Budget Workshop Minutes
June 17, 2010, 9 a.m. Thursday

Present: Chairman Earl Perry, Vice-chairman Butch Mosely, Commissioners Gary Phillips, Dr. C.T. Stafford, Russell Smith, Finance Director Carl Rowland, Administrator Tom Patton and HR Dir. Marjorie Mayfield, B. Parsons, sub as clerk for B. King.

Tom Patton, Administrator, mentioned visiting Commissioner Palmer Rich in the hospital, where he recently underwent gall bladder surgery. Tom said Palmer is recovering and should be able to go home soon.

Earl Perry, who along with Russell Smith, comprises the Finance Committee, said they, along with Carl Rowland and Tom Patton met for many days with department heads and constitutional officers to go over each budget. As a result, Earl said they are proposing a balanced budget for next year. Last year’s (2009-2010) budget was $24,525,957 and this year’s (2010-2011) is $24,267,720. These amounts exclude SPLOST and Internal Service funds, since SPLOST, as capital funds, are to be kept separate from regular budget and Internal Service funds are extracted as a line item from each separate department.

Earl said the county can get by this year without a tax (millage) increase from its current 8.56 mils, and without laying-off employees or by requiring any employees or departments to use furlough days.

Russell Smith said the department heads realize that the county is on a tight budget and cooperated, were willing to cut some things and worked hard to streamline their budgets. Earl agreed, and remembered a time when the budgetary process was far more chaotic in the county, when he first came on board eight years ago.
Gary Phillips recognized the fact that having a Financial Officer on board (e.g., Carl Rowland) and good leadership (Tom Patton) had also helped immensely in smoothing/explaining the budget process, and he praised them for their work. Earl concurred, along with other commissioners.

Butch Mosely noted that in Albany recently, there was a two percent across the board salary decrease for employees, which Decatur County will not have to do. Russell noted that decreasing pay in such a manner decreases employee morale as well. Gary noted too that the Board did not have dramatic spending cuts or the need to raise taxes like the Board of Education or Bainbridge might have to do.

Carl Rowland gave a budget overview, beginning with revenues, by saying property taxes and land values are down, which leads to a $300,000 loss of revenue. Gary asked about the Land Conservation Act money owed to the county and Carl said it has not been received from the state yet. It will count toward July 2011 receivables, he said. Also, most residential properties are now valued lower so that decreases property tax revenues. Court fines are up but water and sewer profits plunged ($100,000 down this year.) What has helped the county revenue in light of these facts is that back taxes owed the county are forthcoming, American Fibers & Yarns, for example, who owed the county $300,000 to $400,000 in back ad valorem taxes for current year, and that much again next year.
Also, Carl said there are FEMA reimbursements forthcoming for Public Works projects completed over the last year. In addition, Carl projects a couple of hundred thousand dollars in savings from what the county did not spend. Carl told department heads and constitutional officers to not spend money thay did not have to spend.

Carl noted that expenses for indigent defense went up $40,000 last budget cycle, as well as animal control costs (in part due to an increase of number of stray animals picked up by the Sheriff’s Office.) Pam Immendorf told Carl that the county may want to consider changing its policy (which will require an amendment to the current animal control ordinance) to allow only three days before euthanization (which the City of Bainbridge chooses to do) rather than the five day waiting period, as is currently written in county ordinance. Such a move to three days could save the county $25,000. Also, Rep. Gene Maddox is sponsoring legislation to have animals scanned for microchip identification to prevent those animals being unnecessarily destroyed before owners can be contacted, or rather to facilitate locating owners and charging them money to pick up their animals. Also to be considered, Carl, said, charging owners who call SO for animal pick up a fee for getting the deputies to come get animals. As it currently stands, SO is picking up these animals at no charge to the person who calls, and at greater expense to county.
Carl said money for fire equipment, Sheriff’s Office vehicles and Public Works equipment has been shifted to SPLOST. A USDA grant will fund this year’s purchase of Sheriff’s Office vehicles, with no new purchases until next year. Overall, Carl said he was happy with the budget this year. He noted a supplement page 1-A listing internal fund and capital costs for commissioner information only. He said a DCCI prisoner account has been established as well as a special revenue fund ($100,000) and a Clerk of Court records fund ($20,000). Clerk of Court Cecilia Willis wants to computerize all property records for attorneys et al and she will eventually charge them for access to the computerized documents. She has applied for an $80,000 grant to support this project. The EMS department was recently awarded a $73,000 grant to purchase an ambulance (bids for which are now being sought), with an additional $16,000 to come out of SPLOST for this purchase.
Revenue from landfill will be a little higher this year (Carl is looking into a bid on 60 tons of sludge from a Tallahassee water treatment plant), revenue is down for natural gas but a little profit is expected at airport as more fuel is expected to be sold this budget year. Gary Phillips asked about a memo regarding Industrial Park tenants behind on water bills, and Carl affirmed this is true, but not as much as previously reported: Danimer actually owes about $3,000 to $4,000 for water at the park. Charles Stafford asked about closure costs at old landfill and Carl said these are only for technical monitoring. Charles also asked about 5% rise in health care insurance costs and Carl said that is included in the budget, that county had a 5% percent increase last year as well. New health care laws affect the county only insofar as covering children up to age 26 instead of 25. Carl, Tom and Marjorie all spoke of how being self-insured has saved a lot of money for the county. He also asked about wellness programs and Marjorie said the county still holds health fairs and offers free generic drugs to those who participate in same. The county’s TPS (third party administrator for health coverage) also monitors/tracks drug usage by prescription tracking employees, so it can detect if abuse is going on. Most notably, Carl and Marjorie noted that there were seven county employees who died this year, all of whom died of cancer-related illness save one.
Carl noted Public Defender’s office has increase due to legislation and talk turned to unmandated legislation that adds to local government costs. Carl also noted that the county did not spend all of its contingency funds last budget year and the Sheriff’s Office had to increase animal control budget by $40,000 but cut jail costs to help compensate for that. 

In Tax Assessor office, Norman and Sons Appraisers are working on a third of all properties and adding or deleting properties from tax rolls, or making adjustments to appraisals as needed. GIS will eventually be available for the Tax Assessor office, Carl said, but will cost about $60,000. Another $10,000 is in Tax Assessor budget to replace old computers. Streamlining getting the tax digest to Atlanta was also discussed, since the Dept. of Revenue wants to streamline process, and it was suggested that Don Belcher speak to Cecilia Willis about getting up to date technology to allow for this process.
Butch asked Tom about the project to get animal control, or an animal shelter moved to DCCI, to which Tom replied that there are a couple of other pending projects first, e.g. visitor’s center at DCCI, Ag building at fairgrounds (new extension office) and Slough Loop Road project. (As an aside, Tom noted that Slough Loop Rd. residents want a guarantee of no more flooding; not able to provide that.) Work at fairgrounds is progressing through land preparation, holding ponds being prepared. 

At Waste Water Treatment plant, $40,000 has been allocated for a new pump and work is still progressing on getting a USDA grant ($2 million) and another $1 million from GEFA to replace the old plant. If proposed new prison comes, county will have to upgrade the plant regardless. Another $45,000 was set aside for Ind. Park water system as the EPD said county has to paint the water tower this year. Carl said he would like to get a civilian equipment operator at landfill to supervise running of the compactor, an expensive piece of equipment. Butch asked about profit at landfill and Carl said its net profit was about $2 million, which generally goes to the general fund. Some of the profits need to go for development of another cell at the landfill. The only way to fund the budget and not raise taxes is to increase the revenue stream in the county. He noted that he has been told that the Decatur County landfill is one of the most efficiently operated ones in the south.
Carl said the Board is not ready to adopt the 8.56 mils yet, but will wait until tax digest is complete. There will be no cost of living raises for employees but also no furloughs or lay-offs, and cost of employee health insurance is not going up, plus the county employees still get paid holidays, whereas some governments or companies are not giving those out as much anymore. Employees in general are happy to have their jobs in today’s economy.

Earl said there are 30 minutes allotted for a Public Hearing on the budget next Tuesday at 6:30 p.m., following a short CDBG Public Hearing at the same time and place, in the commissioners’ boardroom at 203 W. Broughton St.

Finally, Carl Rowland asked for the board’s permission to change a $1.2 million retirement certificate of deposit to be placed in a First Port City Bank money market account, a more liquid fund so that, in case of funding shortfalls while awaiting for tax payers to pay their ad valorem property tax bills in December, the county can borrow from the fund to help with costs.  Any money borrowed against this account will be returned with interest to the retirement fund, Carl said. All of the commissioners consented to let Carl use this fund in this manner. Bobby Willis was the county chairman at the time the retirement fund was first set up as he was afraid the county would not have funds to pay employee retirement. As it is, the fund has been growing with interest since not enough employees have vested time in county long enough to deplete the fund (most employees only stay one to two years); it takes at least three years for an employee to become vested and must work five years before retiring and get any money from the fund, Marjorie said. The annual $650,000 GEBCO payment for employee retirement is paid for from this fund, first set up in 1994. 

One further note: Don Belcher is trying to set up a credit card payment system so people can pay taxes with credit cards, and he is also looking into letting people make partial payments of tax bills due each year in December. Cecilia Willis is already getting this set u pin her office; it was suggested Don collaborate with her in this endeavor, as well.
As a side note, Tom said the septic tanks at the old voting precincts recently moved to Climax must be removed by professionals as per instructions from Ansley Johnson at Environmental Health.
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