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   Staff Report 

    Morgan County Planning Commission 

  

Applicant: The Georgia Zoo LLC, PO Box 1299, Madison 

Applicant’s Agent:    

Zoning Ordinance: Morgan County Zoning Ordinance 

 Chapter 7.34 Zoo Facilities 

 

Summary 

        The Georgia Zoo LLC is requesting a text amendment to add regulations for amusement rides and 

lodging to Chapter 7.34 Zoo Facilities. This will limit these activities to the Georgia Zoo property. The 

proposed language was written by county staff with assistance from John McMahon and Zoo staff. 

 

The Georgia Zoo would like to offer lodging on the zoo property. This option is available at other zoos in 

the US and is frequently seen at foreign zoos where a guest can see (or even touch) animals from the 

guest suite, and is sometimes seen as “treehouses” or other such attached lodging. In the US, some 

resorts and spas offer “glamping” options, which is a slang term for glamorous camping that can include, 

among other possibilities, tents on platforms or rustic cottages. The Georgia Zoo would like to offer 

lodging that combines these concepts by creating a glamping experience that allows guests to be close 

to the animals.  In the attached letter, the Zoo CEO has requested that the proposed liability waiver be 

allowed as part of the regular check-in paperwork and not as a separate document. The proposed text 

does not require the waiver as a separate document and Staff has no issues with how it is presented to 

guests, as long as it is presented and signed. 

 

Chapter 7.34 allows for playgrounds, but not for any sort of mechanized amusement ride, or activity 

such as rock climbing or zip lines. This language was minimally contested by the Zoo staff at the time the 

ordinance was created, but they decided to focus on the main Zoo Facility and approach a text 

amendment at a later date. Now that the Zoo is in the final stages of planning the layout of the facility, 

they have discovered that it is necessary to plan areas for the amusement activities, as some of the rides 

can take up considerable space. Of concern to the Zoo is the suggested language by Staff that no 

elevated ride shall pass over areas containing animals classified as dangerous. (Note:  Staff added the 

OCGA section since the language was reviewed by the Zoo staff.) This language will require the Zoo 

designers to place the rides so that animals may be viewed from the rides with appropriate barriers and 

without passing directly over specific enclosures, and will require advanced planning for ride placement. 

In the attached letter, the Zoo CEO has requested a change to the proposed language regarding this 

restriction and has suggested language that allows for rides to go through or over animals identified as 

Class I Wildlife by USDA with a barrier. The proposed language requires that a barrier be between 
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amusement riding guests and all animals. This may not always mean a fence; recall that many enclosures 

use a moat system to contain animals. However, the intended barrier that would be used above is not 

specified in the Zoo’s suggested language. The Zoo will have protocols in place to corral and house 

animals quickly (such as those used during storms or other emergencies), but Staff is uncomfortable 

with riding visitors over animals without specified barriers.  Furthermore, Staff is suggesting the list of 

inherently dangerous animals contained in the Georgia law, as no list for USDA could be found.  

 

Proposed Language 

        Section 7.34.7   Lodging 

All lodging shall have a permanent foundation. Stick built structures, or tent lodging with a permanent 

platform shall be allowed. Mobile structures, such as mobile homes and recreational vehicles, shall be 

prohibited. All lodging units shall meet current building codes and have electricity and full bathroom 

facilities. ADA accessible units shall be available. 

No structures may be attached to trees. 

All publically accessible areas shall have lighting, including parking areas and pathways. 

A lodging-specific employee shall be available during all time periods that guests occupy lodging.  

Lodging shall be designed so that free-roaming animals cannot access guest areas. Any outdoor lodging 

space or facility shall be at a sufficient height to be out of animal range, or have a barrier between 

guests and animals.  

Any proposed interaction between guests and animals shall be provided in a written application to the 

Director of Planning and Development for approval. Such application shall justify the safety of guests 

and shall be approved prior to the implementation of the interaction activity.   

Prior to a Certificate of Occupancy, the Zoo Facility shall provide, to the Director of Planning and 

Development, a copy of a Liability Waiver that must be provided to, and signed by, all lodging guests 

(stipulating safety procedures for the guests and the animals). 

Section 7.34.8   Amusement rides 

Amusement rides include carousels, trains or trolleys (mechanized or driven), sky buckets, zip lines, 

ropes courses, splash pad and interactive water activity, and climbing structures. Any ride not listed 

above shall be presented to the Director of Planning & Development for approval. Prohibited rides 

include sky drops, roller coasters, water rides, swinging rides , and Ferris Wheels.  

The visibility of amusement rides from major roadways shall be minimized through placement and 

screening. 
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Ground transportation paths, roadways, and rail track shall be clearly marked and any pedestrian 

footpaths or sidewalk crossings shall provide barriers to keep pedestrians out of harm’s way.  

All amusement rides shall be inspected yearly by the State Fire Marshal.  

No amusement ride shall go through animal areas without a barrier between the rider and the animals. 

No elevated ride shall pass over areas containing animals classified as inherently dangerous by Georgia 

law (OCGA §27-5-5). 

Whenever feasible, rides shall be ADA accessible. 

Rules for an amusement ride use shall be clearly posted at any entrance to the amusement ride. 

The Zoo Facility shall provide a dedicated employee(s) to each amusement ride. No amusement ride 

shall be automated to start without employee supervision.  

Minutes excerpts 

        From the 6-27-2013 Minutes of the Morgan County Planning Commission 
 

II. Morgan County is proposing a Text Amendment to add regulations for zoos to the Morgan 
County Zoning Ordinance. 

 

Chuck Jarrell presented the staff report on behalf of Morgan County. The Planning Commission asked 

about the size of enclosures. Mr. Jarrell responded that the size was species specific and confirmed that 

the industry standards were also per species. Mr. Benkoski asked if alcohol was served at Zoo Atlanta 

and Mr. Jarrell responded that it was allowed in the restaurant. Staff answered questions regarding zoo 

research and acreage of other zoos. Mr. McMahon verified when additional permits would be required. 

Mr. Jarrell also noted that the conditional use request was not to own animals but to open the facility to 

the public. 

Bob Hughes, Madison Morgan Chamber of Commerce, spoke in favor of the text amendment and stated 

the benefits of a zoo to tourism in the county. He also stated support of the upcoming conditional use 

application. 

Michael Vaden (1021 River Farm Run) and Bill Killmer (2001 Little River Road) explained their 

backgrounds and how much research they had conducted. They stated that they wanted to open a 

quality facility.  

Mr. McCarthy cautioned that the presentation was regarding the conditional use application, and not 

the text amendment.  

Ms. Booth asked Mr. Vaden and Mr. Killmer if they had any concerns regarding the proposed language. 

They responded that they did not. The Planning Commission asked about water usage, which the 

applicant stated would be less than the current agricultural uses around the property.  
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Andrew O’Connell spoke in favor of the application and stated that the language was well prepared and 

supported safety concerns. 

No one spoke in opposition. 

Motion: Ms. Booth made a motion to recommend approval of the text amendment. 

Second: Mr. Campbell 

Vote: 8:1 The motion to recommend approval of the text amendment was approved. Mr. McCarthy 

dissented. 

From the 7-2-2013 Minutes of the Morgan County Board of Commissioners 

1. Morgan County is proposing a Text Amendment to add regulations for zoos to the Morgan 
County Zoning Ordinance. 

 

Tara Cooner, Senior Planner, stated Planning staff were approached by Michael Vaden and Bill Killmer in 

March regarding regulations for a public aviary. As they researched their options and met with various 

aviary and zoo experts, opportunities expanded to them to obtain other animals, thus changing the 

concept from an aviary to a zoo. The proposed language establishes the minimum lot size at 10 acres, as 

well as setbacks and buffers. It addresses toilet facilities, lighting, signs, parking and trash. An emergency 

plan must be submitted that provides for animal escapes, storms, medical emergencies, fires and escape 

routes for both public and employees, and requires a minimum of 4 safety drills per year (most zoos 

only run 1 or 2 per year). A plan must be provided to control and treat insects and parasites. A perimeter 

fence is required a minimum of 8’ high with double strand of barbed wire. Animal enclosures must be 

constructed to industry standards, which are established per species, and are inspected by regulatory 

agencies, such as USDA, DOA and DNR. County officials must be present at these inspections during 

construction so that concerns may be raised to the regulatory agency. A zoo facility must be inspected 

yearly by the County building official prior to the issuance of a business license (this is in addition to the 

spot inspections by State or Federal regulatory agencies). All zoo facilities must submit a recycling plan 

and the design of the facility cannot divert waste runoff into state waters. There must also be a disposal 

plan for removal of dead animals and waste not included in the recycling plan. The proposed language 

also provides for accessory uses common to a zoo facility, such as restaurants, concessions, retail shops, 

basic playgrounds, camps and assembly areas. Other possible uses that will require additional 

conditional use permits include an event facility and amusement rides. The use is proposed as 

conditional in C2 and AG. If located in the C2 zoning district, the facility must be connected to a 

municipal water and sewer system. If located in the AG zoning district, the facility plan must include a 

minimum of 20% open space, not including areas used for animal enclosures. The Planning Commission 

asked questions regarding sizes of zoos and animal enclosures. Bob Hughes, Michael Vaden, Bill Killmer, 

and Andrew O’Connell spoke in favor of the application. No one spoke in opposition. Prior to the 

Planning Commission meeting, the Planning office received no comments. The Planning Commission 
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voted 8-1 to recommend approval of the text amendment. John McCarthy dissented, as he is not a 

proponent of zoos.  

Chair Warren allowed proponents to speak. 

Proponents 

Michael Vaden, 1021 River Farm Run, Madison, Georgia 

Bill Killmer, 2001 Little River Road, Madison, Georgia 

Mr. Killmer stated this would be high quality growth for the area and will keep green space, help the tax 

base, restaurants and shops, and ties in with other events in Morgan County.  Mr. Vaden stated they 

had worked with the Planning Office to make the zoo have high standards.  The zoo will be of quality 

and is highly regulated by the State.  Mr. Vaden stated he has credibility in the zoo area and has raised 

different species.  He has increased the population of species and would like to work with other species 

of birds.  He has the knowhow but has to have doors open to the public for credibility. 

Bob Hughes, Morgan County Chamber of Commerce 

Mr. Hughes stated that the Morgan County economic mixture of businesses in the County is balanced 

for a rural community. The zoo would help hospitality, retail and agriculture areas.  He advised it was a 

balancing act to provide income and new fields of tourism.  This would provide new jobs and the 

Chamber of Commerce is in favor. 

Chair Warren allowed opponents to speak. 

Opponents 

Attorney Michael Daniel, representing William Pettit, opposed the text amendment as regards to 

agriculture.  Mr. Daniel presented a list of petitioners opposing the text amendment for zoo facilities.  

He stated that Morgan County zoning is based on density and wants to maintain the pastoral scene.  

Changing the zoning would impact Mr. Pettit's subdivision.  He expected agricultural in his area and with 

this zoning change it would change from pastoral to business.  The involvement of DOT and a traffic lane 

does not go with the agricultural layout.  Mr. Daniel asked the Commissioners to reject the text 

amendment on agricultural designation. 

Chair Warren asked for opposition.  There were no other opponents to speak. 

MOTION by Comm. Harris, seconded by Comm. Clack to approve a Text Amendment to add regulations 

for zoos to the Morgan County Zoning Ordinance.  Unanimously Approved. 
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Staff Comments 

        Regarding the Zoo CEO’s suggested language changes, Staff has no issues with the liability waiver 

suggestion, as it will not require a change in the proposed language. However, the requested change 

regarding barriers between elevated rides and dangerous animals should be further explained by the 

applicant, including what type of barrier would be used and why it is necessary to view such animals 

from above. 
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