Staff Report
Morgan County Planning Commission
Petition for: Conditional Use

Property location:
Property tax parcel:
Acreage:
Applicant:
Applicant’s Agent:
Property Owner:
Existing Use:
Proposed Use:

1651 Mergendollar Road
002-018A & 018AA
18.84 Acres
Steve & Carol Britt/Joel & Sherry Pellegrino, 1651 Mergendollar Road
N/A
Steve & Carol Britt/Joel & Sherry Pellegrino
Residential/Event Facility
Residential/Event Facility/Short Term Rental

Summary
Steve & Carol Britt and Joel & Sherry Pellegrino have requested conditional use approval to operate a
short term rental in one structure on their property at 1651 Mergendollar Road. The applicants came
through Planning Commission last summer for approval to operate an event facility at the same
location, which was approved by the Board of Commissioners. The applicants state in the accompanying
documents that the bridal cottage is the only structure proposed for use as a short term rental.
The applicants call this house
the bridal cottage and currently
use it for brides to prepare for
weddings. The house has a
bathroom and a kitchen, as well
as a second floor loft. The
building is approximately 720
square feet. Director Chuck
Jarrell has met the applicants on
site to discuss modifications and
safety measures necessary to
make the structure into a short
term rental.
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The total property is 18.84 acres. The previous owner collected various small historic structures on the
property. The closest adjacent residence is across the street and has been vacant for some time.
A closer view of the property
shows the location of the bridal
cottage (red circle) in relation to
the driveway into the property
(red arrow).
Structures marked with red stars
are the personal residences of the
applicants. The structure with the
yellow circle Lantern Hall, where
in-door events are held. Parking
for events is primarily in the field
shown at the top of this
photograph. Parking for the
cottage is indicated by the red
triangle.
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Short term rentals have had a contentious past in Morgan County. The ordinance was passed in 2010 to
address rentals at properties on Lake Oconee. The county was involved in a 5 year legal battle regarding
one property renting in the Grayson Pointe subdivision. The ordinance was upheld and the litigation was
resolved in 2016. When the ordinance was passed, short term rentals were added as a conditional use in
the Agricultural (AG) zoning district in an effort to provide options for agri-tourism businesses. See
attached for the short term rental ordinance. The Britt/Pellegrino property is zoned AG. There are
currently no approved short term rentals in Morgan County.
Past zoning actions
The applicants same before the Planning Commission in July 2016 for Conditional Use approval for an
Event Facility at the same address. The application was approved by the BOC on August 2016.
Excerpt from the July 28, 2016 Planning Commission meeting:
I.

Steve & Carol Britt and Joel and Sherry Pellegrino are requesting conditional use approval to
operate an Event Facility on 18.84 acres at 1651 Mergendollar Road (Tax Parcel 002-018A).

Mr. Jarrell presented the staff report and explained that the 18.84 acre property was enrolled in the
conservation use program and, therefore, events on the property would be limited to weddings. He
reviewed the structures on the property and which ones were proposed to be used as part of the event
facility. He also went over the condition of Mergendollar Road, septic tanks on the property, and
distances from adjacent residences. When asked if events were proposed to be held indoors or outside,
Mr. Jarrell deferred to the applicant.
Sherry Pellegrino, 1651 Mergendollar Road (applicant), introduced her parents and her daughter and
confirmed that they are residents at the subject property. In response to Planning Commission questions,
she stated that the anticipated wedding size will be between 100-150, and that outdoor events would be
preferably held near Lantern Hall. She stated that she would be uncomfortable with more than 100 guests
inside Lantern Hall due to the size of the building. Ms. Pellegrino also answered questions regarding the
property’s distance from Highway 83, property lighting, and previous renovations to Lantern Hall. She
confirmed that the property had only been used for personal events, despite the business sign on
Mergendollar Road. She also confirmed that she had talked to several neighbors and had secured
permission to trim back trees and brush to increase visibility from the driveway. The Planning
Commission asked if any comments had been received from the public; Staff responded that two curiosity
calls had been received.
No one spoke in favor of, or in opposition to, the application.
Ms. Booth and Mr. Holt made comments regarding the beauty of the property and suitability for the
proposed use.
Motion: Ms. Booth made a motion to recommend approval of the conditional use application for an event
facility at 1651 Mergendollar Road, and stated that there were no issues with the criteria. The Chairman
confirmed that there were no conditions.
Second: Mr. Myers
Vote: 7:1 The vote to recommend approval of the conditional use application for an event facility at 1651
Mergendollar Road was approved. Mr. McMahon dissented.
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Excerpt from the August 2, 2016 BOC meeting:
1. Steve & Carol Britt and Joel & Sherry Pellegrino are requesting conditional use
approval to operate an Event Facility on 18.84 acres at 1651 Mergendollar Road (Tax
Parcel 002-018A).
Tara Cooner, Senior Planner stated this property is known for the collection of historic buildings
moved to this site by the previous owner. The applicants live in two of the structures and propose
to use two for events, along with a renovated metal building. They propose indoor and outdoor
events, with an anticipated attendance of between 100-150. The property has ample space for
parking, although handicap parking will need to be installed. The closest residence to the
proposed venue building is over 1200 feet away. There are no residences directly across from the
driveway to be bothered by headlights. From the position of the buildings, it will be difficult to
see events from the road. The applicants have talked to neighbors and have secured permission to
trim trees and brush to provide increased site distance for the driveway. The property is in
Conservation Use, so events will be limited to weddings while this property is enrolled in the
program. The property is not in the groundwater recharge area, nor in the water quality critical
area. Planning received two curiosity phone calls regarding the zoning sign. The applicants were
present at the Planning Commission meeting and Ms. Pellegrino answered questions. No one
spoke in favor of or in opposition to the application. The Planning Commission voted 7:1 to
recommend approval of the conditional use application.
CHAIRMAN HARRIS ALLOWED PROPONENTS AND OPPONENTS TO SPEAK
No proponents or opponents spoke.
MOTION by Comm. Clack, seconded by Comm. Warren to approve the conditional use to operate an
Event Facility on 18.84 acres at 1651 Mergendollar Road (Tax Parcel 002-018A). Unanimously
Approved.
Criteria for Consideration
Section 21.3.1 Required Findings from Conditional Use Approval from the Morgan County Zoning
Ordinance:
1. Adequate provision is made by the applicant to reduce any adverse environmental impacts of
the proposed use to an acceptable level;
2. Vehicular traffic and pedestrian movement on adjacent streets will not be substantially hindered
or endangered;
3. Off-street parking and loading, and the entrance to and exit from such parking and loading, will
be adequate in terms of location, amount and design to service the use;
4. Public facilities and utilities are capable of adequately serving the proposed use;
5. Granting the request would not be an illogical extension of a use which would introduce
damaging volumes of (1) agricultural, (2) commercial, (3) industrial, or (4) high density
apartment use into a stable neighborhood of well-maintained single family homes, and likely
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6.
7.
8.
9.

lead to decreasing surrounding property values, neighborhood deterioration, spreading of
blight, and additional requests of a similar nature which would expand the problem;
Granting the request would not lead to congestion, noise and traffic hazards or overload public
facilities, current or planned;
Granting the request would conform to the general expectation for the area population growth
and distribution according to the Comprehensive Land Use Plan;
Granting the request would not lead to a major negative change in existing (1) levels of public
service, (2) government employees or (3) fiscal stability;
Granting the request would not have a “domino effect,” in that it becomes the opening wedge
for further rapid growth, urbanization or other land-use change beyond what is indicated in the
Comprehensive Land Use Plan.

Staff Comments
As mentioned above, short term rentals have been an issue in the county, primarily because of the
prevalence of rentals at the lake and the small size of lots/proximity to neighbors. Staff feels the
proposed short term rental on Mergendollar Road cannot be viewed in the same context, as there are
no close neighbors and the surrounding properties are fairly large, especially when compared to the lots
at Lake Oconee. The other notable difference is that the short term rental ordinance was written for
property owners that did not live at the rental property (most lake rentals are second/vacation homes).
In this instance, the owners live on the same property. The applicants were unable to apply for a bed
and breakfast because of the regulation that requires the owner to live in the same house as the rental
space. They were also unable to apply for a Farmstay because the property is not a working farm. Short
term rental was the only lodging option left.
The applicants stated to Staff that they feel the ability of offer lodging to wedding couples would
increase the business for their event venue. If the Planning Commission chooses to recommend
approval of the conditional use application, Staff suggests a condition that states the bridal cottage only
may be used for rental use and that any expansion of the use would require additional conditional use
permits.
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