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August 23, 2005

Suwannee High School Auditorium

Live Oak, Florida


5:15 p.m.
The Suwannee County Board of County Commissioners met for the continuation of the Public Hearing held on August 16, 2005 concerning the Solid Waste Resolution and Fire Assessment Resolution, and the following were present: Chairman Billy Maxwell, Commissioner Jesse Caruthers; Commissioner Ivie Fowler; Commissioner Randy Hatch; Commissioner Douglas Udell;  Michael Tyson, Betty Carver, and Dean Papapetrou, Deputy Clerks.
Chairman Maxwell called the meeting to order at 5:30 p.m. and led the invocation followed by the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America.   
Chairman Maxwell welcomed the citizens to the Public Hearing.  Chairman Maxwell stated the first order of business was to consider adopting the Solid Waste Assessment Resolution in its entirety.
Commissioner Udell moved to adopt the Solid Waste Assessment Resolution in its entirety with the rate of assessment of $114.48 per household.  Commissioner Fowler seconded and the motion carried unanimously.

Chairman Maxwell recognized Deputy Clerk Mike Tyson who wished to clarify, for the record, the votes on fire assessment rates set at the previous public hearing on August 16, 2005. 
Chairman Maxwell called for a show of hands as to how each commissioner voted on each of the following assessments at the August 16, 2004 public hearing: 

A)      Residential Dwelling Unit assessment at $37.31 – motion carried 4-1
with Commissioner Caruthers opposed.

B)        Non-Residential (commercial) at $.07 per square foot–motion carried
4-1 with Commissioner Caruthers opposed.


C)
Hotel/Motel/RV Park assessment of $133.73 per unit–motion carried 4-1 with Commissioner Caruthers opposed.


D)
Land not greater than 160 acres per parcel assessment of $11.89 with an amendment stating adjoining parcels could be combined failed 3-2 with Commissioner Caruthers, Commissioner Fowler and Chairman Maxwell opposed. 



Land over 160 acres assessment of $.09 per acre failed 3-2 with Commissioner Caruthers, Commissioner Fowler and Chairman Maxwell opposed.

Commissioner Hatch moved to revisit and reconsider the first three assessment categories; Residential, Non-Residential and Hotel/Motel/RV Park.  Commissioner Udell seconded and the motion carried unanimously.

Chairman Maxwell then called upon Crystalyn Carey, Attorney with Nabors, Giblin & Nickerson, P.A. 

Ms. Carey explained there were two options or two ways to assess land.  She advised one option was per acre and the other was by the tiered rate.  She stated under the tiered rate, the property owners could combine adjoining parcels under common ownership through applying to the County Coordinator, not the Property Appraiser, by October 1 and would not be required to reapply annually. She stated that in order to obtain an exception for timber property, the owner would have to apply to the County Coordinator for this exemption annually.  
Ms. Carey stated under the per acre charge of $.69 up to 640 acres, the assessment above 640 acres would be placed on a separate bill to the property owner.  She stated that in order to obtain a timber property exception, the owner would have to apply to the County Coordinator by October 1 and renew annually. 

At 6:00 p.m. Chairman Maxwell opened the floor for the public hearing and asked that anyone wishing to speak limit their comments to five minutes.
Gloria Lee stated she was very concerned about the possibility of having no fire service if there was no fire assessment.  

Commissioner Caruthers stated the audit shows $2.9 million in surplus and the fire service could operate on those funds for a year and then let the public decide by voting through a referendum. 
Diane Lance stated she was appalled to hear that we may be without fire service.  
She stated that without fire service how could the residents obtain home owners insurance.  She stated she felt the proposed fire assessment was a small amount of money compared to the service the residents would receive.

Lucille Heinrick stated she was concerned about fire protection, especially about the volunteers, and asked what had happened to the $800,000 that was collected last year.

Raymond Payne gave a history of fire assessments in the County and stated his concern about this money not going to the volunteers as it was supposed to.  He stated he had a green bar printout of the County budget (which was out-dated) and stated there was money left in the fire budget according to that printout.  


Donald Hayes, Chief of the O’Brien Volunteer Fire Department, stated the volunteers needed their fair share of the assessment collected in order to operate. He stated the volunteer training was good now.


Scott Beaty, local small business owner, stated he was speaking for the commercial business owners in the area. He stated some buildings in the County were assessed as agricultural and were actually used as commercial businesses.  He stated agriculture was a business also and exempting them was unfair to the commercial business owners. 

Jackie Pell stated he had no problem with taxes if they were fair.  He stated we needed the County paid fire department as well as the volunteers. 

Tracy Dowdy, O’Brien Volunteer Fire Department, stated that Adam McCook, Suwannee County Fire Department, was verbally attacked at a local restaurant by a commissioner stating he would not have a job on October 1st and should be looking for another one.  Discussion ensued regarding the accuracy of  Mr. Dowdy’s statement.

John Luther asked where the $10,000 came from that is paid to the Forestry Department for fire service.  Commissioner Caruthers stated the funds were from General Revenue.

At 6:55 p.m. Chairman Maxwell recessed the public hearing for a break.
At 7:20 p.m. Chairman Maxwell reconvened the public hearing.

There was no one else wishing to speak.

At 7:20 p.m. Chairman Maxwell closed the public hearing.

Commissioner Fowler apologized for the additional assessment money of $15 per household not being given to the volunteers as was the intent of the Board.  He stated he was still working on this.  He stated some parts of this assessment were not fair but the Board had to adhere to the law and had done the best they could. 

Commissioner Caruthers stated the consultants had been slow in providing the Board with the information which would have enabled them to study it properly.  He stated he felt the fire service should be funded for one year with ad valorem taxes and then put on a ballot and let the public decide.

Chairman Maxwell stated he had agonized and worried over this issue, but he felt the Board needed to rely on the report from the consulting firm they had hired.  He stated this law firm is the number one firm in Florida for this type of issue. 
Commissioner Udell stated a paid fire department and volunteer fire departments are needed.  He stated the assessment may not be fair to some but nothing has ever been totally fair.

Commissioner Hatch stated the Board had hired the best firm they possibly could to interpret the law and the Supreme Court rules.  He stated he felt this was the fairest and best way to do the job that has to be done.  He stated he had contacted insurance companies who advised him that with no fire coverage, no insurance policies would be issued, or if they were, no one would be able to afford them.  He also stated he had contacted banks and mortgage companies who had advised that with no insurance, they would not loan any money and would call existing loans due.  He stated he felt the assessment was as fair and equitable as the Board could make it.

Chairman Maxwell recognized Tom Griggs, whose name was mispronounced during the public hearing.  Mr. Griggs came forward and stated the County needed fire protection and urged the Board to pass the assessment according to the Supreme Court decision with the 19% reduction and roll contiguous parcels together.

Commissioner Hatch moved to adopt the per parcel method at 85% with an across-the-board reduction of 15% and combining contiguous parcels, with all new money generated going to Volunteer Fire Departments, producing the following figures: 
A.
Residential Dwelling Unit


$ 39.0203

B.
Non-Residential 



       .0732

C.
Hotel/Motel/RV park



 140.0988

D.
Land per 160 acres per parcel


   12.4356


Over 160 acres



       .0953
Commissioner Udell seconded and the motion carried 4-1 with Commissioner Caruthers opposed.

Commissioner Hatch moved to adopt in its entirety the proposed Resolution combining contiguous parcels with no exemption for timber property.  Commissioner Udell seconded and the motion carried 4-1 with Commissioner Caruthers opposed. (See Resolution No. 2005-68)
Commissioner Udell moved to adjourn the Public Hearing.  Commissioner Hatch seconded and the motion carried unanimously.

There being no further business the meeting was adjourned at 7:50 p.m. 
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