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MINUTES OF THE PUBLIC HEARING BEFORE THE BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS OF
CHATHAM COUNTY, GEORGIA, HELD ON TUESDAY, JULY 15, 2003, IN THE COMMISSION
MEETING ROOM ON THE SECOND FLOOR OF THE CHATHAM COUNTY COURTHOUSE,
LEGISLATIVE AND ADMINISTRATIVE BUILDING, 124 BULL STREET, SAVANNAH, GEORGIA.

I.   CALL TO ORDER

Vice Chairman Thomas called the meeting to order at 9:03 a.m., Tuesday, July 15, 2003.

============

II.   INVOCATION

Commissioner Rayno gave the invocation.

============

III.   PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE

Everyone in attendance gave the pledge of allegiance to the flag of the United States of America.

============

IV.   ROLL CALL

PRESENT: Dr. Priscilla D. Thomas, Vice Chairman, District 8 
Frank G. Murray, Chairman Pro Tem, District 4 
Jeffrey Rayno, District 1 
Harris Odell Jr., District 5 (arrived approximately 9:14 a.m.) 
David M. Gellatly, District 6
Dean Kicklighter, District 7

ABSENT: Dr. Billy B. Hair, Chairman
Joe Murray Rivers, District 2
John J. McMasters, District 3 

IN ATTENDANCE: R. E. Abolt, County Manager
Sybil E. Tillman, County Clerk

============

V.   PUBLIC HEARING ON COUNTY’S 2003 MILLAGE LEVY

Commissioner Thomas said, ladies and gentlemen, this hearing is being held in compliance with State law.  The
Chatham County Board of Commissioners has announced publicly its intention to increase the property taxes it will
levy this year by 3.26 percent over the rollback millage rate for General Maintenance and Operations taxes, and 1.49
percent over the rollback millage rate for Special Service District taxes, and 2.37 percent over the rollback millage rate
for Chatham Area Transit Authority.  The purpose of this hearing is to provide members of the public the opportunity
to comment.  The proposed millage rate for the General Fund is 10.367 mills, which is .327 mills greater than the
calculated “rollback millage” of 10.04 mills.  The proposed millage rate for the Special Service District Fund is 3.475
mills, which is .051 mills greater than the calculated “rollback millage” of 3.424 mills.  The proposed rate for the
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Chatham Area Transit Authority is 0.82 mills, which is .019 mills greater than the calculated “rollback millage” of 0.801
mills.

Commissioner Thomas said, a list is provided at the front of the room for you to record your name and address, as well
as the group or organization you represent, if any.  This will allow us to document that public input was solicited.  We
ask that you be brief and concise in your remarks since there may be a number of people that may wish to speak, and
we would like to have everyone to have an equal chance of responding.  So with that said and done, if you wish to
speak, please come forward and follow the procedures as outlined.

Mr. James L. Osteen said, my names is James L. Osteen and I live at 1417 Dean Forest Road in Garden City, and
I’d like to make a comment with reference to the 2.37 percent increase on the taxes for CAT.  In the last five months
there’s been four stories about CAT in the papers that I’ve followed, and the first one was a discussion that the Special
Purpose Local Option Sales Tax, CAT was to get a portion of that was explained adequately and acceptable by Mr.
Abolt at a meeting in Garden City.  Then the story came out about a fare increase because they were running low —,
they had a shortfall, as it’s called, and now there’s an increase in the County budget, I guess to cover another shortfall
that they had.  Then we read about a snafu about CAT accepting an 85-passenger ferry for crossing the Savannah
River when the contract and the architects and the binders and what have you were to have a 100-passenger ferry.
And now there’s going to be a cost to the increased passengers from —, I mean, the ferries from 85 passengers to
100 passengers, and just as a comment for your consideration, it appears that a closer oversight is in order before any
more tax money is allocated to CAT.  I appreciate it very much.  Any questions?

Commissioner Kicklighter said, I just want to comment as Mr. Osteen’s representative from the Seventh District.  I did
vote against the purchase of the ferries out there and felt we could get a better deal.  I’m not satisfied with the current
situation there.  And as far as the increases, I definitely appreciate you coming up and I want to kind of explain the
change of State law a few years back.  They make people hold hearings stating that we were increasing property taxes
if we were not rolling them backward with what the digest increased, so in a sense it gives a false image to the public
because we’re not actually increasing the millage rate —.  Mr. Osteen said, yeah, I understand.  Commissioner
Kicklighter said, — we’re keeping it the same, and I want to —, I know you understand, but I guess I want to explain
for the people at home that we’re not actually increasing the millage and with their Stephens-Day homestead
exemption, their taxes —, no one’s taxes will increase at all to homeowners.  It’s just keeping it exactly where it’s at,
and I appreciate you very much.  Mr. Osteen said, thank you very much.  I do understand that, but I’m just saying I
think that a little bit more attention should be paid to how the taxpayer money is spent.  You know, I don’t object to
taxes, we have to have taxes, but —.  Did you have a —?

Commissioner Murray said, not a question, just as far as the ferry boats or shuttle boats, whatever you want to call
them.  We are concerned about that also and it’s an ongoing investigation looking into that, and I don’t know what the
final outcome’s going to be yet.  I wish we did know, but we don’t.  But it is ongoing and it’s still an investigation going
to find out who is responsible and what it’s going to take to remedy that problem.  Mr. Osteen said, I appreciate that.
Commissioner Murray said, but I appreciate your concerns.  

Mr. Osteen said, a side comment, if I may.  You know, I’m one that believes that government does not efficiently run
a free enterprise system, and it’s just two different objectives, two different reasons for the bottom line, and if it’s turned
over to a private enterprise, where profit is the bottom line instead of services, then there might be a different outcome.

Vice Chairman Thomas recognized Commissioner Rayno.

Commissioner Rayno said, thank you for coming today.  I, too, was one of the people that voted against the ferry
completely.  I don’t think we should be in the water ferry business and I made that comment about three or four times
at each of the meetings, largely because we don’t have the expertise in that field and when you don’t, you tend to make
mistakes.  And even Mr. Lansing admitted in the paper as a quote that he didn’t understand the business, we had to
hire an expert to do it for him, and when you hire an expert you place implicit trust upon him to do the right thing for
you, and which they may or may not have done.  If the investigation will prove that, I don’t know.  But again I agree with
everything you say.  If there was a need for that particular service, a private company would have come and done it
quite profitably, but obviously investigations were done and we can see there’s not really a market for it, and so
government thinks they can step in and make everything wonderful.  You and I know that that’s untrue.  Mr. Osteen
said, on point exactly.  Thank you.  Commissioner Rayno said, also, with these shelters that were paid for through the
SPLOST, that was my idea, and if you look at it from long term prospective.  One of the reasons only eight percent
of the people use the CAT system of the total population of Savannah is the fact that we’ve treated riders as second-
class citizens.  The administration works hard to get better offices and better equipment and the people that ride the
bus have to sit out in the rain, they have to sit out in the sun waiting for a bus.  Having been a bus rider in a former life
when I was a student, why would I want to ride the bus if I had to sit out in the snow or sit out in the sun?  When a
friend would give me an offer to ride in a car, I’d go there and get there quicker and not have to wait.  But if the
amenities were there, I was more than happy to sit and wait for the bus.  And so it’s our hope that that little investment
in those shelters around the City will increase ridership so we can break that eight percent threshold that it’s always
had and perhaps take that burden off the backs of the property taxpayers.

Commissioner Rayno said, another burden that’s coming up within the next year is the fact that the Federal input into
the system is going to diminish.  The current formula is 80 percent Federal, 10 percent State and 10 percent local.
The Federal’s pulling back money, so where does that place the burden?  Either on the State or the local.  Do you think
the State’s going to shoulder the burden with their problems?  No.  It’s going to come down to the local.  So hopefully
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what’s being done now is going to kind of shoulder the burden come next year so it’s not quite as dramatic as what
you might think it would be.  Mr. Osteen asked, isn’t that the pattern of the Federal Government though to set up these
programs and give you 90 percent and the next year they back out?  Can you back out and pass the burden on down
the line?  Commissioner Rayno said, that’s the trouble with —.  Mr. Osteen said, State to the County and et cetera.
Commissioner Rayno said, that’s the trouble with any Federal money where they hold that little carryout there’s always
a stick attached to it and then when they pull it away, it becomes some kind of an unfunded mandate on you that you
have to —.  Mr. Osteen said, I understand.  Commissioner Rayno said, but I appreciate your comments.  Mr. Osteen
said, thank you very much.  I appreciate your time.

Vice Chairman Thomas said, thank you very much.  

Commissioner Kicklighter said, I just want to also let Mr. Osteen know that the CAT board, the CAT Authority, they’re
basically —, well, it is a separate group that the County Commissioners —, we sit on.  But my personal opinion of the
comparison of the two is that we have more of a conservative majority on the County Commission that would a lot of
times would override had they —, if we had the full authority.  The decision’s made by the CAT board, but there’s —,
how many members on the CAT board?  Commissioner Murray said, there’s four in addition to the nine of us.
Commissioner Kicklighter said, so —, okay.  So we have nine, ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen people, you know, and a
lot of times that board, I believe, possibly spends maybe in my personal opinion a little bit more money than the
majority of the Commission would.  And like the ferry decision, I don’t remember the votes or anything, but that’s
something that I believe if it would have been the decision of the Commission, it may have been different.  So —, that’s
all.

Vice Chairman Thomas asked, are there others who —?  If you wish to speak, please come to the front and state your
name, organization that you’re representing or whatever.

Ms. Marianne Heimes said, my name’s Marianne Heimes.  I’d like to add to the CAT business.  There’s a big article
in the paper this morning about the transfer center.  Now we’ve been in the business of building new shelters, I hope
we’ll take a good hard look at this transfer station because I’m afraid it will cost a lot of money and may not serve the
purpose for which it’s intended, which is to protect the riders.  Back in 1997 I belonged to a group that was studying
that and at that time there were all kinds of things in the building that was proposed, and least of all was protection for
the riders.  So I think that’s something to be looked at closely.  The other thing I want to address is the letter to the
editor in the paper this morning about the lady who tried to take a group of Girl Scouts on the Tybee Pier and was
rudely told that she had to sign up and there might be a fee for that, and I find that as —, you know, I think one thing
this Commission did was build the Tybee Pier for all people to enjoy and I think it’s been a very large success.  I’m out
there fairly often and there are all kinds of people on that pier, fishing, walking, just enjoying the beach, and to say that
a group of 15 has to pay to get on to me is —, I mean, I could take my family out there if they were all here and we’d
have more than that.  Are they going to charge a family for that?  I think that’s something that needs to be checked
because that’s not right.

Vice Chairman Thomas recognized County Manager Abolt.  County Manager Abolt said, I’ll defer to Commissioner
Murray.  Vice Chairman Thomas said, okay, Commissioner Murray and then I have something.

Commissioner Murray said, I didn’t read the letter to the editor because I haven’t read the paper yet, but I did talk with
the lady about this yesterday, and it’s being looked at to find out exactly what has happened and what’s going on with
it to get all sides of it.  But it is being addressed.  Ms. Heimes said, good.  Well, as taxpayers, as you all know, our
services keep going down and that’s one that should be free to everybody.  Thank you.

Vice Chairman Thomas said, you know, I’m glad you mentioned that because during the time when the funds were
solicited during the previous —, the former SPLOST drive, when the Tybee Pier and other facilities were built, that was
one of the main points to, you know, for selling the SPLOST project was the fact that all citizens would have the
opportunity of utilizing the pier and other facilities that were built without, you know, having to pay, those costs because
everybody’s not going to be able to do that and we wanted to make sure that that facility, along with other facilities,
be open to the general public.  Vice Chairman Thomas recognized County Manager Abolt.

County Manager Abolt said, just as Commissioner Murray said, we’re investigating it.  Mr. Lipsey gave me a heads-up
on it the same time I got the E-mail from Commissioner Murray.  I want to lend some balance at this time.  I’m not going
to pre-determine the outcome, but apparently in this situation that was not one event, but this is a tour business and
the tour business apparently on a very regular occasion will present itself with some number of people on the pier
without reservations, so it isn’t an isolated incident, as I understand it.  It seems to be a matter of this operation doing
business.  So, let’s say you’ve reserved the pavilion, you have the right to use the pavilion and all of a sudden then
comes these people who want to be on the pavilion, but in effect they’re in a very large number and they can be, you
know, a problem if you’ve reserved the pavilion.  But, again, I’m not going to pre-determine the outcome of the investi-
gation, but I want to add some balance.  I read the letter to the editor.  I also read the E-mail from Commissioner
Murray, and the letter to the editor was not as specific as maybe it should in explaining the whole situation, but
regardless we’ll get to the bottom of it and fully advise you.

Vice Chairman Thomas said, thank you.  Are there others who wish to speak?  Step up now.  County Manager Abolt
said, we’re back at six o’clock tonight.  Vice Chairman Thomas asked, no further —, nobody else?

============
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VI.   ADJOURNMENT

Commissioner Kicklighter said, I make a motion we adjourn.  Commissioner Gellatly said, second.  Vice Chairman
Thomas said, all in favor.  The motion carried unanimously. [NOTE: Chairman Hair and Commissioners Rivers and
McMasters were not present.]  

Vice Chairman Thomas declared the meeting adjourned at 9:20 a.m.

============

APPROVED:    This _________ day of ______________________, 2003

_____________________________________
Dr. Billy B. Hair, Chairman
Chatham County Commission

_____________________________________
Sybil E. Tillman, County Clerk


