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August 29, 2002

City Hall

Live Oak, Florida


1:30 p.m.


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


Chairman Poole reconvened the recessed meeting at 1:38 p.m. and called Clerk of Court Kenneth Dasher to discuss the upcoming budget for Fiscal Year 2002-2003.


Clerk Dasher discussed motivation for finding money and then referred to the budget books given to each commissioner.  He discussed the current budget compared to the proposed Fiscal Year 2002-2003 budget.  Clerk Dasher stated that after contacting all department heads and asking them to cut their budget to their bare minimum, there was still the need to cut an additional 5% from the County’s budget.  He stated that the current budget was approximately $34,000,000, while the proposed budget for Fiscal Year 2002-2003 would be approximately $31,000,000.  Clerk Dasher added that this did not include requests for machinery, capital outlay, new positions, and an increase in insurance for worker’s compensation and liability.  He added a proposed a $35 fee for fire protection, up from the $25 for rural assessments.


Commissioner Udell asked about the $35 fee for fire assessment.  Clerk Dasher responded that it was necessary in order to balance the budget.


Commissioner Udell asked if the $35 was sufficient to fund the Fire budget, or if more was needed.  He suggested a $50 fee to help with Fire needs.


Discussion ensued on the dollar amount and percentages needed to provide for the Fire Services.


Commissioner Hatch stated that uniformity was needed for any MSBU, and $50 seemed to be a good number to work with, as there were many Fire Department needs.


Commissioner Udell stated that he agreed with a $50 fee.


Commissioner Caruthers stated that increasing the fee had not been advertised to the public.


Commissioner Taylor asked if there was a maximum cap for fees.  Clerk Dasher responded that there was not.


County Attorney Airth commented on the related benefit to property relative to the fee.  He stated that there must be a direct correlation to the dollar amount.

County Coordinator Johnny Wooley explained that a resolution would be adopted during the budge hearing, as a semi-separate issue.  He also explained that there was no difference in protection classes for the 5-mile range of Live Oak.

Clerk Dasher reminded the Board that this was a review of the budget, not a budget hearing for any action today.  He added that an extra $194,000 could be raised by going to a $50 fee Countywide, if the Board so chose.

Commissioner Udell stated that he was aware of the prior $25-$50 classes and they were no longer applicable.  He asked the Clerk to research the fairness of the $50 fee versus its benefits, and suggested doing whatever needed to be done.  Clerk Dasher agreed to research the issue.

Commissioner Hatch stated that since the Fire Department had not been adequately stocked with equipment for so long, a $50 fee would not likely finance all of their needs.  He added, however, that the $50 would be a start, as there was a huge need for funding.

Commissioner Taylor stated that fire equipment and funding were needed.

County Attorney Airth suggested that the Board return to the Clerk’s budget report.  He stated that the issue was not just to address the Fire Service today.

Commissioner Hatch asked about the T.R.I.M. notice and questioned the established fees.  County Attorney Airth responded that he was not sure about fees.

Deputy Clerk Tyson stated that the fees would go out on the tax bill in November and were not part of the T.R.I.M. notice.

Commissioner Udell questioned 3% raises for the County departments and wondered if the Constitutional Officers were willing to adhere to the same 3% increase for their employees.  He also asked if it was the Board’s responsibility to guarantee Constitutional Officers’ employees a raise.

Clerk Dasher stated that he would further research the Fire issue and the $35 assessment, but for now the $35 assessment could remain within the budget.  Commissioner Udell responded that it could be left at $35, but the Board may still adjust it upward at the budget hearing.

Commissioner Udell questioned Clerk Dasher about the 9.7 millage rate.  Clerk Dasher responded that his proposed budget for the County, which was based upon a millage rate of 9.7, had the flexibility to be either increased or decreased if the Board so chose.  Clerk Dasher added that each 1/10 of a mill equalled approximately $79,000 in revenue.

Commissioner Hatch asked what was covered under the 9.7 mills within the budget.  Clerk Dasher stated that there would be no capital expenses or other items, and added that 10 mills would increase revenue by approximately $237,000 over the 9.7 mills.

Clerk Dasher stated that past spending on capital expenditures needed to be reduced, as auditor Richard Powell had strongly suggested.  Clerk Dasher added that the proposed budget showed operations funded at a minimal limit, with as yet no unfunded options for capital expenditures.  He stated that the Board had to make some hard choices now.

Commissioner Udell discussed the custodial department and the need for raises.  He asked Mr. Steve Sharpless, Maintenance Director, to give him figures of his staff’s salaries.

Commissioner Caruthers mentioned that the custodial salaries were in the budget book.

Discussion ensued on salaries.

Mr. Donald Robinson, Assistant County Coordinator/Airport Manager, asked about the $150,000 Wellborn Water System match.  He asked that it be placed back into the budget.

Commissioner Caruthers discussed choices and keeping the budget balanced.  He stated that there were some $800,000 in wish lists and asked how they could be funded.  Clerk Dasher responded that it was the Board’s problem to find money, and he was simply balancing the budget with the available revenue.

Discussion ensued on a balanced budget and funding the Commissioners’ wish lists.

Commissioner Hatch discussed the 5% cuts and how they had been decided upon.  Mrs. Leeta Bronson, Clerk’s Finance Director, responded that each department had cut 5% from their operational expenses.

Commissioner Hatch stated that he understood that there would be no capital outlay funded without taking more money from the same department or officer.

Chairman Poole called upon County Coordinator Johnny Wooley to discuss the budget.

County Coordinator Wooley stated that he had sat upon all Board department budget reviews, adding that capital outlay was an area that could be put off until later.  He explained at length how cuts and the budget were derived.

Clerk Dasher stated that several financial institutions were expressing serious interest in the County’s financial status and stability, and felt that it could seriously harm or even make impossible the County’s chances for borrowing money in the near future.

Commissioner Hatch stated that the Board may have to reduce services, but understood that this was the year to stop and turn around the County’s financial situation.  He added that services were barely adequate now.

Clerk Dasher again stated that as Mr. Powell, auditor, had stated, the County’s assets were in very great shape but at what cost.  He added that the Board had been spending operational funds on capital assets.

Sheriff Alton K. “Al” Williams addressed the Board and discussed his budget, adding that it was the same as the current fiscal year, with only a 2% increase for salaries.  He stated that he was proud of the proposed budget that he had submitted.  He then discussed his staffing needs, and strongly suggested pay relative to surrounding counties, as it was much less than competing State pay.

Commissioner Hatch asked about the $250,035 decrease in the proposed budget over the Sheriff’s request.  Sheriff Williams responded that the reduction in retirement contributions had helped cover the loss.

Sheriff Williams stated that 80% of a sheriff’s budget within Florida was used for salries and benefits.

Property Appraiser Lamar Jenkins stated that he had cut his budget as much as he could.  He stated that Clerk Dasher had asked about a 5% operational cut, which he had so done.  Mr. Jenkins stated that if he saw that later in the fiscal year departments were spending over their budgets and the Board spending funds on unbudgeted projects, he would question the sincerity of this entire process.  He added that everyone needed to share in the sacrifice all year long, not just at budget time.

Commissioner Udell left the meeting at 3:02 p.m.

Commissioner Hatch asked if there was an apparent reduction in the growth of tax revenue.  Discussion ensued on clarification of assessments and values, and the net revenue to the Board.

Mr. Jenkins reiterated that if the Board and its various departments sacrificed some of their spending, he would, too.

Mr. Danny Hales, Director of Libraries, asked whey the budget was set at 93% of revenue.  He asked if 95% would still be a conservative figure as well as providing a little more in revenue for the various budgets.

Mr. Ivie Fowler questioned the $35 fire assessment fee and suggested equity in a $50 fee for all.  On the Wellborn Water System, he stated that former County Coordinator Ed Harvey had removed the County match, as he had said that it was not required.

Clerk Dasher delivered his closing statements on the budget and economic recovery.  He mentioned the gas taxes to be collected beginning in January, the Suwannee American Cement Plant that would come on line during the fiscal year, and growth in the Interstate-10/U.S. 129 area.  Clerk Dasher also suggested that financial institutions be assured that the County’s finances were improving.

Commissioner Caruthers moved to adjourn the meeting.  Commissioner Hatch seconded, and the motion carried unanimously (4-0, as Commissioner Udell was not present).

There being no further business to discuss, the Board adjourned at 3:17 p.m.
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