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Making tough, conscious decisions for the budget

I

n one of my columns
earlier this year, I gave
citizens an alert that
unless the tax digest, issued
annually by the county tax
assessor’s office, showed
some incremental improvement in total value, which
translates into increased
revenues from property and
vehicle taxes, that the City of
St. Marys would be facing a
serious funding gap in providing expected city services.
Unfortunately, we have
now received that report
from the tax assessor and it
shows the seventh consecutive year of declining tax revenues. While the shrinkage
is less than some years, it is
still a loss.
When we combine that
loss of revenue with the loss
in Special Purpose Local
Option Sales Tax funding
— remember that this year
and in future years, we will
dedicate $1.64 million of
SPLOST funds to pay the
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water and sewer bond debt
— it means we have reached
the point where we must
compensate for the significant drop in available revenues and take this action
now.
The city has an obligation to citizens to provide
a certain level of basic public services. One of those
is adequate ﬁre and police
services. For the last several
years our fire department
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has warned that because our
two major ﬁre engines are 26
to 28 years old just ﬁnding
parts for repair is an ongoing
challenge. Each year we told
the fire department there
are other priorities and as
soon as revenues improve,
we will replace them. The
city council made a tough
but conscious decision two
months ago that to wait any
longer to purchase new ﬁre
trucks could endanger our
citizens. It was an expensive
but necessary decision.
At the same time, we instructed the city manager to
update a ﬁve-year equipment
replacement plan to replenish the critical equipment
needs in the public works,
ﬁre and police departments.
The list includes basic maintenance equipment items
like the street sweeper that
is on its last leg.
These are not luxury
items. They are essential
equipment to meet our obli-

gations to provide basic city
services.
In 2006–2007, the city
reduced the millage rate —
the rate taxpayers pay for
city services — from 6.7 to
5.6 mills.
In 2009, it was reduced
again to 5.351 where it has
remained for six years. The
city managed very conservatively during those lean
years, and we were able to do
so in part because SPLOST
funds were available to help
us fund necessary public
works projects and unexpected problems.
With the “loss” of $1.64
million in SPLOST funds
to pay the water and sewer
bond incremental increase,
those funds are now limited
for many years in the future.
Having scrutinized our
budget line items, as we always do, we see the only
option, after holding the
line for six years, is to increase the millage rate. We

are proposing a raise from
5.351 to 6 mills. To put that
in dollar terms, it means that
the tax increase for a home
with a fair market value of
$100,000 would be approximately $25 a year.
We will still be conservative. We will still focus on
preventive maintenance to
keep aging equipment alive
as long as possible.
We will still challenge
employees to use new technology to reduce costs and
improve services.
This increase, combined
with the small amount of
SPLOST funds still available to us, will permit us
to fund a very conservative
budget for the coming year
and to implement a more
thoughtful equipment replenishment plan in the future.
The council and I are prepared to answer any questions citizens may have and
have scheduled three public

hearings to discuss the millage rate increase.
The ﬁrst two sessions are
scheduled for Monday, Aug.
10, with one at 10:30 a.m.
and the second at 6 p.m. at
city hall chambers, which is
located at 408 Osborne St.
in St. Marys.
A third hearing is scheduled for Monday, Aug. 17, at
5:30 p.m. at the same location just prior to the regular
city council meeting when
this matter will be on the
agenda for action.
I encourage all St. Marys
citizens to review the charts,
graphs and ﬁnancial analysis. It is your tax money
and your services and you
can expect answers to any of
your questions.
I look forward to seeing
you at one of these hearings.
John Morrissey is the mayor of
St. Marys. He can be contacted at
john.morrissey@stmarysga.gov
or (912) 510-4041.

Celebrate Swimmable Water Weekend

W

ater is central
to our lives in
America, and nowhere more so than here in
Georgia. Our waterways sustain all aspects of our lives.
We rely on them for water
to drink, to grow our food
and to sustain our businesses.
Without water, there is no
life. And without clean water,
there is no healthy life.
We enjoy swimming, ﬁshing and relaxing in our local
waterways; they bring us together and enrich our lives.
As Céline Cousteau and
Wallace J. Nichols highlight
in their book “Blue Mind,”
being near water can calm
and connect us, increase innovation and insight and
even heal what is broken.
They write that healthy
water is crucial to our physiological and psychological
well-being, as well as our
ecology and economy.
It is because of these reasons that the Waterkeeper
Alliance established the
Swimmable Water Weekend initiative. Since 2012,
the Waterkeeper Alliance
has been engaging with communities across the country and around the world to
celebrate the important role
water plays in our lives by
encouraging people to get
out and enjoy their local waterways.
By creating this connection to a waterway, people
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become more impassioned
to protect it and ﬁght for its
future. This has been proven
time and time again. A prime
example is a group of ﬁshermen who banded together in
1966 to take back the majestic Hudson River from the
hands of the polluters who
were destroying it.
These concerned blue-collar fishermen, who later
formed the Hudson Riverkeeper, forced the cleanup
of the Hudson River and
turned it into an icon of ecosystem revitalization. They
demonstrated the power of
deep personal connections
to waterways and the power
of citizen action.
Here in Georgia, we are
fortunate to have the Satilla
River as a crown jewel of our
state, and this is one of the
prime seasons to fully appreciate living here. But the
Satilla River and other water-

ways like it across the country are facing threats like
never before. Aging infrastructure that contributes to
sewage pollution, storm-water runoff, discharges from
numerous industrial facilities
and encroaching development are some of the daily
assaults our bodies of water
face every day.
Adding to this are the effects of a changing river and
coastal region such as sea
level rise, warming ocean
temperatures, increased
flooding and drought and
reduced native ﬁsh stocks.
Georgians can also feel these
impacts in their wallets every
time they pay for crop insurance, the rising insurance
premiums on homes, etc.
We need an army of advocates to tackle these threats,

or the day may soon come
when we can no longer enjoy
the Satilla River the way our
community has for generations.
This coming weekend, we
invite you to become a voice
for the Satilla River by documenting your own swimmable water moments via social
media using the hashtag
#SwimmableWater. As simple as it may seem, taking
the plunge can be the ﬁrst
step in realizing how vital
and important clean water is
to all of us, and can serve as
the motivation to take action
to protect it. With the right
knowledge, everyone can
help their local waterways to
thrive well into the future.
Ashby Nix is the Satilla riverkeeper.

Fall Registration
New Students · August 4 & 5 · 3:00 p.m. - 7:00 p.m.
Returning Students · July 28 & 30 · 3:00 p.m. - 7:00 p.m.
All others by appointment.

Aerial Yoga Coming Soon

Your Performing Arts Center
912-673-9161 · www.ladanceworks.net
68257 LADW 7.16

68327 CC 7/30

