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10:00 a.m.


The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time to hold a workshop.  Present were Chairman Jerry Poole; Commissioner Randy Hatch; Commissioner Douglas M. Udell; Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Robert Taylor; and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerk.  Hal A. Airth, County Attorney, was also present.


The purpose of the meeting was to discuss a proposed EMS and Fire MSBUs.

Chairman Poole called the meeting to order at 10:01 a.m. and asked Commissioner Hatch to begin discussion on the issue.

Commissioner Hatch discussed combining Fire and EMS services in order to provide better service to the citizens of Suwannee County.  He included discussion on the new Emergency Operations Center in McAlpin, expansion of services, and cross-training Fire and EMS workers to provide better capabilities.  Commissioner Hatch detailed MSBU revenue streams for the proposed combination, as well as the organizational structure and a Volunteer Fire Department Board.

Mr. Murel McDonald, Emergency Services Director, discussed the various plans for Fire and EMS.  He suggested a $74 MSBU on Fire and EMS services or for the Board to consider an MSTU, which had homestead exemption.  Mr. McDonald stated that a $74 MSBU would allow for five fully staffed Fire/EMS stations within the County.

Discussion ensued on the $74 MSBU and its impact on the citizens of the County.

Commissioner Hatch stated that the funds for the combined Fire/EMS force would come from Capital Expenditures initially, with gradual personnel cross-training.  He stated that 80% of the $74 MSBU would go to EMS and the volunteer fire departments, with the other 20% going to the paid County Fire Department.  Commissioner Hatch then discussed what would be provided with the funding, including how it would affect the volunteer fire departments.

Commissioner Udell asked what the startup cost would be for the combined service, and if MSBU and General Revenue funds would go toward the combined service.  Commissioner Hatch responded that in the first year, both types of funding would be necessary to start up the service.

Mr. McDonald added that further information was available on what percentage and costs of funding would be required for the combined Fire/EMS service.

Commissioner Udell asked the cost of the combined department in future years, especially for the volunteer fire departments, and response requirements.  Commissioner Hatch discussed the differing roles of the paid County Fire Department, EMS, and the volunteer fire departments, pointing out that calls for service amounted to 80% for medical emergencies and 20% for fires.

Commissioner Taylor asked if the $74 MSBU would be in addition to the current fire assessment.  Commissioner Hatch responded that it would not be, but would be a new EMS/Fire MSBU.

Commissioner Caruthers asked if the $74 was for EMS only, and how many households would be affected.  Mr. McDonald responded that the ratio would be 80%-20% to fund salaries based on the combined Fire/EMS function.

Commissioner Caruthers explained MSBU assessments.  Mr. McDonald stated that the rural assessment would rise from $25 to $35, and the urban areas would stay at the $50 charge.  He added that all citizens would pay the new $74 EMS MSBU.  (The entire issue was very confusing as to what the Fire, EMS, or combined EMS/Fire MSBU assessment fees would be).

Commissioner Hatch stated that some $1.3 million would be generated by the new EMS MSBU at $74.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that according to his figures, approximately $1.4 million would be generated.

Commissioner Hatch stated that there were also other revenue streams, including insurance collections.

Commissioner Udell stated that he still did not have an answer on the startup cost, how to use the funding, and the General Revenue cost in the future.  He added that he could not seriously discuss the details or make decisions today, as the Board was ill prepared for the meeting.  Commissioner Udell asked who would run the combined Fire/EMS service.  Commissioner Hatch responded that Mr. McDonald would be in charge of the combined service, with Daniel R. Sivyer, current Fire Chief, as the Operations Chief for fire-related issues.

Commissioner Udell asked if Mr. McDonald had fire certification.  Mr. McDonald responded that certification was not required to manage those who were certified.

Mr. Sivyer stated that Florida Statutes dictated that certification was necessary to direct fire operations.

Discussion ensued on the management of the combined Fire/EMS service.  It was stated that the paid Fire Department came into service in 1994.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that the Board needed to make some decision that had been proposed or assumed by only a few.  He added that the Board must set policy and steer toward implementation.

Commissioner Taylor asked who would train the employees in the combined service.  Mr. McDonald explained the proposed organization of the combined service.

Mr. Wooley stated that Mr. McDonald had nothing for which he should apologize.  Mr. Wooley stated that the concern was his, and the Constitutionality of an MSBU for EMS reorganization was questionable at best.  He added that current Fire assessments raised questions and concerns, with two types of fee (rural and urban), a paid department, and volunteer fire departments.  Mr. Wooley stated that without a firm revenue stream for the proposed Fire/EMS service, the plans did not work, and new legislation was not solid and was still untested on the issue of Constitutionality.

Commissioner Hatch stated that there were two sides to the issue, Administrative and Operations.

Commissioner Udell discussed the handout provided by Mr. Wooley, and requirements of House Bill CS/SB 2178.

County Attorney Airth explained requirements of recent legislation.

Commissioner Udell stated that the current proposal for a combined Fire/EMS service using MSBUs would not stand up to court challenges.

County Attorney Airth stated that a property benefit seemed to be required for the MSBU, and medical service did not meet requirements.  He strongly urged the Board to be cautious in making a decision.

Commissioner Hatch stated that there was a benefit to the property owners/caretakers of occupied properties.

Commissioner Udell suggested that the Board look at uniformity in current assessments throughout the County.

Commissioner Hatch asked what the Board’s target was for Fire and EMS, and what the suggested level of service should be.  He also asked how the services would be funded.  He discussed MSBUs versus MSTUs and ad valorem taxpayers.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that statistics on needs were required before the Board made any plans.  He stated that the Board needed to plan for a third ambulance crew, but beyond that, was unclear what was needed.

County Attorney Airth suggested requirements for assessments and implementation of the proposals.

Commissioner Hatch explained the needs and philosophy of providing more for Fire and EMS.

Commissioner Udell asked that Mr. McDonald acquire copies of other counties’ MSBUs for their own EMS.  He added that he had not heard of any public complaint about the lack of services for EMS, nor had anyone advised him that there was inadequate service or unmet needs.

Mr. McDonald stated he’d rather not address complaints in public, but would be willing to do so in private later.

Commissioner Udell agreed that Mr. McDonald could discuss complaints to him in private later, but wished to discuss needs and shortages, not MSBUs or MSTUs.

Mr. Wooley stated that the workshop was to discuss issues on the table, not to make decisions.  He stated that there were concerns, policies, and budgets that needed addressing.  Mr. Wooley added that the current MSBU ordinances needed a lot of work and rewriting.  If the Board wished to proceed with rewriting the current ordinances, they needed legal expertise on MSBUs.

Commissioner Udell asked how much a third ambulance would cost, and its best location within the County.  He also asked if the fire assessment could be raised to a uniform cost by resolution.  Commissioner Udell suggested that the fire assessment should be raised immediately to pay for fire services, so that General Revenue funds need not be expended on it.

Mr. McDonald responded that the EMS staff needed Board direction on what program the Board needed or wanted.

 Chairman Poole called a recess at 11:35 a.m.
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Chairman Poole called the meeting back to order.

Mr. Paul Haas of the McAlpin Volunteer Fire Department stated that taxes were high enough.  He stated that the current revenue could be better used to help the volunteer fire departments, and management could be better.

Mr. Bill Walters of the Wellborn Volunteer Fire Department agreed with Mr. Haas that the County had not built a good fire service foundation.  He added that a little money could go a long way for volunteer fire departments.  Mr. Walters stated that the majority of fire service calls were for vehicle accidents and brush fires, and both a County and volunteer fire departments were necessary to meet the need.

Commissioner Caruthers asked again about the $35 and $50 assessments.  He asked who would pay and what would happen dollar-wise in an area with a new fire department.  Commissioner Caruthers asked if the assessment would go up to $50 for properties in the area.  Commissioner Hatch responded that the ISO rating would drop one point, which lowers insurance rates and therefore has no net cost to the citizens.  He added that the Board needed to establish a direction for Fire and EMS.


There being no further business to discuss, the Board adjourned the meeting at 12:04 p.m.
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