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From The Mayor's Desk

As the Charter Review Committee progresses towards finalizing the new Town Charter, which is slated for a vote by the

residents in November of this year, I am compelled to reiterate a topic that has been a constant point of discussion. This

topic pertains to the crucial decision of whether to hire a Town Manager who can also oversee the Utility Department or

solely hire a Utility Director. Your input and understanding of this decision holds significant implications for the future of

our community.

It is crucial that we address the issue of our Utility Department without delay. The Welaka Utility Department provides

drinking water and processes wastewater for over a thousand people in and out of Welaka. Given the importance of

drinking water and public safety, it is too important of a job to be placed in the hands of whoever the Town elects as

Mayor. Under the current system, the strong Mayor is also the Welaka Utility Director. In the past 3 years, I have

discovered countless reasons beyond public safety why this is a terrible idea.

When I took office as Mayor, I quickly became familiar with our water and wastewater utility system, which I discovered

was appalling. I found a sewer plant that is rusting and falling apart, critical pumps out of service or completely missing,

no map of our system, and no maintenance or improvement plan. The failure of the sewer plant or pumps could have

quickly displaced you from your home for weeks because you could not live in a house without water or sewer. However,

we immediately went to work identifying the most critical issues and then fixing them based on priority. In the past three

years, the Town has spent over $175,000 making critical repairs to our system to ensure it operates properly.

Why so much in repairs? To be very candid, the former Mayors neglected the system's maintenance and repair.

Post-COVID, we have faced record inflation and supply chain issues, forcing the Town to make repairs at one of the most

expensive times in American history. In the past month alone, we have discovered improper maintenance of our system,

which was buried in the ground and could cost upward of $100,000 to fix. We are also working on 3 critical capital

improvement projects, including building a new sewer plant, upgrading the sewer system in Sportsmans Harbor, and

installing a new auto-read water metering system. These 3 projects have been funded by the state of Florida to the tune of

$19.1 Million Dollars, a testament to our community's resilience and determination. If the Town had been forced to

borrow the money for those projects, we would be at $3.8 Million Dollars in loans to repay after an 80% loan forgiveness,

that is, if the state would even grant the loan forgiveness. The Town's annual loan payment for 40-years would be

$121,000 annually. With 730 customers, that would increase your water bill by $14 monthly, just to make the loan

payment, and would not include any future increases for inflation. Your bill is not going up $14. I am simply explaining

what it would have increased to, had we not gotten the grant funding.

As your Mayor, I have prioritized infrastructure and public safety. I have made an understanding of water, wastewater

and grant funding my top priority. I have attended countless Florida Rural Water conferences and training, and even

took the wastewater plant operators class to better understand the process as I oversee the design of the new sewer plant.

However, there is no guarantee that the next Mayor will take that initiative. History has shown us that previous Mayors

did not share my concerns. Also, after taking office, we asked Florida Rural Water to come in and evaluate our system

and determine its condition and repair cost. After a thorough evaluation, they estimated it to be around $1.3 Million

Dollars, not including the recent issues we found buried. This is the reason for your recent water rate increase, so we

could create a Utility Asset Management fund to start those repairs and ensure this does not occur again.

Before you read this and say "why don't we just turn over our system to the county or a private third party?" That will not

solve our problem. At this point, the county is struggling to make its utility system profitable. Also, the repairs to our

system are our concern. Even if a third party takes over the system, they will still charge you a rate to give them the



finances they need to repair and maintain the system. Turning over our system to someone else does not stop you from

being a utility customer, so you will still pay regardless of who operates the system, however, you will lose local

accountability.

The need for a qualified Utility Director is clear. We need a full-time qualified person to oversee the repair and

maintenance of our system and apply for grant funding to help fund the critical projects. Consider this: our former Mayor

was in office for over seventeen years, and no action was taken to apply for grants to fix our aging utility system. We

received over $19 Million Dollars in grant funds only when I took office. Why? I made it a priority to seek this funding.

We cannot return to hoping that future Mayors will take the same interest in our utility system, or we will be in trouble.

As I said earlier, we must have a qualified Utility Director oversee our system and make sure we provide clean drinking

water to our residents in the future.

So what will this person cost the Town, and more importantly, the utility customers, like yourself? Well, recently, the

Town of Welaka did a work compensation study, and below is what we discovered. We expect to pay a qualified Utility

Director a mid-range salary of $80,000 per year, plus benefits. Benefits include paying 80% of their health insurance and

contributing 7.5% for their retirement. So what will the cost be? Assuming this person is approximately 45 years of age

for health insurance purposes, it would be as follows: $80,000 salary, plus $6,120 in Social Security and Medicare taxes,

plus $6,000 in retirement, and $8,100 in health insurance costs. The total cost would be just over $100,000 per year.

This will increase your water bill’s base rate by $11.50 per month.

So what is the alternative? What most Towns our size do, is hire a Town Manager who also directs the Utility

Department. That way, their salary can be shared between the Town government and the Town Utility Department. So

what is the cost of that? The same work compensation study estimates a mid range salary of $100,000 per year. Here is

the breakdown: Assuming this person is approximately 45 years of age for health insurance purposes, it would be as

follows: $100,000 salary, plus $7,650 in Social Security and Medicare taxes, plus $7,500 in retirement, and $8,100 in

health insurance costs. The total cost is just over $123,000 per year. If the Utility Department paid 25% of the salary,

about $31,000, the Town government would pay the additional $92,000. The Town government and the Town Utility

Department have this in their budget currently, meaning you would not see an increase in your property taxes or utility

bills.

In conclusion, we have already seen how critical it is to hire a Utility Director for the future of our utility system. We have

to decide if we want to split that cost between the Town government and the Utility Department for a Town Manager or

only hire a Utility Director and see another increase of $11.50 per month to our minimum water bill. There is a lot of

information circulation about the Town government, which is why it is so critical to get solid information. I deal with

facts and figures because they cannot be disputed.

On a personal note, I want to express my care for Welaka; it's been my home for over 32 years, and my love for this Town

runs deep. I truly care about Welaka, perhaps more than words can convey. I want to assure you all that despite any

rumors or misconceptions, my commitment to transparent governance remains steadfast. Your trust in me means

everything, and I will always strive to keep you informed and involved.

Please don't hesitate to reach out if you have any questions or concerns about anything I've discussed today. You can call

me or email me at jwatts@welaka-fl.gov, and I'll be more than happy to assist you. Additionally, I've included the slides

below from the work compensation study for your review. Your feedback is valuable, and I welcome any thoughts you

may have.

Best Regards,



Work Compensation Study Information

From The Council President

If you missed the presentation by Jim Hanson from the Florida City & County Management Association on April 17th, as

I did, you missed an informative discussion.

In his presentation, Mr Hanson outlined the nature of the Council-Manager form of government, including both the roles

of Council and the Town Manager. Hint: The Council’s role doesn’t change and is still responsible for setting and

approving the annual budget, approving local ordinances and establishing priorities for the Town.

Each week, on Wednesday at 5 pm, the newly appointed Charter Review Committee will meet to discuss the revision of

the Charter, including, ultimately, the form of government that will be included in the updated Charter. As you may be

aware, the Town’s Charter has mostly remained unchanged since the 1940s and is in dire need of revision. The goal of the

Charter Review Committee is to bring a finished document to the Council for review by late June or early July. The

Council will then vote in two separate readings whether or not the new Charter will be placed on the ballot in November

for you, the voters, to decide whether or not to approve the updated Charter.

I cannot emphasize enough the importance of these meetings and the Charter itself. These meetings are a chance for you

to provide input to the committee and be a part of the process.

Please come out and have your voice count.

In Your Service,

Jessic� Finc�, Welak� Tow� Counci� Presiden�

Need A Meeting With Your Mayor? Do You Have News for the Town of

To schedule a meeting with your Mayor, please email Welaka? Publish it here!

TownClerk@welaka-fl.gov Please email the digital image to TownClerk@welaka-fl.gov

Need To Report An Issue or Make A Eyeglass Recycling

Town Code Violation Complaint? Drop your unused glasses by the Welaka Town for the

Street or Park issue? Report online at www.TellTownHall.com South Putnam Lion Club to pick up.

Code Enforcement Complaint? Email codes@welaka-fl.gov

Sponsor an Event
The Events Committee is seeking sponsors as they plan new events for the future. If you know anyone who would like to sponsor

any of our events, please reach out to our Events Committee at events@welaka-fl.gov.

mailto:TownClerk@welaka-fl.gov
mailto:TownClerk@welaka-fl.gov
http://www.telltownhall.com
mailto:codes@welaka-fl.gov
mailto:events@welaka-fl.gov






TOWNOFWELAKA CONTACT LIST

WELAKA POLICE DEPARTMENT MAYOR’S OFFICE
Michael Porath - Police Chief Mayor Jamie Watts
Direct Line: (386) 524-4015 (386) 467-9800 ext. 101
(386) 467-9800 ext. 107 Direct: 386-524-4009
mporath@welaka-fl.gov jwatts@welaka-fl.gov
AFTER HOURS: (386) 329-0801
EMERGENCY: 911 WELAKA TOWN COUNCIL

Council President Jessica Finch
WELAKAMUNICIPAL SERVICES (386)467-9800, ext. 200
Meghan Allmon - Town Clerk jfinch@welaka-fl.gov
(386) 467-9800 ext. 102
TownClerk@welaka-fl.gov Councilwoman Kimberly Dugger

(386) 467-9800, ext. 201
Kendra Quick - Assistant Town Clerk kdugger@welaka-fl.gov
(386) 467-9800 ext. 104
kquick@welaka-fl.gov Councilwoman Tonya Long

(386) 467-9800, ext. 202
WELAKA UTILITY DEPARTMENT tonyalong@welaka-fl.gov
Emma Sledge - Utility Clerk
(386) 467-9800 ext. 103 Councilwoman Kathy Washington
esledge@welaka-fl.gov (386) 467-9800, ext. 203

kwashington@welaka-fl.gov
WELAKA AFTER HOURS
(386) 467-9800 Town Attorney, Patrick Kennedy

townattorney@welaka-fl.gov
WELAKA CODE DEPARTMENT
Welaka Police Department Events Committee: events@welaka-fl.gov
(386) 467-9800 ext. 107 Waste Pro: (386) 328-5445
codes@welaka-fl.gov

Waste Pro: (386) 328-5445
WELAKA BUILDING DEPARTMENT
Universal Building Inspector Putnam County Animal Control
(386) 467-9800 ext. 105 or Option 4 (386) 329-0396
building@welaka-fl.gov

I� i� ou� pleasur� t� serv� th� Tow� of Welak�!




