April Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

Last month, two long time neighborhood taverns closed their doors for the last time.  These two establishments, the 4-Deuces and Spebar’s, have served our community well for many decades.  Ironically, the closing of these historic businesses may now nurture future growth in our business district.  In recent months, the City has been contacted by several entrepreneurs wishing to open various restaurant style businesses.  The success of this type of business is largely reliant on the ability to obtain a liquor license to allow the sale of alcohol.  Currently, state law does not permit the issuance of new licenses in Whiting but it does allow for the sale and transfer of licenses to other parties.  To capture the potential opportunity to land these new enterprises in our city, the City’s Redevelopment Commission has purchased the licenses of the two closing taverns.  Our intention is to now review the proposals of potential restauranteurs in hopes of attracting new eateries in the business district.  Interested parties who have a viable proposal can contact our Community Development Director at City Hall.
Unfortunately, the possible opening of a new restaurant in the City is not welcome news to everyone.  Religious beliefs surrounding the sale of alcohol are valid concerns that must be respected.  I personally view the conversion of an intercity tavern to a new main street restaurant as a welcome improvement to the community.  Restaurants attract visitors to the business district and improve the viability of the adjacent businesses.  I also fully understand that not everyone will agree with my logic and vision.  My commitment is to fully research all available options and take all concerns into consideration before authorizing any final action.  I was elected to represent the entire community and I must choose the option that best serves the majority of my constituents.

On another issue, the NWI Quality of Life Council recently unveiled a study which attempted to rank the cost of providing government services to each community.  As Mayor, I supported this initiative.  In fact, Whiting was the only government agency in Lake County to contribute financially to the project.  If done properly, information provided by these studies can be a valuable guide to identify areas to improve efficiency.  While the Quality of Life study was successful at identifying several trends and deficiencies, I personally feel it failed in several areas.  The most glaring error is related to the reliance on per capita comparisons.  In actuality, this may be the most inaccurate method of comparison.  Does using only Whiting’s population fairly account for the thousands of non-residents utilizing the Whiting Community Center?  Does using per capita analysis accurately account for the tens of thousands of transactions by Hammond and Robertsdale residents at the Whiting Library?  Do per capita numbers take into consideration the thousands of employees and contractors who are working daily in our City at the refinery?  Or the 124 police and ambulance calls that were made by our departments to our neighboring cities in 2004?  Does it take into consideration the $700,000+ annual cost of operating and maintaining the Whiting Community Center that was virtually abandoned by the Standard Oil Company in the 1970’s?  There are numerous other reasons to discount per capita comparisons but I think I made my point.  The bottom line is this, we do have additional work to do in improving the efficiency of local government and we will move forward in doing so.  I do still believe that these studies can still provide value to elected officials, but the studies must be done in a responsible manner to ensure the results accurately portray the real story. 
Till next month,
Mayor Joe
