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I would like to thank Dalus and all the members of the Marion Chamber of Commerce, as well as those in attendance here today for giving me the opportunity to speak.  It is truly an honor and privilege to be able to stand here today to speak to you concerning the status of Williamson County.  My interest here today is to provide you with detailed information about the current financial status of Williamson County Government, as well as the goals that were achieved during the last year and our goals moving forward into the future.  I also want to invite all of you to contact me with concerns or questions that I haven’t fully addressed here today.

Our Financial Overview

Williamson County Government’s financial position remains strong.  We are one of the few counties in Southern Illinois that is in the black.  This is neither by chance nor by coincidence, but is the result of long-term financial planning strategies utilized by the County Board when budgeting.

Williamson County operates a budget of approximately $14,740,000 which funds everything from the sheriff's department to the highway department and every department in-between. 

To be financially successful, both realistic and detailed planning are required.  Time and effort are the keys into obtaining the desired results and goals that we seek.  It's never easy, and often times very challenging to say the least.

But what we do have working for us is the fact that Williamson County is a growing county!

Census records indicate that Williamson County since the year 2000 has experienced a growth in population from 61,296 to 66,924 in 2013, which reflects an approximate 8% growth rate.  However, there is another way to measure a County's growth.  It's called Total Assessed Value. 

Where the equalized assessed value or "EAV" as it's called, only reflects "taxable" income, our Total Assessed Valuation reflects the total value of all Williamson County properties.  According to the figures given by our Chief Supervisor of Assessments, in 2001, Williamson County’s TAV was $595,278,839, but by 2014 it had grown to $1,184,241,922.  This reflects a slightly greater than a 50% growth rate in TAV since 2001.

So how do these numbers compare in relationship to the total assessed values in our surrounding counties?  Just listen to these figures.  Where Williamson County's TAV is approaching $ 1.2 billion,

Franklin County's total AV, $ 412,500,000;
Saline County's total AV, $ 293,794,293;
Johnson County's total AV, $ 145,175,000;
Jackson County's total AV, $ 800,000,000.

By looking at the census figures, as well as the total AV's of the surrounding counties we get a better understanding of just how Williamson County has grown and how it compares to its neighboring counties. 

This Williamson County Board is committed to growth.  Growth brings more opportunities in the areas of jobs, housing and more.  Assisting this growth is Williamson County's REVOLVING LOAN PROGRAM.  Since its inception, the program has loaned close to a half million dollars to local entrepreneurs to assist with the creation, retention or expansion of their businesses.  (These businesses also provided additional project investments of over two million dollars into the county and created or retained over 50 employment opportunities.)  

Some Achieved Goals of 2014

2014 was a busy year for Williamson County Government.  As a group, we achieved many of our goals.  I'd like to share some of our accomplishments with you.

First, one of the most important things I want to share is that the Williamson County Board does develop and implement 3-Year strategic plans.  Our current strategic plan is designed to cover the years 2015 through 2017.  Our strategic plan lists both financial and programmatic goals that we, as the County Board, feel are in the best interests of our residents.  Our strategic plans are developed with timelines in mind to keep us accountable and focused on specific goals.  We review our strategic plan each year and prioritize which items should be addressed first.  Then, in the third year of the plan, it’s time to start on the next list of goals to accomplish.  This process is ever-evolving.  A few of our strategic plans include:  Implementing drug testing policies and procedures, updating our employee hand book and adopting a debt management plan.

In 2014, revenue from video gaming started to flow into Williamson County.  As a Board, we believed that a good investment of the new video gaming revenue was to support our local agencies, CASA and the Williamson County Child Advocacy Center.  Both of these agencies protect children who are caught in terrible circumstances through no fault of their own. These agencies do tremendous work for and on behalf of our children.  As a board, we will continue to support these agencies as we are able to.

We've increased the number of miles receiving maintenance and improvements by our County Highway Department. We believe that maintaining and improving our roads is in the best interests of our residents by improving road safety as well as playing a role in Williamson County’s future economic development.  Last year we had an extremely harsh winter followed by very hard spring rains that washed out numerous pipe culverts.  The winter took a very hard toll on our township road system in terms of damage from freezing and thawing cycles.  Last winter in just our snow removal operations alone we spent over $230,000 in overtime, materials and equipment repairs.  Severe weather events can have a devastating impact on the highway budget, limiting what can be done in our county.  Last year we oil and chipped approximately 90 miles of township roads, replaced a township bridge on Pleasant Valley Road, installed numerous culverts as well as doing drainage work, and roadside vegetation work by mowing and spraying.  In 2015, we will continue to work closely with our County Highway Engineer, Greg Smothers on upcoming projects such as Lake of Egypt bridge replacement, resurfacing of Pittsburg road and repairing the Corinth road damaged from long wall mining underneath it.  

In 2014, the Williamson County Highway Department addressed the salt shortage that every entity across the State of Illinois felt.  At the end of the process the goal of a proper salt supply for the best price was achieved.

We have continued to expand and develop our County’s website.  The option of on-line services only makes life easier for our residents that are inclined to use them.  We want to provide everything allowable and practicable that we can in an on-line format so that you are able to perform functions such as printing out a copy of your tax bill all the way to looking up vital records and deeds.  This speeds up the “process”, which is important for our residents.  What we want is to reduce the “red-tape” burden, without impairing or impaling the process.  Please visit williamsoncountyil.gov to see our website and what we offer on-line.
During 2014, we continued to work with the Public Building Commission to further address the demand for more courtroom space and how to best utilize the space in the existing Courthouse.  Working in conjunction with the Public Building Commission, two new courtrooms were completed in 2014, with one more on the way.  Also, new high speed internet cabling has been installed, addressing the needs of our State's Attorney's as well as the Public Defender's offices.  Where we can, we will continue to work with the Public Building Commission to make things work.

We introduced a balanced budget for the 2014/2015 fiscal year.  Since taking office in 2012, I have noted that the budgeting process is very challenging and isn't getting any easier.  It requires a great deal of time and the reconciliation of ideas amongst not only my fellow Board members Brent Gentry and Ron Ellis, but also with each Office holder within the county.

The budget is simply a projection of what we believe will happen financially in the future.  We must project our revenues correctly as well as our expenses.  This can be challenging, given all of the funding reductions and lack of timely payments from the State of Illinois.

Through our office of Economic Development, we have received approximately twenty-seven million dollars’ worth of State Grants to assist local municipalities with improvements to public infrastructure and with housing rehabilitation projects to improve the health and safety of community residents.

We also dealt with a new issue that developed during 2014.  The residents of the Village of Whiteash voted to dissolve the Village.  To the best of my knowledge, this was something that no other Williamson County Board has had to deal with in the past 90 years.  It has presented us with many challenges.  We spent a great deal of time in assisting the Village of Whiteash with the dissolution process before and after their vote.  Our interest is to serve the residents of Whiteash as we do all residents of Williamson County.  We met regularly with a very dedicated Whiteash Village Trustee, Gary Jones.  Mr. Jones worked tirelessly to care for the financial and municipal interests of the Village during difficult times.  We will continue to assist the residents of Whiteash in 2015 as the dissolution process progresses.  At this time I would like to recognize Mr. Jones and thank him for all of his efforts with a round of applause.....  
 
Goals when elected to office

1. Since being elected to the County Board in 2012, one of my personal goals has been to increase our methods of communication with our residents and to always strive to increase our transparency.  I introduced the idea of broadcasting our regular monthly board meetings on-line so that the general public can see our decision making process first hand without having to be physically present at our meetings.  The reality is that we live in an on-line world.  As leaders, we have a responsibility to keep pace with the advancements in technology and improve how we communicate with our residents.

1. I also believe that professional and personal accountability is important.  How I conduct myself away from the 8-4 world of the administration building is as important as how I conduct myself while I am in the office.  I am sworn to uphold the Office of County Commissioner.  This is an oath that I do not take lightly.  I consider this to be a 24/7 responsibility.  This responsibility includes being fiscally prudent with not only your tax dollars, but with mine as well.  Yes, I am a tax payer as well, and every dollar counts.  Being personally responsible is very important to me.  




Since I was elected to office 

1. We have worked together as a Board to present a balanced budget each and every year, prior to the start of each fiscal year.  

1. We have appointed a new State’s Attorney, Brandon Zanotti.  Brandon has brought some great ideas to the State’s Attorney’s Office and we appreciate his efforts.
  
1.   I brought the idea of joining the Illinois Comptroller’s Local Debt Recovery Program as a method to collect outstanding fines and fees. As a team, the Board presented the idea to Brandon shortly after he took office.  The State’s Attorney’s Office is Williamson County Government’s chief debt collector.  Brandon has embraced this program and has moved forward by completing the application for us to join and I anticipate great results from this program.

1. During 2013, we restructured our General Assistance Program which was out of control.  2014 was our first full year under the new program guidelines.  The General Assistance Program is a last resort for citizens that have no other alternatives for housing assistance and basic medical care.  Statutorily, we are required to have this program but through careful revisions as well as close monitoring we are making sure that this help is getting to those who truly need our help.  These changes have resulted in greater than $150,000 of savings annually.

1.   Through the efforts of Commissioner Ellis we now only pay for one licensing fee for the use of the West Law Library services for our attorney's instead of paying for each and every individual attorney's licensing fee saving over three thousand dollars annually.

1.   Through the efforts of Commissioner Gentry we continue to have a successful spring and fall county wide clean-up day.  

1.   We continued to run a very successful recycling program.  Plagued with problems, we overhauled this program in 2013, and as a result our recycling program in 2014 has not only increased the amount of tonnage collected from 300 tons to over 400 tons, but has also cut fuel costs by 40%.  We, as a county, have successfully prevented this waste from ending up in our local landfills.  Please check our website for a listing of drop-off locations and times.

1.  Due to the escalating costs in health insurance, we were able to secure new insurance coverage for our employees with a savings of over $500,000 to the county.
  
Goals for 2015 and Beyond 

Some of our goals for 2015 and beyond are:

1. Pass a 2015/2016 budget before December, 1, 2015.  Preparing an accurate budget is as important as preparing it timely.  Good leadership dictates planning, which allows for unseen events to be handled as appropriately soon as possible under the circumstances.  

1. The installation and implementation of the video 1st appearance system for our jail and our court system.  This will give our Sheriff’s office and our court system another option for inmates to make first appearances as well as allow those that are incarcerated to have access to another communication method in order to speak with their respective attorneys.  In addition to assisting the court in streamlining the process, the harsh reality is that there are examples where physically transporting prisoners in and out of our jail is dangerous and not in the best interests of the public or correctional officers.  We believe that the 1st appearance video system will benefit both sides and increase overall safety.  

Additionally, we house and transport inmates for several outside agencies.  These outside agencies pay us to house and transport their inmates.  Collectively, outside agencies pay us over $600,000 per year to house inmates.  Adding this video communication equipment will reduce our costs to Williamson County Government by eliminating the need to transport the inmate, decreasing the cost associated with the court process with the possibility of paying for itself within the first year of its implementation.

1. In response to identified short-comings in our internal control system, we are implementing improvements to our County-wide fixed asset management program.  I know we can better this program and implement greater transparency for the residents.  In my opinion, one of the worst things any entity can do is to not acknowledge areas that are not working as well as they should.  The “head in the sand” approach is not effective long-term.  These improvements will be presented in an open meeting and voted on accordingly.

1. As a team we will work together to close our Board of Review on time so that tax bills are mailed by June 1, 2015.  This will give taxpayers ample time to make payments and not have the tax bills out at holiday time.

1. To continue to add to our General Fund reserves so that we are prepared to continue County services no matter what the circumstances.  We currently have approximately 1.3 million in a General Fund Reserves.  Some may question the need for reserves, and I welcome those questions.  In the County Commissioner’s role, I have seen firsthand the need for financial reserves.  Most local governments are dependent upon the State of Illinois forwarding payments in a timely manner.  My experience is that sometimes that just doesn’t happen.  Williamson County government cannot come to a grinding halt when the State of Illinois becomes delinquent on its payments to us.  Our residents deserve a government that is functional at all times.  Financial reserves allow us to keep our commitments to you – even when the State of Illinois falters.

My Concerns for Williamson County

 Although things are going well now there are a few storm clouds that may loom on the horizon that can put our county at risk.

1.  Although Williamson County is in the black, we reside in a State that is deeply in debt with the real possibility of a reduction in State payments.

2.  We reside in a country that is deeply in debt, with the possibility in reductions in Federal Grants being issued.

3.  We have a new Governor with bold new ideas that may affect the payment structure in place for counties.

4.  Increases in workman comp claims resulting in higher deductibles.

5.  Unforeseen lawsuits.

6.  Unforeseen disasters, whether natural or man-made.

I have listed only a few things here, but it is by striving to be prepared for the unforeseen, that will enable us to handle these situations to the best of our ability.
  
Concerning my fellow Board Members

I want to tell all of you a little secret about my fellow board members, Mr. Brent Gentry and Mr. Ron Ellis.  

It may be a surprise to you, but you know, we don't always agree 100% of the time.  Sometimes we may even get a little rowdy, but we are each passionate about what we do and we freely express that to one another. 

I believe that leaders are obligated to respectfully challenge decisions when they disagree, even when doing so is uncomfortable or exhausting.  Leaders have conviction and are tenacious. They do not compromise for the sake of social cohesion, but once a decision is made, they commit wholly.  

We listen while Ron asks the questions that only a CPA would know to ask.  We listen while Brent draws on his experiences from the past as a commissioner, as to what measures have worked and what haven't.  Both of my fellow commissioners listen when I convey my ideas that come from operating a small business for over 26 years, and in applying those business principles to the daily operations of running the county as a business.

After debates between us that can be at times, spirited, and decisions have been reached, we come back together, and commit wholly in order to move forward with our plan.

I want to thank my fellow Board members, Ron Ellis and Brent Gentry, for speaking their minds and voicing their opinions.  I highly value them as individuals, and I do respect their thoughts and opinions.  Because they speak freely, I never have to wonder what they are thinking!   

In closing, if there is something that you believe Williamson County should be doing, offering or providing, I encourage you to stop by to see me or call me directly at the County Administration Building.  No matter how big or small - I want to hear from you. 

It is my personal goal, for everyone who either calls me or walks through my office door with a concern or question, to treat them with the same respect, compassion and understanding as if they were a member of my own family  coming to me with the same concern or issue.

I want to thank all of you for listening today and would like to close with this statement.  

I feel very blessed to have this job.  I realize that this job does not belong to me, but it belongs to you, the hard working residents of Williamson County.  Being your county commissioner is a position that I do take very seriously, with the county's best interest at heart.

May God continue to bless our country, and protect all of the men and women who stand ready to defend it.  And may God continue to bless us all.  Thank you.

