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Jan 1, 2006
Southport deserves better than this

If Southport residents aren’t already hopping mad about what the N.C. State Ports Authority did to them Thursday, they should get mad. And they should direct some of their ire at the Governor’s Mansion.

The Ports Authority ignored Southport’s request to table a proposed extension of the Southport Marina lease through 2040. The city had offered to buy the marina it once owned – and sold to the state at a giveaway price in 1963.

It would have been appropriate to debate the merits of the city’s offer, but the Ports Authority apparently was more interested in giving the new leaseholder control of the marina for the next three and a half decades.

Even if Southport’s offer were accepted now, the city would have virtually no control over how the marina was run.

Gov. Mike Easley, who last year put a stop to the Ports Authority’s dalliance with developers seeking to buy the marina, is a Southport resident. He appoints the majority of members to the Ports Authority board. He’s chairman of the Council of State, which will have the final say on this deal.

He could have used his clout to pre-empt this latest action. He didn’t.

Now it’s up to the Council of State (and Easley, if he is so disposed) to take another look at what appears to be a sweetheart deal for developer Nick Garrett and his partners.

Article published Jan 5, 2006
Southport group opposing lease
Wants extensions rejected, town proposal considered

The Southport residents’ group that created a major uproar when the city’s namesake marina went on the bidding block is making a comeback in opposition to a new lease on the property.

Representatives of the Committee to Save Southport Marina are asking the Council of State to reject the two 10-year lease extensions approved by the N.C. State Ports Authority Board of Directors Dec. 29. They also want the ports authority to be prohibited from lease negotiations until after a decision is made on Southport’s $6 million proposal to buy the valuable waterfront property.

In a Jan. 3 letter, the committee called for the resignation of the 11 ports board members and said it wants the State Bureau of Investigation to launch a probe into the relationship between Gov. Mike Easley and the new owners of Southport Marina Inc. – Wilmington developer Nick Garrett and Cary developers Tim Smith and Julian “Bubba” Rawl.

Copies of the letters were mailed Wednesday to the governor and the nine Council of State members.

Ports board Chairman Carl Stewart said the board has acted properly in regard to approving the new marina lease.

“I think the new lease is a good one. It ensures that the marina will continue to be operated as a public facility, including the public boat ramp,” he said Wednesday. “The matter is in the hands of the Council of State.”

The Council – a committee of statewide elected officials – meets Jan. 10 in Raleigh.

Southport resident Pat Dane, who ran unsuccessfully against Mayor Norman Holden in 2005, is a member of the residents’ group and coordinator of the response efforts.

Dane said residents backed off the marina issue after Easley announced in August that the marina was not for sale, but he said he believes the governor’s declaration created an avenue for the lease transaction to be worked out.

He said he hopes Council of State members will start questioning the recent issues surrounding the marina and delay action. The Council has the final say over the new lease.

Stewart said, if given a chance, he’s certain the new leaseholders will meet the city’s building requirements and make improvements to the marina that will please residents.

Southport Marina Inc. must spend at least $2.5 million on improvements and renovations that must be completed by January 2008.

Stewart said he, and some Southport officials, have already seen proposed plans.

“The plans are impressive. It will be extremely attractive,” he said. “These developers have already engaged the most capable people they can find to do the planning for the marina. I feel quite sure the management team will be of a high quality.”

Still, the marina citizens’ group is encouraging residents to contact their legislative officials and would also like as many supporters as possible to attend next week’s meeting in Raleigh.

The committee has also hired Wilmington attorney William Shell for legal representation.

Shell, who was involved in litigation that kept Dosher Memorial Hospital from being transferred to county ownership in the mid-1970s, said it’s clear the state and the ports authority is practically handing the marina over to the new leaseholders.

He said if the new lease is approved by the Council of State, a lawsuit could follow.
 
Angela Mack: 343-2009
angie.mack@starnewsonline.com
Email January 5th

In case any of you missed it there was a major development that happened last Thursday (see the Star News Sunday lead Editorial below) . The State Ports Authority voted to extend the Nick Garrett Southport Marina Lease until 2040 !!!!!!! Next Tuesday the 10th,  this extended lease is up for a vote with the NC Council of State. The final approval of this extension effectively makes it worthless for the city of Southport to buy it as Garrett or the company he flips the lease to, for $40 - $50 million can do essentially what they want with it.

Bobby Willis, Woody Wilson, Bill Duke and I have been on overdrive the past 3 days trying to identify ways to stop the extension of this lease from happening. We have developed a mutli prong strategy that you can help play a part in. This strategy unfolds as follows:

Polictical

There is a Southport Alderman Committee meeting today at 5:30 to determine what support they can lend as a city body to show the Council of State that they should not give the final approval to the extension of this lease. We are hoping that they come forth with a resolution that supports the delaying of this lease extension. There is also an effort going on now to get the involvement of Sen. Soles, Rep. Stiller, Danny McComas and others so that they can lobby the Council of State and the Governor on our behalf. Additionally, Bill Duke has called and is lobbying each and every member of the Council of State.

The other part of this is a request for any and all of you to travel to Raleigh for the meeting on Tuesday January 10th at 10:00 in the Adminstration Building across the street from the Legislative Building. I realize that this is late notice but it is the way it is. Please email me or Bobby Willis back if you can make it. We are working on a bus service that can transport us there. We feel strongly that this effort will lend significant support to our efforts to sway the Council.

Legal

We have hired a Wilmington Attorney, Bill Shell. Bill is actually from Southport and was the key Lawyer that saved Dosher Hospital from being consumed by the Brunswick County Hospital System. Brunswick County had a signed deal and Bill was able to reverse that deal for several very solid reasons that are very similar to what is happening with the Lease at the Southport marina. Bill is doing research right now to determine what the exact legal case we have to reverse the lease deal if it is in fact approved on Tuesday. We don’t have the liberty of time to get an injunction done between now and then. I am sure this is why they called the meeting during the holidays.

Net Net

What has happened, when you look at it from a 5,000 foot view, is the Governor told the world that “the Southport Marina is NOT for Sale” back in October. By doing this he was able to get the monkey off of his back and the issue off the front page of the local papers. I believe that his plan was that if he did this he gained cover and he could work with Garrett to simply do a simple lease extention and in effect accomplish the same objective which I believe is to take care of a political supporter. We can’t let this happen.

We need your support on Tuesday in Raleigh or to volunteer to call people that can come to Raleigh on Tuesday. Either is going to spell the key for us to defeat the lease extention.

Pat Dane

547-0002

pat@patdane.com
 

email January 5th
Angie, have we ever hit a cord. Two calls with two different people that wanted to make sure that we / you knew some of the background. Quite frankly this is new news to me too. Here you go:
 

· Nick Garrett has been dating and is rumored to be marrying Lanny Wilson's sister. Lanny's mother as you already know is Laura Wilson. Word to me from a call just now is that the Southport marina either from the sale to Nick or the lease and extended lease are wedding presents for Nick and Laura's daughter. Interesting huh!!! 

· This morning I got a call and wasn't going to do anything about it but after a second call just now I figured I owed it to you and the people that live in southport to let you know. Nick is talking it up all over Wilmington that as soon as the lease is extended he will be offering prime marina slots to his friends in Wilmington so they can come down to southport for dinner, tie up and spend the night. He has called it, according to this source, "Nick's Marina". 

· Lastly, which you already know is that Nick was THE largest contributor and largest fund raiser for the governor in the last election.
This is absolutely crazy. Not sure what you can do with it but I thought you should know.
 

Lastly, please call Meezie back. The southport marina committee is totally behind what we are trying to do. Additionally, we have confirmation that all the council of state members including the governor have received their letters. We have had responses from two that seem to be positive. We need to keep the pressure on big time.
 

Regards,
 

Pat
 

 

Article published Jan 6, 2006
SOUTHPORT
Lawmakers to ask for delay on renewal of marina lease

RALEIGH | In an unusual move, two state lawmakers are planning to appear in person to ask the state government’s executive branch to postpone approval of a new lease for Southport Marina.

State Sen. R.C. Soles, D-Columbus, and Rep. Bonner Stiller, R-Brunswick, said Thursday that they will go to the capital next week to ask the Council of State to postpone work on the lease deal given tentative approval last month by the N.C. State Ports Authority.

How their message is received could have significant impact on the busy marina, public opinion in Southport and the business prospects of the investors planning to pour $2.5 million into the facility.

Carl J. Stewart Jr., chairman of the authority’s board of directors, said a delay in approving the lease would mean that badly needed improvements could be put off a year.

Soles and Stiller said a delay is needed to ensure fairness for the Southport city government and its supporters, who wish to buy the marina from the state. They argue that a 20-year extension of the lease makes their purchase offer unattractive.

The Council of State is a committee of the state’s 10 statewide elected officials that has final say over government leases and land deals. Gov. Mike Easley serves as chairman.

“I plan to go to their meeting and hope they will extend me the courtesy of speaking,” Soles said.

Soles, who has served in the General Assembly since the late 1960s, said this wouldn’t be the first time he’s appeared before the Council of State.

“But that was to advocate for decisions,” he said. “I’ve never had to go to them in opposition to something they might do.”

He said he would tell the council two things: Don’t approve the new lease with Southport Marina Inc. right away; let Southport make its case to buy the marina from the ports authority.

Stiller said he would ask the executive branch to postpone action so the legislature could decide who should control the marina and how much it should be sold for.

“The General Assembly comes back in May, and we can put in a bill then that settles all the issues,” he said. “A hundred and seventy legislators can make a more informed decision than the governor or the Council of State.”

Some Southport residents, who earlier this week sent letters to state leaders, charged that the lease extension is a sweetheart deal for the marina’s owners and threatened court action. They also are expected to attend the Tuesday meeting in Raleigh.

Nick Garrett, the Wilmington developer who is a partner in the company operating the marina, said a delay would be a mistake.
Garrett said the request for the two 10-year lease extensions will enable the group to earn back money it plans to invest in the marina.
The company must spend at least $2.5 million on renovations and improvements to the marina by January 2008.

“It’s a business decision,” Garrett said. “As a developer, you have to have an economic use of money. You need those 20 more years to economically secure a return on your investment. Marinas are a risky investment.”

Stewart said “if the lease is not approved, the improvements to the marina will be delayed by maybe a year.”

He also issued a grim prognosis for Southport’s $6 million purchase offer. He said the offer raises thorny legal and policy questions and that it will take time to determine whether the authority should consider the proposal.

“We have referred the request to our property committee, which will study the issue,” he said. “We will need to determine if it is in the best interest of the ports authority, and that will require long-term study.”

(Mark Schreiner is chief of the Star-News bureau in Raleigh; Angela Mack is a staff writer covering Brunswick County.)

Mark Schreiner: (919) 835-1434
mark.schreiner@starnewsonline.com
Article published Jan 8, 2006
Council of State, do your duty

Two state legislators are listening to the people of Southport, which is more than can be said for the N.C. State Ports Authority.

Democratic Sen. R.C. Soles Jr. and Republican state Rep. Bonner Stiller are right to ask the Council of State to postpone approval of a 35-year lease on the Southport Marina until after Southport has a chance to make its case for buying the marina.

The Ports Authority ignored a similar request from the city and some of its residents, voting instead to give developer Nick Garrett and his partners control of the marina until 2040.

The Council of State and Gov. Mike Easley, a Southport resident, should stop this deal, which appears to benefit Garrett and his partners more than the taxpayers of North Carolina.

Southport deserves a fair hearing on its purchase offer before a decision is made on a revised lease.

If the bid is acceptable, the city, not the Ports Authority, should negotiate any new lease. There’s no rush; the current one hasn’t expired. If the city’s offer doesn’t pass muster, the Council should examine the lease extension carefully.

Ports Authority Chairman Carl Stewart Jr. says Garrett and his partners have grand plans for the marina and, trust them, it will be fabulous. That may be true.

But the Ports Authority apparently didn’t put enough teeth into the current lease to prevent Garrett’s predecessor from letting the marina go to pot.

Before signing away control of the facility for 35 years, the Council needs to answer the question: Is this the best deal the taxpayers can get?

That’s doubtful. The new lease makes no provision for the taxpayers to share in the profits; they’d get only a flat rental payment.

And though the lease requires that the marina remain open to the public, there’s no clause allowing the Ports Authority to review or approve the fees. “Public” doesn’t mean much if high fees exclude all but the well-off.

To be sure, a business person who sinks significant sums into a publicly owned facility has every right to make a reasonable profit and to exercise broad control. But when it leases public property for private profit, the public also deserves a fair deal.

When they get together Tuesday, the governor and the Council of State should remember that they answer to the public.


We have some real friends at the Star News. they saved my letter to the editor for today and placed it right next to their editorial !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
=================================
 

Article published Jan 8, 2006
Letters to the editor

Ports Authority hurt Southport
EDITOR: The people of Southport sincerely appreciate the Star-News’ interest in our marina. Your Jan. 1 editorial laid out the issue very clearly.

It is a (miscarriage) of justice that this Ports Authority could have a meeting for such an important issue on the 29th of December, when no other state politician (including our own Bonner Stiller) was available to get involved. 

This is what you call (ramming) it through the system so that a friend of the governor can be taken care of. Nick Garrett does not have one day’s worth of experience running the marina, yet gets a lease until the year 2040.

The plea that we made Dec. 29 (to hold off on extending the lease) was not even considered. What was/is the downfall to waiting ? There are no downsides; there are only upsides for Nick Garrett and the governor.

The governor said the marina was not for sale, which made big headlines and made the citizens of Southport think everything was fine. 

Little did we know that he would let something like this lease extension happen. This is the worst abuse of the public trust we have ever witnessed.
Pat Dane
Southport

 

Article published Jan 11, 2006
Southport Marina lease deal approved

RALEIGH | Turning aside pleas for delay from town officials and legislative leaders, the most powerful statewide elected officials on Tuesday voted to extend the lease on the Southport Marina for as long as 35 years.

After a more than a half-hour discussion – unusually long to consider a government contract – the Council of State voted 6-2 to extend the lease on the 430-slip facility on the Intracoastal Waterway under new terms for 15 years, with options to extend it for 20 more years.

The government of Southport has offered $6 million for the marina, but $4 million of that is an unspecified “state grant.”

Gov. Mike Easley, who sits on the council, said the lease was the best way for the public marina to be renovated. He said the new owners of Southport Marina Inc., which leases and operates the facility, are committed to improving the property while maintaining public access.

“We all recognize that the previous lease was a bad one, but all-new people have come in,” he said. “These are different people you’re dealing with, though the company name is the same.”

The move angered more than two dozen Southport residents who went to the capital Tuesday for the meeting. They suggested that the agreement was a sweetheart deal for the developers who are buying Southport Marina Inc.

“That council is extremely ethically and morally bankrupt – the group personifies that,” said Woody Wilson, a Southport resident with the Committee to Save Southport Marina.

The committee, along with state Sen. R.C. Soles, D-Columbus, and Rep. Bonner Stiller, R-Brunswick, had wanted to the council to wait until Southport’s purchase offer got a fair hearing from the N.C. State Ports Authority, which owns the marina.

Neither Soles nor Stiller spoke at the meeting. Soles said that he had asked to speak but was never recognized by the governor.

The governor’s spokesperson, Sherri Johnson, said Easley said that he made “eye contact with Sen. Soles at least three times but received no indication that he wanted to say anything.”

The council’s action put final approval on a decision made last month by the ports board of directors. Two Republicans – Auditor Les Merritt and Commissioner of Labor Cherie Berry – voted against the new lease.

The council made the new lease contingent on the sale of Southport Marina Inc. to Wilmington builder Nick Garrett and Triangle-area developers Julian “Bubba” Rawl and Tim Smith. They are expected to take control of the company later this month.

Under the new lease terms, the company will spend $2.5 million on renovations and pay the ports authority $160,000 in rent this year. 

Rent payments will increase 3 percent each year. Under the previous terms, the rent was $100,000 a year plus 10 percent of the marina’s income above $1 million.

Merritt said he didn’t think the new lease was a good deal.
“If inflation is going up 3 percent a year, that means that the state will be getting the same dollars 35 years from now it is getting today,” he said.

Treasurer Richard Moore, who voted for the lease, reminded board members that privatization of the marina would likely mean higher fees for boaters.

The government and the marina operators entered into the lease, he said, because there is little desire to use tax dollars to pay for the needed repairs.

“They are doing this because they want to make money,” Moore said. “They are going to do that by increasing the price for fuel sales, slip sales and other things.”

The ports authority said the new terms would bring the government nearly $3 million over the first 15 years of the lease. The old terms would bring in nearly $2 million, if sales of motor fuel were excluded.

Dennis Myers, an assistant state attorney general who explained the new lease to the council, said that marina’s owners could exclude fuel sales from their income statements and that the state had no legal way to force them to share that money. If fuel sales could have been added in, the state could have received $3.1 million under the old lease.

Discussions of government contracts rarely get such long hearings by the Council of State. The group, made up of the state’s 10 statewide elected officials, typically meets briefly each month.

Given the controversy the marina potential sale has caused in Southport and that Easley, who chairs council meetings, is a Southport resident, the matter got particular attention.
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