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September 17, 2003

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 the final budget hearing for 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 Eric Musgrove and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerks.  Hal A. Airth, County Attorney, was also present.


Chairman Hatch called the meeting to order at 5:02 p.m. and called upon Clerk of the Circuit Court Kenneth Dasher to discuss TRIM compliance.

Clerk Kenneth Dasher stated that today was the final budget hearing, and the millage rate would first need to be adopted.  After that, the Board should recess this meeting to hold public hearings on Fire and Solid Waste MSBU assessments, then adjourn from them and adopt the final budget.
Chairman Hatch stated that the proposed millage rate for the upcoming fiscal year would be 10 mils, with a rollback rate of 9.3191, a 7.31% increase over last year’s budget.

Commissioner Udell asked why the millage rate was split evenly between the Fine and Forfeiture fund and General Revenue fund.  Mrs. Leeta Bronson, Clerk’s Finance Director, responded that it had been a Board prerogative in years past.
Chairman Hatch opened the floor to public comments.  There were none, and Chairman Hatch closed the floor to public comments.

Commissioner Maxwell stated that he was opposed to any increase over last fiscal year’s millage rate.

Discussion ensued on whether or not the Board could change the millage rate and its affect on the budget.

Clerk Dasher stated that tonight was the final budget hearing, and the last action to be made tonight was to adopt the budget for Fiscal Year 2003-2004.
Further discussion ensued about adopting the millage rate.
Commissioner Udell moved [to adopt a resolution setting the final millage rate for Fiscal Year 2003-2004 at 10 mils (5 mils for the General Revenue Fund and 5 mils for the Fine and Forfeiture Fund)].  Commissioner Poole seconded.  Commissioner Caruthers stated that he was opposed to the millage increase, but thanked Clerk Dasher and his staff for their work on the budget.  Commissioner Maxwell stated that he was also opposed to the increase in millage rate, and felt that the Board could have lived within its means without raising the rate.  Commissioner Caruthers added that since the Board budgeted at 95% of expected revenues, there was still some leeway with revenue and expenses.  Chairman Hatch stated that it would be irresponsible not to plan for unforeseen circumstances.  Commissioner Poole stated that he too did not wish to raise the millage rate, but because of impending changes to the way counties did business (such as the upcoming Article V amendment), he believed that there was no other way to make ends meet.  He added that he was glad that the County’s various government entities had worked together last year on the current fiscal year’s budget.  Clerk Dasher stated that he also regrets the need to raise taxes to 10 mils, but understood that leaving the millage rate at 9.7 mills would not allow the County any leverage in case of unforeseen expenses.  He stated that there were sound reasons for raising the millage rate to 10 mils, but would abide by whatever the Board decided.  Clerk Dasher added that County government could and had worked together to create a budget that was tolerable, and trust amongst various County offices had been a big part in it.  Commissioner Udell stated that he did not want to lay off any County employees, and he had no qualms with raising the millage rate to 10 to make ends meet, adding that future circumstances would dictate if the Board remained at 10 mils in coming years.  He added that the County had sent out TRIM notices on the proposed taxes, yet no one from the public had decided to show up at the budget hearings.  Commissioner Caruthers stated that the Board was no longer receiving warnings from the auditor on a deteriorating financial situation, and that was with the Board adopting budgets of 9.7 mils.  He added that he was not aware of any grants that required a capped millage rate, and added that although no one from the public had shown up tonight, many were against raising taxes.  Commissioner Caruthers also stated that there were ways in which the County could trim expenses instead of raising taxes.  Commissioner Maxwell agreed that the Board had not tried hard enough to cut expenses, and stated that the reason no one from the public had shown up was because they did not trust the Board of County Commissioners, and government as a whole.  Commissioner Maxwell discussed the plight of some citizens who would not be able to afford the additional taxes, and felt that the Board could trim expenses instead of raising taxes.  Chairman Hatch stated that some County firefighters had discussed foregoing their raise in order to provide money for purchasing a new fire truck, and commended them on their unselfishness.  He added that although he had not spoken to everyone in his district, his understanding was that the public did not come to the meetings because they trusted the Board’s activities.  The motion to adopt the millage rate at 10 mils carried 3-2, with Commissioner Maxwell and Commissioner Caruthers opposed.  (See Resolution No. 2003-62)
At 5:28 p.m., Chairman Hatch recessed the meeting to open the Fire and Solid Waste Assessment hearings.
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5:35 p.m.

Chairman Hatch called the meeting back to order.

Clerk Dasher stated that with the adopted resolutions for Fire, Solid Waste, and the millage rate, the Board’s budget for Fiscal Year 2003-2004 would be $36,600,608.00 if accepted.

Chairman Hatch opened the floor to public comments.  There being none, Chairman Hatch closed the floor to public comments.

Commissioner Udell hoped that the County’s various governmental entities would live within their means and be good stewards of the public’s money.

Commissioner Udell moved to adopt a resolution adopting the budget for Fiscal Year 2003-2004 at $36,600,608.00.  Commissioner Poole seconded, and the motion carried 3-2, with Commissioner Maxwell and Commissioner Caruthers opposed.  (See Resolution No. 2003-63)
Clerk Dasher stated that he had not been trying to sway any votes when discussing raising the millage rate, merely announcing his thoughts on the matter.  He added the Clerk’s Office was the Budget Office until the Board decided otherwise, but he tried to make the Board’s job as easy as possible.  Clerk Dasher recognized that sometimes hard choices needed to be made to allow the County to continue, and the cooperation between his office and the various County departments had helped the process immensely.  He stated that the Fiscal Year 2003-2004 budget as adopted would allow a small pay raise, additional road paving, and increased services to the public.  Clerk Dasher publicly thanked the Board, Mrs. Bronson, and Ms. Neena Funicelli, Budget Assistant, for their work on the budget.
Commissioner Maxwell thanked Clerk Dasher and his staff for their work on the budget, realizing that the Clerk increased or reduced budget amounts at the direction of the Board.

Chairman Hatch stated that there were some funding sources that existed in the state sales tax distribution, and suggested that the County look into existing laws for additional funding.  He added that Suwannee County had been one of the counties that had worked hard to recover additional sales tax funding for small counties, but ultimately had been defeated by larger counties.  However, there had been some successes, and suggested that the Board continue lobbying for support.  Chairman Hatch discussed several surrounding counties whose tax bases were far greater than Suwannee County, and stated his wish to drop the millage rate at some point in the future.
Commissioner Udell stated that he would like to be a part of county association committees in regards to financial matters.  Chairman Hatch responded that he would be glad for Commissioner Udell to be a part of one of the committees on finances for the Small County Coalition.
Discussion ensued on Suwannee County receiving a fair portion of State revenues in order to provide local services.

County Coordinator Johnny Wooley stated that many of the County’s financial issues needed to be addressed in Tallahassee.  He added that the greatest increase in the County’s budget was due to various types of insurance that the Board could not control, and suggested that the Board continue to lobby the State for assistance.
Further discussion ensued on working within various statewide organizations to increase support for small counties.
[BALANCE OF PAGE LEFT BLANK INTENTIONALLY]
County Coordinator Wooley also addressed some studies currently underway by the Florida Association of Counties and the State Legislature to determine how to provide funding for small counties.  He and others were suspicious of the study, as small county input was not included.  County Coordinator Wooley stated that the study would be released soon.
Commissioner Udell moved to adjourn the meeting.  Commissioner Poole seconded, and the motion carried unanimously.
There being no further business to discuss, Chairman Hatch adjourned the meeting at 5:58 p.m.
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