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July 26, 2005

City Council Chambers

Live Oak, Florida


7:00 p.m.
The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met on the above date and time for a Fire Governing Board Workshop, and the following were present: Chairman Billy Maxwell, Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Ivie Fowler; Commissioner Randy Hatch; Commissioner Douglas Udell;  Michael Tyson, and Betty Carver, Deputy Clerks.
Chairman Maxwell called the meeting to order at 7:05 p.m. and led the invocation followed by the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America.   
John G. Wooley stated the Fire Governing Board had requested this workshop to try to solve issues with the volunteer fire departments and obtain some specific direction from the Board.  Mr. Wooley advised the Board had hired a consultant group to do an estimated county-wide fire assessment and they had done that and mailed an impact letter out to all county residents of the proposed rates. 
Commissioner Caruthers asked for clarification on the square footage charge for non-residential property.
Mr. Wooley stated the “non-residential” category should have read “commercial” and that only property listed on the tax roll as commercial property would be assessed the 9 cents a square foot.  

Commissioner Caruthers stated he felt that homestead should cover up to 160 acres at the rate $45.91.  He advised as it stands now, the homestead is the house and five acres at the rate of $45.91 and the additional acreage would receive an additional assessment of  $14.65 up to 160 acres. 

Commissioner Udell stated that the public had been misinformed with the lack of accurate information.  He stated the public needs a clear and concise information sheet to be available at the public hearing on August 16, 2005. 
Commissioner Hatch stated the Governing Board is unclear as to their role with the volunteers and needs direction from the Board.  He stated the volunteers need to be trained because they are on the County’s insurance and ultimately the Board’s responsibility, but the Governing Board needs to head this up.

Mr. Wooley stated County applications need to be completed on all volunteers, screenings and background checks done, and the basic 40-hour wildfire training  completed within six months of hiring. 

Commissioner Udell stated that if the volunteers did not comply, they would be purged from the roll.    

Johnny Howard, County Fire Coordinator, stated there are 65 volunteers on the roll now, and of that 65, only 20 to 25 are active.
Walt Sage stated that since the first meeting of the Governing Board a year ago, there had not been much cooperation from the volunteers.   He stated he did feel the Governing Board was the right approach to the issue.

Jim O’Neill stated the Governing Board could deal with the volunteers very well but the Governing Board just needed to know how much authority or control they had.    Mr. O’Neill advised their personal equipment and apparatus is antiquated.  He stated their trucks are hand-me-downs being 35 to 40 years old.  He advised two pieces of equipment are needed for each volunteer department in the County, a pumper tanker and a quick attack unit.  He stated a tanker costs approximately $53,000 on state contract. 
At 8:20 p.m. Chairman Maxwell recessed for a break.
At 8:30 p.m. Chairman Maxwell reconvened the Workshop.

Cleatos McCook advised the Governing Board does not know what their authority is or what the Board of County Commissioners (BCC) expects of them.  Mr. McCook stated they need direction from the BCC.  He advised that they are rapidly losing volunteers, morale is low, and that equipment in need of repairs sits in the shop at Public Works for as long as six months.  He stated they need good equipment to work with and good volunteers; good equipment promotes good help. He stated the County needs to help the volunteers by providing decent equipment giving them something to be proud of. 
Paul Gamble stated he felt it was time for the Governing Board to show the volunteers they were there to help them.  Mr. Gamble stated we have a good group of men to work with and we can manage the problems but we need funds to replace equipment.

Ronnie Cook stated that it was very demoralizing to the volunteers not to receive the extra $15 per household assessment they were promised.  Mr. Cook advised that the Governing Board makes decisions only to be overridden by County staff.  He stated they had made lists and submitted requests but had received nothing.  He stated the PO system was not working because Johnny Howard is hard to reach.  Mr. Cook advised they have not been able to get trucks serviced or repaired by Public Works, so volunteers have lost respect for the Governing Board.  He stated volunteers are dropping quickly and the volunteer departments have nothing to offer for recruitment. 
Jim O’Neill stated that Public Works overcharges on repair estimates and that Johnny Howard is no help because he does not have that knowledge.  Mr. O’Neill stated they were quoted $5,000 from Public Works to repair one truck. Mr. O’Neil took it to a private repair shop that fixed it for $27.50.
Mr. Wooley stated Public Works has only three bays and four mechanics which is not enough to do all the County vehicle maintenance.

Commissioner Caruthers stated he felt that six to seven very well equipped volunteer stations were needed throughout the County, located on County property, with written Board adopted policies and procedures to be followed like all other County employees, and if the volunteers do not comply, they would be out.

Commissioner Hatch agreed with Commissioner Caruthers but felt the Fire Governing Board should determine the need for the number of volunteer departments and where they should be located.
Chairman Maxwell appointed a committee to work with the Fire Governing Board consisting of Commissioner Fowler on general policies and Commissioner Caruthers on repairs through Public Works, and report back to the Board within 30 days. 
Paige Vero stated that tires for the Station 43 truck were never ordered and they cover Stagecoach, Falmouth and all the way to Dowling Park.  She stated she would like to know why the volunteers did not get the $15 assessment money.
Commissioner Hatch stated the money was not placed in the right account in the budget, but that had been changed now with Board action.
At 10:00 p.m. Chairman Maxwell adjourned the Workshop.
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