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 TRUE PERSPECTIVES - Ron Stephens on Possible City and County Consolidation      
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Issues in Consolidation of Municipalities 
On April 18, Representative Ron Stephens (Chairman of 
the Chatham County delegation in the Georgia State Leg-
islature) gave a packed audience at Plantation Club his 
insightful perspective on the issues surrounding consoli-
dation of political entities.  It was background for this next 
two-year possibility of the City of Savannah annexing 
parts of Chatham County. 
History 
He first heralded his long motivation to keeping taxes low 
starting with the innovative 1997 Stephens-Day legislation 
helping to freeze property taxes for long-time residents. 
(The implication is that this needs monitoring in future leg-
islative sessions, so it does not disappear.) The city of 
Macon was a very successful example of saving tax dol-
lars by consolidating Macon and Bibb Counties. The re-
duction of wasteful duplication and elimination of turf wars 
produced three consecutive 5% reductions in taxes there.  
Closer to Home 
For our Chatham County, he believes some of the same 
savings can be achieved. Today there have eight merged 
municipal governments in the state. Savannah and 
Chatham county would be the ninth. In Savannah/
Chatham County there have been some obvious duplica-
tion and turf wars going on. Look at the controversy over 
the large police forces in Savannah versus the County. 
He does acknowledge that separate political entities do 
allow for more control, but at what cost. 
He referred to a proposed study by the University of 
Georgia’s Carl Vinson Institute which could shed impor-
tant light on the costs of duplication and advantages of 
consolidation. 
Some cities are doing things well, like Bloomingdale 
which has no separate real estate tax, and utilizes some 
county wide services well, while maintaining appropriate 
focus on their local needs. 
He understands that Skidaway Island is also contemplat-
ing separate incorporation into a city, and feels that that 
outcome could also appropriately avail itself of broader 
services without expensive duplication or turf wars. (At-
lanta has seen several of its unincorporated areas be-
come separate cities, acknowledging some of the motiva-
tion was to retain more control, versus relying on bigger 
political divisions in the counties surrounding Atlanta.) 
Analyzing the Process 
A range of options is possible, from continuing the status 
quo to Skidaway being a separate city, to us being a part 
of a much larger metropolis of Savannah. 
As for us being incorporated separately, there are com-
pelling financial reasons to consider it. We could gain a 
substantial part of the franchise fees that are furnished to 
the political entity. These are fees (3% to 5% in cases) 
from utilities and others that are charged for their access 
to citizens in the political jurisdiction. There is also the 
possibility of keeping the now 1% Local Option Sales 
Taxes paid on the Island. 

The City of Savannah has some financial problems that 
we would avoid, like debt that has to be repaid. Of course, 
Savannah itself could remedy some of that by privatizing 
part of their services, like its water facilities. 
The legislative process within the state has various op-
tions, from an overall vote in the county (where we would 
have less of a say), to a dual referendum where both par-
ties would have to agree on consolidation. The state 
could also mandate that no consolidation would be sus-
tained unless some tax savings were achieved (through 
avoiding service duplication). 
Audience Response - Questions and Answers 
1.When Macon consolidated, did taxes really go down, 
and did all the surrounding communities get a savings? A 
resounding yes, as consolidation really did produce antic-
ipated benefits. 
2. Was the 5% reduction in Macon taxes on all taxes or 
on a portion not including education? The Education por-
tion of the real estate taxes were excluded in the state’s 
mandate on overlap reduction, and education can be 50% 
to 75% of a locale’s budget paid by real estate taxation. 
3. Can Skidaway incorporation allow us to opt out of the 
special transportation assessment, since we don’t really 
need bus service? Maybe a sales tax is the best way to 
pay for extra transportation needs. He himself is an advo-
cate of reducing the use of property taxes to pay for gov-
ernmental services, preferring sales taxes as much more 
equitable. Stephens referred to a failed proposal in the 
past to forgo all property taxes in the state, replacing 
them with a state increase in the sales tax of 2.5%. 
4. What about the unfunded public pension liabilities of 
the various major entities – The County, Chatham Area 
Transit and Savannah City? (Editor’s note: These could 
be as much as $200 million.) Would Skidaway incorpora-
tion save us from paying for a large share of these, since 
we pay now about 12% of the County residential property 
taxes, even though we are only 3% of the County popula-
tion. This is an excellent question which hopefully will be 
answered by the proposed Carl Vinson Institute study. 
5. When will the Carl Vinson Institute study be complet-
ed?  As it was not funded in this year’s state budget, the 
earliest would be by August, 2018. 
6. Will the City of Savannah be disadvantaged by current 
U.S. Congress proclivity to block grant poverty funds to 
states instead of direct federal subsidies? While Atlanta 
has the most problems in the state, the state legislature 
can’t ignore large cities within the state. 
7. If Skidaway saves money by incorporation, won’t that 
hurt the City of Savannah (and the County) by the amount 
of our very savings? Everyone must recognize that Sa-
vannah itself is a core asset to our overall living condi-
tions, and no one wants to hurt the city. 
8. The City of Savannah has special needs to combat 
crime and poverty. Wouldn’t consolidation pass some of 
those costs on an extra basis to communities far from city 
center?                                                                     
         !  
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 TRUE PERSPECTIVES  - Georgia Legislative Highlights 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Incorporation of Skidaway Island and Others 
On May 16.ur local representatives Senator Ben Watson 
and Representative Jesse Petrea lead a seminar on what 
the state of Georgia has done lately to affect us. They first 
covered some bills they themselves had introduced or 
cosponsored. They finished with the prospect of Skid-
away Island incorporating as a separate city within 
Chatham County. 
In general, many Bills are introduced each year, but only 
a fraction go through to final passage. This year 54 of 271 
Senate Bills got passed, and 111 of 524 House led Bills 
got passed. 
House Led Highlights  
• Parole Reform (Transparency) – Victims now have a 

say in the parole hearing, and the Parole board has to 
publicly articulate the reasons why prisoners are re-
leased early. 

• Criminal Alien Bill –HB 452 – more transparency 
again, as the Georgia Bureau of Investigation will re-
ceive info and then post publicly the names and details 
on all non-citizens who are released from prisons but 
not returned to their country of origin (deported). It 
seems those countries don’t want them either. (Editors 
note: some pressure needs to be applied to make them 
accept the deportation of those who illegally entered this 
country.)   

• Shore Protection Act – HB 271 – fixes the archaic def-
inition of shoreline based on 2o foot trees to a more ap-
propriate delineation of actual sand and beach areas. 
This had unanimous support in the House. 

• Rights of Military Veterans to enroll their students in 
the public school of their choice. 

Senate Led Highlights  
On the Parole Bill, Dr. Watson stressed the motivation for 
more transparencies was the high rate of recidivism 
among released criminals – 35% in general, but 71% for 
violent criminals. 
Senate Bill 16 added more diagnoses to the list of eligible 
medical marijuana usage. It is also hoped that this Geor-
gia Law will spur Federal changes to distinguish marijua-
na misuse from that of heroin or cocaine. 
Incorporation of Skidaway Island 
Introduced by both legislators from Chatham County 
(Watson and Petrea), this bill ultimately should allow a 
referendum by Skidaway’s residents to decide whether to 
become a separate city within Chatham County.  
This may have significance in the separate issue of con-
solidating the political entities of Savannah City and 
Chatham County. Separate cities within Chatham County 
have greater opt-out powers. 
The timing of this referendum on incorporation is likely as 
follows: vote to incorporate in the November 2018 elec-
tions, with follow up elections on city council and charter-
ing in 2019, if the vote is to incorporate. 

Consolidation (merger or “annexation”) issues are theo-
retically separate, as is the timing. Because no funds 
were appropriated in this years Georgia Legislative ses-
sion, the earliest report on effects by the University of 
Georgia study group would theoretically be in August 
2018. 
On a key issue, both representatives pointed to a suc-
cessful merger of Macon and Cobb counties, where the 
Georgia legislature imposed a constraint that real estate 
taxes had to decline by 20% over five years, which hap-
pened from the elimination of duplicative services of the 
two entities combining. They would support a similar con-
straint over the Savannah and Chatham county potential 
merger. (Editor’s note: this may be complicated by the 
potential of Skidaway Island opting out and reducing its 
taxes by some $2 million. It is estimated that Skidaway 
has 3% of the county’s population, but pays 12% of the 
real estate taxes.) 
Questions and Answers  
Better service? It has been reported that a new structure 
would prevent FEMA from discriminating against gated 
communities in getting post Hurricane funds. However, it 
is now reported that current local revised procedures 
could prevent that discrimination in Chatham County 
Georgia, conforming to other states where aid is dis-
pensed without such discrimination. 
Linking of the issue of consolidation and incorporation – It 
was confirmed that there is an advantage in incorporation, 
as it gives the new entity more option in any consolidation 
referendum, in ability to opt out if you are a separate city. 
(Editor’s note: the interpretation is that a separate city 
could opt in to the consolidation with the city of Savannah. 
However, the extra revenue from franchise fees would 
likely be lost if consolidating.) 
Fiscal effect and voting rights – in any incorporation, there 
would still be taxes owed to the county, This would still 
give Skidaway Island the right to participate in County de-
liberations on major issues. 
       !  
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TRUE PERSPECTIVES SEMINAR - June 6 - Sheriff John Wilcher 	            
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

County Sheriff John Wilcher’s Report 
A large turnout of SIRC members and guests came to 
the June 6 True Perspectives seminar to learn more 
about Sheriff Wilcher’s tenure in office. What are the 
many and varied functions of the Sheriff’s Office and 
how he is managing this important elected position? 
Sheriff Wilcher did not disappoint, as he gave a far-
ranging presentation in a manner that is at once easy 
going, yet strong and positive. 

Some History 
Wilcher had a 40-year career in the Sheriff’s Office, 
retiring in 2014 as a Colonel. In March 2016, he was 
successful in a run to fill the unexpired term of de-
ceased long-time Sheriff Al St. Lawrence. In November 
2016, Wilcher then won a full four-year term to the 
highest ranking public safety office in the County (re-
quiring an election every four years).  

The Chatham County Georgia Sheriff’s Office is one of 
the oldest law enforcement agencies in the United 
States, having been established in 1732. The title of 
Sheriff was adopted in 1788. Prior to then, the position 
was known as Bailiff and later Provost. Wilcher is the 
63rd Sheriff to serve in that office.  

Challenges to Meet 
When he came into office, there were a number of 
problems needing a solution. One major issue was 
personnel. The department was 108 short of planned 
strength – and is still 40 short! A key problem is pay:  
lack of parity with the level of police compensation. For 
example, his office can only offer a starting salary of 
$34,800, while the Savannah Chatham Metro Police 
offers $39,000. So it is hard to get up to full force. His 
personnel are all certified as police officers, but they do 
not patrol streets. They run jails. 

The Sheriff’s Office is mandated by law to perform cer-
tain functions for the County. The main obligation is to 
maintain the Detention Center (jail). A 2006 Special 
Purpose Local Option Sales Tax (SPLOST) allocation 
project grew that facility to a capacity of 2,360 beds.  

The Sheriff is also required to execute all warrants, 
subpoenas, civil processes and writs delivered by the 
Courts, which is difficult to do within the current budget 
provided by Chatham County. The Sheriff suggested 
that this issue could come to the front soon in the new 
budget discussions.  

The average daily inmate count in 2016 was 1,630, in a 
variety of categories from pre-trial to post-trial. Right 
now, 82 are charged with murder, and another 1,000 
with felonies like armed robbery and drug dealing.   

Another major problem is mental health, with 350 in-
mates dealing with those issues. His office is charged 
with providing humane treatment for all. It costs an av-
erage of $70 per day to house an inmate, with an an-
nual medical treatment expenditures of $7 million.  

Responding to ICE 
The cost issue came up in a question about immigra-
tion enforcement. Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE) requests to “put a person on hold” is costly 
if housed in our County Jail. So ICE requests are often 
met by transporting such persons to an ICE detention 
center in Georgia. 

Combatting Recidivism 
Another issue is recidivism. To help to mitigate this, 
some effective programs were highlighted by Sheriff 
Wilcher. The objective is to establish a transitional 
bridge to help detainees re-enter the community with 
the least number of barriers impacting a person with a 
crime in their past (employment, housing, education 
and treatment).  

The programs have some 95 volunteers as well as 
contracted service providers to mentor and counsel 
inmates. The goal is for inmates to become better citi-
zens before they finish their sentence.  

(Editor’s note: One program allows inmates to learn a 
new skill, like training unadoptable dogs from the Hu-
mane Society of Greater Savannah to be more accept-
able.  Subsequently the euthanasia rate on dogs in Sa-
vannah shelters has, in fact, decreased.) 

Programs for Veterans 
A new Veterans Program was started in August of 2016 
and is also showing very good results, by working with 
outside community partners, e.g. the Chatham County 
Veterans Court and the U.S. Department of Veterans 
Affairs. This is all done without taxpayer money being 
needed to support these programs. 

Finally, the Sheriff reinforced a Conservative precept 
that society needs to get back to basics. Rebuild a cul-
ture of earning, not entitlement, plus supporting other 
basic values that will help people avoid becoming a 
customer of his jail services.                     

       
      !   
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 TRUE PERSPECTIVES SEMINAR - July18 - County Commissioner Pat Farrell    
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Should Skidaway Island Incorporate? 
At the July 18 True Perspectives Seminar, our Chatham 
County Commissioner Pat Farrell elaborated on the key 
issues of Skidaway Island potentially incorporating as a 
separate city. This is especially important as the City of 
Savannah is seeking to annex the unincorporated areas 
of Chatham County. 
The topic is especially relevant as the three Republican 
County Commissioners were outvoted at the last 
Chatham County Commission meeting, when the other 
five voted to  raise the dry trash fee to get an extra $3.6 
million to add to County surplus. (Editor’s note: Skidaway 
Island has about 3% of the population of the County but 
pays about 12% of the real estate taxes.) 
Those three no votes (of eight) represented about 65% 
of the unincorporated population of the County, but got 
outvoted by the other commissioners because of how the 
district voting is designed. 
So, his main message on Incorporation was it gives Ski-
daway Island much more control of its destiny and the 
allocation of finances. Tybee Island has only 3,000 peo-
ple, but its status as a separate city gives it much more 
control than Skidaway’s 8,500 population does, being 
only part of the unincorporated area of the County. 
How the Taxes Work 
Take the 1% Local Area Sales (LOST) Tax. It raises 
about $65 million a year in revenue, but none of that 
goes to the unincorporated areas. 
Consider the Franchise Fees paid by vendors like Com-
cast. 5% of their revenue is a “tax” that gets rebated to 
the County to be used for “public communications” and 
does not go to unincorporated area specific needs. 
Similarly, the franchise fees for natural gas and electric 
go entirely to municipalities not to unincorporated areas 
like Skidaway Island. (How many of our island residents 
pay those franchise fees that never find their way back to 
us?) 
The “sixth penny” – Special Purpose Local Option Sales 
Tax, or SPLOST – is another 1% sales tax generating 
$65 million a year, but mostly for County-wide projects, 
not much for resurfacing McWhorter Road, for example. 
Farrell thus characterized the current situation as “taxa-
tion without representation,” as our voice is not much 
heard when the funds are doled out. If we incorporated, 
and merely kept the new millage rate of 4.99 cents, that 
would generate almost $4 million a year to be spent on 
governing Skidaway and Skidaway projects. 
Expenditures if Skidaway Incorporated 
To form a separate city, at least three services must be 
provided by the municipality (direct or by contract) 
among the following list: police, fire, roads, planning/zon-
ing, waste management, utilities, etc. We don’t have to 
have our own police department; we could contract that 
out to the County, or even to one of the other municipali-
ties within Chatham County, whatever the best deal we 
could work out.  

For fire services, individuals could continue with South-
side Fire, or have the City of Skidaway do it for all, and 
we would have tax-deductible fire service.  
Similar outsourcing can be done is for court service or 
road repair. The Landings Association (TLA) currently 
pays for more than it has to in maintaining roads from the 
bridge to our community. That could be reallocated to the 
right share of maintaining all areas on /Skidaway, sharing 
equitably with the other communities (like Modena and 
South Harbor). 
Questions and Answers  
1. Will the County raise its taxes if it loses fees to Skid-
away, where we don’t gain from the switch? They might, 
but our share of the higher taxes will be much lower, due 
to our smaller population. 
2. Will we have to have our own schools? No, as the 
school system is already shared County-wide with the 
City of Savannah. 
3. Do we need our own police force? No, as previously 
stated, it can be contracted out. 
4. What’s happening with the supposed merger of the 
County with the City of Savannah?  First, that’s only in-
tended to be with the unincorporated areas of the Coun-
ty. Next, it requires a unanimous vote of the entire 
Chatham County delegation to the state legislature to 
even go forward with a public referendum, and two of 
those delegates are opposed to the merger. 
5. What has been Jacksonville Florida’s experience with 
merger and annexation of areas in its county?More 
needs to be researched on that. 
6. What is the biggest downside to us Incorporating, in 
your opinion, as most of the comments seem to be the 
advantages of an incorporation? Possibly inertia and its 
attendant fear of change. However, Farrell was confident 
that plenty of expertise and initiative existed in this com-
munity to easily overcome that slight disadvantage. 
7. Is there a concern about introducing a new level of 
bureaucracy? On the contrary, he was confident that the 
decisions being made closer to the community and the 
control over finances would work much better, as this 
community was not shy about giving feedback to those 
temporarily in charge. 
8. Would incorporation have given better results, given 
the slow and inadequate response by the County to our 
needs after Hurricane Matthew? By all means. 
9. If Skidaway incorporated, would we have a better say 
in whether to be annexed by Savannah?  (Editor’s Note: 
we would not even likely be asked to join them, if we 
were a separate city.) Absolutely, as we would be voting 
as a block for all of Skidaway. If we were still part of the 
unincorporated area of Chatham County, we would com-
prise only about 9% of the unincorporated voting area, 
and could be outvoted by the other areas, and thus have 
to merge into the City of Savannah. 

       !  
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DRAIN THE SWAMP  By Rep. Ken Buck  - Book Review by Dick Berkowitz  	            
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Buck's short book is a familiar message, but his current 
status as a member of Congress provides insights 
and facts of which the public may not have been aware. 
If only half of what he writes is so, our nation is in deep 
trouble and maybe irretrievably so. 
Buck urges citizens to undertake three critical 
endeavors: 
1. Get involved with Article V in your state. 
Article V of our Constitution provides that two thirds of 
both Houses of Congress have the power to propose 
amendments or two thirds of the states can vote to call 
for a Convention for the purpose of proposing amend-
ments.  
2. Choose public servants of good character. 
3.  Hold them accountable.  Vote them out if they do 
not perform in accordance with their obligation to do right 
by the country. 
Re-Election Fundraising is Everything 
Buck’s main thesis is that Congress and too many Rep-
resentatives no longer serve the nation's interests. In-
stead they are absorbed in getting re-elected and en-
gaged in working for their own more narrow interests. 
A primary example is the money those who seek commit-
tee chairmanships or member positions are obligated to  
raise and give to the party’s national committees. Com-
mittee importance is rated A, B or  C.  A prospective chair 
for an A Committee must pledge to raise $2 million and a 
member $750,000 every two years.  Punishment has 
been meted out against those who either did not raise 
these funds or voted against party leadership ie..  sanc-
tions by way of cancelled Congressional trips to funding 
opponents of their re-election!   
Former House Speaker Boehner’s Regime 
Boehner was cited as particularly aggressive in seeking 
retribution —even contriving with Democrats over his fel-
low Republicans to pass legislation he favored because 
of his desire to raise funds from a variety of donors in 
pay-to-play endeavors. 
Buck is a member of the Freedom Caucus whose es-
poused aims are to get leverage for common sense solu-
tions and to support conservative principles. Boehner's 
demise was directly related to a battle over the re-autho-
rizing of The Export-Import Bank. Buck and his fellow 
conservatives concluded that it was a slush fund for cor-
porate welfare which largely favored Boeing. (Others 
have criticized this bank for years, citing corrupt, im-
moral, unethical and even illegal actions by the bank’s 
leaders.) 
“Swamp” Budgets 
Buck alleges Congress engages in passing budgets that 
purposely deceive the public. Budget goals are aspira-
tional and offer guidelines rather than hard caps on 
spending. To make matters even worse, over $310 billion 
spent in 2016 was unauthorized, because Sunshine Leg-
islation is seldom enforced. 

Congress now allows agencies to impose fees, collect 
penalties and keep the funds in excess of their autho-
rized budgets. Recently, agencies kept $516 billion in 
such added fees, while Congress was running a deficit of 
$439 billion. Congress has allowed the Constitution’s Ar-
ticle I, Section 7 (all revenue bills originate in the House) 
to be pierced.  Thus their own authority over agencies 
has been abandoned and/or vastly weakened. 
This has also allowed funding of elaborate junkets and 
private parties. 
Buck cites numerous instances of  government “solu-
tions” becoming disasters - in transportation, education 
and energy programs. 
______________________________________ 

Not only does the federal  
government waste money, it of-
ten delays and obstructs neces-
sary local projects. 
___________________________________
Buck urges President Trump to do the following: 
• Rely less on executive orders 
• Recognize the limits of presidential power 
• Rein in the administrative state  
• Acknowledge that our founders feared the dangers of 

big government that was not subservient to the people.  
Buck rationalizes the need for a balanced budget 
amendment, asserting the U.S. is heading for bankruptcy 
if we continue unbridled spending.  
Inspector generals are ineffective because they lack 
power, being mostly beholden to the agencies and de-
partments they are empowered to investigate.  
Buck's message is disheartening because it confirms 
what many have feared.  We are no longer in control of 
our government. Its growth is amoebic. Its effect is most-
ly negative and its cost is at a breaking point. Govern-
ment workers and politicians no longer serve the purpose 
our founders intended.  We have lost the vision of a na-
tion created and based on a federation of states. 
Buck's is a lonely voice that needs to be heard but prob-
ably will not , because he does not seek personal power, 
but rather wants Congress, the Presidency and govern-
ment to desist in the power grab they have been en-
gaged in for decades. 
Buck is a modern-day Paul Revere but his message is 
different.  The British are not coming; the enemy is al-
ready here. It is our government bureaucrats, the politi-
cians we elect, both political parties, and even a 
Supreme Court that legislates. The desire for power and 
the benefits derived degrades character and the nation's 
primary interests. 
God Help Us!                                

       !  
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