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Steven Feacher Jr., a Vietnam
vet and long time employee of
Hendry County Maintenance,
passed away on August 20th,
2017 at his home, in LaBelle.  He
was 73.

He was born on July 21st 1944
in Monticello, FL. to Steven Sr.
and Laura Feacher.

Steven  grew up in Winter
Haven. He graduated from Jewett
High School class of 1962. 

After high school he joined
the US Army in February 24th,
1966 and served for two years as a
Helicopter Technician.   He
served two tours in Vietnam and
was the recipient of an Army Ac-
commodation Medal, Vietnam
Combat Medal, Vietnam Service
Medal with two Overseas Bars
and a National Defense Medal.
He  was  discharged February
23 in 1968, achieving the rank
of Sergeant/Specialist E-5.

After the service he traveled and worked abroad and settled in La-
Belle.

Steven worked for Hendry County as an assistant director for West
Park Recreation where he worked for 13 years. He retired in 2004.

Steven married his wife Mary Woulard in 1987 in LaBelle, Fl. 
They were happily married for 30 years. 
He enjoyed talking, fishing and family and all around outdoors-

man.
Steven is survived by his loving spouse Mrs. Mary Feacher of La-

Belle, his mother Mrs. Laura Feacher  of Winter Haven  Florida , his
8 children, and a host of grand children and great grand children. 

“We pur-
posel
y did-
n’t do
it a lit-

tle bit at a time so they wouldn’t
have to pay more taxes all along.
That was the whole crux and rea-
son we didn’t.” ---Commission-
ers Chairman Mike Swindle

"I’ve been working in the sys-
tem for 28 years, and every time
we just about get on our feet we
roll back, and we lose what
ground we gained.” ---County
Commissioner Mitchell Wills

"We’ve really got to start look-
ing at people who are asking, ‘Do
I want to contribute to a society
that is making me pay an unfair
share?’" ---County Commis-
sioner Karson Turner

BY RAOUL BATALLER
CLEWISTON FL (Tuesday,

October 3, 2017) — Henry
County commissioners, indiffer-
ent to whether life in Hendry
county is appealing enough to
newcomers to be worth higher
taxes, conducted an empty hear-
ing tonight  in City hall, taking
comment, only a question really,
from Sheriff Whidden.  He po-
litely asked what the answer was
to his budget request.

Chairman Mike Swindle
looked around to see if anybody
knew.

No answer.
Guess no more deputies.

Taxpayers will pay the levy
that raises tax revenues of 2.7%

more than would be needed to
equal the '16-'17 year’s dollar ex-
penditures. 

It’s the same levy as last year,
but property owners this year are
appraised as richer, whether or
not they have more money.

The point is, these commis-
sioners will sincerely look you in
the eye and say your taxes are not
going up.  Staff taught them how
to do that.

The justification is the wel-
come expectation of 3.8% rising
aggregate property values, which
brings in more money on its own,
as well as a further delicious
prospect of FP&L's new con-
struction reaping a windfall next
taxing year of indeterminate size.  

That doesn’t mean property
owners have more cash to give to
the government.  It means the
Property Appraiser said the grand
list of land and buildings in total
is 3.8% greater.  

But the Board of County com-
missioners did nothing during
budget deliberations that might
increase the appeal of Hendry
county, and help residents actu-
ally get 3.8% more for sale of
their property.

The only one on the board to
bring it up, Commissioner Kar-
son Turner, was roundly ignored
at the Sept. 26 meeting.

Turner urged holding the line
on taxes. 

“We’re having a tough enough
time supporting ourselves as is,”
he said, noting that Hendry
County has one of the lowest
population growth rates in Florida
where 1,000 newcomers take up

residence each year. 
Surrounding counties other

than Glades have far greater
growth rates, he noted. “We have
to start asking ourselves, ‘Why is
that occurring?’” Turner declared.

Commissioner Darrell Harris
would have nothing of comparing
ourselves to our large neighbor-
ing counties.

But Turner insisted, referring
exclusively to Heartland small
counties, “Why is that growth oc-
curring there and not in our own
backyard?” Turner asked.

Regard for the overall prob-
lems of the whole county —a
school district perennially in the
academic bottom 10% struggling
to get good teachers to move
here, and solutions to the great
impediment to that: woefully un-
appealing housing and lifestyle
compared to coastal areas— these
commissioners seemed to regard
as none of their business.

They neatly passed along costs
to taxpayers of living in Hendry
county’s various MSBUs,
swollen by hospital and school
taxing districts, and ignored how
those drag down efforts at invit-
ing needed teachers and profes-
sionals.  The commissioners
instead followed staff urging to
see to tidying up parking lots, fix-
ing roofs, fretting over employee
compensation raises of 3%.

They’re moving forward with
other MSBU costs which, with-
out a thought to offering relief,
they simply pass along to taxpay-
ers in the form of assessment
charges for homeowners to pick
up extra costs.  Living in East Fire
district which contains ag prop-
erty affected by recent Legislative
taxing rules, means more taxes.
Pioneer Plantation residents will
have a $100 per dwelling fee as
they join the East Recreation dis-
trict.

Hookers Point has a set of
street lighting district fees. So
does North LaBelle, at least a por-
tion of it. Pile it on as people dig
out from the costliest hurricane in
a decade, and agriculture damage
runs off some migrant help.

This solid waste budgeting for-
mula is a piece of accounting
simplification presented by the
County engineer who has little or
no concern for the overall tax bur-
den on the average taxpayer.
Shane Parker explained the de-
pletion of the landfill reserve and
the obvious formulaic remedy
and commissioners gave little
thought to alternatives. 

Most notably, nor was there a
mil rate goal to work to-

ward. Also, whereas in the private
sphere compensation is consid-
ered a part of budgeting, the
chairman of this board, Mike
Swindle, cast about tonight, di-
rectionless, welcoming a sugges-
tion to cut expenses. 

“But you’re going to have to
show me where we can take it
from, and I’ve not been shown
that," Swindle said.

Item: A county administrator
salary offer four years ago of
$125,000 drew sight-unseen
Charles Chapman, a fast talker
with government experience only
in the culturally irrelevant Gads-
den county, unique in Florida for
its 57% black population offering
experience about as unrelated to
Hendry as can be. He prizes a so-
cial media presence, but fewer
and fewer people seem to attend
meetings. 

As might be expected in gov-
ernment circles, staff becomes
sensitive to commissioner disap-
proval. Staff has shown in the
Chapman era no willingness to
carry an idea by one commis-
sioner to the other commissioners
to assemble unity of purpose
among the commissioners, as the
people urged last November. 

For example, a vaguely
worded Karson Turner plea for
efforts to end rentals of 10 in a
room to migrants was delegated
to staff who let the ball drop with
notable indifference from the rest
of the board. 

Item: Staff controls this board,
and serves up to commissioners
as much or as little as they wish.
Nowhere is there evidence that
staff wants these commissioners
to become a powerful functioning
unit.

But leaderlessness in govern-

ment satisfies these commission-
ers, none of whom has any exec-
utive/administrative job
experience of his or her own.

Staff runs everything, and
county administrator Chapman
offers little but silent tacit ap-
proval.

Item: An increase from
$45,000 to $90,000 for a planner
a few years ago has resulted in
several false starts involving
communication difficulties that
might have been headed off by
the county administrator, now in
his fifth year. 

Item: A full time lawyer cost-
ing $125,000 hardly compares
with Richard Pringle, part time
county attorney of Glades, who is
paid half that, and is probably the
best government lawyer in either
county for the last two decades. 

Item: A new so-called writer
on the staff gets no direction on
such important matters as ex-
plaining to the taxpayers the story
of how the increased garbage bill
came to be on their bill, but the
commissioners are complaining
about people not understanding
the issue when no attempt was
made outside of legal channels to
explain. Harris: “I said in 2012
when we did the garbage, all peo-
ple do is read how it went up
77%. All we did was go to what it
should have been when we
started. But when people see
$100 off the top, that’s all they
look at. I’ve had more complaints
about that $100 garbage than any-
thing on the bill.”

Item: We are located as prime
targets for a hurricane of the
decade, but this year we watched
it coming and the county finance
officer, arguably the only person
in Hendry county government
with common sense, but little
emergency management experi-
ence, appeared to take over. But
where a county leader, if we had
one, might have anticipated a vast
amount of damage to LaBelle’s
electrical system, considering the
uncared-for vulnerable condition
of foliage here, and exercising
common sense hired extra main-
tenance crew on standby, Emer-
gency Management faced
inevitable overwhelm by strictly
doing things by the book. Com-
munications, again, fell back on
social media. Nobody seemed to
care it was made useless by
power outage.

The budget document itself is
in orderly accounting format
which lends itself to no discus-
sion of wider county problems. It
is about the government being
properly constituted, properly fi-
nanced, about its land and build-
ings, not about the county and its
problems and its people. 

And this is the work of a year
following a landslide vote last
November by voters 63% in
favor of countywide voting,
something most tangible these
commissioners dislike, but a vis-
ceral expression of an urgent pop-
ular wish that the government
would work as a unit rather than
as five commissioners each tend-
ing to each’s flock. 

Countywide voting
This coming week, Oct. 10,

the commissioners will hear of
the legal advice given by a cre-
dentialed Tallahassee lawyer urg-
ing the county to amass some
academic analysis of Hendry
county’s readiness to be trusted
with the voting rights of its
African Americans.

In last week's eleventh-hour
meeting, the commissioners com-
plained about getting calls from
the public, but looked askance at
Commissioner Turner's reminder
of needs for growth and develop-
ment of the county as a whole.
Focus was almost entirely at the
list that staff considers ongoing
maintenance and replacement
projects that need tidying up, fin-
ishing off.

Piling it on
“All at one time? All I’m ques-

tioning is, why so much at one
time?” asked taxpayer Levon
Sherill of Hookers Point. He
brought up the matter of overall
tax burdens today, observing that
he was concerned over being
blindsided two years ago with a
$4,000 flood insurance increase,
now blindsided by an increase of
$2,500 for county taxes on land
and buildings he owns in the

Hookers Point area. “I’m won-
dering how we’re supposed to ab-
sorb that. What happened to
going a little bit at a time until you
adjust yourself to it?”

Sherill’s own calculations
were complicated to some degree
by factors of increasing valua-
tions on his holdings.

An unsympathetic Commis-
sioner Darrell Harris could only
think of the valuation question,
deflecting his own tax-setting role
by pointing out to Sherill that the
Property Appraiser, Phil Pelletier,
“Okay, he’s the one that can help
you.”

“The value of his property has
changed and it’s creating a bigger
tax burden,” Commissioner
Turner piped up, briefly, “but if
we took millage from 8.49 to 8
mils we could help that process,
too.”

The garbage options
Chairman Mike Swindle: “The

county had some increases in ex-
penses like solid waste, and
everybody had to absorb that be-
cause it’s a user-based fee, and it
had no choice. There’s a little bit
of history to it where it was re-
duced, a handful of years back,
and we were trying to use up a pot
of money. We used up the pot of
money, and now it’s a break-
even. We had to raise the fees to
where we put the fees just to
break even on everyone.

The correct word is it "cared to
offer" no choice, not "had."

“You may be right,” he replied
to Sherill, “maybe we should
have started last year raising it in
smaller increments. That might
be a valid point, yes sir.”

Followup action: nil

Turner: “That’s the comment
that I’m receiving from a lot of
my constituents, that we’re taxing
people out of Hendry County. I
think we need to keep that in
mind. A lot of things are in that
budget, but I think we should do
everything in our power to imple-
ment rollback, at least rollback.
It’s a solid step in the right direc-
tion, and from the standpoint of
what our staff can do, they would
still be able to get the job done.

Commissioner Mitchell Wills
blamed a history of Hendry
County maintenance lagging on
tax levels being rolled back.
Wills, who just witnessed as a
critical hurricane emergency
maintenance worker mismanage-
ment from the unique vantage
point of commissioner and as part
of a skeleton crew alongside only
four fellow maintenance men,
supplemented by National
Guardsmen and sheriff’s prison-
ers raking underbrush, did not
refer to the county’s management
mediocrity that assigned so few
men to covering both sides of the
county in such an approaching
emergency. In other words, rather
than raise taxes as the solution,
Wills might have but didn’t sug-
gest, as Turner implied, better
management.

“Next year, I’ll be the first one
to jump on the boat and say ‘let’s
roll back,’ reality is this year is we
have so much, and now added to
that are the debris and different
things we have to pay for, the
buildings . . . ," Wills promised.

“I’m not saying I’m not con-
cerned about people’s taxes, I am. 

"I’m looking at the MSBUs
and saying we can save money in
other places. The garbage tax —
we went up 100%; let’s work on
that. There’re different places
here where we’re going up ridicu-
lous amounts. 

“The normal person affected,
is going to be an average of $100
to $400 per year.”

The eleventh hour is no time to
start "to work on that."

“The reality is," Wills went on,
"we have to provide a level of
service, and right now we can’t
do that because we have three
people in the Maintenance De-
partment in the middle of a storm
with a cold shower and nowhere
to go, the Sheriff’s department
having to come into the Court-
house because there’s nowhere to
go. We really need to think about
what we need to do as far as keep-
ing the county running," Wills
added.

Without a word of reference to
the financial hardships on people
who lost property in Irma, nor to
hurricane destruction of south
Florida agriculture which is al-

Hendry county government staff breezes through budget
hearing, board votes 2.7% more dollars to run on next year

Obituary
Steven Feacher, Vietnam vet, dies at 73

Below: In an informal flag preesentation honoring Steven
Feacher, County Commissioner Mitchell Wills, who worked
many years with Feacher, presents a burial flag to his widow

Mary Feacher and Meshonda Feacher Williams.

Taxed out of coming
home
County Commissioner Karson Turner 
said Sept. 26:

“There was a time when we were 6.5 in millage, and there was no
other place we could cut. We went from a $90 million to a $63 million
budget, but we’re creeping back up at $70 million-point-something
today. I just think that whatever percent increase we have in property
values doesn’t equate to keeping the millage at 8.4. I am seeing people
who are taxed out of coming back home. They are making a conscious
decision to say, “I can go live elsewhere cheaper than going back to
Hendry county through all the different ad valorem avenues.’ So, we’ve
really got to start looking at people who are asking, ‘Do I want to con-
tribute to a society that is making me pay an unfair share?’"

Commissioner Mitchell Wills was dismissive of Turner's claim that
Hendry county is more expensive than surrounding counties. “Any-
way, we could talk about it all night.”

The proposed county millage rate will be nearly 8.5 mils, which ap-
pears on tax bills alongside assessments for hospital and education dis-
tricts, plus seven individual MSBU districts including a catch-up
garbage removal charge. Plus, if you live in town, taxes of about 3 mils
in LaBelle and 6.5 in Clewiston, and per 1.25 acre charges if you own
property in Montura, and several mills if you live in Port LaBelle’s
Community Development district.

This budget is largely a staff document that rocks no boat. It places
at risk well-deserved wages for employees, and deputies, without a hint
at suggesting scrutiny of the expensive people at the top, nor ac-
knowledging management faults attributable to them.

(Editor: But, of course, it’s an economic equation, involving what the
newcomer gets in return for the price he pays. The newcomer, though
he/she may have new work in the schools or public safety, can grow
doubtful about other values one pays for in taxes once it's apparent
how little of these commissioners' combined $34,000 salaries totaling
$170,000 is fairly earned in budget deliberations such as these.)


