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County officials delay release of public
records related to McDonald Farm for months
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In December, the Chattanooga Times Free Press requested public records from Hamilton County
Mayor Weston Wamp's office related to McDonald Farm — which residents have been fighting to

preserve from industrial development.

It took eight months for any records to be released and now — with a key planning vote coming Monday

— a core set of records involving Wamp himself and his top planning aide have yet to be handed over.

State law requires public records to be available for inspection by residents during normal business



hours. More complex requests sometimes take a few days or even weeks to fill. But an eight-month

delay is out of the norm.

A similar request to the city of Chattanooga in April, for emails between local planning officials and
county staff related to McDonald Farm, was answered with hundreds of pages of lightly redacted public

documents in 15 business days.

Another request in June, for correspondence between Wamp and Tennessee Commissioner of
Economic and Community Development Stuart McWhorter, was fulfiilled by state officials in 30

business days.

Haley Burton, a spokesperson for the Mayor's Office, said in a statement Friday that concerns about
previous failures to respond to public records requests should be directed to former County Attorney

Rheubin Taylor, who left office in June.

"Open records requests were managed solely under the direction and guidance" of Taylor, the statement
said. "The Times Free Press request regarding McDonald Farm, in particular, went unresolved for

months under that system."
Taylor told the Times Free Press on Friday that he could not ethically comment for the story.

Wamp, a Republican, unsuccessfully sought to fire Taylor, a Democrat, at the beginning of his term in
2022. Taylor left office at the end of his term in June and Wamp's pick for county attorney, Janie Varnell,

took over two months ago in July.

If the request was for records in possession of the Mayor's Office, ultimately the Mayor's Office would
be responsible for releasing the records or denying the request, Deborah Fisher, executive director of
the Tennessee Coalition for Open Government, told the Times Free Press, which is a member of the

coalition.
VOTE PENDING

A reporter was allowed to review some of Hamilton County's records last month, after the Times Free
Press began reporting a story on the delay in the records release. Editor Alison Gerber wrote Varnell
asking for her office to expedite the delivery of the records. She referenced the upcoming Planning
Commission vote on the Plan Hamilton regional blueprint, with implications for McDonald Farm's

future.



Wamp's text messages and emails, and the text messages of Nathan Janeway, who Wamp appointed

head of McDonald Farm development, have not been provided.

Those, and other staff communications regarding McDonald Farm, the Chattanooga Area Chamber of

Commerce and industrial development, were initially requested on Dec. 20, 2024.

Varnell told the Times Free Press on Aug. 7 that she'd advised Wamp's Chief of Staff Claire McVay, the
custodian for the Mayor's Office, and other records custodians to fulfill the larger public records request

on July 25.

McVay "anticipated 15-20 business days to complete the request due to the volume of communication we

have to go through," Varnell wrote, which would have pushed the release of the documents until just

before the expected Plan Hamilton vote.

At the beginning of January, McVay had said she anticipated being able to provide responsive
documents in 10 to 15 business days. Later in January, she said she anticipated being able to fulfill the

request within five business days.

(SIGN UP: Get breaking news in your inbox as it happens by going to timesfreepress.com/breaking)




Burton told the Times Free Press that the discrepancies in estimated times was related to the

availability of staff. An IT employee was off that week, she said.
'INFLATE THE COST'

McVay was seeking to charge $432 for inspection of the records until the beginning of August, when the
Tennessee Office of Open Records Counsel told Varnell that inspection had to be provided at no charge,

per state law.

Some of the county records released last month show McVay acknowledged that the cost might stall the

records delivery.

In December of 2024, McVay wrote three county staff members including Hamilton County Chief
Operating Officer David Roddy an email, saying that she'd sent the estimate to the Times Free Press.

"So it probably slowed this request down in its tracks," McVay said. "You're all copied on it."

Tennessee's public records law says records custodians are expected to make records available

promptly and explicitly states that excessive fees should not be used to hinder public access to records.

"This appears to be a classic case of trying to prevent certain information from becoming public by
delaying fulfillment of a public records request," Fisher said. "The communication by the county
mayor's chief of staff about slowing the public records request down 'in its tracks' by charging $432 to
inspect documents flies in the face of well-settled law that there can be no charge for inspection. This is

disappointing all around."
Fisher said the public doesn't want games played.

"They just want government entities to comply with the public records law," she said. "Maybe it was a
large request, but there's a big difference between 15 days that the county estimated in January and the

more than eight months that have now passed."

This is an example of why it is so important to keep free inspection of records in the law in Tennessee,
Fisher added.

"Otherwise, public officials who don't want you to see something will simply inflate the cost of copies of
the records — something we already pay for in taxes — as a way of discouraging people from getting

what is public information," she said.

MEMO INCLUDED



In 2021, Hamilton County officials purchased the sprawling North County farm from the family of
longtime Chattanooga Free Press Publisher Roy McDonald for industrial development for $16 million.

Those plans began to unravel toward the end of last year.

An out-of-town economic development consultant presented research to the Hamilton County
Commission showing agritourism as the best use of the farm, surprising many, including leaders at the

Chattanooga Area Chamber of Commerce who'd hoped to soon be recruiting manufacturers.

Wamp has supported the agritourism proposal — backed by an organized group of local residents —

but he has not ruled out the possibility of future industrial development on the land.

The Republican majority County Commission has also remained noncommittal, having yet to address

the property's zoning.

Meanwhile, the fate of the long-debated and highly contentious county growth plan that will guide
future development in unincorporated Hamilton County, including the farm, hangs in the balance, and

on the horizon next year's primary and general election contests loom large.

(READ MORE: Chattanooga Area Chamber of Commerce memo stresses manufacturing in Plan

Hamilton)

In June, the Times Free Press reported that city records showed Wamp agreed to include a memo
written by the Chattanooga Area of Chamber of Commerce arguing for "the urgent need for new
manufacturing locations in Hamilton County" in a recent version of Plan Hamilton that went before the
County Commission for a vote earlier this summer but was tabled during one of the most packed and

tense County Commission meetings this year.

City records showed the chamber wanted the memo to keep the door open for potential industrial

development at the farm.

The emails also showed the chamber had to pass on a state inquiry that may have led to a $3 billion
investment and more than 1,000 new jobs because county-owned land hasn't been readied for

industrial recruitment.

When county commissioners questioned Wamp about the potentially missed opportunity, Wamp
stressed his close contact with McWhorter, the Tennessee commissioner of economic and community

development.

'FRIENDS'



State records obtained by the Times Free Press show the chamber was asked to submit proposals for

several projects that the state could not accommodate due to a lack of viable industrial sites.

A few industrial projects that may have been a good fit for McDonald Farm were a Smith and Wesson
headquarters/manufacturing plant, estimating 620 jobs and a $125 million investment, a Polaris
inquiry estimating 2,000 jobs and a $127 million investment, and an LG Chem inquiry estimating 860

jobs and a $3.2 billion investment, according to the state records released promptly this summer.

The state included a spreadsheet of 26 companies listed as "Projects We Didn't Submit on Due to
Acreage Requirements" between July 2022 and February 2024. The list totalled more than $9 billion in

potential investment.

The information was exchanged between Wamp and McWhorter before the 2024 Planning

Commission vote to rezone part of the farm for manufacturing use, which triggered public outcry.
State records show Wamp texted McWhorter once about McDonald Farm, in September 2024.

"Great seeing you at your fundraiser," McWhorter wrote Wamp, who replied that it had meant a lot that

McWhorter came.

Wamp then told McWhorter that he thought State Sen. Bo Watson, R-North Chattanooga, had
mentioned to him a grant application that the county had in for the farm for about $1 million, the state

records show.

"It would be a big deal for us because it would allow us to invest into the homestead, which we plan on
being the anchor of all economic activity there," Wamp wrote McWhorter. "It's an incredibly historic
site and it would be the first real public asset in that community and would serve Rhea County, as much

as Hamilton.

"You mentioned that ECD sees value in recreation investments adjacent to economic development

opportunities," Wamp added. "Forgive my shameless plug."

The county is now working, through a state grant, to run an industrial water line out to McDonald

Farm, which county officials say is to support the revived annual Hamilton County Fair.

Chris O'Brien, a spokesperson for the Tennessee Department of Economic and Community
Development, said some texts and emails between Wamp and McWhorter were withheld or redacted

"due to the fact they include projects that are not contracted."

The state records show Wamp was also advocating for the nonprofit Millennial Debt Foundation he



founded before he was elected to public office.

'CLOSE DOOR SESSION'

A month after texting McWhorter about McDonald Farm in 2024, Wamp twice invited McWhorter to a

series of Millennial Debt Foundation events called "The Chattanooga Convening."

"We are going to put our out of town guests up at the Edwin at our expense," Wamp told McWhorter.
"We are going to have two hour close door session on local and state policy with 30 select leaders,
followed by lunch at Nicole and Bo Watson's home. Should I follow up with your assist to see if'it's

possible for you to come to some or all of it?"

This year, Wamp invited McWhorter to an April gathering, limited to 60 and hosted by the Millennial
Debt Foundation, called the "Sine Die Shindig" at the 1230 Club in Nashville, to celebrate the end of the

2025 legislative session.

State law says county mayors have to devote full time to the duties of the office, unless voters say

otherwise.



When asked about Wamp's efforts to bring McWhorter to the nonprofit's events during the county's

regular business hours, Burton, Wamp's press secretary, provided a statement.

"Mayor Wamp and Commissioner McWhorter have been personal friends for years," the statement
said. "The Mayor and Commissioner frequently discuss sensitive economic development issues by
phone and in person. As friends often do, Mayor Wamp has invited Commissioner McWhorter to
events by text message. Mayor Wamp is an unpaid board member of the nonprofit Millennial Debt

Foundation, and his involvement is typically limited to participation in the organization's events."

Then, Wamp and McWhorter made plans in May to meet, so Wamp could present "a big proposal" that

he said Watson was behind, the records show.
Burton said they can't confirm or deny that the proposal was related to McDonald Farm.

Not long after, in June, two days after the Times Free Press published a story detailing the chamber
memo related to McDonald Farm and the same day Plan Hamilton went off the rails at the weekly

County Commission meeting, Wamp texted McWhorter to give him a call.

"Would like to give you an update on some dynamics here you need to be aware of," Wamp told

McWhorter.

"Did you also tell me there was an article?" McWhorter texted back after they'd talked. "If so, can you

send."

In August, the Times Free Press asked McWhorter if he thought, considering the state's stated need for
industrial space, that McDonald Farm should be zoned for light industry, versus heavy industry, and if
Wamp has been advocating for a light industry plan when he presented a proposal to McWhorter in

May. McWhorter responded with a statement.

"In regard to McDonald Farm and any other similar circumstance at the local level, it is at the discretion
of our local partners to decide how they want to develop land and sites in their communities,"

McWhorter's statement said.
FEES

The Times Free Press first requested county staff and county commissioners emails and texts related to
McDonald Farm in the fall of 2024, after the economic development consultant Randall Gross told

county commissioners that industrial development was not a best use for McDonald Farm.

County commissioners responded to the request within several weeks. Commissioner David Sharpe, D-



Red Bank, and Steve Highlander, R-Harrison, sent responsive documents. The rest said they had no

responsive records to provide.

Commissioners are the legal custodians of their own records, such as text messages on their phones,
but the county IT department has the capability to search the county's entire email system for key

words, like McDonald Farm, producing rapid results, previous county records request have shown.

One of the first things Wamp did as county mayor in 2022 was ask the Hamilton County Public Records

Commission to change its policy so county email was kept a minimum of five years.

In December of 2024, McVay, the records custodian for the Mayor's Office, responded to the Times Free

Press, citing a cost of $359 for 8 hours of labor to retrieve, compile and redact the records.

After the Times Free Press withdrew that request and filed a different one in December of 2024 — to
inspect emails and texts related to McDonald Farm sent between county staff — McVay cited a cost of

$432 for inspection.

(READ MORE: Chattanooga Area Chamber of Commerce clarifies who passed on $3 billion project)

In March, the Times Free Press sent a 2010 legal opinion by the state's open records counsel to McVay

that showed public inspection of records must be free of charge.

"It is my understanding that the county may charge for the labor required to compile records and make
redactions prior to inspection," McVay said in an email in March. "I have copied Dana Beltramo, the

county's public records coordinator, to verify that."

Beltramo replied saying that according to the county's public records policy, "Hamilton County may

charge for the work done to prepare records for inspection. The custodian may also elect to waive fees."
The word "may" was in bold, italics and underlined in both cases.

"As to the cost of preparing records for inspection," Beltramo went on, "if the requested records contain
information that Hamilton County is required by law to redact, such as driver's license numbers, SSN,
bank account numbers, etc., the records must be redacted before being inspected,” citing the county's

policy.
The word "if" was also in bold, italics and underlined.

State law provides few reasons for redaction, such as Social Security numbers and other identifying

personal information, in the case of general county government, and the public records statute requires



the legal justification for redaction to be given.

In many cases the county records released and reviewed by the Times Free Press in August were
heavily redacted. An entire email between chamber officials and county staff was blacked out in one

case, but Varnell said it was related to the Hamilton County Fair, not industrial development.

Varnell said that email was redacted due to attorney-client privilege and others were redacted because
of a law that passed in 2017, which updated Tennessee's public records laws concerning economic

development deals.

The law was proposed because local governments were facing pushback about withholding information

about economic development deals until after a vote occurred, but the final statute made exceptions.

Those include some chamber conversations with county leaders about McDonald Farm, before a deal is

sealed, Varnell said.

The statement from the Mayor's Office said that Varnell has "handled these requests with urgency and

transparency, devoting more than 70 hours to properly complete this request."

Contact projects editor Joan McClane at jmcclane@timesfreepress.com or 423-757-6601.

Note: This story was updated Sept. 8 to correct the reason for redaction of one email record.



Joan McClane

imcclane(@timesfreepress.com

Joan McClane is two-time Pulitzer Prize finalist who has led enterprise reporting efforts at
the Times Free Press for a decade. McClane earned her undergraduate and graduate degrees
in journalism from the University of Alabama and has covered business, education, the

court system, government and nonprofits since joining the newspaper’s staff in 2007.

She has received the national Casey Medal for writing about children and families and the
national Sigma Delta Chi award from the Society of Professional Journalists for her feature writing. She has also
been a finalist for the Livingston Award for young journalists, the Dart Award for coverage of trauma and the
American Society of Newspaper Editors' Award for Distinguished Writing on Diversity.

Contact Joan at 423-757-6601 or jmcclane@timesfreepress.com.
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