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Views mixed on pension offer
Curry’s latest offer would make costs
go up in the short term for taxpayers
By Nate Monroe and David Bauerlein

the times-union

The financial impact of Mayor
Lenny Curry’s latest collective
bargaining offer to the police,
firefighter and general employees
unions is unclear, but it appears
costs would rise in the short term
given the mix of more expensive
pension benefits for current employees, pay raises and a generous
401(k) plan for future employees
that he’s put on the negotiating

table.
That uncertainty has left some
longtime observers of — and participants in — Jacksonville’s struggles with employee retirement
problems unable to fully analyze
whether Curry’s proposal would
be a good one for taxpayers. Others, including influential civic and
business groups, are still reviewing the proposal, though many
such leaders have expressed confidence in the mayor.
“In my opinion, this is a sig-

nificant offer and consistent with
what many large employers are
doing locally,” said Jax Chamber
President Daniel Davis. “Kudos to
Mayor Curry for his bold proposal. He clearly supports our first
responders and is committed to
solving our city’s unfunded pension liability for our citizens.”
But Florida TaxWatch President
Dominic Calabro, whose organization sounded the alarm about
Jacksonville’s pension problems in
2008, said he doesn’t think Curry’s
proposal for moving public safety
workers into 401(k)-style accounts
with hefty city contributions is financially sustainable.
He said moving to 401(k) ac-

counts isn’t a fix if the city is going
to be committed to contributing to
the accounts at a rate equal to 25
percent of the employee’s salary.
“You’re substituting one poison
for another poison,” Calabro said.
The Jax Chamber board will
discuss Curry’s latest offer next
week.
The Jacksonville Civic Council, a group of the city’s top CEOs
and civic leaders, is still reviewing
Curry’s proposal.
Curry’s plan would completely
wipe out the reductions in pension
benefits for police and firefighters
that City Council approved in June
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El Faro
hearings
resume
on Feb. 6
Final sessions first since
audio, data recovered
By sebastian Kitchen

sebastian.kitchen@jacksonville.com

A U.S. Coast Guard investigative panel has set
its third and final hearing
on the El Faro cargo ship
sinking that killed all 33 on
board. The hearing will be
the first since investigators
recovered 26 hours of audio and data from the ship’s
data recorder found 3 miles
below the surface near the
ship’s wreckage off the
coast of the Bahamas.
The Coast Guard Marine
Board of Investigation will
begin the hearing Feb. 6 at
the Prime Osborn Convention Center, 1000 Water St.
The Coast Guard and
National
Transportation
Safety Board, which are cooperating while conducting
separate investigations into
the tragedy, will “examine additional elements of
the investigation including
crew witnesses, (ship owner) Tote company officials,
Coast Guard officials and
contents of El Faro’s voyage
data recorder, including
the transcript of bridge audio recordings which was
released Dec. 13” by the
NTSB.
The audio revealed the
sometimes intense and
heartbreaking final hours
aboard the ship, as some

A video camera operator is silhouetted by a large image of Martin Luther King Jr. as historic photos of the civil
rights leader were projected during Friday morning’s breakfast. The 30th annual Martin Luther King Jr. Breakfast
was held in the Prime Osborn Convention Center on Friday morning.

Honoring King’s legacy with annual breakfast
Members of the Edward
Waters College Concert Choir
perform during the start of
Friday morning’s Martin Luther
King Jr. Breakfast. The event,
honoring the slain civil rights
leader, featured performances
by Mama Blue and the Edward
Waters College Concert Choir,
recognition of local youth
as Tomorrow’s Leaders, and
keynote speaker Bertice Berry.
(Photos by Bob Self/Florida
Times-Union)
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Beacon of pride unveiled
in historic neighborhood
By ann friedman

ann.friedman@jacksonville.com

When Alyssa Key bought a
two-story building on the corner of East First Street and North
Main Street in Springfield just
over a year ago, she envisioned
a mural on the east wall of the
more than 115-year-old structure.
“I thought it would be a nice
addition to the neighborhood and
allow visitors and locals to take
pictures in front of it,” she said.

“Welcome murals are popping
up all over the country and there
should be one in Springfield,
too.”
On Friday, Key’s vision came
to life as a “Welcome to Springfield” mural was unveiled at her
property at 1101 N. Main St.
The mural features landmarks
throughout the nearly 150-yearold community and was painted
by Key’s longtime friend, artist

Mural continues on B-2
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Grant Thornton’s mural for his friend Alyssa Key’s building was unveiled
on Friday. (Bob Mack/Florida Times-Union)

cindy holifield

Campaign
aims to help
service dogs

Patriot Service Dogs is a
recipient of Whole Foods
“Donate Your Dime” campaign. The organization is
a non-profit that provides
well-trained service dogs
to disabled veterans and
military.
The campaign runs
through Jan. 17 at the
Whole Foods at 10601 San
Jose Blvd. in Mandarin.
Whole Foods will donate
10 cents per bag to customers who re-use their
own shopping bags for
groceries. Customers can
then use the donation as a
discount on their bills or
donate it back to Patriot
Service Dogs or the Whole
Planet Foundation.
“When customers
choose to reuse their bags,
they are making a very
positive impact for the
environment,” said Karen
Doyle, Whole Foods
Market’s regional healthy
eating and green mission
specialist. “Most plastic
bags end up in the landfill
because they are not accepted in most residential
recycling centers. Plastic
bags are one of the most
common items polluting
our environment, eventually ending up in our
waterways and oceans.”
To find out more about
the program, or to donate,
call (904) 777-1371.
More good news:
• Employees from various 121 Financial locations
collected and delivered six
car loads of paper products, cleaning supplies and
non-perishable food items
to Gabriel House of Care
recently. In addition, the
volunteers provided lunch
for the guests and donated
$2500 to help those who
stay there.
• Pete Johnson, senior
biologist at LG2 Environmental Solutions, has
received the Bob and Carol
Grimes Foundation for the
Environment award. The
award recognizes area
individuals who take the
initiative to act on behalf
of wildlife and the environment. Johnson received
the award for his work in
supporting Crosby Sanctuary, a wildlife habitat
preserve in Orange Park.
For more information
on the Crosby Sanctuary,
go to duvalaudubon.org or
crosbysanctuary.blogspot.
com.
• Volunteer Florida has
provided Communities
in Schools of Jacksonville
with more then $300,000
to support Duval Reads,
the nonprofit’s literacy
program. The matching
grant will fund 29 AmeriCorps members in 14 Duval County Public Schools
which provide intensive
one-on-one and small
group reading tutoring to
students reading below
grade level in kindergarten
through ninth grade, during the 2016-2017 school
year.
“We are so grateful to
have Volunteer Florida as a
longstanding partner that
understands the importance of literacy training
for at-risk students,” said
Steve Gilbert, CEO of
Communities in Schools
of Jacksonville. “Reading is the foundation of
education, and by giving
gooD News continues on B-5
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“It’s devastating because he didn’t deserve that. Sometimes we look at
situations and say, ‘They lived by the sword and died by the sword,’ but he
didn’t live that kind of life at all.”
Shari George

Using lit candles, friends and family spelled out the name of murder victim Jahleel Daniel George to honor his
memory Thursday evening. George was shot to death at home early Monday. (Garrett Pelican/Florida Times-Union)

Murder victim’s loved ones at a loss
Jahleel George, 21, gave up academic scholarship to be near his daughter
By Garrett Pelican

garrett.pelican@jacksonville.com

A wave of dread and disbelief set in when Shari
George answered the frantic phone call that woke her
early Monday morning.
Sobbing on the other end of the line, her nephew said
it was about her 21-year-old son, Jahleel Daniel George.
“You need to get here,” he told her.
She raced to the home off Cassat Avenue where her
son lived. But police provided few answers when George
arrived. Their silence sent her from hospital to hospital
as she searched in vain for her son, hoping he was alive.
“You’re just waiting for someone to say, ‘Hey, we got
the wrong identity,’” she said.
Hours later, police confirmed to family what she’d
feared all along: Jahleel was shot and killed at the Woodcrest Road home he’d been sharing with a roommate
since mid-November.
A Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office spokesman confirmed
the case is being investigated as a murder, but little else
has been released.
His mother said he was shot in the face while answering the door.
“It’s devastating because he didn’t deserve that,” she
said. “Sometimes we look at situations and say, ‘They
lived by the sword and died by the sword,’ but he didn’t
live that kind of life at all.”
She called her son a homebody, who got his biggest
thrill from hanging out at home with friends and family, listening to music and dancing, and playing video
games. “That’s how he celebrated his 21st birthday,” she
said.
Loved ones can’t fathom why anyone would want to
harm the young father, a full-time student at Florida
State College at Jacksonville described as a voice of reason who always wore a contagious smile.
“He was very charismatic,” his sister, Dionne Knight,
said. “To know him was to love him. Take that back; to
meet him was to love him.”
Shari George said her son, a graduate of Ed White
High, had given up an academic scholarship at Cheyney

University of Pennsylvania to move back home so he
could be closer to his 3-year-old daughter, Harmonii.
Knight said Harmonii has been told her father’s in
heaven now, though it hasn’t completely sunk in. She
said it’s apparent the girl misses her father: Since Monday, the toddler’s been trying to call him using the toy
phone she got for Christmas.
“That breaks everyone’s heart because we know she
doesn’t fully understand,” said Knight. “And when she
does begin to understand, we’re not looking forward to
that day.”
At a vigil held Thursday evening outside the home
where Jahleel George was killed, dozens of friends huddled around Shari George, clutching candles and balloons as they shared stories about her son and celebrated
his life.
To everyone who had leaned on the 21-year-old over
the years, whether it was for advice or a favor or just a
laugh to brighten their day, it was a reminder of just how
generous, kind and funny he was. Even toward complete
strangers.
“If you were ever in a down mood, he was going to
pick you up,” said Britt Roberts, a close friend since
ninth grade.
Roberts recalled how Jahleel reacted when a passerby
got a flat tire while the pair were camping out overnight outside a Foot Locker store waiting for new Jordan
sneakers to go on sale. He said Jahleel swayed him to
join when he left his spot in line to go help the woman
and then refused the $40 she offered for changing the
tire.
“He didn’t want anything in return,” Roberts said. “He
just wanted to help.”
His selflessness is among the qualities that made her
son so exceptional, Shari George said. That’s why she’s
asking for his friends’ help making sure his daughter
knows his legacy, so she can grow up to be just like her
father.
“If the shoe was on the other foot, you know Jahleel
would do that for you,” she said.
Garrett Pelican: (904) 359-4385

Cold Noses
Pets of the Week
Cold Noses, the Times-Union’s weekly pet column, features
pets available for adoption at local government-run shelters.
For more information, go to jacksonville.com and search for
Cold Noses.

Coco is a 2-year-old female
spayed Labrador retriever (ID
no. A018295). Her previous
owner had medical issues
and was no longer able to
care for her. She is good
with kids, other dogs and
cats, but does not like the
shelter environment. She
will be euthanized Monday
if not adopted or taken by
a rescue group. Meet her at
Clay County Animal Care and
Control, 3984 W. Florida 16,
Green Cove Springs. Regular
adoption hours: 10 a.m.- 4
p.m. Tuesday, Wednesday
and Friday and 10 a.m.-3 p.m.
Saturday. Adoptable animals
also are at the Fleming Island
Adoption Center, 1809–1 Town
Center Blvd. Hours: 10 a.m.-4
p.m. Friday-Sunday. (904)
269–6342. bit.ly/1dBGyEN

Erica is a 6-month-old
female domestic shorthair
cat (ID no. 34303524). She is
super sweet. Her adoption
fee is $9, including spay,
microchip, booster shots
and rabies vaccine. Meet her
at Nassau County Animal
Services, 86078 License Road,
Fernandina Beach. Hours:
11 a.m.-4 p.m. Tuesday to
Friday and 11 a.m.-3:30 p.m.
Saturdays. Fees vary; all pets
go home spayed/neutered,
microchipped and current
on shots, including a rabies
vaccine. (904) 530-6150. bit.
ly/1ElRy0k.

n Amber is a 5-year-old female American pit bull terrier mix

(ID no. A1006197). She is spayed, microchipped and current on
vaccines. Meet her at Jacksonville Animal Care and Protective
Services, 2020 Forest St. Regular hours: 10 a.m.-6 p.m. TuesdaySaturday. The adoption fee is $20.17 for all animals over 6
months old; $40 for puppies and kittens. Jacksonville residents
also pay a $20 city license fee. (904) 630-2489. coj.net/pets.
n Snicker Doodle is a 5-year-old male Siamese cat (ID no. 3574).
He is very mellow and declawed. Meet him at St. Johns County
Pet Center, 130 N. Stratton Road, St. Augustine. St. Johns cats
are two for the price of one — $15 for all seniors, $20 for other
males and females; fees include spay/neuter, rabies vaccination
and shots. St. Johns dogs are $35 for males and $50 for females;
fees include spay/neuter, rabies vaccination and shots. Regular
adoption hours: 9 a.m.-4:30 p.m. Tuesday-Saturday. Gates close
at 4 p.m. Saturday. (904) 209-6190. bit.ly/1WeOg83.
n King is a 2-year-old male bulldog mix (ID no. 25946-1). He
loves toys and needs to be a household’s only pet. Meet him
at Putnam County Animal Services, 174 County Landfill Road,
Palatka. Hours: 10 a.m.-noon and 1-4 p.m. Monday-Thursday
and 10 a.m.-noon Friday. Regular fees: males, $75 (with voucher
for neuter, rabies and tag); females, $85 (with voucher for spay,
rabies and tag). Cash or check only. (386) 329-0396 option #1.
putpets.com.
n Also at the Clay center is Dexter, a 3-year-old male Labrador
retriever (ID no. A017250). He is nice, can scale a fence in about
3 seconds and does not like other dogs. He needs a secure yard
or a very active owner. He will be euthanized Monday if not
adopted or taken by a rescue group.
n At the Nassau center is Fiona, a 1-year-old female domestic
shorthair cat (ID no. 34303466). She is super sweet. Her
adoption fee is $9, including spay, microchip, booster shots and
rabies vaccine.
n At the Jacksonville center is Yogurt, a 5-month-old female
domestic shorthair kitten (ID no. A1025716). She is shy and
should be in a quiet, loving home without active children. She is
spayed, microchipped and vaccinated.
n At the St. Johns center is Charity, a 2-year-old female terrier
mix (ID no. 35949). She is a sweet dog, but has a few scars
from old injuries. St. Johns dogs are $35 for males and $50 for
females; fees include spay/neuter, rabies vaccination and shots.
n At the Putnam center is Alice, a 2-year-old chow mix (ID no.
2503-1). She is a sweet, simple girl.

Warming
trend draws
the surfers
A surfer runs back to the
beach after exploring the
surf near the pier. A sunny
and relatively warm day
brought all sorts of people
out to the beach for some fun
and relaxation. Jacksonville
Beach saw walkers, runners,
fishermen and surfers on
Friday. (Bob Mack/Florida
Times-Union)

Pension
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2015.
Bill Scheu, who was chairman of a pension reform task force that crafted the
framework for the 2015 agreement signed
by former mayor Alvin Brown, said he
hasn’t seen any financial data to determine whether Curry’s proposal is better
or worse.
“I think I would just say it certainly undoes a lot of hard and conscientious work
by a lot of community-minded people,”
Scheu said. “But that said, it’s hard to evaluate without the economics”
Officials in Curry’s office insist they
have done significant due diligence on
his proposals and are confident that the
deals would be financially responsible.
But his office has refused to make any of
that financial research public in collective
bargaining meetings or to the newspaper,

citing an exemption in state law for any
work product resulting out of collective
bargaining sessions.
At the time of the 2015 agreement, city
officials said the pact would generate $1.5
billion in savings over 30 years, mainly by
putting new hires into pension plans with
less costly benefits. The city has hired
hundreds of police and firefighters since
then. Curry’s plan would switch them over
to the more costly pension plan, which
would boost their retirement nest egg but
add to the city’s pension long-term pension obligations.
For instance, they would get automatic 3
percent cost-of-living adjustments on their
pensions and guaranteed 8.4 earnings
on Deferred Retirement Option Plan accounts that let them bank pensions while
still working for the city.
But starting Oct. 1, pensions would no
longer be offered to any new city employees in Curry’s proposal. They would get
401(k) plans where workers bear the risk

and reward of investments.
Curry said Wednesday his proposal for
the city to contribute 25 percent of a future
public safety hire’s pay into a 401(k)-style
account is a “deservedly rich offer” that
“looks nothing like a 401(k) you see in the
private sector.”
“It’s rich, and it’s rich because it respects
the risk that the men and women in uniform experience every day,” he said.
For general employees, Curry has proposed a 12 percent contribution to new
hires.
Calabro, whose Tallahassee-based organization did a sweeping report on city finances in 2008, said Curry has taken on a
“very daunting challenge” with pensions.
“We applaud Mayor Curry for his leadership and initiative,” he said. “To his credit,
he’s trying to take the bull by the horns.”
But Calabro said replacing a pension
plan with a 401(k)-style plan for future
hires doesn’t by itself solve Jacksonville’s
financial problems. He said a city contri-

bution rate of 10 percent of an employee’s
pay for a 401(k)-style plan would be an affordable amount.
Calabro said Curry should engage the
business community to come up with a solution that is “much more affordable, reasonable, competitive and fair to all.”
“The business community and their employees and customers are going to have
to pay this,” Calabro said. “It would be
healthy to engage them.”
When the City Council approved the
2015 agreement, officials said the city’s
normal cost of paying for the scaled back
retirement benefits would be a city contribution equating to 10 percent of pay, which
would be much less than the proposed 25
percent contribution rate for 401(k) type of
accounts.
But that “normal” amount assumes the
city doesn’t fall short of investment targets
and pile up more pension debt that drives
up the city’s tab for making good on the
obligations.

