PAGE  
Book 26, Page 334
July 12, 2000

Live Oak, Florida


3:00 P.M.

The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time for a workshop on the Fire Department’s 10 Year Plan, and the following were present: Chairman Donald M. Odom, Sr.; Commissioner Douglas M. Udell; Commissioner Robert Taylor; Commissioner Jerry Scott; and Commissioner Barry Baker; Mike Tyson, Deputy Clerk, and Keta Asbury, Deputy Clerk Assistant.

Chairman Odom called the meeting to order and turned it over to Dan Sivyer, Fire Coordinator.  Mr. Sivyer introduced Jim O’Neal of the Falmouth Volunteer Fire Department, Mike Conner of Station 54, Pine Grove Volunteer Fire Department, and Paige Verro, of the Falmouth Volunteer Fire Department.

Mr. Sivyer explained that the purpose of the workshop is to present a 10 year fire service plan to make Suwannee County Fire Service more effective, reliable and safe.  In order to accomplish this, it will be necessary to provide the fire fighters with the necessary equipment and ensure proper training is conducted, and provide proper facilities to house the equipment.  He stressed that increasing service and protection to the residents of Suwannee County is of the utmost importance.

Mr. Sivyer explained that there is no anticipated new revenue and at budget time the Fire Department will be asking for an additional $100,000 to start the 10-year plan; primarily for repair until it is time to get new vehicles.

Jim O’Neal of Falmouth Volunteer Fire Department approached and addressed the Board concerning the plan, specifically vehicle replacement.  He explained that there are actually three plans before the Board:  A 1-year, a 5-year, and a 10-year plan.  He described the one-year plan as a “band-aid plan” to deploy while working on longer-range plans.

Mr. O’Neal referenced a written handout detailing the 10-year plan and fiscal needs.  For year 2001, the plan calls for $100,000.00 to upgrade at least one piece of equipment in each department to ensure that each department has one vehicle lasting through the first five years of the ten year plan.

The 5-year plan, covering the years 2002 –2006, calls for the replacement of the pumper truck in Station 52, (the county fire station), which would run approximately $150,000.00.  The pumper currently utilized by the county fire station would be put into service at the McAlpin Volunteer Fire Department, which currently does not have a Class A pumper.

In 2003, the plan calls for $200,000.00 to purchase three pieces of equipment:  One used Class A pumper to be placed in the O’Brien Volunteer Fire Department; and two quick attack pumpers to be placed in Luraville and Taylorville.  This would be the only year used equipment would be purchased.

In 2004, the plan calls for $300,000.00.  In addition to purchasing equipment for other departments, the pumper at Station 52 should be replaced and reassigned to Station 63.  Also, one quick attack unit for the Falmouth Volunteer Fire Department and one for the Pine Grove Volunteer Fire Department would be purchased.

In the year 2005, $300,000.00 would be used to purchase four quick attack units; one going to each of the following Stations:  61 (Houston), 31 (Dowling Park), 41 (McAlpin), and 51 (Welborn).

In 2006, the end of the 5-year Plan, the $300,000.00 would be used to purchase a Class A pumper for Station 52 and two quick attack units; one for the Stage Coach Volunteer Fire Department and one for Ranchettes Volunteer Fire Department.  The pumper being replaced at Station 52 would then go to Station 63 and their pumper would then go to StageCoach.

The 10-year Plan would just be a continuation of the 5-year Plan and run from 2007 – 2011.  During the first 5 years all equipment would be upgraded.  During the remainder of the 10-year Plan, it is felt that $150,000.00 per year will help the Fire Service to maintain what is already put in place and at the same time continue to improve the service.

In years 2007, 2009, 2011 a pumper tanker unit would be purchased and placed with McAlpin, Ranchettes, and O’Brien.

In 2008 a Class A pumper would again be purchased and used to replace Station 52’s pumper, which would again go to Station 63, whose pumper would go to Taylorville.

Mike Conners of Pine Grove Volunteer Fire Department (Station 54), an EMT and certified Firefighter spoke to the Board.  He pointed out that the County is growing quickly and Fire Service is being left behind.  Stations in neighboring Columbia County are built uniformly with three truck bays and Category 3 wind load resistance.  He described a proposed plan to build future fire stations to similar standards, and Suwannee County will own these futures stations regardless of whether they are staffed with county employees or volunteers.   The cost of three bay stations would be about $86,565.00 and for two-bay stations it would be approximately $79,000.00.  Prices may go up or down according to cost of material at the time.

Mr. Conners advised the Board that Station 35 (Luraville), 41 (McAlpin), and 51 (Wellborn), will be three-bay, and the remaining Volunteer Fire Department’s will be built as two-bay facilities, with the construction of one station per year from 2003 to 2010.  The purpose of these Stations would be to protect the new equipment and offer better training facilities.  As the need grows, paid staffing may be desired.  Some stations may be relocated to serve their districts better.

In response to Commissioner Udell’s question regarding funding for the plan, Mr. Conners suggested generating revenue through a special fire assessment on unimproved property.  Commissioner Udell stated he has proposed and supported this idea but is uncertain of methods of application or legality.

More discussion ensued regarding financing the plan.  Lamar Jenkins was present and offered some various numbers on volumes of property in Suwannee County. 

Commissioner Taylor asked if it was possible to lease the necessary equipment or perhaps use grant funding to purchase new equipment.  Mr. Sivyer stated that a lease would be a great idea and it would level out the payments.  Also, one of the few grants that the Fire Service is eligible for is a low interest loan, which would be of great help.

Commissioner Udell asked if the County was pursuing the purchase of equipment from military surplus and other similar resources, as has already been done in some cases in the past.  Mr. Sivyer stated that such exploration is being pursued but getting in the front of the pecking order is very important to get good equipment.  He reported that the Florida Fire Chief’s Association and Division of Forestry is currently working on getting more direct access to surplus equipment.

Mr. Conner stated his concern about uniformity of buildings to make training easier and to create a fire service that Suwannee County can be proud of.

George Fuller referenced the building used by the fire service and expressed concern over why the county needed such a large building.

Mr. Sivyer responded that the building is the size it is in order to accommodate the large trucks, and for future growth.  Mr. Sivyer also stated that if the need arose for paid personnel at that station, the facility is in place.

Several comments were made regarding utilizing the fire service buildings for other emergency-type vehicles, such as EMS.  Mr. Sivyer expanded on the idea of dual or multiple use for the facilities, and asserted that multiple use was one of the reasons the buildings are being requested as they are. The buildings would also be available for emergency shelter and emergency supplies as needed.

Mr. Sivyer went into ISO ratings for citizens and how the cost of the proposed expansion would be refunded to them through reduced insurance premiums.

Mr. Sivyer elaborated on the specific studies and cost projections for creating more paid fire departments or stations.  

Commissioner Udell stated he has surveyed the citizens regarding special assessment increases and found that they would not mind an increase if it meant the stations would be manned with paid fire personnel.  The citizens believe that too much responsibility is being placed on the volunteers.

Lamar Jenkins asked when a full-fledged Suwannee County Fire Department might be expected.  Mr. Sivyer responded that it is not likely within the next 20 years.  Mr. Jenkins asked about the rate of the proposed assessment on unimproved property.  Mr. Sivyer speculated that it might involve a base rate of $10 to $15 dollars and then 25 cents per acre.

Commissioner Udell stated that he believes that the county needs to move toward more paid stations with volunteers as assisting, as they have served the county well.

There was discussion that there is no incentive for volunteers to stay with their various departments.  Mr. Sivyer stated that some type of incentive, such as a retirement account, might be proposed.

Commissioner Udell asked about the growth map and where two stations of paid staff might be placed.  Mr. Sivyer offered Beachville and Dowling Park as two likely candidates for paid staff.  Mr. Sivyer explained that the paid fire crews would be basic life support, which means they would be able to respond to a medical emergency and stabilize the patient.  They would have to wait on transport because they would be in a fire truck, but at least the patient would be alive.  Also, the Fire Department would be able to assist EMS much better.

Chairman Odom recessed for a break at 4:15 p.m.
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4:25 P.M.


Chairman Odom called the workshop back to order.

Mr. Sivyer gave some fiscal projections based on doubling the assessment currently levied.

Paige Verro of the Falmouth Volunteer Fire Department addressed the Board.  She projected that about 16 cents per day per household would pay for a year of fire service.  She had several displays set up to demonstrate how little fire protection costs and how people spend dollars on non-necessities every day.  Ms. Verro pointed out that much of the equipment and gear used by the volunteers is in a poor state of repair and is unsafe, however, the firefighters still respond.  The trucks, she continued, may look good but are basically attractive junk that are dangerous to drive on the roadways.  Commissioner Udell observed that the public does not know of the need for more money and reminded the Board it is their duty to educate the public regarding these services and costs.

Commissioner Taylor confirmed that very few citizens question that more money is needed for fire fighting, and in fact, marvel at how the Volunteer Fire Department’s have managed to even exist, much less be effective.

Commissioner Udell requested that Mr. Sivyer compare counties that have gone through an assessment on unimproved lands and provide the cost on two more manned stations in comparison to the proposed 10-year plan.

Commissioner Baker discussed the assessments of vacant or unimproved property and the particulars.

Commissioner Taylor asked Mr. Sivyer to look into the possibility of leasing vehicles rather than buying them, and whether sharing two or three paid Fire Stations with EMS would give us a right to use of a percentage of EMS funds toward the upkeep of those stations.

Mr. Sivyer interjected that once the buildings are built, the upkeep would be deferred to the County Maintenance Department.  He added that EMS would help pay for operating expenses.

Commissioner Taylor also suggested setting aside 10% of the proposed revenues each year for a number of years to be used to replace or update fire equipment.


There being no further business to discuss, Chairman Odom adjourned the workshop at 5:00 p.m.
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