The State of the City of Whiting
Mayor Joseph M. Stahura

February 17, 2009
I respectfully submit my fifth State of the City Report to the Common Council of the City of Whiting pursuant to I.C. 36-4-5-3 for operational year 2008.  As with my previous reports, my intentions are to openly and honestly give the Council and all of our citizens a summary review of the condition of our City.  I hope you find the report informative.
Introduction
As I gain more and more experience both in the Mayor’s chair and in representing our City on legislative issues in Indianapolis, it has become increasingly evident, that the siege on local government will continue for the unforeseeable future.  During the first 5 years of my term, I mistakenly convinced myself that things would settle down or at least the pressure would subside.  Today, admittedly battle torn, but hopefully slightly wiser; I have relegated myself to understanding that this war will never end.  The pressure on small cities like Whiting to reduce costs, lower taxes, and to consolidate services is now engrained in our society and political culture.  I won’t debate the benefits or drawbacks of either side of this argument in this report, but the fact of the matter is, today’s environment is drastically different than it was pre-2004.  Like it or not, both our community and I must make the best of the world in which we are forced to now reside.
In early 2008, the euphoria associated with celebrating our success from the previous year was quickly dampened by our Governor’s proposal to cap property taxes for all classifications of property in the state.  While I was relieved at the prospect of reducing the property tax burden for our residential property owners, I was leery of the possible impact associated with driving the taxes of our industrial property owners even lower than that which was achieved with HEA 1858.  I also had a difficult time understanding how multi-billion dollar global enterprises could be classified in the same category as a Sunrise Restaurant for property tax purposes.  I also questioned how a Governor can release a plan to the public without completing a financial analysis of the proposal beforehand.
My suspicions proved not only to be valid, but potentially devastating to our community.  The Governor’s plan created an annual deficit for local governments and schools of almost $900 million across the state.  His answer to dealing with the shortfall was simply that we must all learn to live with less.  The state’s initial projections were that Whiting would lose over $4 million, nearly 50% of our annual revenue.  Losses of this magnitude threatened our ability to sustain any level of our operation.  To illustrate the impact this would have had on our City, let me use this example; After we paid our insurance bills, police and fire pension liabilities, and debt service, we would have been forced to close every department of the City and lay off every employee, with the exception of 14 of our 19 police officers.
After analyzing the devastation associated with the Governor’s proposal, I took what some perceived as radical action in hopes of stemming the tide.  I enlisted the services of a professional public relations firm, several lobbyists and began camping out in Indianapolis.  The public relations firm crafted a strategy to engage our community and showcase our plight to the state.  The “Save Whiting Campaign” was not only effective at generating nearly 50,000 registered supporters, but garnered statewide media attention.  By the time their effort was complete, nearly every legislator in the Statehouse knew where Whiting was located and how the proposed legislation would impact us.  Our lobbyists worked to then convince the Legislature to change several clauses of the Governor’s proposal that would improve our chances of survival.  State Representative Mara Candelaria Reardon and State Senator Frank Mrvan were both instrumental at getting me to the table and carrying legislation for us.  Two very important legislators also came to our aid, Speaker of the House Pat Bauer and Republican Senator Luke Kenley of Noblesville.  The Speaker’s amendments in the House of Representatives were vital to our victory, while Senator Kenley truly went out of his way to campaign for our community.  The results of these efforts were not only successful, but improved the playing field for every municipality in Indiana.  We were now afforded a realistic opportunity to modify our operation by reducing costs and to remain viable.  Safeguards were also put in place in case we could not adjust fast enough.  We still faced a significant challenge, but we now had a chance to help ourselves.

This story could have consumed many more pages, but I’ll spare you the additional details for now.  Who knows, maybe I’ll write a book about the experience some day.  With that said, I thank everyone who in any way helped us get through that very dark period in our rich history.  While I know we will be faced with new challenges each and every year, I truly hope that we never need to fight a battle with such widespread devastating consequences again.
Property Tax Issues 
HEA 1001 was passed into law in 2008.  This law effectively places property tax caps on all classifications of property throughout the state.  Beginning with the 2008 pay 2009 tax bills, residential property owners will see their tax limited to 1.5% of their home’s gross assessed value, with rental properties capped at 2.5% and business properties at 3.5%.  For 2009 pay 2010 tax bills, the caps drop to 1%, 2% and 3%.  In Lake County, these caps will be slightly higher than those across the state due to an exclusion of existing municipal debt from the cap limitations.  This exclusion will raise each of the caps by approximately ¼ of a percent until the debt is completely paid off.  For Whiting, this will occur in late 2012 (not 20 years later as widely reported and rumored).
We experienced a net increase of city-wide assessed value of just over $16 million dollars with a significant reduction in spending in 2008.  One of the positive benefits of HEA 1001 was the assumption of several expenses by the state, which were previously paid for by the County or City.  These combined factors resulted in a decrease in Whiting’s gross tax rate of $1.56 or nearly 26% lower than last year.

Regional Involvement
In 2008, I served as the Chairman of the Northwestern Indiana Regional Planning Commission or NIRPC.  This was a great experience, although one that stretched me very thin.  While the NIRPC staff performs 99% of the workload, the number of additional meetings and appearances associated with being Chairman challenged my schedule frequently.  Through this opportunity, I was able to meet and network with dozens of regional and statewide leaders, an experience that I feel has made me a better mayor.  I thank the NIRPC staff and Executive Director John Swanson for their assistance and guidance during the past year.  Effective February 2009, I will relinquish the NIRPC chairmanship and begin serving a 1-year term on the Executive Board.
Beginning on January 1, I also became the President of the Northern Indiana Mayors Roundtable.  The NIMR is an extension of the Indiana Association of Cities and Towns (IACT) and is comprised of all of the Mayors in the northern portion of the state.  The group meets monthly at various cities across the state and discusses issues common to each of our municipalities and organizations.  This is indeed an honor for a mayor from any city, but even more so for the mayor of one as small as Whiting.
Government Efficiency
We continue to review and implement new policies and programs to improve the efficiency of our operation.  As mentioned in the introduction, the pressure to reduce costs is here to stay.  My commitment is to continue to look for ways to improve our efficiency wherever it makes sense for our community.  Here is a brief summary of what was accomplished in this arena in 2008:

· Offered a Voluntary Workforce Reduction Program to allow employees a chance to retiree earlier than anticipated.  4 employees took advantage of the program, saving the City nearly $200,000 in salary and benefits.
· Did not fill 2 full-time positions resulting in the total savings of nearly $100,000.

· Made significant changes to our garbage pick-up service, resulting in an annual savings of almost $90,000.
· Reduced the number and/or dollar value of several consulting contracts. 

· Implemented the practice of having the Fire Chief work the 24/48 hour shift as opposed to the 40 hour per week schedule, postponing the need to immediately rehire a firefighter.
· Implemented a single point-of-contact for procurement.  This new system designates one employee to pick-up parts, supplies and materials for all departments across the city.  The program is driving productivity improvements across each department and providing accountability to the invoicing process.

· Implemented a city-wide work order system to streamline the work scheduling process.

· Continuing to work toward achieving 100% compliance with the Maximus Good Government Initiative Study.

· Developed and began implementation of a plan to improve the operation of the Waste Water Detention Basin which will result in an annual savings of over $200,000 by year 2010.

· Continuing to maximize state and federal grants to replace lost tax revenue.

· Continuing to work on installing the necessary infrastructure to purchase drinking water from Hammond which will lead to an annual savings of $150,000 by 2010.

· We continue to work closely with the School City of Whiting, the Whiting Public Library and the City of Hammond to explore ways to share services and provide mutual cost-savings for each entity.
Staffing levels vary from season-to-season and from year-to-year.  The total number of employees is one performance measurement that can be used to rank the efficiency of our operation.  While this measurement cannot be used alone to gauge efficiency, it is part of the overall equation.  The following table lists the number of City employees in 2008 as compared to previous years.

Employee Count


Full-Time
Full-Time
Part-Time
Part-Time
Total 


City
Utilities
Employees
Officials
Employees

End of 2003
125

75

200

End of 2004
118

78

196

End of 2005
107

80

187

End of 2006
107

79

186

End of 2007*
90
14
46
15
165


End of 2008
84
14
49
16
163

Note:
Part-Time employee count includes: Park program instructors, crossing guards, EMA, etc.

Part-Time official count includes: City Council members, paid board members, etc. 
* Please note that the 2007 employee count numbers were adjusted upward by one full-time employee due to my error in compiling the 2007 report.

Economic Development - Community Development - Redevelopment
As it was in 2007, the BP OCC Project was once again the center of our economic development efforts.  City staff members continue to work closely with BP staff ensuring any obstacles which could hamper or delay the project are resolved.  Street closings, construction timelines, permitting and land use issues are discussed on a regular basis.  As stated many times to date, this project is critical to the City’s long term financial well-being.
In 2008, BP Alternative Energy successfully completed the transaction to acquire the Whiting Clean Energy cogeneration plant.  This project will have a positive impact on the financial balance sheet of our TIF District for 2009 and beyond.  Also completed in 2008 was our sale of the former Globe Roofing properties to BP.  The City successful coordinated the demolition of the buildings on the property and completed the sale to BP in late December.  The revenue associated with the sale will not only reimburse the City for our acquisition and demolition costs, but will fuel several new redevelopment projects slated for 2009 and beyond.  At this time, BP is planning to use the property for parking for their OCC project.  They are also currently researching potential long term uses for the property post-OCC.
Throughout each calendar year, my staff and I work on numerous development projects.  At the end of the day, we achieve a certain level of success, but are also disappointed on other fronts (not because we lacked in effort).  Here’s a brief summary and explanation of some of the projects we tackled in 2008:

· The New York Avenue Housing Project can only be described as wildly successful.  All 5 homes that the Redevelopment Commission built have been sold.  The Commission is now aggressively pursuing property on the west side of the street and plans to construct another group of homes in 2009.  Special thanks to each member of the Redevelopment Commission and especially 2008 Redevelopment President Bob Kark for working tirelessly in ensuring the success of this project and I wish to welcome all of our new residents on New York Ave.
· Efforts to develop the Lakefront took several positive steps forward in 2008.  Here is a list of what was accomplished during 2008 related to the lakefront:
· We were awarded a $2.56 million grant from the RDA to design a plan and to construct a bike trail connecting George Lake to Whiting Park.

· We were presented with a donation from BP of $350,000 to cover our local match for a $1 million federal grant that we secured courtesy of Congressman Visclosky.

· We conducted several community input sessions including a 3-day design Charrette to gather ideas and concepts for the future lakefront development.

· We began work on the design engineering to bring the necessary utilities into Whiting Park allowing for the development to occur.  This work was 50% complete as of December 31 and the project is expected to begin this spring and it is anticipated to be completed by year’s end.

· Our goal is to have a final design plan in place, complete with accurate cost estimates for each phase of the project by May, 2009.

· The Bike and Pedestrian Trail project is expected to be ready to bid by April and construction is anticipated soon after. 

· The Center Street housing development continues to progress nicely.  Even in one of the worst economies since the Great Depression, new home construction continues to draw significant interest in Whiting.
· The Redevelopment Commission has also drafted a plan for the rejuvenation of the 1500 block of 119th Street.  Several businesses have expressed interest in constructing new facilities or renovating existing structures as part of this exciting project.  Also included in this project is the creation of over 90 new parking spaces along the 119th Street business district.  In 2008, several properties were acquired and design plans completed which will allow this project to break ground in early 2009.
· As was the case in 2007, the City and Redevelopment Commission continue to aggressively acquire and demolish vacant and unsafe buildings wherever it makes good business sense to do so.  Properties near the corner of Atchison and 117th Street, on Schrage and 121st Street, the 1500 block of 119th Street, at Indianapolis Boulevard and White Oak and on Steiber Street are just a few of the buildings demolished during 2008.  Several more acquisitions are in progress and planned to be razed in 2009.

· The City was close to finalizing the acquisition of the former Michigan Industrial Lumber Company in late December.  This sale is expected to be completed in early 2009.  This property is a strategic acquisition to support the BP OCC project, for future lakefront development and the Bike Trail.
· The City was also close to finalizing a deal to acquire the former Egger’s Building Supply property late last year.  While this property is actually in the corporate limits of the City of Hammond, it will serve as the beginning of our Lake George Bike Trail connection.  This deal is also expected to be finalized in early 2009 and was funded entirely by an RDA grant.
· The Redevelopment Commission is also working with a group of investors to open a new Brew Pub in the former Wagner Insurance building.  The project has not been finalized and is still dependant on the group securing financing and final Commission approval.

· Completed the purchase of the former Harbor Belt Railroad right-of-way between 121st Street, adjacent to the Globe Property and continuing to White Oak Avenue to be used for the Bike Trail connection.

· Completed several sign projects across the community to improve directional and street identification signage.

· Creation of a new Whiting Scholarship Program for children of Whiting homeowners wishing to attend college.  The program was funded thanks to contributions from BP and the CIF and is expected to provide two scholarships each year for the next 20 years.

· Detailed discussions are now underway researching our options to construct a new Historical Museum in or near the business district.  It is expected that the Committee will finalize an initial strategy in the 1st quarter of 2009 with intentions of beginning a fundraising campaign soon after.
· Partnered with the CIC and several local organizations to renovate the Veterans Memorial at 119th and Oliver Streets.

· On a disappointing note, further development of the former Illiana Hotel has stalled.  We have not been involved in any recent talks and have not been contacted by the owner.

As is the case each year, several new businesses have opened in 2008 and we are currently working with several other entrepreneurs interested in locating in Whiting.  Unfortunately, we continue to experience the loss of existing business operations for various reasons.  We continue to fight the battle to attract new businesses, while retaining our existing enterprises.

Our top economic development priorities for 2009 will include:

· Continuing our support for the BP OCC Project

· Beginning construction on the Lakefront improvement projects
· Beginning the 1500 block of 119th Street redevelopment project

· Expanding the construction of new homes along New York Ave.

· Continuing to work on retaining and attracting new retail business
· Pursuing key property acquisitions to improve the business district including but not limited to the former Sherman’s building

· Continued support for the Center Street housing development

· Finalize several acquisitions started in 2008
2008 Civil City Financial Condition & Financial Outlook for 2009
Similar to our situation in 2006 and completely unlike the positive cash flow scenario of early 2007, the City has suffered negative consequences related to poor cash flow due to the late issuance of property tax statements.  We received less than 40% of our expected revenue in late November, thus forcing us to borrow money to sustain our operations.  The balance of our revenue is now not expected until sometime in March.  Newly elected Clerk-Treasurer Mark Adam, much like his predecessor before him, was able to minimize the cost to the taxpayers by maximizing internal borrowing.  Borrowing internally eliminates or at worst delays the need to borrow from the financial institutions and pay the associated interest expense.  The perennial inability of the State and County to get the property tax bills out on time, has prompted me to campaign for new legislation that would mandate the issuance of estimated or provisional bills if a deadline is missed.  This bill is currently being considered in the House Ways and Means Committee, with hopes of it reaching the full House for a vote later this month.  To emphasize our reasoning for legislative change, the City of Whiting has paid over $300,000 in unnecessary interest expense since 2004.

In October, Clerk-Treasurer Adam and I were charged with reducing our 2008 budget by $750,000.  These cuts were necessary because of the legislative budget freeze that was placed on all Lake County municipalities due to the County Council electing to not adopt a county option income tax per the State’s mandate.  While we only had three months to react, we were fortunate to be able to absorb these cuts from existing cash reserves thanks to reductions in spending made throughout the year.  Unfortunately, these reserves could have provided a rainy day fund for the anticipated reductions associated with HEA 1001 in 2010.  The reason we weren’t informed until October was that our budget wasn’t certified by the State until then, eight months past the normal approval deadline.

While we were successful at softening the blow associated with HEA 1001 through our lobbying efforts, the state projections based on the revised law required us to make an additional $700,000 in cuts to our 2009 budget.  Again, the Clerk-Treasurer and I, with the cooperation of the entire City Council were able to identify the cuts for the short term.  The fat has been gone for quite some time and we have now begun cutting into the bone.
Looking forward into 2009, we will continue to face challenges related to loss of tax revenue, budget cuts and cash flow.  As mentioned in the Introduction, the era of reduced municipal budgets is here to stay.  I accept the challenge to improve and feel confident that our team of elected officials and staff members will find a way to succeed.  But, forcing us to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on unnecessary interest payments is a waste of government resources and an issue that the General Assembly must address.  

Public Safety

The City of Whiting continues to provide a high level of Public Safety service with fewer personnel and less resources than we were fortunate to have had in the past.  The Police Department continues to be aggressive in protecting our streets.  As was the case over the past several years, numerous drug and gang related arrests were made throughout the year.  While we continue to experience minor nuisance activity from time to time, the monitoring and subsequent arrest of key local hoodlums has significantly disrupted the gang presence in the community.  Our PD continues to work across Hammond’s borders and these efforts have paid dividends for both the Whiting and Robertsdale neighborhoods.  Statistically, we’ve experienced a reduction in all classes of reported crimes and arrests are up nearly across the board.
Several PD related improvements were made during the year.  Three new squad cars were purchased to replace older high-mileage vehicles and the department’s computer equipment was upgraded with newer technology.  The department was able to secure laptops for the squads and entry equipment through various grants and partnerships.  Also in progress is a project that will install a new fingerprinting system that will allow us to process fingerprints in house from a remote terminal connected to other law enforcement agencies.  Chief Steve Miller has also spearheaded an in depth policy and procedures review to comply with the findings associated with the Maximus Good Government Initiative Study. 
The Fire Department continues to provide excellent service, even with our staffing levels at an all-time low.  Our EMS (ambulance) response time and quality of care continues to be second to none.  In 2008, Captain Bruce Stolman was promoted to Acting Fire Chief upon the retirement of former Fire Chief Mike Mantich.  I would like to thank Chief Mantich for his many years of dedicated service and wish him nothing but the best in his retirement and new career.  I am also confident that Acting Chief Stolman will provide the necessary leadership to maintain the high level of expectations surrounding the Whiting Fire Department.  In another personnel move, Lieutenant Gus Danielides was promoted to the rank of Captain.
Here is a list of performance indicators regarding the activity and performance of the Police and Fire Departments for 2008:

Police Department
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
· Calls for service - Police
4,917
4,791
4,782
4,837
4,682
· Vehicle accidents
128
210
162
165
169
· Calls for service – Animal
317
291
467
384
257
· Average police response time
<3-min.
<3-min.
<3-min.
<3-min.
<3-min.

· No. of mutual aid calls to assist Hammond
73
125
126
177
163
· No. of mutual aid calls to assist East Chicago
7
7
7
7
9
· No. of mutual aid calls requested of Hammond
0
0
0
0
0
· No. of assistance calls requested of E.C.
0
0
0
0
0
· Police arrest statistics

· Felony arrests – Class A
5
5
2
1
8
· Felony arrests – Class B, C or D
46
57
67
45
26
· Criminal misdemeanor arrests
155
364
298
221
253
· Juvenile arrests
47
76
62
22
51
· Traffic citations
610
816
673
759
787
· Traffic warning citations
683
691
371
361
388
· Parking tickets
429
466
261
301
405
· Out of state reg. (license plates)
N/A
N/A
42
30
89
· Police reported crime statistics
· Homicide


0
0
0

· Rape


0
1
0
· Robbery


0
7
0

· Battery


62
91
80

· Burglary


31
35
33

· Theft


195
198
191

· Vehicle theft


22
18
12

· Arson


2
0
0
Fire Department (including EMS)
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
· No. of unit responses
1,407
1,088
1,354
1,209
1,365
· No. of fire calls
N/A
N/A
374
276
227
· No. of ambulance calls
676
704
682
672
831
· Average emergency fire response time
<4-min.
<3.5-min.
<3.5-min.
<4-min.
<4-min.

· Average emerg. ambulance response time
<4-min.
<3.5-min.
<3-min.
<3-min.
<3-min.
· No. of mutual aid calls to Hammond
7
8
18
16
16

· No. of mutual aid calls to East Chicago
37
48
50
71
83
· No. of mutual aid calls to Gary
0
2
0
0
0
· No. of assistance calls from Hammond
3
5
11
7
6
· No. of assistance calls from East Chicago
0
3
6
3
6
· No. of assistance calls from Gary
0
0
0
0
0
· ISO fire rating (On 10 point scale – 1 is best)
6
6
6
5
5
· Code enforcement inspections
83
204
132
99
17
· Buildings pre-planned for emerg. response
N/A
N/A
22
21
0
Building Department and Code Enforcement
In 2008, the Building Department continued to aggressively monitor the building activity and address code enforcement issues across the city.  The Building Commissioner has been actively addressing abandoned or unoccupied buildings.  The owners of these properties are given an opportunity to come into compliance or they are summoned to court.  If a solution cannot be found at this point, the City begins the demolition process to raze the structure in question.  
Working in conjunction with the Court, Police Department and Fire Department, the Building Department is an extremely important part of the City operation.  Whether taking action on unsafe buildings, monitoring permit compliance, working with our local contractors or assisting local property owners, the Building Commissioner and Code Enforcement Officer are actively working to improve our community.

Mike Bielawski joined our staff in 2008, now serving as a part-time Code Enforcement Officer.  Having Mike (Geno) on staff, will allow us to expand our enforcement efforts and stay on top of issues related to problem properties.
Department totals as related to permits and licenses for 2008 and a comparison to recent years are listed below:
Building Department totals:
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
· Building Permits issued 
352
388
346
378
393
329
· New Home Building Permits issued
2
4
1
5
7
6
· Electrical Permits issued 
33
39
37
52
36
17
· Contractors Licenses issued 
114
245
241
273
312
310
· Elect. Contractor Licenses issued
51
55
48
51
52
53
· Code Violations issued 
NK
155
136
110
76
73
· Inspections conducted 
NK
202
241
252
216
179
· Consultations conducted
NK
369
550
546
429
315
Code Enforcement Department totals:





2008
· Grass & weed violations





205

· Inspections conducted





17

· Code violations issued





11


NK – Not Known
Water Department

In 2008, the City has taken the first steps needed to begin purchasing our drinking water from the Hammond Water Works.  Phase 1 of the project involved installing a new water main on 119th Street between Front Street and Schrage Avenue.  This project was successfully completed last fall.  Phase 2 of the project will install a new water main through Whiting Park connecting Whihala Beach with the newly installed line at 119th and Front.  This project is fully funded and the design engineering is expected to be completed by spring.  Construction should begin soon after with a late 2009 completion date anticipated.  The final phase will install a new water main from the Hammond City limits connecting the Phase 2 piping near Whihala Beach.  This project is also expected to begin this spring and be completed by year’s end.
We are also currently preparing all of the contractual agreements with Hammond in preparation for the transition later this year.  If all projects proceed as planned, we will be switching to the Hammond supply late this year or early in 2010.  This project is expected to reduce our operating costs by up to $150,000 annually and will be accomplished without incurring any new debt.  These savings are expected to minimize the necessity of increasing water rates well into the foreseeable future.

Financially, 2008 was a stable year for the Water Department.  Continued strong revenue coupled with modest growth in expenditures left the department with an adjusted profit of nearly $54,982.  Growth associated with the BP OCC Project and increased industrial consumption continued in 2008.  It is anticipated that similar growth will continue through 2012.  Once again, strong cash reserves allowed for capital expenditures that were not possible in prior years. 

A 6-year profit and loss comparison is listed below:


2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008

Revenue
$485,000
$511,672
$836,395
$594,849
$641,858
$667,301

Expenses
$537,000
$553,473
$600,994
$573,197
$550,298*
$621,319*

Profit (Loss)
($52,000)
($41,801)
$235,402
$21,652
$91,560*
$54,982*

Cash Reserves
$393,000
$351,000
$586,446
$608,098
$509,658
$434,705
* Numbers adjusted for the cost of capital improvements.  2007-2008 were the first time in recent history that the cash position of the department has allowed for capital investment in its distribution system.

Sanitary District
The Board of Sanitary Commissioners oversee three individual departmental budgets; the Sanitary District, the Recycling Department and the Detention Basin (Sewer Department).  This report briefly summarizes the performance of all three departments.

The Sanitary District, experienced similar cash flow issues as described earlier for the Civil City.  Tax anticipation warrants or TAWs were needed to fund operations in absence of our normal tax revenue.  In general, expenditures were reduced dramatically and we are preparing for the budget cuts associated with HEA 1001.  The Sanitary District was able to purchase a new “Bobcat” style machine and a new leaf vacuum in 2008.  A new recycling packer and a new wood chipper were also funded and ordered, but have yet to be delivered.  This new equipment will either replace aging equipment or provide additional benefits to further help reduce the costs of our operation.
The Recycling Department had another great year in 2008.  The City’s Alley Recycling Program continues to grow, while the volume of waste headed to the landfill and our overall costs continue to decline.  The District instituted a new Employee Incentive Program in June of 2008.  The program allows for the employees to earn bonuses based on their performance and their ability to reduce the City’s cost of waste disposal.  Because of their successful efforts, each employee received a bonus of $644 for helping the District achieve its goals.  Here are the 6-year recycling comparisons (all numbers in tons):


2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
Total tonnage
671
747
976
1,568
1,849
2,119

Curbside/Alley began 2006
354
381
406
553
560
657

Commercial vendors only
74
74
74
74
74
74

Yard waste
139
185
156
153
167
427

Brush
N/A
N/A
220
117
155
*

Scrap iron-metal
81
89
103
80
123
78

Tires
14
11
10
14
15
8

Household Hazardous Waste
8
7
3
-
8
6

Obsolete electronics
0
0
5
26
16
10

Concrete
0
0
0
245
252
**

Construction & Demolition
0
0
0
307
479
857
Municipal Solid Waste (MSW)

Packer tons (regular trash)
2,715
2,310
2,155
2,144
1,883
1,857
Annual Disposal Costs
$247,633
$244,366
$263,189
$201,185
$225,682
$207,925

* Totals added to Yard waste beginning in 2008
** Totals added to Construction & Demolition beginning in 2008

The Detention Basin, which is funded by the Sewer Users fees included on your water bill, had another strong year.  The positive numbers were once again the result of continued strong revenues coupled with flat operating expenses.  As was the case each year since 2006, the 2008 surplus balance was used to fund capital improvement projects aimed to reduce the Detention Basin’s future operating costs.  While these expenses increased the expenditures paid by the Sewer Users Fund, they offset the need to use tax dollars to fund the much needed work.  A very interesting point directly related to the Detention Basin operation is the fact that the total revenue raised by this utility is now nearly double that of year 2003.  This fact is even more impressive after you understand that it was accomplished without raising rates a penny.
A 6-year profit and loss comparison is listed below:



2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008

Revenue
$633,179
$703,000
$1,306,716 1
$1,015,876
$1,008,428
$1,164,740

Expenses
$725,409
$718,000
$810,140 2
$758,548 4
$797,646 5
$796,940 6

Profit (Loss)
($92,230)
($15,000)
$596,576 3
$257,328
$210,782
$367,800

Cash Reserves
$189,559
$175,677
$672,255
$622,354
$580,111
$805,059

1 Includes the collection of a nearly $370,000 underpayment from BP
2 Includes the repayment of a $100,000 loan from the Water Department

3 After adjustment for loan repayment

4 Adjusted lower accounting for $307,229 in capital investment outside of normal operating expenses

5 Adjusted lower accounting for $253,026 in capital investment outside of normal operating expenses


6 Adjusted lower accounting for $170,654 in capital investment outside of normal operating expenses

Also in 2008, the Detention Basin completed a project to remove tons of sludge from it pump wells.  The removal of this material is expected to help lower our treatment costs and prolong the life of our pumping equipment.  Beginning with the work completed in 2008, this program will now be completed on a regular frequency in future years.
Planned for 2009 is a major upgrade to the Detention Basin operating facilities.  This project which is estimated to cost nearly $3.5 million to complete, will increase the reliability of the plant, reduce energy costs, allow for significant saving in future labor costs and allow us to increase the capacity of the facility.  After the project is completed, the estimated annual savings is expected to exceed $200,000 annually and annual revenue is expected to climb by as much as $150,000.  This improvement is expected to minimize the necessity of increasing sewer rates well into the foreseeable future.
Parks & Recreation
As was the case in 2007, several structural improvements were completed in 2008 at the Whiting Community Center (WCC).  The building’s clay tile roof project was officially completed and a new project to completely reroof all of the flat roof portions was also finished during the year.  A major tuckpointing project for the building was tackled as well, which will prevent further damage to the building from occurring.  Each of these projects was partially funded by various grants that we received throughout the year.
Also completed in 2009, was the installation of new playground equipment in Whiting Lakefront and Atchison Parks.  The new equipment was primarily manufactured from recycled materials and funded through a recycling grant.

Looking forward to 2009, we expect to have a plan to renovate a large portion of the WCC’s facility space by mid-year.  This renovation project will focus on re-engineering the facility to allow increased use, which will lead to additional revenue and reduced operating costs.  We are already searching for new funding to accomplish this project and have hopes to begin the construction phase by late 2009.
Infrastructure Improvements
In 2008, several infrastructure projects were successfully completed.  Here’s a list of the completed projects:

· Installation of a new water main on 119th Street from Front Street to Schrage Avenue
· Water distribution system improvements along 119th Street, to connect the 119th Street water main with the mains on Cleveland, Central and LaPorte Avenues.

· Sewer improvements on White Oak Avenue aimed at reducing potential sewer back-ups in the area.
· Design engineering completed for the reconstruction of Cleveland Avenue

· Several alley and minor paving improvements were completed across the city

· Several sidewalk repairs and modifications were completed across the city

· Continued work to upgrade and install new fire hydrants across the city

· Installed new roof and renovated dormers on City Hall
· Began the installation of new rubber roofs on the Police & Fire Station buildings

· Repaired the driveway ramp to the Walgreen’s parking area at119th and Central

Projects planned for 2009 include:

· Repaving of 119th Street from Atchison to Schrage Avenue

· Detention Basin technology and efficiency upgrade
· Standard Avenue, Front Street lighting and landscaping, this project is funded by a federal grant and was delayed into 2009

· Water line improvement east of Schrage Avenue between 119th and 121st
· Repaving West Fred St.

· Installation of Hammond to Whiting water line connection

· Installation of water, sewer and utility infrastructure for Whiting Park

· Sewer and water line improvements on 121st Street east of Schrage

· Sidewalk replacement for Central Avenue and potentially additional north side areas

· Asbestos abatement at the Whiting Community Center

· Construction of the Bike Trail from George Lake into Whiting Park

· Cleveland Avenue reconstruction depending on the availability of funds

General Administration News
I continue to support and promote the Mayor’s Youth Advisory Commission and have enjoyed the relationships that have been established through this program.  The 9-member commission, which consists of students elected by their peers, meets monthly in City Hall to openly discuss ideas and future plans from a student’s perspective.

Taking over for longtime Clerk-Treasurer Marge Drewniak was newly elected Clerk-Treasurer Mark Adam.  Mark has done a great job filling the shoes of a local legend and is beginning to put his own stamp on the position.  I foresee Mark forging new opportunities to improve the operation of both the office and the City as a whole.  Congratulations go out to Mark for a great job in his first year, while serving under extremely difficult circumstances.
In late 2008, Reverend Paul Vale of the First Church of Christ began representing the City on the Joint Ethics Commission.  Paul will bring local ethics issues to the commission and assist the participating cities in the ethics arena.

The Redevelopment Commission also welcomed a new member in 2008, Mr. Tony Borgo.  Tony was appointed by Mayor Joe as a non-voting member of the Commission representing the School City as required by new legislation adopted in 2008.  Welcome aboard Tony.

Challenges and Opportunities
I won’t repeat myself here, but the challenges associated with government reform as described in the Introduction of this report, will continue to challenge every employee of the City.  Budget cuts, shortfalls and cash flow issues will continue to hamper our operation until normalcy to the property tax billing system is restored.
I will continue to search for ways to improve the efficiency of our operations.  I will begin implementing an aggressive 5-year strategic plan that has identified future reductions and dramatic changes to our operation.  We will also continue to aggressively pursue joint service projects with both the School City of Whiting and the City of Hammond.  By the time this report is made public, a press release announcing our discussions with Hammond to consolidate Fire Departments will have been issued.  If the project makes good business sense, we will continue pursuing it.
Recruiting new retail enterprises to our business district will always be a challenge and we will continue to fight that battle.  Supporting BP’s OCC Project is not only critical to our future viability, but in many cases is our only iron in the fire.  This project will also continue to be a challenge for my staff and I, due to the ever changing plans related to the project.

On the opportunity side of the equation, the BP OCC Project has opened the door to numerous potential growth projects for our community.  We plan to work with the BP staff to take full advantage of any opportunity that improves our community’s financial position and/or quality of life.  We must also embrace the opportunities associated with government reform.  While reducing costs and making change is never easy, these actions will have some degree of positive benefit for our community.

Acknowledgements

I knew this job would never be easy, but being surrounded by dedicated and talented employees surely improves the environment.  Without these individuals working on my behalf and on the behalf of you, our residents, we would struggle to progress on any front.  I would like to thank each and every employee of the City of Whiting for all that they do to make Whiting the great community it is today. 
At the end of 2008, Marlene Rancich, who served as the Mayor’s Secretary since 1987, elected to retire.  Marlene served as my assistant since 2004.  I would like to thank her for her many years of dedicated service and wish her and her husband well in her retirement.

In early January 2009, the City lost a family member when longtime Park Department employee Mike Linko passed away.  Mike was an extremely talented individual who had an unbridled passion for his work.  Whether you agreed with Mike or not, he earned your respect through his actions and work ethic.  Mike will be sorely missed by all who knew him.

Conclusion
The constant pressure to improve performance and modify our operation is here to stay.  Our hopes are the debacle that has hindered our cash flow positions and revenue streams will be rectified in the near future.  Regardless of the challenges that face us, I am confident that my staff and I will approach the issues with vigor.  Whiting will survive.  We may look a bit different in the years to come and we will be seriously challenged at times, but take it to the bank, we will survive.
Thank you,
Mayor Joseph M. Stahura
Note: 
This “State of the City Report” and can be accessed online at: www.whitingindiana.com
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