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Kathy Siler, Chair of the Landings Association Incorpora-
tion Steering Committee, gave the pro arguments. Mike 
Vaquer, vocal critic of Incorporation gave the con.  
History 
Kathy Siler first summarized the history of the issue. Sev-
eral years ago, Al Scott, Chatham County Chairman, re-
marked that he preferred that there be no unincorporated 
area in the County (all of it should incorporate). This 
prompted a strategic planning study within The Landings 
Association (TLA) to see if Skidaway island could benefit 
from being its own city, before the Al Scott sentiment 
might become a reality.  
First, to even contemplate the issue, state law required a 
separate independent study from a recognized consulting 
operation on the subject. So, Georgia State University’s 
Andrew Young Institute was contracted to do the initial 
feasibility analysis. The conclusion was that Skidaway 
could indeed function, and even thrive financially, from 
independence. The revenues would likely far exceed the 
costs, and after an initial period of required reserve set-
asides, if no adverse events occurred, there would be 
funds to lower taxes to residents. 
TLA then conducted its own separate feasibility study, us-
ing some 75 volunteers skilled in various aspects of the 
analysis, from financial to operational. A similar conclu-
sion was reached, as major funds are available to a sepa-
rate city, that do not accrue to an unincorporated area, 
such as Sales tax allocations from Local Option Sales Tax 
(LOST) and even franchise fees refunds from utilities and 
service suppliers. 
This study also can serve as a major planning device for 
the initial City Council, should a vote be positive from Ski-
daway residents.  A revised package to vote on was sup-
plied to the Legislature in early January, and the legisla-
ture could well authorize a vote as early as March of 
2019.  (A tax glitch fix was needed in the original pack-
age, and a few additional pieces were added, such a re-
quiring a non-binding referendum from the electorate be-
fore a City council could vote to raise taxes. 
Numerous Town Hall meetings were held by TLA to in-
form residents of the key issues as well as the details of 
all the studies made available on line. The general con-
sensus of the attendees of these meetings was that resi-
dents did want to be able vote on the question: “Should 
Skidaway Island incorporate as a separate city?” 
She then summarized the main reasons to become a city: 
1. The financials are such that taxes could eventually be 

lowered to provide the same services. 
2. In addition, even better service could be provided and 

still lower taxes.  
3. Skidaway residents are better positioned to plan their 

own destiny, if not under the control of a more distant 
and less concerned County government that has dif-
ferent goals on land development and rules and regu-
lations. 

The financials are such that the millage rate assumed in 
the study was 4.13 – even lower than the new County 
rate of 4.99. So initially there would be a modest tax re-
duction. Even so, there would be enough revenue to meet 
expected expense needs in the first five or so years. This 
includes a start – up cost and funding a reserve contribu-
tion.  After sufficient reserve needs (say $6 to $10 million) 
are built up (assuming no surprise contingencies), the tax 
rate could be lowered from that initial rate. 
The financial study used a hypothetical building of an in-
dependent police force. If a separate service contract 
could be obtained from the County (or the Sheriff’s office) 
for less than two full police patrols 24/7, even more could 
be saved. Further, if garbage service were contracted by 
the city, more savings would accrue to residents, based 
on a survey of potential bidders on sanitation trucks. 
 The local control may be even a more cogent argument, 
as government closest to the people is generally consid-
ered more responsive. In the future we would have total 
say on land development and usage, versus the County’s 
view of what is best for us.  
Also, the opportunity to incorporate may not be available 
for very long as State Representative Ron Stevens has 
talked about shutting down the window and limiting future 
incorporations for small communities. This may have 
been prompted by Isle of Hope also recently considering 
incorporation. 
Arguments Against Incorporation 
Mike Vaquer first applauded the SIRC for having this “de-
bate” as he viewed all the TLA town hall meetings as too 
one-sided in favor of incorporation. He then rested his 
opposition on the possibility that the Stephens-Day tax 
breaks would not fully accrue to a new city. A legal opinion 
was expected soon from the Legislative representative 
from his meetings in Atlanta.   
He highlighted his main concern that the current 
Stephens-Day exemption from inflation may only apply to 
taxes from the County. One interpretation was that any 
new city would have to reapply for Stephens-Day freeze 
starting in 2019 on its portion of taxing authority. The up-
shot could be that your house market value may have 
doubled in the last 20 years, so the millage rate of 4.13 
may be applied to a much higher base.  
Ques%on	and	Answer	Session	
Q1.What’s the major problem we are trying to solve 
by incorporation to justify the expense, risks, liabili-
ties and uncertainties associated with becoming a 
city? 
Siler: The biggest benefit is our control of our destiny, to 
counter the risk of the County imposing different rules on  
land development, zoning and other regulations.  
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Vaquer: The TLA does a fine job providing most of our 
needs; we should avoid duplicative government controls. 
Q2. Is it true that Savannah is not considering annex-
ation of Skidaway Island and that even if it did such 
annexation could not take occur without the affirma-
tive vote of the majority of Skidaway eligible voters? 
Vaquer felt that the major premise of the TLA study was 
this fear that Savannah would try to annex us. His view is 
that would never happen, as Savannah residents want to 
control their own destiny, and would not want to dilute 
their decisions with the risk of outsiders influencing the 
outcome, especially with the very different demographics 
of Skidaway Island residents. 
Siler said that annexation was never the motivation or the 
fear. Instead the consolidation of Savannah and Chatham 
County is a future possibility. If we remain unincorporated, 
we could not opt out. 
Q3. Please clarify city staffing. How firm are projected 
costs? Will public facilities be owned or leased? Are 
those costs included in the proposed budget? 
Siler: The financials contemplate five full-time employees 
and several part-timers. It never was intended to staff a 
full police department. We don’t need such, and can con-
tract out for what we really need. 
Vaquer: If you plan a full police department, there is a god 
chance you have underestimated costs, as each officer 
would be budgeted close to $100,000 per year, with po-
lice cruisers costing some $50,000 per year 
Q4.  How confident are you that you can maintain the 
lower tax rate of 4.13 mills, versus the County’s cur-
rent one of 4.99 for a special service district (SSD)? 
Vaquer: The County SSD will undoubtedly lose revenue if 
Skidaway Incorporates. The danger here is if The Islands 
ultimately follow suit, then there may not be enough rev-
enue left from the remaining unincorporated portions to 
support the SSD and then it would have to be folded into 
the General Fund levy, resulting in recapturing a portion 
of the 4.13/4.99 mills we currently pay. 
Siler: Two independent studies have confirmed the rea-
sonableness of the initial tax rate reduction, and the long-
term ability to further reduce taxes, without a reduction of 
services. 
Q5. How will incorporation alter the response time 
FEMA relative to hurricane clean-up? 
Vaquer: FEMA does not do clean-up; they only reimburse. 
If a larger storm were to occur, there may not be enough 
in reserve to hire appropriate clean-up services, so Skid-
away would have to borrow first before getting reim-
bursed. This happened to some small cities in southwest 
Georgia after a recent storm. 
Siler: Part of the delay here in Hurricane Matthew was 
that Chatham County did not have the right ordinance in 
place to qualify for quicker FEMA funds. We will have the 
right ordinance in place at the outset, and be in better 

control. We would also line up contractors in advance of a 
storm to be ready to clean up quickly. Plus, our ability to 
borrow is not in question, based on our financial solidity. 
Q6.  Has there been concrete discussions on pur-
chasing public services from either the County or Sa-
vannah or both?  If so, what has been determined? 
Siler: The actual contracting can only take place with an 
in-place City Council. However, enough discussions have 
taken place on outsourcing police protection to be confi-
dent that a contract can be secured.  Our County Commi-
sisioner Pat Farrell then stepped up to confirm that the 
County was quite willing to negotiate an appropriate con-
tract for as much or as little police protection that the new 
city would desire, now that the demerger with Savannah 
is finished. 
Vaquer: Based on his recent discussion with the new 
County Manager Lee Smith, Vaquer indicated that there 
have been no discussions with the County about police 
protection being provided by the County. 
Q7. What’s the impact of incorporation on availability 
and cost of flood insurance for each property owner? 
Vaquer: No one will lose federal flood insurance, but the 
discounts for some may be lost for a year. 
Siler: It may be up to two years before we get the 25% 
discount back, but many residents were beneficiaries of 
substantial flood insurance premium reductions from 
FEMA’s new rate maps, by their lowering the measured 
flood risk for some 1000 homes this past summer. 
Q8.  How are current SPLOST funds allocated? How 
will they be allocated if we incorporate? Will we be 
able to add an additional SPLOST for city purposes?   
Vaquer:  it will probably be too late to get a specific 
SPLOST request, as the renewal is being voted on in 
2019, with communities requesting priority on specific 
projects (no guarantee you get what you request). So, the 
window will have passed for another six or seven years. 
Siler: it was not contemplated that Skidaway would seek 
SPLOST funds for a specific project. Instead LOST was 
the main source of infused funds, which is simply a return 
for the 1% sales tax automatically being allocated to us 
pro rata based on population (with some negotiation to 
make sure it happens). 
Q9. What is the strongest argument, in your view, 
made by your counterpart in this debate? 
Vaquer: Having a much stronger say in your future. But 
that assumes locals participate in government decisions 
instead of just letting elected officials have their way. 
Siler: The Stephens-Day uncertainty needs to be re-
solved. (Editor’s Note: SIRC is committed to post the re-
sult on line when a legal opinion rendered on this.)  
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