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October 10, 2001

Live Oak, Florida


9:00 a.m.


The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time for a workshop and the following were present: Chairman Robert Taylor; Commissioner Douglas M. Udell; Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Randy Hatch; Commissioner Jerry Poole; and Eric Musgrove and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerks.  Hal A. Airth, County Attorney, was not present.


The purpose of the meeting was to discuss options for Fire and EMS services.

Chairman Taylor called the meeting to order at 9:01 a.m., and called Commissioner Hatch to discuss the issue.

Commissioner Hatch stated that the purpose of the workshop was to revamp the Fire and EMS services to improve funding and County assistance.  He then mentioned several of those present who had assisted in creating a proposal.  Commissioner Hatch then called Mr. Paul Haas, County firefighter/EMT, to present his plan.

Mr. Haas approached the podium and described his plan in detail, focusing on assistance to the volunteer fire departments but also addressing equipment safety and training.  He also addressed assessments and costs for his proposal as well as a new Fire Service Board that would take the place of several less effective boards at the present.  Mr. Haas discussed other benefits of his proposal.

Commissioner Hatch thanked Mr. Haas for his work on proposing improved methods of fire service.

Commissioner Udell asked about the availability of the volunteer fire departments in a twenty-four hour period.  Mr. Haas responded that the average was approximately 50%-60% for the individual, with about 95% on a departmental scale.

There was further discussion on the different committees and boards available and the fact that the Board should not start from scratch because of a few problems with the current situation.

Commissioner Udell asked about Mr. Haas’ proposal to use the Public Works Department for repairs and maintenance, as the Public Works Department was currently at its capacity.  Mr. Haas responded that there were no exact numbers, but that the Fire Service should look at the costs over a period of time.

Commissioner Udell asked Mr. Haas about fueling terminals proposed.  Mr. Haas suggested two more fueling terminals to add to the two currently.

(Tape 1, Side 2)

Commissioner Udell asked Mr. Haas his goals for the Fire Department.  Mr. Haas responded that the priority was saving of lives, then saving of property.

There was discussion on dates of the last deaths by automobile fires, property fires, and other types of casualties.  Discussion also ensued on the supposed deterioration of the Fire Department in the last few years.

Commissioner Udell stated that he was not looking at scrapping the current fire service because of a few aspects that needed improving, but merely to improve those aspects.  He further stated that in talking with citizens of the County, they were satisfied with the level of fire service and would rather purchase fire insurance than raise assessments.

Commissioner Caruthers asked Mr. Haas about specifics of response rates and assessment increases.

Commissioner Hatch stated that the fire services had done a tremendous job to provide service to the County with decreasing amounts and effectiveness of equipment.  He felt that there should be better inter-service communication and assistance as well as better training and equipment in order for the level of service to be continued.

Commissioner Poole thanked Mr. Haas for his proposal and liked the fact that it was a gradual increase in assessments instead of one large increase.

Chairman Taylor thanked Mr. Haas for the time spent on his proposal and then asked the numbers of firefighters present from each fire station.

Chairman Taylor called for a short recess at 10:14 a.m.
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10:32 a.m.


Chairman Taylor called the meeting back to order.  Commissioner Poole was not present.


Mr. Murel McDonald, Emergency Services Director, approached the podium.


Commissioner Poole returned to the meeting at 10:33 a.m.


Mr. McDonald stated that he had been given certain parameters within which to work and had continued to work on a system that he felt would provide the best service to Suwannee County.  He then thanked those who had helped prepare his proposals.  Mr. McDonald then presented his five plans, each of which contained gradual changes compared to the one before it, in detail, including a slide presentation.  Included in the proposals were suggestions to merge the Fire and EMS services.


Commissioner Hatch asked Mr. McDonald the response times in his proposals.  Mr. McDonald responded that in the proposal he wants (the one containing the most drastic assessment increases), response would be seven minutes for all areas of the County except for around Luraville.  However, after a sixth paid emergency station was constructed nearby in the future per his proposal, they would also have less than seven minutes’ response time.


Mr. McDonald continued his presentation, including drastic increases in assessments that hopefully would be counteracted by increasing response times and capabilities.
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Commissioner Poole left the meeting at 10:55 a.m.


Mr. McDonald continued his discussion.


Commissioner Hatch was concerned with the basic needs for volunteer fire departments, including equipment and vehicles.


There was discussion on the specifics of the five gradual proposals outlined by Mr. McDonald.


Commissioner Udell asked Mr. McDonald the number of times he had responded to situations in which the victim was dead on arrival.  Mr. McDonald responded that 10% of the cases were dead on arrival (mostly due to natural causes), then discussed situations in which response times were critical.


Commissioner Udell was concerned that many of the plans would not be affordable and also was concerned with scrapping the present situation instead of fixing the problems.  He then discussed several of his own proposals, including mission statements, an interlocal agreement with the Town of Branford for Fire and EMS services, County purchase of volunteer fire department equipment, County maintenance of fire department equipment, and another paid fire station in the south part of the County.  Commissioner Udell thanked Mr. McDonald for his time and effort, but felt that his plans were too “radical” to ask the taxpayers to pay drastically increased assessments.


Mr. McDonald responded to Commissioner Udell’s comments and stated that he had presented what he felt would be best for the County.


There was further discussion as to the various legal and practical responsibilities of the County to the EMS and Fire Departments and the citizens as a whole.  Also discussed were the Commissioners’ hopes to provide better service to the taxpayers with as little cost as possible.


Commissioner Caruthers stated that a majority of the taxpayers were against a $115 increase in assessments.  He was against anything above $50 per household, but felt that a combined Fire and EMS Service was a good idea that would lead to less administrative costs.  Commissioner Caruthers reiterated some ideas of Commissioner Udell and supplied some of his own as well.


There was further discussion on the merits of the various plans presented today.
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Further discussion ensued between the Board and those present on the advantages and disadvantages of the various proposals.


Commissioner Poole returned to the meeting at 12:04 p.m.  

Commissioner Udell believed that increasing assessments to $114 was too significant for many households and he did not believe it was needed right now to address the volunteer fire department’s equipment problems.

Mr. Jim Thompson, firefighter, briefly discussed his own plans.


Discussion ensued on the accounting by volunteer fire departments of grant funds, the availability of vehicles if the money was present, and the advantages and disadvantages of the combined Fire/EMS Service.


Chairman Taylor called a recess at 12:10 p.m. for lunch.
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1:37 p.m.


Chairman Taylor called the meeting back to order.


Commissioner Hatch stated that the assessments proposed were less than those placed on garbage, and lives should be far more important than garbage.


Mr. Daniel R. Sivyer, County Fire Coordinator, approached the podium and reiterated several merits of the plans outlined today.  He then submitted his own plan for changes to the emergency services based on funding and briefly discussed it.


Commissioner Poole thanked those present for their proposals.


Commissioner Hatch echoed Commissioner Poole’s sentiments and reiterated that the parameters to Mr. McDonald’s plan had been outlined by the Board at a workshop and suggested further input from the volunteer fire departments.


Mr. Bo Hancock, Suwannee County resident and Jacksonville firefighter, stated that all the proposals outlined today had points that could be put into place.  The real issue, he felt, was the response times, and proposals to man several stations twenty-four hours a day would drastically cut down on the response times.  He further discussed the issue.


Commissioner Caruthers stated that the public would not want a large increase in assessments, as was shown recently for unimproved property assessments that was quickly withdrawn after public outcry.


Commissioner Hatch discussed equal division of assessments and the fact that Lafayette County had a $100 fire assessment, with Dixie County even higher, and that neither had the level of service that Suwannee County somehow maintained despite the lack of funding.
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Commissioner Udell stated that it was fairly clear what the Board would like to do, but it was equally clear to him that it was not possible.  He reiterated Commissioner Caruthers’ comments from earlier in the meeting discussing a referendum for the citizens of the County to determine whether or not they would pay such large assessments proposed by Mr. McDonald and others.


Discussion ensued on the matter of a referendum versus the Board increasing County fire assessments as well as different funding mechanisms.


Deputy Clerk Tyson asked if ad valorem taxes subsidized Fire Services and how much.  Mr. Sivyer responded that in prior years, it did not, except for certain special projects such as buildings.  However, because the Fire Service was now operating in a deficit, his department would be required to use ad valorem taxes in the next year.

Deputy Clerk Tyson stated that as a taxpayer, he would be glad to pay an extra fire assessment if it meant that the 68% of taxpayers that presently pay no ad valorem taxes would pay their fair share of at least this cost.


Discussion ensued on funding for increased fire and EMS services, including raising fire, EMS, and tag assessments.  Discussion also ensued on how much funding would be required to bring the volunteer fire departments’ equipment to a good level of service and reliability.


Commissioner Udell issued a directive to Mr. Sivyer to prepare a plan based on the needs of the volunteer fire departments, with as little increase in assessments as possible and the County in charge of purchasing the equipment.


Discussion ensued on various scenarios based on current trends and education of the public.


After questioning, Commissioner Hatch stated that although the most grandiose plan proposed today would involve a fire assessment to $114, property insurance would be reduced $100 for improvement in each ISO rating.  He stated that in much of the County, the ISO rating would improve from 9 to 8, meaning that the net cost increase to the taxpayers from raising the assessment, would only be $14.


Further discussion ensued on increasing assessments.


Commissioner Hatch suggested holding a public hearing to discuss increasing fire assessments to $114, which would be an increase of $64 for some and $89 for others.


Discussion ensued on holding a public hearing and more specifics of today’s proposals.


Commissioner Caruthers clarified that he had agreed earlier to a $50 total assessment, meaning some landowners would have no increase in assessments, not a $50 increase for everyone as had been understood by others.


There was further discussion on ISO ratings and insurance benefits.  Also discussed was a proposed user fee for unimproved landowners that do not presently pay fire assessments and the savings at the administrative end of a combined Fire/EMS Service.
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Further discussion ensued on ISO ratings, funding, methods to provide better service, and what to do until some of these proposals were instituted and became effective.  Discussion also ensued about the status of the Three Rivers Volunteer Fire Department that was only recently created as an official volunteer fire department in September and transfers of equipment to and from the various volunteer fire departments along with the corresponding inventory of equipment.


Deputy Clerk Tyson stated that the annual agreements signed by each volunteer fire department before the County provided their funding provided for auditing of each VFD department if the Board so chose.


Discussion ensued on uniform accounting for the various volunteer fire departments.


Commissioner Hatch reiterated that the Board would advertise to hold a public hearing to increase assessments and hold further discussions about accounting procedures and criteria for a new Fire Board.


There was further discussion on the proposals presented at the workshop.

There being no further business to discuss, Chairman Taylor adjourned the workshop at 3:15 p.m.
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