St. Augustine Port, Waterway and Beach District

Minutes of Workshop Session

Tuesday, February 13, 2007

The Workshop Session of the Port, Waterway & Beach District was held in the St. Augustine Beach City Commission Meeting Room, 2200 AlA South, St. Augustine Beach, Florida on Tuesday, February 13, 2007 at 1:30 p.m.

CALL TO ORDER

The Workshop Session was called to order by Chairman Jerry Dixon.

All Commissioners were in attendance.  Also in attendance were the District’s Attorney, Geoff Dobson, Assistant Secretary, Debra Paterson, Engineering Consultant Dr. Steve Schropp from Taylor Engineering, Commander Steve Fricke from the City of St. Augustine Police Department and Sgt. Brian Canova from the St. Johns County Sheriff’s Department.  In attendance from the public was Jim Paterson.

THE RIGHT FOR A MEMBER OF THE BOARD TO VIEW PORT DOCUMENTS

Although this appeared later in the Agenda, Mr. Dobson had to depart early due to a conflict in his schedule.  Since no formal actions are allowed during a Workshop Session, Chairman Jerry Dixon gave Mr. Dobson permission to discuss this topic first and then depart.  Every member of the Board has a right to view documents.  Insofar as obtaining copies, there is only one requirement which means that anything which has identifying information as to Social Security numbers, the public record holder is required to delete that information from any documents that are reproduced for viewing.  This also applies to home addresses of law enforcement officers.  Copies can be obtained that is public record.  The person who has custody of the records desired, should be given a reasonable time to produce the copies.  The Attorney General has indicated that there is no specific time set forth in the Statutes what would be “reasonable” to reproduce documents.  Insofar as the general public is concerned requesting copies, they can be charged $.15/page.  There were no questions.

Commissioner Carl Blow indicated he had been contacted by F.A. Marine.  They would like to be at the Meeting on February 20, 2007 to discuss a problem at day marker #15 in front of St. Augustine Marine.  Since the Agendas have already been sent out for that particular Meeting, this topic will be brought up under New Business.

VISION AND GOALS OF THE ST. AUGUSTINE PORT, WATERWAY & BEACH DISTRICT

Commissioner Jay Bliss indicated that the vision and goals should include a more active role to ensure that the waters of the District are environmentally safe and well managed.  He referred to a Legislative document that was approved in 2000 indicating that the Port would take care of “these things”.  He feels that the St. Augustine Port, Waterway & Beach District needs to take a more active approach.

OVERSIGHT AND OVERVIEW OF WATERFRONT LANDS & CLOSING DOWN OF PUBLIC ACCESS TO THE WATERFRONT

Chairman Jerry Dixon pointed out that where the edge of the water stops, “so does our authority.”

Commissioner Jay Bliss indicated that his feeling is “as far as the overall purpose of the Port, I feel that our mission should be to enhance the waterways and to maintain the environmental purity…my feeling is that we should be far more active and have that as a goal.”  He noted that when he brought up the subject of closing down public access to the waterfront, he was referring to “the Working Waterfront Legislation that was enacted in 2005 and that Working Waterfront Legislation is asking communities such as ours to examine, inventory and outline what are the wonderful ingredients there that you want to try to preserve and I think that we have many places like that, particularly along the San Sebastian River and I think that this Board should…attempt to get the players involved, that is the County and the City and the Port – and see what needs to be done to create the Comprehensive Plan that was required by the Legislature in the first place.”

Chairman Jerry Dixon noted that he thought the full Board was in agreement with that.  He indicated that this was a Comprehensive Land Use Issue with either the City or the County being in charge of that.  To his knowledge, the Comp plan for the City and the County is “pretty much a State issue.”  If there is a public right-of-way to the water, as a road, that's a strip of land that has not been paved, they are not allowed to vacate that.

Commissioner Tom Rivers asked Commissioner Jay Bliss for an example.

Commissioner Jay Bliss responded that he was happy that the Board was contemplating and hoped for approval of a Contract with the Conch House for the use of their pump-out boat to service the area north and south of the Bridge of Lions and in Salt Run.  He reiterated what he has said in the past, that an Executive Director needs to be hired to “keep tabs on events that are taking place…”

Chairman Jerry Dixon indicated it was premature to have an Executive Director at this time and Commissioner Carl Blow agreed due to the Port’s budget as a salary and benefits would be required.  Discussion followed and it was pointed out that the Port’s monies come from taxes, not from grants as well as the Port taxing district does not cover the entire County.

Commissioner Tom Rivers agreed with Commissioner Jay Bliss that an Executive Director is necessary and Chairman Jerry Dixon pointed out the budgetary requirements for such a Director.  Discussion ensued regarding the Port’s monies are in the budget for on-going projects.

Commissioner Jay Bliss pointed out that as the “local governmental agency, the requirement that we be ready to provide a spoils area for the San Sebastian River dredging.  When that materializes, why then that is a major expense that we are going to incur…but that is the major dollar requirement that we have hanging over us right now.”

Dr. Steve Schropp indicated, when asked by Commissioner Jay Bliss, that “the District is the local sponsor for the San Sebastian River which is a Federally authorized channel.  As the local sponsor, one of the responsibilities of the District is to provide dredge material management facilities if needed.”  He pointed out that the San Sebastian River has not been dredged for many years and to his knowledge, the Corps of Engineers has no plans to dredge it.  Should the Corps of Engineers take action on that channel, the Port District would be expected to act as the local sponsor and assist the Corps in the dredge material management.

Commissioner Carl Blow pointed out that F & A Marine is working for Tidewater assisting with concrete material (bridge grout) as well as working at the end of Nix Boatyard Yard for the new dry storage area.  F.I.N.D. has two spoil disposal sites relatively close by the area.

DERELICT BOATS

Discussion followed regarding a boat north of the Bridge of Lions that is still under water with the mast unlit and it being a hazard to navigation along with another boat nearby – a blue hulled sailboat as well as insurance required for boats.  Older boats require costly insurance.

Chairman Jerry Dixon brought up the point that he didn’t think it was correct that if a transient boater’s boat sunk, the taxpayers end up paying for it’s razing.

Vice-Chairman Barry Benjamin noted that in his conversations with John Luhrs of Luhrs Mainship Corporation, Mr. Luhrs indicated that if the green sailboat that is near his property was taken to his lift, he will cut the boat up, if the City will supply a dumpster in which to put the remains for free, as well as others in the City area.

Commissioner Carl Blow remarked about a boat that was sinking and was threatening a dock.  The Marina owner contacted a local marine contractor to get the boat out of the area, for which he paid.  The owners knew of what he was doing on their behalf, and the boat was put on a sandbar.  Unfortunately, this is now in litigation in Federal Court where the Marina owner and the marine contractor are both being sued.

Commander Steve Fricke took the podium.  He explained that he has worked out an agreement with the Attorney of record.  They are anticipating within the next two weeks to have that boat removed.  The City has agreed to transport it, cut the vessel up and remove it.  He has offered the Attorney of record (Mr. Trialbridge) the opportunity to be present when the vessel is removed.  Mr. Trialbridge has given Commander Fricke to sign off on a document releasing the Devlin Group of any legal responsibility for removing the vessel.  Discussion followed.

Commander Fricke explained that with the assistance of the Florida Fish & Wildlife Commission, they recently conducted a survey indicating that there are 172 vessels currently moored in St. Augustine’s waterways, 22 of which had expired registrations indicating approximately 11% non-compliance rate.  Currently 6 derelict vessels are out for bid to be removed.  He also corrected the Board’s idea that the blue hulled sailboat sunk due to the other vessel that Commissioner Bliss spoke about earlier.  It took on water; the other submerged vessel didn’t damage it – it was simply in poor condition.  It has been moved and tagged for removal.  When asked by Chairman Jerry Dixon what suggestions he had for the future on this problem, he answered, “I think the Harbor Management approach long-term is your solution – we’re at 11% non-compliance which if you look at it from a traffic law enforcement perspective, is well within the norm.  We’d like to have 100% compliance – you’re never going to have that as long as you have human beings…”  Tim Fleming, the Contracts Administrator and Deputy Director of General Services for the City of St. Augustine has widened the bid process and is now contacting individuals in Volusia and Duval Counties to see if anyone is interested in bidding on the project.  Since 2002, over 36 vessels have been removed of which the Port Board has funded about 19 of those.  There was a Trust Fund that the State of Florida used to subsidize, but no longer does.  He reported that about 2-1/2 months ago, he began meeting with the Florida Fish & Wildlife Commission and the Tax Collector’s office and they have developed a “rather novel approach that we are going to be pursuing during the course of this year dealing with all aspects of enforcement.  We plan during this current year to board every vessel that is a liveaboard and the Florida Fish & Wildlife Commission is going to test their holding tanks and find out whether or not they are in violation.  The Property Appraiser’s office is taking the responsibility of dealing with (the) administrative side of expired registrations and they are in the process as we speak of contacting the registered owners on all of 22 of the vessels that we have advising them that their registrations are expired and they are going to be taking action on that part.  We also put together a master list at the Police Department of all the registered owners so if we catch them walking out of the Trade Winds one night on a bar fight call or a disturbance call, we’re going to also be discussing their improper registration – that gets us around the aspect of actually having to find them on the road…”  He explained that John Regan apologized for not being at the Workshop Session due to a conflict and as he has moved up in the “City hierarchy”, he is planning on turning over some of his responsibilities with the Port Board to Jim Piggotte, who is the General Services Director for the City of St. Augustine.

Sgt. Canova reported that they have been working with North Florida HIDA – high agency drug trafficking and they have a maritime project now to concentrate on everything from drugs to aliens coming in through the waterways.  They have found that in St. Johns, Duval and Nassau Counties, either derelict sailboats or sailboats are sometimes used for meth labs as well as growing marijuana.  Discussion followed.

Commissioner Jay Bliss remarked that both law enforcement gentlemen pointed out that taxpayer money goes to take care of the “problem” and the Port Board is providing funding for those efforts.  He stressed the importance of expanding the boundaries of the Port District.

Commissioner Tom Rivers wants to know the exact procedure – step by step – to expand the District’s boundaries.

BOAT RAMPS

Commissioner Tom Rivers pointed out that the NE FL Regional Council has been doing a study about boat ramps in all 7 counties of the Regional Planning Council.  When they are finished with their study, he will obtain copies for all of the Port Commissioners.

Commissioner Carl Blow handed out literature from F.I.N.D. dated January 9, 2007 regarding the 2007-08 Waterways Assistance Program.  He pointed out that Taylor Engineering is looking into issues of the costs to do a bathymetric survey at the Lighthouse Ramp, since the permit is already “in hand” to do that work, it would be an excellent candidate for a grant application under the Waterways Assistance Program.  He pointed out that it is actually a 58-page document that can be found on F.I.N.D.’s web site as he didn’t print all of the pages out for the Board’s perusal.

After Commissioner Jay Bliss asked Commissioner Carl Blow if Will Smith from the County was applying for those funds in their entirety, Mr. Blow said, “from talking to Chuck Padera, who is our Representative from F.I.N.D. and…apparently the County has made or they will be making application for upgrading a number of ramps, but appears, and I don’t think the final numbers are in yet for F.I.N.D., but it appears that the amount of money that the County’s requesting will not exhaust the amount of money that may be available for St. Johns County in this grant cycle.”  It was suggested to him that the Port Board pursue submitting grant applications.  He thinks that Mr. Padera will be at Port’s next regular Meeting and went on to explain the process of how F.I.N.D. reviews the grants and the scoring system involved.  Discussion followed regarding the time limit involved and the fact that perhaps a grant could also assist in the San Sebastian River area.

AIRPORT AUTHORITY BOAT RAMP
Commissioner Jay Bliss inquired how viable that area was for a ramp.

Chairman Jerry Dixon indicated that they are in the process of permitting and building out behind the tower.  Part of that land is not usable for the Airport and there have been discussions about having a park there.  There is a creek in that area, although it has silted in over the years.  The canal would have to be maintained and reroute it. The key to that is if the permitting can be available to open up and maintain that manmade channel, which he will check on and report back at the next regular Meeting.  Discussion ensued.

The subject of artificial reefs came up and Commissioner Carl Blow indicated that Airport staff told him that they had come up with additional reinforced concrete pipe that they’ve added to the pile that they have been collecting.

Chairman Jerry Dixon noted he would find out when the next meeting is on the subject, which he believes occurs every 2 months, with an update from the Contractor, DOT and the Engineers on the Bridge of Lions where a status report is given.  He elaborated on the different agencies involved in these meetings and indicated he had represented the Port District at the last meeting.  Commissioner Carl Blow volunteered to attend the next meeting.

HARBOR MANAGEMENT PLAN
Chairman Jerry Dixon said that Mr. Regan from the City wanted to get back to those discussions after the holidays and Taylor Engineering is awaiting for direction.

Dr. Schropp indicated he had spoken with Mr. Regan and the City is still at a standstill – there is no change at this time.

Commissioner Jay Bliss brought up Hospital Creek’s problems and Vice-Chairman Barry Benjamin reminded the group that the Port has policing authority.  Discussion followed regarding mooring fields, private moorings and the Harbor Management Plan.

Discussion ensued, after Commissioner Jay Bliss questioned the overtime that is paid by the Port Board to the City Police Department for policing the waterways.

TAYLOR ENGINEERING’S MASTER PLAN
Commissioner Jay Bliss went over page number 48 of the Master Plan and again, he strongly urged expanding the District’s boundaries as well as hiring an Executive Director.

Regarding expanding the District’s boundaries, Commissioner Carl Blow suggested a fairly inexpensive way “to test the water on that might be to hire someone to do some sort of survey…telephone or mail survey just to see what kind of response we got from people that live outside…a poll.”

Dr. Steve Schropp gave out handouts, a copy of which will be attached to the Minutes in Port’s permanent Minute Book.  He indicated that in 1993, the first Master Plan was prepared. The Port District reviewed, accepted and accomplished a number of recommendations in that plan.  In 2004, the Board asked them to update it since there had been many changes since 1993 in the County.  They found that the basic function of the District hadn’t changed but many of the things that had taken “sort of a back burner in the past…become a little more important now with population growth and with funding sources and other agencies drying up, the District could take on a more active role in some things.”  The District serves two separate constituents, “one set would be the local constituents that look for the boat ramps, that look for the shoreline improvement, they look for the markers in Salt Run, they look for the things that the local boaters really want for their not too far ranging boating activities and then as the Federal navigation sponsor, you also have obligations with the St. Augustine Inlet.  F.I.N.D. handles the Intracoastal Waterway, but the District’s also sponsor for the San Sebastian River so you have another set of constituents, which are those, and maybe they are fewer in number, but in terms of dollar obligations, may be quite large – those users that use St. Augustine Inlet, those that use San Sebastian River, for both commercial and recreational purposes…”  The result of all of this is the vision statement that is on the first page of Port’s web site.  They recognized that the Port District has limited resources and limited funds as well as limited boundaries so they set forth a number of recommendations that the Board would use as a framework for discussion and ultimately decide which of those recommendations, if any, best suit the vision that the District developed.  He went over all of the recommendations.  With regard to hiring an Executive Director, he pointed out that other Districts have staff members to assist the Board in carrying out the day to day functions of the District which doesn’t necessarily have to be a full-time position; it can be a part-time position.  “…assuming the District moves ahead with a more expansive set of programs, that will become necessary.”

Chairman Jerry Dixon suggested that all members of the Board pull out the updated Master Plan and review it to refresh their memories.

VILANO BOAT RAMP
Chairman Jerry Dixon brought up the landscaping idea for the Vilano Boat Ramp.

Commissioner Carl Blow suggested having a sign erected on the expansion for the parking area at the Vilano Boat Ramp on the land donated by the Port District.

Vice-Chairman Barry Benjamin reminded the Board that the County indicated that if the Port Board came up with the wording, it would be glad to do that.  Discussion ensued regarding the possibility of new boat ramps.

RIVER WALK
Chairman Jerry Dixon explained the original concept of the River Walk along the San Sebastian.  Discussion followed regarding past and future plans and the problems that had incurred because of one of the property owners along that area.  Discussion followed.

Vice-Chairman Barry Benjamin reminded the Board that the River Walk project was a partnership between the Port Authority, F.I.N.D. and the City.  Discussion ensued.

GETTING THE INLET OUT OF THE COBRA AREA
Chairman Jerry Dixon explained that work that had been done began with a study with Taylor Engineering and the Army Corps of Engineers on feasibility and the cost of dredging and maintenance dredging in Salt Run and in the course of that, found out that Salt Run is included in the COBRA area.

Commissioner Carl Blow explained when and how this all came about and suggested working with Congressman Mica and Senators Nelson and Martinez to “modify the map, basically.”

Chairman Jerry Dixon reminded the Board that they authorized him to write a letter to all three of those gentlemen, which he did.  While he was at the F.I.N.D. reception, he was introduced to a lobbyist group out of Washington, DC that worked with a number of people.  Since Commissioner Carl Blow worked on this project as a private citizen prior to becoming a Commissioner, he brought him into the discussion and then he left to avoid anyone viewing the two Commissioners talking which could lead to a violation of the Sunshine Law.

Commissioner Carl Blow explained he had met a lawyer out of DC who specializes in representing governments in Washington, primarily to help local governments obtain grant money or solve problems such as the Coastal Barrier Protection Act issue.  Due to governments needing to budget yearly, these lawyers are paid by the month, not the hour.  The gentleman with whom he was conversing indicated he was going to contact John Regan to see if the City would be interested in hiring them and perhaps if the City hired that particular firm, the Port might be able to “kick in a little money and tag along with the City and they could help us out up there…”  He will pursue this further.  Discussion followed.

Chairman Jerry Dixon indicated he had received a call from Old City Web Services regarding the web addresses are up – at $20.00/year.  Commissioner Tom Rivers will follow-up on that subject prior to the next regular Meeting.

Commissioner Jay Bliss announced that the Boat Show is May 4, 5 & 6 in St. Augustine and the Marine Industry Association of NE FL is hosting it.  Discussion ensued.

Chairman Jerry Dixon asked Mrs. Paterson about a Contract on which he thought he was to address.

Mrs. Paterson explained that it is on the next regular Meeting’s Agenda and that it was a Contract with the City of St. Augustine Beach for holding meetings at the facility.  She will do her best to get a copy to each Commissioner for discussion at the next Meeting.  It is a Hold Harmless Agreement stating such things that if we don’t pick up all paperwork such as Agendas, handouts, if the lights are not off, if the recording equipment is not turned off, if the doors are unlocked, if something is spilled on the rug and not cleaned up or if the key is not returned, you are assessed a fine immediately.

Chairman Jerry Dixon adjourned the Workshop Session.
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