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After serving my first full year as your Mayor, I believe I have a good grasp of the 
elements that contribute to a thriving community and what better way to 
communicate that than with a State of the City address.  I want to spend a few 
minutes talking about the state of St. Marys today and where I anticipate major 
activity in 2015.  Then I want to spend some time sharing with you why I think 
development of a Master Plan for the city may be the most important task we 
initiate this year. And I am going to ask all residents to be a part of the vision and 
the design of that Master Plan. 
 
While we have challenges, the city of St. Marys is in a healthy financial state 
today. Although discretionary funds are limited, the city is operating within budget 
and we have not had to increase the millage rate.  Basic city services that our 
residents and businesses expect are being delivered. 
 
Our fire department is fully staffed and is benefiting from the 2014 Fire 
Consolidation Study with Kingsland and the County that has resulted in 
operational efficiencies and an additional EMS service. Following a study 
considering police consolidation, all evidence supports our decision to remain 
independent at this time.  While we do have openings in the department, staff 
attention is focused on new recruiting techniques to build up the force.  Most 
importantly both departments continue to provide a safe environment for our 
residents. 
 
Water and sewer services continue to be evaluated in order to increase 
efficiencies while delivering services to the entire community. With voter approval 
SPLOST VII funds are now being used to offset the water sewer debt increase 
that began in 2014.  And we were finally able to break ground and begin the 
Gaines Davis Sewer Construction project to provide services promised to area 
residents many years ago.  We continue to trim trees, repave streets, and repair 
sidewalks. 
 
Internally, we hired a new experienced city manager.  We listened to numerous 
citizen concerns and hired a code enforcement officer.  And to maintain our 



status as a Main Street community, enabling us to apply for numerous and much 
needed grants, we recently hired a Main Street Coordinator. 
 
As residents, we have many reasons to feel very positive about our city. Top 
quality health services are available at the Southeast Georgia Health System, 
Camden Campus, named one of the best small hospitals in the state and a key 
employer in St. Marys.  
 
Our local high school continues to rank among the top ten in the state 
academically and in sports and our elementary and middle schools provide 
quality education for our youngsters. 
 
Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base continues to be a major economic driver for St. 
Marys providing good jobs and fueling the economy for local businesses.  The 
Navy continues to be an exceptional community partner fully engaged in 
endeavors to create a vibrant city. 
 
Our partnership with the National Park Service continues to be mutually 
beneficial as we explore ways to enhance visitor satisfaction with Cumberland 
Island and subsequent visitor experiences in St. Marys.   
 
Voluntarism is alive and well with service clubs, charitable endeavors and grass 
roots activism all contributing to the vibrancy of our city. Protection of our rivers, 
marshes and wildlife remains a high priority for many citizens. 
 
The housing market is coming back.  New home permits are growing and home 
sales are increasing.  Some neighborhood developers are making significant 
financial investments in upgrades and marketing efforts.  New construction is 
evident and the labor pool is once again starting to grow. 
 
Express Scripts claimed full ownership of their facility in the Kings Bay Center 
and is now on the tax rolls as the company continues to provide local jobs.  New 
restaurants are opening in the Kings Bay Shopping Center and businesses on 
the west side continue to thrive. 
 
As we strive to increase the tax base with new or expanding businesses, voters 
approved giving City Council much needed Redevelopment Powers in May.  We 
also created an Enterprise Zone to provide further incentives for small business 
economic development.  We have been at the forefront in supporting the Joint 
Development Authority’s efforts in executing a well developed plan to approach 
coordinated development in a new and exciting way that will benefit St. Marys as 
well as all of Camden County.  All of these 2014 ventures should prove fruitful in 
2015 and beyond. 
 
Naturally, public interest in the development of the old Mill site is at a high level 
and we learned in the last few months that the property Trustee has tentatively 
accepted an offer from a potential buyer who is now conducting due diligence.  



While the city and the citizens are being kept informed about this prospective 
buyer’s actions, please remember that the city does not own or control the 
property.  We cannot decide who buys or does not buy the property.  We do 
maintain zoning authority and at the appropriate time, we will use that authority 
with the full knowledge of all citizens.  Let us remain optimistic, but cautious as 
this due diligence is in the very early stages.  
 
Another key point on economic development I’d like to make.  The city does not 
own or control any of the empty buildings for sale or rent in the city.  Private 
owners alone determine and set the sale or rental price for those storefronts.  
What the city can do is continue being diligent about making it as attractive as 
possible for buyers and new lessees to obtain necessary permits and assistance 
in establishing the base for a successful venture.  Marketing that business, 
however, must remain the responsibility of the business owner. 
 
Yes, there are a lot of positives in our great little city but there are also areas in 
which we need either improvement or action.  Our aging infrastructure, 
particularly storm water, needs to be addressed in a thoughtful and professional 
way and we have to tackle that issue in 2015 and find a solution. 
 
Yes, there is always a need for more job opportunities, but we have to look 
beyond the city limits and consider jobs creation for all skill levels throughout the 
county.  Continued collaboration with the Joint Development Authority and the 
Kings Bay Naval Submarine Base are two places with the highest potential.  
However, we have proven that our decision to connect and dialogue with regional 
and state leaders can be productive as well.  This aggressive outreach must 
continue if we expect St. Marys to be recognized as a viable player in 2015 and 
beyond.  
 
Yes, we are not experiencing the kind of growth in downtown tourism or business 
expansion that we would like to see and 2015 should be the year when we 
address this situation with a unified focus and message, much like JDA is now 
focusing the county wide efforts. 
 
We anticipate a report from the Sea Grant study this spring and will need to 
evaluate the recommendations and the degree to which they impact residents 
and businesses.  We need to execute the recommendations from the JLUS 
study.  We will learn whether the proposed plan for the Mill site is a go or no go 
for the current prospect. 
 
And as we address those issues in 2015, we have to do more than talk about a 
vision and a Master Plan for the city.  We have to actually undertake the 
challenge. 
 
Let me talk for a minute about what I think a Master Plan entails, why St. Marys 
needs one and how I believe we should go about developing one. 
 



It is critical that we determine what kind of a city we want St. Marys to be and 
what steps need to be taken to actually become that city we envision.  First we 
need to hire a professional facilitator with expertise in small city planning.  That 
does not mean we will bring someone in to design or develop that plan.  We…the 
citizens, the Council, and the staff…will together create the design.  We do need 
an expert to facilitate the process to make sure we have included all the 
elements necessary.  It will probably take 18 months to complete the task and it 
will become the document the Council, the Boards and Authorities and the staff 
use to develop work plans and budgets for all our endeavors.  
 
This will become a living document, not an addition to the bookshelf.   
 
I know that I have a vision for what the city could be.  I know many of you do as 
well.  This plan should include the best of all those ideas coupled with a plan to 
prioritize and finance those ideas.  It should include things like making our city 
more walkable and connected to neighborhoods and schools with planned bike 
paths and streetscape, easily accessible parks for all residents, waterfront and 
neighborhood enhancements and infrastructure support. 
 
It should also anticipate growth potential from a Spaceport or Epic Adventure 
Park or Base mission increases and set forth how St. Marys can best benefit 
from that growth. The Plan should put forth a philosophy of a balanced economy, 
not one dependent on a single employer.  It should clearly delineate what kind of 
tourist attractions fit with St. Marys and which ones do not.  It should identify what 
kind of businesses we should be seeking, whether a satellite college campus is a 
possibility, whether annexation or land bank developments are in our future.  And 
that just names a few. 
 
We do not yet know if this Master Plan will be 5-10 –or -15 year plan, but once it 
is in place, it will become much easier to target economic development efforts, 
marketing plans, and zoning requirements among others.  It will bring focus to 
prioritizing objectives and expenditures.  It will enable us to better utilize the 
tremendous depth of talent in this community.   
 
But I remind you that this is not a project the Council will undertake alone.  
Citizen involvement, participation and contributions are critical.  It is not an easy 
task, but one that we can wait no longer to tackle.  We want to anticipate the 
future, not react to it.  We want to be ahead of the curve, not behind it.  We want 
to be in a position to take advantage of opportunities. 
 
You have heard me say repeatedly in the last year that we must become more 
competitive.  We are competing for employers, tourists, residents, retirees all to 
help us develop and stabilize our economy.  We must be competitive because 
we are not the only beautiful coastal community wanting to do so.  The best 
competitors are the ones with the most effective and realistic Master Plans.   
 



The future for St. Marys is bright, but only if we plan ahead.  The City Manager is 
currently interviewing potential professional consultants to work with us in this 
endeavor and it is my hope we will be able to announce a selection and a 
timetable in March.  If you know of an individual with a great credentials and a 
track record in small city master planning, please pass the name along to John. 
 
This concludes my state of the city remarks. 
 
The Town Hall meeting is now in session for you to ask questions on any subject 
of me or Council members.  If you would like to speak with me about any of my 
comments you can certainly do so now or arrange to speak with me later at your 
convenience. 


