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September 4, 2003

Live Oak City Council Chambers

Live Oak, Florida

5:01 p.m.

The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time for a Tentative Budget Hearing for the Fiscal Year 2003-2004, and the following were present: Chairman Randy Hatch; Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Billy Maxwell; Commissioner Jerry Poole; Commissioner Douglas M. Udell; and Deputy Clerks Michael Tyson and Kathy Whitehurst.  County Attorney Hal A. Airth was also present.

Chairman Hatch called upon Commissioner Maxwell for the invocation and pledge of allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America.

Chairman Hatch announced that the purpose of the meeting was to consider and adopt the FY 2004 County Tentative Budget and Millage Rate, along with other budgetary issues for Municipal Service Benefit Units (MSBU).

Chairman Hatch then recessed the Suwannee County Tentative Budget Hearing at 5:05 p.m. and convened the 147th Road MSBU Governing Board to conduct a public hearing to consider implementation of the MSBU and approve use of the Uniform Method of Collection for placing assessments on the Property Tax Bill.  

Discussion ensued on the percentage of residents wanting the MSBU and any legal requirements for the residents or Board to choose whether or not to implement the MSBU.
County Attorney stated that it was the decision of the Board of Directors for the MSBU to approve and forward that decision to the Board of County Commissioners.  He added that other than the notices that have been made, the primary legal requirement is for the benefit to match the assessment.


Commissioner Caruthers moved to recommend that the Board of County Commissioners accept and implement the 147th Road MSBU and use the Uniform Method of Collection.  Commissioner Udell seconded the motion and the motion carried 4-0, with Commissioner Poole abstaining due to conflicts of interest due with relatives as members of the MSBU.

Chairman Hatch adjourned the 147th Road MSBU Board of Directors hearing at 5:17 p.m. and opened the MSBU Board of Directors hearing for the Ingram Road/75th Drive and 118th Terrace Drainage and Road Improvement District.
County Attorney Hal Airth stated that the purpose of the hearing was to take action necessary to implement the previously approved Uniform Method of Collection for the MSBU and have the assessment added to the County Tax Roll, and adjust the payment schedule to begin with this year’s Tax Roll.


Commissioner Caruthers moved to recommend to the Board of County Commissioners the addition of the Ingram Road/75th Drive and 118th Terrace MSBU Drainage and Improvement District to the Tax Roll and set the payment schedule to begin this year by the Uniform Method of Collection.  Commissioner Poole seconded the motion and the motion carried 4-0 with Commissioner Maxwell abstaining due to conflict of interest as he is a beneficiary member of the MSBU District.



Chairman Hatch adjourned the MSBU Board of Directors hearing for the Ingram Road/75th Drive and 118th Terrace Drainage and Road Improvement District at 5:21 p.m. and reconvened the recessed Board of County Commissioners Tentative Budget Hearing.


Commissioner Caruthers moved to accept and implement the 147th Road MSBU and use the Uniform Method of Collection, as recommended by the MSBU Board of Directors.  Commissioner Udell seconded and the motion carried 4-0 with Commissioner Poole abstaining due to a conflict of interest.  (See Resolution No. 2003-54)


Commissioner Poole moved to accept the MSBU Board of Directors’ recommendation and add the previously implemented Ingram Road/75th Drive and 118th Terrace MSBU Drainage and Improvement District to the Tax Roll and set the payment schedule to begin this year by the Uniform Method of Collection.  Commissioner Caruthers seconded the motion.  The motion carried 4-0 with Commissioner Maxwell abstaining due to conflict of interest as he is a beneficiary member of the MSBU District.  (See Resolution No. 2003-55) 

Chairman Hatch called upon Kenneth Dasher, Clerk of the Circuit Court/Budget Officer, to address the tentative budget for Fiscal Year 2003-2004.
Clerk Dasher read a proposed resolution pertaining to adopting the FY2004 Tax Millage Rate at 10 mils, establishing the rolled-back rate of 9.3191 mils (an increase of 7.31%), and dividing the Millage between General Revenue and Fine and Forfeiture Funds at 5 mils each.

Chairman Hatch asked if Clerk Dasher was proposing the 10 mils as the tentative millage or final millage.


Clerk Dasher stated that it was the Board’s decision, but he added that the proposed budget was based upon 10 mils.  He recommended that the Board stay with 10 mils to avoid recalculating the entire budget, advertising a new millage rate, and to keep some flexibility in the budget as there were yet unknown expenses such as some insurance costs.


Chairman Hatch asked about the status of the Fine and Forfeiture Fund and with the implementation of Article V, especially if the State Court System would be taking those funds.


Clerk Dasher explained that the Fine and Forfeiture Fund is the name of a fund that the Board was funding with Ad Valorem Taxes at this time.  He added that the name of the fund should not be confused with the sources of the revenue within it.  

Mr. John Wooley, County Coordinator, clarified that revenues in the future generated by fines and court fees that currently also go into the Fund would likely be taken to operate the State Court System, but they will not take all monies just because they are in that fund.

Commissioner Caruthers asked if the final millage rate was being locked in tonight.  Clerk Dasher responded that it was not, as the Board could still lower the millage at the final budget hearing; however, they would not be able to raise it above what was adopted tonight as the tentative millage rate.  Clerk Dasher stated that he was in fact asking the Board to stay with the proposed 10 mils.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that he was opposed to raising taxes.  Clerk Dasher responded that taxes were in fact raised by increases in the property assessment by the Property Appraiser.

Commissioner Caruthers clarified that he was referring to the Board raising the millage rate.


County Coordinator Wooley stated that the Trim notices had shown taxes based upon 10 mils.  He reminded everyone that the 10 mils was only a proposed rate and the millage set tonight was still tentative.  Tonight’s decision by the Board would set the maximum allowable millage, but it would not prohibit lowering the millage at the final budget hearing later this month.


Chairman Hatch recapped the budget review and related that the Board had not received the insurance rate quotes for liability and workers compensation insurance and there would be significant increases that would most probably consume most of the 0.3 mill increase being debated.  He suggested that the Board adopt a tentative millage of 10 mils and leave itself some reserve fund breathing room in a very tight budget, as there may still be some surprises coming from the State regarding revenue sharing reductions and cost shifting to the counties.  County Coordinator Wooley suggested that it would be irresponsible of the Board to set the levy for millage below 10 mils.

Commissioner Maxwell stated that he was opposed to raising the millage above the 9.7 mils of last year and was against raising any special assessments also.


Commissioner Poole stated he was not fond of raising taxes either, but there were too many fiscal unknowns in the near future to set the millage below 10 mils.


Commissioner Udell stated that the County had done well in reducing deficit spending in the past few years.  He added that the cost of goods and services the County must have or are expected to provide do not remain steady and taxes likewise cannot remain steady.  Commissioner Udell also stated that he did not prefer to lay off employees or reduce critical services provided by the County.  He added that rolling the millage back to the 9.7 mils would undoubtedly cause the County fiscal problems in the coming year and the facts of the budget dictate the need for the 10 mill rate.


Chairman Hatch stated that the solution to the County’s fiscal problems did not rest with the millage rate, as it was the lack of a tax base with most residents paying little to no ad valorem taxes under the homestead exemption shelter.  He stated that the relief needed could be found in the flawed sales tax distribution formula for revenue sharing.  Chairman Hatch stated that the larger counties received the lion’s share of these taxes which were designed to provide relief to those counties most impacted by the Homestead Amendment.  He added that small county organizations were making their battles in Tallahassee to seek the relief intended by the sales tax laws.

Commissioner Maxwell stated that he did not plan to cut emergency services but there were frills and non-necessities that can be trimmed.  

Chairman Hatch stated that he did not intend to imply that emergency services would be cut if the millage is reduced, but the Board had gone through two budget review workshops with the Budget Officer and trimming had already been done with no other solution having been found for a balanced budget without a 10 mill rate.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that it should be remembered that the County had a balance forward of over $400,000 this year.  Chairman Hatch responded that this was not exactly correct.  He clarified that out of the balance forward other deficits were satisfied, capitol outlays and other needs were met, and the County must have actual dollars to operate on until tax revenues start coming in. 


At 6:00 p.m., Chairman Hatch opened the floor to public comments.  There were none, and he closed the floor to public comments.


Clerk Dasher stated that he was not promoting any millage rate and that he as the Budget Officer would work with the rate the Board chose to set.  However, he reminded the Board that the budget as proposed was balanced as required by law, and was already very tight with very little reserve.  Clerk Dasher further stated that if the Board chose a lower millage rate, they need to be prepared to advise where to make budget cuts.

Commissioner Udell asked how much revenue was created per every one tenth of a mill.  Clerk Dasher responded that one tenth of a mill generated approximately $85,000 in tax revenue.  He added that the three tenths of a mill being debated would add approximately $255,000 to the Board’s revenue. 


Commissioner Udell asked what dollar effect the three tenths of a mill would have on a taxpayer.  Chairman Hatch responded that it would be $3.00 in additional taxes per each $10,000 of taxable value. 


Commissioner Caruthers moved to reject the resolution setting the millage rate at 10 mils.  Commissioner Maxwell seconded, and the motion failed 2-3, with Chairman Hatch, Commissioner Poole, and Commissioner Udell against.

County Coordinator Wooley advised the Board that they should have their public hearing on the tentative adoption of the proposed budget, then consider any changes, followed by the adoption of a tentative millage rate, and finally adopt a tentative budget.

At 6:10 p.m., Chairman Hatch announced that the Board would consider the proposed tentative budget and an effective date.  He asked Clerk Dasher to read the resolution for the proposed tentative budget.


Clerk Dasher read the resolution for the proposed tentative budget with an effective date beginning October 1st, 2003, for a total amount of $36,515,843. 

Chairman Hatch opened the floor to public comments. 


Mr. Lester Frier questioned the proposed millage rate and asked what the effect of the 10 mils versus the 9.7 mils would be on a property assessed at $100,000.  Chairman Hatch responded that the effect would be a $30 increase in taxes if homestead or another exemptions did not apply to the property.


Mr. Frier stated that he did not understand what all the debate was about if the increase of the millage rate would only have a small effect on property taxes.


Commissioner Caruthers stated that Mr. Frier might want to look at his Trim notice as he would see that the School Board lowered their millage rate.

Mr. Frier asked if the Board could tighten its budget any further to reduce the proposed millage back to 9.7.  Chairman Hatch responded that in the past few years, the Board had used up all the reserves to cover deficit spending.  He added that there was no room for errors in the projected revenues.  Chairman Hatch further added that those projections for State revenue sharing had become very tentative and undependable with even more cost shifting and unfunded State mandates.


Mr. Frier commented that it seemed the Board was split on the millage rate and the budget and questioned who was right.  Chairman Hatch responded that the Board operated like a large business, and with a proposed $36,000,000 budget, there were many factors to be considered.  He stated that not allowing a little undedicated revenue for the unexpected would be irresponsible management.


An unnamed female suggested that the Board should encourage more home building.


Chairman Hatch commented that regarding new homes, the Board had taken steps to halt the subsidy of new residents by the taxpayers which had been a practice in the past.  He further stated that the Board, along with other small and medium sized counties, was pursuing a more equitable distribution of the half cent sales tax which was originally intended to relieve the effects of lost tax revenue resulting from the Homestead Exemption Amendment.  This was especially needed for small counties with small tax bases and over sixty percent of residents being exempted from Ad Valorem Taxes.


Commissioner Caruthers pointed out that the budget at $36 million had increased by about $4 million over last year.  Clerk Dasher responded that this was correct, but the increase was grant funding for projects that was money in and money out, and would not be County tax dollars.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that nonetheless, the budget had increased.  Clerk Dasher responded that the budget could be reduced if the Board wanted to forego the grant funding and the projects being funded by grant money.


As no one else from the public wished to comment, Chairman Hatch recessed the County budget hearing to entertain the Solid Waste and Fire Service budgets after a break.

Chairman Hatch called a recess at 6:25 p.m.
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Chairman Hatch convened the Board of Directors for the Solid Waste Collection and Disposal MSBU.


County Coordinator Wooley stated that the assessment for the Solid Waste Collection and Disposal MSBU was proposed at $115, the same as the current year.


Chairman Hatch entertained public comments. There were none.


Chairman Hatch asked if there was any motion for recommendation of the assessment.


Commissioner Udell moved to recommend the assessment for the Solid Waste Collection and Disposal MSBU as proposed at $115, the same as the current year.  Commissioner Poole seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.


At 6:40 p.m. Chairman Hatch adjourned the Solid Waste Collection and Disposal MSBU Board of Directors meeting and opened the Fire Service MSBU Board of Directors meeting to consider the proposed fire service MSBU assessment for the urban and rural fire districts.


Count Coordinator Wooley advised the Board to consider setting the fire assessment at $50 for both the urban and rural fire districts to make the assessment uniform countywide.

Clerk Dasher stressed the need for a uniform assessment for the Fire Service MSBU.


Commissioner Caruthers questioned the rate for the rural fire district for the current year.  Clerk Dasher responded that it was currently set at $35.
Commissioner Caruthers stated that he could not support raising the rural assessment from $35 to $50.

Chairman Hatch stated that there were four constitutional requirements for a MSBU, and one of them was that the assessment must be uniform for the benefit provided.  He further advised that the increase in the assessment would provide much-needed funding for the volunteer fire departments.


Commissioner Maxwell commented that the assessment was now uniform, as it was uniform in the urban district and uniform in the rural district.  He stated that the benefits were not the same in the two districts, so the assessment should not be the same. Commissioner Maxwell added that the MSBU now receives about a half million dollars, but most of it was spent on one County Fire Department.


Chairman Hatch reminded the Board that the County covers the volunteer fire departments’ workers’ compensation insurance as well as liability and casualty insurance on equipment, some of which was inoperable, and those insurance rates had tripled in recent years.

Commissioner Maxwell asked if the additional $72,000 in assessment revenue would be used for the volunteer fire departments since the County Department received most of the revenue already generated.  Chairman Hatch responded that the volunteer fire departments had been handicapped and under-funded, and the increased assessments should fully go to support and fund the volunteer fire departments.


Commissioner Caruthers stated that the benefits for the rural and urban districts were not equal, so the assessments should not be equal.  He pointed out that the assessment must only equal the level of the benefit, adding that Columbia County reduced their assessment and only charge $36.00.

Chairman Hatch stated that Columbia County had different dynamics than Suwannee County, such as the density of population.  He pointed out that much of Columbia County consisted of a national forest with no residential or commercial units.  Chairman Hatch further pointed out that much of the funding resources expended on behalf of the volunteers were being wasted insuring vehicles that were not running or for workers’ compensation on individuals that did not respond to fires.  He stated that these insurance issues must be corrected.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that the benefits to the taxpayer were related to ISO ratings and questioned if insurance companies still used ISO ratings to determine insurance costs.


Chairman Hatch stated that insurance companies do use the ISO rating and the ISO rating was currently the same for both the rural and urban fire districts, with some exceptions such as Wellborn which had a better rating due to the superior service provided by the Wellborn VFD.


Commissioner Udell asked what the objection was to raising the assessment if it was needed.  He asked that if urban areas receive better benefits as stated by Commissioner Maxwell and Caruthers, why not then raise that assessment to $65?

County Coordinator Wooley explained that when the urban district was previously under contract to be covered by the City of Live Oak Fire Department, they had a better ISO rating and received a better benefit.  Now that there was no contract with the City, the urban and rural ratings and benefits were the same.


Commissioner Poole reminded the Board that legal counsel last year had advised the Board to equalize the assessments.


Clerk Dasher advised the Board that the commercial assessment rates needed action and standardization also.

County Coordinator Wooley stated that the commercial assessments were in the same situation regarding urban and rural districts, as there was no longer a contract with the City to cover the urban district.


Chairman Hatch advised the Board that the Supreme Court had been very clear in its rulings regarding benefits and assessments, and the Board should act accordingly.


Commissioner Maxwell stated that he had not seen these rulings to which Chairman Hatch referred and asked why the Board had not been supplied with them if this was the basis for changing the assessments.


Chairman Hatch advised Commissioner Maxwell that it was not his fault that Commissioner Maxwell was unaware of the rulings.  Chairman Hatch stated that he had seen and read the rulings and they had the same effect regardless if some persons are unaware of them.

Commissioner Udell stated that he did not think the $72,000 that would be raised by the proposed increase in Fire Assessments was really enough.  He suggested that the need for funding was much greater.


Commissioner Caruthers pointed out that assessments for road paving MSBUs were not equal, and in fact per legal counsel, they could not be so, because the benefits were not equal to all property owners.

Chairman Hatch pointed out that road MSBU assessments were based on the amount of footage of road frontage, and the fire MSBU assessments were based on the ISO rating, and there was no comparison between the two types of MSBU.


At 7:05 p.m., Chairman Hatch opened the floor to public comments on the consideration of a fire assessment.


Mr. Murel McDonald, Emergency Services Director, addressed the Board.  He stated that regarding the ISO rating, it was the determining factor used by insurance companies and was also the determining factor upon which to calculate benefits.  Mr. McDonald stated that the ISO for both the urban and rural districts was now rated at a factor of nine, and the assessment had been in need of adjustment for some years now.  He suggested that the Board should not wait for a court to decide this issue for them as they would likely end up refunding years of assessments that were improperly levied and collected.


Commissioner Maxwell commented that Mr. McDonald was not an attorney and asked why the Board was not provided with information and documentation if it was expected to consider this information and make a decision based thereon. 

Chairman asked for other comments from the public.  There were none.
Commissioner Poole moved to set the Fire Service MSBU assessment at $50 for both the urban and rural districts and set the commercial rate for each district at $.04 (four cents) per square foot.  Commissioner Udell seconded.  Commissioner Caruthers asked if this was new funding above last year’s level.  Mrs. Leeta Bronson, Clerk’s Finance Director, responded that this would create new additional funding and the Board could decide later how to budget this funding.  Commissioner Caruthers asked if the Board was going to conduct a study on the appropriate level of assessments to match the benefits provided.  No answer was provided.  Commissioner Maxwell asked if this new revenue would be exclusively used for the volunteers and be in addition to what they already receive.  Commissioner Udell stated that it was his intention that the additional revenue was for the volunteer departments and be in addition to their current level of funding.  Commissioner Poole supported the new revenue going to the volunteer departments, but noted that in the event of some unforeseen event with the County Fire Department, such as a major equipment loss, it could be used for such an emergency event.  Clerk Dasher reminded the Board that the purpose of the meeting tonight was to consider an assessment and proposed budget, and that any additional revenues generated by an assessment increase should be addressed by the Board through later budget amendments.  Chairman Hatch called for a vote and the motion to set assessments at $50 and $.04, and recommend these rates to the Board of County Commissioners, carried in a 4-1 vote, with Commissioner Caruthers opposed. 

Chairman Hatch adjourned the Fire Service MSBU Board of Directors meeting at 7:21 p.m. and reconvened the Board of County Commissioners Budget Hearing.


Commissioner Poole moved to approve the resolution adopting the FY 2003-2004 Tentative Millage Rate at 10 mils, establishing the rolled-back rate of 9.3191 mils (an increase of 7.31%), and dividing the millage between General Revenue Fund at 5 mils and Fine and Forfeiture Fund at 5 mils.  Commissioner Udell seconded, and the motion carried 3-2, with Commissioner Caruthers and Commissioner Maxwell opposed.  (See Resolution No. 2003-52)

Commissioner Udell moved to adopt a resolution setting the FY 2003-2004 Suwannee County tentative budget, establishing an amount of $36,515,843.  Commissioner Poole seconded, and the motion carried 3-2, with Commissioner Caruthers and Commissioner Maxwell opposed.  (See Resolution No. 2003-53)

Commissioner Udell moved to adopt a resolution setting the tentative assessment for the Solid Waste Collection and Disposal Municipal Services Benefit Units at $40 for collection and $75 for disposal, for a combined total of $115.  Commissioner Maxwell seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.  (See Resolution No. 2003-59)

Commissioner Poole moved to adopt a resolution setting the tentative assessment for the Fire Service Municipal Services Benefit Unit at $50 for residential units and $0.04 per square foot for commercial units in both the urban and rural districts.  Commissioner Udell seconded, and the motion carried 4-1, with Commissioner Caruthers opposed.  (See Resolution No. 2003-58)

Commissioner Caruthers moved to set the final budget hearing for September 18th, 2003 at 5:01 p.m. at Live Oak City Hall.  Commissioner Maxwell seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.

Commissioner Poole moved to adjourn the tentative budget hearing.  Commissioner Caruthers seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.

There being no further business to discuss, Chairman Hatch adjourned the meeting at 7:25 p.m.
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