Minutes of Marion City Council

earing HRegular Meeting 6:30 p.m.

      JANUARY 10, 2012

A regular meeting was held by City Council on January 10, 2012 at 6:30 p.m. over which Mayor Rodney Berry presided.  Council members Ronald Atkinson, Bobby L. Davis, Ralph Atkinson, Michael Baker, Betsy Atkinson and Odessa Gregg were present.  Also present were Mr. Alan Ammons, Mrs. Patricia Brown, Ms. Pam Jones, Attorney Robert Lee, several citizens and the press.

Councilwoman Gregg gave the opening prayer.  Mr. Ammons led the Pledge of Allegiance and Mayor Berry welcomed all guests and press. (Hometown TV and the Star/Enterprise)

Mayor Pro-Tem Ronald Atkinson made a motion to accept the minutes from the regular meeting on December 13, 2011 seconded by Councilman Ralph Atkinson; motion carried.

City Auditor, Mrs. Brenda Jackson from Kenneth Cobb & Co., presented Council with a review of the audit report. The City received an unqualified opinion, a clean opinion, which is the top opinion you can receive.  She gave an overview of the City of Marion’s budget and highlighted important areas. She stated that the total assets are $14,713,017, which is up from last year. This increase is mainly due to the new Fire Substation and new tennis courts.  There were only three conditions. (A copy of the budget is available at City Hall).  Councilman Davis asked if Mrs. Jackson had a chance to look at our Hospitality Taxes and asked if it was necessary to get invoices or prior approval for purchasing before we do hospitality purchases.  Councilman Davis commented that there were some purchase orders that he had not seen and were not in the auditor’s report, such as a purchase order for a Christmas Booth for $532 and wants to make certain we’re doing what we’re supposed to be doing.  Mrs. Jackson responded that the Hospitality Fund was like any other fund and should go through the same process and if it’s over $75 then a purchase order should be obtained through Purchasing/Personnel and approved by the necessary sources.  Before the purchase order is made, it’s verified to see if there is a budget or if it fits within a budget item, which is done by Mrs. Brown.   Councilman Davis asked Mrs. Jackson to check into an invoice and check for $1,660 for the Mayor’s wife and he doesn’t know whether it was for SHE Magazine or what.  Mrs. Jackson stated that on page 43 the schedule for Hospitality Tax shows the original budget, final budget, actual and variance budgets.  The line Advertising and Promotions shows the City spent $17,528 doing advertisements with Hometown TV, SHE Magazine, Morning News ads, and TV Station ads and was within budget.   We look very closely at anything that may be related to someone in the Councils’ or Mayor’s family.  Mrs. Jackson stated that she would check on that particular invoice, to which Councilman Davis replied he also had others he would also like for her to check on.   Councilman Davis asked if purchase orders are supposed to given prior to something like this.  Mrs. Jackson explained that purchase orders are for something tangible and does not necessarily have to be done for advertising.  Even with no purchase order there should still be an invoice, and if it’s something pertaining to the Mayor it’s approved by the Administrator.  Mayor Berry was very pleased with the audit and thanked Patricia for her hard work and being “by the book”.  

Ms. Andrea Loney, Esq., Executive Director of South Carolina Legal Services presented very informative information on how Marion County residents may be able to receive help on foreclosures and also how to obtain free legal counsel.  Mrs. Loney provided Council with packets with information and brochures to give out to responsible home owners that may need this service.  She explained this program is not a giveaway and not a grant, but a 5 year forgivable loan as the money is paid directly to the mortgage company.  Ms. Loney stated that this money would not be available to those who bought too much house for their income just to “keep up with the Joneses”.  They are not interested in those who do not know how to budget.  If everyone in the house has a car, all the teens/kids have a phone and you can’t make your mortgage payment, you need not apply as this program is not designed for that kind of person.  It is designed for the responsible person who has lost their job or had a reduction in income due to job change, death of spouse, divorce or disability, but will be able to continue making their mortgage payment once their arrearages have been caught up.  Ms. Loney suggested that the brochures be passed out in churches or any local activities.  Mayor Berry stated that the information, along with a contact phone number, would be placed in the City newspaper and asked Andrew if this could also be put in the Star/Enterprise.  Councilman Davis and other Council members thanked Ms. Loney for taking the time to come to Marion to discuss this program.  Councilman Davis reiterated Mayor Berry’s request for a write-up in the Star/Enterprise.

The Marion County Clerk of Court requested to use Council Chambers on February 17 and March 7, 2012.  Councilman Bobby Davis made a motion to accept this request, seconded by Councilwoman Atkinson; motion carried.

Mayor Berry presented to Council the Citizens Advisory Committee’s (CAC) list of potential new members for their approval.  They are Ann Hooks-District 8, LindaWiegert-District 10, Liz Young-District 12.  Mr. Ammons stated that the CAC’s map is divided into 14 districts, which is about 2 members per each Council member’s district.  Council Councilman Ralph Atkinson made a motion to accept these new committee members, seconded by Councilman Davis; motion carried.

Regarding funding the MASC 2012 Municipal Elected Officials Institute of Government classes to be held in Columbia on February 14th and 15th, Councilman Davis commented that the first day is for classes and the second day is to be updated on legislative process and meeting with legislators from this area and would like to attend, along with any other Council members who wish to go.  Mayor Berry stated that he certainly felt this was reasonable and asked to hear from Council what their thought was on funding this.  Mayor Pro-Tem Ronald Atkinson made a motion to fund these classes for those Council members who wished to attend, seconded by Councilman Ralph Atkinson; motion carried.

Next up for discussion was the Miss Marion County USA/Miss TEEN Marion County Sponsorship/Donation request.  Mayor Berry stated that as was discussed at last month’s meeting, the City was going to donate use of the CD Joyner Auditorium and also committed to help with advertising/promotion due to our wide network of media exposure.  Councilman Davis asked what the amount of money requested was to which Mayor Berry responded $5,000.  Councilman Davis stated we should do something to help because this pageant was the result of Proclamations from Marion, Marion County, Mullins, Nichols and Sellers and we all supported the effort of what Ms. Davis was trying to do.  Councilman Davis made a motion that in addition to the venue and advertisement, the City gives $2,500 from Hospitality to help fund the pageant, seconded by Councilman Baker.  Councilman Ralph Atkinson inquired as to what the other entities had committed to the pageant, to which Mayor Berry responded that the County had declined to sponsor the pageant as voted on in the County Council meeting earlier today.  Councilman Ralph Atkinson supports the pageant and feels that the use of the CD Joyner Auditorium, gratis, and the advertising the City can provide is fulfilling our part.  Mayor Pro-Tem Ronald Atkinson agreed with Councilman Atkinson and stated that the City can’t fund everything that comes in front of them also thinks that use of the Auditorium and free advertising is sufficient.  Mayor Berry stated that there is motion on the table and he is going to vote against that motion, but is going to re-enter a motion because he believes in Miss Davis.  Councilman Davis stated that this was not the everyday pageant, it was sanctioned by the City, County and all municipalities and if we weren’t going to support it financially we should have declined it in the beginning.  As far as using the building, we let anyone with a legitimate reason use it.  Councilman Davis maintains that we should try to give her at least half of what she requested.  With a motion on the floor for $2,500 and a second; Councilman Davis, Councilman Baker and Councilwoman Gregg voted yes and Mayor Berry, Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson, Councilman Atkinson, and Councilwoman Atkinson voted no; motion denied.  Mayor Berry stated that it doesn’t mean the City is not behind Miss Davis and the pageant, but that the City has so many requests and this opens the door for so many people to come and ask.  Mayor Berry made a motion that in addition to giving the building free and heavy promotion, to give $500 to the pageant, no second; motion declined.

ADMINISTRATOR’S REPORT

                            Mr. Ammons asked Council to pick a date for the ribbon cutting for the new playground equipment.  Mayor Berry read a letter thanking the City for the new playground equipment and how much all the kids seemed to be enjoying themselves.  Councilman Baker asked if Mr. Ammons could get a commitment from Tim Harper on getting the track field and parking area at Grice’s scraped before we have a ribbon cutting.  Councilman Davis stated that several people asked why there was a seesaw at Withlacoochee Park and not at Grice’s.  Mr. Ammons replied that Grice’s was a bigger unit and the equipment came as packages; Grice’s has 3 sliding boards and Withlacoochee only has 2.  Councilman Davis asked Mr. Ammons to check on the cost for a seesaw to be put at Grice’s.  Councilwoman Gregg feels like the equipment should be the same for children on each end of town.  Mr. Ammons commented that the merry-go-round at Tilghman Park was also being enjoyed by many kids.  As soon as Mr. Ammons finds out from Mr. Harper when the track will be scraped, he will get back with Council on potential dates and times for the ribbon cutting.

                            Regarding the asbestos inspection for the gyms, Mr. Ammons recommended that we do the asbestos survey as it will bring the cost of the hazardous assessment down tremendously and will give us real numbers for the playground project.  Mr. Ammons stated that it would be from an independent company and is considered professional services so it would not have to be bid out and his recommendation is to use SM&E with whom the city already has a relationship.  Councilman Ralph Atkinson asked if it needed to be bid out to which Mr. Ammons replied that we could but he was not familiar with any others in the area.  This would only be to do a survey and take samples and we need it done quickly so we will have a true number by next month’s meeting.  Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson stated that he had a list of businesses that provide this service, but that SM&E’s fees are well in line at around $1,700 per building.  Mr. Ammons stated that we had approximately $4,600 left from an old account that could be used for this.  After some further discussion, Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson made a motion to get the asbestos inspection, seconded by Councilman Ralph Atkinson; motion carried.

                            Mr. Ammons presented a possible sponsorship for the City’s baseball fields.  A business would like to put a sign at the ball field for a cost of $1,000 per year, with our cost being approximately $200 per sign.  Each field could have only one sponsor per year.  Councilwoman Atkinson made a motion to allow a business to sponsor a ball field for $1,00o per year, seconded by Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson; motion carried.

                            It has been brought to Mr. Ammons’ attention the number of “storefront churches” in downtown Marion.  Our Ordinance does not allow for them and this has not been a problem until recently.  In the next month, the City will notify any of the churches not in compliance, which will be any church who opened after 2006 when the Ordinance was approved.  Storefront churches are not allowed in Core Commercial districts which encompasses Main Street.  They are allowed anywhere else in the appropriate buildings.  Also, there cannot be a church in a home; however, a piece of property can be purchased in a zoned residential area and a church built there.

                            Each Council member has received a copy of a proposed “Mission Statement” for the City of Marion.  When applying for grants, a mission statement is usually requested.  After looking over this, please let Alan or Dianne know if you have any comments or suggestions on the mission statement as we hope to have it approved at the next meeting.

                            The County is tearing down the old jail and has asked for our assistance in hauling some debris.  They need to rent a piece of equipment for $3,800 and wants the City to help with the expense.   Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson inquired as to why the VFW (who acquired the property) was not helping pay for it since they were paid for all of the metal and steel they took out of it.  Councilman Davis does not understand why we need to debate this since the County is doing the work to make our City look better.  Mayor Pro-Tem stated that he was not saying the City should not help, but that the new owners should bear some responsibility.  Councilman Baker made a motion that we help and do our part as a City and give the County $1,900 (half of the cost), because we have been on the County for years, trying to get that building torn down and it IS an eyesore, seconded by Councilwoman Atkinson.  Mayor Pro-Tem wanted to clarify to Councilman Davis that he never said we wouldn’t help the County do it, but wanted to make the statement that there WAS money coming out of there with the selling of the steel and he has no problem voting on it.  Councilman Ralph Atkinson commented that he is in favor of helping the County, but he also pays a lot of County taxes as well as City taxes and the jail was owned by the County.  They gave the building away and it was gutted by the new owners and they did sell the steel out of it, which did bring in some revenue.  With no further discussion, the motion carried.

                            Officer Chris Hucks and Sgt. Keith McNeil from the Police Department were named December Employees of the Month and each presented with a gift certificate.

CITY ATTORNEY’S LEGAL UPDATE

                            City Attorney Robert Lee stated that the update will be taken up in Executive Session.

DEPARTMENTAL REPORTS

                            All departmental reports are sent in the Council’s packets.

ACCOUNTABILITY OF CITY OFFICIALS/COMMENTS FROM CITY COUNCIL AND MAYOR

                            Councilman Ralph Atkinson had no comment at this time.

                            Councilman Baker commented that he had already spoken to Alan on what he had, but had a few more things mostly regarding street lights in various areas.

                            Mayor Pro-Tem had no comment at this time.

                            Councilman Davis wanted to make a statement on comments he received on December 28th from a number of persons concerning their water bills.  He realizes this is Grand Strand is in charge of the water and it is Grand Strand’s problem in a sense, but signs at City Hall stated the building would be closed December 23, 26 and 27.  When they came in on the 28th, they were charged an additional $25 and are very upset.  Councilman Davis asked if the Mayor or Administrator would look into that and ask Grand Strand if they would be so kind, since there was a misunderstanding and they did not post a sign or put anything in the water bills to notify us that all bills must be sent to Conway during that time, to reconsider the $25 charge on payments made on the 28th.  Mayor Berry responded that he asked Grand Strand to drop those charges and they declined.  Mr. Ammons commented that they should send out notices to let their customers know when they will be open, as their holidays do not always coincide with ours and he would speak with Mrs. Shelley in the Marion office to discuss what they need to do.

                            Councilwoman Betsy Atkinson had no comment at this time.

                            Councilwoman Odessa Gregg had no comment at this time

                            Mayor Berry commented that there are now about 200 people signed up to use the computer lab.  General Francis Marion weekend is quickly approaching.  Ms. Melanie Dozier from the SC Benefit Bank was on our Swamp Fox Country show.

EXECUTIVE SESSION

                            With no further discussion, Councilman Ralph Atkinson made a motion to enter Executive Session to discuss contractual matters regarding the Marion County Landfill and Receipt of Commercial Property, seconded by Councilwoman Atkinson; motion carried.

                            Councilwoman Atkinson made a motion to enter Open Session, seconded by Councilman 

Ralph Atkinson; motion carried.          

                            In Executive Session, the attorney talked about a contractual matter with the Marion County landfill and Councilman Ralph Atkinson made a motion to authorize Mayor Berry, Attorney Lee and City Administrator Ammons to meet with the attorney from Conway who was recommended to their recommendation would be as to fulfilling our contractual deal with the County and the Griffins, seconded by Councilwoman Atkinson; motion carried.

                            Also in Executive Session, the Administrator talked to the attorney and Council regarding an offer of a piece of commercial property to be given as a gift to the City.  Councilman Ralph Atkinson made a motion to look at that very carefully and send out bids to get environmental impact studies to find out what, if any, contamination is in that property, and bring that back to Council for action.  The motion was seconded by Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson; motion carried.

ADJOURNMENT

                            With no further discussion, Councilman Baker made a motion to adjourn, seconded by Mayor Pro-Tem Atkinson; motion carried.

______________________________                            ____________________________

Mayor Rodney Berry                                                                 City Clerk Pam Jones

                                                                                                            Taped January 10, 2012

            

