, Georgia

ACTION IN RURAL GEORGIA

NW Transportation Project
northwest Georgia

Amicalola Falls Scenic Byway
north Georgia

Cotton Medical Scrubs Project
south Georgia

Economic Development Project
Taliaferro County, Georgia

Community Medical Clinic
Harris County, Georgia
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CENTER FOR RURAL PROSPERITY AND INNOVATION
ABAC 12 2802 MOORE HIGHWAY 

TIFTON, GA 31793
229.391.4847


