November Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

Last month, I announced the City’s decision to build a new water purification plant.  In these days and times of property tax uncertainty, this decision was not an easy one to make.  In fact, spending over $3 million on any project deserves detailed scrutiny before electing to proceed.  While it would be difficult for me to spell out the complex process that led us to our decision in this column, I can assure you that I am absolutely confident that this decision is in the best interest of our residents.  Here are a few key (and likely unknown) facts about our research in determining a new source of reliable drinking water; A new plant is estimated to cost $3.3 million while the installation of the equipment needed to buy water from Hammond is estimated to be $2.2 million.  If we did buy from Hammond, we would still need to pay them approximately $250,000 annually for the purchased water.  The new plant will be so efficient that the cost savings are estimated to be nearly enough to fund the entire debt service (loan) payment.  No property tax money will be used for the project but water rates will need to be increased slightly (less than $2 per month).  If we purchased water from Hammond, the rates would also need to be increased a similar amount.  The bottom-line is the City will now get a new ultra-efficient facility, maintain control over our own destiny, have an option of adding a water bottling facility to increase revenue and have the purest water in the state…all for the same annual cost of purchasing water from Hammond.  For the record, these facts are not intended to slight Hammond.  They have assisted us with our research and were by far the most reasonable option when compared to other sellers of water. 
In the past months, I have received a few calls and a few anonymous letters about the train traffic along the lakeshore and the noise associated with it.  Before I attempt to explain our plan for reducing this noise, let me caution you, that getting the railroads to take action can be compared to the Cubs’ efforts to win the World Series (not easily accomplished).  In fact the railroads keep telling us to wait till next year!!  All kidding aside, the Cities of Whiting and Hammond have jointly petitioned the railroads to designate the lakeshore rail route a “quiet zone” or “no whistle zone”.  This process has taken 18-months due to a change in railroad safety procedures but we are anticipating an answer in the next 60-days.  On every project there are hurdles to clear and this project is no different.  Our stiffest challenge will be the field inspection that must occur before we can be granted the “quiet zone” status.  During this field inspection, railroad safety professionals will determine what additional crossing gates or equipment must be installed.  This request could range from very little change at little to no cost up to the installation of new quadrant safety gates at a cost of hundreds of thousands of dollars.  These recommended changes must be made on both of the grade crossings in Whiting.  Only time will tell what their recommendation is and if we can find a way to fund it, but at least we are pushing the plan downstream and hoping for the best.
On another issue, it’s been some time since I gave an official update on the proposed Walgreen’s development.  By press time, the appropriate Walgreen’s board will have approved or denied the Whiting site plan.  I have been told that our plan has a very high likelihood of being approved and a new store will be built in our community.  I am also smart enough to know that things can change and deal is not final until it is signed on the dotted line.  If all goes well, it is expected that site preparation for the new store can begin as early as December but almost certainly by spring.  This project can have an enormous positive impact on our community and I hope to have the opportunity to make the formal announcement in the coming months.
Till next month…Mayor Joe
