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March 12, 2002

Live Oak, Florida


6:00 p.m.


The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time to hold a public hearing in the Main Courtroom upstairs in the Courthouse.  Present were Chairman Jerry Poole; Commissioner Douglas M. Udell; Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Randy Hatch; Commissioner Robert Taylor; and Eric Musgrove and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerks.  Hal A. Airth, County Attorney, was also present.


Chairman Poole called the meeting to order at 6:02 p.m. and called upon Commissioner Taylor to lead the invocation followed by the pledge of allegiance to the American Flag.


The first and only item on the agenda was at 6:00 p.m., or as soon thereafter as the matter could be heard, to hold a public hearing to consider ad valorem tax exemption (tax abatement) for the Suwannee American Cement Limited Partnership corporate headquarters.

Mr. Jerry Fletcher, representing Suwannee American Cement, L.L.P., approached the podium and delivered a brief discussion on the proposed tax abatement.  He stated that the proposal was practically the same as the original tax abatement request, except that Suwannee American was now requesting a 90% tax abatement for the next ten years instead of the 100% tax abatement.  Mr. Fletcher stated that the building would employ sixteen people with an average income of $45,635 each.

Commissioner Caruthers asked County Attorney Airth if this hearing had been placed in the legal notices, as he had been told that the notice was placed in a wrong section of the newspaper.  Mr. Airth stated that the meeting should have been placed in the legal section of the newspaper, and if it had not been, the meeting would not be legal.

Chairman Poole asked Interim County Coordinator Donald Robinson to find out of the advertisements had been placed in the correct section of the newspaper.

Commissioner Caruthers asked if there had been any changes from the plans in 1998.  Mr. Fletcher stated that there were very minor changes only.

Commissioner Caruthers asked if there had been any changes since the first tax abatement request, including a control room for the cement plant.  Mr. Fletcher stated that there had been no changes since the first request, and that it did include a control room for the cement plant.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that the tax abatement for the cement plant had been denied, and it was assumed that all operations associated with the cement plant had also been denied.  He questioned placing a control room for the cement plant into the headquarters building.

Commissioner Taylor asked Mr. Fletcher if the headquarters would be connected to the cement plant.  Mr. Fletcher responded that the buildings would not be physically connected except for wiring and fiber optic cables.

Commissioner Taylor asked Mr. Fletcher when the headquarters would be built.  Mr. Fletcher responded that the building must be complete by the first or second week of November 2002, when construction on the cement plant was proposed to begin.

Commissioner Taylor asked the route of cement from the cement plant.  Mr. Fletcher responded that the probable routes would be on Interstate-75 and Interstate-10 to Jacksonville, Tampa, and other places, and probably via County Road 247.

Commissioner Hatch asked Mr. Fletcher about the reason for placing the control room.  Mr. Fletcher responded that it had made the best use of money.

Commissioner Hatch asked Mr. Fletcher if the headquarters was not placed on the cement plant property, would it have been as extensive.  Mr. Fletcher stated that the $4 million headquarters would not be built in the same fashion if it did not have the control room.

Commissioner Hatch asked if the tax abatement issue with Suwannee County was being used as a bargaining piece with other counties and if there was a firm commitment to build in Suwannee County.  Mr. Fletcher stated that the Suwannee County site was ironclad, and Suwannee American had already applied for a building permit.

Commissioner Hatch asked if the office part of the headquarters needed to be on the same property as the cement plant.  Mr. Fletcher responded that the office staff did not have to be at the same location, as it was mainly administrative and payroll-related.

Commissioner Udell stated that the annual taxes if fully paid for the proposed headquarters would be over $36,000, with a total of over $360,000 in taxes over ten years.  He stated that several reports by the Clerk of Courts and others had made it clear that Suwannee County needed additional revenue, especially since the decrease in State revenue over the last year.  Commissioner Udell stated that a referendum some ten years ago had made it clear that tax abatement was to be used to entice companies to locate in Suwannee County, and not to reward companies for already locating in Suwannee County.  He stated that he could not in good conscience vote to award Suwannee American tax abatement as a reward for their being located in Suwannee County.  Commissioner Udell again reiterated that it would be very difficult to establish a balanced budget for the coming fiscal year with current projected revenues.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that Mr. Robinson had just submitted proof that the legal add for the meeting had been placed in the February 27, 2002 edition of the Suwannee Democrat.  He then asked Mr. Fletcher if the $4 million included the equipment for the control room.  Mr. Fletcher responded that it did not include the equipment, only the building or real property as defined by the Property Appraiser.

Commissioner Hatch asked Mr. Fletcher the total amount of taxes to be paid by the cement plant per year.  Mr. Fletcher responded that the total taxes were approximately $1.1 million per year, with approximately half of that figure going to the County.  The remainder was split between the School Board and the Water Management District.

Commissioner Hatch felt that refusing to give a tax abatement would not help the County, and would in fact hurt the County, as the County could lose any possible revenue in the future from the headquarters if it was not built here.  Commissioner Hatch added that the School Board and Water Management would still receive their full share of the taxes from the proposed headquarters, and according to Florida Statutes their share of the taxes could not be abated.

Mr. Fletcher clarified that taxes from the headquarters would not be County revenue until Fiscal Year 2003-2004.

Commissioner Hatch asked if a percentage of the proposed employees would be from Suwannee County.  Mr. Fletcher responded that a percentage would be from Suwannee County whenever possible and practical.

Commissioner Taylor left the meeting at 6:30 p.m.

Chairman Poole asked what percentage space-wise the control room would take from the headquarters.  Mr. Fletcher responded that it would take up approximately 10-15% of the office building.

Commissioner Taylor returned to the meeting at 6:31 p.m.

Commissioner Udell stated that abating $365,000 over a ten-year period would lead to a situation similar to what Suwannee County faced now in relation to a lack of revenue caused by former boards’ decisions.  He mentioned that the Suwannee County Jail, built nearly ten years ago, had never been filled to capacity, but nevertheless it took the same amount of employees to run it whether there were zero inmates or it was filled to capacity.  Commissioner Udell hoped that the Board would be prudent.

Chairman Poole opened the floor to public comments.

Mr. George Fuller approached the podium and stated that tax abatements were tools for businesses to save money.  He felt that companies with tax abatements still used Fire, EMS, and other services that they would not be paying on for several years.  Mr. Fuller felt that a 90% tax abatement was too high.

Mr. Rex Hartley approached the podium and stated that Commissioner Udell’s comments mirrored what he had to say, and felt that Suwannee American should not be given the tax abatement since they were already located within Suwannee County.

There being no further comments, Chairman Poole closed the floor to public comments.

Commissioner Hatch moved to approve a 90% tax abatement for the Suwannee American Cement Limited Partnership corporate headquarters for ten years.  The motion died for lack of a second.

Commissioner Caruthers moved to offer 50% abatement to Suwannee American Cement Limited Partnership for their corporate headquarters for ten years.  Commissioner Hatch seconded.  Commissioner Udell moved to amend the motion to add that any tax abatement would last only as long as a majority of the present Board sat on the Board.  Mr. Airth stated that a date needed to be set, and Commissioner Udell withdrew his amendment.  Mr. Fletcher clarified that tax abatements were a year-by-year proposition anyway.  Commissioner Udell stated that previous requests for tax abatement had been denied and things had a way of changing.  Commissioner Udell moved to amend the motion to include that the abatement would be effective until the election day of the three commission seats up for election in 2004.  Mr. Airth stated that abatements were by calendar year.  Commissioner Udell modified his amendment to the motion to include that the abatement would only be effective until December 31, 2004.  Commissioner Caruthers seconded the amendment to the motion.  Commissioner Taylor stated that he understood that the County would not benefit for one year, but abatement would not help the County’s employees the following year.  He stated for the record that he could in good conscience keep money from County employees’ raises for another year.  Chairman Poole asked Mr. Airth that if the motion passed, would Mr. Fletcher have to come back before the Board.  Mr. Airth stated that he was not aware of a requirement to come before the Board to request abatement every year.  The amendment to the motion carried 3 to 2, with Commissioner Hatch and Commissioner Taylor opposed.

(Tape 1, Side 2)

Commissioner Caruthers asked Mr. Fletcher if the headquarters would come to Suwannee County at 50% tax abatement.  Mr. Airth stated the question was out of order, as the public hearing was not a forum for negotiations.  Commissioner Caruthers stated that the 50% abatement would still give the County some $18,000 per year in taxes, and he felt that a compromise could be made.  Commissioner Udell stated that the total revenue over ten years with 0% abatement would be $362,000, and added that tax abatements according to the voter’s referendum less than ten years ago were not to be used for companies already located within Suwannee County.  Commissioner Taylor stated that the last tax abatement awarded by the Board had been for a new company to locate within Suwannee County.  Mr. Airth clarified that tax abatements were to entice new companies to locate within Suwannee County or entice existing businesses to expand.  Commissioner Hatch stated that abatements for such projects as the Goldkist expansion were worthy projects for tax abatement.  Commissioner Caruthers clarified that there was some negotiations to be made according to the motion, if passed, and again suggested that a compromise between Suwannee American and Suwannee County would be best.  Commissioner Hatch called for question.  Commissioner Udell asked to be able to speak.  After questioning, Mr. Airth stated that Commissioner Udell should be allowed to speak if he was adding something new.  Commissioner Udell stated that he had not and would not vote for tax abatement.  The motion to give a 50% tax abatement for the Suwannee American Cement Limited Partnership corporate headquarters until December 31, 2004 carried three to two, with Commissioner Udell and Commissioner Taylor opposed.

Commissioner Caruthers moved to adjourn the public hearing that had considered granting tax abatement to Suwannee American Cement Limited Partnership corporate headquarters.  Commissioner Hatch seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.


There being no further business to discuss, the Board adjourned the meeting at 6:58 p.m.
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