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September 3, 2002

City Hall

Live Oak, Florida


5:15 p.m.


The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time to hold a tentative budget hearing for Fiscal Year 2002-2003.  Present were Chairman Jerry Poole; Commissioner Randy Hatch; Commissioner Douglas M. Udell; Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Robert Taylor; and Eric Musgrove and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerks.  Also present was Hal A. Airth, County Attorney.


Chairman Poole called the meeting to order at 5:23 p.m.

Clerk of Court Kenneth Dasher stated that he had nothing new since the recessed meeting on August 29th.  However, he stated that he would answer any questions the Board had.

Commissioner Caruthers asked for a brief summary of the updated material that had just been submitted to the Board shortly before the meeting.

County Attorney Airth suggested that the Clerk go through the proposed budget discussed last Thursday, as the item had not been advertised to be discussed, and many of those present today did not know what had taken place.

Clerk Dasher stated that he would let his Finance Director, Leeta Bronson, discuss what had been updated, but he could restate the proposed budget for Fiscal Year 2002-2003.  He then read the summary that he had delivered on August 29th, including the auditor’s report of a potential financial emergency for the County.  Clerk Dasher stated that after requesting cuts from the various County departments, it was still necessary to cut an additional 5% from the budgets in order to balance it.  He stated that he presented 93% of projected revenue and 95% of projected ad valorem tax for the upcoming budget, with the millage rate set at 9.7 mills.  Clerk Dasher stated that the current year’s budget was $34,050,059.00, with Fiscal Year 2002-2003 budget set at $31,479,876.00.  He stated that this did not include capital outlay, construction costs, and some new employees.  It also did not include the anticipated increase in insurance rates.  He stated that Fire protection was not addressed in the proposed budget, as a uniform commercial and residential fee of $35 should address it.

Commissioner Hatch asked if Clerk Dasher had included last year’s insurance rates in the proposed budget.  Ms. Neena Funicelli, Clerk’s Finance employee, responded that it included last year’s price.

Commissioner Udell asked how much the $50 uniform charge for Fire Services would create over the $35 fee.  Clerk Dasher responded that it would bring in an additional $200,000, but County Attorney Airth had been instructed to determine if it was legal or not to raise the assessment.

Commissioner Udell stated that the Fire issue needed to be addressed, and suggested a $50 uniform fee instead of the proposed $35.  He then discussed additional funds to provide newer and/or improved equipment for the volunteer fire departments.

Commissioner Hatch suggested a uniform fee, perhaps even based upon square footage for commercial uses.

Discussion ensued between Commissioner Hatch and Mr. Murel McDonald, Emergency Services Director, regarding revenue from fire assessments.

Commissioner Hatch stated that it may not be possible to build a reserve fund using MSBU funds for equipment, but to encumber the money without calling it a “reserve fund.”

Commissioner Udell stated that there should be a revenue stream for fire department equipment, whether reserves were built up or not.  He stated that combining Fire and EMS services was not the answer.

County Attorney Airth stated that special assessments had to be related in some way to the benefit the property received by the increase in charges.  Commissioner Udell responded that everything he had spoken about related in increased services, as firefighters without proper equipment were no good.

Chairman Poole clarified that the Board should have a plan before raising the assessment.

Commissioner Hatch stated that throwing money at a failing system was not the way to go, and suggested using the money in a wiser manner that would meet the County’s needs.

Commissioner Caruthers clarified that the urban assessment of $50 was based upon full-time fire response within the five-mile radius of the City of Live Oak.  County Attorney Airth agreed with the clarification.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that those within five miles of the City of Live Oak could understand their $50 charge.  He suggested that the residential areas could be charged an increased fee, but that the urban area remain at $50.

County Attorney Airth clarified that enterprise funds such as the Fire Department were supposed to be self-supporting, but it was not currently so.

Commissioner Udell stated that in the near future, the County would need to consider replacing the City/County paid fire department’s tanker truck.

Clerk Dasher reminded the Board that the topic of discussion was the entire County budget, not just the Fire MSBU, and suggested moving on.

Commissioner Udell asked if the topic could be discussed prior to October 1st.  Clerk Dasher stated that it could not, as there were several legal items to be met before it was discussed.  Clerk Dasher suggested instead raising the proposed revenue for Fiscal Year 2002-2003 from 93% to 95% and forego raising the Fire MSBU.  He reminded the Board that the County was nearing a financial emergency, and the State would tell the Board how to spend the money.  Clerk Dasher strongly suggested that the Board get their spending under control.

Commissioner Hatch asked Clerk Dasher the State’s shortfall this year in projected revenue.  Clerk Dasher responded that the Board had projected 98% of revenue, but had only received 96%, a shortfall of approximately $40,000.

Commissioner Hatch clarified that he wanted to know the reduction in funds from the State over what had been projected.  Mrs. Bronson stated that it was approximately 3% less than what had been projected.

Discussion ensued on setting percentages for projected revenue.

Clerk Dasher stated that the Board must separate their wants from their needs, and this was why capital outlay projects were separated from the general budget.  He clarified that budget requests should simply what departments wanted to have, and needed to be cut according to the available revenue.  Clerk Dasher added that the various departments had already cut their budget twice to their essential services, and could not be cut further.  He reminded the Board that it was imperative that the Board control their expenses, or there would be a financial emergency that would lead to the State of Florida taking over County government (and the budget).

Commissioner Udell agreed with Clerk Dasher and stated that it would take more than one year to get out of a near-financial emergency, but felt that the Board had turned the corner.

Chairman Poole stated that the proposed budget for Fiscal Year 2002-2003 was several million less than that of Fiscal Year 2001-2002.  He stated that the Clerk and his Finance Department were now presenting a balanced budget, and MSBUs should be discussed at another time.  Chairman Poole stated that basically all the Board needed to do was adopt one of the Clerk’s suggested budgets, and thanked the various County departments for their assistance.  He added that there were several items on the Board’s wish list that would need to wait until a financially brighter time.

Commissioner Udell asked if there was any attempt to give over a 3% raise for the Constitutional Officers.  Chairman Poole suggested waiting for each Constitutional Officer to discuss their budget.

Clerk Dasher stated that the financial institutions with which the County dealt with were submitting letters requesting information regarding the County’s over-expenses.  He added that cutting budgets had led to some hard feelings, but everything had been worked out.  Clerk Dasher reminded the public and the Board that the County was proceeding upon financial recovery, but it would include foregoing several pet projects for the upcoming fiscal year.  He then discussed several impending projects that would give the County increased revenue, including additional gas taxes that would begin in January, 2003, the Suwannee American Cement Plant, and continued development of the land around Interstate-10.

Mrs. Bronson then discussed the changes made since the August 29th meeting, including an encumbering system, health insurance, Recreation Center fees, and the Road Department.  She stated that the change was approximately $6,900, with additional revenue coming from the Road Department for the C. R. 137 project.

Chairman Poole asked if the Constitutional Officers would like to discuss their budget.

Supervisor of Elections Glenda Williams stated that her employees would not be getting more than 3% raises, adding that the only increase in her budget was the 3% for the raises.

Commissioner Udell asked if her employees received a pay raise last year.  Mrs. Williams responded that they did receive a 3% raise.

Commissioner Caruthers asked what the cost would be to bring the various polling places up to specifications.  Mrs. Williams responded that she did not know, but there were numerous repairs to be made, including broken locks, no running water, and numerous other changes to bring the voting precincts up to new State specifications.

Commissioner Caruthers asked the deadline date for providing essential services for polling precincts.  Mrs. Williams responded that July, 2003 was the date to submit names of polling precincts that did not meet specifications, but there are no elections in 2003.

Commissioner Taylor asked if it would be possible to get portable toilets and water for the precincts that did not have it.  Mrs. Williams responded that the toilets were now working, but portable water needed to be brought.

(Tape 1, Side 2)


Commissioner Udell asked if the number of precincts was driven by Statute.  Mrs. Williams stated that Statutes did not necessarily dictate the number, but every time a precinct registered more than 1,200 to 1,500 voters, it was time to split it up.


Commissioner Udell asked the number of precincts presently within the County.  Mrs. Williams responded that there were 16.


Commissioner Udell asked if it would be possible to reduce the number of precincts.  Mrs. Williams responded that it would not.


Discussion ensued about reducing the number of precincts.

Mrs. Williams thanked the Board for their offer of more space that would finally meet their needs.

Sheriff Alton K. “Al” Williams stated that his requested budget was a 2% increase ($98,702) over last year’s.  He stated that the budget for Fiscal Year 2002-2003 would be slightly over $5,000,000.

Commissioner Udell asked if the Sheriff’s Office received a raise last year.  Sheriff Williams responded that his office received a 3% increase, and was requesting a 4% increase for the upcoming fiscal year.  He added that he was requesting a higher starting salary to more favorably compare to surrounding counties, and the 4% would not be for everyone.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that he was sorry that the County departments had not received a raise last year, while the two Constitutional Officers so far had given their employees a raise during the same time.

Commissioner Udell stated that what Commissioner Caruthers had just said was why he was asking the Constitutional Officers if they had given out raises.

Chairman Poole asked if the various County department heads would like to speak.

Mrs. Merry Taylor, Extension Office Coordinator, thanked the Clerk’s Office for their assistance and stated that she would operate at this current year’s amount.  She stated that educational expenses had been left out in the proposed budget, but had been told by the Finance Office that it would be returned to the budget.

Commissioner Udell discussed custodial workers’ salaries in various counties.  He stated that Suwannee County’s salary for such workers was less than other counties at $5.44.  He stated that Lafayette County’s salary for the same work was well over $7, and hoped that more money could be given to custodial workers within the County.

Chairman Poole asked when the next meeting would be held to adopt the budget.  Mrs. Bronson stated that the meeting had to be held within fifteen days, and requested that the meeting be held on September 17th before the regular meeting.

Mr. Murel McDonald, Emergency Services Director, thanked the Clerk’s Office for their assistance in helping him cut some $140,000 over the current year.  He stated that there was one area that was not being funded on the proposed budget:  the Emergency Operations Center.  Mr. McDonald stated that money received by the Federal Government would need to be refunded if the EOC was not built in the upcoming fiscal year.

Chairman Poole suggested that the Board work with the various departments to see if expenses can be cut further.

Commissioner Caruthers suggested that fire assessments be increased to $50 urban and $35 rural, and suggested giving Board employees a 5% raise.


Commissioner Hatch asked if Commissioner Caruthers meant for the Clerk to increase the millage rate above 9.7.  Commissioner Caruthers responded that it did not, but merely used 95% for all projected revenue and also a $50 urban fire assessment and $35 rural fire assessment for citizens.  He stated that some 40% of the County’s residents pay 100% of the ad valorem assessments, and wish to share expenses with the 60% that did not.


County Coordinator Johnny Wooley suggested that since the meeting was a public hearing, the public be allowed to discuss the issue.


Chairman Poole called a short recess at 6:32 p.m.
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Chairman Poole called the meeting back to order.

Commissioner Hatch stated that funding for the Tourist Development Council be reworked to include breaking out some $11,200 for the Springs and Trails operating expenses.  He suggested keeping the Tourist Development Council budget at last year’s, instead of the nearly $5,000 raise as was requested.

Discussion ensued on the budget for the Tourist Development Council.

Mr. Donald Robinson, Assistant County Coordinator/Airport Manager, pointed out that Fiscal Year 2001-2002 was the first year that airport operations was broken out of other budgets.  He stated that there were some projects on his wish list, but he would not bring projects before the Board unless they were 100% funded by grants.

Discussion ensued on Florida Department of Transportation funding and other airport revenues, including fuel sales.  Discussion also ensued about vehicle rentals.

Mr. McDonald stated that he had requested $500 for office equipment, but it had been cut.  He stated that he would continue to use his personal computer equipment for the time being.

Mr. Greg Scott, Recreation Director, stated that a quarter of the Recreation Department’s funding came from the County, a quarter from the City of Live Oak, and the other half from fees.  He stated that he had not been able to purchase equipment in Fiscal Year 2001-2002, and could not go another year without additional equipment purchases.  Mr. Scott asked for assistance with equipment purchases.

Commissioner Caruthers asked if all equipment purchases had been withdrawn from the Recreation Department for the upcoming year.  Mr. Scott responded that they had been, but he really needed several purchases, including vehicles and mowers.

Commissioner Caruthers asked how many springs the Recreation Department worked on.  Mr. Scott responded that he worked on three, but Little River Springs was currently undergoing renovations.

Commissioner Udell asked if it was mandatory for the Board to pay for school resource officers.  Mrs. Bronson responded that the School Board reimbursed the Board of County Commissioners.

Commissioner Udell asked how many school resources officers were funded.  Major Les Hall responded that there were four:  one for the Middle School, one for the High School, one for the two Live Oak elementary schools, and one for the Branford schools.  He added that the School Board paid for half of the officers’ expenses.

There being no further department heads to discuss their budget, Chairman Poole opened the floor to public comments.

Mr. Ivie Fowler stated that the public had not been allowed to review the budget until the present meeting.  He stated that he had attempted to review the budget two weeks ago, but one was not available until today.  Mr. Fowler asked if the gas taxes were included in the upcoming fiscal year.  Mrs. Bronson and Ms. Funicelli responded that they were not in the budget, as there were no figures to compare.

Discussion ensued on the gas tax issue.

Clerk Dasher stated that the Board had directed him to use real numbers with real expenses, and this did not include gas tax revenue.  He added that other budgets had used imaginary numbers, and this was why the County was in its present predicament.

Commissioner Hatch stated that he understood that revenue for the gas taxes would not be used for several months after collection began.  He stated that budget amendments in the upcoming year would be a natural part of the budget, as revenue and expenses did not always follow the proposed budget.  Commissioner Hatch stated that the budget could be amended when there were real numbers to use.

Mr. George Fuller stated that he had brought before the Board the idea of mulch made of shredded tires.  He added that a company had offered to take the County’s tires for free in order to make mulch out of them.  However, the County paid approximately $50,000 a year for tire removal.

Chairman Poole closed the floor to public comments and recessed the meeting at 7:16 p.m. to open a tentative budget hearing for fire assessment.

September 3, 2002

City Hall

Live Oak, Florida

7:54 p.m.

Chairman Poole called the tentative budget hearing back to order, and immediately recessed to discuss the tentative solid waste assessment hearing.

8:04 p.m.

Chairman Poole called the tentative budget hearing back to order, and immediately recessed to return to the fire assessment tentative budget hearing.

8:05 p.m.


Chairman Poole called the meeting back to order.

Commissioner Hatch moved to adjourn the Fiscal Year 2002-2003 tentative budget hearing.  Commissioner Caruthers seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.


There being no further business to discuss, the Board adjourned the tentative budget hearing at 8:05 p.m.

______________________________

JERRY POOLE, CHAIRMAN

SUWANNEE COUNTY BOARD

OF COUNTY COMMISSIONERS

WITNESSETH:

__________________, D. C.

FOR:

_________________________

KENNNETH DASHER

CLERK OF COURTS

200

