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Why did the chicken cross
the road?

For the past 16 years, the
answer to this old chestnut in
Burlington has been ‘to get the
heck out of town’ due to a
longstanding rule that forbids
chickens and other domestic
fowl within the city’s munici-
pal limits. But it now seems
that this blanket prohibition
may itself be in line for the
proverbial chopping block.

Earlier this week,
Burlington’s city council in-
structed city staff members to
draw up a new ordinance that
would allow the city’s resi-
dents to keep small, backyard

flocks under certain restric-
tions.

The council issued these
orders during a regularly-
scheduled work session on
Monday in response to a sug-
gestion that city staff mem-
bers had originally shared
over the summer. Although
initially torn in its views, the
council seemed to have over-
come much of its earlier re-
luctance by Monday thanks to
two crucial reports that staff
members formally presented
to the city’s decision makers
during the work session.

The first cracks in the
council’s shell of resistance
appear to have come from a
staff-level review of the rules
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that other cities and towns
have imposed on farm fowl.

During Monday’s work ses-
sion, Burlington’s planning
manager, Conrad Olmedo,
told the council that he had
examined the regulations in
27 other municipalities and
found few that matched
Burlington’s inhospitable
policy toward chickens.
Olmedo told the council that
Cary was the only other com-
munity with an all-out ban on
farm fowl. The other 26 all per-
mitted chickens to varying
degrees, although five of them
required would-be chicken
keepers to obtain permits.

Olmedo’s review was rein-
forced by a survey that city
staff members recently con-
ducted of area residents. Mor-
gan Lasater, the city’s com-
munity engagement director,
told the council that people
were able to fill out the ques-
tionnaire online or at city
hall between September 8 and
September 21. Lasater said
that the city ultimately re-
ceived 1,311 responses – 88 per-
cent of which came from
Burlington residents. She added
that 60 percent of the survey’s
participants favored the legaliza-
tion of backyard flocks for rea-
sons that ranged from the avail-
ability of fresh eggs to the sup-
posed potential of chickens to
make “great pets.”

The results of the survey
proved particularly compel-
ling to Kathy Hykes, the city’s
mayor pro tem, who had pre-
viously expressed some per-
sonal reservations about back-
yard chickens.

“It was quite a lot of feed-
back,” Hykes told the rest of
the council on Monday. “I was
amazed by the number of
people who responded.

“It’s still a very difficult
question,” the mayor pro
tem added. “All of  these ani-
mals, even children, can be
a nuisance when you get
right down to it. But there’s
something for humans to
learn about this, and it’s an
important thing for me that
people in the city want to do
something like this – that they
want to get closer to produc-
ing their own food…My own
thinking is that I wouldn’t
want to do this because I
wouldn’t want to have the nui-
sance of it…But other people
don’t feel the same way.”

In addition to the clamor
for chickens from

Burlington’s own residents,
mayor Ian Baltutis pointed to
the overwhelming number of
other municipalities that
have seen fit to accommodate
backyard flocks.

“We’ve banned this when
many other communities
have figured out a way to do
it,” Baltutis said, “and I don’t
want Burlington to seem back-
ward in this way.”

Monday’s discussion also
drew some lingering concerns
from councilman Harold
Owen, who had served as
Burlington’s city manager
prior to his election to the
council. Owen, who was serv-
ing as manager when the
council outlawed all farm fowl
in 2006, looked back on the cir-
cumstances that compelled
the city’s elected leaders to
impose this all-out prohibi-
tion. He recalled, for example,
the complaints that the city
had fielded about foul smell-
ing chicken coops and all-hour
rooster revues. He also re-
counted the feuds between
neighbors, which he said
tended to get “ugly” and “per-
sonal” before the city banned
farm fowl, as well as the strong
objections to people who were
slaughtering chickens in view
of their neighbors.

In response to Owen’s mis-
givings, councilman Bob
Ward insisted that these com-
plaints could be nipped in the
bud if the city requires would-
be chicken keepers to get the
consent of their neighbors.
Ward, who had served as
Burlington’s city attor ney
before his election to the coun-
cil, nevertheless added that
such a requirement would be
unusual for Burlington and
potentially hard to craft.

Meanwhile, Owen raised
some concerns about the bur-
den that chicken-related com-
plaints could place on city
staff members. Olmedo said
that the city’s chief code en-
forcement officer didn’t antici-
pate the proposed change to
have a significant, long-term
impact on the code enforce-
ment workload, although he
did foresee some initial calls
about roosters.

Jessica Arias, the city’s ani-
mal services director, in-
formed the council that her
division would ultimately
tackle most chicken-related
inquiries, including com-
plaints about flock size and
animal cruelty concer ns.
Arias added that Burlington

currently has just two ani-
mal services field officers to
patrol the whole city. The
city’s finance department has
estimated that an additional
animal services officer would
cost $50,334 a year if needed to
handle the uptick in calls.

In the end, Owen made it
clear to his colleagues that the
city will need some finely-
tuned regulations if it, indeed,

reopens the backyard gate to
chickens.

“If we do go forward with
this,” he admonished the
group, “there’s some thought
that needs to be put in the is-
sues that will be created in
how we manage and how we
handle that.”

The rest of the council con-
curred with Owen’s sugges-
tion. Aside from councilman

Jim Butler, who had to leave
the work session early, the
whole group agreed that a new
policy which allows backyard
flocks shouldn’t extend to
roosters which would remain
prohibited within
Burlington’s city limits. Mean-
while, Hykes suggested a four-
bird limit on the flock size, and
Baltutis cautioned against
overly restrictive setbacks

and buffers, which he warned
would rule out backyard hus-
bandry for all but the affluent
few with spacious grounds sur-
rounding their homes.

The council went on to in-
struct Mike Nunn, the city’s
planning and transportation
director, to incorporate its
suggestions into an ordinance,
which it asked him to present
to the group by December 7.
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Burlington compares its policy on chickens with other cities
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County administers first
coronavirus vaccines to public

The scene outside the CTEC
Center in Burlington re-
sembled a Black Friday blow-
out sale on Wednesday as the
local health department
kicked off the first day of
coronavirus vaccination for
the general public.

Although the inoculations
administered to the general
public that day were reserved
for people 75 years old and
older, the turnout nevertheless
proved so overwhelming that,
by the time the center opened
its doors, the line of cars out-
side the building had already
reached the maximum that
the city was willing to permit.

The health department had
actually commandeered the
CTEC Center for vaccine dis-
tribution in anticipation of
the high demand for
coronavirus vaccines. This
specialized, trade and technol-
ogy-oriented high school,
which is located off of North
Church Street, has much
more parking capacity and
access to more suitable roads
than the health department’s
own headquarters along Gra-
ham-Hopedale Road.

In order to ensure that the
CTEC Center wouldn’t be over-
whelmed, a quota system was
also developed to manage the
turnout for inoculation. This
system breaks down each day
of  vaccination into a morn-
ing and an afternoon session
and allows no more than 200
vehicles to converge on the
center for each session.

In addition to the health
department’s own staff, the
city of Burlington dispatched
members of its police force
and a small squadron of civil-
ian staff members to manage
the crush of vehicles that
would deluge the center on
Wednesday. But even the wild-

est predictions of those tasked
with managing the crowd fell
short of the reality that
greeted them when the CTEC
Center opened its doors at 7:00
a.m.

According to Morgan
Lasater, the city’s community
engagement manager, the
health department hadn’t even
administered its first shot
that morning when the pro-
cession of vehicles had
reached a length of 200 cars.

“People were there at 3:00
a.m.,” she recalled, “and I got
a call at 6:45 a.m. from the po-
lice that they were already at
the threshold.”

Lasater said that the city’s
police officers began to turn
vehicles away after the 200th
car arrived at center. By that
point, the vehicles which were
queued up for vaccination
stretched all the way from
CTEC’s campus at 2550
Buckingham Road to the west-
bound lanes of North Church
Street, where a handful of po-
lice officers were stationed to
intercept late comers.

As the health department’s
nurses attended to the people
who had gotten in line before
the cutoff, the department’s
administrators began to
break the news to the public
that the center had reached its
quota for the morning ses-
sion. They also informed
would-be vaccine recipients
that additional inoculations
would be administered that
afternoon, and they encour-
aged people to show up no ear-
lier than 12:30 p.m. for the sec-
ond session, which started a
half  hour later.

According to Alamance
County’s health director, Tony
Lo Guidice, people began to
queue up for the afternoon
session well ahead of the rec-
ommended arrival time, and
it wasn’t long before he and
his colleagues were reliving

that morning’s experience
when they had to cut off the
line at the 200th car.

Aside from people 75 years
old and older, the health de-
partment has also adminis-
tered the vaccine to first re-
sponders and healthcare
workers who are likely to
come into contact with pa-
tients infected by COVID-19,
the strain of  coronavirus
that’s responsible for the on-
going pandemic. Prior to the
vaccine’s public debut on
Wednesday, healthcare work-
ers and first responders had
been the only people to receive
inoculations in Alamance
County. The health depart-
ment has been administering
the shots to these two groups
ever since December 22, when
it distributed the first inocu-
lations to its director, medical
director, and director of  nurs-
ing.

Lo Guidice said that he and
his colleagues had hoped to
vaccinate at least 500 people
on Wednesday. He added that
the department may very well
have attained this goal, not-
withstanding the 400-car
quota, since many of the ve-
hicles had more than one per-
son eligible for inoculation.

As for the untold number of
qualified residents who
weren’t able to get vaccinated
on Wednesday, Lo Guidice had
one, simple piece of advice to
ease their chagrin.

“The first thing I’d tell them
is to be patient,” he said.
“We’re going to vaccinate
more people next week and the
week after that – and we’ll be
doing this for the next couple
of months.”

Lo Guidice added that, in
the long-term, he hopes to set
up an appointment system for
vaccinations in lieu of the
first-come-first-serve policy
that’s currently in place.

Jessica Hicks, a member of Burlington’s recreation and parks staff, helps manage traffic on Wednesday during
Alamance County’s first day of COVID vaccine distribution to the general public.
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Burlington’s city council
has approved a proposal that
could give new meaning to the
concept of “courtroom theat-
rics.”

During a regularly sched-
uled meeting on Tuesday, the
council signed off on an agree-
ment with Alamance County
that will allow the local court
system to use the Paramount
Theater on Front Street for
legal proceedings that have
traditionally taken place in
downtown Graham.

The council approved this
new use for the city-owned
theater in order to provide the
court system with the seating
capacity necessary for the sort
of the social distancing that
has become de rigueur since
the arrival of  the coronavirus
pandemic.

According to a memo from
assistant city manager
Rachel Kelly, county officials
recently approached the city
about this potential use of the
theater, which has been shut-
tered to live theatrical perfor-
mances due to the threat of
coronavirus infection.

“After on-site reviews, it is
evident that the Paramount
Theater provides an appropri-
ate venue for the county’s
need,” Kelly went on to ob-
serve. “The county[‘s] use of
the space activates this city
facility to meet a commu-
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Court sessions to make their debut
at Paramount Theater in Burlington

nity need and will bring ad-
ditional guests to down-
town.”

The council ultimately
rubberstamped this proposed
arrangement on Tuesday as
part of a so-called consent
agenda of items that were
deemed sufficiently routine or
non-controversial to be
adopted en bloc. This deal nev-
ertheless came up for discus-
sion on Wednesday when the
county commissioners held a
“virtual” session to address
some unfinished business

from their latest regular meet-
ing.

During that morning’s
online confab, commissioner
Eddie Boswell asked
Alamance County’s manager
Bryan Hagood to fill him in
on the plan to hold court at the
Paramount Theater.

“It appears that with very
little work it can be used for
jury trials,” Hagood told the
council’s governing board,
“which is good news in case
we have any technical prob-
lems with our court build-

November 19, 2020:

ings.”
Hagood added that, under

the agreement with
Burlington, the county will
pick up the tab for security
and disinfection in the city-
owned theater.
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