The State of the City of Whiting
Mayor Joseph M. Stahura

February 15, 2005
It is with great pride that I submit this report to the Common Council of the City of Whiting pursuant to I.C. 36-4-5-3.  My intentions are to openly and honestly give each of you a summary review of the condition of our City.  While this is my first official “State of the City” report, I hope that you will find it informative.

Introduction
2004 was marred by the extremely challenging and unpredictable events surrounding an unprecedented increase in property tax rates.  These events not only consumed the majority of my time and efforts but directly impacted every department, employee and resident of the City.  As you read through this report, a considerable portion of the content is dedicated to explaining the consequences and our actions to respond to this debacle.  I apologize in advance for the length of the report, but felt it was important to fully outline our position as it relates to property taxes.
Civil City Financial Condition
In the uncertain times surrounding the aftermath of the state’s mandated reassessment process, all taxing units throughout Lake County have experienced (and continue to experience) severe cash flow difficulties.  These difficulties are the direct result of several delays in the normal property tax billing cycle.  Whiting and each of our neighboring cities have been forced to borrow money from external sources just to meet our daily operating expenses.  Some cities have been forced to borrow in 2003 and again in 2004 and 2005 due to their respective shortfalls.  In Whiting, even though we have only received an estimated 45% of our anticipated property tax revenue for combined budget years 2003 and 2004, we have been able to keep our borrowing to a minimum.  This accomplishment is primarily the result of prudent financial management by Clerk-Treasurer Margaret Drewniak.  While other cities struggled as early as late 2003, Whiting was able to borrow internally, minimize capital expenditures, and tighten the belt on normal operating expenses all without personnel layoffs or major operating cutbacks.  While the Administration and City Council have contributed to this effort, the Clerk-Treasurer’s accomplishments cannot be understated.
Looking at the numbers, Whiting began 2004 with a Civil City gross operating balance of $4.4M and ended the year with $2.3M.  Our net borrowing via tax anticipation warrants (TAW) for the Civil City in 2004 was $1.1M.  If 100% of the property taxes owed for years 2003 and 2004 are paid, the revenue Civil City would receive is $5.7M.  As you can see, our expected revenue far exceeds our debt related to the outstanding TAWs.  This gap is the direct result of our belt-tightening actions described above.  Several factors that are worth mentioning in this section of the report are:

· $750,000 was cut directly from the City’s 2004 property tax levy to reduce the property tax rate associated with the Civil City.

· $250,000 was cut directly from the City’s 2005 property tax levy to reduce the property tax rate associated with the Civil City.

· The City experienced an additional cost of approximately $30,000 for interest expenses and fees related to the TAWs.
It is important to note that many of actions taken in 2004 and 2005 to minimize spending and the need to borrow are temporary in nature.  As the tax collection cycle returns to normal and the City’s cash position is strengthened, these reserve funds will be needed to finance several purchases that have been intentionally delayed.  We are currently operating with snow plows, trucks and police cars that are in dire need of replacement.  Building repairs and improvements have also been delayed as an attempt to minimize costs.  
Impact of Reassessment on Residents
In the previous section of this report, I have outlined the negative impact of the state-ordered property tax reassessment on the City’s financial condition.  While the City has been able to successfully manage the effects of the negative cash flow, a far more tragic story is told when we review the impact to the residential and commercial property tax payers of Whiting.
I openly profess to lack the knowledge and details surrounding any other city or community as related to property tax issues.  Conversely, I believe that I am one of the few individuals that truly understand the complexities and peculiarities specifically associated with the City of Whiting.  I will begin by describing the end result followed by my analysis of the entire scenario.
In May of 2004, the first property tax bills after the reassessment were mailed to property owners across our city.  While these bills were mailed in 2004, they actually settled the 30% balance due for year 2003.  This reconciliation bill was the first indication of the significance of the impact of the reassessment process.  A brief sampling of the magnitude of the impact to our approximately 1600 developed residential and commercial properties (empty lots, vacant land and tax-exempt properties excluded) is as follows:
· Zero developed properties now pay less than $500 in net property tax

· Only 38 developed properties now pay less than $1,000 in net property tax

· Over 500 developed properties now pay between $3,000 and $5,000

· 150 developed properties now pay between $5,000 and $7,500

· 25 developed properties now pay over $7,500

· The average tax bill for all non-industrial properties is approximately $3,250

It is important to note that before reassessment, an estimated 95% of our properties were undervalued and thus under-taxed.  The important factor to remember during this discussion is the emphasis of two very key points; the previous system was indeed broken and needed to be fixed and while we undoubtedly need relief from the new level of taxation, we will never return to the low taxing levels of the pre-reassessment days.
Why did Whiting get hit so hard?  This answer is complicated and is not solely attributed to the reassessment process.  Additional laws adopted by the General Assembly, actions taken by the state taxing authorities and inefficiency on all levels of government have all contributed to some degree to Whiting’s extraordinary increase.  Here is a list of a few of the contributing factors:
· Older well-kept homes in Whiting were historically under-assessed.
· Unchecked and unchallenged growth of Government due to industrial tax payers footing the bill.
· A general devaluing of industrial property both real and personal due to a multitude of law changes, aggressive tax filings and state rulings.
· Whiting’s small size – shifting the industrial property tax liability to the residential and commercial properties in our City was exaggerated by the fact that there are only 1600 other properties to absorb the shift.
· BP owns approximately 50% of the property in the City’s corporate limits and thus pays approximately 50% of the property taxes – this high ratio and the absence of other significant industry magnifies the industrial to residential shift.
· Neglect of a significant percentage of our residential tax payers to apply for the deductions and exemptions for which they are entitled.  Previously low property tax assessments negated the necessity to seek these entitlements. 

· Inaccurate property assessments by contract assessors.  A comparison of the 1999 Multiple Listing Service real estate sales figures to reassessment assessed values indicate:

· An absolute disregard for these true market value numbers by the independent assessing firm - CLT.
· Sales data and reassessment values differ by more than 25% (+/-) in nearly 75% of the cases reviewed by City staff.
· Market values for Whiting properties historically outpace most of the region because:

· Low property taxes were factored into the sale thus commanding a premium

· Supply of available homes for sale was extremely limited

· Proximity to Chicago

· Quality of life in Whiting

· High level of municipal services in Whiting
· Larger well-kept historic homes desirable
· Quality of School System/education

What’s been done to date to mitigate the tax crisis?  To list the actions taken by the Administration, the City Council and the Clerk-Treasurer to research, respond to, and attempt to resolve this issue would be staggering.  In summary, here is a list of the key actions that have been taken or are in progress as related to the City’s attempts to mitigate the property tax crisis:

· Aggressively reduced its property tax levy (revenue collected from property taxes) by $1.35 million for budget years 2004 and 2005.  Specific actions taken to reduce expenditures include:

· Eliminating or postponing capital equipment purchases

· Redirecting existing funds to reduce debt service

· Freezing all hiring

· Setting new lower staffing levels across each department of the City to target reductions through attrition
· Eliminating several unfilled but budgeted positions
· Reducing consulting contract expense by consolidating job responsibilities
· Renegotiating existing contracts to lower costs
· Partnering with the School City of Whiting to explore and realize the benefits of shared resources
· Discussing with neighboring cities all potential cost-saving partnerships or sharing of existing resources
· Reducing the number of commissioners on the Sanitary Board from 5 to 3
· Studying the option to reduce the number of City Council Members from 7 to 5 as allowed by state law
· Not increasing the 2005 salaries of elected officials
· Implementing new ambulance fee structure
· Reducing the frequency of garbage pick-up to lower the cost of trash disposal
· Implementing further garbage pick-up improvements that will further lower the cost of trash disposal
· Implementing cost savings strategies related to the Recycling and Street Departments eliminating the need to purchase new vehicles
· Partnering with vendors to pursue recovery of costs associated with environmental clean-up of City properties at no significant cost to the City
· Developing and implementing a Personnel Policy, Benefits Manual and Job Descriptions to lower the cost of liability insurance and related litigation
· Renegotiating labor agreements and including language to improve worker productivity by encouraging good attendance behaviors
· Refinancing Civil City debt service (bonds) to save nearly $75,000
· Reviewing all City services to seek reductions in operating expenses
· Completing a telecommunications audit of the City which will potentially result in an annual savings of nearly $30,000
· Granted the authority to use $500,000 from the CIF/CIC for a City-wide property tax relief program.

· Finalizing the details of an additional $600,000 property tax relief program earmarked for City-wide distribution (additional details below).

· Hired an outside consultant to assist residents in answering questions, filing appeals and filing exemptions. 

· Participated in countless meetings, forums and workshops researching the cause and exploring our options for relief.

· Aggressively pursuing legislative action that will enable a permanent maximum 2% circuit breaker based on a property’s assessed value for all residential, rental and small business properties.

· Employing lobbyists to represent Whiting’s unique position before the State Legislature.

· Mayor testified before Senate and House Committees in Indianapolis as to the devastating impact to Whiting property owners. 

Since I have received many questions regarding the details of our announced property tax relief program, I felt it was important to discuss a few details of the plan.  First, it was always my intention to get relief into the hands of the tax payers when it was needed the most.  With the continuing delays in the billing process, we have delayed our program until we know the bills are actually due.  Our initial program planned to distribute nearly $1.1M of relief to all property owners across the City.  At this point in time, this is still our intention.  A very important factor in finalizing our decision is the impending action of the General Assembly.  I fully expect some legislative initiative to be passed that will almost certainly impact the City of Whiting.  Without knowing the details of the General Assembly’s final actions, I have elected to delay the relief plan until those actions are known.  The foremost reason for this delay is the possibility of successfully lobbying for the 2% circuit breaker on a permanent basis.  Since it has been well advertised that the state will be reluctant to fund this type of relief, the funding will likely be pushed to the local taxing agencies.  If this does occur, our plans to use the $1.1M to fund our original relief plan may be needed to finance the 2% circuit breaker.  Our analysis clearly shows that the 2% cap will benefit a larger number of households at a greater level than our initial plan.  I am also aware of the need to assist rental property owners and commercial properties.  If for some reason the 2% cap excludes these properties, I am obligated to re-craft my plan to ensure some level of relief is directed their way.
What’s the outlook for a permanent solution to this crisis?  I am extremely optimistic that the General Assembly has recognized that this is indeed a crisis that must be addressed by enacting new legislation.  I will do everything in my power to fight at both the county and state level for a plan that is most beneficial to my constituents.  Although there are several suggestions being considered, it appears the plan that is most likely to be approved is related to the 2% circuit breaker.  With an existing $800M deficit facing the legislature, state funding for this program or any other will be difficult to obtain.  With this in mind, I am supportive of a plan to mandate each City taxing unit to fund their respective portion of the circuit breaker on a local level.  While this may be difficult, it is workable and a no cost solution to the state.  I am also supportive of new legislation that will enable municipalities to enact local fees or taxes on gasoline, fireworks, cigarettes and liquor to reduce our reliance on property taxes.  In Whiting’s case, I will fight to have these new option fees or taxes enacted on a county wide basis with revenues shared with each municipality within the county.
Negotiating a settlement to a longstanding tax dispute between the Lake County Assessor’s office and BP can also play a role in a permanent solution for our residential tax payers.  I do not profess to be an expert on these negotiations but know that resolving this issue will be beneficial in the long run to the City and its residents.  This dispute is very similar to the dispute in Gary with U.S. Steel where they have agreed to pay $55 million to resolve the issue.  Both parties are involved in costly litigation presenting their cases when a compromise may be in the best interest of all parties.  A recent Supreme Court ruling was issued in favor of the County Assessor and the City.  The ruling clearly denied BP’s request that all taxing units repay them nearly $80M in back taxes.  With this ruling in hand, the unsettled issues remaining include the refinery’s assessed evaluation and the validity of the deductions which the company claimed for tax years 2000 to present.  I will be monitoring this situation closely throughout the year.
Another potential solution to this debacle is in the hands of the courts.  Several pending law suits will likely be decided this year.  I am optimistic that the courts may provide us with some level of relief, but since I can only guess at the outcome, relying on relief that is based on these rulings would be illogical.  An unfavorable January Supreme Court ruling has posed a temporary setback for the Miller Citizens Corporation who is fighting for residential property owners in northern Lake County.  We will also be monitoring this situation throughout the year.
A recent development is currently being analyzed to determine its long term impact on the property tax issue.  A brief summary of the events leading to this development is needed to appreciate its potential benefit.  A NIPSCO subsidiary, Whiting Clean Energy (WCE) constructed a cogeneration facility in Whiting several years ago.  The plant, which was valued at approximately $250M, was granted tax abatement and provided several new jobs to our area residents.  In 2003, WCE utilized an aggressive accounting strategy to reduce the value of its assets for property tax purposes to approximately $75M.  This financial maneuver went unnoticed until March of 2004.  With the financial assistance of the City Council, the City employed the services of a law firm in Indianapolis to represent the City and explore the possibility of challenging the WCE filings.  In late December, the Indiana Tax Court ruled that public utilities, of which WCE is one, cannot use the technique employed by WCE to reduce its taxable assets.  This ruling has the potential to bring additional revenue into the City that will likely have a significant positive impact on our property tax rate.  It is still unclear as to what tax years this ruling will be applied, but none the less it is a major victory.  We intend to pursue full reimbursement of tax monies previously withheld through voluntary negotiations or the through future litigation.
Financial Outlook for 2005

Related to property taxes, the City’s overall rate for tax year 2003 payable 2004 will increase by approximately $0.61.  Why did the tax rate rise when the City reduced its budgets by nearly 15%?  The simple answer is the taxable value of the BP Refinery was lowered by $50M.  The details are complicated but they involve a determination by the Township Assessor’s office and the state on which numbers to actually use in their certification process.  The gross assessed valuation (AV) for 2003 payable 2004 is now $275M versus $325M for 2002 payable 2003.
Despite the difficulties surrounding the property tax reassessment and the multiple tax bills being distributed this year, the City’s financial outlook for 2005 is encouraging.  If the City collects the revenue it is owed for the 2004 and 2005 property tax collection cycles, a return to normalcy should occur.  This normal status would include the repayment of all outstanding TAWs and the replenishment of the City’s cash reserves to near pre-2003 levels.  Unfortunately, 100% collection of the past due tax revenue is unlikely, unless the General Assembly provides some mechanism for relief and no unforeseen delays or problems occur.  Regardless of the uncertainty that we still face, our overall financial condition should begin to stabilize and subsequently improve significantly as we return to a normal billing cycle.
Public Safety

In 2003 and 2004, the primary issue surrounding public safety in our community was related to an increase in gang activity both outside and inside our City borders.  A 2003 gang related shooting death of a young man in the Robertsdale section of Hammond shocked our community.  This tragic event hit home even harder when a Whiting youth was later arrested for the crime.  Following this shooting was a second tragedy where two local men were found murdered in nearby East Chicago.  It is widely suspected that these murders are connected to a now shuttered Whiting bar.
Since these homicides took place, the community has responded in true Whiting fashion by requesting and attending Crime Watch meetings aimed at educating our community about gang activity and crime.  Public participation is the single most effective weapon at fighting this type of criminal activity.  It is worth noting that both the Whiting and Hammond Police Departments have been working jointly on solutions regardless of City border lines.  Additionally, several properties have been identified as key hot spots and are currently being monitored by the Police Departments.  We simply cannot allow this element to thrive in our community and eradicating these gangs is a top priority in 2005 and beyond.  Related information is included in the code enforcement section of this report.
Whiting also experienced a string of purse snatchings and muggings in 2004.  These gutless criminals preyed on the elderly causing serious injuries to the victims in at least two cases.  The City and Police Department responded by distributing information of the incidents to each household, the press and the business community.  Safety tips were also distributed throughout the City.  Our Detective Bureau is aggressively working this case and has obtained and released photos of the 3 suspects involved.  Recently, new evidence has surfaced in this case that will hopefully result in the arrest of these fugitives. 

In January 2004, coinciding with the change in administrations, several promotions and reassignments were made in the Police Department.  Newly appointed Police Chief Steve Miller was selected to lead the department.  I thank all of the officers for their cooperation during the regime change and hope to prove that our commitment to improving the department is an important issue to this administration.  I am very pleased with the positive impact the department has made to the City in very difficult times.
Significant achievements for the Police Department in 2004 include:

· Signed a joint departmental agreement with the Hammond Police Department to allow cross border patrols and arrests.

· Successfully investigated, coordinated and made arrests in multiple local drug stings

· Investigated and made arrests in 3 firearms discharging cases.

· Instituted the presence of a Police Officer during City Court proceedings.
· Instituted the presence of a Police Officer at the Whiting Community Center during peak operating hours.

· Created a Special Response Entry Team to provide a trained and skilled team to respond to critical incidents.

· Began direct participation in the High-Intensity Drug Trafficking Areas Program (HIDTA) by supporting the training and participation of one officer.  A second officer is currently undergoing training to increase the department’s participation.

· With the assistance of the Lake County Police Department, reinstated the D.A.R.E. program for the Whiting School System.

· Instituted the role of Public Information Officer to coordinate the accurate and timely distribution of information to the press.
Other achievements include; completion of over 590 hours of training, the formation of a race relations committee, installation of the ACCURIT Database, increased participation in the Whiting Crime Watch Program and the training of an additional four officers as Defensive Driver School Instructors.
In 2004, Lieutenant Sam Abner, Sergeant Don Greer and Patrolman Brad Stelow were recognized by the Public Information Officers Association for “Recognition for Service Above and Beyond the Call of Duty”.  This award was the result of the officer’s response to a fire where the lives of two boys were saved.  Sergeant Greer also was honored by receiving the American Red Cross Northwest Indiana Hero award.
At the Fire Department, Chief Michael Mantich was selected to continue to lead the department.  Our priority in 2005 is to strive for constant improvement and professionalism in all aspects of department.  I am confident that Chief Mantich and his staff are up to the task.
A worthy note regarding the Fire Department involves the purchase of a new fire truck to replace our 1980 aerial.  Fire Chief Michael Mantich and his staff led the search and eventual purchase of a new 85’ aerial platform truck.  The truck cost approximately $675,000 which included an $80,000 discount for purchasing a demonstration model.  This new truck was purchased without expending 2003 funds by delaying all payments until 2004 and beyond.  The new aerial will allow us to better protect property across our City and enhance our ability to fight major fires, today and in the future.  The new truck will also position the City to improve its ISO Fire rating which will eventually drive our resident’s homeowners insurance down.  It is also worthy to note that the Fire Chief and his staff reviewed all options available to the Department before recommending the truck’s purchase to the BPW and the City Council.  The department also purchased a new ambulance to replace our 1991 ambulance.  While 2003 funds were used to purchase the ambulance, it was actually delivered and commissioned in 2004.
The Fire Chief is also spearheading the City’s participation in regional Homeland Security meetings.  With the BP refinery in our backyard, we are actively pursuing grants and assistance to increase our preparedness to a potential crisis.

The department has initiated efforts to establish an Advanced Life Support program by sending personnel through the newly adopted, State of Indiana EMT-I program.  This will allow the department to function close to the Paramedic level.

On a financial note, Fire Chief Mantich was also responsible for acquiring nearly $75,000 in Public Safety grants that will allow the City to improve its response to emergency incidents and to upgrade its facilities.  The Fire Department recently utilized the grant monies for the installation of a new exhaust system at the fire station.  Along with the exhaust system, a wellness initiative for firefighters has been developed with a portion of the remaining funds.
Significant achievements for the Fire Department in 2004 include:

· Completed 1,277 hours of training.

· Initiated a program to improve the City’s ISO Fire rating which may subsequently reduce the resident’s homeowner insurance costs.
· Distributed over 300 smoke detectors to residents throughout the city with most being installed by members of the department.
· Conducted 102 building inspections that included a total of 1,341 staff hours.

· Pre-planned 20 key buildings within the City.

· Updated the City’s Disaster Plan

Other department achievements include; the development and implementation of a spiller pay ordinance that allows the City to recover the costs associated with any spill, initiated an ordinance to recover the cost of ambulance service from insurance companies, conducted joint fire extinguisher training for the City, School and Library personnel and acquired the necessary equipment to bring the department response vehicles up to NFPA standards.
Concluding my report on Public Safety, I would like to personally thank the members of each department for their efforts in 2004.  I respect their professionalism and performance in maintaining the high level of public safety services in our City. 
Here is a list of performance indicators regarding the activity and performance of the Police and Fire Departments for 2004:

Police Department

· Calls for service - Police
4,917

· Vehicle accidents
128

· Calls for service – Animal
317

· Average police response time
< 3-minutes
· No. of mutual aid calls to assist Hammond
73
· No. of mutual aid calls to assist East Chicago
7
· No. of mutual aid calls requested of Hammond
0
· No. of assistance calls requested of East Chicago
0
· Police arrest statistics
· Felony arrests – Class A
5

· Felony arrests – Class B, C or D
46

· Criminal misdemeanor arrests
155

· Juvenile arrests
47

· Traffic citations
610
· Traffic warning citations
683

· Parking tickets
429

Fire Department (including EMS)
· No. of emergency incidents
1,407
· No. of ambulance calls
676
· Average fire response time
< 4-minutes

· Average ambulance response time
< 3-minutes

· No. of mutual aid calls to Hammond
7
· No. of mutual aid calls to East Chicago
37
· No. of assistance calls from Hammond
3
· No. of assistance calls from East Chicago
0
· ISO fire rating
6
(On 10 point scale – 1 is best)
Building Department and Code Enforcement
In 2004, a top priority of my administration was to strengthen the enforcement of existing building codes.  This was no easy task since the percentage of negligent absentee landlords in our City continues to grow.  Believe it or not, the 2000 census data indicates that nearly half of our properties are now rental units.  The fact that the school system is experiencing an unusually high number of transient students is also an indicator that the quality of housing stock within our community is deteriorating.  It is important to note that we do have many respectable landlords providing good quality housing in our community.  Unfortunately, this is not the case for a large majority of the landlords.
These conditions, if not neutralized and subsequently reversed, can send our entire community into a downward spiral.  If the condition and or quality of our residential homes are not improved in short order, the effects can be widespread.  The business district and the school system will bare the brunt of the negative consequences.  This negative public perception of our city can make it impossible to attract new merchants and retain the existing merchants in our business district.  If we allow the business district to decline and commercial property vacancies to increase, we may likely see our residents leave too.  As the percentage of poorly maintained rental properties increases, the transient student rate at the school also increases and the job of educating our children may become more complex and the education process may suffer.

What are we doing to prevent this detrimental downward trend?  First, we have begun to fairly and consistently enforce our building and fire codes with the intention of improving the quality of housing stock in our community.  Secondly, we are aggressively encouraging the growth and renovation of our business district to ensure that it remains viable for years to come.  Success on either front will ensure the success of the other.  More quality homes will eventually lead to more new businesses calling Whiting home.  As new businesses set up shop in our city, more and more people will desire to live in our community.
We have begun regularly inspecting properties with both Building Department and Fire Department personnel.  We have changed the way we approach building permits to ensure the work that is being performed is done in compliance with local ordinances and state law.  The City will continue to aggressively pursue the purchase or demolition of properties that are either in desperate need of repair or are non-conforming to existing zoning use.  Our newly created Community Development Department is in the process of implementing a strategy to attract new businesses and educate existing businesses on how to improve their operations.  The City Council has revised existing ordinances and is developing new ordinances that will provide additional enforcement tools for our Building Department.
In 2004 our Building Department was led by Building Commissioner Mike Hrinyo.  Mike has successfully developed or refined several frequently used forms to streamline the department’s repetitive tasks.  Mike is also attending a series of Indiana State building code courses to expand his knowledge in this complicated and vast field.  In 2005, look for the Building Department to provide several tools to assist homeowners, such as pre-designed informational brochures outlining the requirements for common building projects, enhancements to the permit application process and providing departmental information via the Internet.
Department totals as related to permits and licenses for 2004 and a comparison to 2003 are listed below:
· 388 Building Permits issued (352 in 2003)

· 39 Electrical Permits issued (33 in 2003)

· 245 Contractors Licenses issued (114 in 2003)

· 55 Electrical Contractor Licenses issued (51 in 2003)

· 155 Code Violations issued (data for 2003 is unknown)

· 202 Inspections conducted (data for 2003 is unknown)

· 369 Consultations conducted (data for 2003 unknown)

It is worthy to note that even in a year where a catastrophic property tax crisis created financial instability and confusion across the City, the Building Department numbers for each of the above categories has increased.  This is especially true in the categories of Contractors Licenses and Code Violations where the volume has exploded to all-time highs.  This is a testament to the performance of the Building Department and the focus on the administration’s intent to improve our community’s housing standards.
Redevelopment and Community Development
The Whiting Redevelopment Commission (WRC) saw the completion of another new home in the New York Avenue Redevelopment area in 2004.  This is welcome news culminating a long process of satisfying the requirements needed to proceed with the development.

Two houses damaged by fire which were located near the New York Avenue development have been purchased and demolished by the WRC.  This action will likely now clear the way for further housing construction in the area.

The Center Street Development has seen the start of seven new homes with several more to hopefully follow this coming spring.  The customer demand for senior citizen housing has the City and its developer looking for ways to expedite the construction of the senior complex which is included in the Center Street plan.
Even with the problems associated with the property tax crisis, the City and the WRC have taken several significant steps to stir economic development in our City.  The City has been successful in acquiring the former Justak Trucking property, several pieces of property in the 1500 block of 119th Street and the former Wagner Insurance building.  Each of these properties can provide successful redevelopment opportunities that will benefit the entire community.  These economic development projects are the only true solution to lowering the property tax liability of our existing property tax payers.  As economic development is stimulated and taxes are paid by these new developments, the tax liability for the residents of Whiting is reduced.  Potential economic development projects that are in the pipeline for 2005 include:


· A new medical facility including an adjacent parking area for 119th Street

· The remediation and redevelopment of the former Justak Trucking property

· The renovation and resale of the former Wagner Insurance building

· The acquisition of the former Globe Roofing property and its subsequent development

· Commercial entities for the open industrial areas north of Standard Avenue.

It is also important to note that the City is still discussing the possibility that a new acceptable location for the Whiting Walgreen’s store can be found.  We have also been in preliminary discussions with a new industrial facility that has the potential to garner new revenue for the City as well as create a significant number of new jobs.

Another significant project that is currently being reviewed is the reconstruction of Standard Avenue.  This project would resurface the road and install new water and sewer lines from Front Street to the East Chicago city limits.  This project is crucial to the future development of the lakefront, industrial development for Whiting Clean Energy and BP and for any potential new development along the City’s industrial corridor.  Another important factor driving this project is the dangerous condition of the roadway in both wet and winter weather.  The approximate cost estimates for this project include $350,000 for engineering and $2M for construction.  We are working very closely with Congressman Visclosky to secure federal funds to complete this project as well as exploring the option of assessing statutory fees to recover the costs.
With all the above said and done, the property tax crisis has severely hampered our efforts for housing construction and redevelopment.  Permanent legislative relief is needed to realize the full positive impact of these projects.  I am very confident that if the General Assembly passes a meaningful tax relief program, it will stimulate economic development activities across our City.  Interest in the Center Street and New York Avenue housing projects will increase significantly, several commercial developments that are pending will likely begin construction and the number of properties listed for sale will undoubtedly decline.  I applaud the efforts and commitment of the WRC and am extremely confident that their efforts will pay dividends in the very near future.
On the Community Development front, the City has made a strong commitment to working with and assisting the City’s business community.  Community Development Director Bob Kark and Administrative Aide Rudy Wunder are leading the effort to enhance the City’s partnership with the Chamber of Commerce and to attract new economic development opportunities to our City.  This department has also been instrumental in laying the groundwork for many of the new developments described above.  As I mentioned several times throughout this report, I strongly believe that a viable business community is needed to support the long term success of our community.  Our commitment to staying involved in this arena is a top priority of the administration.
The Community Development Department (CDD) is also responsible for coordinating the City’s special events.  The Fourth of July Parade and Festival and the Let’s Go to the Hoops Tournament are just a few of the events staged in 2004.  The CDD also acts as the City’s liaison for all of the Chamber of Commerce events, with the largest being Pierogi Fest.

Redevelopment and Community Development goals for 2005 include; assisting the Mainstreet Marketing Committee in hosting at least one business district promotion in each calendar month, developing a marketing plan for the City, working with the local merchants to improve their businesses and attracting both new businesses and new residents to our community.
Water Department

2004 was a very successful year for the Water Department where strong revenue numbers were complimented by flat expenditures.  Also, the department was elevated to second on the priority list for the State Revolving Fund Loan funds to construct a new water filtration plant (more on this project later in the report).  The strong revenues were the direct result of Superintendent Paul Tumo’s priority project to replace or rebuild all of the industrial water meters servicing the BP refinery and Whiting Clean Energy’s cogeneration plant.  When the project was finally completed in the 3rd quarter, the industrial water revenue had increased by over $10,000 per month because of the inaccuracy of the old meters.  This newly found revenue will turn an annual loss of $40,000 into an annual profit of nearly $80,000.  Per our existing ordinance, the cost to replace or repair several of these industrial meters was also borne by the industrial customer and not the Water Department.  By the City’s calculations, if the meters were indeed functioning properly by providing an accurate reading, BP would have paid an additional $120,000 for the previous 12-month period.  The department intends to pursue the collection of these monies as allowed by state statute.  When analyzing the department’s financial operation, increasing revenues, flat expenses and the authority to bill for the additional $120,000 in back fees confirm a strong fiscal year.  2004 gross revenues were $512,000 (up from $485,000 in 2003) with gross expenditures of $553,000 ($537,000 in 2003) for a net operating loss of $42,000 ($52,000 in 2003).  It is important to note that in 2004 approximately $41,000 was spent to install new water meters versus only $6,000 in 2003.  When this expense is factored out, the department’s expenses were actually $19,000 less than in 2003.  2004 net cash reserves were $351,000 versus $393,000 in 2003.
The age of the water treatment plant has raised concern about the City’s ability to continue providing a reliable source of water to our customers.  In 2003, the City commissioned an engineering study of the facilities which explored our options for the future.  The summary indicated that the most cost effective solution when analyzed over a 20-year period is to build a new highly efficient treatment plant versus purchasing water from other communities or repairing the existing facility.  The City has been approved for a low interest loan from the state’s revolving loan fund and the state is waiting on the City’s final decision.  In 2003 before the tax crisis hit our City, building a new plant seemed to be both the smart and the right thing to do.  In these new times of financial uncertainty, I have been much more cautious to suggest that this course of action is now the wisest choice.  We are in the process of analyzing the impact on rates and studying the cost of the capital improvements for all options.  When I have all of the information needed to make an informed and intelligent decision on the matter, I plan to host a public meeting to discuss these options with each of you.  After I hear your thoughts and receive your input, the City Council, the Water Board and I will make the final decision as how to proceed.  This is an important decision and I feel the citizens should have the opportunity to comment on the options before proceeding.

In 2005, not only will we make a decision on the future of our Water Filtration plant, but we will also look to continue to improve the operational efficiency of the department.  The department will also aggressively continue its goal to install a new remote meter in every home and business by the end of 2005.  If we are successful in achieving this target, every meter in the City will be less than 10-years old.  After all the meters have been initially replaced, meters will then be targeted for replacement as they reach the 10-year old mark.   
The City has also initiated discussions with BP to renew our contract to purchase raw water from the refinery.  The contract was last updated in 1963.  Note:  The raw water supplied to us by the refinery is then purified and routed to the residents as drinking water and well as supplying our fire protection needs.
Sanitary District
The Board of Sanitary Commissioners oversee three individual departments; the Sanitary District, the Recycling Department and the Detention Basin (Sewer Department).  This report will briefly discuss the performance of all three departments.

The Sanitary District is funded by property tax revenue.  Financially, the District began 2004 with a gross operating balance of $1.9M and ended with a balance of $494,000.  Our net borrowing via TAWs was $120,000.  Property tax revenue owed the Sanitary District stands at $1.8M.  Again, the expected revenue exceeds our TAW debt due to prudent fiscal management.  Two factors that are worth mentioning are:

· $250,000 was cut directly from the Sanitary District’s 2004 property tax levy to reduce the property tax rate associated with the Sanitary District.

· $100,000 was cut directly from the Sanitary District’s 2005 property tax levy to reduce the property tax rate associated with the Sanitary District.

· The Sanitary District experienced an additional cost of approximately $5,000 for interest expenses and fees related to the TAWs.

In summary, the Sanitary District’s cash flow position has been negatively impacted by the loss of property tax revenue associated with the delay in property tax bill mailings.  When the City receives the property tax revenue it is actually owed and the temporary debt (TAW) is retired, our cash reserves will be stronger than pre-2004 levels and we will return to normal operating status.  

The Sanitary District is responsible for all trash collection and disposal.  Several changes were implemented in 2004 as an attempt to reduce the cost of providing these services and lower the property tax burden of the property owners.  A summary of the changes which were implemented under the leadership of Street Commissioner Walt Biser is as follows:

· Reduced trash pick-up frequency by using only 2 trucks to service the route versus the 3 trucks that were historically used.  This change has resulted in 3 trash pick-ups for each household over a 2-week period (or 1½ times per week).  While this is a reduction from the nearly 3 pick-ups per week under the old system, the new schedule still provides a highly adequate pick-up rate and has significantly lowered the cost of trash pick-up in the City.
· Reassigned a packer (garbage truck) to the Recycling Department versus purchasing a new recycling truck and saved approximately $150,000 needed to purchase the new truck.  This packer style truck has improved the operation of the recycling pick-ups and is less physically demanding on the employees.  The new technology utilized by our recycling vendor also allows us to co-mingle all types of recyclables into a single stream.
· The City is in the process of retrofitting an old ambulance which is no longer effective for patient transport as the City’s plumber’s truck.  This move will save the approximate $40,000 associated with the purchase of a new truck.

· The City has recently purchased a new stainless steel truck bed for its large dump truck to extend the life of the truck.  The new $12,000 bed increases the life of an existing truck by several years and postpones the purchase of a new truck estimated to cost $95,000.  The addition of these new beds on future purchases will add several years to the life of all of our trucks with only a small increase in initial cost.
Other improvements worth noting in the Street and Sanitation Department include; Repairs to the salt shed, remodeling of office space, improvements in the graffiti removal program, the identification of 100 residential handicapped parking spaces and a major upgrade of the City’s traffic and street signs.
An agreement was reached with the Teamsters Union Local 142 on a new 4-year contract which will run through 2007.  This contract provided a 3% salary increase for all covered employees for 2005 but includes several modifications to the contract language to improve productivity, primarily through improved attendance.
In 2005, the City and Sanitary District is expected to continue to modify its operation to strive for improved efficiency.  The following list contains projects that will be implemented to reduce the cost of government and the tax rate accordingly this year:

· The City will retrofit its packers (garbage and recycling trucks) to allow operation by a 2-man crew versus the current 3-man crew.  This will be done by purchasing new trash totes (receptacles) and installing hydraulic arms to lift and dump the totes.  This change will require an initial capital outlay of around $125,000 but the move is expected to generate savings in excess of $125,000 in the first year.

· The City will phase out its sewer rodding service ASAP.  Whiting is currently the only known community in Indiana that still provides this service free of charge.  Our intent is to negotiate an attractive price with local plumbers to provide this service to our residents.  This service has been historically used as a means of preventive maintenance by only a small group of City households.  

The Recycling Department has also made significant improvements in 2004.  The transition to the new packer for recycling pick-up was previously discussed.  Other accomplishments for the year include; implementation of an office recycling program for all City buildings, expansion of the recyclable material list to include computer paper and junk mail items, currently expanding the commercial and rental property recycling program, the collection of over 9,500 pounds of household hazardous waste and the distribution of over 500 new recycling bins to new program participants.  Recycling Director Mark Harbin leads the department and is focused on the continual expansion and improvement of the recycling program.
Recycling tonnage for 2004 is as follows:

· Total tonnage
747 tons
(671 tons in 2003)

· Curbside
381 tons
(354 tons in 2003)

· Commercial
74 tons
(74 tons in 2003)

· Yard waste
185 tons
(139 tons in 2003)

· Scrap iron - metal
89 tons
(81 tons in 2003)

· Tires
11 tons
(14 tons in 2003)

· WHS program
7 tons
(8 tons in 2003)

· Annual trash disposal and recycling fees (not including manpower) paid in 2004:

· $244,000  ($248,000 in 2003)

The Detention Basin is funded by the Sewer Users fees included on your water bill.  Since all sewer users fees are based on the volume of water a customer uses, the industrial meter replacement program had an enormous positive impact on this department as well.  Strong revenues were seen in the 4th quarter as a direct result of the industrial water meter replacement program.  Industrial sewer user’s revenue had increased by nearly $35,000 per month because of the accuracy of the new meters.  This newly found revenue will turn an estimated annual loss of $75,000 into an annual profit of nearly $335,000.  In case of the industrial sewer bills, if the meters were indeed functioning properly by providing an accurate reading, BP would have paid an additional $400,000 for the previous 12-month period.  The Department intends to pursue the collection of these monies as allowed by state statute.  When analyzing the department’s financial operation, increasing revenues, flat expenses and the authority to back charge for an additional $400,000 in back fees confirm a strong fiscal year.

Detention Basin 2004 gross revenues were $703,000 (includes $60,000 in new revenue from the BP meter) with expenses of $718,000 of which $333,000 was paid to Hammond for sewage treatment.  
It is worthy to note the efforts of the Detention Basin staff to keep the costs associated with the plant’s operation to a minimum.  Superintendent Henry Drewniak and crew have completed most repairs and improvements in house thus minimizing the need to hire outside contractors. 

Since the Detention Basin’s operational expenses were slightly lower than 2003 and the revenue has significantly increased, the department’s financial outlook for 2005 is very bright.  It is worthy to note that the Board of Sanitary Commissioners presented the City Council with a proposal to increase rates in late 2003 due to the financial troubles they were experiencing.  Through the combined efforts of the Board, the Council, the Water Department and Basin staff, not only has this request for a rate increase been withdrawn, but the financial position of the Department has been improved significantly.

On December 31, 2004, Sanitary Board member Dennis Moore’s term expired after serving on the Board for over 10 years.  With the approved City Council action to reduce the number of Sanitary Board members from 5 to 3, Moore’s term was not renewed.  Engineering Administrator John Toleikis also resigned from the Board to further reduce the Board to the new level of 3 members.  This aggressive action is meant to lead by example and show the region that we are reducing both the cost and the size of government.  I personally thank both Dennis and John for their dedicated service to the Board of Sanitary Commissioners.

Parks & Recreation
In 2004, the Park Department realized a slight $7,000 increase in revenue primarily collected through increased customer use of the facilities while overall expense rose modestly by approximately 5%.  

Significant projects that were completed in 2004 include; the construction of a new state-of-the-art Skatepark, installation of a new swimming pool liner, resurfacing of the Whiting Community Center (WCC) main gym floor, the completion of a needs assessment for the WCC, completion of two new offices in the WCC, the renovation of the Vietnam War Memorial and the installation of security cameras and emergency lighting at the WCC.  Numerous programs have also been added to the extensive list already provided by the Department.  These new programs include; Land and water yoga, Pilates, additional swimming lessons, Aikido, self-defense lessons, Chess Club, Weight Watchers, intramural girls and boys basketball leagues and introduction to cheerleading.
As a direct result of the completion of the needs assessment for the WCC, the City was awarded a $266,000 grant to fund repairs and improvements to the WCC.  This grant was made possible through the efforts of Congressman Peter Visclosky.  At this time, our staff is working to identify where the grant money will be best spent.  We deeply appreciate the assistance of the Congressman for obtaining these funds for the WCC.

In 2005, the Park Department will pursue the development of a new neighborhood park on 121st Street on the City’s west side.  The future park site is currently the home of an abandoned bar, which the City is working to acquire through condemnation action pursuant to state law.  The actual construction of the new park is dependant on the timing of the final acquisition of the property and the availability of funds.  The need for a park in this section of the City has been clearly identified in the Plan Commission’s Master Plan since 2000.  The opportunity to remove a blighted property with a troubled past to satisfy the long term quality of life of the neighboring residents is an important step forward for the Park Department and the community.
In 2005, we will continue to face the difficult challenges of operating and maintaining the Whiting Community Center facilities.  A constant battle must be waged to maintain the building due to its age and overall condition.  The department staff led by Superintendent Marty Jakubowski has done an exceptional job with the limited tools and funds available to them.  It is estimated that the maintenance and operation of this building consumes well over half of the Department’s budget.  With these problems understood, the historic significance and overwhelming positive benefit to our community simply cannot be measured.

Additional goals for 2005 include the planning and potential construction of a railroad depot museum near Standard Diamonds and replacement or repair of the clay tile roof of the WCC. 
Engineering Department
In 2004, the Engineering Department successfully coordinated a number of repairs and new projects across the City.  While most of these projects were authorized and financed through other departments, the Engineering Department led by City Engineering Administrator John Toleikis, provided the necessary technical assistance needed to successfully launch or complete the work.  Besides providing technical support for all departments throughout the year, key projects completed by the department in 2004 include; coordination of several building repairs and improvements across the City, Indianapolis Boulevard sewer repairs, street and alley paving improvement program, response and resolution to several drainage issues, building insurance records development, environmental remediation projects, GIS mapping, White Oak Avenue sidewalk replacement and record storage coordination.
Key projects that were successfully completed for other departments where the Engineering Department provided significant technical support include; business district parking issues, the lakefront sedimentation basin (discussed in detail later in the report), improvements to the Standard Diamonds facilities and the new Skatepark.
One very important project related to flood plain issues has also been completed last year.  Through the efforts of the Engineering Department, Administrative Aide Rudy Wunder and the City of Hammond, we were successful in having several homes on the City’s south side removed from the flood plain.  In short, this means that these homes will no longer be required to purchase costly flood insurance.  If you are currently enrolled in a flood insurance plan, contacting your insurance agent may now result in a considerable savings in insurance costs.

City Court

2004 saw the resignation of Judge William Ciesar whose personal job required him to relocate to Washington, D.C.  Judge Ciesar served his community both as City Judge and as City Councilman for many years.  His dedication and commitment to the City will be missed.
The City was very fortunate that Governor Kernan had appointed long time local resident Ann P. Likens to replace Ciesar.  Judge Likens has an impressive resume of distinguished service in the court systems.  We welcome the Judge to her new position and look forward to assisting her and her staff in the process of continuing and improving the many important programs initiated by her predecessor.
Some 2004 numbers surrounding the City Court operation include:

· 3,300 community service hours assigned – probation related

· 2,752 community service hours completed – probation related

· 889 community service hours assigned – not probation related

· 868 community service hours completed – not probation related

· 659 community service hours – completed in Whiting but assigned by other courts

· 134 active defendants on probation

· 850 hours jail time for failure to comply with terms of probation

It is also worthy to note that Judge Liken’s Whiting City Court Christmas Program served 116 families with a total of 449 individuals of which 236 were children.

Legislative Issues – City Council

Early in 2004, I set a personal goal to discuss, develop and approve a comprehensive Ethics Policy for all City officials and employees.  I am happy to say that in December, the City Council officially approved the City’s first Code of Ethics.  The passage of this policy sends a strong signal to all of our constituents that we intend to hold all officials and employees to a standard of ethical behavior that is now clearly defined.  You can view the ordinance via the Internet at this URL: www.whitingindiana.com/intranet_links.shtml.

While it would be nearly impossible to list all of the accomplishments of the City Council this past year, I feel obligated to provide a summary of their efforts.  While I have been personally involved in City government now for over 21 years, I have honestly never worked with or been exposed to a more productive or hard-working Council than the present group.  Countless meetings to discuss and provide input on critical topics such as property tax relief, public safety and code enforcement have been held.  Every member of this Council has personally fought to represent the best interests of their constituents.  If and when I needed assistance or input, each and every Council Member has been willing to step forward to help.  For this assistance, I thank each of them dearly.

It is worthy to note that the City Council Public Safety Committee successfully completed contract negotiations for both the Police and Fire Department unions in 2004.  I know firsthand that these negotiations are extremely time consuming and in some cases frustrating.  The Committee deserves a pat on the back for a job well done.

Another significant accomplishment for the City Council last year was the adoption of a new City ordinance related to curfews.  The new ordinance now allows the City Court to fine the parents of a child younger than the age of 18, if the child is convicted of a crime during hours prohibited in the curfew ordinance.  The parent(s) can be fined up to a maximum of $2,500 per incident.  This ordinance may be the first of its kind in the state and the Council should be credited for their aggressive stance to improve their community. 

Other 2004 City Council accomplishments include; research and development of several new ordinances to strengthen the City’s Building Codes, the adoption of a comprehensive tax abatement program for the business district, extensive participation on special committees assisting the administration and work on the soon to be completed zoning ordinance revision.
General Administration
2004 was both a devastating and an extraordinary year.  Property tax issues consumed us but significant progress was made to move the City forward.  Many success stories were mentioned earlier throughout this report, but in this section, I will discuss issues, successes and opportunities related to the administrative side of the City’s operation.

Let me start by stating that the property tax issue has radically changed how the City is now operated.  Before the tax problem, you simply relied on past practice for guidelines.  In today’s environment, we were forced to throw out the rule book.  We are now looking at every aspect of our operation up to and including staffing levels for every department and branch of City government.  We have made significant progress but have much more work to do.  If I knew what I know today, I would have certainly done some things differently.  The good news is that we all learn from our mistakes and these understandings typically lead to future improvements.  We will continue to make changes and improvements wherever it makes good business sense to do so.  Some of these choices will be difficult, but they must be done.  I promise to explore these opportunities aggressively but with common sense and compassion.  The employees of this fine City deserve these commitments from its executive officer.  
In early 2005, I met with each and every Department Head to discuss the operation of their respective departments.  The intention of these meetings was to establish goals and potential improvements to the efficiency of their departments.  In these discussions, new staffing levels were determined for each department in the City.  Through attrition, the overall size of Whiting City government will shrink to these new levels.  

In an effort to improve the efficiency of our joint operations, the City has successfully partnered with the School City to explore and then implement new strategies that provide mutual benefits to each of the two agencies.  This effort is a genuine collaboration that has provided many opportunities to reduce costs and to increase efficiency.  Surprisingly in the past, both agencies operated independently with minimal interaction.  Because of this new initiative, both operations have already seen improvements and the possibility for the future is extremely bright.  Areas of improvement being explored include; joint purchases, mechanical contractors, telecommunication services, facility utilization, insurance issues and sharing of resources.  Credit for driving this partnership must be given to Community Development Bob Kark, Administrative Aide Rudy Wunder and the members of the Council Intergovernmental Opportunities Committee representing the City and Superintendent Sandra Martinez and her staff representing the school.
A Safety Committee was created as a vehicle to review and prevent employee accidents and injuries.  The School City was also invited to participate and the partnership has subsequently benefited both parties.  The committee is currently being chaired by Fire Chief Mantich. 

In 2004, I have made a personal effort to utilize Whiting businesses to supply products and services to each City department.  I strongly believe that we must support our local businesses and we have made a concerted effort to do so.  This initiative will continue and hopefully expand as long as the purchase or arrangement is in the best interest of the citizens of our City.  My philosophy is to support Whiting businesses first with regional and state businesses next in line.
One huge undertaking that was successfully accomplished in 2004 was the development of a complete series of employment policies.  These policies now give the City considerable leverage to reduce liability insurance costs and litigation expenses related to personnel issues.  This project has consumed an enormous amount of time and energy by nearly every member of my staff.  As a result of our efforts, the City now has in place its first approved and enforced Personnel Policy, Benefits Manual and complete set of Job Descriptions for each full-time position in the City.  It is expected that these new policies can save the City a minimum of $50,000 annually on insurance and litigation related expenses.  

Other accomplishments worthy of noting include:

· Prepared and presented a detailed operational plan including expectations and timelines to all Department Heads in January 2004

· Purchased and installed a PC in the Mayor’s office, the first in the City’s history.

· Installed Internet access in most City buildings to allow email communication and networking opportunities.

· Infrastructure improvements

· New sidewalks installed in the 2600-2800 blocks of White Oak Avenue.
· Purchase of the Centier Bank parking lot to expand the off-street parking for the business district and City Hall employees.  Note: The lot will be combined with the adjacent lot already owned by the City.

· $35,000 in street, alley and path pavement repairs.
· Interviewed and selected the Engineering firm for the Standard Avenue reconstruction project

· Building improvements

· New exhaust system for the Fire Station annex

· Renovation of the foyer, squad room and Detective Bureau at the Police Station

· Renovation of City Hall office space.

· Renovation of offices in the Whiting Community Center.

· Renovation of office space at the City Garage.
· Roof repairs at City Hall

· Service door replacement at City Hall

· Installed a new video security system in City Hall

· Comprehensive tree trimming and tree removal program completed – nearly $20,000

· Resolved 2 long standing financial issues involving the School City

· Investigated, took action and closed several outstanding pre-2004 legal, insurance and personnel issues
· Reinforced the requirements and my intention to begin enforcement of the City’s residency ordinance through a letter to all employees.
· Adopted an Executive Order to prohibit children under the age of 18 from standing in the streets while soliciting for tag days.  In the process of revising the entire process of tag days and how the soliciting permit is granted.

· Initiated the process to have several new street lights installed and to increase the wattage of dozens more as a public safety initiative.

· Removed a fence that was in disrepair along the residential stretch of Standard Avenue.
· Nominated 4 local businesses for the Lieutenant Governor’s Century and Half Century Business Awards in which 3 were subsequently awarded (the 4th was received too late to qualify).  The businesses were:

· Whiting Flower Shop

· Baran Funeral Home

· Whiting News Company

· Evaluated and adjusted benefits for Part-time employees

· Evaluated and adjusted salaries and benefits for select positions based on market data

A project that I feel obligated to discuss in greater detail is Lakefront Sedimentation Basin Project.  This project involved the construction of a holding basin near the Gun Club site on the City’s lakefront and modifications to the boat launching ramp at the Boat Club.  This project was the classic example of an unfunded mandate imposed on the City by the Indiana Department of Environmental Management (IDEM).  IDEM ruled that for the City to comply with new environmental rules and procedures that it needed to eliminate all road or surface water from entering the lake.  To accomplish this, the City was forced to prevent the surface runoff from entering the lake by sealing the drains in the park wall and then route the stormwater to a basin which will allow the water to filter through the soil before entering the groundwater.  The modifications at the boat ramp were simply intended to reroute the water away from the lake.  The City entered into a series of negotiations to have this mandate lifted but was unsuccessful.  The result was being forced to complete the project at a cost of $90,000 to the City.  It is worthy to note that if the City had elected to not construct the new basin, we would have been forced to comply with an IDEM program commonly known as “Rule 13”.  The cost to comply with the regulations of “Rule 13” was estimated at $50,000 annually for 5-years.  So, why spending $90,000 on the new basin was not in our best interest, it did save us $160,000 over a 5-year period.
In December, City Attorney Melissa Rohrer tendered her resignation to return to her private practice.  Melissa was instrumental in closing out several outstanding legal issues as well as the development of our new employee policies.  I wish her well in her future endeavors and thank her for her service.  The City was fortunate to find an extremely capable replacement in Ms. Denise Sejna.  Denise has an extensive background in municipal government with the City of Hammond where she served as City Attorney and more recently in the City of Gary.  I welcome Ms. Sejna to our staff. 

In late October, I invited the students of Whiting High School to participate in a new youth project entitled the Mayor’s Youth Advisory Commission.  This invitation was presented to the entire high school during an assembly in the school auditorium.  The purpose of this new commission is to allow high school age youths to engage in constructive dialog with City officials.  This dialogue will allow the City to solicit solutions regarding youth related issues while also allowing the students to voice their concerns on the future of our City.  The Commission first met in December and again in January.  The meetings will continue on a quarterly basis and are open to all high school students who reside in the City.  I am extremely encouraged by the results of our first two meetings and expect this commission to improve the relations between the City officials and its youth.

In 2005, I plan to extend this concept by inviting adult members of the community to participate on a Mayor’s Advisory Task Force.  I anticipate soliciting the participation of approximately 20 key individuals to meet on a regular basis to discuss the strategy and direction for our community.  These individuals will represent a broad cross-section of our City and be personally selected by me.  Additional information will follow in the near future.
I am also proud to have hosted several public forums to present key issues to the citizens throughout the year.  Early in the year we held a series of public input meetings to listen to specific ideas surrounding the strategic plan for the City and in April I hosted a “Meet the Mayor Night”.  In May, I conducted a public forum on the property tax crisis and identified our actions and future strategy related to the same.  I also plan to schedule a forum to present the issues outlined in the State of the City Report in the very near future.  I have worked hard to keep the residents informed via official communications from City Hall as well as through my column in the local Chamber of Commerce magazine, the WRite Stuff.  My plans are to continue utilizing these methods of communication and explore new opportunities to improve on them.
In 2004, the City’s public relation responsibilities were assigned to the Community Development Department.  Throughout the year, we have consistently released information to the press – both good and bad, and have established a sound working relationship with the local media.  The City/Chamber web site has also been revised and updated.  The site will now include a listing of common policies, forms and applications as well as departmental information.  Also included on the site is a complete listing of all City Ordinances.  You can visit the site by visiting this URL: www.whitingindiana.com.  Our mission is to keep our citizens informed and knowledgeable on the issues and our position on the same.  As evidence by the release of this report, I have committed to sharing information on an open level in an unprecedented manner.  My commitment is to continue to search for ways to improve in this area. 

Opportunities for Improvement and Setbacks

One area of disappointment in 2004 was the removal of the County Nurse from the Whiting City Hall location.  While this move was made under the disguise of a cost-saving and parity maneuver, I personally feel these actions were driven largely by politics.  Unfortunately, Whiting residents will suffer because of the County Health Department’s actions.  We are currently researching our options and will decide our course of action to follow.  We will work closely with the City of Hammond as a means to strengthen our position in the matter.
With all that has occurred in 2004, there is no doubt that the absolute top priority for 2005 is to achieve measurable relief for the property tax crisis.  I spoke on this issue in depth throughout this report and do not intend to be repetitive.  You can rest assured that this is my top priority and my entire staff is focused on winning this battle.

On an issue related to the property tax crisis, the City has experienced several economic development setbacks due to its extremely high property tax rate.  We have lost many potential new home buyers and many of our long time residents due to the fear surrounding the tax issue.  We have also lost the opportunity to attract at least one new large retail store to Whiting.  Despite these setbacks, we continue to work hard to attract new businesses and new residents and I’m confident that these efforts will begin to pay dividends soon.

In my heart I know our City will get the break that we deserve.  Until that relief is realized, I plead with all members of our community to be patient.  We should be encouraging people to move into Whiting instead of fleeing ourselves.  We should be channeling our energies toward looking for workable solutions versus picketing Legislators’ homes.  This community has thrived for over 115-years because of the loyalty and dedication of the people who have lived and worked here.  We all have an obligation to ensure that this history is preserved for our children.  If you read this report in its entirety, you will see that with the help of many people we have opened many doors.  On the other side of these doors is the break or breaks that we need to reverse the pain of these hard times.

I’ll end with this promise, “Whiting will not only survive but we will also flourish so that the opportunity for our children will be preserved”.
Thank you,
Mayor Joseph M. Stahura
Note: 
This “State of the City Report” and can be accessed online at:



www.whitingindiana.com/soca

A summary of the report titled the “Mayor’s Annual Report” can be accessed at:


www.whitingindiana.com/mar
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