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August 1, 1995

Live Oak, Florida


1:30 P.M.


The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met in a recessed meeting on the above date and the following commissioners were present:  Chairman Laure B. Roberson, Jr., Ivie Fowler, Douglas M. Udell, J. D. Grinstead and Eddy Hillhouse.  Also present were C. Dean Lewis, County Attorney, and Jean M. Fieler, Deputy Clerk.


Commissioner Grinstead communicated to the Board his need to be kept current on the happenings in the county government so that when he is approached by a constituent on a particular matter he can then respond in an informed manner.  Commissioner Udell echoed his concern.  Chairman Roberson urged the Board members to stay in contact with Edward L. Allen, County Coordinator, and allow him to coordinate the Commissioners.


Sheriff Leonard was present to address some questions the Board had for him regarding his budget. 


The Sheriff began with the cost of jail operation per inmate.  He explained that for the nine months in the present budget, the cost per inmate has been approximately $2,000 per month, or $44 per day.  The more inmates being housed, the lower the cost per inmate.  Commissioner Hillhouse wondered if there was any way to budget for the amount of inmates actually being housed, rather than one hundred twenty inmates.  The Sheriff responded that the Department of Transportation mandated that the county staff for 120 inmates in order to open the facility.  Commissioner Hillhouse wondered if the inside of the jail could be modified or partitioned off to allow for staffing for less inmates.  The Sheriff pointed out that he has already addressed that situation by deciding not to house female inmates at the facility.  Instead, he continued, they are housed in Hamilton County for $37 per day.


Sheriff Leonard reminded the Board about the contract to house level ten juveniles he is currently working toward.  If the county does enter into a contract with the State, they will pay up to $127 per day for each juvenile the county houses.  He continued that his hope is to house forty inmates under the contract.


Commissioner Fowler wondered if the Sheriff has had the opportunity to get any input from the Sheriff of Manatee County regarding their housing of level ten juveniles.  The Sheriff reported that he has spoken with both the Sheriff of Manatee County and Citrus County and they indicated favorable results.


The next question addressed by the Sheriff was regarding the cost of employee positions that are not currently filled.  Those employees placed in the jail budget make up the staffing required by the Department of Corrections, whether the county gets the contract to house level ten juveniles or not.  When the jail was built, he continued, Department of Corrections directed the Sheriff to have 35 staff positions to man the jail.  Out of the 35 staff positions currently budgeted for, there are only 26 actually filled, thus leaving nine unfilled positions.


The Sheriff cautioned that if the Board cuts those unfilled positions from his budget, he will not be prepared to comply with the Department of Corrections if they inspect the facility and find it is not sufficiently staffed.  Several of the Commissioners were hesitant to set those funds aside for those unfilled staff positions because the money is urgently needed elsewhere.


There was discussion of contacting the Department of Corrections to see about reducing the minimum staff requirements.  It was suggested that the Board write a letter to the Department of Corrections to see if they would consider waiving the minimum staff requirements down.  Mr. Lewis pointed out that asking for a waiver could very well bring the situation with the jail staffing to Department of Corrections’ attention.  As an alternative he suggested that the Sheriff refund a portion of those funds each month if they are not being spent.


Mr. Lewis explained how the county came to build the new jail:  At the time the decision was made to build the new jail, there was a population of approximately 60 inmates being housed in the old jail, which caused the county to be written up on several occasions for being overcrowded.  The cost factor involved in building a larger jail was not significantly greater than the cost to build a smaller jail.  The county decided to go ahead with the larger jail, recognizing that the jail was larger than the county needed at that time, but also taking into consideration the county’ future needs.


Sheriff Leonard added that during that time the county was housing a lot of Federal inmates because there was a shortage of bed space.  Consequently, the Federal and State governments mandated the construction of new jail facilities all over the State.  As it stands now, the Sheriff continued, the county has not housed a Federal inmate for any length of time in approximately four years.


The Board explored the various options regarding the jail facility.  There was talk of housing Suwannee County prisoners in another county.  W. Randy Henderson, Clerk of Courts informed the Board that Hamilton County has indicated they would charge $37 per day per inmate to house our inmates.  E. Dianne Herring, Director of Finance suggested that Suwannee County could house inmates for other counties.


Mr. Lewis pointed out that the contract to house juveniles was a key factor in solving the county’s problem with the jail facility.  Since everything hinges on a political decision being made by Secretary Calvin Ross, Mr. Lewis suggested that a committee be appointed to visit Secretary Ross to further discuss the contract.  It was decided that Commissioner Udell, Senator Charles Williams, and a representative of the Sheriff’s Department would meet with Secretary Ross to discover the level ten juvenile contract.    


Chairman Roberson wondered if the Sheriff’s fleet expense would be reduced in light of the fact that seven cars will be returned the City of Live Oak.  The Sheriff stated that the Chairman’s question was one he could not answer.  He stressed that he understands that the Board has a job to do, however, so does he as elected Sheriff.  He informed the Board that he will have to go to the Governor if the Board cuts his budget by more than he can manage on.  He pointed out while the Governor may not approve the budget as presented, his experience has been that the Governor usually does not require the Sheriff to operate with a budget that is less than the previous year.


He reported that if the Board cuts twelve people out of the budget, he will be left with seventeen deputies to cover five shifts, 680 square miles, and 30,000 people.  With three people on shift at a time, each deputy will be responsible for 226 square miles and 10,000 people.  


Commissioner Udell questioned the Sheriff as to whether or not he would consider patrolling the interstate if the Board elected to keep those twelve deputies on his force.  Sheriff Leonard responded that he would place those deputies on the interstate if that is what the Board instructed him to do, although he felt that the people in the county would prefer that the deputies patrol their neighborhoods and businesses.


Commissioner Udell asked the Sheriff if he would have to lay off some deputies if the City does not renew their contract.  The Sheriff responded that he would, unless the Board funds those deputies.


In response to a question by Commissioner Fowler, the Sheriff clarified he would have to go to the Governor if the Board does not fund his budget up to at least the amount funded last year.


The Sheriff offered the three options he sees for the Board:  fund the budget and sue the City for that funding; do not fund the money and see what transpires; or simply approve the budget without going after the City for their share.  Either way, he continued, the Sheriff’s Department will still have to provide law enforcement to the City when necessary.


Should the contract with the City expire, Mr. Lewis clarified, it would be his opinion that the Sheriff, as Chief Law Enforcement Officer in the county, would not be obligated to enforce any municipal ordinances, speeding laws, or anything of that nature.  He wondered how the Sheriff was planning to handle those services, in addition to patrolling and other preventative-type law enforcement that was provided under the contract with the City.


Sheriff Leonard stated that the law says he is the “Chief Law Enforcement Officer and not “the only Law Enforcement Officer”.  His department would not handle any City ordinance-related violations, however, he would have to handle the automobile accidents and State ordinance-violations.  


Moving on to the 911 budget, Commissioner Fowler had a question about a staff position that was funded but not filled.  The Sheriff stated that the law requires two dispatchers on duty for 911 at all times.  The individual currently in that position, he explained, is paid out of the law enforcement budget because he is going to school to become certified as a law enforcement officer.  When he leaves dispatch and moves into law enforcement, another individual will fill the position.


The Sheriff had some questions regarding some of the cuts reflected in his budget.  Clerk Henderson reminded Sheriff Leonard that he was given the opportunity to choose where to apply the cuts.  Since the Clerk did not know where to make the cuts in the Sheriff’s budget, each line was cut 23.2% across the Board.


The Chairman thanked the Sheriff and then recessed the meeting for a break.

August 1, 1995

Live Oak, Florida

3:00 P.M.


The next budget being reviewed was the Recreation Department.  Greg Scott, Live Oak-Suwannee County Recreation Department Director was present to answer the Board’s questions regarding the issues at hand:  the $10,000 for the swimming pool and the $10,000 for tennis lights for the old complex.


After a lengthy discussion, the Board decided to cut one-half, or $5,000 of the $10,000 for the swimming pool and to eliminate the $10,000 for the tennis lights for the old complex, for a total approved revenue of $76,097.


Ms. Herring and Clerk Henderson directed the Board’s attention back to the Sheriff’s law enforcement budget.  Upon a motion by Commissioner Udell and second by Commissioner Hillhouse, the Board approved the Sheriff’s budget with the following changes:  less $582,756 representing revenue lost from the contract with the City of Live Oak; less $160,000 representing the new fleet expense; less $157,124 representing unfilled positions, and plus $103,389 representing worker’s compensation; for a total approved law enforcement budget of $1,715,389.  Motion carried in a four to one vote with Chairman Roberson opposed.


Chairman Roberson recessed the meeting until Thursday, August 3, 1995 at 1:30 P.M.
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