March Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

This month, I’d like to expound on my recent announcement that discussions to merge the Whiting Fire Department with the Hammond Fire Department are in progress.  Let me start by refuting the rumors that this is the beginning of the end for the City of Whiting, and that we will need to merge with Hammond to survive.  The fact of the matter is that partnerships like this will actually strengthen our community and ensure that our rich history is preserved for many generations to come.  Besides, I have no interest in becoming the Mayor of Hammond (this is a test to see if Mayor Tom actually reads the WRite Stuff).  I am a strong proponent of controlling your own destiny.  Taking the necessary steps to put our city in the best position to remain viable is a much wiser course of action than having someone else making these decisions for us.  Point in case; let’s look at the City of Gary.  By resisting the decisions to take the actions necessary to help themselves, they are now at the mercy of the State.  The State will determine what services they will cut, which employees remain employed and how much money they will be given to fund their operations.  I am now hearing that several other municipalities, including Merrillville, are in similar predicaments.  I prefer to represent the people who elected me and make these decisions locally.  I’m not predicting that I won’t make mistakes or that I know all, but I’m confident that my staff and I will make a better decision, than an appointed trustee from Indianapolis on what is best for the Whiting community.  Will there be more consolidation or partnership efforts in the future?  While I can’t be 100% sure, I am confident that there will be other opportunities to discuss.  If an idea makes good business sense and is beneficial to our community as a whole, we have an obligation to research it.  Since 2004, I fought hard in Indianapolis for property tax relief and these efforts have proved to be very successful.  But, a negative consequence of property tax reform is that we now simply have less money to fund our operations today, than we did in the past.  Now we are challenged to provide the same services that our community expects and deserves, more efficiently than it has ever been done before.
Let me now try to give you some general information related to the Fire Department proposal.  First and most importantly, I have two issues that must be addressed before I can sign any agreement.  The two issues are; no existing firefighter can unwillingly lose his job and the residents of Whiting must continue to receive high quality fire protection and EMS (ambulance) services.  While we must still negotiate a myriad of contractual issues related to employee benefits, both parties have agreed to the honor these primary points.  Our future discussions will also determine the location of the consolidated Whiting-Robertsdale Station.  It makes sense, that to avoid the capital expenses associated with constructing a new Robertsdale Station, that the Whiting Station be renovated as the new joint site.  Future assessments of the buildings will determine if this course of action is indeed the correct solution.  We are also determining transferring values associated with our fire trucks, ambulances and miscellaneous equipment.  Other synergies associated the proposed partnership include training opportunities, joint purchasing of fuel and improved EMS billing services.  This arrangement can also lead to new agreements including, but not limited to enhanced cross-community policing efforts.  To discount other rumors that have been circulating, let me assure everyone that this deal is far from inked.  A written draft of an agreement does not even exist at this time.  We are a long way from finalizing any arrangement, but the clock is ticking.  My goal would be to have an agreement ready to sign by late September, with a January 1, 2010 start date in mind.
In closing, I think it is important for me to publicly acknowledge the professionalism of our Fire Department.  Even though they have been working with fewer firefighters and less resources, they continue to provide an exceptional level of service to the community.  In no way is this proposal a reflection on their efforts or job performance.  This is why their livelihoods must be protected for this proposal to be successful.  I also will make this commitment to the employees and the community.  I will keep the fire department union informed and involved in the process as we move forward and I will conduct a public meeting to discuss the issue as additional information becomes available.
Till next month…Mayor Joe
