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September 23, 2003

City Council Chambers

Live Oak, Florida


10:00 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 Randy Hatch; Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Billy Maxwell; and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerk.  Commissioner Jerry Poole, Commissioner Douglas M. Udell, and Hal A. Airth, County Attorney, were not present (but Commissioner Poole arrived later).


The purpose of the meeting was to meet with Ralph Celon, agent for Morgan Keegan & Company, Inc., regarding bonding a portion of the Gas Tax Recovery Funds (Five Cents Local Tax) to allow for immediate road improvements. 

Mr. Celon provided proposal documents for bonding a portion of the Gas Tax Recovery Funds.  He noted for the Board that with the recent reduction in interest rates, an additional $200,000 could be obtained above what was in the proposal for a 20-year bond.

Chairman Hatch gave an overview of the proposal, stating that the bond would be for half of the Gas Tax Recovery Funds Revenues for a 20-year period.  He reminded the Board that the life of the tax was only 30 years, and the proposal was to bond half of the tax revenue for 20 years.  Chairman Hatch stated that the proposal provided for a three-year construction period with a two-year extension if needed, which would allow for real immediate progress for road improvements.  He pointed out that the bond required a $500,000 debt service on a revenue stream of $1.2 millions of current revenue.  Chairman Hatch reminded the Board that the revenue stream should grow in the future and the bond debt as the percentage of the revenue would decrease.  He added that the life expectancy of most roads was about 20 years.

Commissioner Caruthers pointed out that the life span of the bond would cover five terms of the County Commission, and those future Boards would have to live with the bond if this Board approved it.  He pointed out that only about 10% of the County roads could be paved with the Gas Tax Recovery Funds Revenue.  Commissioner Caruthers stated that his district had the most paved roads, and about 31 miles of them had already deteriorated beyond use.


Chairman Hatch stated that his district had the most dirt roads and about 35.4 miles of half-paved or poorly paved roads in need of attention.

Commissioner Maxwell stated that the County was still paying for some prior old road bonds and the roads they paved were already worn out.  He reminded the Board that County government and government in general was in poor fiscal condition.  Commissioner Maxwell noted that the Public Works Department was stretched to capacity now and asked how they could handle the demand for a lot of new road paving.  Chairman Hatch responded that per the Public Works Director, Mr. Jerry Sikes, the road construction crew was not working fulltime on road construction.  The previous State grants for road construction were no longer forthcoming and bonding money would keep that crew working for at least five years.  He added that he supported bonding only a portion of the Gas Tax Recovery Funds Revenue to get road improvement projects going forward.

Commissioner Caruthers cautioned that if the State DOT grants for secondary road maintenance and resurfacing were not reinstated, the County would only have enough money to maintain these major roads and there would not be enough money for new road paving.


Commissioner Maxwell stated that he was against the bonding.  He added that he did not vote for the additional gas tax, but now that it had been implemented, he opposed spending it on interest and going further into debt. 


Chairman Hatch pointed out the history of the five-cent Gas Tax Recovery Funds and stated that the Board had developed a distribution formula divided fairly for each district based on the number of miles of roads regardless of who voted for the tax.  He stated that the State Department of Transportation SCRAP and SCOP programs were trust funds funded from the 7% gas tax, and the State Legislature had raided the trust funds to balance the State budget.  He expected that the programs would return in the future.


Commissioner Jerry Poole arrived at the workshop at 10:35 a.m.

Chairman Hatch noted that the debt service on the bonds would likely be less costly than the escalating cost of future construction over the 20-year term of the bond.  He suggested that paving as the Board accumulated the revenue was not a wise fiscal approach and would provide no immediate paving projects.


Commissioner Maxwell stated that he doubted the whole notion of the five-cent recovery, as gas was still cheaper in Lake City.  He again stated that he was opposed to the bonding and debt.

Commissioner Poole stated that he had 30 miles of paved roads in his district that desperately need resurfacing now.


Chairman Hatch stated that he actually had 45 miles of worn out paved roads, but selected 35 miles to address based on anticipated funds.


Clerk of the Circuit Court Kenneth Dasher addressed the Board, stating that the Board did not have a finance plan to consider.  He recommended that the Board establish priorities and develop a plan of action based on the number of miles of roads per year that could be addressed and how to distribute those miles within the County.  Clerk Dasher cautioned the Board to consider the available resources of the Road Department, adding that the Road and Bridge Secondary Road Fund was almost completely depleted due to construction efforts and ignoring total cost accounting for prior construction efforts.  He cautioned that those reserves needed to be built up.  Clerk Dasher suggested that it was certainly the Board’s decision to make regarding bonding, but also cautioned the Board to remember that the resources of the Road Department were limited and roads could only be constructed at a certain speed.  He asked the Board to consider that if they go immediately into a bond, they were borrowing money and paying interest on it when they may not feasibly make use of it for two to three years due to limited construction resources.


Mr. Celon pointed out that there were two philosophies associated with using bond funds to build roads; pay as you go, or pay as you use.  In the first instance, the Board collects the tax from current users and then builds after sufficient funding has accumulated.  Once a road was built in this fashion, everyone after that could use the road for free.  Bonding made it possible to build the road now, and everyone who used it over the 20 years paid for the privilege.  

Commissioner Maxwell pointed out that if Mr. Sikes was correct in that true cost accounting must be done for the Road Department regarding road construction projects in order to keep from robbing the other resources of the department, there may not be as much paving money available as is being discussed.  Commissioner Maxwell added that the 100 miles discussed may not get paved.


Chairman Hatch stated that this may be true.


Commissioner Caruthers commented that Florida Statutes dedicate the Gas Tax Recovery Funds to road paving.  Mr. Sikes was correct in that he must recover the other costs to his department related to road construction projects.  Commissioner Caruthers added that the Board could not pave the Public Works Department into bankruptcy.


Commissioner Poole stated he wanted Mr. Sikes’ input as to what projects the Road Department could schedule, a time frame for paving, and how many miles could be paved.


There being no further business to discuss, Chairman Hatch adjourned the workshop at 11:08 a.m.
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