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September 16, 2002

Suwannee County Courthouse

Live Oak, Florida


7:17 p.m.


The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time in the main courtroom upstairs to hold a final budget hearing in their capacity as the Suwannee County Municipal Services Benefit Unit for Fire Protection Board of Directors.   Present were Chairman Jerry Poole; Director Randy Hatch; Director Douglas M. Udell; Director Jesse Caruthers; Director Robert Taylor; and Eric Musgrove and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerks.  Also present was Hal A. Airth, County Attorney.


The purpose of the meeting was to discuss and hold a public hearing on the final Fire Assessment budget for Fiscal Year 2002-2003.

Chairman Poole called the meeting to order at 7:17 p.m. and opened the floor to public comments.

Mr. Harold Curry of O’Brien asked the Board how his Fire Assessment was spent, since only a small portion of every dollar he paid went to his local fire department.  Director Hatch responded that the Fire Assessment was collected in a pool and disbursed to the paid Fire Department as well as the volunteer fire departments.

Director Udell stated that distributing funds based on district size would be unequal for some districts, and would not allow any funds for the paid Fire Department, which was the County’s only guaranteed response to a fire.

Discussion ensued about the response of the paid Fire Department to all areas of the County.

Chairman Poole stated that he knew that the present system was not the best setup, but it was the best situation so far discussed.

Further discussion ensued about the volunteer fire departments versus the paid Fire Department.

Director Hatch stated that individual stations maintained their equipment up to $750, after which the County paid for the remainder.  He then discussed options presently available to the Board for discussion.

Director Caruthers stated that the difference in service was the reason for a difference in Fire Assessments between rural and urban.  He stated that the paid Fire Department was the only guaranteed fire service within the entire County, although volunteer fire departments had a high response rate.  Director Caruthers stated that the general public was not asking for additional fire service, as they felt that present service was adequate.

Mr. Curry suggested that there be equal service for equal pay, as Director Udell had suggested in the solid waste hearing.

Ms. C. J. Lewis of O’Brien discussed the bunker gear for the O’Brien Volunteer Fire Department.  She also discussed Director Hatch’s proposed Fire Department/EMS plan and expressed favor with it, though she had some remaining questions, as it would allow two full-time fire fighters-EMTs at each volunteer fire station.  Ms. Lewis suggested that the proposal be written down and distributed to allow the public a chance to review it.

Mr. Jeff Warden, Fire Chief of the Dowling Park Volunteer Fire Department, discussed old vehicles in his fire department that had been breaking down.  He also discussed an agreement between the Dowling Park Fire Department and the County for maintenance on their vehicles that is not being fulfilled by the County .  Mr. Warden stated that his department’s vehicles were breaking down on an average of one out of four calls and suggested that the County maintain the vehicles or purchase newer ones.

Director Udell asked Mr. Warden if his department had used the large crash truck on their premises.  Mr. Warden stated that the vehicle had been broken down since the day his department had received it, and it was too big for the Dowling Park area anyway.  He suggested moving it to the Airport, as that was the only area large enough to effectively use it and is what the crash truck is designed to do.

Discussion ensued on the two large crash trucks that were currently out of service.

Director Taylor suggested doing away with insurance for the two useless crash trucks until they could be fixed.

Further discussion ensued on the use of the crash trucks.

Mr. Robert Jones, Fire Chief of the O’Brien Volunteer Fire Department, suggested that the Board go on a fire call in order to see what happens when there is inadequate gear for the volunteer fire departments.  He discussed O’Brien Fire Department’s situation and the fact that he had purchased a fire truck using his personal financing since the County would not help fund it.  Mr. Jones strongly suggested that the Board should provide better funding for the volunteer fire departments.

Director Caruthers asked if the issue should be placed on the ballot.  Mr. Jones responded that it should be.

Director Caruthers stated that he too wished that the issue would be placed on a referendum.

Discussion ensued on the possibility of having the issue placed on a referendum and how it would affect the volunteer fire departments.

Director Udell stated that a referendum to let the people decide upon their Fire Assessment, with the volunteer fire departments receiving the increase, would be better than Director Hatch’s plan to combine Fire and EMS.

Discussion ensued about how long it would take to place the issue upon a ballot, which would be  the 2004 Election Year at the earliest.

Mr. Joe Bushell, Fire Chief of the Mitchell Road Volunteer Fire Station, stated that he had over thirty years’ experience in dealing with fires.  He agreed with Director Caruthers’ comment that the public did not want to pay for additional services, but it would take a fire or emergency situation in their own homes for them to realize that additional funding was required.  Mr. Bushell stated that if the County did not adequately fund the volunteer fire departments, it would not matter much to those who were affected by a fire or emergency.

Director Udell stated that if those interested in raising fees for Fire Assessment would sell their idea to the public, then a vote by referendum would probably pass.

Mr. Bushell stated that the volunteer fire fighters could not continue to spend money out of their pocket for their fire departments.

The Fire Chief of the Mitchell Road Volunteer Fire Department (who did not give his name) stated that the volunteer fire departments could not wait two years for a referendum.  He stated that a uniform Fire Assessment of $50 would probably allow the fire departments to make it for two years, with a referendum to be held after two years.

Director Caruthers asked how a uniform Fire Assessment of $50 was fair, when those within close distance of the paid Fire Station in Live Oak were already paying $50 per year, and have better service than the volunteer fire departments.

Discussion ensued on a uniform Fire Assessment for all residents within the County.

Director Udell stated that he was in favor of a $50 Fire Assessment for all residents, and would make a motion if so needed.

Director Hatch stated that the Fire Assessments were based upon ISO ratings.

Discussion ensued on the fact that the various ISO-rated areas paid as much, or sometimes more, than those with better ISO ratings.  Further discussion ensued about the deplorable condition of the volunteer fire fighters’ equipment and vehicles.

Director Taylor stated that he had been affiliated with the volunteer fire services for many years, and did not recall an increase in the Fire Assessment since 1988.  He suggested an increase in Fire Assessments and discussed the various purposes for which higher assessments could be used.
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Director Taylor continued to discuss the reasons for increasing the Fire Assessments.


Mr. Walt Sage, Station Coordinator for the Ranchettes Volunteer Fire Department, stated that he had been in firefighting for over thirty-five years.  He discussed the terrible condition of the vehicles and equipment of the volunteer fire departments.  Mr. Sage discussed the equipment his fire department had in Pinellas County, and that he had brought some $30,000 worth of equipment with him to Suwannee County, adding that his fire department in Pinellas County had an annual budget of $1,000,000.  He stated that the volunteer fire departments needed funding, training, and appreciation from the public.  Mr. Sage suggested increasing the Fire Assessment to incur the costs.


Director Caruthers asked Mr. Sage the population of Pinellas County.  Mr. Sage responded that it was over 500,000.  Further discussion revealed that the population was near 2,000,000.


Director Caruthers stated that Pinellas County had a far greater tax base than Suwannee County, and could afford to adequately funds its fire departments.

Mrs. Mary Ellen Curry of O’Brien stated that when she and her husband had moved to Suwannee County, the O’Brien Volunteer Fire Department’s vehicles rarely even made it to fires, and if so, rarely were able to use water.  She discussed how bad conditions were in the volunteer fire stations and wondered why the O’Brien Fire Department could not even be given a phone, as the County had cut that line.

Mr. Murel McDonald, Emergency Services Director, stated that the phone system had been paid out of the Emergency Services budget in the past from 911 Fees, but by law could not continue to be paid from those funds.  He added that the Fire budget had never paid for phone services.

Discussion ensued on the phone lines presently in use and why some of the fire stations did not have phones.

Ms. Lewis asked where the $10,000 would be going that would now not be paid to the Division of Forestry out of the Fire Protection MSBU Funds.  Director Caruthers responded that by agreement, the County had to pay $10,000 to the Division of Forestry, and the Board had no option but to pay.  It would be from ad valorem taxes not the Fire Special Assessment Funds. The $10,000 would go into the equipment line of the Fire Protection MSBU Fund.

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

Chairman Poole asked County Attorney Airth about the procedure for raising the Fire Assessment.  County Attorney Airth responded that notices had not been sent out to all affected taxpayers discussing a possible raise in Fire Assessments to $50.

Director Hatch suggested that since only a tentative budget had been adopted, it could be possible for the Board to change the fees.  He suggested $50 for all residents, with $0.04 per square foot for commercial properties.

Chairman Poole read the proposed resolution adopting a revenue stream for Fire Assessments.

Director Caruthers moved to adopt a resolution adopting a revenue stream for Fire Assessments for Fiscal Year 2002-2003 as proposed (at $50 for urban residential, $35 for rural residential, $0.04 per square foot for urban commercial, and $0.03 per square foot for rural commercial).  The motion died for lack of a second.

Director Hatch moved to adopt a revenue stream for Fire Assessments for Fiscal Year 2002-2003 at $50 per rural and urban residential properties and $0.04 per square foot for urban and rural commercial properties.  Director Taylor seconded.  Director Caruthers stated that it was not fair that residential and commercial entities should pay the same price, because service varied according to location.  He stated that the tentative budget suggested $50 for urban and $35 for rural, and this last-minute effort to increase Fire Assessments would only make the public distrust government even more.  Director Caruthers discussed other special assessments whose final numbers were still under consideration, and stated that Columbia County, with twenty-five thousand more citizens and a longer distance to cover, only had three ambulances and a lower millage rate for their citizens.  He also discussed the County’s possible financial emergency.  Director Udell stated that the public was not as critical of him as Director Caruthers had suggested.  Director Udell stated that negative comments from the Board about the other members of the Board only tended to increase negativism from the public, and suggested increased funding for the volunteer fire departments.  Director Udell called for question.  Director Hatch seconded.  After clarification from the County Attorney that the call for question only stopped questions, Director Udell withdrew his motion for question.  Clerk of Court Kenneth Dasher stated that the Board had passed a tentative budget, and it included a $50 fee for urban residential properties and $35 for residential properties.  He stated that if the Board had wanted a uniform $50 fee, they should have done so at the tentative budget, since the final budget had already been advertised at $50/$35.  Clerk Dasher added that it was not right, nor was it according to Florida Statutes, to increase all fees to $50, and doing so would make it impossible for the Board to meet Statutory requirements and deadlines.  County Attorney Airth stated that the only way to continue the meeting on another day would be for circumstances beyond the Board’s control, including bomb threats, power outages, etc.  Clerk Dasher suggested properly addressing the $50/$50 issue later in the upcoming fiscal year.

Director Udell left the meeting at 8:43 p.m.

After questioning by Chairman Poole, County Attorney Airth stated that the Board could not raise or lower Fire Assessments until the following budget year.  He added that to raise the rates, it would require sending letters to every household  or business that would be affected.

Director Udell returned to the meeting at 8:44 p.m.

County Attorney Airth discussed the history of the Fire Assessment, including fees based upon service.  He stated that it was too late for the Board to raise Fire Assessments for Fiscal Year 2002-2003.  Director Udell asked how soon it would be possible to raise Fire Assessments.  County Attorney Airth responded that it would be September, 2003, after all affected property owners were contacted by mail.  Chairman Poole stated that the Board could not raise assessments now.  County Attorney Airth stated that Fire Assessments could not be raised without notification to all affected landowners.  Director Hatch withdrew his motion to adopt a resolution adopting a revenue stream for Fire Assessments for Fiscal Year 2002-2003 at $50 per rural and urban residential properties and $0.04 per square foot for urban and rural commercial properties.

Director Hatch stated this is not what the Board was advised at the Tentative Budget Hearing two weeks ago and questioned counsel why the change now. Discussion ensued on the reasons, if any, to continue the budget meeting.  Discussion also ensued about using contingency money to give additional funding to the volunteer fire departments.

Director Caruthers moved to adopt a special assessment revenue stream for Fire Assessment at $50 per urban residential property, $35 per rural residential property, $0.04 per square foot for urban commercial properties, and $0.03 per square foot for rural commercial properties.  Director Udell seconded, and the motion carried 4-1, with Director Hatch opposed.  

Director Udell moved to adopt a resolution adopting the final budget for the Fire Protection MSBU for Fiscal Year 2002-2003 at $575,913.00.  Director Caruthers seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.  (See Resolution No. 2002-49)

Director Udell moved to adjourn the final Fire Protection MSBU budget hearing.  Director Caruthers seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.

Chairman Poole adjourned the final Fire Protection MSBU budget hearing at 8:53 p.m.

______________________________
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