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INTRODUCTION 

The Early County Comprehensive Plan is a requirement of the 1989 Georgia 

Planning Act. The Comprehensive Plan describes community goals and aspirations 

and was written with participation from the cities of Blakely, Damascus and Jakin.   

The plan also describes the community vision and how the communities would like 

to grow.  Long-range planning helps communities prepare for and manage 

population and employment growth, as well as plan for and coordinate services.  

The plan also includes issues and opportunities, strengths and weaknesses, 

economic development, and land-use elements.  Local leaders state their 

community goals and implement them through the Community Work Program 

(CWP).  

The Service Delivery Strategy (SDS) is also a part of this planning process. The SDS is 

a process that gives local governments and authorities the opportunity to agree on 

the delivery and provision of services in an effective and cost-efficient manner.  

Transportation is not a required element but is included in this plan because of 

funding provided by the Georgia Department of Transportation.  

Role of the Southwest Georgia Regional 

Commission 

The Southwest Georgia Regional Commission’s (SWGRC) Planning Department 

facilitated the 2022 Comprehensive Plan update for Early County. Through leading 

community input sessions and steering committee meetings, the SWGRC team 

gathered information and obtained feedback from the public and used this 
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information to assemble this update to the comprehensive plan. It also made 

recommendations that are reflective of the community’s needs.  

In addition, a draft of the plan was made available to the public on our website 

throughout the comprehensive planning process. The elected officials of each local 

government hold ultimate responsibility and authority to approve and direct the 

implementation of the comprehensive plan. 

Public Input 

The planning process began with initial public hearings at the county commission 

and city council meetings on July 13, 2021, and May 4, 2022. The plan requirements 

were discussed and an overview of the comprehensive planning process as well 

and various ways the public could participate. Also, a separate virtual meeting was 

conducted on May 13, 2022 to review the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 

and threats (SWOT). At the two advertised public hearings meetings, thirteen 

people participated and fifteen people attended the second meeting. Comments 

included are change in city council members, county commissioners, SWOT, and 

additional projects to the community work program. All the comments received 

were incorporated into the plan update. In addition, the final draft plan was sent to 

contiguous counties and cities for comments and no comments were received. 

STEERING COMMITTEE  
(EARLY COUNTY & CITIES) 

The steering committee was comprised of elected officials in Early County and the 

Cities of Blakely, Damascus, and Jakin.  A list of members is included below: 



Early County 

• Clarence H. Jester 

• Stephanie Chandler 

• Charlie Sol 

• Jeffery Haynes 

• Taylor Bridges 

• Landon Durham 

• Tandie Cloud 

City of Blakely 

• Travis Wimbush 

• Ray Jarrett 

• Margret Davis 

• Al Hutchins 

• Brad Clenney 

• Melinda Crook 

 

City of Damascus 

• Morris Hayes 

• Willie Ware 

• Shantan Lester 

• Lisa Cox 

• Angela Holmes 

City of Jakin 

• Melanie Rogers 

• Jeweltine Hopson 

• Danny Worrell 

• Betty Sutton 

• Kenneth Holt  

• Kevin Naramore 

• Stephen McClellen 

 

The economic element for Early County and the cities of Blakely, Damascus, and 

Jakin utilized appropriate portions of the Comprehensive Economic Development 

Strategy (CEDS) that reflects the economic issues and other challenges these 

communities face. The CEDS is a strategy-driven plan for regional economic 

development that was developed by the Southwest Georgia Regional Commission 

and the Strategy Committee.   
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The committee included public officials, community leaders, representatives of 

workforce development boards, representatives of institutions of higher education, 

and private individuals. Input was obtained through community meetings, surveys, 

and face-to-face interviews. A detailed list of Strategy Committee members is 

included in the appendix. 

VISION 

The vision of Early County is to be accountable to its citizens by providing services 

in an innovative, economical, and professional manner in order to protect and 

improve the quality of life of the community.  

GOALS AND POLICIES 

The following goals and policies are reflective concerns of Early County and the 

cities of Blakely, Damascus, and Jakin. The goals and policies were developed at the 

public meeting on November 19, 2016.  Community stakeholders were invited to 

attend.  

Economic Prosperity 

Our community will encourage development or expansion of businesses and 

industries that are suitable for the community. Local leaders should seek 

community-based initiatives that foster citizen engagement and support workforce 

development. Business retention and expansion, entrepreneurial development, 

tourism and retiree attraction should be encouraged to strengthen local 

economies.   
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Policies 

We will: 

• Support programs for retention, expansion and creation of businesses that 

are a good fit for our community’s economy in terms of job skill 

requirements and linkages to existing businesses. 

• Target reinvestment toward declining, existing neighborhoods or vacant or 

underutilized sites or buildings in preference to new economic development 

projects in undeveloped areas of our community. 

• Consider access to housing and impacts on transportation when planning 

economic development projects. 

Resource Management 

Our community will promote the efficient use of natural resources and identify and 

protect environmentally sensitive areas of the community. Early County and its 

cities should revise, edit and adopt ordinances that preserve and protect 

environmentally sensitive areas. 

Policies 

We will: 

• Protect and conserve community’s resources when making decisions about 

future growth and development. 

• Minimize inefficient land consumption and encourage development to 

preserve green space, open space and natural resource areas. 
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• Steer new development away from sensitive natural resource areas and 

connect to the infrastructure network. 

Efficient Land Use 

Our community will maximize the use of existing infrastructure and minimize the 

costly conversion of undeveloped land at the periphery of the community. Early 

County and its cities should encourage and support smart infrastructure in land use 

planning and community design and in compact development which conserves 

open space in communities.  Development should be directed toward the town 

center.    

Policies 

We will: 

• Encourage the development of downtown as a vibrant center of the 

community in order to improve overall attractiveness and local quality of life. 

• Preserve the rural character of our community and provide the opportunity 

for agricultural and forestry activities to remain a vital part of the community.  

Local Preparedness  

Our community will identify and put in place infrastructure to support and direct 

new growth and ordinances and regulations to manage growth as desired. 

Leadership and staff will be capable of responding to opportunities and managing 

new challenges and undertaking an all-hazards approach to disaster preparedness 

and response.  
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Community leaders are currently struggling with this issue due to a lack of 

resources and capacity. Local resource development and increases in the tax base 

will lessen dependence on diminishing state and federal funds. Leaders should 

direct development toward existing infrastructure and public facilities and develop 

and implement a Hazard Mitigation Plan and Service Delivery Strategy.    

Policies 

We will: 

• Seek ways for new growth to pay for itself (in terms of public and private 

investment in infrastructure and services to support the development) to the 

maximum extent possible. 

• Use planned infrastructure expansion to support development in areas 

identified (in the comprehensive plan) as suitable for such development. 

• Make efficient use of existing infrastructure and public facilities to minimize 

the need for costly new/expanded facilities and services. 

• Be prepared for catastrophic emergency occurrences and pandemics with 

well-trained staff and emergency management, law and health. 

Sense of Place 

Our community will protect and enhance the community’s unique qualities. Early 

County and its cities all have a strong sense of place and this has been attained by 

the vibrant connections that exist among the people and the community they live 

in. Natural, cultural and historic resources should be protected through zoning and 

other regulations. Local ordinances should be reviewed and revised as needed.  
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Policies 

We will: 

• Encourage new development in suitable locations to protect natural 

resources, environmentally sensitive areas or valuable historic, 

archaeological or cultural resources from encroachment. 

• Work to redirect development pressure away from agricultural areas to 

conserve farmland to protect and preserve this important component of our 

community. 

• Ensure safe and adequate supplies of water through protection of ground 

and surface water sources. 

Regional Cooperation 

Our community will cooperate with neighboring jurisdictions to address shared 

needs.  Communities are isolated and lack the population density and 

infrastructure to support some projects. Leaders in small communities have the 

same demands as larger communities and often play multiple roles. Regional 

cooperation is needed to address the transportation, broadband and human 

capital issues.  

Policies 

We will: 
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• Seek opportunities to share services and facilities with neighboring 

jurisdictions when mutually beneficial through intergovernmental 

government’s agreement.  

• Work jointly with neighboring jurisdictions to develop solutions for shared 

regional issues, such as growth management and watershed protection. 

• Pursue joint processes for collaborative planning and decision-making with 

neighboring jurisdictions. 

Housing Options 

Our community will promote an adequate range of safe, affordable, inclusive and 

resource efficient housing in the community. Zoning ordinances should be 

reviewed or revised to allow for mixed-land uses and walkable communities.  

Communities should direct growth toward existing infrastructure and toward the 

community’s center and create neighborhoods that people young and old will not 

want to leave. Expand housing choices for people of all ages, incomes, races and 

ethnicities to increase mobility and lower the cost of housing and transportation. 

Development incentives should be encouraged. 

Policies 

We will: 

• Increase opportunities for low-to-moderate income families to move into 

affordable owner-occupied housing. 

• Seek to balance the supply of housing and employment in our community 

and consider their location in relation to each other. 

• Stimulate infill housing development in existing neighborhoods. 
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Transportation Options 

Our community will address the transportation needs, challenges and 

opportunities of all community residents. Communities will need to understand 

and build the physical infrastructure (roads, water, gas, electricity, and sewer) 

necessary to support economic growth. Infrastructure should be designed to 

accommodate all modes of transportation. Communities should also focus on 

providing high-speed internet to all residents and businesses within the city.  

Policies 

We will: 

• Take into account access to housing and impacts on transportation when 

considering economic development projects. 

• Make decisions that encourage walking, biking, car-pooling and other 

alternative transportation choices. 

• Target transportation improvements to support desired development 

patterns for the community, recognizing that readily available transportation 

creates demand for land development in adjacent areas). 

Educational Opportunities 

Our community will make educational and training opportunities readily available 

to enable all community residents to improve their job skills, adapt to technological 

advances, or pursue life ambitions. Local leaders will work with school systems and 

local workforce development systems to mobilize the knowledge, skills and abilities 

of every segment of the community to build human infrastructure with strong 

connections and partnerships.  
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Policies 

We will: 

• Work with the local school boards to encourage school location decisions 

that support the community’s overall growth and development plans. 

• Work with workforce development, the labor department and chambers of 

commerce to consider the employment needs and skill levels of our existing 

population in making decisions on proposed economic development 

projects. 

• Support and encourage college and universities to locate in our community 

to increase educational opportunities and overall growth.  

Community Health 

Our community will ensure that all community residents, regardless of age, ability 

or income, have access to critical goods and services, safe and clean neighborhoods 

and good work opportunities. Rural communities like Early and its cities have 

limited access to goods and services and job opportunities. Poverty and lower 

income levels have taken their toll on residents with chronic illnesses and other 

high-risk indicators. Leaders should encourage development that allows greater 

access to fresh and healthy foods and provides access to quality, affordable 

healthcare. Developers should provide open space, parks and recreational space in 

their design. Communities should continue to work together to make regional 

infrastructure improvements.    
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Policies 

We will: 

• Commit to provide quality, affordable and accessible healthcare and 

recreational opportunities that ensure the quality of life for all citizens. 

• Commit to provide pleasant, accessible public gathering places and parks 

throughout the community. 

• Invest in parks, open space and recreational facilities to enhance the quality 

of life for our citizens.  

EARLY COUNTY BROADBAND 
SERVICES ELEMENT  

Broadband technology infrastructure provides high-speed internet connectivity to 

access the World Wide Web. This technology is a vital resource that increases 

citizens’ access to employment opportunities, education training, businesses, 

healthcare, homes and other uses for good quality of life and well-being. Low-to 

moderate-income households often have less broadband access than their 

wealthier counterparts, creating a digital divide that limits personal and 

professional opportunities for low-income households.  

In 2015, the FCC defined broadband as internet access with download speeds of 25 

Megabits per second (Mbps) and upload speeds of 3 Mbps. With broadband access, 

internet users can participate in file downloading, video streaming, email and other 

critical features necessary for modern communications. The COVID-19 pandemic 

has highlighted the importance of internet connectivity and accessibility as schools, 

healthcare, businesses and individuals practice social distancing and transitioned to 

virtual schooling. In areas that are underserved or unserved, it is a great challenge 
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to transition into the new means of communication as they lack a reliable high-

speed connection. 

Recognizing the importance of broadband availability to all Georgians, in 2018 the 

General Assembly passed SB402 also known as Achieving Connectivity Everywhere 

(ACE) creating the Georgia Broadband Deployment Initiative.  The initiative calls for 

the promotion and deployment of broadband services throughout the state to 

unserved areas with a minimum of 25 Mbps download and 3 Mbps upload speeds. 

The purpose of the Georgia Broadband Deployment Initiative is to coordinate and 

establish broadband programs to increase economic, education, and social 

opportunities for Georgia citizens and businesses. The initiative provides for the 

expansion of broadband infrastructure and services through new state and local 

broadband planning policies. 

The "Rules of the Georgia Department of Community Affairs Chapter 110-12-1: 

Minimum Standards and Procedures for Local Comprehensive Planning" became 

effective October 1, 2018, and require all local governments to include in its local 

comprehensive plan an action plan for the promotion of the deployment of 

broadband services into unserved areas within its jurisdiction. The action plan must 

describe steps for the promotion of reasonable and cost-effective access. 

Residents in Blakely and Jakin enjoy broadband connectivity as shown in the map 

below, but much of the rural portions of the county are unserved. Statistics are 

based on a fixed, terrestrial broadband definition of 25 Mbps download and 3 

Mbps upload speeds, and where the broadband service is available to more than 

80% of locations in a census block. Census blocks that did not meet this definition 

are delineated as ”unserved.” The map below depicts access to broadband, not 

subscription to broadband. 

 

 









 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SOURCE: bestneighborhood.org 
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Fiber is available in 31.04% of area code 39823. The most widely available provider 

is Kinetic by Windstream. 

Cable internet is generally unavailable in all Early County, but DSL (AT&T and Kinetic 

by Windstream) and satellite (HughesNet, DIRECTV, Kuduz, and dish) coverage is 

available for the underserved areas southeast and southwest of Blakely.  

ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

SWOT Analysis  

 

 STRENGTHS 

• Good infrastructure-well maintained county roads 

• Strong schools (four) and technical colleges 

• SPLOST-TSPLOST 

• Local hospital 

• CHIP Grant for Housing 

• Diverse faith-based community support  

• Variety of restaurants 

• Good businesses 

• Gateway project completion 

• Economic Development Programs-Active 

• Hiring of Economic Developer 
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• Volunteer workforce 

• Volunteer Fire Department ISO rating good 

• Blakely civic center 

• Support of the local school system  

• Local support for festivals, parades 

• Community Strength and cohesiveness 

• Peanut products 

• Safe Community (Blakely top 50 state of Georgia Safe Community) 

• Cooperation/Coordination (Cities and Counties) 

• Administrative building   

• Effective leadership  

• Natural resources (access to water) 

• HWY 27 (four lanes) 

• HWY 84 (Jakin) 

• Rail system (two different railroads) 

• Natural gas (pipeline through county) 

• High speed internet  

• Airport 

• Historic structures/historic District 

• City full-service utility provider 

• One stop shop for customers 

• Ability to negotiate 
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WEAKNESSES 

• Trained/educated workforce 

• Additional lodging facilities needed 

• Lack of sufficient tax base (diversity needed) 

o Increase in tax base 

• Job opportunities  

o Youth leaving after graduation 

o Residents commuting out of town-Dothan, AL 

• Hwy 62 (two lanes) 

• Need to attract tourism from Highway 27 

• Marketing the community “Tell Your Story” 

• High unemployment 

• Lack of well-maintained roads/bridges in some areas 

• More recreational opportunities  for seniors 

 

OPPORTUNITIES 

• Reopened senior center with community involvement and partnered with 

local food bank by C hope Ministries 

• Bessie Scott Gym (Reuse/Rehabilitate) 

• Reactivation of Joint Development Authority 

• Promotion of Industrial Park 

• Expansion of Kudzu 
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• Business expansion & recruitment through economic development 

department 

• Work with colleges to train for local jobs 

• Airport improvement and expansion and impact on economic development 

• Increased tourism opportunities with Highway 27 expansion 

• Vacant building downtown available for development 

• Greater utilization of theatre (small shows, etc.) 

• Lottery 

• Historic gas station in Jakin needs to be stabilized quickly 

THREATS 

• Strife 

• Apathy 

• Lack of trained workforce 

• Politics/political will 

• Loss of industry-downward economy  

• Lack of diversity in industry 

• Unfunded mandates 

• Decrease in funding for higher education  

• Drugs & alcohol abuse among young people  

• High high-school dropout rate  

• Lack of programs to rehabilitate felons  

• High crime rate  

• Loss of ability to impact legislation/low political clout 
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• Businesses not hiring locally 

• Environmental pressure requirements, and changes in federal regulation 

impacting agriculture 

• Lack of funding 

• Population is decreasing  

• Legalized Gambling 

COMMUNITY PROFILES 

At a Glance 

Municipality 
Total 

Population    

African 

Americans 
Caucasians 

%Individuals 

below 

poverty level 

% High 

School 

Graduate 

or higher 

Median 

Household 

Income 

Housing 

Units 

Early 11,008 5,462 5,324 28.0% 79.1% $31,680 4,930 

Blakely 5,068 3,152 1,588 33.3% 78.2% $26,726 1,996 

Jakin  155 49 101 29.8% 72.6% $35,833 95 

Damascus 254 162 82 31.9% 79.1% $20,179 130 

SOURCE:  US Census 2010, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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Early County 

Early County had a population of 10,854, according to 

the 2020 Census, a 1.4% reduction in population since 

the last Census count. Early County was taken from land 

first inhabited by the Creek and Appalachian Indians. 

The counties of Calhoun, Clay, Decatur, 

Dougherty, Grady, Miller, Mitchell and 

Seminole were all created from territory 

originally belonging to Early County.   

Georgia’s 41st county was named for Peter 

Early, Governor of Georgia from 1813 to 1815, a 

Superior Court judge, and a member of Congress. Early County is home to the 

Kolomoki Mounds State Park, located in the north central part of the county and 

contains a row of mounds of Native American origin dating to around the year 800.   

The southernmost covered bridge in the United States, Coheelee Creek Covered 

Bridge, is located in the western part of Early County. Built for $490 in 1891, the 

bridge stretches 96 feet along the Coheelee Creek. The bridge was placed on the 

National Register of Historic Places in 1976 and completely restored in 1984. The 

area around the bridge is now operated as a historic park, offering creekside trails 

with picnic facilities.    

As with many counties in Southwest Georgia, peanut farming is a vital component 

of Early County’s economy. Early County is the largest peanut quota holding county 

in the nation. In recognition of the crop’s importance, a statue of a peanut was 

erected on the square in Blakely. 

Coheelee Creek Covered Bridge 
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Blakely 

The Town of Blakely was incorporated in 1871. In 1890, an amendment to the city 

charter formally changed the name from the Town of Blakely to the City of Blakely. 

The City of Blakely is the county seat of Early County, Georgia, and is nicknamed 

"The Peanut Capital of the World.” The community was named after Captain 

Johnson Blakely, who was lost at sea in the War of 1812. As of the 2010 Census, 

Blakely had a population of 5,068.  The Blakely Courthouse Square is the site for the 

community’s biggest event of the year, the 

Peanut Proud Festival. 

 

For the past eight years the festival has 

brought thousands of people and vendors 

together to celebrate the peanut industry, a 

huge economic catalyst for Blakely and Early County. Local leaders are taking a 

progressive move to upgrade and add infrastructure as they see this as a step in 

driving economic development. The city sees this as a bold step in driving economic 

development.  The city is working hard to improve and upgrade infrastructure to 

prepare for future growth and provide efficient and improved services to its 

residents.   

Jakin 

Jakin is a small community located in the southernmost part of Early County and 

was incorporated in 1895. The Chattahoochee River lies west of the community 

with Seminole County bordering on the south, Miller County on the east and Cedar 

Springs to the North. A former major in the Confederate Army, J. Morris Bivings, 

gave the name of Jakin to the town. Although it was spelled differently, the name 

was derived from the biblical word “Jachin.” 
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This small community is typical of most communities of this size, where everyone 

knows everyone and even though they are small, the community pride is strong. 

This is something they embrace but often works against them when they apply for 

grants on the state or federal level.  

They are a small community with the same issues other communities have. Jakin is 

a bedroom community and most residents travel to neighboring counties in 

Georgia and Alabama to work. The per-capita income for the city is $12,787, and 

the State of Georgia’s is $25,329, according to the 2010 Census.  This makes it 

challenging for community leaders to maintain infrastructure and provide services 

efficiently.   

Damascus 

Damascus was previously known as Kestler and was a prosperous settlement in 

Early County, being founded prior to the Civil War. In 1880, the town included 

several large fashionable stores, a millinery shop, a two-story school building, a 

Methodist Church, one hotel and two doctors. A railroad was completed through 

town in 1897 and about this time, a large sawmill operation moved into the 

settlement, which spurred an increase in the town’s size and population. 

Damascus continued to grow during the 1900s. Today Damascus is a community 

with a small population and very few businesses to encourage economic 

development.  Community leaders have struggled in years past, but new leadership 

has revitalized the community and community pride is being restored. Damascus 

had its first community day this year to kick off this new beginning.  

They are working to increase revenues through water services. The addition of 

water meters and other upgrades should bring much needed revenue. Leaders 

know they have much to do but things are off to a good start.  
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Arlington 

The City of Arlington is a rural community located in Calhoun County, but portions 

of Arlington are in Early County. The city is participating in Calhoun County’s 

Comprehensive Plan, but because portions of the city are also located in Early 

County, it is also included in Early County’s Service Delivery Strategy (SDS).   

Demographics 
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Early County 
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Early County Demographics ( Cont’d) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: U.S Census Bureau 2020 
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Early County Demographics (Cont’d) 

 

 

POPULATION (Early)   GENDER %   

Total Population 11,008 Male (5,191) 47.2% 

Populations 

Estimates 
  Female (5,817) 52.8% 

2011 11,110 RACE AND ETHNICITY  

2012 10,928 White (5,324) 48.4% 

2013 10,787 Black or African American (5,462) 49.6% 

2014 10,662 Hispanic or Latino (171)  1.6% 

2015 10,579 Two or More Races (68)  0.8% 

AGE    HOUSING - 2010 

Persons under 5 

years, 2010 

717 

06.5% 
Occupied housing units 

4,077 

(85.0%) 

Persons under 18 

2010 

2,901 

2.6% 
Owner-Occupied Housing Units 

2,705 

(68.6%) 

Persons 18 years to 

64 years, 2010 

6,316 

5.7% 
Renter-Occupied Housing Units 

1,372 

 (31.4%) 

Persons 65 years 

and Older, 2010 

1,791 

1.6% 

Median Value of owner-occupied 

units 

$75,000 

  Median gross rent $542  
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Early County’s population has decreased, based on Census estimates.  The number 

of residents living in the county did not drop significantly and can be attributed to 

individuals leaving the County to live elsewhere. The increase in persons less than 

18 increased slightly. Additional day-care services and the need for additional 

schools and related services will need to be assessed.   

However, those 65 and older may require additional amenities such as healthcare 

and social services to meet the ongoing need. The total housing units increased, 

but based on projected numbers, this increase appears to be in the number of 

vacant housing units.  Code enforcement compliance is encouraged to preserve the 

current housing stock.   
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Blakely  
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City of Blakely Demographics (Cont’d) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: U.S Census Bureau 2020 
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City of Blakely Demographics (Cont’d) 

 

POPULATION (Blakely)   GENDER   % 

Total Population 2010 5,068 Male (2,277) 44.9% 

Population Estimates   Female (2,791) 55.1% 

2011 5,121 RACE AND ETHNICITY  

2012 5,012 White (1,704) 33.6% 

2013 4,950 Black or African American 

(3,252) 

64.7% 

2014 4,882 Hispanic or Latino (102)  2.0% 

2015 4,854 Two or More Races (44)  0.9% 

AGE   HOUSING 

Persons under 5 years, 

2010 

385 

7.6% 
Occupied housing units 

1,839 

(89.5%) 

Persons under 18 2010 

1,474 

29.1% 

Owner-Occupied Housing 

Units 988 (53.7%) 

Persons 18 years to 64 

years, 2010 

2,822 

55.7% 

Median Value of owner-

occupied units $71,700  

Persons 65 years and 

Older, 2010 

772 

15.2% 

Renter-Occupied Housing 

Units 

851 (46.3%) 

  

Median gross rent  $559  
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The City of Blakely is the largest municipality in Early County.  According to Census 

estimates the population has increased and decreased over past years. Some of 

this flux may be attributed to the Early County 2055 Revitalization Project.  The 

project began in 2006 and ended in 2012.  There were decreases in persons of 

childbearing age, thus decreasing births and those less than five years of age.   

This same group (18-64) is the working age group as well and will have an impact 

on poverty and unemployment.  Retiree attraction continues to dominate Blakely as 

well as the county and smaller cities.  The demand for public services will need to 

meet the needs of the young and old and accommodate housing needs of families 

and those aging in place.   

The need for specific types of housing will need to be determined while continuing 

to maintain current housing stock through aggressive code enforcement and 

compliance. 
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Damascus 

 

 

Source: U.S Census Bureau 2020 
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City of Damascus Demographics (Cont’d) 

 

 

POPULATION  

(Damascus) 
  GENDER %   

Total Population 254 Male 48.8% 

PROJECTIONS   Female 51.2% 

2011 247 RACE AND ETHNICITY  

2012 243 White (82) 32.3% 

2013 239 Black or African American 

(162) 

63.8% 

2014 237 Hispanic or Latino (1)  0.4% 

2015 238 Two or More Races (3)  1.2% 

AGE   HOUSING 

Persons under 5 years, 

2010 

12 

4.7% Occupied housing units 99 (83.9%) 

Persons under 18 

2010 

67 

26.4% 

Owner-Occupied Housing 

Units 71 (71.7%) 

Persons 18 years to 64 

years, 2010 

147 

57.9% 

Median Value of owner-

occupied units $42,500  

Persons 65 years and 

Older, 2010 

40 

15.7% 

Renter-Occupied Housing 

Units 

28 (28.3%) 

  Median gross rent $456  
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The population of Damascus will continue to decrease over the next years unless 

economic development takes place.  The population that is considered working age 

makes up over half of the city’s population.   

The percentage of children and young adults represents the 2nd largest percentage 

of residents.  This can work in the city’s favor if these children and young adults 

remain in the area, thus increasing the population and positively impacting the 

economy.   

Jakin 
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Source: U.S Census Bureau 2020 

City of Jakin Demographics (Cont’d) 

 

Jakin is the smallest of the municipalities in Early County and the largest percentage 

of the population are those 18-64 years of age.  Most individuals that live in Jakin 

work in other counties, since there are no jobs, industry or schools in the area.  

Local leaders should focus on strengthening the local tax base in order to create a 

sustainable revenue stream. 

POPULATION (Jakin)   GENDER %   

Total Population 155 Male 46.5% 

PROJECTIONS   Female 53.5% 

2011 152 RACE AND ETHNICITY  

2012 151 White (101) 65.2% 

2013 150 Black or African American (49) 31.6% 

2014 149 Hispanic or Latino (2)  1.3% 

2015 150 Two or More Races (1)  0.6% 

AGE   HOUSING 

Persons under 5 years, 

2010 
10 (6.5%) Occupied housing units 64 (78.0%) 

Persons under 18 2010 33 (21.3%) Owner-Occupied Housing Units 41 (64.1%) 

Persons 18 years to 64 

years, 2010 
103 (66.5%) 

Median Value of owner-

occupied units 
$65,000  

Persons 65 years and 

Older, 2010 
19 (12.3%) 

Renter-Occupied Housing Units 23 (35.9%) 

  Median gross rent $568  
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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

The Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) was developed by the 

Southwest Georgia Regional Commission under a grant from the US Department of 

Commerce Economic Development Administration, and portions are hereby 

incorporated by reference into this Comprehensive Plan to serve as the Economic 

Development Element for Early County and the Cities of Blakely, Damascus and 

Jakin.  

The Southwest Georgia Regional Commission’s (SWGRC) Comprehensive Economic 

Development Strategy (CEDS) for 2017-2022 was designed to bring together the 

public and private sectors together to create an economic roadmap to diversify and 

strengthen the regional economy. The SWGRC CEDS analyzes the regional economy 

and serves as a guide for establishing regional goals and objectives, a regional plan 

of action and the investment priorities and funding sources. 

As a performance-based plan, this CEDS plays a critical role in adapting to global 

economic conditions by fully utilizing the region’s unique advantages to maximize 

economic opportunity for its residents by attracting the private investment that 

creates jobs. The SWGRC CEDS is a regionally owned strategy that is the result of a 

continuing economic development planning process developed with regional public 

and private sector participation.  

This plan sets forth the goals and objectives necessary to solve the economic 

development problems of the Southwest Georgia region and clearly defines the 

measures of success. 

The Southwest Georgia CEDS gives an overview of the region, briefly describing 

geography, population, economy, labor and workforce development and use, 

education, transportation access, environment and regional resources. It reviews 

the state of the Regional Economy and provides a list of achievable Goals and 
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Objectives, a Plan of Action to ensure success and Performance Measures used to 

evaluate the successful development and implementation of the CEDS. 

 Included below are excerpts from the plan in addition to goals and objectives from 

the CEDS which are aligned with the current economic development goals of Early 

County and the Cities of Blakely, Damascus, and Jakin.  

Early County has experienced tough times in past years and teamed up with 

economic development professionals to market the area.  As with many counties in 

Southwest Georgia, peanut farming is a vital component of Early County's economy. 

Early County is the largest peanut quota holding county in the nation and the City 

of Blakely is nicknamed the “Peanut Capital of the World”.  Damascus is a small 

town with a population of 254 and is the site of the first Briar patch Music Festival 

since 2010.  Jakin lies at the southernmost end of early county and depends on 

farming and turpentine production to benefit the economic growth. 

Early County and its cities have been able to recruit Verizon to the area and 

obtained a $40,000 grant for workforce development.  Georgia-Pacific LLC is one of 

the largest employers in the county, and other large employers include LifeBright 

Community Hospital, Early County School system, Food Lion Supermarket, 

Damascus Peanut Company and Birdsong Peanuts. 

Early County is an agricultural community with 90% of its land devoted to farming 

or timber.  With 33% of its jobs in manufacturing, however, the county qualifies as a 

manufacturing community.  This diversity offers many opportunities for 

employment.  Early County is located near the source of many raw materials and 

abundant land and water resources.  The county is the largest producer of peanuts 

in the nation.   
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Although more acres of cotton are planted than peanuts, peanuts are the number 

one cash crop.  Opportunities exist for further processing of these raw materials 

locally prior to their leaving the county. 

A solid infrastructure exists for expanding economic opportunities with a 200-acre 

industrial park, low ad valorem tax rate, and city owned utilities.  Early County has a 

local airport with a 5,000-foot runway, and barge access on the Chattahoochee 

River.   

Goal 

Our community will attract retirees to the region. 

Objective 

We will support communities in the region and increase the tax base by attracting     

retirees. 

Goal 

Our community will improve and upgrade the educational attainment levels of the 

labor workforce within the region. 

Objective 

We will develop and support community-based efforts to address improved 

education levels and labor-force skills.  We will support the continued improvement 

of the education system in addressing education issues and propose an education 

skill improvement plan for the region.  
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Goal 

Our community will expand existing industries. 

Objective 

We will increase the potential that existing industries will expand into the region.  

FUTURE LAND USE  

Land use for small communities must maintain rural characteristics and strengthen 

economic potential. Rural communities must identify strategies that they are able 

to implement with their limited resources.  Appropriate land use supports the 

establishment of agricultural activities and non-agriculture activities that encourage 

sustainable rural development, while respecting the rights of rural communities 

and residents. 

The future land-use categories are not zoning classifications.  Instead, they act to 

inform leads on decisions regarding rezoning and development.  The future land- 

use categories are defined below: 

 Land Use Classifications 

Residential 
The predominant use of land is residential, single-

family and multi-family dwelling units 

Commercial 

Non-industrial business uses, including retail sales, 

office, service and entertainment facilities, organized in 

one building or grouped together in a shopping center 

or office building. 
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Industrial 

Land dedicated to manufacturing facilities, processing 

plants, factories, warehousing and wholesale trade 

facilities, mining or mineral extraction activities, or 

other similar uses. 

Public/Institutional 

Includes certain state, federal or local government 

uses, and institutional land uses. Government uses 

include government building complexes, police and 

fire stations, libraries, prisons, post offices, schools, 

military installations, etc. 

Transportation/Communication/Utilities 

Includes such uses as major transportation routes, 

public transit stations, power generation plants, 

railroad facilities, radio towers, telephone switching 

stations, airports, port facilities or other similar uses. 

Parks/Recreation/Conservation 

Land dedicated to active or passive recreational uses. 

These areas may be either publicly or privately owned 

and may include playgrounds, public parks, nature 

preserves, wildlife management areas, national 

forests, golf courses, recreation centers or similar 

uses. 

Agriculture/Forestry 

Land dedicated to farming (fields, lots, pastures, 

farmsteads, specialty farms, livestock production, etc.), 

agriculture, or commercial timber or pulpwood 

harvesting. 

Undeveloped/Vacant 

Lots or tracts of land that are served by typical urban 

public services (water, sewer, etc.) but have not been 

developed for a specific use or were developed for a 

specific use that has since been abandoned. 
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FUTURE LAND USE MAP  
(PLEASE SEE APPENDIX FOR LARGER RENDERINGS OF 
THESE MAPS.) 
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PLEASE SEE APPENDIX FOR LARGER RENDERINGS OF THESE MAPS   
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TRANSPORTATION 

Early County and the Cities of Blakely, Damascus and Jakin have a combined 

population of 11,008. The county and the cities met to discuss transportation 

challenges.  The County has a four-lane Highway (Hwy 27) that runs north-south 

and runs from the Florida line to Columbus, Georgia. 

The City of Blakely roads are paved, but there are some roads that still need paving.  

The square in Blakely is a two-lane, one-way counterclockwise route with angle 

parking on both sides. Traffic must yield on all routes before entering the square. 

Traffic control around the courthouse square in Blakely is necessary to maintain a 

viable downtown Central Business District and to minimize congestion and traffic 

hazards. State Route 39 north of Blakely carries a high percentage of trucks.  

The route is twenty feet wide with relatively small amounts of development along it. 

State Route 39 south of Blakely and State Route 200 generate little traffic in the 

downtown area and carry little truck traffic.  U.S. 27 is the major north-south route 

through Blakely; it is also the most heavily traveled route in the area.  The average 

daily traffic in Blakely is light to moderate on the majority of the routes. 

The City of Damascus has no outstanding traffic problems or problems associated 

with roads and street needs beyond paving and resurfacing. It does need to 

address continual problems with potholes. The City of Damascus is served by 

Georgia Route 45, which runs in a north-south manner through town. The Georgia 

Department of Transportation (DOT) recently approved SR 45 for resurfacing.  In 

addition, SR 200 cuts through town in an east/west direction and County Road 197 

moves west from the center of the city. 

The City of Jakin serves SR 38, cutting east-west through the southern portion of the 

city. The north-south route in the city is SR 39. Traffic is light through the city. 

Residential streets and roads are adequate to meet current traffic demands and 
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should be monitored and assessed through the planning period.  Jakin is a small 

rural town with a population of 155, according to the latest Census.    

The population of Early County and its cities is expected to decrease, according to 

Census estimates; however, we will not know if these numbers are reality until the 

next count (2030).  If the population decreases, the cost for transporting fewer 

persons to the same destinations should rise slightly.  In addition, businesses 

wanting to locate in Early County and its cities are looking for a trained workforce; 

transportation will ultimately impact economic development opportunities.   

REPORTS OF ACCOMPLISHMENT (ROA) 

In this  section , the projects listed within the ROA are evaluated by the 

municipalities and  assessed. The status for each project was assessed and 

classified. Four classification responses were used to determine the project’s status. 

These classifications are:  

• Completed 

• Currently Underway (Include a projected completion date) 

• Postponed (Include an explanation of the reason) 

• Not Accomplished and will no longer be undertaken or pursued by the local 

government (Include an explanation for the reason) 

Any projects that is not completed and active is move to the new community work 

program (2023-20270). 
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Early County Report of Accomplishments 

Work Items/Projects 

 

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 Estimated 

Cost 

Responsible 

Party 

Possible 

Funding 

Sources 

Status  

Develop Labor Market 

Information (LMI) Analysis 

 X    $1,000 County  Grants/General 

Fund  

Postponed until new 

Economic Developer starts 

in 2022 

Survey the Local Workforce 

(composition, satisfaction, 

commuting patterns, etc.) 

X  X  X $1,000 County Grants/General 

Fund 

Postponed until new 

Economic Developer starts 

in 2022 

Survey the Local 

Business/Industry 

 X  X  $1,000 Chamber of 

Commerce 

Grants/General 

Fund  

Postponed until new 

Economic Developer starts 

in 2022 

Develop/Update County 

Ordinance  

X    X $2,500 County  Grants/General 

Fund  

Complete  

Develop a plan for potential 

Trails and Greenways 

 X    $2,500 County  Grants/General 

Fund  

Postponed due to budget 

constraints  

Annual review of Service 

Delivery Strategy to look for 

areas of coordination and 

improve efficiency 

X     None County n/a  Currently Underway, with 

reviews occurring 

annually. 2027  

Review of Community Work 

Program 

   X X None County DCA & RC Currently Underway, with 

reviews occurring 

annually. 2027 
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Blakely  Report of Accomplishments 

Work Items/Projects 

 

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 Estimated 

Cost 

Responsible 

Party 

Possible Funding 

Sources 

Status  

Develop a Comprehensive Economic 

Development Strategy (CEDS) based on 

the LMI and surveys of workers and 

businesses 

    x $6,000 City Grants, General 

Fund  

Currently Underway, enter 

agreement to hire a new 

Economic Developer. 2027 

Develop cost/benefit methodology for 

new economic development projects 

    x None  City n/a Currently Underway, enter 

agreement to hire a new 

Economic Developer. 2027 

Develop a corridor redevelopment plan     X $5,000 City Grants, General 

Fund  

Currently Underway,  completed 

in 2025.  

Inventory/map environmentally 

sensitive areas 

    X 25,000 City Grants, General 

Fund 

Currently Underway. Completed 

by 2027.  

Update Infrastructure plan for phased 

expansion 

    X $2,500 City Grants, General 

Fund 

Currently Underway.  Completed 

by 2027. 

Evaluate financing options for new 

infrastructure 

    X None City n/a Currently Underway, completed 

by 2027. 

 

Conduct a Housing assessment 

 

x 

 

x 

 

x 

 

x 

 

x 

$5,000 City/County  Grants, General 

Fund  

Currently Underway, working on 

new developments and 

rehabilitation od dilapidated 

properties.  

Revise zoning/subdivision regulations 

for connectivity of street patterns 

     None City n/a   Postponed due to lack of funds.  

Review Community Work Program    X X None  City  DCA & RC Ongoing.  
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Damascus Report of Accomplishments 

Work Items/Projects 

 

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 Estimated 

Cost 

Responsible 

Party 

Possible 

Funding 

Sources 

Status  

Develop Labor Market Information (LMI) 

Analysis 

 X X   $1,000 City/County Grants, 

General Fund  

Underway. 2027 

Survey the local business/industry   X  X $1,000 City/County Grants, 

General Fund 

Underway. 2026 

Develop a Comprehensive Economic 

Development Strategy (CEDS)  

 X  X  $5,000 City  Grants, 

General Fund  

Underway. 2026 

Develop cost/benefit methodology for 

new economic development projects 

X     None  City n/a Underway. 2026 

Investigate feasibility of a transfer of 

development rights program for 

agriculture preservation 

  X   None  City n/a No longer being 

considered. 

(Determined to be 

unnecessary)  

Revise ordinances to promote 

environmentally sensitive site design 

x  X  X $2,500  City  Grants, 

General Fund 

Currently Underway 

(ongoing as 

necessary) 2027 

Revise or develop an Infrastructure plan 

for phased expansion 

 X  X  $2,500 City  Grants, 

General Fund  

Not Accomplished 

and will no longer be 

undertaken 
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Damascus Report of Accomplishments (Cont’d) 

Evaluate financing options for 

new infrastructure 

X     None  City n/a Underway. 2025 

Analyze impacts of development 

and determine desired types  

  X  X $1,000 City  Grants, 

General 

Fund  

Underway. 2026 

Adopt inclusive land use 

regulations 

 X    None  City n/a Not Accomplished 

and will no longer 

be undertaken 

(Determined to 

be unnecessary) 

Develop design standards and 

guidelines for development 

  X   $1,000 City  General 

Fund 

Underway. 2025 

Adopt overlay districts and 

regulations where necessary 

X   X  $2,000 City  General 

Fund 

Not Accomplished 

and will no longer 

be undertaken 

(Determined to 

be unnecessary) 

 

 

 

 

 



 

61 

 

Jakin Report of Accomplishments 

Work Items/Projects 

 

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 
Estimated 

Cost 

Responsible 

Party 

Possible 

Funding 

Sources 

Status  

Develop Labor Market 

Information (LMI) Analysis 
 X    $1,000 City  

Grants, 

General 

Fund  

Not Accomplished 

and will no longer be 

undertaken. Lack of 

funding/interest. 

Survey the Local 

Business/Industry 
 X    None  City n/a 

Not Accomplished 

and will no longer be 

undertaken. Lack of 

funding/interest. 

Identify and assess the 

contaminated properties in 

Jakin and develop a plan for 

cleanup 

  X   None  City n/a Complete.   

Implement a Fix It First Policy 

for infrastructure 

X X X X X None  City n/a Underway. 2025 

Evaluate financing methods for 

creating new infrastructure 

 X    None  City n/a Underway. 2027 

Establish a Neighborhood 

cleanup program 

 X  X  $1,000 City  Grants, 

General 

Fund  

Underway. 2027 

Implement ongoing right-of-

way beautification in 

neighborhoods 

X  X  X $3,000  City 
Grants, 

General 

Fund 

Underway. 2027 
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COMMUNITY WORK PROGRAMS 

Early Community Work Program 2023-2027 

Work items/Projects Year of Completion 

2023-2027 

Estimated 

Cost 

Responsible Party Possible Funding 

Sources 

Develop Labor Market Information (LMI) Analysis 2024 $1,000 County  Grants/General Fund  

Survey the Local Workforce (composition, satisfaction, 

commuting patterns, etc.) 

2023, 2025, 2027 $1,000 County Grants/General Fund 

Survey the Local Business/Industry 2024, 2026 $1,000 Chamber of Commerce Grants/General Fund  

Develop a plan for potential Trails and Greenways 2026 $2,500 County  Grants/General Fund  

Annual review of Service Delivery Strategy to look for areas of 

coordination and improve efficiency 

2023-2027 None  County DCA & RC  

Review of Community Work Program 2024, 2026 None County DCA & RC 

Review and amend land-use policies to accommodate a 

broadband installation. 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/Grants 

Collaborate with broadband service providers for the provision 

of high-speed internet services to unserved and underserved 

areas 

2023-2027 Staff-Time  City General Fund/Grants 

Partner with Southwest Georgia Regional Commission to 

develop Age Friendly activities that support the Age-Friendly 

designation. 

2023-2027 RC Staff-

Time 

SWGRC/ County Grants 

Participate in the development and updating Pre-Hazard 

Mitigation Plan. 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/Grants 

Participate in the development and updating the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/ State 

Funding 
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Inspection of all bridges within the county every two years 2023, 2025, 2027 Staff-Time GDOT/ County General Fund/Grants 

Rehabilitate and pave of county roads 

 

2023-2027 $ 1 Million County TSPLOST, Grants 
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Blakely Community Work Program 2023-2027 

Work Items/Projects 

 

Year of Completion 

2023-2027 

Estimated Cost Responsible 

Party 

Possible Funding 

Sources 

Develop a Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) 

based on the LMI and surveys of workers and businesses 

2025 $45,000 City  Grants, General Fund  

Develop cost/benefit methodology for new economic 

development projects 

2025 Combined with 

CEDS 

City Grants, General Fund 

Develop a corridor redevelopment plan 2027 $15,000 City Grants, General Fund  

Update Infrastructure plan for phased expansion 2027 $15,000 City Grants, General Fund 

Evaluate financing options for new infrastructure  2027 Unknown currently City Grants, General Fund 

Conduct a Housing assessment 2023-2027 $30,000 City/County  Grants, General Fund  

Update zoning/subdivision regulations  2027 $12,000  City  General Fund  

Review Community Work Program 2024 

2026 

None  City  DCA & RC 
Review and amend land-use policies to accommodate a broadband 

installation. 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/Grants 

Collaborate with broadband service providers for the provision of 

high-speed internet services to unserved and underserved areas 

2023-2027 Staff-Time  City General Fund/Grants 

Partner with Southwest Georgia Regional Commission to develop 

Age Friendly activities that support the Age-Friendly designation. 

2023-2027 RC Staff-Time SWGRC/ 

County 

Grants 

Participate in the development and updating Pre-Hazard 

Mitigation Plan. 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/Grants 

Participate in the development and updating the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/State 

Funding 



 

65 

 

 

Damascus Community Work Program 2023-2027 

Work Items/Projects 

 

Year of 

Completion 

2023-2027 

Estimated 

Cost 

Responsible 

Party 

Possible Funding 

Sources 

Develop Labor Market Information (LMI) Analysis 2025 $1,000 City/County Grants, General Fund  

Survey the local business/industry 2025-2027 $1,000 City/County Grants, General Fund 

Develop a Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) 

based on the LMI and surveys of workers and businesses 

2024-2026 $5,000 City  Grants, General Fund  

Develop cost/benefit methodology for new economic development 

projects 

2023 None  City Grants, General Fund 

Revise ordinances to promote environmentally sensitive site design 2023, 2025, 2027 $2,500  City  Grants, General Fund 

Evaluate financing options for new infrastructure 2023 None  City General Fund 

Analyze impacts of development and determine desired types  2025-2027 $1,000 City  Grants, General Fund  

Adopt inclusive land use regulations 2026 $5,000 City  General Fund 

Review and amend land-use policies to accommodate a broadband 

installation. 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/Grants 

Collaborate with broadband service providers for the provision of 

high-speed internet services to unserved and underserved areas 

2023-2027 Staff-Time  City General Fund/Grants 

Partner with Southwest Georgia Regional Commission to develop Age 

Friendly activities that support the Age-Friendly designation. 

2023-2027 RC Staff-

Time 

SWGRC/ 

County 

Grants 

Participate in the development and updating Pre-Hazard Mitigation 

Plan. 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/Grants 
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Participate in the development and updating the Joint Comprehensive 

Plan 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/ State 

Funding 

Jakin Community Work Program 2023-2027 

Work Items/Projects 

 

Year of 

Completion 

2023-2027 

Estimated 

Cost 

Responsible 

Party 

Possible Funding 

Sources 

Survey the Local Business/Industry 2024 $2,000 City General Fund 

Implement a Fix It First Policy for infrastructure 2023-2027 $2,000 City General Fund 

Evaluate financing methods for creating new infrastructure 2025 $5,000 City General Fund 

Establish neighborhood cleanup program 2023-2027 $1,000 City  Grants, General 

Fund  Conduct Ongoing right-of-way beautification in neighborhoods 2023-2025-2027 $3,000  City Grants, General 

Fund Review and amend land-use policies to accommodate a broadband 

installation. 

2023-2027  

Staff-Time 

 

City 

 

General Fund/Grants Collaborate with broadband service providers for the provision of 

high-speed internet services to unserved and underserved areas 

2023-2027 Staff-Time  City General Fund/Grants 

Partner with Southwest Georgia Regional Commission to develop Age 

Friendly activities that support the Age-Friendly designation. 

2023-2027 RC Staff-

Time 

Southwest 

Regional 

Commission/ 

County 

Grants 

Participate in the development and updating Pre-Hazard Mitigation 

Plan. 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/Grants 

Participate in the development and updating the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan 

2023-2027 Staff-Time City General Fund/State 

Funding 
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APPENDIX 

Resolutions 
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