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Imagine being denied a job or position in leadership because of your race or ethnicity. Imagine being shunned from your own community strictly based on the color of your skin or your sexuality. While there are protections placed in states across the country, often times these cases of discrimination are overlooked or ignored. 

Discrimination has been a significant issue plaguing minorities for centuries, especially in states south of the Mason Dixon line. In Nov. 2017, mayor Jonathan McCollar assisted other Bulloch County members in the creation of an initiative devoted to creating a diverse community in Bulloch County

This initiative evolved into One Boro by Nov. of 2018, a commission dedicated to promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion, as well as promoting a no-tolerance policy for discrimination in the Statesboro community through a non-discrimination ordinance. 

“One Boro was kind of the brainchild of Mayor Jonathan McCollum when he was elected in November 2017,” says vice-chair of the One Boro commission, Stacy Smallwood. “He put together a transition team that worked to kind of put his platform into practice”

Smallwood explained that the transition team developed into the commission known as One Boro, alongside Statesboro Workforce Development Commission and the Statesboro Youth Commission. 

“Back in late 2019, going into 2020, we were looking at ways that we could fulfill our mission which is to advise the mayor and council on issues related to programming and policy related to diversity, equity and inclusion in the city of Statesboro,” Smallwood stated. 

The initiative for One Boro was to provide resources to Statesboro residents who had experienced discrimination, including a discrimination complaint form and city ordinance. 

“We can build upon this, we can have pathways and mechanisms in place in order to report discrimination,” said Smallwood. “Once that occurs, we can also include some more proactive approaches that would help to mitigate experiences or discrimination in the future and helps promote equity. And so that is how the nondiscrimination ordinance and the equity package kind of came together into the legislation that became chapter eight.”

Smallwood explained that the purpose of the ordinance is ultimately to protect individuals who have been subject to discrimination in the community and provide a way to approach those issues at a community-wide level.

“There were a number of other cities both within Georgia and nationwide that were beginning to look at nondiscrimination ordinances,” explained Smallwood. “So having policies on the rolls to provide pathways for people who have been discriminated against based on their identities are protected status, it was a way to redress those instances of discrimination.”

Smallwood explained that the non-discrimination complaint process has been an effective resource to Bulloch County residents who feel they have been discriminated against, specifically in the work force.

“There is a formal complaint process by which a citizen of Statesboro can submit a complaint if they are at risk, if they experienced discrimination,” said Smallwood. “We also pass changes to the bidding processes for minority and female business enterprises or MSPs. Such that there is a 6% preference for women in minority groups or business owners when bidding for city contracts in order to address disparities in city contracts.”

Smallwood explained that once the complaint is submitted, and the complaint form is available on the city website, as well as there are paper copies at City Hall, the complaint enters a formal process through the courts.

“There is some preliminary investigation and if it's merited, then it is referred to the Municipal Court judge,” said Smallwood. “And so, it is the Municipal Court that will address the complaint and determine whatever remediation or whatever next steps need to be taken to mitigate the complaint.”

With the ordinance being an effective resource for those who have experienced discrimination, exposing unlawful discriminatory behavior of community members is now something that is possible through passing of the ordinance.

One Boro commission member, Suzanne Shurling, explained that the creation of the ordinance and the expansion of the commission did not come without resistance and backlash from the community.

“From the very beginning, it took three tries to even get it passed by the city council in 2018,” said Shurling. “There was also a huge push back against the nondiscrimination ordinance by certain members in the community who specifically wanted to protect their rights to discriminate against specifically the LGBTQ+ community.”

Shurling explained that while the commission has created a platform to speak out against racism and discrimination, the deep-rooted issue of discrimination in the south specifically is a problem that is still very real.

“I think racism is so systematic in our society that it will take much more than this one piece of legislation to make a real change, but it is a real start,” said Shurling. “I think one important thing, however, is that in small conservative towns like this, when you do DEI work, it often feels like you are alone and you get drowned out by louder, more obnoxious hateful voices. But with things like One Boro, The Longest Table, and the ordinance, you begin to see that you are not alone, that there are way more folks in this town who support the work than you may realize.”

Aaliyah Tyler, a minority woman, and lifelong resident of Bulloch County expressed her support and hope for the future of One Boro.

“There’s a lot of racism still in the world, so I think this is a really good thing, it’s something needed. I think this should be a thing everywhere. And it’s a great step in the right direction, but there’s still a lot of work to be done,” said Tyler.

With Statesboro continuing to grow in population and diversity with more students attending Georgia Southern, One Boro doesn’t only impact long-term residents of Bulloch County but also students who are moving here, many of them out on their own for the first time in their lives.

“Being a minority at Georgia Southern, I wholeheartedly believe that any acts of improving diversity and inclusion are essential,” said Jalen Johnson, a black student attending Georgia Southern. “For Georgia Southern being a PWI, it is important to make these commissions to help minorities feel safer and more aware that they have a community that really cares. I think this commission will have a positive effect on the community.”

While One Boro was initially created to address the issues surrounding diversity and equity, the commission is now expanding to include assistance for vulnerable groups in Bulloch County.

“In the past year, the Commission has expanded its work to include violence prevention and workforce development,” said Demetrius Bynes, city of Statesboro human resources director.

The One Boro Commission meets virtually on the first Monday of each month and is open to the public. For more information on One Boro or becoming involved, residents can visit https://www.statesboroga.gov/oneboro. 
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