October 2004

Whiting Mayor’s WRite Stuff Column
 

I’d like to update everyone on two very serious topics this month, property taxes and crime prevention.  I will begin with property taxes, a problem that has devastated our community like none other before it.  Since we are all well schooled on the negative aspects of this crisis, I will focus on the success we have achieved to date.
This past July, I had drafted (with the assistance of the Clerk-Treasurer) a 2005 budget and forwarded it to the City Council for their approval.  The 2005 budget was $1.2 million dollars less than the budget presented for 2003.  This is a huge reduction in expenses which will help lower Whiting’s tax rate.  More importantly, this budget reduction was achieved without a single individual loosing their job and without a significant loss of services provided by the City.  We will indeed be forced to make changes and some non-critical services must be eliminated, but most will be transparent to the majority of citizens.  The downside is that these budget cuts will delay the timing of our plans to aggressively redevelop our community but I assure you that this is only a temporary setback.  In September, the City Council formally adopted the budget I presented.  I commend each Council Member, Clerk-Treasurer Marge Drewniak and my entire staff for their assistance in this challenging time.
Another success was the recent announcement of Governor Kernan’s 2% tax cap.  While I already discussed the mechanics of this cap in a previous article, I would like to explain the details on how the plan will be funded.  There have been many vocal critics of the Governor’s plan but most have been ignorant of the details.  In a recent letter to the “Times” a local woman wrote that “the cap is not a freebie, it’s a loan”.  The fact of the matter is that it is as close to a freebie as it could possibly be since it will be paid back entirely with casino revenue.  Not one dollar of the over $600,000 benefit that our homeowners will receive is being paid back with tax dollars.  To top that off, our fellow communities in Lake County who do not have casinos located in their cities or towns have agreed to use their casino revenue sharing funds to help Whiting pay our portion of the cap. To further explain their action to help us would require another article, but trust me when I say they all came to Whiting’s aid.  This gesture is beyond being generous and helpful and I am deeply grateful for their assistance.
There are several other battles currently being waged on behalf of our residents that are worth noting.  The City is working hard to help property tax payers that failed to get their Homestead Exemptions in place before the deadline.  Our hopes are that the Governor’s plan will be modified to include those who have filed late.  If this is not possible, we are exploring our options to include these individuals in the City’s local relief plan which will be finalized in the near future.  As I had announced in April, the City will still locally fund and distribute a relief package to Whiting property tax payers.  This plan has been delayed because of the complications surrounding the funding of the Governor’s cap plan.  Now that this issue has been resolved, we are moving closer to finalizing this local plan.
Let me move on to the issue of crime, specifically as it affects Whiting.  In recent months, several positive actions have been taken to address problems or to enact programs that will help us prevent local crime and gang activity.  The School Administration and School Board have instituted a “color code” for clothing worn by students attending the Whiting School System.  This program was a bold and aggressive step that will prevent students from displaying gang colors while on the school premises.  I commend the School Board and the Administration for being proactive and being the leader in Lake County on this issue.
Another positive action related to the school is the reinstatement of the “Dare” program.  By press time the program will be operating again in the Whiting Schools.  This issue was raised by the Crime Watch Committee and a request was made to the City to reinstate the program.  Thanks to the efforts of Crime Watch Committee, Police Chief Steve Miller and the County Sheriff’s Department, a County Officer has been assigned to instruct the class that had been temporarily stopped due to manpower issues.

Last but not least, the City Council has recently passed a new curfew ordinance that is intended to hold parents accountable for raising their children.  The ordinance was driven by a recent Supreme Court ruling that prohibits the police from arresting a youth who is violating a curfew ordinance if that youth has the permission of his parent or guardian to be out.  In response to that ruling, the Council has amended the Whiting ordinance to allow the court to fine any parent who has given their child permission to be out past curfew hours and their child is then convicted of a crime.  The parents can be now fined up to $2,500 per occurrence.  I encourage each parent to educate themselves about the time limits associated with this new ordinance before you’re asked to write the check.  Details can be obtained at City Hall.  I am in full support of this law and once again commend the Council for taking this bold action.
Till next month,

Mayor Joe
