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Jacksonville Waterways Commission

Bill Bishop, Chair

The monthly meeting of the Jacksonville Waterways Commission was called to order at 9:04 a.m., Thursday, June 12, 2008, in the City Council Chambers, by the Chair, Council Member Bill Bishop.

Attendance:  The Chair, C/M Bishop, the Vice Chair, C/M Webb, Commissioners Nichols, Burnett, Busey, Thompson, Grandin, Grey, Fleming, Pitman, King.  Shirley Nulf, Legislative Assistant, James McCain, Assistant General Counsel, Dr. Gerard Pinto, Jacksonville University, Jim Suber, Waterways Coordinator.  Excused: C/M Holt.  Absent: Self.  Dr. Quinton White, Jacksonville University.
The minutes for the May meeting of the Commission were approved.

The first item on the agenda, Arlington River/Pottsburg Creek Boat Racing Dangers, drew a considerable audience of Pottsburg Creek area residents, boaters, and others concerned about high speed boats and the threat to small boaters, fishermen, kayakers, canoeists and manatees.  The matter was brought to the Commission’s attention in a letter with an attached list of signatures provided by Ms. Angela Blackledge.  A number of boaters expressed concern about any prospective proposal to impose stricter speed limits either by additional no-wake zones, idle speed zones or new restrictions or regulations.  The Chair indicated and announced that the purpose of the Commission’s meeting was to gather information, that there was no proposed new legislation under review or in the works.  A number of speakers opposed any new restrictions, indicating that new restrictions would hurt boating and adversely affect property values.  Enforcement of existing laws on the books was suggested.
Senator King asked Captain Suber if there are speed zones currently in place at the Creek.  Captain Suber answered in the affirmative, reminding the Commission that there are speed zones generated as part of the Manatee Protection Plan.
Commissioner Nichols explained to the audience what the role of the Commission was, that it was an advocate for the safety of both manatees and boaters, that it was the federal and state governments that forced speed zones on us.

Sgt. Propper of the Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office’s Marine Unit explained that JSO has 5 vessels for 125 miles of waterways in the County and that the marine units and resources were deployed to address manatee fatalities based on manatee data provided by Dr. Pinto of Jacksonville University who regularly monitors the number and movement of manatees in Jacksonville’s waterways.  Sgt. Propper indicated that there was no speed zone to be enforced in the creek or other waterways unless there is a manatee zone.  Nearly everyone agreed that educating the public on boating and the nature of the waterways were key components to alleviating many of the problems raised.
In the next agenda item, Captain J. P. Gaither addressed the issue of Paddlers and Boaters on Julington Creek, in light of a recent fatality involving recreational craft.  He indicated that there was a need for an idle speed or a no wake zone especially around the Palmetto Leaves Park for the safety of kayakers and canoeists; tree limbs obstructed views; there is a need for signage.  The Palmetto Leaves Park area is particularly hazardous, according to Capt Suber because of the confluence in that area of the creek being exceedingly narrow and the presence of both kayaks and high speed boats.  Kelly Boree, Deputy Director, Recreation & Community Services Department, said that there is a no wake, idle speed zone in the area.  It was agreed that this was a county-wide problem.
In the monthly St. Johns River Status Report (Water Quality and Manatee), Dr. Pinto reported that on aerial sightings on June 4, 2008, there were a total of 146 manatees sighted, 129 in the St. Johns River and another 17 in the Intracoastal Waterway.  On May 19, 2008, there was a total of 136 manatees sighted, 113 in the river and 23 in the ICW.  On May 5, 2008, there were 147 manatees sighted, 117 in the river and 30 in the ICW.  There have been 3 manatee fatalities reported thus far this year.  One fatality was on May 5, 2008 in the ICW near JTB and the Dee Dot Ranch; on June 3, 2008, a fatality in the Julington Creek area, possibly watercraft related; and on June 11, 2008, a dead manatee recovered near the Lion’s Club boat ramp, possibly watercraft related but not confirmed.
Dr. Pinto explained that with the temperatures in the waterways high, there have been algae bloom sightings and problems in the river already.

Jody McDaniel, Planning Department, updated the Commission on the status of FIND grants and proposals.  
On Pending Legislation, the Commission voted to recommend approval of Ordinance 2008-28, ORD Amend Chapt 366 (Groundwater Resource Mgmt), after a presentation by Vince Seibold, Chief of Environmental Quality, Environmental Compliance Department, updating the Commission on the background and tweaking of the proposed legislation draft.  Key to the success of the legislation’s objectives will be educating homeowners and commercial interests and others on best management practices (BMPs).

Commissioner Grandin briefed the Commission on the request that the Water Access Committee had regarding supplying the Committee with an inventory of various types of access to the waterways.  The Chair agreed to follow-up with that request to the Administration.

There being no further items on the agenda, the meeting was adjourned at 10:59 a.m.  The next scheduled meeting of the Jacksonville Waterways Commission is Thursday, August 7, 2008.
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