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The City Commission voted to 
accept a proposal by the Amelia Island 
Company for a city owned golf course.
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JULIA ROBERTS
News-Leader

The Fernandina Beach City Commission will try 
to work out a lease agreement in order to retain the 
property that is the Ybor Alvarez Sports Complex 
after a discussion of the matter at the March 21 city 
commission workshop.

The property is owned by the city and is “airport 
dedicated property,” and there have been some parties 
have come forward expressing an interest in building 
hangars on the site. The Fernandina Beach Municipal 
Airport is heavily funded by grants from the Federal 
Aviation Administration, which requires aeronautical 

use of the property has to be given priority over non-
aeronautical use, and so the concern is that the FAA 
would remove the fields in order to allow hangars to 
be built.

Nathan Coyle, who is the former airport manager 
for the city, now acting as a consultant, told the com-
mission airport property is primarily used for aero-
nautical purposes or for non-aviation use to generate 
revenue for the airport. The FAA requires that air-
port property used to generate revenue must bring 
fair market value to the airport, which is just under 
$200,000 each for the soccer and softball fields at 
Ybor Alvarez.

The city has received two applications for aero-

nautical use, Coyle said, one for hangar development 
where the current soccer field is and one for a non-
aviation proposal. He said the city could apply to the 
FAA to lease the property and keep the fields. He said 
no one has asked to lease the softball field property.

City Parks and Recreation Director Catherine 
Vorassi gave the commission three options if the soc-
cer field property is lost.

The soccer fields could be moved to the current 
location of the softball fields at Ybor Alvarez. However, 
the softball field, she said, is used by the Elm Street 
girls youth softball, so if the soccer field was moved, 

HOLLY DORMAN
News-Leader

Local experts have shared how they 
believe a titanium surface mine near the 
Okefenokee Swamp would impact the St. 
Marys River, a staple of Nassau County.

Emily Floore, executive director of 
St. Marys Riverkeeper, came before 
the Nassau County Board of County 
Commissioners recently to share the 
research she’s done into the project and 
why it is a point of concern for her orga-
nization.

“The southeast corner of the swamp – 
about 20% – feeds the St. Marys River,” 
she said, “which means the river can have 
zero flow at times and flood at others. 

From swamp to sea, the St. Marys River 
is pristine.”

Floore pointed out that, while the 
potential mine is a hot topic in Georgia 
right now, 41% of the St. Marys River 
borders Florida. Any mining activity 

impacting the swamp could have poten-
tial negative consequences for the river, 
Floore said.

Permits for the mine were applied for 
by Twin Pines Minerals, LLC nearly four 
years ago, and a lengthy legal battle has 
since ensued as environmentalists and 
outdoorsmen alike have fought against 
the project. The surface mine would 
stretch along Trail Ridge, a barrier island 
of the Okefenokee Swamp. The soil there 
is rich with titanium dioxide. According 
to the U.S. Geological Survey, titanium 
dioxide is used in white paint, toothpaste, 
sunscreen and various papers and plastics 
to give it a brilliant white color.

JULIA ROBERTS
News-Leader

Fernandina Beach City Commission-
er David Sturges told the commission 
he wants two men named as advisors 
to a citizen committee appointed to find 
a replacement for former City Manager 
Dale Martin. However, while one of 
those men said he had not spoken to 
Sturges before he was named at a meet-
ing this week, he would serve in an advi-
sory capacity.

Martin’s contract was terminated last 
month and Mayor Bradley Bean said he 

believes the city could appoint a commit-
tee of people to find a new city manager, 
as opposed to hiring an executive search 
firm. He said he wants to save the city 
money, up to $50,000. Some city com-
missioners objected to that, saying a pro-
fessional search firm has more expertise 
in the area.

The commission agreed to issue a 
Request for Proposals for a search firm 
and also named five people they believe 
should serve on the citizens commit-
tee: Wayne Peterson (Commissioner 
Darron Ayscue appointee), Tim Poynter 
(Commissioner James Antun appointee), 

Margaret Davis (Commissioner Chip 
Ross appointee), Jackie Miller (Mayor 

Bradley Bean appointee) and Steve 
Simmons (Sturges appointee). 

At the March 21 city commission 
meeting, Sturges suggested having two 
advisors for the committee.

“There are two people we can reach 
out to here locally,” Sturges said. “One 
man called me directly, has 40 years 
experience as a city manager in Fort 
Lauderdale, and he said he would be 
interested in helping us to choose the 
correct candidate to serve. I spoke to city 
staff about somebody else, who has 35 or 
40 years experience in another local city. 
I want to ask the commission if we can 

put these two people with our group as 
advisors. One of the gentlemen’s name 
is Jim Hanson. He was city manager at 
Orange Park for years and other areas. 
Richard Sala was at Fort Lauderdale for 
over 40 years. I believe if you add those 
people to our citizens group, I person-
ally believe that we could probably find 
a service that is a hybrid that, once we 
pick, they will go through them, they will 
be able to select a great city manager.”

Hanson served as town manager at 
Orange Park from 2014-17, city manag-

Hanson to advise city manager search committee

Sturges Hanson

HANSON Continued on page 4

Proposed titanium surface mine near Okefenokee hits home
▼ WHAT DO YOU THINK?
What do you think about the fight 
over a potential titanium 
mine near the Okefenokee 
Swamp? Send Letters to the 
Editor to tdishman@fbnews-
leader.com. Letters must 
include the writer’s name, 
address and daytime phone number.

?

MINE Continued on page 4

PHOTO COURTESY OF USFWS/LARRY WOODWARD AND OKEFENOKEE NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

The Okefenokee Swamp has long served as a home to thousands of 
animals and a popular tourist spot for people. Leaders of the Muskogee 
Creek Nation, whose ancestors populated the swamp, have called it 
“the most blissful spot of the earth.” 

HOLLY DORMAN
News-Leader

Drought conditions have continued 
throughout Nassau County as rainfall 
continues to be below average for this 
time of year. On the upside, parts of 
Nassau County are seeing improve-
ments.

As of March 21, the U.S. Drought 
Monitor reports all of Nassau County 
as experiencing “abnormally dry” con-
ditions and nearly 76% of the county 
as experiencing “moderate drought.” 
At the end of February, all of Nassau 
County was in a moderate drought, 
making the current conditions a slight 
improvement.

Three months ago, at the end of 
December 2022, just over 71% of Nassau 
County was in a moderate drought. 
Conditions worsened in January and 
continued through February.

Six months ago, in September 2022, 
no part of Nassau County was experi-
encing abnormally dry conditions. The 
current pattern of dry conditions did not 
begin until November 2022, as report-
ed in U.S. Drought Monitor data. The 
Monitor predicts drought conditions to 
continue through the next month, but 
for conditions to improve through the 
season.

The U.S. Drought Monitor is a col-
laborative project between the Nation 
Drought Mitigation Center at the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture and 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration.

The St. Johns River Water Manage-
ment District reported its 18-county 
region as having an average of 1.4 
inches of rainfall in February, 1.54 
inches below the average for the 
month. Nassau County averaged one 
to two inches for the entire county, 
according to data provided by the dis-
trict.

“At the end of February, Upper 

Drought 
conditions 
improve but 
continue

DROUGHT Continued on page 5

City moving forward to secure 
lease on Ybor Alvarez fields

PHOTO BY BETH JONES/NEWS-LEADER

Children play on Ybor Alvarez soccer fields. The city of Fernandina Beach wants to secure a lease to retain the fields for use Amelia Island 
Youth Soccer. 
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DOMESTIC  DESIGN

DANNY AND JENNIFER BRITT
Domestic Design Roofing has been proudly serving the Nas-
sau community and their roofing needs since 2001. Through-
out this time, the company has continued to maintain a high 
level of customer service and excellence in the roofing indus-
try.  In 2020, Buddy Boyd and Cindy Crowe partnered with 
Danny and Jennifer Britt to transition the company owner-
ship. Since the company’s beginning, Buddy and Cindy have 
maintained top level service and a dependable reputation 
in a constantly changing construction industry. Danny and 
Jennifer are committed to establishing that same trust in the 
Nassau community. 
 

Danny has over 20 years of building industry experience 
which has been a valuable resource for Domestic Design 
Roofing customers. “We strive to service our customer’s 
needs and concerns well beyond their roofing application. 
Having great communication and awareness with our cus-
tomer helps bring a sense of comfort and peace of mind to 
a process that can sometimes feel intimidating and over-
whelming to most homeowners. We desire to be the roofing 
company owners think of to care for those needs with integ-
rity and excellence.” Britt stated.
 

Domestic Design Roofing offers a wide variety of services 
including roof inspections, new roof installations, and com-
plete re-roofs with many different roofing products like met-
al, tile, and shingle. As a preferred contractor with both GAF 
and Owens Corning, customers can be assured of the quality 
products and services provided by Domestic Design Roofing.
 

The company is now excited to offer competitive financing 
options! With construction material prices remaining high, 
any improvements to your home will be costly. Replacing a 
roof is a necessary maintenance to protect your largest in-
vestment. With our financing partner, customers can receive 
multiple rates in less than 2 minutes and have loans funded 
typically within 5 days or less. Once approved, customers 
will have fixed monthly payments with no penalties for pay-
ing off your personal loan early. If you’ve been putting off 
replacing your roof due to budget constraints, Domestic De-
sign Roofing is happy to offer a fantastic solution! 
 

Call today to see how 
Domestic Design Roofing

can help with your 
roofing needs!

Danny and Jennifer Britt
(904) 321-0626

er at Atlantic Beach, 1999-2013, 
board manager, Marietta, Georgia 
Board of Lights and Water, 1994-
99 and as administrative assis-
tant, assistant city manager and 
city manager at LaGrange, Ga., 
from 1982-94. 

Hanson said he had spoken 
to Fire Chief Ty Silcox, with 
whom he worked with at Orange 
Park, and City Attorney Tammi 
Bach prior to the meeting, and 
told them he is not interested in 
serving as city manager, as he is 
retired. He now serves as one 
of 10 volunteer senior advisors 
to the Florida City and County 
Managers Association. He said he 
was not aware Sturges was going 
to name him at the meeting. 

Hanson told the News-Leader 
he has 41 years in local govern-
ment management and would be 
glad to lend his expertise to the 
committee in an advisory capac-
ity, as he has helped FCCMA do 
for smaller cities, usually with 
a 1,000 to 2,000 population. He 
said policy guidelines preclude 
him from officially being on the 
search committee, as Fernandina 
Beach has a population of more 
than 10,000. However, he said 
FCCMA does not compete with 
executive search firms.

Both Hanson and Sturges said 
they “don’t see the controversy” 
about naming Hanson as an advi-
sor.

“The city attorney gave me 
his name,” Sturges said. “Every 
commissioner put someone on 
the committee, and I named him 
as an advisor.” He said he had 
personally spoken to Richard 
Sala, the other person he sug-
gested as an advisor to the com-
mittee.

“I hope Fernandina Beach 
gets a good professional manager 
to move the city ahead,” Hanson 
said. “When you have a city man-
ager with the right skills, you can 
accomplish a lot.” He added that 
he feels strongly the city should 
employ a professional firm to find 
the right candidate for the posi-
tion from a list created by the 
committee.

Commissioner Chip Ross 
told the News-Leader he asked 
the city clerk to put a motion on 
the agenda of the next commis-
sion meeting to reconsider nam-
ing Hanson and Sala as advisors 
to the committee. He said he 
believes he was misled regarding 
their credentials, availability and 
consent, but that “the commit-
tee can reach out to anyone they 

believe appropriate for advice.”
In other business, the city 

commission:
• Gave consensus to 

Fernandina Beach Main Street 
to move forward with refurbish-
ment of the gateway signs at the 
intersection of Lime and Eighth 
streets, retaining the current sign 
and adding landscaping;

• Authorized the city’s insur-
ance carrier to pay a settlement 
claim to Robert Bruce;

• Approved an amend-
ment extending the contract 
between the Board of County 
Commissioners of Nassau 
County, city of Fernandina Beach 
and Beach Raker to clean city and 
county beaches;

• Approved the single source 
purchase of an Aspiro aspirator 
aerator from Aerator Solutions 
in the amount not to exceed 
$74,600;

• Approved a facilities use 
agreement for SCCA Autocross 
solo driving events at the airport 
in 2023; 

• Awarded a bid to C.C. 
Borden Construction, Inc. in an 
amount not to exceed $65,000 
for refurbishment of the ceiling at 
the Fernandina Beach Golf Club;

• Approved a proposal from 
US Ecology Tampa, Inc. in an 
amount not to exceed $40,000 for 
the handling of hazardous waste 
for the 2023 Hazardous Waste 
Cleanup and Recycle Event April 
22;

• Approved renaming Egans 
Creek Greenway to the Ron Sapp 
Egans Creek Greenway;

• Approved the purchase of a 
commercial diesel generator and 
automatic transfer switch from 
Cummins for the Wastewater 
Department in an amount not to 
exceed $398,811;

• Approved the comprehen-
sive release, waiver and settle-
ment agreement to separate Dale 
Martin from city employment;

• Approved use of the city 
seal for “Fernandina 200” promo-
tional materials to recognize the 
city of Fernandina Beach 200th 
anniversary;

• Approved the vacation of 
a portion of Cessna Lane public 
right-of-way totaling approxi-
mately 0.28 acres of land between 
Airport Road and Amelia Island 
Parkway;

• Approved, on third reading, 
an ordinance changing the dates 
of the city’s general and runoff 
elections to coincide with the 
state primary when are more 
than two qualifying candidates for 
a seat) and general election dates.

jroberts@fbnewsleader.com

HANSON
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it would displace that team. If 
that field was removed in order 
to make room for soccer, Vorassi 
suggested upgrades to the two 
fields at the Martin Luther King 
Jr. Center so they can be used by 
the girls youth softball.

Another option would be to 
move the soccer fields to the 
Hickory Street Park, but there 
are concerns with traffic and 
parking, congestion and lighting. 
Vorassi called that option “chal-
lenging.”

There is property south of 
Simmons Park, a 20-plus-acre 
property, could be used for soccer 
fields, but it is heavily wooded, 
and Vorassi said trees would have 
to be removed in order to use the 
land.

Mayor Bradley Bean said 
there is “a very easy path” to 
save the fields at Ybor Alvarez.

“That is to simply lease it 
from ourselves,” Bean said. 
“We will pay the airport a lease 
fee and that will make sure we 
have a long-term lease so we can 
enjoy those fields for future gen-
erations.”

“My only concern about that 
is, that’s a $400,000-a-year lease 
payment, assuming the FAA 
allows us to put soccer fields 
there as opposed to allowing use 
of it for hangars,” Commissioner 
Chip Ross said. He said he 
believes the best path forward 
is to move the soccer fields to 
the softballs fields. “If we don’t 
so something, 700 or 800 kids 
are going to lose the ability to 
play soccer. I don’t think that’s a 
good idea.” Commissioner James 
Antun agreed with Ross.

Ross said the city put the soft-
ball field in the 1990s, and got a 
grant from the state to “basically 
help pay the rent.”

“Basically (the grant lan-
guage) said, if you take that facil-
ity away, you have to pay us the 
money back,” Ross said.

Another grant was obtained to 
build the soccer fields in the early 
2000s. Those grant repayments 
would be $67,000 and $120,000. 
City Attorney Tammi Bach said 
if the fields are moved, the state 
would consider whether the 
grants would have to be repaid.

Sturges raised the possibility 
of purchasing property instead of 
leasing the airport property.

“We actually do own this prop-
erty already,” Bean said. “We’re 
not leasing it from someone else. 
It’s a little bit confusing with 
these FAA regulations but the 
airport budget is not a restricted 

budget. There are a lot of differ-
ent things we can do with that. 
We can charge a management 
fee. There are several different 
options I would be interested in 
tapping into. All we have to do is 
secure this lease.”

In earlier discussions about 
Ybor Alvarez, City Commissioner 
Darron Ayscue said he had spo-
ken to County Commissioner 
John Martin about moving the 
soccer fields to Hickory Street, 
and there is a possibility the coun-
ty would help pay for improve-
ments at Hickory Street. Bean 
touched on that when he spoke.

“The county wants to help 
with soccer fields,” the mayor 
said. “I’ve had discussions with 
multiple county commissioners 
about this. One thing they all 
need is a presence of county rec-
reation soccer on the east side of 
the county. They would be willing 
to come in.”

Bean said the community will 
“rally against us” if it is perceived 
the city is going to take away the 
soccer fields or build new fields 
by cutting down trees.

“The popular move, the one 
the community wants us to do, 
is save these fields,” Bean said. 
“This is a budgeting issue to be 
worked out during our budgeting 
cycle. There is $169 million in our 
budget. If you think about that, 
what’s ($400,000) when it comes 
to helping the children stay on 
the field they love playing at? It’s 
almost too easy to save these 
fields. All we have to do is secure 
the lease with the FAA. Let’s join 
together and save these fields for 
the community.”

The city commission agreed 
to reach out to the FAA and 
BOCC about the matter.

jroberts@fbnewsleader.com
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An option would be to move 
the soccer fields to the 
Hickory Street Park. 

Floore told the BOCC St. Marys 
Riverkeeper had submitted public comment 
regarding a bill in the Georgia legislature.

Georgia House Bill 71 (called the 
“Okefenokee Protection Act”) would pre-
vent Georgia’s director of Environmental 
Protection Division of the Natural Resources 
Department from issuing or renewing any 
permits for mining on Trail Ridge.

In response to the bill, Twin Pines attor-
ney Lewis Jones hinted at a lawsuit should it 
be passed. It would not be the first lawsuit 
filed in the nearly four years it has been since 
the company started the process of applying 
for permits and building the mine.

Georgia House Natural Resources and 
Environment Committee Chair Rep. Lynn 
Smith said she has no plans to “rush some-
thing that’s controversial.” The bill is not 
scheduled for a vote this session.

“Riverkeeper is concerned that the 
proposed mine as presented to Georgia 
Environmental Protection Division will nega-
tively impact the St. Marys River watershed 
ecosystem,” the Riverkeeper said in public 
comment. “Riverkeeper’s comments focus 
on the significant risk of failure and the use 
of several experimental and untested tech-
niques for sand mining due to the catastrophic 
events that could happen should something 
go wrong.”

“The St. Marys River and its headwa-
ters, the Okefenokee Swamp, are pristine 
waterways and loved by locals and all who 
come to experience its scenic wilder-
ness,” the Riverkeeper continued. “The St. 
Marys River and Okefenokee Swamp are 
too important to risk with untested mining 
methods from a company that does not have 
experience in greenfield mining and has a 
negative track record of environmental stew-
ardship.”

A 2019 article from the Georgia Recorder 
reported “massive fish kills, state environ-
mental investigations and lawsuits by nearby 
cattle ranchers” as a result of two wood-fired 
power plants run by Twin Pines that prom-
ised a new source of electricity and an eco-
nomic boom for the local community.

Despite assurances from Twin Pines 
Minerals that the surface mine would cause 
no significant nor permanent damage to the 
swamp, environmentalists remain concerned 
about the project. The mine would cover an 
area of 580 acres nearly three miles from the 
swamp.

“Twin Pines Minerals, LLC has applied 
for permits for the purpose of extracting 
titanium and zirconium from a tract of land, 
that at (its) closest point is approximately 2.9 

miles southeast of the Okefenokee Refuge,” 
the company’s website reads. “However, we 
will mine only 582 acres, and at any given 
time excavate in a very small section of the 
property (1.5 to 2.5 acres) to a maximum 
depth of 50 feet, advancing 100 feet per day. 
We will remove the noted minerals, which 
make up a tiny fraction of the soils and sand, 
and then replace the soil to present-day eleva-
tions and contours within 20 days.”

Floore explained to the Nassau County 
commissioners that this process of using 
experimental equipment to pump the water 
out of the mining site and make it possible to 
mine the soil could reduce the flow of water 
to the upper St. Marys River.

“When you reduce the flow of water,” 
Floore explained, “there is a possibility of 
salt water intrusion coming into the St. Marys 
River because there’s not enough force push-
ing the salt water back. We have endangered 
and threatened species such as the Atlantic 
sturgeon and short-nosed sturgeon in our 
river.”

Nassau County Commissioner Alyson 
McCullough said she has been doing her 
own research into the project and its potential 
impact on the St. Marys River, which borders 
her district.

“It is something so prevalent and some-
thing I believe BOCC needs to be educated 
and informed on,” she said. “It doesn’t just 
affect my district, it affects every one of our 
districts as it goes to the ocean.”

During the BOCC meeting, Commissioner 
Jeff Gray said he has also been doing his own 
research but came to a slightly different con-
clusion.

“This Trail Ridge project has to have five 
permits approved by the state of Georgia. It 
is the state of Georgia and I want to caution 
us from dabbling,” he said. “I love the river. I 

ride the river, I fish the river, it’s a beautiful 
river and I want to protect it. Legislation was 
rolled back in this country because some-
times we need to make America great and 
quit buying all our stuff from overseas. I’m 
sure Charlton County is going to have a lot 
of jobs that will be created from this if it ever 
comes to fruition.”

The rollbacks Gray referred to were 
made during the Trump administration. The 
Navigable Waters Protection Rule gives new 
definitions of wetlands, tributaries and other 
small bodies of water, placing bodies like the 
Okefenokee Swamp under the jurisdiction of 
the state and eliminating the need for federal 
permits.

The Okefenokee Swamp is the largest 
blackwater swamp in North America. Not 
only does its health heavily impact the health 
of the St. Marys River, but it is also home to 
gopher tortoises, barred owls, sandhill cranes, 
an estimated 15,000 alligators and other birds, 
reptiles and mammals. Many endangered 
and protected species call the Okefenokee 
Wildlife Refuge home.

Along with the environmental significance 
of the swamp, the site is culturally signifi-
cant to the Muskogee Creek Nation, whose 
ancestors were forced to Oklahoma from their 
homelands near the swamp.

Floore explained the geological signifi-
cance of Trail Ridge: “The Trail Ridge is an 
ancient barrier island. Just like we have Jekyll 
Island, Cumberland Island now, that’s what 
Trail Ridge used to be. Around 6,500 years 
ago, when the seas retreated, it trapped the 
water in the swamp behind it to the west. 
That’s what formed the swamp. The water 
in the southeastern corner of the swamp col-
lected because it had nowhere to go, and the 
only way it could find to the Atlantic Ocean 
was through that gap in Trail Ridge.”
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