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March 28, 1995

Live Oak, Florida


2:30 P.M.


The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners sponsored an Economic Development Workshop on the above date, and the following commissioners were present:  Chairman Laure B. Roberson, Jr., Ivie Fowler, Douglas M. Udell, J. D. Grinstead, Eddy Hillhouse, and Jean M. Fieler, Deputy Clerk.  Also present were Herb Marlowe, Management Consultant, Larry Arrington, Management Consultant, along with Ed Rinderle.


Chairman Roberson started the proceedings by welcoming all those present and explained that the workshop was being conducted by personnel from the Florida Counties Foundation, Small Counties Technical Assistance Program.  He then gave the floor to Edwin McCook, Executive Vice President of the Suwannee County Chamber of Commerce, to bring those in attendance up to date on the past and present status of the economic development in Suwannee County.


Mr. McCook advised that in addition to being the Executive Vice President of the Suwannee County Chamber of Commerce, he is also the Executive Vice -President to the Suwannee County Development Authority and the staff director for the Suwannee County Tourist Development Council.  He advised that the Chamber was started in January, 1987 and manages the Suwannee County Development Authority and the Suwannee County Tourist Development Council.


Since it’s inception, he continued, the Chamber has been successful in locating approximately eighty businesses in our community, and has been instrumental in getting the bed tax and tax abatement issues placed on the ballot in Suwannee County.  The tax abatement issue was passed in September, 1994.


Mr. McCook further commented that although the Chamber presently has no formal economic development plan, one is in the making.  Informally, six avenues of economic development are being explored:  agriculture, existing business and industry, business recruitment, business development, tourism, and retirees.


Touching upon some of the statistics in our county, Mr. McCook reported that the population in Suwannee County has grown from 15,500 in the 1970’s to a present day population of 29,900.  There was an increase of 665 jobs from 1990 to 1994 and the unemployment rate averaged 7.1% in 1994.  Taxable sales were $167,000,000  in 1994 compared to $152,000,000 in 1989.


Mr. McCook turned the floor over to Larry Arrington, Management Consultant, who introduced Herb Marlowe, who is also a Management Consultant and Ed Rinderle, who, among other things, has experience with the Economic Development Council in Volusia County, Florida.


Herb Marlowe took over and explained that everyone present would have an active role in this workshop.  After a brief introduction period encouraged by Mr. Marlowe everyone settled down for the first assignment, which was to list of the strengths and weaknesses of our county.  Some of the strengths pointed out during this session were our rural, natural beauty, the abundance of water and waterways, the space and availability of land, and the low crime rate.  Some of the weaknesses addressed were lack of communication and cooperation between the City and the County, over-regulation, a building shortage for potential businesses, lack of housing, and the appearance of some areas in our county, specifically, downtown Live Oak and the dumpster sites.


Ed Rinderle stressed some points about Live Oak that were not common knowledge.  For example, we are one-half the size of Volusia County, and have one-tenth the students Volusia County has but we pay our teachers a higher salary and our superintendent a lower salary.  He also reported that our crime rate is one-thirtieth of Volusia County’s crime rate.


Mr. Rinderle further revealed that there are certain risks involved in economic development that go along with the gains.  He advised that the first step in minimizing those risks is to analyze who you are as a community and what you need.  The second step is to build on your existing businesses.  In step three, The community must work together to develop a strong sense of common direction in order to put together tangible action.


One common mistake Mr. Marlowe mentioned is focusing in on attracting new business while overlooking the potential growth in existing businesses.  As part of the next exercise he asked the participants to assume for the moment that no new businesses would be coming to Suwannee County.  Then he instructed us to list the businesses in our community that could be improved upon and five ways the county could assist them in doing so.


Many participants agreed that growth potential could be found in health care/retirement facilities, the tourist industry, and antique shops.  Some of the existing businesses mentioned that could be improved upon were W. S. Badcock Corporation, the Airport, DRC Pistons, Goldkist and Occidental Chemical Company.


The consultants then suggested three approaches for accessing the economic potential in our community.  The first being the Chamber of Commerce, secondly, organizing a corporate public/private partnership, and the third suggestion utilized a public agency.  Mr. Rinderle emphasized the importance of consensus in the community for successful economic development.  


Once you determine what approach will best suit your community, explained Mr. Marlowe, you can then decide what your next step will be and who will take it. This prompted quite a range of suggestions from the participants, such as organizing a committee to go out and observe the approaches used by other counties.  Some were of the opinion that a consultant should be hired.  It was even proposed that a committee be formed from those people present in light of the fact that their presence clearly indicated concern for economic development in our community.


After a show of hands prompted by Mr. Marlowe, the overall feeling in the room leaned toward forming a committee consisting of, for example, one member each of the School Board, Board of County Commissioners, and City Council, together with three members of the Chamber of Commerce and one member of a municipality.  Additionally, the group favored keeping the current structure intact but with modifications and improvements, and working toward building a community consensus.  


It was quite evident that those in attendance did not want the communication on economic development to end with the workshop.  Chairman Roberson was selected to arrange another meeting before the end of April if possible, and he announced that the date and time would appear in the newspaper.


Mr. Marlowe then brought the workshop to a close.
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