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

February 19, 2008
It is with mixed emotions that I submit my fourth 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
Generally speaking, good cash flow related to past due property tax receipts in early 2007 afforded us the opportunity to complete several overdue infrastructure projects across the City.  2007 was by far the busiest and most productive project year of my first term.  I will outline these projects in greater detail later in the report. 

Haphazard, and in some cases misguided state tax policy, continued to consume each and every staff member’s time, energy and spirit.  Again, this issue will be discussed in greater detail later in the report. 
In last year’s State of the City Report, I discussed in depth our efforts to increase our City’s tax base by driving new economic development opportunities.  We have had mixed success in this arena, but continue to work on several viable projects that we hope to see materialize in 2008 and beyond.  Our economic development agenda was heavily impacted by the BP Refinery’s nearly $4 billion OCC (Operation Canadian Crude) project.  The need for additional land, more office space and complications surrounding refinery safety, have both been a blessing and a hindrance to the successful execution of the City’s previous plans.  Several of our planned growth projects were abruptly halted due to the uncertainty surrounding the BP project.  Despite the short term negative consequences, I fully understand the magnitude of this project and the potential positive impact to our city, Northwest Indiana and our state, and have made the success of the OCC project the top priority of my administration.  I will also discuss this at greater length later in the report.
Property Tax Issues 
As we all know, property tax issues have dominated my 4 years in office and it appears that they will continue to dominate for the unforeseeable future.  I anxiously await the day where managing the City effectively and shaping our community’s future are my primary issues of concern.  Until that point in time, here is a summary of the current property tax environment.
For 2007 tax bills, homeowners once again received a 20% Local Homestead Credit which was applied directly to the tax bills of all properties with a Homestead deduction.  This $575,000 credit, which was unanimously approved by the City Council, was funded largely by efficiency improvements made to the City’s operation and a property tax settlement negotiated with the BP Refinery.  These credits, coupled with the 2% circuit breaker, have provided significant relief to the majority of homeowners in our community.  As mentioned in last year’s report, the City has now directly funded nearly $2,000,000 in property tax relief to local property owners without a reduction in their primary government services.
The property tax relief program established in 2006 for small businesses was also offered again for 2007.  The Community Improvement Fund (CIF) program granted over $50,000 to local small businesses for property tax relief.  Since small businesses were not included in the 2% circuit breaker or Local Homestead Credit legislation, this program once again provided welcomed assistance to our local business operators.
In general, 2007 saw a net increase of city-wide assessed value of nearly $100 million dollars with government expenses growing only modestly.  These factors resulted in a decrease in Whiting’s gross tax rate of approximately 70 cents.  A tax rate reduction historically meant a proportional drop in the amount of taxes each property owner paid.  In 2007, this was not the case.  The General Assembly passed legislation that reduced both the Homestead and Property Tax Replacement Credits (PRTC), which negated both the growth in assessed valuation and the reduction in the tax rate.  These actions resulted in a modest uptick in net property taxes for our property owners.  Of the $100 million growth in assessed value, 25% is attributed to new growth at the refinery and 75% to the effects of trending.  I won’t go into great details explaining trending, but it is a new state-mandated system to automatically adjust property values by using actual real estate sales figures.

The most disconcerting issue we are now facing is the impact of legislation passed in 2007 that enacts a 3% property tax circuit breaker for businesses beginning in 2010.  We are certainly not opposed to providing additional tax relief to small business owners, but this new legislation will also apply to our local industries that have already received millions of dollars in tax relief.  This law may reduce the City’s revenue stream by as much as 65%, which will impede our ability to provide even the most basic of public services.  Compounding the problem is the General Assembly’s recent action to accelerate the tax breaks and implement the new caps in 2009.  

There must be safeguards added to this legislation that preserve the much needed property tax relief for our community, while protecting Whiting’s unusual situation.  A one-size-fits-all solution does not work for a community where a single industry is such a large part of its tax base.  I can proudly testify before any body that Whiting has been a leader in searching for government efficiency.  We have and will continue to explore every opportunity to lower our tax rate by reducing government spending.  Unfortunately, this proposed legislation defies all logic and reasoning.
This issue is the biggest challenge I have faced to date.  119 years of history and the future of our community are truly on the line.  You will undoubtedly be hearing much more on this topic in the coming months.
Statewide Presence
With the whirlwind of rhetoric and legislation being crafted at the state level, it is now more important than ever for Whiting to have a presence across the state.  How many legislators and state officials know the Whiting story?  How many even know where Whiting is located, yet alone know the challenges that we are facing?  To overcome this shortcoming, I have aggressively participated in every forum that is available to me.  I regularly visit the Capital Building, I openly communicate with many of the state legislators, and I attend dozens of organizational meetings, workshops and seminars.  I have worked closely with the Indiana Association of Cities and Towns (IACT) and the Northwestern Indiana Regional Planning Commission (NIRPC).  If there is an open chair, I have raised my hand to participate.  Having a seat at the table is crucial to being able to find solutions that will help us now, and in the future.
My participation in these organizations across the state has led to several appointments and elected positions.  I am proud to state that the Mayor of the City of Whiting is serving in the following capacity:

· Chairman of Board of Commissioners of NIRPC
· IACT Executive Board Member

· IACT Legislative Committee Co-Chairman

· Indiana Conference of Mayors (ICOM) Vice-President

· Northern Indiana Mayors Roundtable (NIMR) Vice-President

· Northwest Indiana Forum Managing Board Member

· IACT Environment Policy Committee Chairman (2007)

· NIRPC Towns & Small Cities Council Chairman (2007)

· IACT Municipal Finance Committee Member

· Northwest Indiana Quality of Life Council Member

· NIRPC Economic Development Committee Member

This visibility is essential for solving Whiting’s dilemma.

Outside of participating in the capacities listed above, the City continues to employ outside agencies to represent us where applicable.  Attorneys, lobbyists and specialty consultants can provide representation downstate at times when I simply cannot be in two places at one time.  While using these services can be costly if not monitored closely, they are essential resources in ensuring our interests are protected in Indianapolis.
On a related note, I have also been asked to serve as an instructor and panelist in several of the IACT training sessions held across the state.  This is the ultimate compliment when you are asked to share your experiences or showcase your skills to your fellow public service colleagues.
Government Efficiency
As in prior years, we continue to review and implement new strategies to improve the efficiency of our operation.  We continue to maintain the high level of services that are expected from us with fewer and fewer employees.  Here is a brief summary of what was accomplished on this front in 2007:

· Several positions have been eliminated and/or their duties consolidated with those of another staff member.  These positions have been eliminated primarily through attrition.  Here is a list of the personnel changes made in 2007 for the 2008 budget year:

· Administrative Aide position eliminated

· Assistant Street Commissioner position eliminated

· Detention Basin Superintendent position consolidated with the duties of Recycling Director

· City Engineer position will not be filled in the short-term and existing staff will handle the responsibilities on an interim basis.

· Detention Basin Group Leader position eliminated
· Animal Control Warden position will not be filled in the short-term and existing staff and volunteers will handle the responsibilities on an interim basis

· Installed a new gasoline tracking system that now automatically logs and monitors use of gasoline by every employee and every vehicle.  This system will not only prevent potential abuse, but will also identify poorly operating vehicles that are consuming higher than normal gasoline usage.

· Procedural changes employed at the Detention Basin have saved approximately $40,000 (50%) in annual energy costs to the utility.  A new more efficient aerator was installed in late 2006 and a modified operating procedure instituted in 2007 to garner the new savings.

· Installed a new version of Water/Sewer billing software that will allow us to improve customer service and future efficiency.

· Installed a computer network server system which now allows automatic data back-ups, email and scheduling enhancements, and software sharing to reduce costs.

· Utilized several state, federal, and private grants to enhance the energy efficiency of the Whiting Community Center.

· Developed a “Green Initiative” strategy that will identify energy savings opportunities across all departments of the City and provide educational information to our constituents.  This strategy includes; lighting modifications, heating and air systems improvements, the use of light sensors to automatically turn off select lights and a stormwater management program.

· Developed a long-term vehicle purchasing strategy to begin replacing select vehicles with higher efficiency models and/or alternate fuel vehicles where possible.

· Developed a city-wide purchasing strategy to ensure a “best value” approach and also enhance productivity.  The strategy includes:

· Utilization of “Preferred Vendors List” where pricing/service has been pre-negotiated

· Joint bidding with Hammond on asphalt and concrete work

· Use of the state Quality Purchase Agreement Listing (bid list)
· Clear guidelines outlining purchasing authority

· Implementation of a “Procurement Specialist” system to provide a single source contact for parts/equipment ordering and deliveries.

· We also continue to work closely with both the School City of Whiting and the City of Hammond to explore ways to share services and provide mutual cost-savings for each entity.
Staffing levels vary from season-to-season and from year-to-year.  The total number of employees is one performance measurement that can be used to rank the efficiency of our 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 2007 as compared to previous years.  Please note that for the 2007 numbers, I have added several new categories that I feel may help better explain the true employment numbers.

Employee Count


Full-Time
Full-Time
Part-Time
Part-Time
Total 


City
Utilities
Employees
Officials
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

End of 2007
89
14
46
15
164

Note:
Part-Time employee count includes: Park program instructors, crossing guards, EMA, etc.

Part-Time official count includes: City Council members, board members, etc. 
Economic Development - Community Development - Redevelopment
The BP OCC Project dominated our 2007’s economic development news.  As I mentioned earlier in this report, this project has been identified as the top priority of my administration.  The success of this project will weigh heavily on the future success of our City.  15 months after BP’s original announcement, we now have a better handle on the estimated impact to our operation’s bottom-line.  Expected tax base growth of $150 million is projected.  In general terms, this can be compared to putting a second refinery on Whiting’s tax roles.  Unfortunately, this new assessed value will be added to our tax base gradually over the next 4 years, well after the new business tax caps are expected to be implemented by the state.
Aside from the direct benefits of the OCC Project, the City is also working closely with BP on several other projects.  The potential lease or sale of City owned property to BP is one such project.  This specific project also involves finding a way to finance the demolition of the former Globe Roofing building.  BP’s desire to acquire the Whiting Clean Energy plant is another project that can potentially pay positive future dividends for our tax base.  While the exact benefit of such a transaction to the City is yet unknown, the current estimates are all good news for our future.  The acquisition of Whiting Clean Energy could potentially be the bridge we would need to get to year 2011 when the BP OCC project’s new assessed valuation takes effect. 
It is difficult discussing the scope of all that is on the table with BP because of the ever-changing environment surrounding the OCC Project.  Dozens of issues have been resolved and settled ranging from road-closures to the completion of the very complex reconstruction of Standard Avenue.  While the City and BP disagree on many issues, I will continue to work with their staff to help ensure the refinery’s success.  I feel it is important to note that the working relationship between the refinery and the city has been generally positive to date.  I thank them for their consideration of the many requests that we have made to them and I believe that they appreciate our efforts to assist them as well.
I’d like to now identify a few of the many non-BP development projects that we have worked on in 2007.  Some are indeed genuine success stories, while others ended with disappointing news.  Here’s a brief summary of the projects:

· As announced last year, Valdes Engineering Company of Lombard, Illinois had initially agreed to construct a new $2 million engineering building on the area south of the existing Globe Roofing building.  Unfortunately after many hours dedicated to this project, the company has elected not proceed with construction.  
· The $1.5 million redevelopment of the former Illiana Hotel has also hit a few snags, but is expected to rekindle this March.  Significant improvements have been made to the building, but the progress has not met our expectations at this point.  In the short-term, we will continue to support the developer in hopes of his completing this project as initially designed.
· Several opportunities for new medical facilities are still on the table.  Additional details will be forthcoming if these projects move forward.

· Whiting’s lakefront development plans have been on a roller coaster ride over the past few years.  In 2007, our decision to postpone the development of a marina in the short-term was made.  This decision was made to ensure that any lakefront development project did not interfere with or impede the success of the BP expansion project.

· Aside from the short-term postponement of the Whiting marina project, we have begun the aggressive planning of a large scale Lakefront Improvement Plan.  This project will begin with the installation of water, sewer, gas and power lines into the Lakefront Park area thanks to a federal grant received in 2006.  The City is also preparing a comprehensive application to the Regional Development Authority (RDA), to request the necessary funding for the planning and design engineering for this project.  It is our hopes that the RDA will assist us in funding the first phase of this important project.

· In conjunction with our RDA lakefront application, we are also seeking assistance from the RDA in extending the George Lake Bike Trail through the City and into Whiting Lakefront Park.  A realistic opportunity exists to successfully execute this project by combining public funds, outside grants and private capital.
· The Redevelopment Commission continues to aggressively acquire and demolish vacant, abandoned and unsafe buildings where necessary.  In 2007 several properties were razed including the buildings located at 1520 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.
· The Redevelopment Commission also acquired the former Father & Sons Auto lot on the corner of Indianapolis and White Oak and an abandoned home on the 1900 block of New York Avenue.  These properties are scheduled for demolition in early 2008.

· The Commission developed a program to engage commercial property owners to prepare their properties for rent.  This program was created due to the lack of available “rentable” commercial space in the business district.  While we do have an inventory of vacant space, many of them are currently not “rentable”.  This program opens the dialog as to how the City can assist a property owner in getting their building ready to rent.
· The housing projects on New York Avenue and on Center Street continue to proceed as anticipated.  It is fully anticipated that the New York Avenue project be completed and sold out in 2008.
Several new businesses have opened in 2007 and we are currently working with several other entrepreneurs interested in locating in Whiting.  Unfortunately, we continue to experience the loss of existing business operations for various reasons.  We continue to fight the battle to attract new businesses, while retaining our existing enterprises.

In 2007 the City, the Whiting Redevelopment Commission and the Community Improvement Fund (CIF) partnered to establish a one-time curbside appeal program for the non-redevelopment areas of the City.  This program was widely successful and resulted in nearly $350,000 in property improvement investment by providing matching assistance subsidies of just over $100,000.  This program was modeled after the Redevelopment Commission’s redevelopment area matching assistance program that has been in place for several years now.  When totaled, these matching assistance programs have stimulated nearly $2 million in property improvements since their inception.
Our top economic development priorities for 2008 will include:

· Continuing our strong support for the BP OCC Project

· Pulling the trigger on our lakefront development plans

· Breaking ground on the long overdue Senior Citizen condo project

· Continuing to work on retaining and attracting new retail business

· Continuing to find a way to finance the demolition of the former Globe Roofing building
2007 Civil City Financial Condition & Financial Outlook for 2008
In general, we continued to leverage positive 2006-2007 cash flow to capitalize on the opportunity to replace obsolete equipment, repair facilities and make infrastructure improvements similar to 2006.  Unfortunately, this position changed sharply late in the year due to the delay in issuing the 2006 pay 2007 property tax bills.

We began 2007 with a Civil City gross operating balance of $1.8 million and ended the year with $550,000.  If 100% of the property taxes owed for previous years are paid, the Civil City would receive an additional $4.5 million in 2008.  Unlike 2006 where we did not need to borrow funds via tax anticipation warrants (TAW), the tax bill delays forced us to do so in 2007.  Total 2007 General Fund tax anticipation warrants equaled $3 million.  Clerk-Treasurer Margaret Drewniak once again utilized existing funds for internal loans to minimize the amount we borrowed saving the related interest expense.  2007 internal lending totaled nearly $600,000.  In short, we ended 2007 with $250,000 greater balance (when factoring in expected revenues due and repaying our TAWs) than we had in 2006. 
Looking forward into 2008, we will continue to face challenges related to property tax billing and cash flow.  As of the release date of this report, we have still not received our 2007 tax revenue.  These delays have cost the City hundreds of thousands of dollars in needless interest expenses over the past four years.  It is my sincere hope that the state and the county will be back on track and return to a normal billing cycle this year.
Public Safety

The City of Whiting continues to provide a high level of service in the Public Safety arena with fewer personnel and less resources than we have had in the past.  In 2007, we conducted an emergency hiring of a new police officer.  The reductions made in previous years stretched our resources to the point where hiring a new officer was necessary.  The additional officer will now relieve some overtime pressure and scheduling issues that we had been experiencing.  Two new squad cars were also purchased to replace older high-mileage vehicles.
The Police Department continues to be aggressive in protecting our streets.  Several drug and gang related arrests were made throughout the year.  While we continue to experience minor nuisance activity from time to time, the arrests of key local hoodlums have significantly impacted the gang presence in the community.
Two other changes also occurred within the Police Department in 2007.  In an effort to improve efficiency and comply with new state law, the former Civil Defense Agency was officially changed to the Whiting Emergency Management Agency or EMA.  The agency will continue to provide similar support services to the Police and Fire Departments, but will now do so as an agency of the Police Department instead of the Civil Defense Council.  Another change made under the Police Department umbrella is a significant change in the Animal Control Program.  Park Superintendent Marty Jakubowski is now serving as interim Animal Control Warden and is striving to make significant improvements in the program.  Marty has officially declared the Whiting Animal Shelter as a ‘no kill’ facility and has established both an adoption program and a feral cat colony in attempt to control the wild cat population in the community.  Marty has taken the program to new levels and should be commended for his dedication and service.  I should also note that city Street Department employee Mark Dugan also volunteers his time to assist Marty with the shelter’s operation.  I truly appreciate both Marty and Mark’s effort to make this program what it is today.
In the Fire Department, a top initiative of the administration is to improve the ISO fire rating that is assigned to the City.  As discussed in last year’s report, the ISO rating is important because insurance rates across the city are impacted by this ranking.  I am happy to report that the City has improved its ISO rating by one class.  This rating improvement is the first positive step change in the City’s history.  While this improvement is significant, we believe that we will be poised for further rating improvements in 2008 and beyond.
The Fire Department secured over $48,000 in grants in 2007 and conducted over 1,400 total hours of staff training.

In 2007, the City also completed an extensive upgrade to its Public Safety radio system.  The new system was installed on-budget and is now in full operation.  This new system will not only improve communications between both Public Safety departments, but also assist us in further improving our ISO fire rating in the City.  Communication links between all neighboring police and fire departments have now been restored with the completion of the upgrade.
Here is a list of performance indicators regarding the activity and performance of the Police and Fire Departments for 2007:

Police Department
2004
2005
2006
2007
· Calls for service - Police
4,917
4,791
4,782
4,837
· Vehicle accidents
128
210
162
165
· Calls for service – Animal
317
291
467
384
· Average police response time
< 3-min.
< 3-min.
< 3-min.
< 3-min.

· No. of mutual aid calls to assist Hammond
73
125
126
177
· No. of mutual aid calls to assist East Chicago
7
7
7
7
· No. of mutual aid calls requested of Hammond
0
0
0
0
· No. of assistance calls requested of East Chicago
0
0
0
0
· Police arrest statistics

· Felony arrests – Class A
5
5
2
1
· Felony arrests – Class B, C or D
46
57
67
45
· Criminal misdemeanor arrests
155
364
298
221
· Juvenile arrests
47
76
62
22
· Traffic citations
610
816
673
759
· Traffic warning citations
683
691
371
361
· Parking tickets
429
466
261
301
· Out of state registration (license plates)
N/A
N/A
42
30
Fire Department (including EMS)
2004
2005
2006
2007
· No. of unit responses
1,407
1,088
1,354
1,209
· No. of fire calls
N/A
N/A
374
276
· No. of ambulance calls
676
704
682
672
· Average emergency fire response time
< 4-min.
< 3.5-min.
2:55
< 4-min.

· Average emergency ambulance response time
< 4-min.
< 3.5-min.
< 3-min.
< 3-min.

· No. of mutual aid calls to Hammond
7
8
18
16
· No. of mutual aid calls to East Chicago
37
48
50
71
· No. of mutual aid calls to Gary
0
2
0
0
· No. of assistance calls from Hammond
3
5
11
7
· No. of assistance calls from East Chicago
0
3
6
3
· No. of assistance calls from Gary
0

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

6
6
5
· Code enforcement inspections
83

204
132
99
· Buildings pre-planned for an emergency response
N/A

N/A
22
21
Building Department and Code Enforcement
In 2007, the Building Department continued to aggressively monitor the building activity and address code enforcement issues across the city.  The Building Commissioner has been actively addressing abandoned or unoccupied buildings.  The owners of these properties are given an opportunity to come into compliance or they are summoned to court.  If a solution cannot be found at this point, the City begins the demolition process to raze the structure in question.
Department totals as related to permits and licenses for 2007 and a comparison to recent years are listed below:

2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
· Building Permits issued 
352
388
346
378
393
· New Home Building Permits issued
2
4
1
5
7
· Electrical Permits issued 
33
39
37
52
36
· Contractors Licenses issued 
114
245
241
273
312
· Electrical Contractor Licenses issued 
51
55
48
51
52
· Code Violations issued 
NK
155
136
110
76
· Inspections conducted 
NK
202
241
252
216
· Consultations conducted
NK
369
550
546
429

NK – Not Known
The Building Department also released its first edition of a Building Department Newsletter which outlined many of the enforcement issues and policies being addressed across the City.  We anticipate a 2008 version being released and distributed by late spring.


Water Department

Much work has gone into finding a solution for our aging water filtration plant.  We believe we have identified a solution and are currently seeking approval from the Indiana Department of Environmental Management (IDEM).  It is anticipated that very soon after this report has been released that a press release will be issued announcing this new development.  Barring unforeseen regulatory issues, we should begin construction in 2008 to provide a new long term source of drinking water to our customers.  More details to come soon.

Financially, 2007 was another good year for the Water Department.  Continued strong revenue coupled with a continued reduction in expenditures left the department with an adjusted profit of nearly $91,000.  We continue to see modest revenue growth attributed to the BP expansion project.  A 5-year profit and loss comparison is listed below:


2003
2004
2005
2006
2007

Revenue
$485,000
$511,672
$836,395
$594,849
$641,858

Expenses
$537,000
$553,473
$600,994
$573,197
$550,298*

Profit (Loss)
($52,000)
($41,801)
$235,402
$21,652
$91,560*

Cash Reserves
$393,000
$351,000
$586,446
$608,098
$509,658
* Numbers adjusted for the cost of $190,000 in new water main installation.  This is the first time in recent history that the cash position of the department has allowed for capital investment in its distribution system.

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 2007 with a gross operating balance of $1.4 million and ended with a balance of $151,000.  No Tax Anticipation Warrants (TAWs) were needed in 2007 despite the delays in property tax billing.  Past due property tax revenue still owed the Sanitary District stands at $1.75 million.  In summary, we ended 2007 with $500,000 greater balance (when factoring in expected revenues due and repaying our TAWs) than we had in 2006. 
The Sanitary District was able to purchase a new front-end loader and a new plumber’s truck in 2007.  This new equipment replaced aging equipment that was well beyond its usable life-cycle.

The Recycling Department had another great year in 2007.  The City’s Alley Recycling Program won the Indiana Association of Cities and Towns (IACT) statewide Community Achievement Award for 2007.  We are honored to be acknowledged by our peers and recognized for the success of our unique program.  Congratulations to Recycling Director Mark Harbin, Street Commissioner Steve Spebar and all of their staff members for a job well done.
In 2007, the city’s recycling numbers continue to climb, while typical municipal solid waste (MSW) tonnage continues to drop.  Here are the 5-year recycling comparisons (all numbers in tons):


2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
Total tonnage
671
747
976
1,568
1,849

Curbside/Alley began 2006
354
381
406
553
560

Commercial vendors only
74
74
74
74
74

Yard waste
139
185
156
153
167

Brush
N/A
N/A
220
117
155

Scrap iron-metal
81
89
103
80
123

Tires
14
11
10
14
15

Household Hazardous Waste
8*
7*
3*
-
8

Obsolete electronics
0
0
5
26
16

Concrete
0
0
0
245
252

Construction & Demolition
0
0
0
307
479
Municipal Solid Waste (MSW)

Packer tons (regular trash)
2,715
2,310
2,155
2,144
1,883
Annual Cost - Recycling & Trash
$247,633
$244,366
$263,189
$201,185#
$225,682




# Number adjusted upward from $189,846
* Abitibi WHS Program no longer in place
The Detention Basin, which is funded by the Sewer Users fees included on your water bill, once again had a very strong year financially.  The positive numbers were the result of continued strong revenues coupled with relatively flat general operating expenses.  As was the case for 2006, 2007 surplus balances were used to fund several sewer, drainage and facility improvement projects across the city.  While these expenses increased the expenditures paid by the Sewer Users Fund, they offset the need to use tax dollars to fund the much needed work.  These projects included the sewer and repair work in the following areas:
· Ohio Avenue between Sheridan and Atchison

· 2600 block of White Oak Avenue

· Drainage issues near the Community Center

· Detention Basin sand removal

· Facility improvements at the basin

· New York Avenue storm sewer work
A 5-year profit and loss comparison is listed below:



2003
2004
2005
2006
2007

Revenue
$633,179
$703,000
$1,306,716 1
$1,015,876
$1,008,428

Expenses
$725,409
$718,000
$810,140 2
$758,548 4
$797,646 5

Profit (Loss)
($92,230)
($15,000)
$596,576 3
$257,328
$210,782

Cash Reserves
$189,559
$175,677
$672,255
$622,354
$580,111

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 Adjusted lower accounting for $307,229 in capital investment outside of normal operating expenses

5 Adjusted lower accounting for $253,026 in capital investment outside of normal operating expenses

Also in 2007, the Detention Basin completed a project to remove thousands of cubic yards of sand and vegetative growth from the basin to increase capacity.  This project was completed in partnership with the Standard Avenue reconstruction project and resulted in significant savings to the City.

I feel it is also necessary to mention an issue that has seen significant press in 2007 - Hammond flooding.  Several members of the Hammond Sanitary District have continually accused the Hammond Sanitary District customer cities, Whiting included, of being the cause of their recent flooding problems in Hammond.  Let me assure you that we have extended our hand to the Hammond Sanitary District to look for solutions to resolve their problems and to find ways for Whiting to assist them.  Let me also assure you that it is physically impossible for Whiting’s operation to exceed our contractual limits as Hammond is stating.  We are in full compliance with our contractual agreements and have proven so to multiple engineering companies researching the issue for both Whiting and Hammond.  The root cause for Hammond’s misunderstanding is a poorly designed metering device that malfunctions during periods of high stormwater surges.  While I am positive that we can help Hammond, I am also positive that we are not contributing to their problem.  We continue to stand ready to offer our assistance in any way we can. 
Parks & Recreation
As mentioned in last year’s report, a ‘Task Force’ to review the Whiting Community Center operation was formed in 2007.  This ‘Task Force’ met and began analyzing all aspects of the Center’s operation, finances and utilization of the facility.  The general consensus of the group is to find ways to improve the functionality of the building, so revenue can be increased while continuing to reduce its operational expenses.  Our goal is to keep the building under City ownership if at all possible and to continue to improve the overall operation.
In 2007, every window in the Community Center was replaced with a new energy efficient upgrade.  The early analysis of this project indicates that we have already saved over $10,000 in heating costs even though this winter has been much colder than last year.  Also thanks largely to a federal grant, the entire clay roof of the W.C.C. is being replaced with new clay tiles from the same foundry that produced the building’s original roof tiles.  This project is nearly complete and will be finished as soon as the weather permits.
Also new in 2007 was the installation of a new community ice skating rink at Standard Diamonds.  This project which includes access to a warming shelter or ‘hot house’, is lighted by the softball field lights each evening until 10:00 p.m. weather permitting.  This project was completed entirely with Park Department staff.  Thanks to Brian Lowry, Marty Jakubowski, Mike Linko and their staff for driving this project.

Infrastructure Improvements
In 2007, several infrastructure projects were successfully completed.  Headlining our infrastructure accomplishments for the year was the $7 million reconstruction of Standard Avenue, 121st Street east of Schrage and Front Street.  This project included new pavement and sidewalk installation, the installation of new sanitary and storm sewers, as well as a new larger water main.  The project will play an important role in the BP Refinery expansion project.  Partnering with the City, BP also coordinated millions of dollars in upgrades to the subsurface piping systems along Standard Avenue.  In 2008, the second phase of the project will include lighting, landscaping and the initial phases of a bike-pedestrian trail.
The following list highlights several other infrastructure projects completed in 2007:
· Reconstruction of New York Avenue between Fischrupp and 121st including; pavement and sidewalk replacement, water line upgrades, telephone pole removal, new drainage catch basins and ornamental street lighting.
· Reconstruction of Ohio Avenue between Sheridan and Atchison Avenue including the replacement a 100+ year old brick sewer, installation of a new larger water main, the repaving and regrading of the street surface to resolve a longstanding drainage problem.
· Reconstruction of 118th Street between Sheridan Avenue and Atchison including the installation of a new water main.

· Significant parking improvements adjacent to the Community Center that added 63 new parking spaces.
· Installation of a new water main and the repaving of Community Court.
· The installation of decorative street lights near the new homes on Center Street.
· A renovation of parts of City Hall for ADA compliance, security improvements and additional office consolidation.

· Replacement of dozens of older, lower volume fire hydrants with new hydrants across the city to improve fire protection.
· Preliminary engineering assessment of the reconstruction of Cleveland Avenue which includes new sewer lines, water lines, sidewalks and the restoration of the brick pavers.
· Preliminary engineering assessment of sewer improvements for White Oak Avenue from 129th Street to 125th Street.

Projects planned for 2008 include:

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

· Design engineering for the of the reconstruction of Cleveland Avenue which includes new sewer lines, water lines, sidewalks and the restoration of the brick pavers.
· Design engineering for sewer improvements on White Oak Avenue from 129th Street to 125th Street.

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

· Repaving of 119th Street from Atchison to Front and possibly several related water line improvement projects.
· Water Plant replacement project

· Detention Basin technology upgrade

· Standard Avenue, Front Street lighting and landscaping

General Administration News
I continue to pursue opportunities to share information with my constituents via various forms of communication.  In May, I conducted a well-attended public forum to discuss my strategy for the future of the City and have met several times with the business community via forums and workshops.  As I did for the past several years, I continue to author a monthly column in the local news magazine, The WRite Stuff, and send informational letters and bulletins directly to the residents whenever necessary.  I also am driving the continual improvement of our City/Chamber web site so it becomes known as a primary resource for information in the community.  I am open for any suggestions as to improve the lines of communication between my office and the City and the general public.  Please send me your comment or suggestions.

Several changes to the Mayor’s Youth Advisory Commission were also made in 2007.  The 9-member commission now consists of students elected by their peers.  The MYAC meets monthly in City Hall to openly discuss ideas and future plans from a student’s perspective.  The installation of the new ice skating rink at Standard Diamonds was a direct result of discussions with this group. 

In 2007, Brian Lowry joined the City staff as our Community Development Director.  Brian is primarily responsible for issues surrounding the business district, social service programs and will serve as the Chamber of Commerce liaison.  Economic Director Bob Kark will now focus on the large scale projects currently on the table like the BP expansion project, lakefront development and the Redevelopment Commission agenda.
2007 also saw the retirement of three long time dedicated staff members.  Former Administrative Aide Rudy Wunder, Detention Basin Superintendent Henry Drewniak and Project Manager Walt Biser each retired at years end.  City Engineering Administrator John Toleikis also left the City to pursue other interests.  I personally wish them all good luck in their retirement or new endeavors and thank them for their service to the City of Whiting.
Longtime Clerk-Treasurer Margaret Drewniak also elected to retire after 37-years of public service at the end of 2007.  I truly appreciate Marge’s dedication and the assistance she provided to me over the past four years.  Taking over for Marge is newly elected Clerk-Treasurer Mark Adam.  I look forward to working with Mark in 2008 and beyond.
Challenges and Opportunities
As was the case since 2004, property tax relief and the consequences of legislative action to provide the same 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.  Our primary challenge will be to find ways to provide immediate property tax relief for our residential property owners, while finding a bridge or a delay in the implementation of additional industrial property tax breaks.  This is my main topic of conversation while down in Indianapolis.

I continue to search for ways to improve the efficiency of our operations.  I would expect several projects in this arena to begin in 2008.  Large scale energy reduction and other “green” projects are currently being reviewed.  The development of a 5-year staffing plan is also expected to be released in early 2008.  We will also continue to aggressively pursue joint service projects with both the School City of Whiting and the City of Hammond.

The razing of the former Globe Roofing building continues to be a challenge.  Detailed discussions with BP and other interested parties have occurred throughout 2007.  Regardless of the problems that we are currently wrestling, I am confident that we will find a solution and that these buildings will be coming down in early 2008 at little or no cost to the City.
Resolving our water plant issue also continues to present challenges for us.  While reviewing and re-reviewing all of our options in 2007, we have been focusing on a selecting the best solution.  We are extremely close to getting state approval on a project that we feel will best resolve our longstanding problems.  This solution proposes to partner with both private and public entities to provide a reliable source of potable water to our customers and save millions of dollars in capital costs for the entities involved.
The outlook for new economic development opportunities is still bright.  The BP expansion project continues to attract additional development interest.  Interest in the business district is also still high.  We continue to work with several new business enterprises who are considering locating in Whiting.

Conclusion

Like never before, I now vividly realize that a City like Whiting is extremely vulnerable to the actions of the State Legislature.  How efficient you are operating and what you have accomplished in the past means nothing to Indianapolis.  Thankfully our State Representative Mara Reardon and our State Senator Frank Mrvan understand our situation and are at my side when I’m at the Statehouse.  While the next few years are still clouded by property tax uncertainty, the potential for our City is still unlimited.

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