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October 17, 2002

City Hall

Live Oak, Florida


10:01 a.m.


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


The purpose of the workshop was to discuss a road improvement plan for the County.

Chairman Poole called the meeting to order at 10:49 a.m., after having held the recessed meeting from October 15th.  He then asked Public Works Director Jerry Sikes to discuss the issue.

Mr. Sikes stated that the Board had given him direction some time ago about setting a selection process for road improvement.  He stated that approximately a month ago, he had presented his findings to the Board, and hoped to have a consensus from the Board today to finalize the road selection criteria and road improvement plan for existing County roads.  Mr. Sikes stated that his original thought had been to look at the entire transportation road system within the County, but there were several different viewpoints from the Board.  After prior discussions, however, he understood that the roads would be looked at in a district-by-district system.

Commissioner Hatch stated that he had put much thought into the issue, and felt that each commissioner should be responsible for selecting the roads in their districts.  He suggested that each commissioner bring to Mr. Sikes information on their district’s roads, such as circulation pattern, number of trips per day, and emergency routes.  The Public Works Department could then determine which roads could be feasibly improved.  Commissioner Hatch felt that the workshop set for later this afternoon would go a long way towards determining how the County revenue would be spent.

Commissioner Caruthers felt that a countywide system of road improvement would be better, but knew that he would not receive the support from the Board.  He instead recommended that the Public Works Department look at each district to determine which roads should be set as priorities within those districts.  The Board could then add any additional information that would determine the exact priority in the various districts.  Commissioner Caruthers wanted each road chosen to have sufficient facts to back up its selection as a priority road.

Commissioner Hatch agreed with Commissioner Caruthers’ feelings on the matter, and wished to get away from roads being paved simply because a commissioner or their relatives lived on a road.  He added that commissioners would know what roads needed the most work in their district by the number of calls they received.  Commissioner Hatch felt that the process would be quicker if each commissioner brought the Public Works Department a list of roads needing improvements based upon their citizens’ complaints.

Mr. Sikes stated that it was imperative that the Board should develop a written plan that would allow the Public Works Department to improve roads based upon set criteria.  He added that he did not wish to place the Commissioners in a situation in which the public did not know the reasons behind their choices for road improvements, and mentioned that favoritism had been a problem in the past.  Mr. Sikes suggested that each annual road plan should undergo the scrutiny of the Board as a whole, after each commissioner had submitted their list of roads, and based upon already set criteria.

Commissioner Udell hoped that the Board could discuss the split of gas tax monies set for later in the day, but understood that they could not, since the latter had already been advertised for 1:30 p.m.  He added that each commissioner here had been instrumental in bringing the County additional revenue.  Commissioner Udell suggested that the Board hold the workshop on splitting of gas tax monies before determining the selection criteria.  He discussed the fact that it was possible that some districts would not receive their fair share of revenue, including his own district, adding that a 1/5 distribution of gas tax revenue would allow him to pave all the roads in his district (as it lies mostly within the City of Live Oak).  Commissioner Udell stated that he did not expect to receive 1/5 of the gas tax revenue, but his constituents wished to have some share of the money.  He suggested that one of the criteria for road selection be those roads that are used by school buses, and he would support expenditure of gas tax revenue based upon need.  Commissioner Udell stated that he would be satisfied with enough revenue to pave one mile of roads in his district per year.

Chairman Poole stated that he agreed with all three commissioners that had already spoken.  He added that the criteria should be based upon the needs of the community, adding that priority should be set for roads closer to municipalities (such as Live Oak, Branford, and others), to attempt to congregate homesteads instead of the sprawling homesteads that characterized much of the County.

Commissioner Taylor stated that although he would be leaving office soon, there were different procedures that could be set in place to determine which roads would be improved.  He suggested the usage of the roads should be first priority, with the individual commissioners determining which roads should be set as priorities for their respective districts.

Commissioner Hatch understood that the Board seemed to have a consensus on the basic criteria for road selection, with some variation allowed to each individual commissioner.  He added that Commissioner Udell should be entitled to his meager requests for road improvements.

Commissioner Udell stated that he would like to wait until the new District Four Commissioner had been added to the Board in order to determine which districts would receive the balance of his gas tax revenue.  He asked for commitment from the Board for 3/10 of a mile to be paved in his district immediately after receiving the first gas tax monies in January of 2003, and thereafter he would probably only request approximately a mile’s worth of paving per year.

Commissioner Caruthers stated that there were numerous criteria, as well as many things to consider concerning which roads should be chosen.  He added that the criteria should not simply be based upon the number of calls received, because family members could repeatedly call for the same road.  Commissioner Caruthers conceded that there would probably be five different ways of choosing roads, based upon each commissioner’s method of selection.

Commissioner Hatch stated that once a commissioner chose his roads for improvements, they would then be submitted to the Public Works Department for auditing to determine whether or not the roads met the pre-chosen criteria adopted by the Board.  He stated that each commissioner could still choose roads based upon their own selection criteria.

Commissioner Taylor suggested that Commissioner Udell should receive his requested funding, as it would be far less than a 1/5 distribution of gas tax revenue.

County Coordinator Johnny Wooley understood that each commissioner wished to choose roads based upon their own selection criteria.  He added that based upon the lack of public interest in the meeting, it supported the common belief that most citizens distrusted government.  County Coordinator Wooley added that the best way to change this would be to go to the public and educate them as to why roads were chosen.

Commissioner Udell asked Mr. Sikes how much it would cost to pave each mile of road with County preparation.  Mr. Sikes responded that it cost the County approximately $40,000 per mile for paving, not including the County’s cost for preparation.

Commissioner Udell stated that since a 1/5 distribution would give each district some $250,000, his district would still have over $200,000 that could be distributed to the other four districts.

The Board agreed that Mr. Sikes should prepare a written plan based upon the consensus reached by the Board, then bring it back to the Board for final approval.

Mr. Sikes asked the Board for direction on how to improve roads, especially concerning rights-of-way.  He stated that compaction and drainage were the two most important aspects to determine how long roads lasted.  Mr. Sikes stated that in order for the County to get the best deal and longest-lasting roads, adequate rights-of-way were needed.  He strongly suggested that adequate right-of-ways should be one of the major criteria for improving roads, adding that the time had passed when all owners along a road would donate land for a right-of-way.  Mr. Sikes suggested that it was not fair that some people should donate rights-of-way while others were paid for the same amount of land.  He recommended that the purchase of 60-foot rights-of-way should be included in the cost of road construction.
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Mr. Sikes stated that 60-foot rights-of-way would allow the County to construct roads that would last, and he felt that it was imperative that the Board purchase sufficient rights-of-way to allow sufficient road width, shoulders, and gentle slopes into the ditches to allow safer driver recovery.

Commissioner Hatch stated that he was not a fan of purchasing rights-of-way, but understood that for major thoroughfares, a 60-foot right-of-way was necessary.  He added that each road would need to be looked at on a case-by-case basis.

Commissioner Udell felt that a 60-foot right-of-way should be the Board’s goal, but it was not feasible because of funding.  He added that the Board should first request that citizens donate rights-of-way first, then proceed with eminent domain for those others.  Commissioner Udell felt that one person should not dictate what happened for the majority of other citizens along a road.

Commissioner Taylor reminded the Board of Blue Lake Road, on which three people had refused to donate a right-of-way and had held up paving for the rest of the citizens.  He also reminded the Board that many people build their homes close to the road, and proceeding with 60-foot rights-of-way would entail moving some of them.

Mr. Sikes stated that he was not for condemning property automatically, but to look at each property on a case-by-case basis.

Chairman Poole stated that there would always be some holdouts for road paving, but suggested that some property would be needed for drainage ponds.  He stated that if perhaps some of those holdouts’ property was condemned and transformed into drainage ponds, others would get the message that it was easier to donate the rights-of-way than fight the Board’s wishes.

Mr. Sikes discussed the minimum amount of rights-of-way required for adequate roads, suggesting that a 60-foot right-of-way was the bare minimum.  In some instances, even more feet would be required to have a decent road.  He stated that if each road required an additional 20 feet of right-of-way, 2.4 acres of additional property would need to be purchased per mile.

Discussion ensued on the potential cost per mile to purchase additional rights-of-way.

Commissioner Hatch suggested setting a standard cost per acre for rights-of-way.

Chairman Poole reminded the Board of the cost for eminent domain procedures.

Mr. Wendell Hill stated that most people who came into the County did not expect to live on paved roads, and suggested that potential owners should be informed of the utilities available, and that there may be no further improvements made.  He added that the $40,000 for road paving did not include the County’s portion of road preparation, and that the final cost per mile would be approximately $100,000.  Mr. Hill strongly suggested that the commissioners work with the paved roads already in their district, and maintain them.  He mentioned paved roads that had either fallen into disrepair or had been totally removed because of the lack of maintenance.

Mr. Ivie Fowler stated that the Board had hired a Public Works Director, and should allow him to do his job.  He mentioned the fact that a 1976 Grand Jury had told the Board to let their Public Works Director do his job.

Discussion ensued on setting criteria throughout the County for road paving and repaving.

The Board agreed that Mr. Sikes would bring back to them a written plan for road improvement selection.

Mr. Sikes stated that he had heard enough from the Board to bring back an amended plan that would be similar to what the Board wished.


There being no further business to discuss, Chairman Poole adjourned the workshop at 12:07 p.m.
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