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The monthly meeting of the Jacksonville Waterways Commission was called to order at 9:05 a.m., Thursday, February 12, 2009, in the City Council Chamber, by the Chair, Council Member Bill Bishop.

Attendance:  C/M Bishop (Chair), Council Member Webb; Commissioners Nichols, Burnett, Busey and Fleming; Commissioners Self, Grey, Hartley, Grandin, Thompson and Senator King were excused; Kristina Nelson, Office of General Counsel; Drs. Quinton White and Gerard Pinto, Jacksonville University; Jim Suber, Waterways Coordinator; Shirley Nulf, Legislative Services.
The minutes for the January 15, 2009 meeting could not be approved because of a lack of a quorum.
In the St. Johns River Status Report/Water Quality & Manatee presentation, Dr. Pinto announced the results of the synoptic survey of manatees undertaken by the State of Florida and various counties.  Throughout the state, a record number of manatees were counted, 3,807.  This year, more of the manatees were sighted on the Atlantic side.   In the last aerial survey in Duval County, no manatees were sighted as they are still south of us.  Since the beginning of the year, no manatee fatalities have been reported.  Manatee deaths reported in December were linked to large vessels; these particular fatalities generated a considerable number of telephone calls to Dr. White.  There have been subsequent calls as well, indicating a higher public awareness of the issue of manatee deaths.
Dr. White has been doing a number of radio programs that have generated interest in manatees in our waterways.   In terms of rescues, a mother and calf were rescued last week from the JEA #2 outfall near Bartram Island.  The recent cold weather that came through resulted in manatees congregating at the outfall.
Dr. Pinto reported that the City had requested that JU report on the number and nature of hotline calls received.  There were none in January since we are not in the manatee season.  There have been a number of e-mails, however, regarding the number of manatee fatalities linked to large vessels.

With regards to the water withdrawal issue, Dr. Pinto indicated that he and Dr. White were working on a white paper which is due on March 1st and deals with the cumulative impact study that the SJRWMD has just released.

A letter to the State regarding manatee fatalities in the County is being drafted.  We are waiting to hear from the Jacksonville Marine Transportation Exchange (JMTX) with procedural information on how they are going to deal with manatee issues in the port, information that will be included in the letter that we will be sending off to the State.  We are also working closely with the bar pilots association to produce a placard for tugboat operators and incoming vessels.  We are also working with various contractors that pull derelict vessels to make them aware of the importance of manatee observation requirements.
The Chair asked Dr. Pinto if he could share any insights from the water withdrawal analysis that he and Dr. White were undertaking.  Dr. White said that what the results of the Phase I study were telling us was that the removal of fresh water from the river would have in impact on the river’s estuaries here in Duval County.  A bigger issue raised is that the proposed dredging would have an even greater impact on the salinity shift.  The Chair wanted to know how is it that the dredging would have a greater effect on the salinity shift than the proposed water withdrawal?  Dr. White said that when you dredge, you increase the volume of the river to hold salt water. The ocean is able to push a greater volume of salt water upstream.  At some point, Dr. White said, we are going to have to begin working with the Army Corps of Engineers on how we might mitigate the dredging to minimize the salt water impact by doing some things in the tributaries.
Jody McDaniel provided the Commission with the monthly FIND (Florida Inland Navigation District) update, commenting on the monthly report that the Commissioners had in front of them.  All of the projects were proceeding.  A new update would indicate that two of the 2008 grants have been put out to bid with construction to start in a few months.  These projects are the Castaway dredge and the Sisters Creek canoe launch.  The proposed 2009 grant applications include 7 applications that Duval County will be submitting, five from the City of Jacksonville, and one from Atlantic Beach and one from Neptune Beach.  

Commissioner Nichols said that he was distressed when he looked at the list of 2009 applications, recalling that when he was the Waterways Coordinator, we had completely designed and permitted the Arlington River dredge; that permit expired a few months ago and now that project is back on the application list again.  What had happened was that the Arlington River dredge and the Jacksonville Zoo dock extension projects were designed and permitted.  In both cases, the bids came in way in excess of the original estimates and because of that, we ended up losing the grant money and we had to reimburse FIND for the design phase funding because we did not complete the projects.  As far as the zoo was concerned, the decision was made five years ago to dredge.  It was a bad decision because it will fill back in and we have been advised by hydrologists that in 18 months to two years, and after the expenditures of hundreds of thousands of dollars, you will see virtually no difference.  We would be better off in moving the dock rather than further dredging.
In short, if we acquire FIND grant money for the design of projects and do not construct the project, we have to return the money to FIND and end up having spent City money with nothing to show for it.
Though a quorum had not materialized, the Chair indicated that the Commission could discuss the pending legislation on the agenda.   Edward Lukacovic from the Planning & Development Department gave the Commission a briefing on ORD 2009-144, Apv Semi-Annual Revision to FLUM Series – Appl# 2008D-014-8364 Heckscher Dr (12.79 Acres) – RR to CGC – Riverfront Associates, LLC.  The location of the parcel is Heckscher Drive between Heckscher Drive and the St. Johns River west of Sisters Creek. The impacted waterbody is the St. Johns River.  The existing use of the parcel is a campground.  The proposed use (with the zoning change) is commercial development.  The parcel owner’s agent is Attorney Paul Harden.
Mr. Lukacovic reminded the Commission that it had previously reviewed this particular application last fall.  The application is now in the adoption round process.   The only portion of the application that was submitted to Tallahassee was that portion of the application (Section B) that relates to the 12.79 acres.  A portion of the application that related to a much larger parcel that the applicant wanted zoned for commercial use (Section A) was withdrawn and not submitted to the Department of Community Affairs.  After questioning Mr. Lukacovic on the history of the application, Council Member Webb requested that the Chair defer the item citing the complexity of the matter.  The Chair agreed.  Commissioner Fleming indicated that he had a number of questions about the application, as well.  Commissioner Nichols concurred and indicated that he wanted to hear from the National Parks Service people at the Timucuan Preserve.  He indicated that with the issues involved, there were a number of parties whom he thought ought to weigh in with their views.  The Chair  deferred the bill.
Owing to the lack of a quorum, the Chair deferred ORD 2009-144, Apv Duval County Manatee Protection Plan (2007-2008 Update).

There being no further business on the agenda, the meeting was adjourned at 9:36 a.m.

John J. Jackson, Council Research Division

3.06.09

On Public Comments, Mr. John Nooney remarked on pocket piers providing greater opportunities for public access to the river.  The pocket piers would spur an economic stimulus, as well.
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