
PORT LABELLE UTILITY SYSTEM 

ADVISORY BOARD MINUTES 

 

Wednesday, January 9, 2013 

Hendry County Board of County Commissioners Chambers 

25 E. Hickpochee Avenue 

LaBelle, FL 33035 

5:30 P.M. 

 

Board Members Present:   Other Attendees Present: 

Paul Samerdyke, Chairman   John Capece, PLUS Advisory Board Facilitator 

Han Mouthaan     Roger Greer, PLUS Director      

Warren Grant     Yvonne Cayce, PLUS Staff Assistant  

Richard Bass     Shane Parker, P.E. Hendry Co. Public Works Director 

Ron Zimmerly     Michal Fidler, Inelligentsia International, Inc. 

      Andrew Woodcock, Tetra Tech 

       

 

1)   Call to Order – Paul Samerdyke 

 

Paul Samerdyke called the meeting to order at 5:30 p.m. 

 

2)   Review of Minutes – Paul Samerdyke 

 

Copies of the December 6, 2012 meeting minutes were distributed and reviewed by members.  Motion to accept was 

made by Ron Zimmerly and seconded by Warren Grant.  Motion carried. 

 

PLUS Rate Increase Public Hearing Convened by Paul Samerdyke 

 

3) Review of December 6 budget & debt briefing – John Capece & Roger Greer 

 

John Capece summarized the slides presented at the last meeting explaining the past 10 years’ finances.  

 Income has been flat since 2006; 

 No revenue growth from the 2007 rate hike; 

 Consistent reductions in O&M expenditures since 2006; 

 Debt service growth during that same period to the addition of the new water plant; 

 County admin fees differed until 2012; 

 Our cash and construction reserves have been fully depleted. 

 

Non-performing lots are those that are either not paying their taxes or have unsold tax certificates. PLUS has roughly 22-

28% non-performance rate in all of our areas. In Banyan Village it is much higher, on the order of 50%.  There is very 

little expectation that the Banyan village tax certificates will be purchased while there still tax certificates available to 

purchase in units 1-9 and 102. 

 

In summary on the debt issue, PLUS is carrying a very high debt load on the order of 11 to 12 million dollars. Roughly it 

is broken down equally between the initial purchase of the utility, the water plant, and the Banyan village project. PLUS 

has secondary debt on the order of $700,000 from the deferment of our admin fees over the past several years in Hendry 

County. There is also a possible looming issue in 2018 when units 1-9 and 102 complete their special assessment 

payments and there is no revenue from those to cover the Banyan Village project payments. So, if Banyan village lots are 

not performing by 2018 then PLUS could face another issue.   

 

4. Tetra Tech Rate Study – Andrew Woodcock 

 

Andrew Woodcock explained that he has been working with Hendry County for at least 5 years. What Tetra Tech did in 

this most recent assignment is a generalized overview of the ability of the utility’s revenues to meet expenses. This is not 

a formal rate study. When Tetra Tech does a rate study it is a very detailed look at customer consumption patterns and 



expense categories.  But, in this budget overview analysis, Tetra Tech found that if PLUS seeks to resume paying the 

administrative fees that have been deferred for the last few years, there would need to be a 10% rate increase across the 

board - water, water base charge, gallonage, etc. If PLUS wants to start repaying the deferred administrative fees then it 

adds another 10% and the rate increase rises to 19.1-19.2%. If PLUS seeks to replenishing the reserve accounts by 

$30,000 per year (a very-very modest sum), Tetra Tech would strongly recommend the consideration of more. But 

understanding the magnitude of these rate increases Tetra Tech suggests $30,000 which would bring the total shortfall to 

22.31%. The Tetra Tech review does not go into the maintenance fees and the possibility of raising those. It does not look 

at the Banyan Village issues, which require a very detailed analysis.  The Tetra Tech recommendation is an increase of 

22.31%. 

 

Richard Bass asked if PLUS is unique because of its large number of empty lots. Mr. Woodcock answered no. Other 

utilities, like Port Saint Lucie, had the same situation that PLUS had when it was purchased. But since that time they had 

tremendous growth and they have been able to overcome their budget problems. Thus, 10 years ago PLUS was not 

unique, but it is more so now.   

 

5. Public Q&A on budget briefing and rate study  (Question card required) 

 

Paul Samerdyke said that he has been on this board for at least 10 years, but he has really never heard much about the 

County administration fee.  Roger Greer explained that when the County first took over, they arrived at the $110,000 and 

they had an accounting for $28,500 that goes to Clerk’s office for an additional staff. The rest is the administration fee 

covers the County attorney, County administrator, building maintenance, and other things. Paul Samerdyke said that this 

accounting has never been shared with the Advisory Board and asked that if it could be. John Capece explained that he 

was a board member when the administration fee was set up.  It was presented at that time and the board asked many 

questions. The County made a case for it. The amount has been unchanged since at least 1998. County Engineer Shane 

Parker explained that he does not receive any money from Port LaBelle. He is over Port LaBelle utilities but not paid from 

its revenues.  He is paid from the gas tax as a County Engineer. 

 

Paul Samerdyke commented that PLUS is proposing to put all the burden of the additional revenues on the current 

customers. There are over 10,000 empty lots and are we collecting $24.00 a year for maintaining the water lines, but the 

new plant that PLUS built for millions of dollars does provide now access to that very high quality water. Perhaps some of 

that debt should be shared a little more fairly since all lots have access to that water. Whether it is called a line fee or an 

access fee, if they are charged $3.00 a month, it’s $33.60 a year and comes to a large sum and, as a result, PLUS would 

not need to raise the rates.  

 

John Capece commented on the awareness issue. Back in 2008 PLUS went through a rate review exercise with Tetra Tech 

and they recommended an increase at that time.  But that was the beginning of economic crisis and PLUS had just raised 

the rates for the sake of water plant, which generated no additional revenue. Tetra Tech at that time recommended or 

advised PLUS that it would have problems unless it raised rates at that time. But since PLUS had gone through the rate 

increase, nobody was really in the mood to listen to the idea of raising them again. So the County relied upon the PLUS 

cash reserves and PLUS continued on, somewhat oblivious to that fact. The Advisory Board and PLUS staff focused on 

addressing technical and infrastructure issues rather than really reminding itself about that cash reserves depletion issue. 

So PLUS sort of went to sleep on the budget issue until the County woke everyone up in the middle of last year.     

 

Paul Samerdyke reiterated that PLUS should look at revenue sources other than just the water & sewer rate payers in 

seeking to generate more income.  Richard Bass agreed, stating that every residential lot owner in Port Labelle has direct 

access to a pipe and water supply, whether they use water or not. Han Mouthaan followed up by asking John to explain 

more about the idea of distributing the cost over a larger base of payers. John said there are various options and he would 

explain in the next section of the agenda.  

 

Don Brown of 4513 Spring View Circle asked Mr. Woodcock about how the report numbers changed in the revision 

process since they appear to have changed to the advantage of anybody proposing a rate increase. He was just wondering 

if there was any input made by Mr. Greer or Mr. Capece on how to revise these numbers for today’s meeting. John 

Capece explained that the finance office is the body that provides the budget numbers. However, there were a series of 

meetings involving Jennifer Davis, Shane Parker, Roger Greer, Han Mouthaan and Mark Lapp. At each of these meetings 

the attendees tried to arrive at the most accurate and updated numbers possible. There was also some discussion regarding 

how to consider what was in and out of the cash reserves that are made up of a several different funds: the construction 

fund, the arbitrage fund, and some other monies required to be set aside by USDA. That may be one source of the 



differences. In addition, there are issues with the administrative fee within the current budget year. The County may 

anticipate taking the fee from PLUS but upon inspecting PLUS accounts they may conclude they will again defer the fee, 

resulting in another change to the PLUS budget. John went on to explain that he and Roger inspected the budget records 

and observed several years in which the County did not collect the administrative fee. They saw one year where it 

appeared that maybe the County did collect the fee, followed by more years where the County did not. 

 

Mr. Brown brought up questions regarding the number of customers, pointing out that the numbers are different in 

different reports and revisions. He suggested that it is hard to come up with valid budget numbers when the number of 

customers and accounts seems uncertain. Roger Greer responded that he would look at the numbers and respond later. 

John Capece said that part of the confusion may be in terminology – lots, houses, customers, and connections. For 

example, Mira Verde has 140 residential connections, but all are located on a single lot (property parcel).   

 

Mr. Brown then asked if Mr. Capece or Mr. Greer could tell him when the official public notice was published and when 

the meeting materials were distributed. Roger explained that the public notices are done through the County Attorney’s 

office. Yvonne Cayce stated that she thought the notice went out before the Christmas Holiday. John stated that the report 

packets were delivered to the members on Friday. Mr. Brown stated that the reports were not available for the public to 

inspect on the date of the public notice, but only perhaps 48 hours before the meeting. Therefore he asked the Advisory 

Board to consider postponing any decisions until republishing, so the public would have better access to the records and to 

discuss the issue. After additional discussion about a feature article published in the Caloosa Belle on the PLUS rate hike 

meeting, John Capece said that he believes PLUS published the legal notice sufficiently in advance of the meeting and the 

content of that notice should be sufficient. Paul Samerdyke concluded the discussion with a request to proceed. 

 

6. Rate Increase Proposal – John Capece 

 

John Capece summarized for the Advisory Board that Tetra Tech recommended between a 10% and 22% rate increase 

depending on what costs would be covered by the PLUS budget.  John said that he did calculations of his own and 

estimated that PLUS has been operating at a deficit of roughly $320,000 a year for the past several years and that explains 

the depletion of the PLUS cash reserves. PLUS income is composed of water rates, sewer rates, line maintenance fees, 

Airglades rates, and other revenues such as small grants. Total income is roughly $1.3 million. Income from rate payers is 

$1.1 million. The expenses, if PLUS paid normal expenses plus everything that has been deferred would be approximately 

$1.6 million, yielding a deficit of $320,000. The budget items that have been deferred (County administrative fees, back 

County administrative fees and replenishment of cash reserves) total approximately $236,000. Even if PLUS continued to 

not pay those items it would still have a deficit of approximately $83,000 or roughly 8% of rates.  

 

There are two potential sources for increasing revenues to the utility – the residential lots and the rate payers. Increasing 

the rate payers by 10% would generate approximately $100,000. Increasing the lot fees by $1 per month ($12 per year) 

would generate approximately $100,000. So covering a deficit of approximately $300,000 could be accomplished by a 

20% rate increase plus a $1 lot fee increase. 

 

Looking at the expenses, specifically debt service, it comes to approximately $1.1 million. The Banyan Village debt 

payment of $480,000 per year is covered by a separate income stream.  The others are currently paid from cash reserves 

and customer income. The loan for the initial purchase of the utility costs PLUS approximately $290,000 per year and the 

water plant construction loan costs approximately $200,000 per year; and the back admin fee payments of approximately 

$100,000.  The take-away message is that PLUS has a high debt load relative to its income and it O&M expenses. 

 

Richard Bass and Han Mouthaan expressed a preference to see the new revenues to be spread out to the line fees rather 

than just the rate payers.  

 

7. Hendry County Public Works Director’s Report – Shane Parker    

 

Shane Parker pointed out that implementing an assessment on all the lots is not possible at this point in time, because to 

set up a debt recovery fee requires an opinion from the County Attorney. It would also require public hearings held prior 

to December 31, 2013 and, if adopted, would only be implemented in 2014.  Similarly, to increase existing line 

maintenance fees requires financial justification and then a BOCC action in September. These options have no ability to 

deliver revenue this year.  Richard Bass asked what options were available for the Advisory Board to recommend. John 

Capece said the board could recommend a rate increase now and also recommend that the BOCC increase the current line 

fee and pursue establishment of some new fee. Richard responded that the board could also recommend that the BOCC 



again defer the administrative fees for another year until a new lot fee begins generating revenue. John Capece stated that 

the current budget shortfall of 8% would remain even without paying the admin fee and that a 20% increase in rates for 

the remainder of this fiscal year would barely cover the current year’s admin fee. Advisory Board members continued to 

comment on the problems with raising rates so dramatically with relatively short notice of the utility’s fiscal problems. 

John Capece said that the Advisory Board discussed increasing the line maintenance fees last July.  An action at that 

meeting would have met the 2012 Hendry BOCC deadline for action on such an increase for 2013, but we could not meet 

the Glades County deadline. Roger Greer and Shane Parker pointed out that line maintenance fees were recently extended 

by the BOCC to 393 lots previously exempt or overlooked. 

 

After discussion of the various options, Ron Zimmerly proposed recommending the 10.14% increase from the Tetra Tech 

report to cover the annual $110,000 admin fee payments plus another 2.9% to provide for the $30,000 per year deposits to 

the reserve funds, for a total rate increase of 13.04%.  He was not recommending the 7.15% for the back admin fee 

payments of $95,000 per year. He suggested those back payments coming from some other type of fee assessed to all lots 

beginning in 2014. 

 

The Advisory Board members discussed the implications of the rate increase on average water users. Referring to the 

recommendations option sheet, Ron Zimmerly moved to recommend to the BOCC option “H” with at 13.04%, $1/month 

added to the line maintenance fee, a new debt fee of $2/month per lot, with the “J” rider. It was seconded by Richard Bass. 

Paul Samerdyke asked if there was further discussion on the motion.  Hearing none he called the question. The motion 

was adopted.     

 

Don Brown asked whether public input was welcome. Paul Samerdyke said it was and that as chair he would rule the 

prior calling of the question to be out of order and that the board would reconsider the question upon completion of public 

input.  Mr. Brown stated that he has not seen fiscal year 2011-12 included in the Tetra Tech report’s historical cash flow 

with revenue, O&M, net revenue, debt services and so forth. Andrew Woodcock explained that at the time the report was 

done, those data were not available, so the report includes estimates.  

 

Don Brown asked if the budget considered the impact of water conservation on the budget. He explained that there is no 

incentive for him to save water, since he consumes less than 1000 gallons per month.  If PLUS had a lower base rate and 

higher usage rates, people would think twice before wasting water. John Capece responded, yes, what Mr, Brown is 

describing is called an increasing block price structure. City of LaBelle does not have this price structure, but PLUS does. 

But because PLUS has a high base fee customers actually have an inverted incentive system. A customer will obviously 

pay more for any additional thousand gallons, but the effective cost per 1000 gallons goes down as more water is 

consumed. When PLUS increased the base rate by $5 in 2007 rather than taking that $5 and moving it to higher blocks it 

created a situation that Mr. Brown is describing. Mr. Brown further explained that if you live in an apartment like over in 

Glades County, the base rate is divided up among all of the apartments so their monthly rate for 1000 gallons is $5.25 

whereas Mr. Brown’s payment is $22.75. Roger Greer explained that the apartments divide up the bills on their own 

because they only get one bill for each building which is 8 apartments in the building. They asked PLUS to install 

individual meters, but that was not an option, so they installed individual meters themselves so that they could monitor 

how much each person was using and bill them.  

 

John Capece explained that PLUS has implemented some Water Conservation projects and it has exacerbated our income 

situation because PLUS encouraged conservation and therefore its income goes down. But that is a situation faced by all 

utilities around the country that are trying to conserve water. Mr. Brown stated that PLUS offered customers free 

conservation toilets.  Paul Samerdyke added that PLUS also offered free plumbing services to repair leaks. 

Mr. Brown: I just had an idea. I don’t know administratively or practically if it makes sense, but may be the base rate 

could basically be the cost of billing.  

 

Mr. Brown again pointed out difference in numbers shown in the various reports and recommended that the board delay  

any decision until these were resolved and then maybe revisit the discussion on modifying the rate structure to provide 

greater incentives for conservation.  

  

Nick Bellino, a lot owner in Units 1-9 and Banyan Village and a representative of CHL Holdings (the largest single 

landowner in Banyan Village), asked that the Advisory Board establish a financial basis for any increase in the line 

maintenance fee before making such a recommendation to the BOCC. CHL Holdings owns 1,344 lots in Banyan Village 

and the water line charges of Banyan Village is roughly $220. He also asked the Advisory Board to keep in mind that any 

increase in fees to Banyan Village increases the probability that lot owners would stop paying taxes completely.  



John Capece responded saying that any increase in line maintenance fees would definitely need to be justified from an 

expense perspective. For the past two years PLUS has been spending significant amounts of money patching leaks 

because it has been losing upwards of a third of all water production in a year. Allocating that cost over the portfolio of 

expenses for the utility, it comes to a sizeable amount of money. PLUS faces the challenge of keeping its loss rate below 

10%, whereas it has been upwards of 33%.  PLUS battled it down to 10% in 2012 but it is now back up again. That is a 

significant challenge for this utility for the foreseeable future, given PLUS’ 80 plus miles of this bad pipe…or rather this 

good pipe that was put in the ground improperly, all of which is subject to potential failure at any time. Han Mouthaan 

asked if the installation has been reviewed.  John Capece said that to begin pursuing this issue aggressively will require a 

forensic engineering study of those water lines. PLUS will need to call upon a company like Tetra Tech to document the 

installation methodology. PLUS cannot begin to look at the issue in a proper way unless it has a budget that will allow it 

to retain those services necessary for a forensic study. 

 

Mr. Brown asked if this pipe problem is in Banyan Village. John Capece explained that Banyan Village is perhaps the 

only good set of pipe PLUS has in the ground. It is 102 and 1-9 excluding 5 and 4, that are the problem areas.  These 

problem areas had pipe installed between 1998 and 2000. 

 

Paul Samerdyke said that since there are no more questions or discussion, we can reconsider the recommendation motion.        

Ron Zimmerly reoffered the original motion. And Richard Bass again seconded. The motion was adopted. 

 

9) Schedule Next Meeting and Adjourn 

 

Board members and associates will be notified via email when the next meeting date and time are scheduled. 

 

A motion to adjourn was made by Richard Bass and seconded by Ron Zimmerly. The meeting was adjourned at 7:30pm. 


