April Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

I’ll start off this month’s column by thanking everyone who helped us with the “Save Whiting” campaign.  Whether you registered online, sent in a post card or contacted a legislator, you made a difference.  The General Assembly passed an amended version of House Bill 1001 which was much more Whiting friendly, while still providing significant property tax relief for all property owners.  While we will still need to cut over $1.5 million from our existing budget, this represents only 18% of our property tax levies versus the 65% previously projected.  This won’t be a walk in the park, but we can manage this for a short time period.  As the BP project comes onto the tax roles, the situation will continually improve for us.  I hope you had the chance to attend my Public Forum at the high school early this month.  At the forum I outlined the tax bill and its impact to all parties.  If you still have any questions regarding the legislation or the impact to Whiting, don’t hesitate to email me.
You may have also recently read that I have made the decision to purchase water from Hammond versus building a new filtration plant.  This decision was a difficult one because the environment surrounding the project was changing constantly.  In a nut shell, this was the best business decision to make.  Early on when we first began discussing the option of buying from Hammond, the parameters were much different than they are today.  Without going into great detail, we can now hook up to Hammond with as little as a $250,000 capital investment.  Initially this cost was as high as $3 million and building a new plant would cost $6 million today.  This decision should allow us to hold water rates stable for many years out.  Unfortunately, this project will also result in the elimination of several Water Department employees.  I have personally met with all involved and gave them my commitment to move them into other city jobs as they become available.  In the end, we may not be building a new water filtration plant, but we will have a great solution with a very small capital investment.

The media has recently reported that the Regional Development Authority (RDA) has awarded the City of Whiting a $2.5 million grant to begin improving the lakeshore.  This money coupled with a $1M federal grant courtesy of Congressman Pete Visclosky and a $350,000 donation from BP, will fund 100% of phase 1 of this project.  The scope of the project will be to install utility services into the park, construct a bike and pedestrian trail connecting the George Lake Trail to Whiting Park and complete an engineering plan for the phase 2 lakeshore development.  Phase 2 is expected to include the removal of the rip-rap and constructing a boardwalk along the shoreline.  This project already has several million dollars allocated to it and we are actively working on securing the balance of the expected $12 million.  During the planning phase of this project, there will be several opportunities for public input and comments into what the final development will eventually look like.  I’ll keep you posted as we proceed with this fantastic invigoration of our lakeshore.
Till next month…Mayor Joe
