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

February 20, 2007
It is with great pride that I submit my third State of the City Report to the Common Council of the City of Whiting pursuant to I.C. 36-4-5-3.  As with my previous reports, my intentions are to openly and honestly give the Council and all of our citizens a summary review of the condition of our City.  I hope you find the report informative.
Introduction
Unlike 2004 and 2005 when we were consumed with fighting for emergency property tax relief, our primary focus in 2006 was to promote and stimulate economic growth in our city.  I am a firm believer in the strategy to encourage smart growth as a means to achieve a real solution to our property tax dilemma.  In 2006, we have seen explosive interest in our community where investors and entrepreneurs have brought numerous proposals to the table.  Regrettably, not every idea has merit, the proper funding or a sound business plan.  Screening and qualifying these projects and investor groups takes time, effort, and in some cases money.  Also, like all municipal projects, development projects take considerable time and effort before success can be realized.  Throughout this report, I will attempt to describe our many successes as well as our lost opportunities to add to our City’s tax base through our economic development efforts.
Property Tax Issues
Homeowners in 2006 received their first Local Homestead Credit thanks to the efforts of the City Council, the administration and the Clerk-Treasurer.  The 20% credit was applied directly to the tax bills of all properties with Homestead Credits.  The $520,000 credit was funded by the savings achieved through efficiency improvements made to the City’s operation.  In late 2006, the City Council once again approved the credit for the upcoming property tax bills due in 2007.  A property tax settlement negotiated with the BP Refinery will be used to fund the 2007 credit (more on this settlement later in the report).  These credits, coupled with the 2% circuit breaker, have provided significant relief to the majority of homeowners in our community.  To date, through the efforts of your City leaders, the City has funded over $2,000,000 in direct property tax relief to local property owners without a reduction in their primary government services.
A new property tax relief program for small businesses was also implemented in 2006.  The Community Improvement Fund (CIF) developed a program that successfully granted nearly $50,000 to local small businesses for property tax relief.  It is my hope that this program also be approved for 2007.  Since small businesses were not included in the 2% circuit breaker or Local Homestead Credit legislation, this program provided much needed help to our local business operators.
Another area where we continue to make progress is assisting property owners in challenging their existing property tax bills and/or correcting errors.  In 2006, we were successful in combining a large group of adjacent dual lot properties into one parcel.  This action now allows each of the tax credits and deductions to be applied to the new joint parcel and reducing the net tax bill.  While this project was a huge success, the County could not join properties that had an outstanding past due bill.  If you are one of these property owners and you now have paid your past due balances, please contact me and we will assist you in combining your properties.

As mentioned above, the City was successful on negotiating several property tax appeals with BP that have been lingering for years.  The City of East Chicago and the Lake County Assessor’s Office joined forces with the City of Whiting to work with BP on settling these appeals outside of the court system.  If the appeals would have continued through the legal system a resolution would still have been years away.  The spirit of the negotiations was to save the expenses of a long legal battle and return tax dollars to the municipalities years ahead of schedule.  Through our collaborative efforts, BP agreed to pay the City $2,400,000 to settle the appeals.
Government Efficiency
You are probably aware that the City has actively participated in Congressman Visclosky’s Good Government Initiative.  The Initiative’s recommendations were largely accepted and have been implemented or are in the process of being implemented by the City.  The recommendations that have not yet been acted on include large projects where the City must partner with other municipalities.  In general, the recommendations included in the report, made good business sense and helped us identify areas where we could improve our operation.  The next phase of the Initiative will focus on how Northwest Indiana’s municipalities can join forces on regional projects.

Each year we continue to review potential opportunities for improving the efficiency of our operation.  Following is a list of projects that have improved our efficiency or have the potential to improve our operation through expanding our relationships with our existing partners:
· We continue to partner with the School City of Whiting looking for opportunities to improve our operations and to reduce costs.  This partnership has resulted in projects where the two entities are sharing employees, working together on capital projects and leveraging our buying power with vendors.

· We began working closely with the City of Hammond to explore opportunities for shared services and cost reductions.  The opportunities with Hammond are endless and we expect several significant announcements related to our new partnership in early 2007.

· In 2006, our partnership with Hammond resulted in a joint bidding agreement for concrete work and asphalt paving projects.  Larger cities like Hammond typically have greater leverage to receive lower cost bids on these services because of their high volume.  A small city like Whiting is usually at a significant disadvantage.  Through our discussions with Hammond, Whiting was able to enter into a joint agreement with Hammond to include Whiting in their bids.  This project has saved us both time and money due to the lower pricing received and the elimination of the time needed to prepare bid specifications.
· We competitively bid our gasoline and diesel fuel purchase agreement resulting in lower fuel costs based on a preset margin of profit as related to the wholesale market price.
Staffing levels vary from season-to-season and from year-to-year.  The total number of employees is a performance measurement that can be used to rank the efficiency of an operation.  While this measurement cannot be used alone to gauge efficiency, it is part of the overall equation.  The following table lists the number of City employees in 2006 as compared to previous years:

Employee Count




Full-Time
Part-Time
Total Employees

End of 2003
125
75
200

End of 2004
118
78
196

End of 2005
107
80
187

End of 2006
107
79
186

Note:
The Part-Time employee count includes: Part-Time elected officials, seasonal employees, park program instructors, board members, college interns, etc.

Economic Development - Community Development - Redevelopment
These three departmental areas have been the primary focus of my administration throughout 2006 and will continue to be so into the foreseeable future.  As I mentioned briefly earlier in the report, smart growth is the most realistic strategy to improving the property tax climate.  It will be difficult outlining every project that we are currently working on, so I will try to focus on the highlights.
I would be remiss if I didn’t start with the $3 billion dollar retooling project announced by the BP Refinery late last year.  I thought it would be helpful to provide a reprint of my WRite Stuff column where I explained the financial impact of the project on Whiting:

By now, you have all heard the announcement made late last month by BP regarding their massive investment in the Whiting Refinery.  I thought it would be beneficial if I would explain some of the details of the project from the City of Whiting’s perspective.

Let me start by saying that this project has enormous positive ramifications to the Calumet Region.  It will provide thousands of temporary jobs for the construction industry for several years, 60 to 80 new full-time positions in the refinery and tens of millions of dollars of economic support for the business community surrounding the refinery.  These facts alone have cast our City into the international spotlight for landing one of the largest economic development projects our state’s history.

Without demeaning the enormous positive impact to our region and the state, I think it is important that the Whiting residents understand the direct impact to us in Whiting.  Please understand that the numbers I will use from this point forward are estimates and are rounded off to make it easier to understand the point.  Of the $3 billion announced investment, roughly half will be located in Whiting ($1.5B) and half in East Chicago (1.5B).  While over $1B of the E.C. investment will be assessed property taxes (taxable), only $100 million (less than 7%) of the investment in Whiting will be.  On the surface, these numbers seem disappointing, when in reality they are not.  In no way are they a homerun, but we are rounding second base with thoughts of taking third.  To look at the numbers in a positive light, all you need to know is the current assessed valuation of the refinery (in Whiting) is only $143 million.  So at the end of the day, we get what nearly equals to a second refinery put on the tax rolls.

Now that I’ve explained the details of the recently announced news, here is some additional unannounced information that may end up being the real story for Whiting.  When a company like BP makes the decision to invest $3B, the doors for synergistic or companion opportunities fly open.  The City has been involved in discussions surrounding several of these potential opportunities.  These new over-the-fence opportunities will most likely be constructed and operated by 3rd party (non-BP) companies who stand to profit from a partnership with the newly retooled refinery.  While there has been no decisions made and there are no guarantees that Whiting will land any of the new developments, we feel we have an excellent opportunity to persuade these companies to build in Whiting.  The upside potential for our City for new projects, which may include over $1B in additional (on top of the $3B) investment, is unlimited.  The downside is that many of the plans that we are currently executing will need to be revised.  This will be necessary to ensure that our actions don’t interfere with an industrial opportunity that can provide greater benefit to the community as a whole.  Regardless of what side of the ball you are on, the BP investment news is extremely positive.  My job from this point forward is to work with all the parties involved to maximize the benefit to our community.

Since that article was printed, we have learned that BP’s investment will likely be closer to $3.5 billion and that the secondary, over-the-fence investments can be as high as $1.5 billion!  By early March, we should know if these projects will be constructed and have a better picture of the financial benefit to our community.  I cannot overstate the positive impact that these projects could have on our city if they indeed select Whiting as their new location.  I will save the details for a future press release which I hope to have the pleasure to issue in the very near future.  If they elect not to build in Whiting, then we will move on to the next opportunity and work as hard as we can to land the next deal.
Since BP’s announcement, we have been fielding calls and requests for information from dozens (maybe hundreds) of investors, entrepreneurs and restauranteurs.  While we had made significant progress on attracting new businesses to locate here in Whiting, the announcement dramatically increased the interest.  The prospects of having over 5000 employees working at the refinery each day is reason enough to increase a business’s interest.  Add to that the potential of another 2000 employees working on and at numerous other projects and developments in the city and you have what may be the hottest spot in Northwest Indiana to open a business.

Before I get into some of the specific development projects, let me outline an important point of our economic development philosophy.  In desperate times, people sometimes make desperate moves.  During the height of the property tax debacle, you could have argued that we were indeed desperate for new development.  Giving much of the credit to my staff, we held our ground and remained selective when presented an opportunity to locate a business in Whiting.  We all knew that any development had to be right for our community.  It had to attract shoppers to our business district to help fuel the success of the existing businesses.  It just had to be a good fit for Whiting.  I truly believe our selectiveness and efforts are now paying huge dividends.  Here is a list of the development activity that is currently underway:
· Against high odds and with the persistence of Preferred Development of Chicago, the City has successfully landed the relocation of the Whiting Walgreen’s store.  The $4 million project has acted as a catalyst in redeveloping an important area of the community.

· Valdes Engineering Company of Lombard, Illinois has agreed to construct a new $1.5-$2 million engineering building on the area south of the existing Globe Roofing building.  Between 80 and 100 professional engineers will be working at this building each day with opportunities for the employment of local residents.

· Ineos (former BP Chemicals) has announced a $4.5 million dollar expansion of their existing facilities.

· Working with the City, a private developer has acquired the former Illiana Hotel with plans for a $1.5 million renovation.  When complete, the new facility will consist of newly restored retail units, 12 new condominiums and additional parking.
· In 2006, the City completed the purchase of the former Globe Roofing building for $100,000.  Interest in the site for future development has been high and we are now exploring our options to fund the demolition of the structure.  We are also working on acquiring additional right-of-way in the area and have been entertaining preliminary proposals on development for the property.

· The City demolished and cleared the land on the former Justak Trucking property.  Similar to the Globe site, we have been discussing our options for development of the property.

· The City has been working with interested parties to build a new $1 million medical facility on 119th Street.  This on again, off again project now has new life after the city was approached by a regional healthcare provider.

· While the lakefront development opportunities were sidetracked in 2006 because of the details of the industrial expansions were largely unknown, they have been driven to the forefront as we now receive more information.  Proposals are currently being reviewed with details expected to be ironed out by late April.  If all goes as planned, Whiting can be working on permitting issues this summer while plan details are finalized.  My goal as Mayor is to pursue a vibrant lakefront development with unprecedented public access for our residents.

· Outside of the former Justak property demolition, several additional structures were demolished in 2006 paving the way for new developments.  These include the former Bar-Rio Bar, a building on the corner of Atchison and 117th Street and 3 buildings involved in a fire on Fischrupp Avenue.

· Other properties acquired in late 2006 and early 2007 include another dilapidated building on the 1500 block of 119th Street, the building at on the corner of Fischrupp and White Oak (behind the Fire Station) and three small homes on the corner of New York and Steiber.  These structures are scheduled to be demolished in early 2007.
· 2006 saw construction begin on 5 new homes in the City - 3 on Center Street and 2 on Fischrupp Avenue.  Modifications to the plans on Center Street are expected to stimulate the construction of 10 new homes in 2007.  The decision was made to modify the initial design plan for the west-side Center Street housing development from town homes to additional stand-alone single family homes.
· The Whiting Redevelopment Commission has undertaken an aggressive plan to construct and sell 5 new homes on New York Avenue.  Plans to have private developers construct the new homes have been hampered by the uncertain property tax climate, so the WRC has elected to drive the project itself.  The homes will be priced in the $175,000-$180,000 range and will be marketed by the City.  These homes are expected to begin construction in March of 2007.
· The City is preparing to grant final approval of a new 24-unit senior citizen condominium building pending the submission of the final planning document.  This project is expected to begin by May of 2007 and will be located near the entrance to Standard Diamonds.
· The City commissioned an engineering study to review all parking options along 119th Street.  The study will determine if any spots lost during the 1993 street reconstruction project could be recaptured, review options to add angle parking along the street and identify future parking opportunities which may involve the acquisition of other property.
· Several new businesses have opened in 2006 and we are currently working with at least a dozen qualified entrepreneurs interested in locating in Whiting.

Another project completed in 2006 was the development of our strategic marketing plan.  The City selected MixDesign from Schererville to work with us on developing a marketing strategy for our downtown business district and our new housing developments.  MixDesign also was charged with designing a new Whiting ‘brand’ and logo that is now being used extensively to showcase our community.  This ‘brand’ will be used across Chicagoland to attract people to live, shop and invest in our community.  Mixdesign is also working with our Community Development Department to develop a comprehensive business assistance program that will offer marketing, façade and interior design and general consulting assistance to Whiting businesses.  They will also work with the City to evaluate and find suitable locations for the new businesses looking for available commercial space.

Many of you may have heard the news that plans to build a new Super Wal-Mart store near the Illinois state line in far north Hammond are underway.  Wherever Wal-Mart decides to build, they are met with a certain amount of opposition.  I am aware that the project does not directly benefit Whiting, and that it creates new problems that may be difficult to overcome.  I have discussed this project with my staff and we all agree that we need to focus on turning this project into a positive opportunity for our community.  I’m not naïve enough to think that there won’t be casualties as a result of this project, but I’m confident that there can be positive implications associated with it.  Mayor McDermott has committed to helping us in any way possible.  We are exploring options for Hammond to contribute marketing dollars that can be spent to promote our business community as a unique shopping experience.  I will continue to work with Mayor Tom researching ways that Hammond and Whiting can work together to strengthen our communities, while not impeding progress for his city.
As I mentioned earlier in the report, success doesn’t always come easy.  In 2006, we had our share of minor setbacks that I feel are necessary to mention.  The City through its Redevelopment Commission, had been working with a investor to open a 50’s style diner in the former Wagner Insurance building on 119th Street.  Unfortunately, the investor failed to secure the proper financing and the project was cancelled.  While we could have sold the building several times through this ordeal, we felt strongly that if the original investor could finance the project, his plan was the best fit for our community.  Even though this project was not successful, we now have several new options on the table for a high-traffic retail operation that will add value to the business district.
Another area of disappointment may eventually work out in our favor.  In late 2005 and the first half of 2006, the City attempted to negotiate a contract with a ‘master developer’ to develop all of the available sites owned by the City.  Unfortunately, the developer’s persistence at owning our lakeshore property was cause to abandon the potential partnership.  While I have every intention of improving our lakeshore property so it can serve as a catalyst for related development and improved public access, I will not sell our lakeshore to any developer, regardless of the offer or opportunities.  In recent months, several new proposals which offer much greater potential have come to light.  We are currently aggressively pursuing these new partnerships.
In 2007, we will continue to focus on strengthening our business district by providing assistance to existing businesses and recruiting new business development opportunities.  We will be completing several streetscape improvements along 119th Street which will include new decorative street name signage and new directional signage to make it easy for visitors to find our points of interest and attractions.
Our top economic development priorities for 2007 will include sealing the deal on the industrial developments that are currently on the table, driving our lakefront development and finding a way to finance the demolition of the former Globe Roofing building.

2006 Civil City Financial Condition & Financial Outlook for 2007
In general, a positive 2006 financial position provided the administration an opportunity to purchase equipment, repair facilities and make infrastructure improvements that were postponed due to property tax related cash flow issues.  These purchases and improvements included the purchase of police squad cars, sewer and water line repairs and street and alley paving. 

Looking at the numbers, Whiting began 2006 with a Civil City gross operating balance of $2 million and ended the year with $1.8 million.  If 100% of the property taxes owed for previous years are paid, the Civil City would receive an additional $1 million in 2007.  For the first time in several years, the Civil City did not need to borrow funds via tax anticipation warrants (TAW).  Clerk-Treasurer Margaret Drewniak wisely utilized existing funds for internal loans versus borrowing from financial institutions which saved thousands of dollars in related interest expense.  This internal lending totaled nearly $900,000 and all of the loans were successfully repaid to their originating funds before closing the books on 2006.  
Looking forward into 2007, we will continue to face challenges related to property tax billing and cash flow.  In accordance with state statute, local assessors will begin using a new method of evaluating property values in 2007 called trending.  In principal, trending is designed to adjust property values based on the actual sale of local properties.  One thing that is certain is the implementation of the trending system will delay the mailing of the 2007 property tax bills once again.  While this will buy some additional time for property owners to pay their bills, it will hamper cash flow to the city and potentially force us to borrow to fund our operation.
In 2007, the General Assembly will be considering several property tax relief measures.  While it is too early to tell if its actions will benefit or hurt us, its decisions will one way or another have a significant impact on our city.  I have committed to spending considerable time in Indianapolis communicating with our legislative representatives and working on the City’s behalf.  I am confident that the legislators understand that we have made great strides in improving our efficiency and are extending our hand to regional shared services opportunities.  These are crucial factors in gaining their support.  By late April, the dust will have settled in Indianapolis and I can only hope that there will be good news for Whiting citizens.
Public Safety

The City of Whiting continues to provide a high level of Public Safety with fewer personnel and less resources than we have had in the past.  I commend all the members of both the Police and Fire Departments for their efforts and assistance in getting through these uncertain times.  In 2007, we will continue to look for ways to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of both departments.
There are several public safety highlights worth mentioning for 2006.  In the Police Department, we continue to actively participate in the Whiting-Robertsdale Crime Watch Program and our Interlocal agreement with the Hammond Police department continues to provide significant benefit to the community.  As a result of the department’s participation with the crime watch group, a new ‘WPD Crime Watch’ web page has been created to post relevant information pertaining to criminal activity in Whiting.  You can view the web page by visiting the www.whitingindiana.com web site under ‘Departments – Police”.  All serious incidents are posted as soon as the information is made available.  The WPD also began reporting statistics to the FBI for the first time since the 1980’s.  This move will now allow us to compare crime stats with other cities across the state and country.  The Police and Fire Departments also continue to conduct their popular Public Safety Day in June.  The event draws hundreds of people from across the city and showcases the services and skills of each department.
The Police Department was successful in landing several grants in 2006.  They received a $50,000 grant from the state Department of Homeland Security, a $19,000 from the County Homeland Security Agency and $6,000 for the purchase of bullet proof vests.  This grant money was also used for new officer radios and squad car computers.

In the Fire Department, the staff performed 1800 hours of various training sessions throughout the year.  This training equates to an average 175 hours training per firefighter.  The department also successfully secured $73,000 in grants in 2006.  The grants supplement tax dollars in acquiring new equipment and replacing existing equipment on a more frequent basis than in the past.  Through the efforts of the Fire Chief and his Captains, the department also updated the City’s Disaster Response Plan.  The plan lays the framework as to how all City personnel, both emergency and non-emergency, would respond to a disaster in our community.
A top initiative of the administration is to improve the ISO fire rating that is assigned to the City.  The Fire Department has a large impact on the rating and has spear-headed the City’s efforts for improvement.  In 2006, activities to test all fire hydrants across the city, test all fire hoses, purchase new equipment and evaluate our communications system were conducted.  These activities, along with improvements being made to our water system, will lead us down the path to receiving a better fire rating.  The ISO rating is important because insurance rates across the city are impacted by this rating.  The more the rating is improved, the lower the insurance rates will be.  The City has gone through the ISO recertification process in 2006 and we are anxiously waiting the results.
The department has also implemented an On-Call Response Plan as a method to get additional firefighters to an emergency scene in a quick and efficient manner.  The plan utilizes a paging system to notify ‘On-Call’ personnel who are away from the fire station of an emergency event.  The department also secured an ‘Automatic Aide Agreement’ with the East Chicago Fire Department.  This agreement triggers an automatic response to a fire emergency in Whiting from the ECFD.  This agreement provides back-up to our firefighters when they are addressing a larger emergency situation.  This agreement will also benefit our efforts to improve our ISO ratings.
In 2007, the City will be upgrading its Public Safety radio system.  A specialist was hired to determine our specific needs and to prepare the technical bid specifications for us.  It is expected that the upgrade will cost nearly $150,000, but the project will dramatically improve the reliability of the communications system and allow communication between neighboring police and fire crews.  The current system is antiquated making it nearly impossible to acquire replacement and repair parts.  The WPD has also applied for a grant to fund this project.  We will know shortly if we are successful in obtaining the grant funds.
Here is a list of performance indicators regarding the activity and performance of the Police and Fire Departments for 2006:

Police Department
2004
2005
2006
· Calls for service - Police
4,917
4791
4782
· Vehicle accidents
128
210
162
· Calls for service – Animal
317
291
467
· Average police response time
< 3-min.
< 3-min.
< 3-min.

· No. of mutual aid calls to assist Hammond
73
125
126
· No. of mutual aid calls to assist East Chicago
7
7
7
· No. of mutual aid calls requested of Hammond
0
0
0
· No. of assistance calls requested of East Chicago
0
0
0
· Police arrest statistics
· Felony arrests – Class A
5
5
2
· Felony arrests – Class B, C or D
46
57
67
· Criminal misdemeanor arrests
155
364
298
· Juvenile arrests
47
76
62
· Traffic citations
610
816
673
· Traffic warning citations
683
691
371
· Parking tickets
429
466
261
· Out of state registration (license plates)
N/A
N/A
42
Fire Department (including EMS)
2004
2005
2006
· No. of unit responses
1,407
1088
1354
· No. of fire calls
N/A
N/A
374

· No. of ambulance calls
676
704
682
· Average emergency fire response time
< 4-min.
< 3.5-min.
2:55
· Average emergency ambulance response time
< 4-min.
< 3.5-min.
< 3-min.
· No. of mutual aid calls to Hammond
7
8
18
· No. of mutual aid calls to East Chicago
37
48
50
· No. of mutual aid calls to Gary
0
2
0
· No. of assistance calls from Hammond
3
5
11
· No. of assistance calls from East Chicago
0
3
6
· No. of assistance calls from Gary
0

0
0
· ISO fire rating (On 10 point scale – 1 is best)
6

6
6
· Code enforcement inspections
83

204
132
· Buildings pre-planned for an emergency response
N/A

N/A
22
Building Department and Code Enforcement
In 2006, the Building Department continues to aggressively monitor the building activity and address code enforcement issues across the city.  With an increase in new construction activity and commercial renovation throughout the business district, the responsibilities of the department are growing considerably.  Once again in 2006, several unsafe buildings have been razed and numerous others have come into compliance.  An aggressive inspection schedule continues to be maintained, with several departmental improvements scheduled to take place in 2007.
One specific point worth making is the steady increase of licensed contractors since 2003.  The importance of this statistic can be somewhat difficult to interpret, so it bears explanation.  In past years, certain contractors felt exempt from being licensed to do business in our community.  Unfortunately, this practice was extremely dangerous to the financial well-being and liability of the Whiting property owner.  In Whiting, all licensed contractors must be also bonded and insured.  These factors ensure that the person hiring the contractor is protected from fraud and from poor quality workmanship.  Without them, much of the liability for an unlicensed contractor was borne by the property owner.  Yes, these insurances may add some additional cost to a remodeling or repair job, but it provides peace of mind that the homeowner’s project will be done correctly and up to current building codes.
Department totals as related to permits and licenses for 2005 and a comparison to recent years are listed below:







2003
2004
2005
2006
· Building Permits issued 
352
388
346
378
· New Home Building Permits issued
2
4
1
5

· Electrical Permits issued 
33
39
37
52
· Contractors Licenses issued 
114
245
241
273
· Electrical Contractor Licenses issued 
51
55
48
51
· Code Violations issued 
NK
155
136
110
· Inspections conducted 
NK
202
241
252
· Consultations conducted
NK
369
550
546

NK – Not Known


Water Department

In October 2005, I announced the decision to build a new water filtration plant to replace our existing 1920 vintage facility.  This project has been much more difficult to launch than ever imagined.  In short, the enormous development activities at the BP Refinery and potential related projects have placed a large premium on available land.  It is extremely difficult to build a new plant without a suitable location.  Here’s a good example of the issues that we are facing.  The City was within weeks of finalizing a site for the water plant location when it was brought into discussions related to a new industrial facility.  The proposed location of the new industrial project, which would have an enormous positive property tax impact on our community, was the same location as the proposed water plant site.  Understanding the magnitude of the potential industrial project, a decision to look for another location for the water plant was made.  This same scenario has occurred several times over the past year.  Potential marina developers have asked to postpone construction of the water plant on yet another alternate site.  Again, a well designed marina can have a significant impact to the quality of life in our community.  With all that said, we continue to search for a suitable location for the plant that will not hamper critical development and quality of life opportunities.  We continue to provide high quality water from our existing plant and we are monitoring its operation even closer than ever before.  We expect to have answers regarding the industrial developments sometime in March and should be able to have a better handle on potential site locations by that time.
One project that is noteworthy and is adding to the bottom line of the department is our meter replacement program.  The department’s goal is to replace every water meter on a 10 year cycle.  This ensures that every water meter in the city is newer than 10 years old and thus more reliable and accurate.  We are currently at 95% of our targeted goal and expect to reach 100% sometime in early 2007. 
Financially, 2006 was a good year for the Water Department where strong revenue numbers and a reduction in expenditures left the department nearly $22,000 in the black.  Revenue numbers were not nearly as strong as 2005 when the department was paid nearly $200,000 in back payments due to a faulty meter at the BP refinery, but they grew considerably over 2004.  A 4-year profit and loss comparison is listed below:


2003
2004
2005
2006

Revenue
$485,000
$511,672
$836,395
$594,849

Expenses
$537,000
$553,473
$600,994
$573,197

Profit (Loss)
($52,000)
($41,801)
$235,402
$21,652

Cash Reserves
$393,000
$351,000
$586,446
$608,098
Sanitary District
The Board of Sanitary Commissioners oversee three individual departmental budgets; the Sanitary District, the Recycling Department and the Detention Basin (Sewer Department).  This report briefly summarizes the performance of all three departments.

The Sanitary District, which is funded by property tax revenue, began 2006 with a gross operating balance of $1,009,121 and ended with a balance of $1,449,677.  A 2005 Tax Anticipation Warrant (TAWs) of $250,000 was paid back in 2006.  Past due property tax revenue still owed the Sanitary District stands at $291,000.
2006 saw the resignation of long time Sanitary Board member Tom Bercik.  Tom was replaced with Building Commissioner Mike Hrinyo whose skills and knowledge will be a great asset to the Board.  I would like to personally thank Mr. Bercik for his service and a job well done during his tenure, and welcome Mr. Hrinyo to the Board.  

In the fall of 2006, Northwest Indiana was pelted with severe rainfall that resulted in devastating flooding across many of our neighboring communities.  The flooding was so severe that the region was declared a State Disaster Area by Governor Daniels.  While Whiting was not without incident, the problems here were minor when compared to our neighboring municipalities.  Many of our problems were directly associated with seepage or malfunctioning sump pump systems.  City workers, including Fire Department personnel, assisted several residents who had seepage or sump problems.  A more serious problem in the 2600 block of White Oak was identified and we responded by immediately hiring professional engineering support to determine the cause and to recommend a solution.  A temporary repair is now in place with a permanent ($1.5 million) fix now being studying.  Several drainage issues were also addressed in attempts to alleviate future flooding issues.  New catch basins and sewer lines were quickly installed in the alley of the 1500 block of 119th and Fischrupp.  All in all, we were very lucky to escape with only minor problems.  Why were we lucky?  The administrations and Sanitary Boards that served before me deserve much of the credit.  New sewers with extra capacity to handle these torrential downpours were installed during these administrations and during the storm they worked as designed.  The investment in this infrastructure in prior years has paid large dividends during this huge storm.  I also need to credit my staff at the Sanitary District’s Detention Basin for a job well done.  These employees led by Superintendent Henry Drewniak did a fine job during an extremely difficult time.
The Recycling Department had a banner year in 2006.  In early 2006, the City implemented a city-wide alley recycling program.  This program entailed placing a 65-gallon roll-out cart in the alley for each property.  The program’s goal was to make it more convenient for the residents to recycle and improve the efficiency of the program by reducing fixed costs.  The year end numbers (not quite a full year of the program) are in and indicate the improvements to the program have exceeded all expectations.  The alley recycling program tonnage increased by 147 tons or 36%!!  Also due to several additional program modifications, the department’s overall recycling tonnage increased from 976 tons to 1,568 tons!!  This was largely due to 550 tons of concrete and construction debris being recycled at a reduced cost of disposal, and being routed away from area landfills.  Another huge success is the City and Lake County Solid Waste District’s joint partnership for obsolete electronics recycling.  This program grew from less than 5 tons in 2005 to over 26 tons in 2006.  Not only have all of the recycling tonnage numbers grown tremendously, the total cost of disposing of all of our waste streams has dropped significantly from $263,189 to $189,846.

Congratulations to Recycling Director Mark Harbin, Acting Street Commissioner Steve Spebar and all of their staff members for a job well done.
In an effort to promote the use of recycled materials, the City has retrofitted the park benches located along 119th Street with recycled material slats.  The recycled slats have a wood-like appearance and are more weather resistant than the previously used wood slats.  The City will continue to look for additional opportunities to use recycled materials in new projects.
3-year recycling comparisons (all numbers in tons):



2003
2004
2005
2006
Total tonnage
671
747
976
1568

Curbside/Alley began 2006*
354
381
406
553

Commercial vendors only*
74
74
74
74


Yard waste
139
185
156
153

Brush
N/A
N/A
220
117

Scrap iron - metal
81
89
103
80

Tires
14
11
10
14

WHS program
8
7
3
N/A

Obsolete electronics
N/A
N/A
5
26


Concrete
N/A
N/A
N/A
245


Construction & Demolition
N/A
N/A
N/A
307

Municipal Solid Waste (MSW)

Packer tons (regular trash)
2715
2310
2155
2144

Annual Cost - Recycling & Trash
$247,633
$244,366
$263,189
$189,846





* Numbers have been revised to include further separation into additional categories

One disappointment occurring in 2006 was the loss of a recycling grant.  The City was awarded a grant to offset the purchase of the recycling carts used for the new alley pick-up program, but due to a violation of the grant procedures, our grant was disqualified.  In a nutshell, we ordered the carts before receiving final approval from the state (which took 3 months).  At this time, we are not sure of the total of the lost grant, but expect it to be around $19,000. 
The Detention Basin which is funded by the Sewer Users fees included on your water bill had a very strong year financially.  The positive numbers were the result of exceptionally strong revenues coupled with a reduction in general operating expenses.  In 2006, the surplus balance and increases in revenue were used to fund several sewer and drainage projects across the city.  While these expenses increased the expenditures paid by through the Sewer Users Fund, they offset the need to use tax dollars to fund the much needed work.  In general, we used the increased profits now being generated by the department, to fund these infrastructure improvements.  These projects included sewer work in the 2600 block of White Oak, flooding problems in the 1500 block of 119th Street and Fischrupp Avenue alley, the replacement of a 100-year old brick sewer on Temple Court and the alley south of the 1200-1300 blocks of 119th Street and operational improvements at the Detention Basin.
A 3-year profit and loss comparison is listed below:



2003
2004
2005
2006

Revenue
$633,179
$703,000
$1,306,716 1
$1,015,876

Expenses
$725,409
$718,000
$810,140 2
$1,065,777 4

Profit (Loss)
($92,230)
($15,000)
$596,576 3
($64,259)

Cash Reserves
$189,559
$175,677
$672,255
$622,354

1 Includes the collection of a nearly $370,000 underpayment from BP
2 Includes the repayment of a $100,000 loan from the Water Department

3 After adjustment for loan repayment

4 Includes over $300,000 in capital improvements outside of normal operating expenses
In 2006 and continuing into 2007, we are exploring ways to improve the operation of the Detention Basin.  The basin was built in 1973 and the technology used to design the operation at that time is now 30+ years old.  With the assistance of our engineering consultants, we are researching options to reduce energy consumption, improve system reliability through automation and to modernize older equipment.  This project is expected to continue through 2007.   

Parks & Recreation
The operation and maintenance of the Whiting Community Center still remains a primary focus of the administration.  I am in the process of selecting individuals to serve on a ‘Task Force’ to review the W.C.C. operation.  The ‘Task Force’ will be charged with analyzing all aspects of the Center’s operation, finances and utilization of the facility.  All options will be studied, from taking no action to the extreme opposite of razing the building.  This project will be an emotional process due to the historical significance the structure has in our community.  While I must state that I personally favor the preservation of the building, we must look at all the options objectively before we can determine the best course of action.  The driving factor for this process is the $700,000 annual cost of operating the facility.
The creation of the ‘Task Force’ was delayed while we explored a potential partnership with an area non-profit organization.  The partnership has been ruled out for the short term and the ‘Task Force’ will be on the fast track for the 1st quarter of 2007.

Renovations completed in the Center during 2006 include the renovation of the main floor restrooms to meet the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) standards.  Also completed in 2006 was a $225,000 restoration of the historic Mary E. Bercik Park Pavilion and repairs to the fire escape system at the Center.  Major improvements to the Community Center were delayed due to bids that were significantly higher than our engineering estimates.  We are in the process of rebidding the renovation projects and have separated the bids into 3 parts so the project can now be completed in phases.  Most of this renovation project, which will include a new clay tile roofing system, will be funded through a $260,000 grant received in 2005 with the help of Congressman Visclosky.  Outside of the grant project work, the City did purchase new windows for the entire Community Center building and plan to have crews begin installation in the 1st quarter of 2007.  We also launched a new partnership with the City of Hammond to provide additional recreational opportunities for our residents.  Beginning in 2007, all Whiting residents will be able to utilize the Hammond Park facilities at Wolf Lake and the Lost Marsh Golf Course for the same fees that are paid by a Hammond resident.  We in turn will allow all residents of Hammond who live in the 46394 zip code area (Robertsdale), to use the Whiting Park and the Whiting Community Center for the same fees charged to our residents.  This new partnership will expand our recreational opportunities without increasing costs.
Infrastructure Upgrades
In last year’s State of the City Report, I outlined the development of our Capital Expenditures Plan (CAP).  This plan is now being used to guide us in the maintenance and improvement of the City’s infrastructure.  As related to infrastructure improvements, the CAP is driven by detailed mini-plans updated and maintained by our Engineering Department.  These mini-plans outline the condition of each water and sewer line, street, alley and sidewalk in the city.  Specific projects are then placed on the CAP on a priority basis.  This system will assure that the infrastructure in the worst condition gets repaired or replaced first.  It also allows for coordination of infrastructure work with other development projects to ensure the work gets completed in the most efficient manner.  A good example of this strategy is an upcoming project on New York Avenue.  Our initial plans called to repave, install new curbs and sidewalks, and decorative street lighting on the 1900-2000 blocks of New York.  Our water infrastructure plan (which was finalized in late 2006) also determined that the water line in the same area needed upgrading.  The project was subsequently delayed till the spring of 2007 so the engineering work associated with adding the water line could be completed.  The delay was a small price to pay for getting the project right and saving thousands of dollars in the process.
In 2006, several infrastructure projects were successfully completed.  The following list highlights the projects completed:
· New curbs and street paving for the 2400 block of Schrage Avenue

· New sidewalks on the entire west side of the city (west of Indianapolis and south of 119th) – 121st, West Fred, Kelly Place, 120th, Euclid and Atchison

· New sidewalks on Pennsylvania Avenue

· Completed all design engineering work and opened competitive bids for the reconstruction of Standard Avenue from Front Street to the east city line, Front Street from 121st Street to 119th Street and 121st Street from Schrage to a new intersection at the existing Standard Avenue.

· Completed all design engineering and are prepared to advertise for competitive bids on a project that will replace an old brick sewer, install a new larger water main, repave and regrade the street and resolve a longstanding drainage problem along Ohio Avenue (near the railroad tracks)

· Completed all design engineering and are prepared to advertise for competitive bids on a project that will install a new water main and reconstruct 118th Street.

· Grinding and paving of several alleys across the city
· Replacement of a 100+ year old brick sewer on Temple Court and the south alley for 1200-1300 blocks of 119th Street

· Resolution to a serious flooding problem in the alley south of the 1500 block of 119th Street and north of Fischrupp Avenue

· Temporary repair and preliminary engineering work for additional sewer repairs in the 2600 block of White Oak Avenue
· Installation of a new dry well catch basin in the 120th – West Fred alley near the Indianapolis Boulevard alley intersection

Projects planned for 2007 include:

· Construction beginning on the reconstruction of:

· Standard Avenue
· Front Street

· 121st Street from Schrage to the existing Standard Avenue intersection

· New York Avenue between Fischrupp and 121st
· Reconstruction of Cleveland Avenue including the restoration of the brick pavers, new curbs and new sidewalks – pending engineering recommendations, new sewers and a new water main will also be considered

· Parking improvements near the Community Center, on Clark Street and at the WHS football field to increase the number of available spaces and improve traffic flow

· Installation of new water mains and the paving of:
· 118th from Sheridan to Atchison

· Ohio Avenue from Sheridan to Atchison

· New York Avenue between Fischrupp and 121st
· Installation of decorative street lights near the new homes on Center Street
· Renovation of parts of City Hall for ADA compliance and additional office consolidation

· Reconstruction of the alley west of the original section of Center Street

· Replacement of dozens of older, low volume fire hydrants across the city to improve fire protection
· Repaving of 119th Street from Atchison to Front

· Designing engineering and installation of new water, sewer and power lines into Whiting Park paving the way for future development ($1 million grant from Congressman Visclosky)

General Administration
Throughout 2006, I have spent considerable time down in Indianapolis.  Whether it’s appearing before the General Assembly or attending state-wide meetings and conferences, I feel it is important that Whiting is represented.  My goal is to at a minimum, ensure the legislators and state officials know who I am and where I’m from.

Also worth noting, I have been selected to serve on several state-wide committees.  First, I have been asked to serve on the Indiana Association of Cities and Towns (IACT) Legislative Committee.  This committee sets policy and directs the IACT staff to lobby and fight for legislative reform as it relates to the state’s cities and towns.  Historically, IACT has been considered a very powerful group that has had great success working with the legislators.  I have also been appointed as Chairman of the IACT Environmental Policy Committee.  I was honored to accept the position as well as excited about being a driving force in the state for environmental issues as related to municipalities.  Finally, the Northern Indiana Mayors Roundtable elected me to serve as their Secretary-Treasurer for 2007.  This group consists of the mayors from across northern Indiana, from Whiting to the Ohio border.  This position has an automatic progression which will elevate me to the office of Vice-President in 2008 and then President in 2009.  Now of course this is dependent on the people of Whiting’s decision of allowing me to continue serving as Whiting’s Mayor during those years!  I consider these appointments as recognition and accolades for our City and will do my best to represent us well.

In 2006, we established a complaint tracking system as an attempt to improve customer service.  At times, legitimate complaints simply got lost in the system.  Our new system is intended to keep the complaint ‘live’ until a resolution is found.  If the complaint cannot be resolved through the normal process, it will end up on my desk and I will determine how the issue is handled from that point.
Again in 2006, we made significant improvements to our City/Chamber web site.  We are now posting minutes of all city meetings and hundreds of other city documents on the web for easy public access.  In 2006, we also converted much of our budget information to Excel spreadsheets and have made that information available to all.  The Building Department now has all of its forms and applications posted online for easy access to contractors and homeowners.  The web site also now includes monthly surveys that allow residents to voice their opinion on certain issues or potential projects.  Our goal is to provide more information via the web than any other municipality in Indiana.  We feel we are getting very close to this goal and will continue to look at ways to improve the system as we move into 2007.
Challenges and Opportunities
As was the case in 2004, 2005 and 2006, legislative property tax relief will continue to be a challenge.  We will continue to stay focused on increasing our assessed valuation and seeking legislative assistance to improve the local property tax environment.
As mentioned earlier, some of our redevelopment and industrial development opportunities pose real challenges that we must overcome.  In many ways, these are good problems to have…too many options and not enough real estate.  On the other hand, finding $1 million to raze the Globe building will be a more difficult challenge.  I’m confident that we will find good compromises for each of these challenges and we will continue to move the community forward.

Resolving our water plant issue will also be a challenging experience for 2007.  We are back to the drawing board, looking for solutions.  I will keep our residents informed of what’s happening on this issue in the coming months.

Manpower, or lack thereof, will also be a challenge for us in 2007.  When you strive to improve efficiency, managers tend to over-achieve and cut too far.  While I think we have found a good balance in the Street and Park Departments, I will be taking a close look at our Public Safety staffing levels in 2007.  Both the Police and Fire Departments are performing very well with less than normal staffing levels.  In 2007, I will take a closer look at how the current staffing levels are impacting the departments.
In reference to opportunities, the list is endless.  Potential industrial development, dozens of commercial developments planned, hundreds of inquiries, new housing construction underway, extremely positive school test scores, and on and on.  We have received a few breaks and we will try to take advantage of this new found momentum.
Conclusion

While we had our bumps along the way, the future is bright.  I have said this often in 2006, “I have never been more confident about our city’s future than I am today.”  Stay tuned for 2007, it promises to be a great year for the Whiting resident, property owner and business owner.  You heard it here first!!

Thank you,
Mayor Joseph M. Stahura
Note: 
This “State of the City Report” and can be accessed online at:

http://whitingindiana.com/intranet/?path=./Plans%20and%20Reports/
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