Judgment day nears for Baby J's as court hearing looms
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On Wendesday, Destin will ask Circuit Court Judge Thomas Remington to close Baby J’s Water Cafe as a hazard to public safety.

“We’ve got an affidavit from the fire marshal” that the Destin harbor restaurant violates the city’s fire safety code, City Manager Greg Kisela told The Log. “We’re prepared to provide the facts.”

The hearing is set for 3:30 p.m. at the Shalimar Courthouse Annex.

“We’re going to be objecting,” Baby J’s attorney Dana Matthews said. “(The city) sent a notice out mid-afternoon on Friday by fax ... I don’t know why they’re in such a hurry.”

Destin City Council voted last week to have Land Use Attorney Scott Shirley file an injunction to close the popular restaurant, which opened last year. Shirley told the council that because the boat doesn’t cruise or leave its mooring, it’s legally no different from a restaurant on dry land, which means it has to comply with city codes.

Shirley said the fire marshal and city building inspectors have found safety deficiencies, which the restaurant hasn’t corrected. The councilors said that was grounds for taking immediate action.

The safety deficiencies the city cited are lack of a kitchen hood that meets city code, lack of a working sprinkler system and a second route on and off the boat’s upper floor.

Matthews told The Log last week that he’d understood the city would wait to take action until Baby J’s worked through a Department of Environmental Protection administrative appeal. The DEP says the owners have violated their “submerged lands lease” by turning the boat into a restaurant and building a dock alongside it.

This afternoon’s hearing only applies to the city’s case, not the DEP’s.

For now, Baby J’s owner Vic Starling said, the Water Cafe remains open: “It’s not going to be closed until the judge sends a ruling.”

