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Jackson County, GA (Aa2) benefits from its proximity to the Atlanta (Aa1 stable)
metropolitan area and the Athens-Clarke County Unified Government (Aa1). The county's
derives credit strength from its growing industrial base, healthy reserve levels, and strong
liquidity. While the county's financial position has improved significantly following notable
declines in reserve and cash levels during fiscal 2012-2015, reserve levels are below the
state and national medians for similarly rated counties. The county has an above average
debt burden, which is mitigated by a low pension burden and a recently renewed Special
Local Options Sales Tax (SPLOST) that is used support annual debt service and capital
improvements.
On July 20, we affirmed the county's Aa2 rating on outstanding GOULT debt.
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Rapid growth in tax base driven by an expanding distribution and logistics sector
Fiscal 2013-2017
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Credit strengths
» Rapidly growing tax base benefitting from proximity to the Atlanta metropolitan area
» Recent trend of increased reserves
» Debt service supported by SPLOST
» Low unemployment coupled with an expanding labor force
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» Affordable pension burden

Credit challenges
» Above average debt burden
» Narrow reserve position compared to similarly rated counties
» Sizeable fluctuations among the county's top revenue sources

Rating outlook
Outlooks are not typically assigned to local government credits with this amount of debt outstanding.

Factors that could lead to an upgrade
» Continued tax base growth or improvement in socioeconomic profile
» Significant increases in reserve or cash levels commensurate with higher rated counties

Factors that could lead to a downgrade
» An observed trend of structural imbalance resulting in notable declines in reserve or cash levels
» Significant tax base deterioration
» Increased debt burden

Key indicators
Exhibit 3

Jackson (County of) GA
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Economy/Tax Base
Total Full Value ($000)
Population
Full Value Per Capita
Median Family Income (% of US Median)
Finances

Fund Balance as a % of Revenues

11.4%

13.3%

11.2%

12.6%

13.6%

Cash Balance as a % of Revenues

73.5%

92.4%

68.8%

66.8%

64.3%

$120,300

$111,060

$100,962

$88,559
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Debt/Pensions
Net Direct Debt ($000)
3-Year Average of Moody's ANPL ($000)

$8,839

$8,774

$9,071

$9,896

$11,619

Net Direct Debt / Full Value (%)

1.9%

1.8%

1.6%

1.3%

1.0%

Net Direct Debt / Operating Revenues (x)

2.0x

2.4x

2.2x

1.7x

1.1x

Moody's - adjusted Net Pension Liability (3-yr average) to Full Value (%)

0.1%

0.1%

0.1%

0.1%

0.2%

Moody's - adjusted Net Pension Liability (3-yr average) to Revenues (x)

0.1x

0.2x

0.2x

0.2x

0.2x

Source: Jackson County, GA, Moody's Investors Service

This publication does not announce a credit rating action. For any credit ratings referenced in this publication, please see the ratings tab on the issuer/entity page on
www.moodys.com for the most updated credit rating action information and rating history.
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Profile
Jackson County is located north of the Athens-Clarke County Unified Government, approximately 50 miles northeast of Atlanta. The
county has grown to become a regional hub for logistics and distribution and has an estimated population of 67,519.

Detailed credit consideration
Economy and Tax Base: Diverse local economy with growing industrial base
The county’s diverse and sizeable tax base will likely continue to grow given its proximity to Interstate 85 (I-85) and railways, with
direct access to Atlanta. The tax base derives additional strength and stability from its proximity to the Athens-Clarke County Unified
Government, which is home to the University of Georgia (Aa2 stable).
Although the county’s full valuation has increased markedly over the last three years, it’s tax base remains below the state and
national medians for similarly rated counties. The county’s total full value has grown at an average rate of 3.9% over the last five
years, increasing to $7.6 billion in 2018, which represents a 6.9% increase over 2017. The county’s tax base is not exposed to significant
concentrations risks, as its top ten taxpayers only account for 10% of total assessed value. Growth has been driven primarily by
residential and commercial development, as well as population growth that has increased demand for commercial services. Rapid
absorption of industrial space continues to drive development of speculative buildings. Favorably, residential permits have increased in
2017 and county officials have observed an additional increase in building permits for 2018.
Given its strategic location, the county has become a regional distribution and logistics hub for several companies, including
Amazon.com, Inc. (Baa1 positive) and William-Sonoma. There are currently over 30 distribution centers located in the county, and
several more are either under construction or in the planning phase. Notably, during fiscal 2017, the county saw $210 million in new
capital investment, inclusive of FedEx Corporation's (Baa2 stable) new terminal facility which opened in 2017, additional facilities have
been announced by Uline, which offers shipping and business supplies, and First American Resources, a leading supplier of decorative
and functional coating systems. Additionally, due to increases in distribution activity, the development of several truck stops along I-85
have been announced to accommodate the county’s uptick in freight traffic.
Wealth and income levels compare favorably to the state, but continue to trend below the national medians. According to the 2016
American Community Survey, the county's per capita income (PCI) and median family income (MFI) equaled 80% and 93% of the
nation, respectively. The county's socioeconomic profile is strengthened by a low poverty (13.5%), an expanding labor force, and low
unemployment, which declined to 2.7% in April 2018. Job growth is attributed to the county's expanding industrial sector.
Financial Operations and Reserves: Improved financial position characterized by strong liquidity and healthy reserve levels
The county’s financial position has improved following multi-year operating deficits; however, reserve levels are narrow compared to
Aa2 rated counties across the state and nation. The county posted sizeable operating deficits during fiscal 2012-2015 and used reserves
to balance its budget during the same period while revenues remained relatively flat. As a result, the general fund balance to declined
to $6.3 million or 17% of revenues in fiscal 2015.
Favorably, as a result of conservative budgeting, expenditure controls, and increasing the tax rate to offset declines in charges for
services and sales tax revenues, the county’s financial position has improved over the last two years. Of note, the county’s tax revenues
increased 11.8% and 8.0% in fiscal 2016 and fiscal 2017, respectively. Additionally, general fund balance increased to $11.5 million or
a healthy 22% of revenues in fiscal 2017 (ended December 31). Although the county’s fiscal 2017 general fund balance is narrow on a
proportional basis when compared to similarly rated counties across the state and nation, it is in-line with healthier levels recorded in
fiscal 2012 and fiscal 2013.
The fiscal 2018 general fund budget include a 4.6% budget increase and a modest $100,000 appropriation of fund balance to support
the construction of the county's agricultural center; there was no change in the millage rate. According to county officials, preliminary
results for fiscal 2018 include a $1.4 million general fund balance increase, growing to 12.9 million or 30% of budgeted revenues.
Going forward, the county’s financial position will likely continue to improve given the renewal of a SPLOST (expires June 2023) that
will support annual debt service and capital improvements, providing the county with additional operating flexibility and relief to the
general fund. Operations will also likely improve as the local economy continues to diversify and the tax base continues to grow.
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LIQUIDITY

The district's cash levels compare favorably to the state and national medians for similarly rated counties. The county collects the
majority of property taxes in October and November for the subsequent fiscal year, resulting in high cash levels at year-end.
General fund net cash totaled $27.6 million or 53% of revenues at fiscal 2017 year-end. Inclusive of cash in the county's other
operating funds (debt service, capital projects, and special revenue funds), the county's net cash increases to $41.2 million or 64% of
revenues. Both general fund and operating fund cash levels are well above median levels.
Debt and Pensions: Above average debt burden; high fixed costs mitigated by a SPLOST and affordable pension burden
The county’s debt burden will likely remain manageable given that debt service is payable (though not secured by) SPLOST revenues.
County officials report that there has been an uptick in SPLOST revenues, partially driven by increased freight traffic and population
growth
At fiscal 2017 year-end, the county’s net direct debt outstanding totaled $73.6 million or 1.0% of full value (1.1x operating revenues).
The county has no additional borrowing plans at this time, as all capital needs are funded through the SPLOST. Forthcoming capital
improvements include, but are not limited to, improvements to the county's water and sewer infrastructure, park and recreation
improvements, and renovations to the county courthouse.
DEBT STRUCTURE

The county’s net direct debt outstanding is comprised of $71.5 million general obligation debt and $2.1 million capital leases. The
county also had modest variable rate debt outstanding of $266,000, associated with Series 2004 revenue notes, issued by the
Jackson County Airport Authority, a component unit of the county. The notes are paid by the county, pursuant to a contract with the
authority, bearing interest at a variable rate of LIBOR +0.75 basis points. The county maintains ample liquidity to provide debt service
in heightened interest rate stress scenarios.
Amortization of all outstanding debt is rapid, with 86% of principal repaid within the next 10 years.
DEBT-RELATED DERIVATIVES

The county is not party to any derivative agreements.
PENSIONS AND OPEB

The county, as authorized by the County Commission, has established a defined benefit pension plan, the Jackson County Defined
Benefit Pension Plan (“the plan”). The plan is administered by the Association of County Commissioners of Georgia (ACCG). The
county's contribution to the plan during fiscal 2017 was $376,000, which was less than 1.0% of General Fund expenditures. The county
maintains a defined contribution plan for all other employees and contributed $491,000 in fiscal 2017.
The county's combined adjusted net pension liability, under Moody's methodology for adjusting reported pension data, is $12.2 million,
or low 0.19 times operating revenues. Moody's uses the adjusted net pension liability to improve comparability of reported pension
liabilities. The adjustments are not intended to replace the county's reported liability information, but to improve comparability with
other rated entities. We determined the county's share of liability for the state-run plans in proportion to its contributions to the plans.
Total fixed costs, inclusive of debt service, pensions, and other post-employment benefits (OPEB) equaled a high 35% of revenues at
fiscal 2017-year end. Although elevated, the county's fixed costs will likely remain manageable since a portion of debt service is covered
by SPLOST revenues along side a rapid payout of total debt outstanding over the next several years.I
Management and Governance: Strong Institutional Framework supported by prudent management and conservative
budgeting assumptions
Georgia Counties have an Institutional Framework score of Aaa, which is high compared to the nation. Institutional Framework scores
measure a sector's legal ability to increase revenues and decrease expenditures. The sector's main revenue source is property taxes,
which are not subject to any caps. Unpredictable revenue fluctuations tend to be moderate, or between 5-10% annually. Across the
sector, fixed and mandated costs are generally less than 25% of expenditures. Georgia is a Right to Work state, providing significant
expenditure-cutting ability. Unpredictable expenditure fluctuations tend to be minor, under 5% annually.
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