October Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

Last month I wrote about our budget shortfall created when the County Assessor challenged several millions of dollars in local industrial property tax deductions.  This month I will try to respond to a few of the rumors circulating about how we will deal with being $2 million short.
The first rumor on the street is that we will be closing the Whiting Community Center.  In the past year, we have lobbied hard and have been successful at being awarded grants to install new windows throughout the building, to install a new historical clay tile roof, to tuckpoint portions of the building and to repair the flat roof sections of the building.  We have also made an investment to reconfigure the parking spaces around the building to add as many parking spots for the facility as possible.  While closing the “Center” would save us considerable funds, I do not feel it is in the best interest of the community to do so.  We will look for ways to continue to cut costs and improve our operation.  We will research how modifying the room configurations will improve the efficiency of the operation and increase revenue opportunities and we will take a hard look at whether we should remain open in the summer months.  While we are still looking at ways to reduce costs, rest assured that shuttering the Community Center is not on the agenda.
Another rumor is that we will be downsizing our police and fire departments.  The fact of the matter is that we are currently at all-time lows in the number of public safety employees currently on staff.  Both departments and every employee have done a great job in doing more with less.  Because of the staff shortage, overtime to fill our emergency needs is now at an all time high.  In light of our budget problems, we will likely need to make a difficult decision and hire at least one new uniformed employee in each department very soon.  The overtime costs and the wear and tear on the staff have now diluted the savings associated with the staff reductions.  So in answer to the rumor, further downsizing of the departments is simply not an option that is in the best interest of the public safety of our community.
Because of the shortfall, we have made the decision to postpone three significant construction projects that were slated for 2007/2008.  The reconstruction of Cleveland Avenue, which included new sewers and water lines and restoration of the brick street, is the largest of the projects.  The others include the installation of a new sewer line on White Oak Avenue on the City’s far south side and the repaving of 119th Street.  Barring a miraculous turn of events (such as winning the Lotto), these projects will be pushed back into 2009.  We have already allocated funding for some engineering work associated with the projects, so this work will continue to some lesser degree.  So don’t be surprised to still see surveyors and engineers working in the areas over the next several months.
On another issue, I would like to apologize for the City’s delay in getting several tree stumps removed from the city parkways and public parks.  This delay is directly related to the shortfall in funding, but we are looking at ways to get this done before winter sets in.  If we can’t complete the job this winter, I will guarantee that it gets done first thing next spring.  The same is true with the planting of new trees across the city.  Once funds are available, not only will new trees be planted along the school on Oliver, but in several other locations across the city.  For the record, the trees along Oliver were hollow and in very poor condition and posed an immediate public safety threat.  They were removed on the advice of a certified arborist who personally inspected the trees.
Till next month…Mayor Joe
