October Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

Since I began writing this column for the WRite Stuff in 2004, I often used the analogy of being on a “roller coaster” ride.  Heading up the rails when times are good and plummeting downward when times are tough.  Over the past several months, we’ve been blessed with plenty of good news and are enjoying the high point view of the “roller coaster” ride (and hope to enjoy it while it lasts).  The most recent positive news comes with the receipt of our new budget from the State.  The recent news indicates that the City’s total assessed valuation (AV) grew by over 20%, largely due to an increase in industrial property values.  How does this affect you and the City?  An increase in AV drives property tax rates down.  Assuming the City’s budget is flat (which ours will be), the property tax bills will also decrease.  This news also has a positive impact on the City’s bottom-line.  When property tax legislation was passed several years ago, the state estimated that Whiting would experience a forced reduction of $1.7 million in our budget.  The 20% jump in AV, will reduce that projected loss to under $500,000 because it drives property tax bills back below the caps.  I know this actually sounds too good to be true.  In short, the City will save over $1 million and most tax bills will decrease thanks to our industrial tax payers picking up a larger portion of the tax load.  Additional good news can be found in the projections that our AV will to continue to increase over the next 5 years.  Wow, am I the only one that thinks that we have gone full circle?
Moving on to a different issue, we have been receiving many complaints about sewer gas odors across the City.  For the most part, the problems have been most noticeable along 119th Street and Cleveland Avenue.  Thanks to the help of our engineers, we have concluded that the problems are the result of a series of occurrences.  First, there are some temporary conditions that are compounding the odor issue.  These include multiple sewer lines being opened for construction work throughout the City and the increased air flow through the systems caused by the open lines.  Also, the lack of rainfall has reduced the natural flushing that normally occurs in the sewer lines.  When these conditions return to normal, the situation will improve slightly.  Unfortunately, the biggest culprit appears to be two of our most current projects.  First, when we ceased operations of our Water Filtration Plant earlier this summer, we also stopped flushing millions of gallons of water down the sewer system that was used to flush our filters.  While this reduction in waste water will reduce our treatment costs by 10’s of thousands of dollars annually, it also reduced the flushing of the City sewers increasing the odor issues.  Another project that had unintended consequences was the replacement of the sewer on Cleveland Avenue.  The old 120 year old brick sewer which actually was positioned below the ground water table was in such poor condition that the infiltration of water was extremely high.  This infiltrating water acted as a 24 hour flushing system which kept the sewers clean and odor free.  Now that the underground leaks have been eliminated by the new sewer installation, thousands of gallons of groundwater are now being kept out of the sewer system.  Overall, this is good news for us and it will equate to a significant reduction in treatment costs for many years to come, but it has caused us a temporary inconvenience until a solution can be implemented.  The good news is that we have identified a solution to the problem and will be working over the next few months to implement it.  In the meantime, if you experience an unusual sewer gas odor coming from the street catch basins in a neighborhood other than Cleveland Avenue, please call City Hall to let us know.
Last but not least, I wanted to congratulate my staff and all the City employees for their effort which has resulted in Whiting being named the Indiana Association of Cities and Towns “2010 Green Community of the Year”.  This award is given annually to an IACT member city that demonstrates a commitment to improve the environment by implementing aggressive policies and programs to change the way they operate.  I am proud of what we’ve accomplished to date in the “Green World” and am confident that we will continue to make additional progress in future years.  Special thanks to Recycling Director Mark Harbin and Economic Development Director Bob Kark for leading the project.
Till next month…Mayor Joe
Mayor Joe can be reached via email at jstahura@whitingindiana.com
