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April 15, 2004

Live Oak, Florida

Suwannee River Regional Library


2:15 p. m.

The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time for a scheduled workshop to discuss the proposed establishment of a Fire Services Governing Board.  The workshop was conducted at the Suwannee River Regional Library.  Present were Chairman Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Randy Hatch; Commissioner Billy Maxwell; Commissioner Jerry Poole; Commissioner Douglas M. Udell; and Michael Tyson, Deputy Clerk.  Hal A. Airth, County Attorney, was not present.


Chairman Caruthers called the meeting to order at 2:15 p.m.

Chairman Caruthers called upon Mr. Walt Sage.

Mr. Sage began by informing the Commissioners that the proposed Fire Governing Board does not want to be advisory in nature but wants to have authority sanctioned by the Board of County Commissioners.


Chairman Caruthers clarified asking if the Fire Governing Board wanted to have full authority over fire service issues.  Mr. Sage responded yes, except for funding, as that will continue to be the responsibility of the Commission.  He went on to state that a Governing Board can manage the Fire Service Budget once the Commission sets one.

Mr. Sage commented on Florida Administrative Code 4A-62 which covers volunteer fire fighters.  He noted that regarding the 160 hour training requirement, this is intended to be commensurate with the duties and services performed.  He noted that not all volunteers are actual fire fighters and do not need the 160 hour training.


Commissioner Udell asked if there had been any roll purging of non active fire fighters from the volunteer rolls, and questioned how Mr. Sage saw the role of the County Fire Coordinator and County Coordinator if a Governing Board were to be established.


Mr. Sage advised he was not sure of the roles of the two Coordinators, and had some reservations regarding the qualifications of the current Fire Coordinator.


Commissioner Udell advised he was not just talking about the Fire Coordinator, and how was the County Coordinator going to fit into the Governing Board plan.


Mr. Sage avoided directly answering the question.  He advised the Governing Board would answer directly to the Board of County Commissioners, unless the Commissioners require that the County Coordinator is their designated representative.


Commissioner Udell stated it must be so.  There is no bypassing the County Coordinator.  


Commissioner Hatch stated he embraced the idea of the Governing Board from an operations concept and saw it as an additional tool for the County Coordinator and Fire Coordinator.  He thought it would be helpful with volunteer issues and problems.  He thought that having volunteer issues governed by volunteers was a good idea.  He noted that the proposed members of the Governing Board were seasoned professionals with experience with purchase orders and management systems.


Commissioner Poole thought the Governing Board concept had merit.


Commissioner Maxwell commented that the current fire service system does not work and debating lines of authority was a waste of time. He advised the Commissioners need to try something that might work and it is understood that the County Commission is ultimately responsible for fire service.

Commissioner Hatch agreed that the Governing Board was needed and the Commission should proceed with the idea.


Commissioner Udell agreed it may be needed but with limited authority, structure, and with protocol within the existing County framework.


Mr. Sage stated the volunteers needed commitments in writing from the County Commission.


Commissioner Hatch volunteered to draft a written concept of the Governing Board if the other Commissioners agreed.


Commissioner Udell asked the names of the persons at the meeting that were representing the various fire departments. Mr. Sage advised Ronald Cook of McAlpin VFD, Walt Sage of Ranchettes VFD, Cleatos McCook of Falmouth VFD, Johnny Howard of Suwannee County Fire Department, Jim O’Neill of West Suwannee VFD, and Paul Gamble of Luraville VFD.

Mr. Jim O’Neil addressed the Commissioners and stated that one problem the County faces is, there are no criteria for volunteer firefighters currently and the Governing Board should establish criteria for Volunteers.  


Mr. O’Neil questioned what role the County Coordinator should play in the concept of a Fire Service Governing Board.  He proposed that since the County Fire Service is funded by Special Assessment, the Governing Board by virtue of the members’ experience and greater expertise in fire fighting should control the disbursement of those Special Assessment Funds.  Mr. O’Neil went on to say there are currently no State rules or regulations governing Volunteer Fire Fighters, and the forty hour versus the one hundred and sixty hour training course is not law.


Commissioner Udell questioned how many Volunteers are currently covered by the County for Workman Compensation Insurance.  


Mr. Johnny Howard County Fire Service Coordinator advised there are currently about 83 volunteers being covered by the County at a cost of about $800 each annually.


Commissioner Udell questioned how many of these are actually active in fire fighting responses.


Mr. Howard advised 15 to 20 volunteer members actively respond to calls.


Commissioner Udell asked how many volunteers are planned by the Governing Board to be purged from the roll for insurance coverage.


Mr. O’Neil responded that currently there is no plan to purge the roll as there are currently no requirements set by the Commission.


Commissioner Hatch advised that the State Fire Marshal has issued an administrative order under Florida Administrative Code regarding training and volunteer requirements that has the effect of law.  He went on to state that the Board of County Commissioners and the Board’s staff is the authority and will control the Special Assessment Funding as the law requires.  He advised he supports the concept of a Fire Service Governing Board and believes it is needed.
Mr. Donald Robinson, Assistant County Coordinator/Airport Manager stated that in many instances the Volunteers are working against themselves and each other.  He suggested a posture of what is in the best interest of the entire County regarding fire services would better serve everyone.
Commissioner Poole stated it appeared approximately 75% of the funds expended on workman compensation insurance for volunteers are wasted funds.  He further stated that may be as much as $55,000 annually.  He stated these funds could be much better used for more fire equipment for volunteers rather than providing insurance for personnel who do not need to be covered.

Mr. Sage responded that the inadequate management and sharing of funding with the Volunteer Fire Departments is discouraging volunteer membership and driving members out of the Volunteer Fire Service.   He stated it is hard to recruit members with the poor equipment and facilities that currently exist in the Volunteer Fire Departments.

Commissioner Hatch believed a priority of the Governing Board would be to address inactive volunteers, wasted resources, and developing recommendations of priorities to the County Commission.

Mr. O’Neil requested the Fire Coordinator, Johnny Howard, provide Mr. O’Neil and each other Volunteer Fire Chief with a list of inactive fire fighters who need to be removed from the workman compensation insurance roll.

Mr. James Hamilton of Falmouth Volunteer Fire Department pointed out that there are active volunteers who, though not fire fighters, many being women, who are support personnel who are vital to fire fighting efforts.  They provide critical support services at fire scenes such as providing supplies and equipment to the fire fighters making building entries and actually fighting a fire.  He suggested these support personnel are vital volunteers to the fire fighting process and need to be covered by insurance also.

Mr. Hamilton commented on the efficiency of the Volunteer Departments obtaining equipment and supplies through the County Fire Coordinator with the new purchase order requirements.  He advised he has been waiting months for batteries for his radio/pager so that he could be called out to a fire response. 

Mr. Cleatos McCook, Falmouth VFD Chief advised the purchase order change in funding was a surprise to the Volunteer Departments.  Some had equipment loans and other financial obligations that they have had difficulty meeting with the funding grants being replaced with the purchase order system.  He stated the purchase order system is taking far too long to obtain needed resources.

Chairman Hatch returned to the issue of the 160 hour training for Volunteers and the prior direction from the Board and assurance by Mr. Howard that the training would be taken to the Volunteers in locations near the Volunteers at times convenient for Volunteer attendance.  He asked Mr. Howard why this was not happening.
Mr. Howard advised that he has attempted to fulfill the Board’ directive on the training but that volunteer interest has been minimal.  He stated that often one or two students are all who will attend the training and they may not always show up.  He stated it is not economically feasible to pay the members of his staff who are instructors overtime to conduct a class for one or two students. He noted that there are other issues such as his fire fighters performing EMT duties which spread the staff too thin.  He noted that he was salaried and could not be paid overtime to teach.

Discussion ensued regarding the training for fire fighters the Board had requested and how to get that accomplished.
 At 3:48 p. m. Chairman Caruthers recessed for a break.

At 3:55 p. m. Chairman Caruthers reconvened the workshop.
Commissioner Hatch advised he saw great potential for the Fire Governing Board and asked that the potential members of the Governing Board furnish the Commission’s Executive Manager, Mrs. Elaine Robinson, with phone and fax numbers so Mr. Hatch could send drafts of his concept proposal to the members.
Mr. Ronnie Cook of McAlpin VFD advised that moral was low in the Volunteer Fire Departments.  He stated that pager batteries costing $5.00 have been on order through the purchase order system with the County Fire Coordinator since October.  He stated the 160 hour training course in Live Oak had been cancelled.  He stated these problems need to be addressed.
Mr. Howard responded that with all of the Volunteer Departments submitting purchase orders through his office he was having problems keeping track of what has been ordered by whom.  He advised some batteries and supplies have been in his office for several weeks and no one from the Volunteer Departments has followed up or asked about them.

Discussion ensued on the need for Mr. Howard to better implement an inventory and control system regarding items he was purchasing and receiving and establishing a system of notification and communication to get them distributed to the requesting Volunteer Departments.  Mr. Howard was directed to find a solution to the inventory-supply situation for Volunteer Fire Department’s purchase orders and get the items distributed to them.

Commissioner Hatch moved to adjourn.  Commissioner Udell seconded. The motion carried unanimously.

With no further business to discuss, Chairman Caruthers adjourned the workshop at 4:05 p. m.
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