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February 5, 1998

Suwannee County

Spirit of the Suwannee Park


9:00 A. M.

The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners held a planning retreat this date and the following were present: Chairman Jerry Scott, Commissioner Eddy Hillhouse, Commissioner Douglas Udell, Commissioner Donald Odom, Sr., Commissioner Barry Baker and Deputy Clerk M. Tyson

Chairman Scott called the meeting to order and called upon Edward L. Allen, County Coordinator to make a presentation. 

Mr. Allen distributed some written information and discussed the County’s population and growth.  Mr. Allen also addressed various county budget funds and their balances.  Mr. Allen noted some new businesses which had made application to build in Suwannee County.  

There was a general discussion by various persons concerning projected taxes and revenues for the County.  There was specific discussion concerning the underachievement of projected revenue from County Jail space rental and traffic citation revenues.

Chairman Scott next called upon the County Constitutional Officers beginning with W. Randy Henderson, Clerk of Circuit Court.

Clerk Henderson advised there were plans to extend fiber optic cable from the Clerk’s office to the County Administration Office to assist with on line computer access to account and budget information in the Clerk’s Finance Department.  

Clerk Henderson advised that the Clerk’s number of personnel has increased from 18 to 42 during his tenure and he has a desperate need for increased workspace.  He advised the general work load increases steadily with the growth of criminal and civil cases.  There may be a couple of the Clerk’s units that could be moved out of the Courthouse but there would still be a need for additional space.  

There was some general discussion regarding the old library building having some additional space.  It was noted there is a lot of old materials stored in the building from various agencies.

Clerk Henderson said he was working on cleaning that area.

Chairman Scott called on Glenda Williams, Supervisor of Elections.  

Ms. Williams advised voter registration was being aggressively pursued and there are 21,137 registered voters in Suwannee County.

Ms. Williams advised she had surveyed some of the polling places and found them in poor and unfit condition to conduct voting.  

Ms. Williams expressed concern about the required security of the voting tabulation machine.

Ms. Williams broached the topic of election campaign signs and questioned the group regarding the idea of regulatory ordinances.  There was some general discussion about signs.

Ms. Williams discussed some of the voter registration problems associated with death of a voter, and who is notified and by whom.

Commissioner Udell commented regarding the reliability of the voter tabulation machine and said he does not trust it.

Ms. Williams explained the procedure for maintenance, testing, public notice, and security of the machine.  She does have concern about a secure place to store the machine between the time it is tested and the time it is used to tabulate votes.

Chairman Scott called upon Lamar Jenkins, Property Appraiser.

Mr. Jenkins advised he did not have much in the way of specific issues to discuss.  He asked if there were any issues anyone in the group needed to discuss regarding the Appraiser’s functions.  

Chairman Scott asked Mr. Jenkins about access to a list of county owned properties and procedures to sell excess property.

There was a general discussion regarding county owned property and county held tax certificates.

There was a discussion regarding County road rights-of-way and the taxing of these areas.  There was a discussion regarding the need for a list and index of County roads and private roads.

Commissioner Hillhouse asked Mr. Jenkins if the Appraiser’s computer system was Year 2000 compliant.  

Mr. Jenkins advised it was not compliant and could not be made so.  He stated the system would need replacing and this would need to be budgeted.  Mr. Jenkins proposed the likely replacement might be Unisys Equipment since several County Offices are already using this equipment.

Mr. Jenkins suggested the Board might want to consider using a special master approach instead of sitting as a Board of Equalization.  This is being done in some other counties.

The Chairman called a recess in the meeting.  
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10:50 A. M.  

Chairman Scott called the meeting to order, and called upon George Burnham, Tax Collector.


Mr. Burnham discussed the issue and the need for a procedure for the Non-Ad Valorem Special Assessment Appeals.


Mr. Burnham advised the group that as of January 1, 1998, the county could back assess for three years on properties and accounts that have not been assessed and paying taxes appropriately.  He advised the last field audit was in 1989 and on September 15th, he would certify the tax roll and several back assessments should be found.


There was some general discussion involving Mr. Burnham, Mr. Jenkins, and Mr. Allen regarding exemptions, and back assessment actions.


Mr. Burnham made comment that the public perception of public government employees is not where it should be.  He stated this image needs some polishing.


Chairman Scott initiated a discussion regarding the lack of a County Business License and the fact that there was considerable commercial activity on residential property.


Mr. Burnham stated this is dealt with through code enforcement and questioned if the Chairman was suggesting the County adopt a business-licensing stance.


The Chairman stated it was a possibility to consider.


Commissioner Hillhouse asked Mr. Burnham if the Board and he should have some type of workshop regarding exemptions, if he would rather have this year to develop an approach.


Mr. Burnham suggested giving the issue the year to develop a workable approach and then revisit it later.


Mr. Burnham discussed indigency exemptions and advised they are qualified by filing a form.  He advised there are 133 indigent accounts at this time.  


Mr. Burnham and Mr. Allen discussed special assessments and appeals.  

Mr. Allen suggested a workshop on assessment issues, particularly the landlord and kilowatt issues.  Also, the indigency issue and definitions regarding special assessments need to be addressed.


Mr. Burnham was highly in favor of such a workshop and stated he needed some firm guidelines on the rules for exemptions.


Mr. Burnham informed the group he would likely start providing Driver License Services in the near future.  

He also plans to step up the activity of mobile home license and fee enforcement.

The Chairman called a recess for lunch.
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12:40 P. M.

Chairman Scott called the meeting to order.  He called on Danny Hales, Jr., Director of Libraries.

Mr. Hales advised the libraries were in good financial standing and both the rural and regional system was receiving adequate State funding.  He advised the Library was experiencing a regular carry over of state funds each year and this situation should continue for the next couple of years.  He advised that the library has used only $200,000 of Ad Valorem tax money in the past five years in Suwannee County.

Mr. Hales requested the Board consider looking at the employee benefit package for senior managers.  He stated it has been about five years since the package was updated.  

Mr. Burnham asked if there had been any studies of the benefit package.

Mr. McDonald advised there was one 6 or 7 years ago.

Mr. Hales suggested reviewing the Purchasing Policy limit of $300.  He advised it is frequently skirted by the use of multiple purchase orders, which creates excessive administration.

The Chairman called on Edward L. Allen, County Coordinator to discuss issues of the County Building Department.

Mr. Allen advised the Department needed more space.  He also stated the Department needed to be networked with the other County Officer’s computers.  He pointed out that some differences in work days and holidays sometimes creates a problem where information is needed from another office.  Mr. Allen stated the Inspection Department is under a heavy demand which is slighting code enforcement.  He stated he needs part-time code enforcement now and anticipates a full time code enforcement staff in the near future.

The Chairman and Mr. Burnham discussed code enforcement and business licenses.

The Chair called on Daniel R. Sivyer, Fire Coordinator.

Mr. Sivyer presented statistics on calls and responses of the Fire Department.  He further presented a need for additional manpower.  He advised the South County station needs two men on duty.  He pointed out that having a single fire fighter respond to a fire call violated several rules and regulations and is dangerous.  He advised the State has no minimum standards for volunteers and the County Fire Department is considering 168 hours minimum training for volunteer firemen.

Mr. Sivyer also discussed the need for vehicle replacement.  He advised the average age of the fire trucks is 22 years, and some are much older.  He advised some of them are simply dangerous to have on the roadway.

There was some general discussion concerning cost and billing per call to motor vehicle accidents.  

Mr. Sivyer advised the projected budget for the improvements to the Fire Department would be approximately $337,000.  This would double the current Fire Department budget.

Chairman Scott called a recess.
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2:35 P. M.

Chairman Scott called the meeting to order and called on Murel McDonald, Director of Emergency Services.


Mr. McDonald discussed local mitigation strategy planning.  He advised there would be a one-time grant from the State for mitigation planning.  He advised the municipalities could participate and receive part of the funding for their plan.  If the municipalities do not participate the County must include planning for them.  However, the municipalities will not receive part of the funds if they do not participate.  


Mr. McDonald advised there is a prevailing tendency to contract some of these mitigation planning issues out to other agencies such as the Water Management Districts, or Planning Councils.  He advised Suwannee County might give this serious consideration.  

Mr. McDonald stated the number of EMS calls are increasing each year.

He advised there is a problem with providing adequate first responder calls.  An ambulance should deal with them but this is not possible in every instance.  There have been some complaints from citizens when the first responder from the Volunteer Units arrived on the scene because of appearance and lack of professional demeanor.

Mr. McDonald addressed the issue of minimum standards and certifications for volunteers.  Some members of some volunteer units are opposed to the idea.  He advised there is at least a perception that some of the units lack standards and the appearance of professionals.  He also pointed out that the training is a double-edged issue.  Historically, once training is mandated, a request for more pay soon follows. Sometimes individuals receive the training and then use the certifications to seek employment elsewhere.

Chairman Scott called upon Mr. Allen again.

Mr. Allen proposed there be some clarification of administrative structure for the County.  He suggested there be three clearly defined divisions and directors. 1) Administration, 2) Public Works, and 3) Libraries.  He advised this was not really a change but a matter of clarification for personnel and administrative issues.

Chairman Scott advised on February 27, 1998, at 7:00 P. M. there was a possibility of a workshop with the Live Oak City Council to hear a proposal from the Council.  He advised it was very tentative and mentioned it so everyone could check their schedules.  No specifics were discussed.  

Chairman Scott called upon Ray Brown, Director of Public Works.

Mr. Brown advised Frank Darabi of Darabi and Associates Inc., Environmental Consultants was present and wished to make a presentation regarding the County Landfill.

Mr. Darabi addressed the group.  He advised the County needed to make a decision on the building of cell two very soon.  He advised the permitting and engineering must begin soon if it is to be constructed.  If it is not and it is decided to close out cell one, then the grading plan for cell one must be adjusted.

Mr. Darabi also advised the old closed landfill was experiencing a problem with excess methane gas generation.  He advised some private wells in the area were being contaminated.  He stated it must be addressed and will likely be expensive.  He advised it might cost hundreds of thousands of dollars to correct.  He stated part of the problem was due to the gas venting and recovery system functioning at only about fifty percent of design capacity.  The recovery system should be covered under warranty.  However more wells may be required.  Another situation contributing to the gas problem is the rising water table around the landfill.

Mr. Darabi advised there was $142,000 left in the grant fund but the balance had been transferred by the Clerk’s Office to another fund.  Mr. Darabi suggested it be transferred back for use to address the methane problem.

Mr. Darabi further advised some private residence wells were testing positive for heavy metals.  He stated DEP holds the landfill responsible until proven otherwise.

Mr. Darabi suggested the County hold steadfast on their discussions with the City of Live Oak concerning the City’s financial responsibility in sharing contamination cost and liability of the old landfill.

There was some general discussion regarding assessments to the City for contamination monitoring and long-term maintenance.

Mr. Allen presented some financial information regarding different scenarios of landfill use/closure.  He suggested contacting a law firm in Tallahassee concerning the imposition of special assessments to the City.

There was a good deal of discussion in the group regarding various options of landfill operations and closure, and associated cost and revenues and use of funds.

Mr. Brown discussed franchise fees and transfer stations as well as host fees for C&D landfills.

Mr. Brown advised with the three approved and planned road-paving projects, all of the road funds would be expended.  He questioned where funds for future road project needs would originate.  He suggested raising the gas tax by nine tenths cents.  There was some discussion.

Chairman Scott suggested for the future Department of Transportation paving project, the County select Highway 49 as the project. He noted this may be several years away.

At 5:29 P. M. the meeting adjourned.
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