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ISLAMORADA, VILLAGE OF ISLANDS
SPECIAL CALL VILLAGE COUNCIL MEETING MINUTES

Village Administrative Center
Founders Park Community Center

87000 Overseas Highway
Islamorada, FL 33036

Tuesday, August 23, 2016
1:00 PM

I. CALL TO ORDER / ROLL CALL

Mayor Deb Gillis called the meeting to order at 1:06 P.M. The following Councilmembers were present on
roll call: Mayor Deb Gillis, Vice Mayor Jim Mooney, Councilman Mike Forster, Councilman Chris Sante
and Councilman Dennis Ward. Also in attendance were Assistant Village Manager and Public Information
Officer Mary Swaney, Village Attorney Roget Bryan, Village Clerk Kelly Toth and all other appropriate
personnel.

II. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE

Van Cadenhead led the Pledge of Allegiance.

III. PUBLIC COMMENT

Mayor Deb Gillis opened public comment; seeing none, public comment was closed.

ANNOUNCEMENTS:
Councilman Mike Forster congratulated Vice Mayor Jim Mooney, Councilman Chris Sante and Mayor Deb
Gillis on having been reelected to Council. Mayor Gillis stated qualifying for the election had ended at noon
today.

IV. AGENDA: Request for Deletions / Emergency Additions

V. DISCUSSION, RANKING AND SELECTION OF VILLAGE MANAGER

This item was heard at 1:08 PM
Mayor Deb Gillis asked if the Council desired to have a self-imposed super majority vote on the selection
of the village manager. Council expressed agreement for a self-imposed super majority vote.

Council discussion ensued regarding the number of candidates that would be interviewed and whether to
narrow the selection. Council agreed to interview all four candidates. Mayor Gillis proffered, and Council
agreed, that the candidates would give a short presentation which would be followed by questions from the
Council.

Each candidate provided a brief history of their employment, experience and education.
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A. Patrick Comiskey TAB 1

Vice Mayor Jim Mooney asked Mr. Comiskey to describe his ability to work with other state and local
entities; and how he would make that an asset to the Village in the long run. Mr. Comiskey stated he would
meet with local managers and attend Florida association meetings in order to meet individuals, on a state
level, that were involved in policy making decisions and he would connect with representatives in
Tallahassee that were involved with issues of importance to the Village. He provided a history of his
involvement with past local, state and federal agencies regarding local projects.

Mayor Deb Gillis asked Mr. Comiskey how he would help the Council when they were divided on an issue.
Mr. Comiskey stated he would make sure the Council had as much information in advance, to allow for
questions to be brought up and addressed prior to the meeting; and that during a meeting, he would provide
facts and information and would make a recommendation if he thought one choice was better than the other.

Councilman Chris Sante asked Mr. Comiskey to describe his experience with seeking funding from the
State. Mr. Comiskey stated he had worked with programs and grants that were available through the state;
and had worked directly with the US Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE) and the Department of
Transportation (DOT). He stated he and a councilmember went to the state offices and had dealt mostly
with their local delegation. Mr. Comiskey stated that his prior employers did not have a lobbyist.

B. Julian Jackson TAB 2

Councilman Mike Forster asked Mr. Jackson whether he was here for the long-haul or to increase his
retirement. Mr. Jackson stated he was absolutely committed to be with Islamorada for as long as the Council
would have him.

Vice Mayor Jim Mooney inquired about Mr. Jackson’s ability and willingness to communicate with the
public at venues such as Rotary or Chamber of Commerce meetings. Mr. Jackson stated he “would go
wherever he was asked” and would do whatever the Council wanted him to do.

Councilman Dennis Ward asked for Mr. Jackson’s opinion about lobbyists. Mr. Jackson stated “they were
alright in moderation”. Mr. Jackson stated “at the end of the day we all have to beg for as many dollars as
we can in local government” and that “the communities that received the most money and leveraged the
most money was always going to be the most successful”. Mr. Jackson stated that he had not had a lot of
experience working with what he would call “high-end” lobbyists. He stated “In fact, I have not had any.”

Councilman Chris Sante provided a brief history of the Village’s involvement in working in unison with
Monroe County government and the lobbyists to obtain funding and the challenging process of dividing the
funding. He asked Mr. Jackson if he had experience in this area and did he have experience “scrapping” for
funding. Mr. Jackson confirmed that he did have experience in the manner in which Councilman Sante was
suggesting. Mr. Jackson stated when the local governments were in Tallahassee they presented a united
front; and that the “scrapping” over funding was handled when they returned home.

C. Mark Kutney TAB 3

Councilman Dennis Ward asked what Mr. Kutney would do if a Councilmember contacted an employee
directly and asked the staff member to do something. Mr. Kutney referred to the Village Charter regarding
the interference clause. He stated if it was a Councilmember giving staff a direct order he would talk with
his staff regarding how to handle this type of situation and would have his staff direct the Councilmember
to speak with him. Mr. Kutney stated that if it did happen, he would have a very frank, open discussion
with that Councilmember to discern why the Councilmember wanted to go around the Manager. He stated
he thought this type of action by a Councilmember placed the staff member in a difficult situation.
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Vice Mayor Jim Mooney asked if Mr. Kutney considered himself a problem solver. Mr. Kutney stated he
did consider himself a problem solver and a critical thinker. He provided an overview of how he addressed
problems and stated that he gathered as much information as possible to solve a problem and that he saw
all problems as opportunities.

D. Seth Lawless TAB 4

Councilman Mike Forster expressed concern that Mr. Lawless’ family would remain in North Carolina;
and asked if his family was in agreement with this arrangement should he be chosen for the position. Mr.
Lawless stated his daughter was a junior in high school and that the separation would be for two years. He
stated he and his wife had discussed the arrangement; and that he would travel to North Carolina a few
times a year and his wife would travel to Islamorada a few times a year. Mr. Lawless stated it was something
he thought he and his wife could make work.

Councilman Mike Forster stated during the one-on-one interviews, Mr. Lawless told him about an applicant
selection process he had experienced that was designed to determine an applicant’s skill set. Councilman
Forster asked Mr. Lawless to describe the experience to the Council. Mr. Lawless stated the process took
place at an assessment center over a several days and involved 15-20 people. He provided a thorough
overview of the assessment process and stated the process was based on emotional intelligence. Mr. Lawless
stated he was told this particular type of selection process increased the chances of finding a successful
candidate by 15-20 points higher than the typical interview process.

Councilman Dennis Ward asked what Mr. Lawless would do if a Councilmember contacted an employee
directly and asked the staff member to do something. Mr. Lawless stated it was dependent upon the
conversation and what was asked of the employee; and that he hoped to develop a level of trust and
understanding with his Directors. He stated it would depend on the seriousness of the situation and that it
was a matter of degree. Mr. Lawless stated that if it was serious he would have a conversation with the
Councilmember. Councilman Ward asked if there were standards for managers that addressed this type of
issue. Mr. Lawless stated yes, in the International City/County Management Association (ICMA) code of
ethics.

Mayor Deb Gillis asked what kept Mr. Lawless up at night. Mr. Lawless stated personnel issues kept him
awake at night and that he hoped there would not be very many. He stated personnel issues were some of
the most difficult decisions especially when you had an employee that was under performing and had not
done anything egregious. Mr. Lawless stated if it was a problem that could not be tolerated it would have
to be corrected; and while he did not look forward to it, it was one of the responsibilities of a manager. He
stated these were the most difficult for him.

Vice Mayor Jim Mooney asked how Mr. Lawless would address interlocal communications with other
municipalities and the State of Florida. Mr. Lawless stated he thought that managers liked hanging out
together because they had the same career field and that he looked forward to the chance to get together
with other managers to discuss current issues and to share stories. He stated initially, after a couple of weeks
if he had not been contacted, he would reach out to the Monroe County Manager to meet for lunch and
would initiate meetings with others in the area. Mr. Lawless stated he would become aware of the issues,
get involved with every opportunity, and would make himself available. He stated he would seek policy
issue updates to ascertain what the state and regional issues were. Mr. Lawless stated he thought it was
important for the Council to have a Legislative Agenda; to meet and discuss the agenda prior to the
legislative sessions; and to resolve to approach the issues in the same manner. He referenced the recent
water quality issues the Village had addressed in this manner. Mr. Lawless suggested sharing the legislative
agenda with others in the county to try to obtain consensus.

Mayor Deb Gillis asked Mr. Lawless to tell the Council about his experience in working with lobbyists.
Mr. Lawless stated his experience working with a lobbyist was at the federal level in which the Town of
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Nags Head was trying to obtain funding for beach nourishment. He stated the particular project ended up
being funded by a local tax. Mr. Lawless stated his involvement with the lobbyist was limited to facilitating
their attendance at the meetings and forwarding updates. He stated that regarding meeting with officials on
a state level, it was important to have local elected officials leading the charge; and that if he and a couple
Councilmembers went to Tallahassee, it carried the weight of the entire elected body. Mr. Lawless stated
an agreed upon agenda was needed; and that it was necessary to be diligent and to continue working the
issue. He stated it was important to stay involved and to be present at every opportunity to be heard. Mr.
Lawless commented that it was easy for someone on the state level to be dismissive when there was no
representation.

This item was discussed at 1:46 PM.
Mayor Deb Gillis suggested narrowing the candidates to two finalists. She suggested the Council take the
list of four candidates and rank them one through four and that the candidates with the two lowest scores
would be the top two finalists. Mayor Gillis further suggested the narrowing to two candidates could be
followed by a vote on the top two candidates. Councilman Mike Forster expressed support for this idea
stating this was the process used for the selection of the Village Attorney. Mayor Gillis confirmed that a
ranking of “one” would be the Councilmembers first choice, a ranking of two would be the second choice
and so on. Mayor Gillis stated the Village Clerk and the Assistant Village Manager & Public Information
Officer would tally the votes and would provide the Council with the top two names without information
whether the candidate ranked first or second.

Mayor Deb Gillis opened public comment.

Larry Barr stated he would have liked the Council to ask the candidates how much taxes had increased
during their tenures as a city manager. Councilman Mike Forster stated he had asked the question during
the one-on-one interviews, but that the answer was not comparable to the Village’s situation as some of the
municipalities had airports, police departments, fire departments and utilities under their millage. Mayor
Gillis stated she asked a similar question as well.

David Guardino stated it would be nice to know if there was a candidate that was trying to finish out his
retirement, given the turnover in Village Managers. He asked that the Council do their best to choose a
candidate that saw this position as a long-term engagement. Mayor Deb Gillis stated this was one of the
questions she asked in the one-on-one interviews. Councilman Dennis Ward stated that when he spoke with
Julian Jackson about the Florida Retirement System, he did not get the impression Mr. Jackson was coming
to the Village to finish out his retirement. Councilman Ward stated it was clear to him Mr. Jackson would
be coming to the Village because it was a paradise and that he did not think anyone was here to finish out
their retirement.

Councilman Ward asked if Mr. Jackson would like to make a statement. Julian Jackson stated he had never
recommended a tax increase in his life. He stated he had time in the Florida Retirement System (FRS) and
he was proud of it. Mr. Jackson stated participation in the FRS made the community attractive to a man of
his qualifications; and that was a big part of why he was interested in the position. He stated no manager
ever says they are going to a community for two years and then they were going to leave and the longer a
manager stays, the better his relationships are and his successes are greater. Mr. Jackson stated a manager
continued to grow and learn with every year he was with a municipality and stated he had never met a city
manager that intended to stay with a city for a short period of time.

Jill Miranda Baker suggested the Council allow the candidates to provide a final comment before they vote.

Mayor Deb Gillis closed public comment.



Minutes of the
Special Call Village Council Meeting

August 23, 2016
Page 5 of 8

Mayor Deb Gillis invited Seth Lawless to the podium. Mr. Lawless stated he was 15 years from retirement
and that he had the opportunity to see the community and would be happy to serve as long as the Council
would have him.

Mayor Deb Gillis invited Mark Kutney to the podium. Mr. Kutney thanked the Council. He stated he had
a Bachelor’s Degree in Urban Affairs; and two Masters Degrees one of which was in Planning and the other
in Public Administration. Mr. Kutney stated at the age of 24 he was promoted to his first management
position and that he received the promotion because he was considered a “fixer”. He stated he was motivated
and wanted to be with the Village for ten years and leave it better than when he found it.

Mayor Deb Gillis invited Julian Jackson to the podium. Mr. Jackson thanked everyone involved in the
selection process and stated his fate was in their hands.

Mayor Deb Gillis invited Patrick Comiskey to the podium. Mr. Comiskey stated he appreciated the
opportunity to interview. He stated he too had many years of experience and was looking to make a long
term commitment to a community, just as he had done in Thomaston.

Council scored the candidates; the Village Clerk and Assistant Village Manager & Public Information
Officer tallied the scores and provided the top two candidates to the Mayor. The tabulations were as follows:

Round 1: SANTE GILLIS FORSTER MOONEY WARD Total:
Seth Lawless 4 1 1 2 2 10
Mark Kutney 3 4 2 1 3 13
Julian Jackson 1 3 3 4 1 12
Patrick Comiskey 2 2 4 3 4 15

Announcements:
Councilman Mike Forster announced there would be a Meet & Greet event this evening for Senator Anitere
Flores at Marker 88 from 5:30 PM to 7:30 PM.

Mayor Deb Gillis announced on Wednesday, August 24, 2016 a “Keep Zika Out of the Keys” event would
be held at Fire Station 20 beginning at 7:30 AM and ending at noon and encouraged volunteers to attend.

Mayor Deb Gillis announced that the top two candidates were Seth Lawless and Julian Jackson. Council
directed staff to draw a name to determine which of the two candidates would have the opportunity to speak
first. Candidate Julian Jackson was chosen by staff to speak first. Mr. Jackson stated he had enjoyed
speaking with everyone present and that the most successful manager was the one that had the most support
from the elected officials. He stated if selected he would work hard every day to earn and keep the Council’s
trust and support. Mr. Jackson urged the Council to support their next manager.

Seth Lawless stated he echoed Julian Jackson’s comments. He stated he would be coming from North
Carolina where he spent his entire career and would have a learning curve. Mr. Lawless stated the most
important thing was to build relationships with staff, the Council and the Community; and that he would
not be successful without building those relationships. Mr. Lawless stated his approach would be to get
involved with the community and to build relationships inside and outside of town hall.

Mayor Deb Gillis reminded the Council of the selection process stating Council was to rank the top two
candidates with number one being the first choice and number two being the second choice; and that a super
majority vote had been imposed by the Council. Mayor Deb Gillis stated the Clerk would inform the
Council whether a super majority vote had occurred. Council proceeded to score the top two candidates.
The Village Clerk collected the votes from round two; the votes were tallied by the Village Clerk and the
Assistant Village Manager & Public Information Officer resulting in the following scoring:
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Round 2: SANTE GILLIS FORSTER MOONEY WARD
Seth Lawless 2 1 1 1 2
Julian Jackson 1 2 2 2 1

A supermajority vote was not achieved, therefore Mayor Deb Gillis suggested the Council discuss the
candidates again. Councilman Mike Forster stated he liked all four candidates; but that he related to Seth
Lawless due to his experience with coastal communities, a tourist based economy and the challenges that
tourist based, coastal communities presented; as well as hurricanes in coastal communities. Councilman
Forster stated he liked Julian Jackson’s demeanor and presentation. Councilman Forster commented about
the importance of lobbyists and the need to be proactive.

Councilman Dennis Ward stated he voted for Julian Jackson because of his personality and nature; and
because he thought Mr. Jackson would be wonderful for the public. Councilman Ward cited Mr. Jackson’s
experience running a municipality with 38,000 residents; assisting the Mayor and Council in forming
financial policies that resulted in the elimination of property taxes in the city’s second year of existence ,
Mr. Jackson stating he had never raised taxes, and a more comprehensive background as reasons why he
chose Mr. Jackson as his first choice. Councilman Ward stated he thought Mr. Jackson would be
instrumental in bringing funding to the Village due to his personality, even though he did not have
experience working with lobbyists.

Mayor Deb Gillis cited the following reasons for choosing Seth Lawless as her first choice: his experience
with a tourist community, approximately ten years with the same municipality; project management
experience with sewer related issues and his ability to communicate. She stated Mr. Lawless’ personal
interview was great.

Councilman Chris Sante stated there was a one-point difference in his scores for Mr. Jackson and Mr.
Lawless. He stated for this reason he chose Julian Jackson as his first choice. Councilman Chris Sante stated
he was happy with both candidates.

Vice Mayor Jim Mooney stated he had a three-way tie for first. He stated the points were just a base line
and spoke favorably about all four candidates. Vice Mayor Jim Mooney stated he chose Seth Lawless as
his first choice due to a one-point difference, but that there was not a particular reason. Vice Mayor Mooney
stated he would like to hear from the candidates one more time.

Julian Jackson stated he was with Monroe, Georgia for twelve years and seven months and with Peachtree
Corners, Georgia for four years. He stated he could simplify the process for the Council, as it appeared the
Council was torn in their decision between the two candidates. Mr. Jackson stated it appeared he was ranked
on the bottom; and that it was important that whoever was chosen had the Council’s full support; and that
it was tantamount to the Village’s success. He encouraged the Council to proceed with negotiating a
contract with Seth Lawless and he would remain as the number two choice.

Mayor Deb Gillis stated Mr. Jackson was a true gentleman. Vice Mayor Jim Mooney stated he was not in
agreement with Mr. Jackson’s suggestion. Vice Mayor Mooney stated he thought either candidate would
be good fit.

Mr. Jackson stated that although all the Councilmembers were equal, his strongest supporter was not going
to be on Council in three months. He stated that with his second strongest supporter, he had barely made it
to the first pick. Mr. Jackson stated “I kind of have one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel.”
Councilman Chris Sante laughed and stated he did not see it that way.

Seth Lawless stated he thought Julian Jackson was alluding to the candidates hoping it would be a
unanimous vote one way or the other. He stated Mr. Jackson made an extremely gracious offer and that Mr.
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Jackson had an amazing personality. Mr. Lawless stated he thought his and Julian Jackson’s experience
was similar.

Council proceeded with the third round of voting resulting in the following outcome:

Round 3: SANTE GILLIS FORSTER MOONEY WARD
Seth Lawless 1 1 1 2 2
Julian Jackson 2 2 2 1 1

Mayor Deb Gillis opened public comment.
Van Cadenhead suggested choosing the least expensive of the candidates.

Larry Barr stated Julian Jackson stated that he did not have experience with “good” lobbyists. Mr. Barr
stated he got the impression that Mr. Jackson had not experienced a good lobbyist.

Janet Wood stated first impressions meant a lot and that she thought Julian Jackson made the best first
impression. She stated she thought he could win over state legislators easily.

Mayor Deb Gillis closed public comment.

Vice Mayor Jim Mooney suggested the Council reconsider the self-imposed super majority because the
vote would still be a majority vote. Council voted resulting in the following outcome for round four:

Round 4: SANTE GILLIS FORSTER MOONEY WARD
Seth Lawless 2 1 1 2 2
Julian Jackson 1 2 2 1 1

Council discussed whether to stay with the self-imposed super majority vote and decided not to change.

Mayor Deb Gillis opened public comment.

Pete Bacheler stated he was conflicted over the same two candidates. He suggested the Council ask a
situation question that required the candidate to provide a solution; and that the remaining candidate would
be removed from the room during this portion of the interview process.

Mayor Deb Gillis closed public comment.

Council voted resulting in the following outcome for round five:

Round 5: SANTE GILLIS FORSTER MOONEY WARD
Seth Lawless 1 1 1 2 1
Julian Jackson 2 2 2 1 2

The Village Clerk provided the vote information to the Mayor. Mayor Deb Gillis announced that Seth
Lawless had been chosen by a super majority vote.

Mayor Deb Gillis asked for a motion to accept the rankings with Seth Lawless in first place and Julian
Jackson in second place. Councilman Mike Forster asked if the Council could vote again to achieve a
unanimous vote. Vice Mayor Jim Mooney stated the vote was so close; and that all four candidates had
tremendous support from Council. Councilman Dennis Ward stated his term on Council would be coming
to an end and that Julian was correct when he stated he was losing one of his strongest supporters.
Councilman Ward stated it was uncomfortable for a manager going to a new job when he did not have the
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full support of the Council. Village Attorney Roget Bryan stated the motion to accept the rankings could
be Council’s acknowledgement of full support of the new manager.

VI. MOTIONS

Councilman Chris Sante made a motion to accept the rankings with Seth Lawless as the number one choice
and Julian Jackson as the second choice. Councilman Dennis Ward seconded the motion. Council voted
and the motion passed 5-0.

VII. MAYOR / COUNCIL COMMUNICATIONS

VIII. VILLAGE ATTORNEY / VILLAGE MANAGER COMMUNICATIONS

Village Attorney Roget Bryan confirmed Mayor Deb Gillis would be negotiating the contract on behalf of
the Council and that he had their permission to proceed with a contract. Council stated their agreement to
both items.

IX. ADJOURNMENT

Councilman Chris Sante made a motion to adjourn. Councilman Mike Forster seconded the motion. The
meeting adjourned at 2:44 PM.

______________________
Kelly S. Toth
Village Clerk

Approved by the Village Council this 13th day of October, 2016.


