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By Gene Terry, Texas Association of Counties Executive Director

What would happen if your courthouse 
just locked its doors and hung up a 
sign, “Gone Fishin’”?

The near-constant gridlock in Congress and the 
most recent Washington shenanigans that shut 
down the federal government for 16 days got me 
thinking. It’s easier to shut down an entire country 
than it is a county. 

Imagine what would happen if your county 
decided to close for business. You’d have to unlock 
the jail doors and free all the inmates; no one could 
get a marriage license or file a death certificate. The 
list goes on and on. Sure, a county government 
shutdown wouldn’t have the same financial impact 
as a federal one, but it would have an immediate 
effect in many ways all across your county. County 
government is intimately connected to the daily 
lives of its residents. Your work is that important. If 
your county were to shut down, your constituents 
would feel the results that very day. 

The close relationship between county officials 
and those they serve is dramatically different to the 
relationship U.S. senators and representatives have 
with their public. Congress is routinely sequestered 
and detached from the residents in their districts, 
and it limits the direct, personal input they can 
receive from them. How many folks have actually 
visited their senator or representative and watched 
them cast a vote from the floor? I’m guessing not 
many. 

But your residents have direct access to you and 
they let their voice and opinions be heard, day 
and night. If you sit on a commissioners court, 
you know what it’s like to face disapproving looks 

from the audience as you deliberate and vote on 
a controversial issue. And your constituents may 
pepper you with questions about your decision 
that evening as you shop the cereal aisle of your 
local market. There is direct accountability in 
county government. It’s the government closest to 
the people.

Counties can’t even borrow money unless the 
voters approve it. Counties don’t have the ability to 
raise their debt ceiling or print money. They have 
to write a budget that can be funded out of this 
year’s property taxes, not next year’s. They have to 
live within their means. And the incredible thing 
is, they do.

I’m so proud of Texas counties. You do so 
much with so little and aren’t allowed to make 
any excuses. What’s going on in Washington is 
gamesmanship. You don’t get to do that. You’re too 
busy governing and managing for that nonsense.

There are no statesmen left in Washington, 
only politicians. Statesmanship thrives in the 
courthouse.  You lead by making hard choices and 
being responsible for the consequences. All of us 
here at your Association are honored to serve you. 
You give your voters a real voice in how they choose 
to be governed. You listen and respond. You do all 
those things government is supposed to do.  You 
make us proud. What can we do to make your 
burden lighter?  As always, please let us know how 
we can be better.

As the Holidays approach, we wish you peace and 
joy. We hope you all have a Happy Thanksgiving 
and a Merry Christmas. May the gifts you receive 
include heartfelt thanks for all you do for us. ✯

There’s No Shutting Down County Government

Imagine what would happen if your county decided to close for business. 
You’d have to unlock the jail doors and free all the inmates; no one could get 

a marriage license or file a death certificate.
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Texas architect and photographer Leonard Lane Jr. is 
on a mission to photograph every county seat in the 
state of Texas.

As the summer of 2013 wound down, Lane had 
photographed 196 Texas county courthouses, along with 
every cornerstone and plaque, the surrounding towns and 
the drives themselves. With 58 counties to go, an unexpected 
medical emergency put some plans on hold, but he’s already 
eyeing a visit to every county north of I-40 in early 2014. 

Lane has a master’s degree in architecture from Harvard 
and also lectures widely on Texas civic heritage. Each trek 
out across the counties fuels the meticulous updates to his 
website. It’s a modest site in initial appearances, but rich with 
information. First, a blog post appears with Lane’s musings 
on his trip, accompanied by colorful photos of curving 
Texas highway scenes, courthouses and the curious sights 
in between. They put you in the moment and on the road.

Later, Lane posts more meticulous histories of each county 
visited. A historic record of dates and people — particularly 
the designers, builders, architects and others involved in the 
construction of the courthouse — is woven though both 
historic and contemporary photographs. Lane pays particular 
attention to the architectural flourishes of the age in which 
each courthouse was conceived, and the slow and sometimes 
sudden evolutions they experienced over the years. Finally, he 
updates a roll call of architects from decades gone by, allowing 
their life’s work across the years and across the state to be tracked 
in a few clicks.

“There’s a continuing thrill of discovery as I research courthouses 
and architects. I’ve learned the importance of looking for and 
photographing every building cornerstone and plaque I can find. 
Thankfully, many counties have preserved, or at least kept their 
historic cornerstones,” he wrote. “One of my goals with the project 
is to compile lists of all the courthouses designed by particular 
architects. The existing lists I’ve found are not comprehensive or 
complete.”

Each collection of photographs from a county gives a window 
into the community, adding personality to the otherwise 
institutional. Among Lane’s photographs of the Borden County 
Courthouse in Gail, the first county he visited for the project, 
is a snapshot of a handwritten sign taped to the courthouse 
door, which reads, “Please pull door closed behind you… So the 
Courthouse Cat says outside, where he belongs! Thank You!” And 
pulling back from that shot, another photograph shows a modest 
but comfortable-looking cat resting just to the left of the doors, 
along with a water dish.

 WHAT: 254 Texas Courthouses
 WHERE: www.254TexasCourthouses.net

Lane’s interest in visiting all 254 counties started with a display 
in St. Luke’s Episcopal Hospital in Houston. It featured a tribute 
to Dr. Mavis Kelsey, one of the pioneers of Texas courthouse 
photography. “I was fascinated by Dr. Kelsey’s story of casually 
visiting the county seats of east Texas and then, before long, taking 
on the entire state. His book, The Courthouses of Texas, would 
become my guide,” he wrote.

Though Lane’s photography could easily fill a book, too, he has 
no plans for one, according to the blog. If he does decide to do 
one, it will probably be digital. That way, he can update it regularly.

His philosophy on the project seems to resonate with the same 
sentiments Oveta Culp Hobby had in mind when she said, “I 
think I’ll like Houston if they ever get it finished.” And, in fact, 
Lane’s entry for Harris County contains only this quote and a 
promise to complete the page after the other 253 have all been 
photographed.

“My short-term goal is to complete the first pass of all 254 
counties in 2014.  I’m getting close,” he states. After that, he plans 
to make another pass, and then maybe another after that. “I don’t 
think I will ever finish the project. It’s just not a static situation.” ✯
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News you can use

Basics of County Investment 
Course Revamped
Shorter, two-part training scheduled Jan. 21-24

Just get your feet wet or dive in during 
TAC’s Basics of County Investment Course 
scheduled Jan. 21-24, 2014, in Austin. The 
revamped training — now shorter and in 
two parts — is newly open to all county 
officials and staff. It covers county financial 
management, with a strong emphasis on 
the requirements of the Texas Public Funds 
Investment Act.

Commissioners court members, auditors 
and employees who need a general 
understanding of county investing 
should attend the first part of the 
course, which offers 16 hours of 
classroom instruction appropriate 
for all levels interested in the 
essentials of investing public funds. 

“We’ve retooled the Basics course 
in response to member feedback,” 
said Edward Dion, El Paso County 
auditor and co-chair of the County 
Investment Education Committee. 
“We’re progressing with the times, 
so attendees are learning about the 
latest technology and the latest techniques 
they need to address their responsibilities.”

County treasurers and investment officers 
involved in actively investing funds should 
not only attend the first part of the training 
but stay for the second part, an additional 
eight hours of in-depth, hands-on learning.

In today’s economy, sound management 
of a county’s financial assets can mean the 
difference between financial disaster or 
investment returns that can supplement 
precious tax dollars. Prudent, professional 
management of public funds requires 
specialized knowledge and expertise. 

In this course, attendees will learn how 
to avoid mistakes that could jeopardize 
a county’s financial standing. Attendees 
previously took a five-hour test upon 
completion of the course. Now they will take 
a shorter, take-home assessment instead.

This summer, the McCoy College of 
Business Administration at Texas State 
University signed on as a cooperative 

partner with TAC’s County Investment 
Academy, which produces the Basics course. 
Through the partnership, McCoy College 
faculty sit on the County Investment 
Education Committee, teach courses, help 
plan Academy trainings and review course 
content.

 “We’re so pleased to partner with an 
institution of higher learning to bring our 
investment programs to a higher level,” said 

Vivian Wood, Williamson County treasurer 
and co-chair of the County Investment 
Education Committee. “TAC has offered 
training to public funds investors for 20 
years. We’ve made the best investment 
training even better.”

Completion of the Basics course is 
required for membership in TAC’s County 
Investment Academy. Those county officials 
and staff who have previously attended 
the Basics training don’t have to re-take 
the course to join the Academy. Academy 
members must annually earn 15 hours of 
continuing education credit to keep their 
membership current.

See www.county.org/investment  for 
more details and to register. The event will 
be held at the TAC Events Center, 1210 San 
Antonio, in Austin. Special conference hotel 
rates at the Radisson Hotel & Suites Austin 
Downtown expire on Jan. 3. Call (800) 
395-7046 and ask for the “Texas Association 
of Counties” room block.

TAC Welcomes 
Newly Appointed 
Officials
The following county officials were 
recently appointed to new offices. TAC 
welcomes them to their new positions and 
thanks them for their service to county 
government and Texas residents.

Nicole Whittington 
Chambers County Treasurer

Tony Sims 
Chambers County Auditor

Tina R. Phillips 
Franklin County Auditor

Darla Lookingbill 
Oldham County District and County Clerk

Ginna Hruska 
Reagan County Treasurer

Amy Tennant 
Roberts County Treasurer

Burnie Wells 
Swisher County Sheriff

Bob Shea, Jr. 
Taylor County Justice of the Peace

Barbara Winchester 
Upshur County Clerk

This list may be incomplete. Please submit 
new county official appointments to TAC 
County Services Specialist Madeleine 
Christiana at madeleine@county.org.
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Regional Pool 
Workshops 
Planned for 
Spring 2014
Controlling risks throughout county 
operations is an ongoing challenge. 
To help, TAC is planning several 
one-day Regional Pool Workshops 
across the state during spring 2014. 
Attendees will get the latest updates 
on hot topics such as:

• Reducing law enforcement 
liability; 

• Public officials and workers’ 
compensation exposures; 

• Health Care Reform; and

• New enhancements to the 
OASys group health eligibility 
system.

Elected and appointed officials, human 
resource managers, risk managers 
and loss control coordinators are 
encouraged to attend. Attendees 
can sign up for one of three tracks: 
Human Resources, Law Enforcement 
or Health and Employee Benefits. 

The events will be designed for 
members of TAC’s Risk Management 
Pool, Health and Employee 
Benefits Pool and Unemployment 
Compensation Group Account Fund. 
They are just one of the many benefits 
of pool membership. 

Check www.county.org/rpw, where 
more information will be posted as it 
becomes available.

TAC Legislative Conference 
Videos Now Online

County officials who want a refresher or who did not get the chance to attend TAC’s 
2013 Legislative Conference can now see some of what they missed. Videos taken of the 
opening and closing general sessions are now online. They can be viewed on TAC’s YouTube 
channel at www.youtube.com/texascountiesvideo.

Videos include: 
• Association of County Commissioners of 

Alabama Executive Director Sonny Brasfield 
speaking during the Opening General Session 
about the importance of counties;

• Texas Association of Counties Legislative Director Paul Sugg’s brief synopsis of how 
the 83rd Legislative Session affected Texas counties;

• Former Texas Speaker of the House Pete Laney, Rep. Larry Gonzales, The Texas Tribune 
Executive Editor Ross Ramsey and The Quorum Report Editor Harvey Kronberg in the 
panel discussion “The More Things Change, the More They Stay the Same”; 

• Government affairs consultant Cary Roberts speaking about civic engagement and 
digital democracy;

• TAC Network and Systems Manager Morgan Holkesvik discussing how to avoid 
attacks on hardware and data; and

• Politico Deputy Managing Editor Rachel Smolkin talking with Texas county officials 
during the Closing General Session.

Whether protecting citizens’ lives and 
property or helping a resident obtain a 
passport, county employees are constantly 
interacting with residents to fix their most 
pressing concerns or help them access 
the services they need to live a quality 
life. In fact, helping residents lies at the 
heart of the county story — what counties 
do and why.

That’s why the Texas Association 
of Counties and County magazine are 
soliciting praise given by residents or 
the media to county employees, whether 
in the form of a thank-you letter, a 
citizen satisfaction survey or a voicemail 
message. If your employees have earned 
recognition from residents or the media 
for going above and beyond — or deserve 
special recognition for the outstanding 

Are Your Employees Going
Above & Beyond?

work they do —forward the praise on to 
County magazine. County wants to spread 
the word about county representatives 
who have gone above and beyond their 
calls of duty and who have impacted 
residents’ lives in positive ways.

Elected officials, supervisors and 
managers who would like to share the 
positive feedback they have gotten from 
residents or who would like to give their 
own positive feedback can contact County 
Editor Maria Sprow at marias@county.org 
or (800) 456-5974, or go to the County 
magazine website at county.org/magazine. 
Praise and staffs may be featured in an 
upcoming edition of the magazine.

Above and Beyond nominations will be 
accepted year-round.
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News you can use

Aransas County Employee Drops 62 Pounds, Feeling 
‘Fantastic’ After Joining Healthy County Programs

For 20 years, Marsha Ingram didn’t 
enjoy going out in public. She’s 
struggled with her weight for most 

of her life. She’s hated looking at pictures 
of herself and she’s loathed shopping for 
clothes. “I felt like I looked so fat,” Ingram 
said. But things have changed. Everything is 
lighter, from Ingram herself to her outlook 
on life.

A year and a half ago, the 55-year-
old Aransas County deputy tax assessor-
collector joined Weight Watchers and Sonic 
Boom when they were offered in her county. 
She told herself she’d be crazy not to just try 
them. Now, a full 62 pounds lighter and 
counting, Ingram believes it was the best 
thing she ever did for herself.

“I feel fantastic!” she said, “Eating healthy 
and being active just makes you feel better 
and feeling better gives you a much better 
attitude. Now that I am eating healthy and 
exercising, my feet hit the floor running in 
the mornings and I have the energy to go all 
day. There are some evenings that I think to 
myself ‘Wow! How did I get all that done?’” 

Ingram’s peak weight may have been her 
lowest point, but it was also a turning point. 
She fought what seemed like a losing battle 
at her beltline for decades, and when she 
pushed passed the 200-pound mark on the 
scale last year, she was devastated. She knew 
she wasn’t healthy, but couldn’t find the will 
power to stick with any weight loss program. 
Her doctor regularly reminded her that her 
weight was a problem. Still, she struggled. 
She tried different diets and pills. She would 
lose 20 pounds, only to slide back into old 
habits and gain it back — with interest. 

That’s when Weight Watchers and Sonic 
Boom first caught Ingram’s attention. The 
programs were being offered to all county 
employees; she knew she wouldn’t be taking 
on the weight loss challenge alone. So, along 
with her coworkers, she joined. 

Once she started losing weight and was 
familiar with the programs, Ingram found 

it easy to continue. Ingram credits her 
current success to a combination of her 
competitive nature and the motivation 
she finds in her co-workers and 
Weight Watchers leaders. “I turn 
to my colleagues for support and 
they are always there for me. It has 
honestly been the biggest reason 
for my success. Aransas County 
has some really awesome people 
that support each other.” 

Ingram said Sonic Boom 
and Weight Watchers 
complement each other. 
Weight Watchers pushes her 
to eat right and be active 
and Sonic Boom 
helps her achieve 
her goal of increased 
physical activity. She 
said the Sonic Boom 
Jousts (user-created health-related 
challenges) motivate her 
and her coworkers to keep 
their activity levels up. “We 
cheer each other on with our 
messages through Sonic Boom. It really is 
a lot of fun and it keeps me motivated; the 
winner of each joust gets ‘bragging rights’ 
and we all like that.” 

Then there are the Sonic Boom challenges, 
like the 8-Week Challenge and 5-A-Day 
Challenge. Competitors in these challenges 
can win a gift card, and sometimes that is 
worth more than just the money on the 
card. “I have won several gift cards, which 
has helped me to purchase new clothes 
for my new body,” Ingram said. “Buying 
new, smaller clothes really helps with the 
motivation.” 

Compliments from colleagues, old friends 
and her husband about how good she looks 
and how proud they are haven’t hurt either, 
she said. They’ve given her the will power 
to continue the journey, but sometimes 
it’s the unexpected or even unintended 

HEALTHY COUNTY

compliment that means the most. 
“I think my proudest moment 

was when a friend I had not 
seen in a long time came into 
our office and asked my co-
worker if I was working that 
day. I was standing right 
beside my co-worker. [My 
friend] was shocked. She 
did not even recognize 
me,” she said.

Weight loss is about 
more than a cosmetic 
change and feeling better, 
though. It means real 

improvements in health. 
Excess weight is associated 

with a higher risk for a 
range of health conditions 

— including  heart disease 
(the leading cause of death 

in U.S. adults), stroke, 
osteoarthritis, 
depression, Type 
2 diabetes and 
certain cancers.

For 15 years, Ingram’s extra weight had 
translated into her taking a long list of 
medications for high blood pressure, acid 
reflux and high cholesterol. She dreaded 
going in for blood work and waiting for 
lab results. Since dropping the weight, 
Ingram has been able to drop almost all of 
her medications, too. The only pill she still 
takes is for her cholesterol, but the dosage 
has been cut in half.

Ingram said she still has a few pounds 
to lose, but she’s taking it all in stride and 
recommends Sonic Boom and Weight 
Watchers to anyone struggling with their 
weight. “I will be active in Weight Watchers 
for the rest of my life. I think Weight 
Watchers is a wonderful program and it 
has certainly improved the quality of my 
life,” she said. “The support that these two 
programs offer is just awesome.” ✯

Aransas County Deputy Tax Assessor-
Collector Marsha Ingram
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TAC Healthy County Employer 
Rewards Funds Disbursed

Employer Rewards checks were 
mailed to counties across the state in 
early October. The Pool distributes the 
checks to counties that encourage their 
employees to participate in Healthy 
County wellness programs.  Member 
counties earn $25 for each employee 
who completes an online health 
assessment and another $25 for each 
employee that completes Sonic Boom’s 
eight-week fitness challenge. 

In addition to a check, counties also 
received an Employer Rewards overview 
with recommendations on how to use 
the funds. The Pool recommends, but 
no longer requires, that rewards funds 
be applied toward the member’s wellness 
program and:

• Be health related;
• Be available to all employees; and 
• Promote ongoing attention to health 

initiatives that provide lasting benefits.
“Healthy County’s Employer Rewards 

program is a great opportunity for TAC 
HEBP to acknowledge and reward 
counties who invest in worksite wellness 
and successfully promote employee 
participation in Healthy County campaigns 
each year,” said Healthy County Wellness 
Consultant Jennifer Rehme. “It’s exciting 
to see the creative and innovative ways 
counties are using these funds to expand 
their county’s existing wellness initiatives.”

The funds are commonly used for things 
like flu shots, health fairs and fitness 
equipment. For example, Howard County 

pooled the funds it received from 2009 
through 2011 to build a new courthouse 
gym out of the old fourth floor jail 
recreation room, vacated when the county 
moved the jail to its new law enforcement 
center. Since then, the county has been 
using their Employer Rewards money to 
expand the workout facility.

Healthy County works hard to keep 
employees healthy and save taxpayers’ 
money by keeping health care  and workers’ 
compensation costs down. Healthy 
counties experience reduced absenteeism 
and increased employee morale. Healthy 
officials and employees are able to provide 
better quality service and model healthy 
behaviors for their families and friends.  

For more information about the 
Employer Rewards program, as well as 
general Healthy County questions, please 
call (800) 456-5974.

 TAC Healthy County 
Employer Rewards 

Top Earners

Wichita County $6,300

Kaufman County $5,475

Walker County $3,350

Henderson County $2,875

Bastrop & Hood counties $2,750

Lavaca County $2,650

Kleberg County $2,250

Grayson County $2,000

Tie

1

2

3

4

6

7

8

Total Employer Rewards 
being awarded to counties $89,125

Healthy County Conference Set For February 13-14
In February, county wellness coordinators are invited to Austin to get the tools they need 

to improve the success of county wellness programs. The 2014 Healthy County Conference, 
County Wellness: Making Your Mark, will provide participants with the motivational boost 
they need make 2014 a better, healthier year in their counties. 

Coordinators and sponsors should mark their calendars for Feb. 13-14. The workshops 
and sessions in this year’s conference will explore the bottom line of Health Care Reform’s 
effects on counties. Participants will also leave equipped with the knowledge and know-how 
to effectively manage their local wellness programs and tailor them to meet the unique needs 
of their county.
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News you can use

TAC Unveils County.org Social Media Resource Page
Ready or not, social media has made its way to the mainstream. 

In a few short years, it has gone from a toy for the tech-savvy to 
an increasingly essential tool for all county officials to have in their 
communications toolkit. Social media offers county government new 
ways of quickly communicating information to the public, engag-
ing residents in community affairs and targeting constituents with 
tailored messages at a low cost. 

There are more than a billion users on Facebook and more than 
500 million on Twitter. Counties can no longer afford to avoid so-
cial media platforms as effective communications channels. But like 

most things, having the background information, best practices, pro-
cedures and policies in place increases the chances for success. 

Whether a county is just now ready to begin using social media, 
or is looking to expand its online presence and ramp up existing so-
cial media efforts, TAC has assembled several social media resources 
pages at www.county.org/socialmedia to provide county officials with 
the information and resources they need to get started. Officials with 
questions about applying social media to their specific needs can con-
tact the TAC Communications staff at (800) 456-5974.

5Examples of 
social media 

best practices 
via the Facebook-
focused page

5 Things to Find via County.org/socialmedia:

1How-to 
documents for 

how to get started 
on Facebook and 
Twitter

4Social media policies and 
guidelines, including a 

presentation from San Mateo 
County, Calif., on legal issues and 
a list of sample policies from the 
National Association of Counties 

2A graphic 
to use for 

the county’s 
Facebook and 
Twitter profiles

3A list of 
legislators, 

agencies and 
counties and 
other accounts of 
interest to follow 
on Twitter
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Friends of County Government
While the Texas Legislature isn’t currently in session, legislators are keeping busy 
in the interim with studies and discussions about important topics affecting county 
government, and county officials are using the time to reach out, discuss regional and 
local concerns and prepare for the next legislative session. 

But while everyone is working for the future, county officials are also using the time to 
look back and give thanks and recognition to those state representatives and sena-
tors who showed commitment and steadfastness in protecting local control, stopping 
unfunded mandates and saving taxpayer dollars during the challenging 83rd Legisla-
ture. TAC and county officials honor the most dedicated legislators with the Friends 
of County Government title. 

“These legislators have proven themselves true friends of county government through 
their consistent support of issues important to counties, including decision-making at 
the local level,” said TAC Legislative Director Paul Sugg. “They understand that prop-
erty tax payers benefit from local control, instead of the state imposing a one-size fits 
all system on Texas’ 254 diverse counties.” 

County is spotlighting the Friends of County Government throughout the year.

Rep. Todd Hunter (R-Corpus Christi) has been named a Friend of County Government for the second time for his work dur-
ing the 83rd legislative session. Hunter served as chair of the House Calendars committee, where he was instrumental in 
ensuring legislation important to counties made its way onto the House floor for debate. As a member of County Affairs, 
one of the most important committees for counties, Hunter was an important advocate on vital legislation that will help 
counties better serve the local property tax payer.

The Texas Association of Counties Health and Employee Ben-
efits Pool  (TAC HEBP) has produced two new guides for the Af-
fordable Care Act, commonly referred to as Health Care Reform. 
Electronic copies of the Health Care Reform 
Guide for Employers and Individual Mandate 
Information for Employees guides were emailed 
to counties in late October. Additional copies of 
the guides can be downloaded for free at www.
county.org/healthcarereform.

TAC HEBP’s employer guide is designed as 
a resource for individuals in counties who per-
form the administrative functions associated 
with the county’s provision of health care for 
its employees.

The guide is also a handy research tool for 
the commissioners court, auditors and treasur-
ers. It is designed to give a general overview of major parts of 
the law, including the health insurance marketplaces, the employer 
mandate, individual mandate, the “Cadillac tax” and other impor-

Health Care Reform Guides available on County.org
tant concepts and terminology. Additionally, hyperlinks through-
out the document link to more in-depth information on each top-
ic, including calculators and official websites.

The guide to the individual mandate for employees 
details what Health Care Reform may 
mean for them and what their responsi-
bilities are under the new law.

Although TAC HEBP believes the in-
formation in these guides is accurate, it 
is still not legal advice. The federal gov-
ernment continues to issue guidance fre-
quently, which may affect some of what 
is contained in the guide. TAC HEBP 
strongly recommends that county officials 
contact their legal counsel for analysis of 
how the law affects their county.

If you have any questions about the Af-
fordable Care Act, please contact TAC HEBP Employee Benefits 
Consultants, Lisa McCaig or Kelly Kolodzey, at (800) 456-5974.
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Representatives from the Texas Historical Commission (THC) present Donley County Judge Jack Hall 
(center) with the organization’s 2013 Stewardship Award at the Texas Stewardship Workshop in October. 
The award recognized the county’s efforts to preserve its 1890 county courthouse. The courthouse 
was originally three stories tall, but it shed water poorly, leading to damage to its interior structure. 
The county was forced to remove the building’s third floor and roof in the 1930s, and the entire 
second floor was deemed unusable due to a bat infestation, according to The Clarendon Enterprise. 
The courthouse was finally restored in 2003 with help from a $3.1 million grant from the Texas 
Historic Courthouse Preservation Program. The award is an incentive for counties with newly restored 
courthouses to develop maintenance plans and ensure quality worksmanship on projects, said Texas 
Historic Courthouse Preservation Program Director Sharon Fleming (pictured left). 

Donley County Earns Stewardship Award BEFORE RESTORATION

AFTER RESTORATION

Do You Have a Favorite 
Recipe to Share?
Do you have a favorite recipe you’d like to 
share with your fellow county officials? County 
is accepting recipes for its County Cooks de-
partment. To submit a recipe — whether it’s for 
your favorite brownies or barbecue sauce — just 
send an email to Editor Maria Sprow at ma-
rias@county.org with the recipe, instructions, 
information on where the recipe came from, 
any tips or tricks for best results and why it’s 
your favorite recipe. Recipes will be tested out 
by TAC staff and published in a future edition 
of County.

County wishes all of our 254 Texas counties a safe and happy holiday season. Please send 
pictures of county holiday celebrations, decorations, fundraisers and other events to County 
Editor Maria Sprow at marias@county.org so we can help spread the good cheer.

Wishing You a Wonderful Holiday
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Interesting notes about Texas history, by Liz Carmack

The roots of Texas history are in its counties and bind the state together in its 
collective past. “Historical Highlights” features many aspects of Texas history, from details 
on a county’s little-known historical events and people, to how a particular county brings 

its history to life to the history-related news affecting Texas counties. County officials, 
employees and historical commission members who would like to submit story ideas 
should email County contributing writer Liz Carmack at lizc@county.org.

At the turn of the century, convicted thief Bob Farris 
spent 64 days working the fields and tending livestock 
for Kaufman County. He’d been laboring to pay off a 

$100 fine and the cost of his six-month imprisonment. But 
Farris wanted his freedom, and on July 2, 1904, he took it.

Three decades after Farris’ escape, a little boy in overalls 
fetched a quart jar of preserves almost half his size in a root 
cellar as his mother waited outside. The floor-to-ceiling shelves 
surrounding him held dozens more tin-topped Ball jars filled 
with tomatoes, peas and okra from the surrounding fields.

Both Farris and the freckle-faced boy called the Kaufman 
County Poor Farm ‘home.’ The farm, founded on 408 acres 
in 1881 to serve the county’s indigent, also later housed 
county prisoners and quarantined county residents during a 
smallpox epidemic in 1900. 

The last residents left the farm in the 1970s. Since then, 
the county has repurposed much of the land for other uses — 
the county’s library, emergency children’s shelter, appraisal 
district offices and courthouse annex. But Kaufman County 
kept the core 27 acres of the farm intact with what remain 
of its 19th and 20th century buildings, including residents’ 
living quarters, the farm superintendent’s house, barns, a silo, a 
well and pump house, a chapel, a jail, a hen house and several 
pieces of farming equipment. 

The poor farm received a Texas Historical Commission 
Subject Marker in 1997, which the Kaufman County Historical 
Commission dedicated a year later. Today, the site is one of the few 
county-owned poor farms in Texas.

Poor Farm Origins
The hardships of the Civil War and concurrent demise of 

charitable organizations that served the indigent left many more 
needy Texans at war’s end. To help them, an 1869 addendum to 
the Texas Constitution charged the state’s counties with providing 
a Manual Labor Poor House “for taking care of, managing, 
employing and supplying the wants of its indigent and poor 
inhabitants.” It also specified that “all persons committing petty 
offences in the county may be committed to such Manual Labor 
Poor House, for correction and employment.”

Several Texas counties established poor farms as an efficient way 
to aid their indigent residents, who would live and work on the 
farms to support themselves. County inmates often worked off 
their sentences on the farms and were jailed there as well. 

A 1987 Texas Historical Commission Survey of county clerks 
revealed that at least 65 of the state’s 254 counties at one time 
had poor farms. According to the survey, most were in the state’s 
central, northern and eastern counties. Today it’s hard to say exactly 
how many of these historic sites remain across the state and how 
many are still owned by counties.

Preserving the Poor Farm
Kaufman County Saving Piece of History

Preservation Efforts Reinvigorated
Realizing the value of the poor farm, Kaufman County 

Historical Commission members began efforts some 30 years ago 
to save the farm with plans to eventually turn it into a heritage 
tourism destination and educational resource. But the realities of 
a tight budget and an all-volunteer labor force meant that all they 
could really do was try to keep the farm’s remaining buildings from 
succumbing to weather and vandals. 

“We would take 10 steps forward and 15 steps back,” said Jamie 
Laywell, the commission’s part-time office manager. “We would 
put new windows in the (superintendent’s) house and they’d get 
broken out. We’d get squatters. It’s been a bad situation.”

The circumstances changed in 2012, when advocacy group 
Preservation Texas added the farm to its Most Endangered Places 
list. The designation helps boost awareness of important historic 
resources and the preservation efforts to save them, and it helped 
breathe new life into the commission’s dreams.

The group recently hired Quimby McCoy Preservation 
Architecture LLP of Dallas to produce a historic structures report 
and a conceptual master plan of the site. The Friends of the Kaufman 
County Historical Commission has begun fundraising for the farm 
and, armed with the completed master plan, commission members 
intend to apply for grants. All money raised will support several 
efforts, including the restoration and preservation of the salvageable 
farm buildings, creation of a visitor’s center and construction of an 
interpretive trail throughout the property.

“This was the original arm of indigent care. It was done correctly 
at the local level where it actually helped people become self-

The superintendent’s house at the Kaufman County Poor Farm is one of the best preserved buildings on the historic site. Standing at its front gate are, left to right, County Commissioner Jimmy Vrzalik, County Judge Bruce Wood and County Commissioner Ray Clark. (Photo by Liz Carmack.)
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sufficient instead of making them dependent on the federal 
government,” said Kaufman County Commissioner Jimmy 
Vrzalik, who has taken a special interest in the farm. “I hope 
that we can find the funding to do what’s necessary (to save it). 
For history’s sake, for community’s sake, I think it’s important 
that we educate the younger generation about the past.” 

Kaufman County Judge Bruce Wood said the Most 
Endangered Places designation has helped draw the public’s 
attention to the site and that many long-time county residents 
may be able to contribute stories to help flesh out its history. 

“Our history is always with us,” Wood said. “The farm 
museum and the activities that we’re trying to reinvigorate at 
the county poor farm are a part of our history that we should 
never forget.”

As is the case with many of Kaufman County’s residents, Wood’s 
and Vrzalik’s families have deep roots in the county’s farming 
community. A decade ago, the Texas Department of Agriculture 
presented Wood’s family with a 150-year Texas Family Land 
Heritage certificate for his great grandfathers’ farm, which has been 
in the family’s hands for 160 years.

Vrzalik’s grandparents moved to Kaufman County from 
Czechoslovakia in the 1800s, and he and his family live on his 
maternal grandparents’ farm.

Longtime Kaufman County families will be tapped to help 
shine a light on this part of the county’s history. “Everybody whose 
family is from here, they have their own little story that relates (to 
the poor farm) in one way or another,” said Stan Kapp, chair of the 
commission’s Endangered Properties Committee. Recording these 
stories as part of a poor farm oral historic project is another way the 
commission hopes to capture and tell its history.

But for now, the group is focusing on more immediate needs. 
Led by Kapp, crews of volunteers, trusties from the county jail and 
probationers have cleared the tangles of grasses, vines and shrubs 
overrunning some farm buildings.  

“I’m just glad that we have the men and women who’ve taken 
such an interest to make sure we don’t lose this out here,” said 
Kaufman County Commissioner Ray Clark. “Next to the real 
estate, they are probably the greatest asset. They are appreciated 
even if they aren’t funded very well.”

Kaufman County Commissioner Kenneth Shoen also lauded 
commission members for their dedication and work in preserving 
the farm. “They are really involved and I’m most appreciative of 
that,” he said.

The next step for the commission will be to remove trees, such 
as the bois d’arc, mulberries and cedar elms that push through the 
middles of some of the old structures. They weigh on leaning walls 
and half-collapsed ceilings of a drying shed, a tool shed and other 
buildings. “Every time we have a storm, we’re this much closer to 
losing buildings,” Kapp said.

A walk around the farm is a tour of obsolete agricultural 
technology. A combine rusts in the middle of a mulberry mott. A 
hay bailer, a circle mower, a John Deere cotton picker and other 
aging equipment sits discarded amongst decades-old jail doors, a 
grinding wheel and a toppled Civil War monument moved from 
the courthouse lawn.

“When we’re working out here we can come across something 
from the 1920s and the 1950s,” Kapp said. “I feel like Indiana 
Jones. It’s like when they closed, it was just left here.”

A Gem in the Rough
Artifacts and other unusual features on the property hint at the 

wealth of stories to be uncovered and shared. The original fencing 
from one of the county’s earlier courthouses found its way to the 
farm and now rims the yard around the superintendent’s house. 
Murals, most likely painted in the 1930s by a resident, depict 
colorfully dressed cowboys on horseback and cover four walls of a 
room in the trusty barracks. Axe blows notch the hand-hewn post 
oak supports in a century-old barn constructed from trees probably 
felled from the property.  

The commission continues to introduce visitors to the slice of 
county history by hosting groups of school children and holding 
events such as its annual Living History Day in October, which 
features demonstrations for butter churning, rope making and 
soap making. 

“This is the jewel in the county right now,” said Jamie Laywell, 
the county historical commission’s part-time office manager.

But they can do little more without further funding.
“We want to do our own museum, possibly furnish the 

superintendent’s house in period furniture and have our visitors’ 

The residents’ barracks sits roughly in the center of the farm’s remaining 
27-acres, with a root cellar shown to its left. (Photo by Liz Carmack.)

This mural and others inside the county trusty barracks 

are thought to have been painted by an inmate in the 

1930s. (Photo by Liz Carmack.)
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The roots of Texas history are in its counties and bind the state together in its 
collective past. “Historical Highlights” features many aspects of Texas history, from details 
on a county’s little-known historical events and people, to how a particular county brings 

its history to life to the history-related news affecting Texas counties. County officials, 
employees and historical commission members who would like to submit story ideas 
should email County contributing writer Liz Carmack at lizc@county.org.

center there. We want to do tours, do 
kiosks at each of the buildings and an 
all-weather walking trail that would 
connect all the buildings all the way 
around,” said Judy McSpadden, county 
historical commission chair. 

Commission members’ enthusiasm 
for the poor farm seems to be infectious. 
“I just really want to learn more about 
it,” said Kaufman County Commissioner 
Tom Manning. “It’s something I’m really 
interested in and I’m going to be a part of 
the Friends project.” 

Marcel Quimby, the preservation 
architect hired to produce the historic 
structures report and conceptual master 
plan, said her work will help the county 
focus its limited energy and resources. “The historic structures 
report will give them direction for what to do with each building, 
what the priorities are for each and which are the most significant,” 
Quimby said. “Like a lot of groups out there, they don’t have a lot 
of money to do everything at once. We’ll make a recommendation 
as to where to start.”

The master plan will describe how the county could develop the 
property and its buildings for different uses, such as a heritage tourism 
destination and museum. “It will show how to showcase them and 
identify different spaces for different activities,” Quimby said.

The axe notches in a post oak 

support show the work that went into 

constructing one of the poor farm’s 

barns. (Photo by Jeff Carmack.)

Of the 14 buildings remaining, the 
superintendent’s home, a trusty barracks, a 
combined barracks and dining hall and a jail seem 
to be in the best shape. “Those are the buildings 
that people lived in. Those are the ones the public 
will most relate to,” Quimby said. “There are 
several stories that can be told. There were a lot of 
people coming and going here.”

Several of the historical commission and 
commissioners court members singled out the 
renewed focus on the poor farm as a bright spot 
for the county during a year of losses. Kaufman 
County District Attorney Mike McLelland and 
his wife Cynthia and Kaufman County Assistant 
District Attorney Mark Hasse were shot earlier 
this year. Charges have been filed against two 

suspects in the cases and a capital murder trial is pending.
“It helps us show that we’re not a county of all bad things,” 

Wood said. “The best part about this is that it shows we have a lot 
of good people here doing good work.”✯

Author’s note: Sources used for this article include: “The Old Kaufman 
County Poor Farm,” by Kathey Kelley Hunt, provided by the Kaufman 
County Historical Commission; “The County Poor Farm System in 
Texas,” by Debbie Mauldin Cottrell, in The Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly, Vol. 93, July 1989-April, 1990; “Debtors Prisons and Poor 
Farms,” an unpublished manuscript by an unknown author provided 
by the Kaufman County Historical Commission.

County Poor Farms in Texas
While a 1987 survey conducted by the Texas Historical 

Commission (THC) revealed that at least 65 of the state’s 
counties had poor farms at one time, there may have been 
more because not all counties returned the survey. It’s a mystery 
waiting for a curious researcher.

In “The County Poor Farm System in Texas,” published in 
the Southwestern Historical Quarterly, July 1989-April 1990, 
Debbie Cottrell writes that the farms became obsolete with the 
advent of federal assistance following the Great Depression. 
Eventually all the farms closed. According to the THC survey, 
most poor farm land was in private hands by the late 1980s, 
which makes the still county-owned Kaufman County Poor 
Farm unique. 

Three county poor farms in particular left behind more 
clues to their past than most. According to Cottrell’s research, 
Anderson County purchased 462 acres and established its farm 
four miles south of Palestine in 1884. Buildings constructed 
included a potato barn, a superintendant’s home, indigent 
housing and a jail. It continued to house paupers and prisoners 
until the 1940s. The county sold the last of the land in 1960.

Cass County established its poor farm in 1895 two and 
one half miles north of Linden. “The poor farm replaced the 
county’s system of monthly payments (three to eight dollars) to 
individuals on a county pauper list,” writes Cottrell.

Parker County’s poor farm began in 1998 on 320 acres south 
of Weatherford. Portions of the farm have been sold over the 
years but the county still owns much of the original property. 
Although original farm buildings, such as the residents’ barracks 
are gone, it’s still home to a small cemetery.

Counties established paupers’ cemeteries to bury indigent 
residents, sometimes on poor farm property. Today, the 
Kaufman County’s paupers’ cemetery lies across the road from 
the farm’s remaining core 27 acres, inconspicuously tucked 
away on a parcel of land once part of the original farm.

Let County Know
Is a poor farm part of your county’s past? Does your county 

still own it? County magazine wants to know. Please email us at 
lizc@county.org.
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TAC President and Navarro County Justice of the Peace 
Connie Hickman talks with County Editor Maria Sprow about 
the Association’s role in helping county officials, the benefits of 
statewide service and initiatives from the last two years.

 on a 
Presidency
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Why did you decide to get involved with county government?
My dad was involved in law enforcement all of my life, and I worked 
for a judge in 1983 on up until 1990, when I decided to run. I’ve 
always been interested in law enforcement and politics.

What was it like growing up with your dad in law enforcement?
Probably the same as what it was like for my children growing up 
with me in politics. You kind of almost sometimes want to fade 
into the wall because everybody knows you. But I was really proud 
of him always, and when you’re young, you really don’t realize the 
impact your parents and their careers have on you, until you get 
older. We were just always a pro-law enforcement family, but I never 
saw myself as a police officer. I was more interested in the politics 
of it. I was always around people that were in politics because my 
father was a detective, and then he worked for a district judge for a 
long time. I liked the political part. When I was in school, I worked 
on a campaign. I was young but I loved being in politics and I 
thought I knew what it was really about then. I loved being out and 
campaigning, being for something and working for a good cause. It 
always interested me.

What was your goal when you first sought office?
When I first went into office, I wanted to make everything 
computerized and technical because everything was still hand-
written. So that was my initial goal. And then I wanted to kind of set 
my goal out to educate myself in civil law, to be more of an expert. 
So I went to The National Judicial College a couple times. And then 
I wanted to teach on the statewide level, and I did that. And then 
my goal was to run for the state board of the Justice of the Peace and 
Constable’s Association, and I went through all the chairs of my state 
organization — I worked on legislation and became president of that 
association. And I joined the TAC board.

Is that one of the things you like most about public office, that there 
is always something more to do?
Yes, I think you can be as involved as you want to be and make it 
about a lot more than the position, more than just the criminal or 
civil cases. I think you can make it a whole lot bigger and become 
more involved and affect more people’s lives. That’s what I like.

What’s the most rewarding aspect of public service for you?
One of the most challenging things is finding alternative avenues 
for people that need help. In truancy cases, it’s not all about just 
punishing somebody with a fine. It’s more about trying to solve the 
problem that causes them to behave that way and finding avenues 
and resources for them to solve the problems that they had. For 
example, they might have been abused at home. There was a child 
that we found out was probably legally blind, and I got their eyes 
tested, I got somebody to donate them glasses. Probably, that child 
had not been able to see for years. So they weren’t going to school 
because they couldn’t see to read. So things like that are challenging, 
and I love that part of it, things that I can arrange. It makes a 
difference, and they go on to graduate high school, get good jobs and 
have children. Things like that are success stories for me, when one 
little thing for them means being able to go to school. 

What were your early interactions with TAC like? How did you first get 
to know the Association? 
Probably early on in that period of my life, I didn’t really know about 
TAC. I was appointed to the Board of Directors a couple of years 

before my presidency and I began to see that there were even more 
resources out there. Before, I thought I only had local resources. 
And the people that were involved, those guys that sat on the board 
for TAC for so long, brought me under their wing and educated 
me about TAC and what could be done. And being on the Board, 
I was able to see those things more and more. But I kind of fell into 
that. Those guys brought me along and when an opportunity for an 
appointment came along, they really wanted me to do that and I did. 
But it took several years for me to become comfortable and educated 
about TAC because there are just so many different aspects to TAC 
that people, and certainly myself, didn’t know the Board is involved 
with — creating the budget and all the different services that TAC 
provides, that took a lot of educating. 

How important do you think it is that members become more 
educated about TAC? 
I think it’s so important for elected officials, all elected officials, to 
know what TAC has to offer, and I think they do know more of that 
now than they did 10 years ago, because I think TAC has focused 
on educating the elected officials on what we have to offer. Ten years 
ago, for me, I wouldn’t have known what TAC has to offer.

What benefits do you feel you’ve gained by becoming involved with 
the TAC Board? 
For me, personally, it’s been a tremendous benefit. I’ve been able to 
not only realize what all TAC has to offer at the state level, but also 
at the federal level. TAC has a huge involvement in what counties 
do in Austin and in the National Association of Counties, and 
those opportunities, I never even knew they existed. There is a big 
meeting with every president of every state association in January, 
and that was such an eye opening experience for me. I made friends 
and bonded with those people, and we got to discuss so many 
similarities that county governments in every state share. We all have 
the same problems. We all have the same issues. We all have the same 
legislative issues. It was so foreign to me that everybody could have 
the same issues, but we got to talk to each other and come up with 
solutions and ideas that could solve some problems for us. And I got 
selected to go to the NACo leadership class. 

What was it like working on legislative issues? Was there an issue 
that you really worked hard on?
I don’t know that there was one issue in particular, but I feel I 
made a difference in really being connected with the other state 
association leaders. We have a relationship now with all the other 
state associations. We got to meet with congressmen and the White 
House, we had different people come from the different agencies 
— forestry, agriculture, health and safety — and hear them talk to 
us about the benefits that we could have as counties. And we could 
take that information back to our state associations, back to our own 
counties, and study it and see if we needed it in Texas.

Do you think involvement with state associations is something that 
every county official could benefit from, or what do you think it really 
takes for an official to be able to both serve their residents at home 
and the state associations? 
It does take a lot of time and a lot of commitment and support 
from your family, from your county, from other county officials 
for you to be able to go and get involved. Fortunately for us in this 
county, we’ve always supported each other in any extra endeavor any 
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officeholder wanted to make. It’s just so beneficial, I believe, when 
we learn about things and can teach each other things. We have 
so many people involved in different things that each person can 
bring back to the county, because not everybody can go. You have 
to do it in shifts. But it’s very important to get involved, especially 
legislatively, with the issues that we have. Being on the pulse of 
legislation and knowing what the problem is and what is going on 
with the Legislature is very important. 

What goals did you have for your presidency after you were elected 
by your fellow board members for that position?
I spent some time getting up to speed. Normally, someone is elected 
vice-president and president-elect first, and that is a four-year 
commitment. But Betsy Price had been the president-elect, and 
then she resigned as the Tarrant County tax assessor and ran for 
mayor, and she was successful. So I was nominated to fill that empty 
president-elect position. But I got up to speed. And after I got up to 
speed, my focus became TAC’s committees, making sure members 
were really willing to serve, that they enjoyed serving, that they really 
wanted to serve. If I’m going to put someone on a committee, I 
want them to attend, I want them to come and be a part of it and be 
excited about it. So that’s really what I wanted, and I had to get to 
know the people that were in positions and on the committees. That 
was a major undertaking, and I did some tweaking.

What did you discover about the committees? What tweaks were 
necessary?
I found there were a lot of people that really wanted to be involved 
and I tried to make sure that each committee was well-represented 
by both large and small counties and all the officeholder positions. 

There had been some excitement about TAC getting its first woman 
president. How significant do you feel that milestone is?
I think today there are so many women in positions that it didn’t 
seem like a milestone. I don’t really see TAC as being male-leadership 
driven. It didn’t seem foreign to me. It wasn’t an obstacle that had 
to be overcome. 

What do you think TAC’s primary challenge will be moving forward? 
I think one of the biggest challenges is that TAC got bigger quicker 
than it thought it would, and the whole Association, the whole 
company, is still learning how to be a big company, and how to 
operate that way. TAC doesn’t operate like county government. 
When you’re making decisions on that Board, you don’t make 
decisions based on how county government works.

What are the initiatives or goals you’re most proud of accomplishing, 
or that you think will make the most difference moving forward?
The two things I’m probably most proud of are taking a look at the 
education committees and the County Investment Officer program, 
we redid that. We made that committee more like an education 
committee and revamped that program. And, hopefully before 
the end of my term, we are going to be looking at the leadership 
committee and that is also hopefully going to operate more like an 
education committee. Education committees get more input from 
county officials and from the elected members on what they need, 
what their peers need and what TAC can provide for them. 

And the other thing for me would be the cohesiveness of the 
Board. I wanted the Board to really care about each other and 

about who they were representing at home. We all work together 
and we all have input, not just the president. It’s not just a few 
leaders making the decisions. I wanted everybody on the Board 
to be involved and I wanted the employees of TAC to feel like the 
Board was approachable and to know that we care about what they 
think, because they are the ones running this company based on the 
decisions we make. They are implementing our policies.

Do you feel county officials have come a long way in uniting as a 
group since you first became involved in county government? 
Yeah, I think it’s so much better. I think when we sit together and 
come together on that board, it’s not about what elected position 
you’re in. There’s no, ‘mine is better’ or ‘mine is more important.’ We 
are all one team, and that’s what I wanted it to be and I think that 
has also filtered through the state associations, and through TAC. 
Showing the employees our appreciation during Christmastime, for 
me, was my goal and the Board’s goal. I wanted the camaraderie that 
we have to filter down to TAC employees, and I couldn’t have asked 
for a better Board to help make that happen. 

What would you like to say to other county officials about TAC, having 
gotten to know so much about its services?
Get involved and make your opinion known, both positive and 
negative. Look at the whole picture and look at the services you’re 
being provided and help those services by giving your opinion. 
Compliment those things that we do for you and offer your 
constructive criticisms so that programs can be improved on in 
a positive way. Be proud of your office and be proud of getting 
involved. And get involved, because it matters. 

Is there anything you’d like to say to TAC staff as the Association’s 
outgoing president?
You all have become friends of mine, and I don’t think there is a 
better group anywhere. Truly, from the bottom of my heart, I mean 
that. I hate for it to be over. I have truly loved it. It’s been one of the 
best experiences of my life. Leaving is so bittersweet to me. Probably 
my best stories are stories of just when Gene (Terry) and I had to 
get to Washington, and just travel stories, getting stuck in an airport 
for hours. We just became travel partners. Working with Education 
staff and being able to get people involved in doing fun things for 
the TAC employees, those have become great stories for me. The 
things that are most satisfying to my soul are making other people 
feel good; when people notice that things are a little bit better or are 
heading in the right direction. 

But I’ll still get to be the past president for two years and I’d like 
to stay involved, have another project. Whatever Judge (Don) Allred 
has me do, I would love it. I would love to have a project and see it 
completed and come to fruition. 

Has serving in this kind of leadership capacity reinvigorated your 
feelings about the important work you do back home? 
Oh yes, pretty much about everything. When you go through 
your state association, you’ve kind of done everything. I’ve done 
education, I’ve done the leadership, I’ve worked on legislation and 
scholarship. I needed something new and bigger, and this was it for 
me. So it really has reinvigorated me, and it has made me so much 
more excited about telling people to get involved. Service has a 
renewing spirit about it. ✯
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KLEBERG
C E L E B R A T E S

1✯0✯0
YEARS
Kleberg County officials and residents 

gathered together on Aug. 31 to celebrate 

the county’s centennial. Festivities included 

a parade and re-dedication ceremony 

at the Kleberg County Courthouse, the 

establishment of a scholarship fund, serving 

a special birthday cake, unveiling historical 

Kleberg County portraits and other activities. 

The celebrations continued into the afternoon 

and evening at the J.K. Northway Expo Center, 

were vendors offered up tastes of Kleberg 

County with samples from area restaurants. 

There was a pinto bean and barbecue cook off, 

live music, a health fair, children’s activities 

and historian events. Kleberg County Clerk 

Leo Alarcon sent these photos to County to 

help commemorate the special occasion.

Photos by Patti Trujillo 

and Leo Alarcon

 Spectators stand in front of the Kleberg County Courthouse to watch the 
centennial parade go by before the program begins.

 Several hundred residents came together to celebrate Kleberg County’s 
100th anniversary of the creation of the county on August 30-31. At the 
podium was keynote speaker Mrs. Helen Kleberg Grove.

 Pictures of the 
1913 elected 

officials now adorn 
the corridors of 

the Kleberg County 
Courthouse.
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 The Black Gospel 
Community Choir, 
Southwest Division 
performs on the 
Westside steps of 
the Kleberg County 
Courthouse for the 
centennial events.

 The Yellow Rose of Texas 
cake was presented and 
made by Kleberg County 

Clerk Leo Alarcon.

 Henrietta M. King High School Mariachi del Rey performs 
during the ceremony inside the corridors of the Kleberg 
County Courthouse.

 A picture of Robert Justus Kleberg 
was draped with a Texas flag before 
the unveiling.

 Kleberg County Judge Juan Escobar 
unveils Robert J.  Kleberg’s picture 
100 years after the county was named 
for his honor. Helen Kleberg Groves, 
Kleberg’s great-granddaughter, applauds 
after the unveiling.

 Kleberg County Judge Juan Escobar 
dancing with Helen Kleberg Groves 
to mariachi music after the unveiling 
of Kleberg’s picture during the 
celebration.
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Passion.
That was the key word of the TAC 2013 Legislative 

Conference’s 2013 Opening General Session, as kicked off 
by Sonny Brasfield, the executive director of the Association 

of County Commissions of Alabama. Brasfield spoke about the 
challenges counties face when they work with the Legislature and 
how counties can achieve greater successes in the future.

Passion.
“We can learn about county government, ya’ll, we can learn about 

counties, we can learn about how to work the Legislature ... all that 
stuff we can learn,” Brasfield told an audience of 600 Texas county 
officials. “We can’t learn to give-a-hoot. You can’t learn it.”

County officials challenged to exercise passion  
during the interim for build-up to 2015

By Maria Sprow

The Secret 
to Success

Brasfield was talking about Association staff, but the word applies 
to county officials, too, who must be full of passion. It takes passion 
to promote and protect county government and to fight for what is 
right for local communities in front of the Legislature, and it takes 
passion to continually solve the day to day struggles that surface 
when working in the best interests of thousands of neighbors and 
community members.

“There are no organized citizens’ groups to promote county 
government, at least in Alabama,” Brasfield said. “There is nobody 
blogging about the need to protect county government. Nobody 
has created a new PAC that is going to raise money to support 
county government. There ain’t none of that going on.”
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There are only county officials working to ensure that the roads 
get fixed, that the courts are running, that jails are safe and secure, 
that records are safely kept. 

Of course, counties wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for 
the Legislature. But since the Legislature authorizes 
everything counties can do via statute, counties can’t 
do much of anything without the Legislature’s approval 
and support. Unfortunately, legislative support is 
never guaranteed, especially in tough economic times 
and when counties are pitted against well-funded 
special interest groups.

“Our roads need attention. Our county employees 
in many counties have not had a raise in several years. 
Economic development isn’t moving along as fast as we would like. 
Our social services struggle to meet the needs of the community, 
and today they struggle to find support from community leaders 
who believe that they are the right thing to do. Law enforcement is 
under staffed and ill-equipped. Our jails are overcrowded,” Brasfield 

said, discussing the situations faced in Alabama counties. “We 
understand that county government here and county government 
in Alabama are pretty much the same.”

In Alabama like in Texas, each legislative session brings 
unique challenges and circumstances, but also the same 
challenges and circumstances. County governments may 
not have the same resources other organizations have when 
it comes to proactively engaging the Legislature. County 

officials are often left playing defense against harmful 
bills brought up by interest groups or entities that may 
not fully understand how county government works. 

“We find ourselves believing that the very best thing 
we can do is to play defense. That if we are very, very 

well organized, if we communicate with each other effectively, if we 
drive from one end of Texas to the other to come to Austin, that 
maybe, just maybe, the session will end and nothing bad will have 
happened,” Brasfield said, adding that with a defensive mentality, 
legislation becomes about winning and losing. 

Watch this 
presentation on 

/texascountiesvideo 
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But the legislative process shouldn’t be about winning and losing. 
It should be about what’s best for Texas, getting the job done 
and improving the efficiency and effectiveness of services. When 
the job of legislating becomes focused on winning and losing, 
citizens begin to catch on that the government isn’t functioning. 
That’s happening at the federal level, and it’s trickling down to 
the state level: the citizenry isn’t happy with government right 
now, doesn’t trust government, believes there is something wrong 
with government. That negativism and distrust affects the state 
Legislature, and it effects county government, too, as groups work 
to take away commissioners courts’ control over property taxes and 
county budgets.

“We are facing, I believe, in county government as stiff a 
challenge as we ever have,” Brasfield said. “You have traveled, many 
of you, hundreds of miles to be here, because protecting county 
government is important to you, and I understand that. But the 
question that I want you to ponder about for a moment is what 
about the other people back home, what about the other people 

that you need to go back to and inspire to get them to be more 
actively involved in the process?”

It takes a lot of people to improve a community, a region and a 
state, and a lot of passion to bring people together for a common 
cause. But Brasfield brought up four enemies of passion for county 
officials to watch out for:

• Routine. Passion can get lost in the day-to-day, the month-
to-month, when people stop thinking about the future just to 
get through the crisis of the day. “We are calendar people. It’s 
August, let’s work on the budget; it’s December, let’s have a 
parade; it’s January, let’s have district meetings,” Brasfield said. 
“We know that we need to be challenging ourselves, but our 
habit is, ‘It’s August, let’s work on the budget.’”

• Hubris. Passion also gets lost when people stop 
searching for new answers to old questions. A passion 
for public service should encompass an ongoing 
search for better and better solutions to community 
challenges, rather than an acceptance of the status 
quo or a loyalty to what’s already known — especially 
as improvements in technology can represent future 
opportunities for new government efficiencies. “We 
are convinced that we already know the answer to 
all the questions,” Brasfield said, adding that it’s 
important for even the most experienced of officials 
to attend conferences and legislative functions, keep 
up-to-date on new studies and reports and network 
with others for new ideas. “The wisest of men still has 
yet something to learn.”

• Limitations. Passion gets lost when people are too 
focused on limitations to see possibilities. “Knowledge 
of what is possible is the beginning of happiness,” 
Brasfield said.

• Failures. Passion can get lost after a failure — but 
failures are also the stepping stones to success, the 
lessons by which we live and the errors by which we 
learn. “We’ve already messed up enough stuff, at least 
in Alabama, that we ought to know what the right 
thing is to do,” Brasfield said. “We ought to be able 
to succeed.” 

Brasfield challenged county officials to not only hang 
on to their passion, but to exercise it by getting unstuck 
from routine tasks, searching for new answers, focusing 
on possibilities and learning from mistakes.

“When the Legislature reconvenes in January 2015, 
when we think about what we are going to do then, I’m 
going to ask you to focus on those four things,” he said. 
“You don’t challenge yourself enough, you’re convinced 
you already know the answers so you don’t look for 
something new, you’re too focused on limitations to get 
yourself focused on what you can do and you’ve made 
enough mistakes already.” ✯

Sonny Brasfield, the executive director of the Association of 
County Commissions of Alabama, speaks at the TAC 2013 
Legislative Conference about passion and the challenges 
counties face when working with the Legislature.

<OwaStorableObject 
type=”Conversations” ver-
sion=”1” denyCopy=”false” 
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COUNTIES AND THE LEGISLATURE

10 Truisms to Ponder before 2015

1Legislators aren’t any smarter than the rest 
of us. Contrary to urban myth or legislative 
legends, a person’s IQ does not increase 
once they’ve been elected to the Legislature; 
legislators are only as smart once elected 

as they ever were prior. A legislator can’t suddenly know 
everything, especially if they haven’t had any experience with 
something. Of course, a person never knows what they don’t 
know, so legislators need to rely on those in the know about 
specific issues to guide them in the right direction. That 
means county officials must step up to the plate and always 
be ready to educate, educate, educate about county issues. 

2Twitter is the new telephone. That was true this 
last session and it’ll be even more so in 2015 
— unless something better comes along before 
then. Once the session gets rolling, legislators 
are nearly impossible to reach one-on-one via 

the old-fashioned telephone, but they and their staffs are 
still conducting conversations and polling the public about 
issues via social media, especially Facebook and Twitter. In 
fact, using social media is more and more the best way to 
get a response from a legislator during the session.
 

3The more people 
understand about the 
legislative process, 
the more accountable 
legislators are. The 

Legislature is a complex organism with 
its own words, rules, procedures and 
decorum, which creates a kind of elitist 
hierarchy. People who don’t understand 
how the game is played have a hard 
time getting anything done. “Legislators 
believe they move from the world of 
all of us into this special domain, 
where they can speak in code and no 
one understand what they are really 
doing because no one understands the 
terminology,” Brasfield said. It’s difficult 
to navigate the terrain as an outsider, 
but the more county officials study up 
on the legislative process, the more 
even the playing field becomes. 

4Legislators vote with their friends. Though the 
Legislature works primarily along party lines, 
there’s another factor that legislators sometimes 
take into account when it comes to voting yes 
or no on a bill: their friends. Legislators might 

be known for not getting along, but in reality, many of them 
are friends — they have dinner together, grab lunch together, 
like each other — who work together on common issues. 
Knowing who likes whom can become part of an effective 
strategy for pushing forward or fighting against legislation. 
“They become kind of a fraternity inside there and they are 
voting very often or doing things very often simply because 
of the people that they like,” Brasfield said. “For us to be 
effective, I need to know who likes who, who eats dinner 
with who when they are in Austin, Texas? Who hangs out 
together?”

5County officials really have the better job. 
“Most legislators think they would really enjoy 
being county commissioners,” Brasfield said. 
“We have members of the county commissions 
in Alabama who want to run for the Legislature 

and I do everything I can to talk them out of it. … I can’t 
imagine that it’s any real fun. They come 
into the chamber, they argue about this 
or that and they cast a vote and leave. 
At the level we serve, that’s where we 
get to touch people, that’s where we get 
to change people’s lives.”

6Interim studies and 
committees don’t 
necessarily lead to 
legislative action. Just 
because the Legislature 

has promised to study an issue or a 
legislator has taken an interest in an 
issue doesn’t mean that interest will be 
sustained or the promise will be fulfilled. 
Many issues of the moment pass on by 
without any action as more timely and 
pressing issues come about. It’s up 
to county officials to keep discussions 
about important county issues front and 
center and moving forward — especially 
during the interim.

County officials have less than two years to gear up and get ready for the 2015 legislative session, so keynote 
speaker Sonny Brasfield, the executive director of the Association of County Commissions of Alabama, offered 
his “10 Truisms for Legislative Activities” to help keep everyone inspired and dedicated during the interim. 
(Brasfield’s truisms were a bit satirical; County revised them for the long haul.)

Watch this 
presentation on 

/texascountiesvideo 
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7Two-way communication is the key to success. 
It’s not enough for county officials to be 
contacting their legislators about important 
bills, as there are often too many bills to follow 
and amendments can quietly and quickly slip in 

and out during the process. The process works far better 
if legislators consider their county officials to be issue 
experts (which they are) and take time to contact them 
when questions about a bill or its possible unintended 
consequences arise. That’s one reason why it’s important 
to spend the interim getting to know legislators and 
establishing relationships built on mutual respect and 
understanding — so that counties have a voice before votes 
get cast and don’t have to carry the mop around after.

8If government were a business, counties and 
the state would be partners. Counties share 
the same goals as the Legislature — to deliver 
services to taxpayers in the most effective 
and efficient way possible. That’s easier to do 

working together. Unfortunately, in government, politics 
gets in the way of partnership and the Legislature may be 
more likely to treat counties as an underling than a partner 
—  or as the partner that gets thrown under the bus. “If 
government were a business, the county commission would 
go to court and seek a permanent injunction against its 

partners in the Legislature,” Brasfield said. “They gave us a 
list of tasks to carry out and we are going to try to protect 
ourselves from them changing those tasks in a way that 
makes it impossible for us to do them.”

9We’re all doing the best we can — hopefully. 
“Every level of government believes that the 
level above it has all the money and the level 
below it has all the idiots,” Brasfield said. Of 
course, that’s not true: counties are at the 

bottom of the totem pole, but idiots couldn’t last in county 
government. An idiot can’t run the courts smoothly, keep the 
public safe, maintain a multi-million dollar budget, organize 
and preserve millions of public records or create programs 
and services that solve public problems. As for money, 
federal, state and local dollars are all coming from the same 
pocketbooks (mine).

10County services are absolutely 
necessary to the success of Texas. 
There’s no doubt that Texas needs 
its counties to perform the services 
closest to the people and that affect 

residents the most. “They gave us the things to do that 
they did not want to do, and quite honestly, they gave us the 
best stuff. … The stuff that really matters,” Brasfield said. 
“That’s the opportunity that we have.” ✯
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The ways in which people communicate with each other, 
with government and with lawmakers have been swiftly 
changing during the last five years. There are now more 
ways for constituents to communicate and more ways 

in which lawmakers can engage citizens and gauge public opinion 
about their decisions and actions.

While the Legislature is awaiting its next session, the questions for 
county officials and other groups turn to the future: What role will 
technology play in the legislative communications process in January 
2015? What tools will we be using then, and how do we learn to use 
them effectively before it’s crunch time? 

“Too often, emails, texts and tweets take the place of establishing 
professional and personal relationships with legislators and their 
staff,” said TAC Legislative Director Paul Sugg during the TAC 
Legislative Conference’s Opening General Session in August. “How 
do we take the best of the old ways and meld them with the new? 
How do we honor the past as we move toward the future?”

Technology was front and center during the conference’s general 
sessions, videos of which can be found on TAC’s YouTube channel 
at youtube.com/texascountiesvideo: 

• Sugg moderated a discussion on change and tradition featuring 
a distinguished panel: Former Speaker of the House Pete Laney; 
Rep. Larry Gonzales (R-Round Rock); The Texas Tribune 
Executive Editor and Co-Founder Ross Ramsey; and The 
Quorum Report Editor Harvey Kronberg

• Afterward, Cary Roberts, a legislative consultant for TAC and 
managing director of The Herald Group, LLC, spoke about 
civic engagement in a wireless world.

• The Closing General Session featured TAC Network and 
Systems Manager Morgan Holkesvik speaking on how to avoid 
attacks on hardware and data.

The Rise of Social Media Consumption

Social media may have once been the domain of teenagers and 
college students, but now it’s a powerful civic engagement tool 
used by advocates to sway public opinion, spread information 

and propaganda, build consensus and gather data about voters and 
residents, said Roberts.

“You know that uneasiness you are feeling, that everything 
is changing and moving too fast? Well, the tech industry calls 
it disruption,” Roberts said. “It’s an apt description of what is 
happening as technology and everything collides — technology and 
business, technology and education, technology and government, 
technology and life.”

Technology has so transformed communication during the last 
five years that the International Telecommunication Union — 
the agency that oversees communications for the United Nations 
— stated in 2011 that broadband access is a basic human right.

The ways in which citizens consume information have also 
changed, thanks to social media and mobile tools such as smart 
phones and tablets. Most people no longer have to even leave 
their couch to look something up on the Internet or check their 
email; they reach into their pockets. Information is spread more 
immediately and more thoroughly now than ever before.

“(The social media news site) Mashable reported on a study that 
found that the amount of time Americans spend consuming digital 
media is set to eclipse the amount of time spent watching television 
for the first time this year,” Roberts said. “A Nielsen study found 
that Facebook attracts more 18 to 24-year-olds during prime time 
viewing hours than any of the four major television networks. … In 
2010, people spent 24 minutes a day on mobile devices. This year, 
it’s five times as much — 2 hours and 22 minutes a day.”

All Teched Up
Opening General Session speakers discuss the importance 

of social media and civic engagement / By Maria Sprow

Watch this 
presentation on 

/texascountiesvideo 
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To put it another way, Roberts said his 18-year-old nephew, 
described as a somewhat shy college freshman from Nacogdoches, 
sent 10,583 text messages in just one month — or 353 text messages 
each day, 22 each waking hour. “He can vote, but you’re going to 
have to send him a text,” Roberts said.

The rise of social media sites also means that more and more, 
people aren’t going out to search for news, because they don’t have 
to. Instead, news is coming to people via the organizations they’ve 
“liked” or followed on social newsfeeds and their Facebook and 
Twitter friends.

Legislators like Gonzales are adapting to the new media. Gonzales, 
whose district includes many high-tech companies, said most of 
his constituents communicate with him via Facebook, Twitter and 
emails, and those are the same mediums he uses to communicate his 
activities back to constituents.

 “With so many people having an opinion on every single piece 
of legislation these days — because they have access to it — it’s 
important to be out in front,” Gonzales said. “Social media gives us 
the tools to constantly message what we want to say.”

Information Age Challenges and 
Opportunities

The rise of social media sites like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
Instagram, Pinterest and other Internet and mobile 
applications present both challenges and opportunities to 

lawmakers and information seekers. 
The biggest challenge is perhaps the amount of information 

available: it’s absolutely physically impossible to sift through every 
news site, every political blog, every study.

“In 2012, last year, some 2 trillion minutes of video traversed the 
Internet every month. That translates to 1 million years per week of 
everything from video selfies and nanny cams to Netflix downloads,” 
Roberts said. “Between 2005 and 2012, the quantity of Internet data 
increased 1,696 percent. … An IBM report from last year concluded 

that 2.5 quintillion bytes of data are created every single day and that 
90 percent of the data existing in our world today was created in the 
last two years.”

To help address that challenge, the White House created the 
National Big Data Research and Development Initiative to use 
technology to sift through and analyze large data sets of information. 
Stakeholders believe that doing so will help Americans solve the 
country’s biggest problems.

“Imagine a world with an expanding population but a reduced 
strain on infrastructure, dramatically improved health care outcomes 
with greater efficiency and less investment, intensified threats to 
public safety and national borders but greater levels of security, 
more frequent and intense weather events but greater accuracy and 
prediction in management,” Roberts said. “Last year, the United 
Kingdom diffused riots during the London Olympics by monitoring 
conversations on social channels and using, even pinpointing, the 
exact location of troublemakers using geo-location features.” 

Another challenge is navigating not only the amount of fraudulent 
information on the Internet, but the numbers of fraudulent users 
— called “bots” — posting harmful information. Bots are software 
applications that are programmed to imitate human behaviors, and 
they can be used for anything from spreading viruses to influencing 
the stock market and changing public opinion.

“More than half of the Internet traffic already comes from non-
human sources like bots or other types of algorithms,” Roberts said. 
“These bots are programmed to tweet and re-tweet. They have 
personality quirks, life histories, built-in databases of current events, 
sleep/wake cycles.” 

Bots spread misinformation by making use of herd mentality 
behaviors — as soon as one person “Likes” something or re-tweets 
something, others will as well. We like what our friends like 
and support what our friends support, and social media tools 
automatically broadcast our own likes to others. 

But it’s also easier and cheaper for individuals to take their 
messages and spread them themselves. Whereas political candidates 

A full room of county officials listens on as legislative consultant Cary Roberts talks about the rise of social media in the legislative process during the TAC 
Legislative Conference’s Opening General Session. “We are now living in the age of the socially empowered citizen,” Roberts said.
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once had to fight for newspaper space or pay for a television or radio 
ad, there are no longer any financial obstacles to sharing knowledge. 

“Make public what you are doing and why you are doing it 
so there are no questions,” Gonzales advised county officials. “It 
protects you from somebody trying to change history on you, 
because there are so many half-truths to be said.”

Fortunately, people are coming up with creative solutions for 
spreading truths, Kronberg said, mentioning an August debate 
between Sen. Dan Patrick and State Board of Education vice 
chairman Thomas Ratliff. The two were facing off about CSCOPE, 
a series of lesson plans developed to help school districts meet 
curriculum requirements. Patrick had joined the crusade against the 
lesson plans, introducing legislation to stop schools from using them 
and challenging others to debate him on his Facebook page.

“(CSCOPE) had become characterized as anti-Christian, anti-
patriotic, pro-Muslim… there were a whole series of urban legends,” 
Kronberg said, adding that the debate didn’t go as Patrick planned. 
“In most political debates, it boils down to you said/he said, and 
you get to decide which person you believe more. … Ratliff did 
something innovative.”

Ratliff created a document that included lesson plans and other 
information and put it online so that he could reference the 
information throughout the debate, and listeners could peruse the 
document’s information as it was being discussed. Throughout the 
debate, he told audience members which page to turn to.

“You could see this specific lesson plan did not advocate terrorism 
or compare the founding fathers to terrorists,” Kronberg said. “It was 
a breakout in terms of putting the real information in front of the 
real people in real time.”

The speed with which communications technology is evolving 
also presents several challenges, particularly for government. Policies 
become out-of-date or have widespread, unstudied consequences. 
Information on legislation might reach the public faster than it 
reaches the legislators themselves. And citizens expect government 
to integrate the latest technologies into services as soon as they have 
integrated the technology into their own lives. 

In short, technology changes much faster than the law and 

government can, said Gonzales, who is on the House Technology 
Committee. “I’m still having to explain to 120 members on the 
House floor what the cloud is and I can’t get the policy implemented 
if I’m still trying to explain what it is. So guess what, 2013 is gone. 
When is the next chance I get? 2015,” he said. “You know what is 
going to change in a year and a half in technology before 2015? 
Not only are we behind as a state, we are getting further and further 
behind every single day.” 

Internet addiction is another real obstacle with looming 
consequences, as social media and its associated programs are 
designed to get users to keep clicking, click after click after click.

“The Machine Zone is where you go when you just can’t stop 
looking at pictures on Facebook,” said Roberts, adding that mass 
social media addiction hasn’t happened by accident, but by design. 
The same theories and methods used by slot machine designers 
to keep Americans sitting and gambling have been employed by 
software programmers to keep Americans clicking. 

“Designers and web developers have built a system that elicits 
compulsive responses from people that they later regret,” Roberts 
said. “Have you ever tried taking an iPad away from a 5-year-old?”

But with all those challenges come innumerable opportunities 
for self-expression, civic engagement, activism, education and 
global conversations that just couldn’t have happened before the 
Internet age. After all, all it takes is one trending Twitter hashtag to 
create a national news story. Social media has played crucial roles 
in everything from the prosecution of the Stuebenville rape case to 
Syrian attacks on The New York Times. “We are now living in the age 
of the socially empowered citizen,” Roberts said. 

Many companies and political organizations have taken those 
opportunities to the next level by analyzing social media users and 
creating campaigns targeted to specific audiences. The information 
that can be gained through social media is so great that ads and 
campaigns can target individuals based on everything from their 
purchasing history to their religious affiliation.

Counties can use the information to create more efficient and 
effective services, target information about services to individuals 
and more. 

“The best companies today are relentlessly data driven, and 
counties should be no different. You just have to think like a 
start up,” Roberts said, adding that nothing has to happen all at 
once. Improvement is an evolution. “Like those apps that you are 
constantly having to update on your phone, they call it ‘iteration.’ (It 
means) we just have to try it and keep improving it.”

The Texas Tribune Co-Founder and Executive Editor Ross Ramsey speaks 
during a panel discussion about how technology is changing the media. 
“We are not really trained, all of us, yet, on how to tell the good stuff from 
the bad stuff,” he said. 

The Quorum Report Editor Harvey Kronberg discusses the challenges of 
communicating with people in the information age. “There is an impulse, 
especially among your voters, to read that which reinforces what they 
already believe,” he said.
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The Legislature and the Socially 
Empowered World

The evolution of communications technologies has already 
begun affecting the legislative process, the political media 
and the ways constituents and advocates connect with each 

other to build a movement, forward an idea or voice dissent. 
“Part of the DNA of organizations like The Texas Tribune and 

like The Quorum Report is … to try to remove the advantage of the 
insiders to the royal court as much as we can, so that the people 
outside can play the same game with the same information that the 
players have,” Ramsey said. “We can put the tools that have always 
been on reporters’ desks, many of the tools that have always been on 
your desk, into the hands of everybody else.”

The result is that legislators are receiving criticism and support for 
their actions in real time as concerned citizens watch proceedings 
online via news organization websites. Citizens, empowered with 
information once held only by journalists and legislators, are starting 
blogs and their own news sites, both credible and uncredible. And 
nobody has to get out of their pajamas to sign an online petition or 
start a campaign with hashtags or an Internet meme.

“This new technology has afforded the public to know more 
about what’s really happening, rather than what you tell them is 
happening,” Laney said.

When it all culminates, 182,000 people are at home watching 
The Texas Tribune’s YouTube channel, live-streaming a marathon 
filibuster related to abortion access by Sen. Wendy Davis (D-Fort 
Worth) during the first special session. Not only did Wendy Davis 
become a national icon with gubernatorial hopes, but the live-
streaming audience itself became national news. 

 “They were tweeting and Facebooking and emailing in real time 
as it went on, and the people who were on the floor of the Senate 
participating in it, many of them and many of their staffers were 
reading the feedback,” said Ramsey. “This whole thing became this 
giant, organic machine.”

Of course, not all those tweets and messages were accurate or 

meaningful. The global conversations occurring now via social media 
create a lot of noise, a lot of rumors and a lot of false information 
that citizens and legislators must somehow learn to sift through.

“There is that old line that, predates all the things that we do, that 
half-truth can run around the block while the truth is still putting 
it’s shoes on. … We are not really trained, all of us, yet, on how to 
tell the good stuff from the bad stuff,” Ramsey said.

The noise and misinformation makes it harder for individuals to 
trust what they see and what they read. Mistrust is one of the reasons 
why individuals tend to stick with the news sources they know 
best, rather than branch out into ideas and concepts they are less 
familiar with. “There is an impulse, especially among your voters, 
to read that which reinforces what they already believe,” Kronberg 
said. “The art now is to break through the chatter and be taken 
sufficiently seriously by the people who are decision makers and the 
people who can influence voters.” 

The amount of misinformation on the Internet and the speed 
with which it can spread are two reasons why Gonzales dedicates so 
much time to social media and his own front-end messaging. 

“One of the biggest things we dealt with last year was an email 
from 2005 on the margins tax talking about the over 65 exemption. 
This thing is seven years old,” Gonzales said, adding that the date 
didn’t matter: it spread on both Twitter and Facebook anyway. “I will 
stand up and I will have a conversation about things I did all day 
long, but it’s very frustrating to have a conversation about the things 
that I didn’t do all day long.”

To help ward off misinformation, Gonzales publishes a weekly 
newsletter during the session that acts as a complete history of his 
actions and decisions regarding issues and bills.

“When I am in Appropriations, I wind up scanning in many 
of the documents that they give me and I post that to my blog,” 
Gonzales said. “I want people to know what I’m hearing. I want 
people to know what I’m looking at. … I can go back now and look 
at 20 weeks worth of newsletters that we wrote on the issues at that 
time in the heat of the battle with all the emotion. It’s all chronicled 
there for us.” ✯

Rep. Larry Gonzales (R-Round Rock) talks about how he uses technology to engage his constituents as Former Speaker of the House Pete Laney (right) 
listens on during a panel discussion at the 2013 TAC Legislative Conference. “Social media gives us the tools to constantly message what we want to say,” 
Gonzales said.
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The two-year-old Texas Juvenile Justice Department 
(TJJD) is growing up, and Executive Director Mike 
Griffiths is working hard to keep the department from 
falling into delinquency.

During the TAC Legislative Conference, Griffiths admitted the 
TJJD still has a ways to go before it shores up the credibility lost in 
2007, after serious allegations of sexual assault began eroding the 
now-abolished Texas Youth Commission. But the department is 
stepping out of the shadows of its birth and focusing on its mission 
and its future — and partnerships with counties and local probation 
departments that focus on continuity of services are central to both, 
Griffiths said.

“The credibility of our system rests on the partnerships we have 
with local communities,” Griffith told attendees of the juvenile 
justice-focused breakout session. “Your probation systems, your 
courts are doing a very, very good job. …We have to give them the 
resources to do more.”

Meeting Past Goals
When the Legislature abolished the Texas Youth Commission and 

the Texas Juvenile Probation Department in favor of creating the 
TJJD in 2011, one of its primary goals was deterring youth from 
state secure detention facilities by providing more community-based 
treatment programs. 

Juvenile probation departments and community partners around 
the state have worked hard to meet that goal. State secure facility 
commitments have decreased by 65 percent since 2007. And, 

Griffith noted that the youth kept and treated locally have a better 
three-year recidivism rate — 28 percent — than those that are sent 
to state secure facilities — 46 percent. 

“Just a few years ago, we had more than 2,500 youth that were 
committed by local jurisdictions to our system. Last year, we had 
about 870,” he said, adding that those youth who are committed to 
state secure facilities are receiving longer sentences than before, as 
they have multiple felony convictions and prior community-based 
intervention programs haven’t succeeded.

Commitments aren’t the only figures that have decreased in recent 
years. State funding for juvenile justice has dropped from $369.4 
million in 2011 to $333.2 million in 2013; the 2015 budget is just 
$319.2 million. To cut costs, the department is losing one of its state 
secured facilities — the Corsicana Residential Treatment Center, 
which Griffiths said has a dangerous late-19th century structure 
that is difficult to expand — and is shrinking its administrative 
staff in Austin. However, more money from the budget is going to 
community juvenile justice programs, especially those focused on 
mental health services.

But while decreasing commitments are a good sign for the state, 
Griffiths and county officials are concerned that some legislators 
might be overly optimistic about the trend’s longevity, as youth 
populations continue to rise according to age groups. As one county 
official pointed out, the 2010 Census showed his county’s largest 
population group was youth in Kindergarten. Those students will be 
10 years old and eligible for the juvenile justice system by 2015, the 
year at which the TJJD budget will be at its lowest. 

Credible Gains
Texas Juvenile Justice Department focusing on building credibility,  

local community partnerships / By Maria Sprow
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The Stats on the Texas Juvenile Justice Department 
There are 168 probation departments serving Texas’ 254 counties.

On any given day, there are almost 24,000 youth in court-directed supervision programs, 
1,300 youth in the state’s pre-adjudication juvenile detention centers, 2,200 in community 
placement post-adjudication facilities, 1,400 youth in state secure facilities and 670 
youth on parole. 

In 2012, 72,374 youth were referred to TJJD. Of course, 17,606 were eligible for 
commitment to a state secure facility, but only 871 youths were actually committed. The 
rest were treated through probation departments and local programs. “At the local level, 
you are holding the tide back, and we need to recognize that,” said TJJD Executive Mike 
Griffiths.

There are 54 secure pre-adjudication juvenile detention facilities across the state, 33 
post-adjudication juvenile facilities and 11 non-secure facilities.

It costs about $402 per day to keep a youth in a state secure facility, but just $12-$145 a 
day for youth in probation or community-based services.

“Will we be prepared if that trend automatically starts to change 
and we see more and more juvenile crime?” Griffiths asked. “We 
have an increasing population in this state. … We are concerned 
about that.”

The Next Two Years
In the meantime, the TJJD has several goals it wants to accomplish 

before 2015, one of which is to get all juvenile probation programs 
utilizing the Juvenile Case Management System (JCMS). The 
collaborative software program, developed through the Texas 
Conference of Urban Counties’ TechShare Program, will collect 
juvenile case data from all counties and share information on 
juvenile offenders and program outcomes so that programs are better 
utilized and courts can make more informed decisions.

“We have to enhance data collection,” Griffiths said, adding 
that the current system isn’t capturing important data related to 
juveniles who are diverted from the system after committing a single 
misdemeanor offense. Without that data, the Legislative Budget 
Board has no way to divide up funding for those offenders. “You are 
not getting money for that low-level youth, and you should because 
there is a lot of effort and energy expended by your probation officers 
in your communities to keep those youth out of the system.”

The TJJD will also study which treatment programs are most 
efficient and effective and most directly address the unique challenges 
faced by state secure facilities and local communities. Griffiths said 
that by the time the Legislature convenes again in 2015, the TJJD 
should have model programs developed to share with legislators. 

“We have to show in the next session that we have a model 
… and have your input, stakeholders’ input from probation, law 
enforcement, schools — every entity that can give us information 
about what the model should look like,” he said, adding that model 
programs must be research-supported and rehabilitative while still 
being public safety-oriented and holding juveniles accountable for 
their actions and decisions. “If we don’t design the model, I can tell 
you the Legislature will.” 

In the state secure facilities, the TJJD hopes to install evidence-
based model programs that address several key areas, such as 
behavior management, treatment availability and entrance, parolee 
recidivism and staff training. For instance, staff will be receiving 

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) training 
to help maintain control of campuses. PBIS is commonly used 
in public schools to increase student engagement and create less 
reactive, aversive and dangerous environments.

Another goal for the next two years is to specialize the state’s 
halfway houses — the number of which will decrease from nine 
to eight in 2014 — to address specific challenges and expand on 
programs that have already been proven to be successful. At least two 
of the halfway houses will be dedicated to treating substance abuse. 

Another halfway house will be dedicated to reintegrating juvenile 
offenders with mental illnesses back into their communities. 
Griffiths expects many new programs focusing on mental illness 
will be created in the next several years, in part to make up for the 
closing Corsicana facility. That facility currently houses juveniles 
with mental illnesses, violent histories, sex offenses and substance 
addictions. 

“These are severely mentally ill youth who may never be able to 
achieve normalcy. We have to provide the best option for them,” he 
said. “We don’t want to keep them in our facilities until they reach 
19. That is not the best option.”

Another halfway house or two will be dedicated to offender 
re-entry and employability, Griffiths said, as 53 percent of youth in 
state secure facilities are 17-18 years old. In addition, three of the 
secure facilities will have new career academies, which juveniles can 
choose to enter once they earn their high school diploma or GEDs. 

“They can focus on getting a certified skill in building or 
automobile mechanics — something they can take with them when 
they leave the agency to be more successful,” he said. “We are going 
to fill their Saturdays with enriching activities.”

Another will be focused on helping the increasing numbers of 
10-year-olds entering the system so that they don’t wind up in a 
secure facility at a young age.

The longer younger youth can be successfully diverted from secure 
facilities, the better the outcomes.

“Research says that the more a youth gets into the system, the 
more likely they are to get more involved in the system,” Griffiths 
said, adding that offenders committed to state secured facilities 
already have multiple felony arrests and have already been through 
several community-based programs — they don’t make good role 

models. “We know once a petition is 
filed by a county or district clerk, or 
whatever jurisdiction you are in, that 
almost guarantees that there will be a 
disposition and the disposition sometimes 
drives youth out of their homes. … They 
will go into what we call the ‘college of 
crime.’

“We have a pod of youth that are 
between the ages of 10 and 13,” he added. 
“Their afternoon activity was coloring in 
a coloring book. That breaks your heart. 
… Have we given up on that youth at that 
young of an age?” ✯
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Learn More 
Office of Court Administration
www.courts.state.tx.us/jcit/efiling/efilinghome.asp

The Electronic Filing page links to information of specific 
interest to court clerks, including details about the 
infrastructure your county will need to use the TexFile 
system and the mandatory e-filing deadlines by county.

TexFile Website
www.texfile.com

The site is packed with information about TexFile and how 
to start using it, including links to online presentations, a 
calendar of upcoming training webinars, rules updates and 
other news about electronic filing in Texas.

Over the next two years, county courts must embrace 
the electronic filing of most civil court documents. 
A recent ruling by the Texas Supreme Court requires 
attorneys to e-file all non-juvenile civil cases in 

district courts, statutory county courts, constitutional county 
courts and statutory probate courts. 

The deadline to ditch paper and use TexFile, the state’s 
central e-filing manager, is rolling out statewide based on county 
population:

Population of 500,000 or more — Jan. 1, 2014
Population of 200,000 to 499,999 — July 1, 2014
Population of 100,000 to 199,999 — Jan. 1, 2015
Population of 50,000 to 99,999 — July 1, 2015
Population of 20,000 to 49,999 — Jan. 1, 2016
Population of less than 20,000 —July 1, 2016
(E-filing is also mandatory in the Texas Supreme Court and in all 

civil cases in the courts of appeals by Jan. 1, 2014.)
County and district clerks and other county officials and 

employees heard about the Supreme Court’s ruling and TexFile 
during “E-Filing Essentials: Regulations and Implementation,” a 
presentation made at the TAC Legislative Conference by David 
Slayton, director of the Office of Court Administration (OCA).

Some Texas courts began to experiment with e-filing in the early 
1990s.  Then in 2003, more courts came online in a pilot program. 
This year, 52 counties have been accepting e-filed documents, 
including Travis, Tarrant, El Paso, Upton, Randall, Henderson, 
Webb, Harris and Jackson. 

Counties can choose to start using TexFile earlier, Slayton said. 
He explained the basics of the system.

TexFile Basics
To file electronically, an attorney must first sign up with an 

electronic filing service provider (EFSP). “I like to compare them 
to the postman,” Slayton said. “The postman who picks up the 
mail from your house and delivers it to the post office — the EFSP 
does that function in e-filing.”

Goodbye, Paper — 
Hello, TexFile

County courts required to embrace e-filing / By Liz Carmack
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Contact us today to see what we can do for you!

1-800-779-7672

The attorney prepares electronic copies of the court documents 
and submits them to their EFSP. It uses TexFile to submit the 
documents to the appropriate clerk’s office. Then the clerk uses 
TexFile to review and either accept or reject the documents. If 
accepted, a copy is sent to the filer. The clerk also retains a copy, 
which can be sent directly to their case management system. 

“The data comes right from the attorney to the clerk’s system,” 
Slayton said. “Hopefully it will be more efficient and save time for 
the clerks. They won’t have to enter data from paper copies into 
their case management system.” 

As soon as the clerk accepts the document, TexFile charges the 
filer’s credit card for the filing fees. “The filing fees are all electronic 
so the clerks don’t have to worry about them,” Slayton said.  “It will 
come in immediately once the filing comes across.”

The OCA has developed a suggested list of document codes 
that identify the type of document, whether it’s a motion for 
continuance, a petition, etc. “(The code for) a motion in one 
county should be the same in another county,” Slayton said. “We 
hope that they (counties) will use them.” The codes are available 
on the office’s website at www.texfile.com.

TexFile requires attorneys to include the contact information 
for all parties involved in the filing. Proposed state rules governing 
e-filing require that every party filing electronically consent to 
being electronically served by the court. “Clerks no longer have to 
fax or email them,” he said. 

“It also allows courts and clerks to send out notices to attorneys 
or litigants electronically, orders setting a hearing, notices of 
judgment, etc.,” Slayton said. “You can do all of that electronically 
if they’ve e-filed.”

Electronic signatures from attorneys, litigants, judges and clerks 
are acceptable on filed documents, too, Slayton said. “There are 
two acceptable methods. One is the /S/ and your name. The other 
is an electronic image of your signature. ”

Slayton added that some documents will continue to be filed 
in hard copy only, including the original copies of most wills and 
sealed juvenile and mental health records. ✯

E-filing Benefits 
• Quicker access to e-filed documents;

• Increased efficiency for attorneys and litigants;

• Reduced printing and mailing costs for attorneys and 
litigants;

• Reduced storage costs for clerks;

• Greater security of court documents in the event of a 
disaster;

• More efficient use of court staff, as employees typically 
assigned to accept documents at the clerk’s office counter 
can be retrained for higher skilled positions;

• Increased transparency and access to the courts;

• Documents are searchable for key words or phrases; and

• Documents can easily be cross-referenced and hyperlinks 
added to facilitate direct citation to other filings, legal 
databases and exhibits.

Source: Texas Supreme Court



36 C O U N T Y  •  N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 3

The price of mental illness and the unbearable costs of 
not helping those suffering from them made state and 
national headlines throughout 2012, as violent tragedies 
involving suspects with histories and symptoms of 

mental illness became more and more common.
On April 2, 2012, former Oikos University student One L. Goh 

killed seven university students execution-style and injured three 
others in Oakland, Calif. Following his arrest, Goh reportedly 
said he could not remember the events and refused to eat for 
weeks; courts ordered a competency evaluation and psychiatrists 
concluded that he suffered from schizophrenia.

In an Aurora, Colo., movie theater on July 20, James Holmes 
killed 12 people and wounded 58 more when he opened fire at The 
Dark Knight Rises premiere. He has since pleaded not guilty by 
reason of insanity; reportedly, he believes he suffers from dysphoric 
mania. His trial begins in February.

But the end of 2012 brought the deadliest attack. On Dec. 
14, Adam Lanza walked into Sandy Hook Elementary School in 
Newtown, Conn., and killed 20 children and six staff members 
after murdering his mother earlier that day. Lanza committed 
suicide before authorities could apprehend him. Though ensuing 
investigations have not explained Lanza’s actions, initial reactions 
focused on mental illness and gun laws. (News outlets have since 
found that Lanza suffered from sensory integration disorder, in 
which sights, smells and sounds are painfully amplified.)

Texas also experienced its own share of violent tragedies. As 
just one example, Brazos County Constable Brian Bachmann was 
killed while serving an eviction notice to a resident on Aug. 12. 

“The door opened after he knocked on it and the person behind 
the door shot him dead, three shots, he didn’t have a chance to 

react to that. And then he started an active shooter situation that 
ended up with one civilian killed, another one injured and three 
responding officers injured,” said Brazos County Sheriff Chris 
Kirk, speaking during a breakout session on mental health during 
TAC’s Legislative Conference in August. “When we looked at the 
root of that, we found that the person that committed this crime 
had mental health issues, but it was a little bit of a different story, as 
this fellow was from a family that had resources and was using their 
private insurance to treat that person. That was a life-long malady 
this person suffered from, and the family got to the point where 
they just ran out of steam.”

The shooting occurred despite the county’s proactive efforts to 
help its mentally ill residents. The sheriff ’s department has a crisis 
intervention team of four deputies that do nothing but respond 
to mental health calls. The deputies carry a caseload and regularly 
check up on clients. The team gets about 1,050 calls a year, 
approximately 120 of which are successfully diverted from jail. 

“If they miss an appointment, they go check on them, make 
sure they are alright, make sure they are on their medication and 
are staying out of that cycle,” Kirk said, but he added that deputies 
have no way of knowing which residents are getting private mental 
health care. “These folks are in our community and if we don’t help 
them, they are going to be a threat to our community. We have to 
figure out a way to identify them and we have to figure out a way 
to get them the services they need.”

The Texas Legislature convened just a month after the Newtown 
tragedy, which still weighed heavily on people’s hearts. The grief 
made mental health services and funding a significant legislative 
priority, said Lee Johnson, deputy director for the Texas Council 
of Community Centers (the Council), during the breakout 

A Silver Lining
Tragedies turn Legislators’ attention to mental health / By Maria Sprow
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session. The session also included Limestone County Judge Daniel 
Burkeen as a speaker.

“Those of us who are grandparents and parents with young kids 
— like me, I have kiddos at home — I couldn’t watch. I couldn’t 
watch the news, I just couldn’t turn it on,” Johnson said. “That put 
a conversation about mental health on the minds of every person 
that serves in the Texas Legislature. … People really focused on 
this in a new way and there were new conversations about mental 
health that you really couldn’t have had before that.”

And a new conversation has been badly needed in Texas for some 
time. During the 82nd legislative session, when legislators were 
forced to cut billions from the state budget, lawmakers removed 
$25 million in funding from mental health services. So prior to 
the 83rd legislative session, Texas ranked 51st out of 51 (including 
Washington, D.C.) for state per capita mental health expenditures, 
according to a report by the Kaiser Family Foundation. While 
states spent a per capita average of $109 on mental health services, 
Texas spent just $36, according to data from the Center for Public 
Policy Priorities (CPPP). 

Meanwhile, counties have been picking up the tab, as those 
suffering from mental illness often wind up in jail.

“It takes extensive and intensive supervision when someone 
ends up in our jail needing mental health services,” Kirk said. 
“In the last three months for medications in our jail, we’ve spent 
$103,000, and 38 percent of that is directly related to mental 
health treatment. … every county, all 254 of us, suffer the same 
way.” 

The Council, along with members of TAC, the Sheriffs’ 
Association of Texas, the County Judges and Commissioners 

Association of Texas and the Texas Conference of Urban Counties, 
worked together throughout the session to promote the importance 
of mental health funding. The partnerships proved to be invaluable.

“This was an incredible circumstance. The Department of 
State Health Services (DSHS), which oversees mental health and 
substance use services, lays out their legislative appropriations 
request. We are sitting in an Article 2 budget hearing with the 
Senate Finance Committee, and the commissioner for the agency 
is sitting up there testifying at the table. And the (committee) says, 
‘We’d like you to go back and tell us what you’d do with more 
money,’” Johnson recalled. “That does not happen. I mean, it just 
doesn’t.”

Two Steps Forward
In the end, the Legislature invested an additional $313 million to 

mental health services, including a mental health public awareness 
campaign, a Mental Health First Aid strategy for prevention and 
early intervention, ongoing mental health treatment services, 
services aimed at cutting wait lists and helping the underserved, 
veterans services, collaborative public-private projects and 
specialized treatment services, among other uses.

“For jail diversion, there is a pilot program for $10 million in 
Harris County and there is a jail-based competency restoration 
pilot program that is going to roll out in a couple of places across 
the state, and that is $3 million,” Johnson said. “You’ve got a lot of 
different initiatives.”

The Legislature also passed House Bill 3793. The bill requires:
• DSHS and a 15-person advisory panel to come up with a 

plan for the allocation of civil and forensic patients in state 
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hospitals; 
• DSHS to “contract with local community outpatient mental 

health services providers and inpatient mental health facilities 
to make available a sufficient and appropriately located 
amount of outpatient mental health services,” as stated in the 
bill’s fiscal note; and

• DSHS to create a plan so that judges are aware of all the 
commitment options available for a mentally ill offender, 
including jail diversion and community-based programs.

Reallocation of civil and forensic beds is important as 
stakeholders are struggling to comply with a ruling by State 
District Judge Orlinda Naranjo that requires DSHS to move 
forensic commitments from the jail to a state psychiatric hospital 
within 21 days of a judge’s order. Prior to the ruling, mentally 
ill patients spent an average of six months in jail waiting for a 
psychiatric bed so that they could regain competency. Meanwhile, 
a study of civil versus forensic state psychiatric bed usage during 
the last 10 years shows that the number of forensic commitments 
is increasing, while civil commitments are decreasing.

“That has created a lot of challenges in an under-resourced 
system and in an aging state hospital system,” Johnson said, adding 
that part of the plan moving forward relies on DSHS contracting 
with community partners for civil commitment bed spaces to help 
free up beds in the state hospitals for forensic patients. “There is a 
lot of fluctuation right now in this system. … There are a number 
of strategies that they are looking at.”

The bill also expands the list of  illnesses eligible to be 
treated with state and 1115 transformation waiver funds. Due to 
legislation passed in 2003, state mental health services funding has 
been limited to comprehensive treatment of adults with bipolar 
disorder, schizophrenia and clinically severe depression, as well 
as for children with serious emotional illnesses. That left a lot of 
residents with other serious mental illnesses — post-traumatic 
stress disorder, obsessive compulsive disorder, anxiety disorder, 
eating disorders — without support. Now, funds can be used 
to treat anyone suffering from a mental illness that has caused 
“significant functional impairment” to the individual.

“(County Affairs) Chairman (Garnet) Coleman worked on this 
because he was around in 2003 when that narrowing occurred 
and he is highly concerned about that and what that has meant to 
waitlists and what that has meant to people that are still sick, who 
may have an anxiety disorder that is not going to fall into one of 
those big three categories,” Johnson said. 

The Marathon Ahead
The long-term hope is that the 

additional state funding and the 1115 
waiver funding will be used to build 
programs and services that will take the 
pressure off the state hospital system and 
make it easier for residents experiencing 
a mental health crisis to get treatment 
locally.

Burkeen, who will represent TAC 
on the DSHS advisory panel, said the 
first step to making sure bed space is 
being efficiently allocated will be for 
communities and regions to set up more 

outpatient treatment programs to help take pressure off state 
hospitals. 

His own region is seeking funding for a crisis stabilization unit, 
much like the Burke Center in East Texas. The Burke Center is a 
collaborative effort between multiple entities that has successfully 
alleviated the amount of time and resources law enforcement 
officers spend on mentally ill patients.  

“It has created a circumstance in which law enforcement used 
to wait 24 hours in a hospital, and now they come in and they 
are in and out in 10 minutes,” Johnson said, adding that there are 
currently 23 projects around the state using 1115 waiver funds to 
build similar crisis stabilization services.

Burkeen said not having access to that type of resource has put 
a huge strain on his county, as the biggest mental health issue law 
enforcement officers confront is residents off their medications 
who pose a temporary danger to themselves or others. Those 
residents who just need local crisis services to get back on their 
medication. Instead, they are forced to wait for a state bed to open.

“We put them through this long, kind of nonsensical process. 
We deny them treatment while we drag them around in police 
cars or stick them in jail or babysit them in an emergency room or 
somewhere else waiting to get a state hospital bed,” Burkeen said. 
“Meanwhile, they deteroriate. … A lot of cases end up becoming 
forensic cases because they dump them in jail for criminal trespass 
or something, but it’s really a mental health case.”

Burkeen said he would like to be able to do competency 
restorations, including those requiring forced medications, at local 
treatment facilities so that state beds can be used for longer-term 
patients.

“We are not using them very wisely,” he said. “We can do that 
in a clinic or local hospital environment and save a tremendous 
amount of money.”

The DSHS plan that will be developed should address the issue, 
he said, adding that advocates tried to make those changes this year 
but ran out of time due to the challenges associated with educating 
so many new legislators.

“But by this time next year, we’ll have a report in place so that 
when we get to the Legislature next time, we’ll have a good running 
start,” Burkeen said. “We’ll have made some progress.”

The next legislative session will also include the DSHS Sunset 
Commission review results and recommendations. And while the 
$313 million will hopefully go a long way, it wasn’t enough to pick 
Texas up from the bottom of the per capita spending list, Johnson 
said. ✯
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Acres of cracked earth, dozens of shrinking reservoirs and 
billions in economic losses testify to the persistent drought 
parching more than 90 percent of Texas. In response, the 
Texas Legislature this year approved legislation that would 

provide $2 billion from the state’s Rainy Day Fund to undertake 
priority water projects in the state’s water plan.

But before those dollars can be dispersed, voters on Nov. 5 must 
vote “yes” for Proposition 6, a constitutional amendment creating two 
new funds to receive the monies — the State Water Implementation 
Fund for Texas and the State Water Implementation Revenue Fund 
for Texas. The Texas Water Development Board (TWDB) would 
administer the funds. 

 “We are not spending $2 billion out of the Rainy Day Fund. 
We’re investing in the future of Texas,” said State Rep. Doug Miller 
(R-New Braunfels) during a packed session titled, “Tapping the 
Well: How State Water Plan Funding Will Address Local Water 
Needs,” at the TAC Legislative Conference in August. “All the 
money loaned out is owed back with a return.”

Miller urged the session’s standing-room-only crowd to educate 
voters in their respective communities about the importance of 
supporting Prop. 6. “All of you — whether a county commissioner, 
a county judge, elected or hired or appointed — you are the leaders 
back in your community,” Miller said. “People look to you for 
leadership. We’ve done our part to get the ball rolling. We need you 
to do your part when you go back into your community.”

During the state’s record drought in the 1950s, Texas’ population 
was about 12 million. Now, the population is at 26 million, with 
about a 1,000 people moving here each day, Miller said. “We’ve got 
a lot more people. We’ve got a lot more straws in the ground.”

The legislation (house bills 4 and 1025 and Senate Joint Resolution 
1) is a “way to help local entities get a jump start” by helping fund 
priority water projects through an interim loan program, he said. 

No less than 10 percent of the $2 billion would be set aside to go 
to rural political subdivisions or agricultural water conservation and 
no less than 20 percent would be set aside to fund water conservation 

and reuse projects. Projects eligible for funding must be already 
identified in the state water plan, 2012 Water for Texas.

 The plan, prepared every five years by the TWDB, is based on 
regional water plans drawn up by 16 regional water planning groups 
across the state, and addresses the needs of all the state’s water users – 
municipal, irrigation, manufacturing, livestock, mining, and steam-
electric power – during a repeat of the 1950s drought of record. The 
plan serves as a guide to state water policy and includes legislative 
recommendations.

Jeremy B. Mazur, director of government relations for the TWDB, 
told the crowd that the plan’s findings and recommendations, 
along with Texas’ ongoing drought, prompted legislators to make 
water a priority this session. Some of the drought’s compelling 
effects: economic and agricultural losses in the billions, a few Texas 
communities’ water supplies almost drying up in 2011 (considered 
the state’s worst one-year drought) and Spicewood in Burnet County 
running out of water entirely in 2012. 

“The (state’s) economic engine is going so strong. I believe the 
fuel that is driving it is water,” Miller said. “Without it, we’re going 
to run out (of fuel). And you know what it is when you run out. It’s 
hard to get that pump primed. It’s hard to get that engine started.” ✯

Texas Drought by the Numbers: 
Drought’s effects in 2011 (the state’s worst one-year drought):

$7.62 billion – Economic losses 
$3.3 billion – Livestock losses
10 percent – Trees lost

Drought as of September 2013:
96 percent – Area of the state affected by drought 

conditions
Nearly two-thirds – Area of the state with severe to 

exceptional drought conditions
59 percent – Collective water supply of 115 monitored 

reservoirs
  Sources: Texas Water Development Board and Texas AgriLife Service

Quenching the Thirst
Legislature seeks voter approval to fund water projects / By Liz Carmack
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County officials and their partners rallied right up until the 
final day of the regular 83rd legislative session to secure 
state monies for local roads damaged by the energy sector 
heavy truck traffic. In the end, the Legislature passed SB 

1747, which created a county road grant program through the Texas 
Department of Transportation (TxDOT), and HB 1025, which 
allocated $225 million to fund the prorgram.

That amount is just a drop in the bucket compared to the costs of 
repairs needed around the state, but Jason Hassay, the chief of staff 
for SB 1747 author Sen. Carlos Uresti, said he believes it should be 
seen as just a first step to receiving more state resources in the future.  

“We started with over 1,200 different bills to try to address 
transportation needs. It’s an amazing little feat to go through this 
maze to get to the end, let alone have one actually survive,” Hassay 
said to room filled with county officials at the TAC Legislative 
Conference, adding that many legislators weren’t keen on giving 
counties any state money. 

“This is the first time any program like this has ever been tried. So 
I think what we are doing is, this is a big experiment,” Hassay said. 
“We really, really need your help, one, to speak to your legislative 
folks to say, ‘hey, this is a great step, we appreciate it and we applaud 
you but we need more,’ and then two, it’s really to give us some good 
wins, good examples of how this could be efficiently and effectively 
used to say, ‘okay, now if we expand this program, low and behold, 
more good will come.’”

To receive part of the $225 million, a county must provide 
TxDOT with a supplemental road condition report summary, create 
a new county energy transportation reinvestment zone (CETRZ), 
provide a list and scope of transportation infrastructure projects, 
fill out an application and provide matching funds of 20 percent. 
Counties on TxDOT’s list of economically disadvantaged counties 
will only have to match 10 percent of the awarded funds. 

“Our goal is to have this application be as easy as possible. … It’s 
not going to be where you have to go out there and hire a bunch 
of engineers in order to do this process,” said TxDOT Government 
Affairs Director Trent Thomas, adding that, even with a simple 
application, both TxDOT and counties are on a time crunch in 

The Road Ahead 
Counties to Get $225 Million Through Grant Program / By Maria Sprow

regards to the grant process. “This is unique because this is funding 
that is going to cross over our funding years from one budget cycle 
to the next, and so we don’t know exactly how, if this money isn’t 
distributed by Aug. 31, what happens to the money. Can we still go 
forward with the program or do we have to give it back to the state?”

Grant funding will be distributed to qualifying counties according 
to a formula that takes into account weight tolerance permits, oil and 
gas production taxes, well completions and the volume of injected 
oil and gas waste. The funding cannot be used to reimburse county 
money already spent on road maintenance or reconstruction.

The next step in the grant creation process is for TxDOT to 
respond to public  comments made on the proposed rules and adopt 
its final rules for the grant process. The draft rules were published in 
the Texas Register on Sept. 13 and comments were due by Oct. 15.

Counties interested in receiving grant funds should begin 
evaluating county roads to determine which would benefit from 
the funding. They must establish one or more county energy 
transportation reinvestment zone that includes all grant-funded 
projects. Counties must name an advisory board for the CETRZs 
and hold a public hearing on the creation of the zones 30 days before 
they can be officially designated. A county must have a newly created 
CETRZ in place before they qualify for grant funding. 

CETRZs are different than county transportation reinvestment 
zones in that the area must be affected by oil and gas exploration or 
production. Money in the CETRZ tax increment account must be 
used to fund transportation infrastructure projects and can be used 
to provide matching funds for the grants.

Creation of such zones takes at least three months, Thomas 
said, and the agency’s proposed timeline as of the TAC Legislative 
Conference indicated that applications could be due as early as 
February. Thomas did say the timeline was subject to change, and 
county officials voiced concerns about how the timeline fits with 
— or doesn’t fit with — county budgeting cycles.

“February could be pushed back,” Thomas said, “but it cannot be 
pushed back too much further.”

Updated information about the grant program and CETRZs can 
be found at www.roadsfortexasenergy.com. ✯

FUNDING
ROAD

http://www.roadsfortexasenergy.com


 N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 3  •  C O U N T Y  41
© 2013 Caterpillar  All rights reserved.  CAT, CATERPILLAR, their respective logos, “Caterpillar Yellow,” the “Power Edge” trade dress as well as corporate and product identity used herein, are trademarks of Caterpillar and may not be used without permission.  
www.cat.com    www.caterpillar.com

warrencat.com
Midland
10000 W. I-20
866-2WARREN

holtcat.com
San Antonio
3302 South W.W. White Road
210.648.1111

www.mustangcat.com
Houston
12800 N.W. Freeway
713.460.2000 

www.wagnerequipment.com
El Paso
10501 Dyer St.
800.345.7878

IN TIMES OF SHRINKING BUDGETS, 
TECHNOLOGY PAYS BIG DIVIDENDS.

BEST LIFETIME 
VALUE. BETTER 
OVERALL 
TECHNOLOGY.

It makes good business sense to compare products based on total ownership costs, rather than initial 
purchase price. Your Texas Cat Dealer makes it easy for you to create an RFP that includes a Life Cycle 
Costs requirement.

In addition, the equipment you’re procuring needs to have the technology that gives you a productivity 
advantage. Cat® M-Series Motor Graders can be equipped with AccuGrade Site Reference System for 
in-cab grade and depth check that avoid costly rework on any project. This not only improves operator 
efficiency, it drives down the cost of every project. 

Your Texas Cat Dealer has the tools that will enable you to spec your next machine with confidence.

Click on your local Texas Cat Dealer  
to be transferred to their web page.

CliCk on logo

warrencat.com
Midland
10000 W. i-20
866-2WARREn

CliCk on logo

holtcat.com
San Antonio
3302 South W.W. White Road
210.648.1111

CliCk on logo

www.mustangcat.com
Houston
12800 n.W. Freeway
713.460.2000 

CliCk on logo

www.wagnerequipment.com
El Paso
10501 Dyer St.
800.345.7878

MAxIMIzE YOUR 
TAx DOLLARS.
WE CAN HELP  
YOU DO MORE 
WITH LESS.

BEST LIFETIME VALUE. 
BETTER OVERALL 
TECHNOLOGY.

Government agencies are being squeezed by falling 
revenues and tight budgets. Agencies are being asked to 
do more with less. The workload doesn’t stop because 
budgets are tight. Your Texas Cat® Dealers understand.

VisiT our websiTe
FoR more informaTion

www.texascatdealers.com/governmental

CTG-365B.indd   1 2/14/13   11:22 AM



42 C O U N T Y  •  N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 3

VOICES COUNTY
GOVERNMENT

of
In all 254 counties, county government is a full-time job. Texas county government officials dedicate their careers and lives to public 
service and are the foremost experts on the challenges their neighbors face each day. County government officials are as diverse as 
the Texans who elect them, coming from every background imaginable. But as a group, they have one thing in common: from El Paso to 
Newton and from Dallam to Cameron, county officials are dedicated and committed to keeping Texas strong. Here, county officials talk 
about their passion for public service. (Interviews here have been edited for brevity; check www.county.org/magazine for full interviews.)

NathaN CradduCk
tom GreeN CouNty auditor

When and how did you become involved in county government? 
What was your background before being appointed?

I was appointed as county auditor in Gillespie County in 2003, 
and then Tom Green County in 2006. Prior to county government 
I worked for a CPA firm that specialized in local government 
audits. I traveled around Texas performing independent audits of 
counties, cities and schools. 

What was the biggest challenge you’ve faced as a county official?
There have been several. Whether it was a natural disaster, a 

county-wide software implementation or a less than desirable 
budget outlook, we survived them. As I was thinking about this 
question, the big challenges of the past didn’t seem so big anymore. 
I think it is because the people involved helped each other through 
it. We built good relationships, trusted each other and got through 
the challenge together. 

What’s been your proudest accomplishment as a county official? 
I’m proud of the accounting systems and procedures that 

we have in place in our county. That’s probably not the most 
glamorous of interview topics. But, when my commissioners 
court wants to know the details of any transaction in the course 
of county business, I’m able to provide that efficiently and quickly 
because of the effort we have put into it. It makes me feel good that 
they have come to appreciate that and can assure their constituents 
that our finances are well documented and transparent.

What’s the best thing about your county?
I’ve always liked that Tom Green County is largely a self-

contained and sustaining community. We have a diverse tax base, 
and while we are somewhat isolated from other major communities, 
we are also close enough to have central access to most of them for 
commerce. There’s lots to do here too. Some of my favorites are 
concerts at the River stage, our state-of-the-art county library, San 
Angelo State Park and numerous festivals throughout the year.

How do you describe your job to people who may not be familiar 
with the responsibilities of your office? Are there any common 
misconceptions that you hear?

Well, the title ‘auditor’ itself can bring with it certain connotations 
and make people uncomfortable around you. Anyone not familiar 
with county government most often conjures up images of the IRS 

auditing your tax returns, because that may be the only experience 
they have had with auditors. Inside the county, I think the greatest 
misconception about the job is that I’m out to get you. Yes, I 
review and report on the finances of county offices, and I know 
that no one particularly enjoys the oversight part of it. But my goal 
there is to help our officials better serve the taxpayers. The auditor 
is appointed by the district judges with jurisdiction in a county 
and fills a unique role in county government by independently 
fulfilling a system of checks and balances. My job on a day-to-day 
basis is to keep and oversee the books of the county, work with 
the budget, audit expenditures and perform reviews to see that we 
adhere to the laws that govern county finances.

What’s the biggest challenge facing your county or office?
Our biggest challenge now in Tom Green County is the oil boom. 

It’s driving considerable growth, but it also makes it difficult for 
the county to keep and hire qualified personnel. People can make 
more money working for the oil-related industry. Our challenge is 
to be as competitive as we can with limited funding.

When you’re not at work, what are you doing? Do you have any 
hobbies that may surprise your colleagues?

Right now I’m setting out to hike state parks. As I write this, I’m 
planning to go for a few days to at least three parks I haven’t been 
to before. I hope to have visited them all in the next year or so. I’ve 
decided to be healthier and get more exercise. For those that knew 
me prior to a year or so ago, that might qualify as surprising.✯
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How long have you been involved in county government? What was 
your background before being elected?

I have been involved in county government for eight years. 
However, this is my first time serving as a county commissioner for 
Karnes County. I was employed by Chevron Resources, and later 
General Atomics, in the mining industry. My last employer was 
the Texas Department of Criminal Justice. I went to the Training 
Academy in Beeville, then was assigned as a correctional officer. By 
my retirement in 2013, I was a Captain of Correctional Officers, 
serving in administrative, disciplinary and supervisory capacities. 
The work was challenging and exciting, and I was proud to be able 
to serve the citizens of Texas.

Why did you become involved in county government?
I grew up in Karnes County and was always interested with 

county government. I served on the Kenedy ISD School Board 
of Trustees and the Kenedy City Council. Serving on the school 
board and the city council made me want to know what the county 
was doing for the citizens. I served the county as an EMT with 
the Karnes County Ambulance Association and the Emergency 
Management Coordinator for Karnes County. It made me wonder 
what else I could do to better serve my county that had given me 
so much growing up and continues to give.

What is the best part of your job?
The best part is getting to know the county. Karnes County is 

a small, rural county that was rather quiet, but now is a sleeping 
giant waking up due to the Eagle Ford Boom. Observing the 
growth currently going on — for me personally, these are exciting 
times. Serving as county commissioner, meeting new people, new 
technology being introduced to the county — I can’t just say what 
is the one best part, I have to say Karnes County as a whole.

What was the biggest challenge you’ve dealt with as an elected 
official? 

There are several challenges. Understanding the culture of each 
department, and by culture I mean how they operate; what their 
mission is. Talking with each elected official, hearing the good 
things and not so good things, and learning how each operates 
and supports each other. In addition, making sure Karnes County 
residents are being provided the best services available and in a 
timely manner, meaning law enforcement, EMS, road and bridge 
and the various offices that all support the county efforts to serve 
the taxpayer. 

How do you make sure you’re working for your constituents and 
hearing from them? 

I recently started a Facebook page just to post things about county 
government, things TAC puts out, a little bit of history for Texas 
that I share from a friend, meeting agendas. I have gotten favorable 
comments about that. Most importantly, I make myself available.  
If someone at commissioners court is upset over something, bring 
the topic to the court’s attention. All (opinions) have some good 
and they’re valued by me. Things like that can trigger a thought 
that turns into an idea. I try to think outside the box.

How do you describe your job to people who are unfamiliar 
with the responsibilities of your office? Are there any common 
misconceptions that you hear?

I always tell them that I am one of four. Our primary job is to 
conduct business on behalf of the commissioners court. Karnes 
County operates under the Unit Road System. I am always out 
surveying the roads in my precinct, making notes and turning my 
notes or observations to the road administrator. I also state that 
as a county commissioner, I have input into the county budget 
and the tax rate. Misconceptions: The commissioners control the 
daily operations of each county department and elected officials. I 
politely tell them that no, each department has an elected official 
and that they are responsible for their respective departments.

What are the biggest challenge facing your county?
The biggest challenge right now is the Eagle Ford. I know that 

everyone has heard about the roads in the Eagle Ford. The industry 
and support services grow so fast and move so fast. I’m looking 
forward to SB 1747 gearing up, and for what it brings and how 
it helps our county. Our county roads can’t recover fast enough. 
Road crews can’t respond quickly enough to maintain what is 
destroyed. Sometimes we put good money after good money and 
see no results at all due to the heavy truck traffic. 

Salaries are another issue. We just can’t compete with companies 
to attract good skilled workers for our road department. The clerks 
in the various offices associated with the county continue to say 
their pay is not comparable to the industry, but their dedication is 
invaluable to the county. 

Soon we will break ground on a new jail. This will begin a new 
era of offender detention for our county. Managing offenders is 
changing; new services will be required. We will be having a full 
time county EMS system that is necessary due to the growth of the 
county and increase in call volume. How do we sustain services 
and start to identify infrastructure needs for the county today and 
future? I worry about that a lot — sustaining the growth, trying to 
make the right decision, because what I do today affects tomorrow. 
I know that every decision made may not always be popular, but I 
hope it’s right based on the needs of the county. ✯

Shelby dupNik
karNeS CouNty CommiSSioNer
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Once upon a time, in a building not so far away, Harris 
County Constable Ron Hickman’s office faced an 
unruly space-eating predator: a large, aging Lektriever 
filing system filled with more than 100,000 paper 

warrants.
It was early 2008, and Hickman’s office — one of the largest 

county precincts in the country, covering 510 square miles with 
more than 900,000 residents — was responsible for holding 
warrants issued from two different justice of the peace courts. 
Every time a resident failed to appear in court, received a traffic 
citation or was issued an arrest warrant, the warrant would be 
delivered to the office and filed into the Lektriever system or an 
available box until it had to be removed again.

Though the office’s clerks did the best job they could at 
managing the hundreds of thousands of files, the amount of time 
spent filing documents and searching for documents coupled 
with the sheer number of warrants filed eventually became 
overwhelming. “At some points, we had 4,000 to 6,000 warrants 
waiting to be processed to even go into the active folder before they 
could even be served,” said Sgt. Bart Stephenson, who oversees the 

constable’s warrants division. 
The office was forced to find a way to do what it had previously 

deemed impossible: create a paperless warrant system so that 
warrants could be stored electronically instead of physically.

Office staff had to get creative to find a solution the county could 
afford. Instead of purchasing new software or new equipment, staff 
looked inward to discover that they could repurpose what they 
already had: a software program called Laserfiche that the office 
had purchased back in 2004 to scan and store other department 
documents. 

“The Lektreiver systems were beginning to fail. They were 
wearing out, parts were hard to come by, it was difficult to replace. 
One of the precincts had already abandoned their Lektreiver and 
was actually running its warrant division out of bank boxes, like 
we used to do back in the old days,” said Captain Langley (Mac) 
McKelvy, who works on the office’s special projects, including the 
paperless warrant system. “We like Laserfiche because it’s extremely 
versatile. … It was just a no-brainer to continue to use the same 
system we already had.”

Laserfiche software includes document imaging and records 

Harris County Constable Precinct 4 moves to 
digital storage solution for warrants

 

By Maria Sprow

2013 County Best Practices Award Winner

Harris County Constable Precinct 4 staff, as well as clerks from justice of the peace precinct 4 places 1 and 2, worked together to create a digital storage 
solution for the precinct’s warrants. 
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management tools that make documents easy to search, preserve 
and modify. Users can create templates that hold meta data and 
relate back to individual files, so that scanned files can be searched 
according to whatever information is stored in the template. 
Constable office and information technology staff worked together 
to create templates that allow clerks to search according to a 
person’s name, case number, cause number, date of birth, or 
the individual’s “spin” number (a unique number given to each 
resident of Harris County).

Office staff also had to convince various stakeholders — including 
dispatchers, clerks, justices of the peace and other outside agencies 
— to use digital documents and determine where in the process the 
originating documents should be scanned to maximize resources. 

“It’s always a drastic change when you move from something 
physical to something electronic. A lot of people in this day and 
age still don’t understand where the data is being stored,” said 
Tim Cannon, the assistant chief deputy for the constable’s office, 
adding that the two judges in precinct four were supportive of the 
transition.

After staff got through the original hurdle of scanning its tens 
of thousands of existing warrants, the process began to flow much 
more easily. Justice of the Peace clerks scan the warrants as soon 
as they are issued. The county uses high-speed scanners that do 
multiple pages at once. The scanners automatically create TIFF 
image files — a type of image format that supports multiple 
layers — from the scans. Batches of warrants are stored in zip files 
that are electronically transferred between offices. Warrant clerks 
run the electronic files against data in the Justice Information 
Management System and move the files to an “active” folder, using 
the layering capability to make notes on and update documents 
while preserving the original layer. 

“When we clear a warrant, or when we resolve a warrant, when 

we arrest somebody or when we have a recall, we can send that 
information back electronically to the court and they can clear 
their images off their database,” Cannon said.

So far, the offices have reaped numerous benefits from moving 
to digital warrants. Not only is physical space no longer a costly 
concern, but clerks and dispatchers can now search for warrants 
much more quickly, making it safer for the deputies and officers in 
the field waiting to confirm a warrant.

“What’s happened is you’ve got an officer on the street who may 
have a person stopped, and maybe it’s midnight or 2 a.m., and the 
officer calls in or checks on his mobile data terminal and it shows 
that there is an outstanding warrant through the (Texas Crime 
Information Center.) That has to be confirmed through that entity, 

Beverly McLeod, the chief clerk for Harris County Constable Ron Hickman, shows off the office’s new Laserfiche storage system. Instead of having to store 
paper files in another room, clerks are able to access needed files right at their desks. 
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whoever is housing the warrant, so if it comes back to JP 4 place 1 
or JP4 place 2 and our constable’s office is housing that warrant, in 
the old days, that supervisor or that dispatcher had to literally get 
up from the dispatch console, walk over to the warrant division, 
open the warrant division up, search through the Lektriever or 
whatever extra filing cabinets we have in the office to try to find the 
paper warrant, then walk back,” Cannon said. “Now they literally 
can just pull it up on the computer screen.”

Mass recalls of warrants also take much less time now.
“When the judges do a recall, they may be recalling 1,500 to 

2,000 warrants at a time. Before, they would have to manually go 
out and pull each one of those recalled warrants, do the processing 
on it and send them back individually. That was a huge time 
consumption, sometimes taking two or three, sometimes even four 
weeks,” McKelvy said. “We have taken something that used to take 
three or four weeks of work and turned it into about three hours 
of work.”

The system has also decreased the amount of human errors that 
came from hand-searching for files, making the constable’s warrant 
division more reliable. 

“So many hands were on the original Lektriever that we would 
use, but it’s almost impossible to lose a warrant in this system,” said 
Beverly McLeod, chief clerk for the constable’s office. “When you 
are searching for an individual with the last name and they have 
multiple warrants, it’s going to pull them all up at that same time, 
so we are not missing one in confirmations. It’s definitely a major 
asset to the division as far as efficiency and accessibility.” 

The system is especially loved by long-time clerks in both the 
justices of the peace and constable’s offices who remember the old 
paper-filled days. 

“I like learning new things and I was really excited when they 
said they were going to go electronic with the warrant storage,” said 
Ruby Kyser, a warrant clerk for Justice of the Peace J. Kent Adams, 
adding that she used to spend hours each day pulling files. “In all 
the years that we’ve had it, we’ve never had any problems with data 
management. Nothing has disappeared. …  Electronic storage is an 
efficient and cost-effective way to go about keeping your records.”

“I would not want to back to that paper system,” McLeod said.

County officials and staff stressed that Laserfiche is just one 
electronic storage solution available on the market today. Counties 
that do not already own Laserfiche software may find another 
product that is more affordable.

“The only thing we had to do was purchase extra licenses,” 
Cannon said.

“This is more about a method of storing than necessarily using 
the same thing we are using,” McKelvy added. “My advice is to try 
and spread the cost out with some other agencies. Laserfiche is not 
a single solution. We keep our records stuff in there, we keep our 
administrative stuff in there, we keep personnel files in there. … So 
if you get in with your judge’s office or you get in with your other 
county agencies, you can spread the cost of this around.”

So far, the constable’s office estimates that repurposing its 
existing software system has saved taxpayers more than $350,000, 
money that would have been spent hiring three to five additional 
clerks, storing paper documents and maintaining the Lektrievers. 
The office’s resourcefulness earned it a 2013 County Best Practices 
Award from the Texas Association of Counties. 

“I’m very proud of our office staff in coming up with solutions 
that were low-cost, that were effective in our delivery of service, 
that were efficient enough that we actually found cost-savings 
in implementing a new technology,” Hickman said, adding that 
he expects his office will continue to repurpose the Laserfiche 
software to meet other county needs. “The court has now asked 
us to investigate the potential for moving our civil papers to an 
electronic version … so there are a lot of other uses that the same 
process could be used for.” ✯

Warrants are quickly scanned into the county’s digital storage system. 

Using a digital storage solution means that clerks no longer have to spend 
valuable time searching for needed warrants. Digital storage also cuts down 
on human filing errors. 
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Note: More information regarding 
events can be found online via the 
TAC Education Calendar, www.
county.org/education/calendar.

Looking for budget balancing tools?

More than 600 public agencies have chosen PARS for 

retirement solutions that help save money such as:

• OPEB pre-funding trust to reduce liabilities

• Social Security alternatives for part-timers to save 79%

800.540.6369 x 116; mbarker@pars.org

www.pars.org

©2013 Public Agency Retirement Services (PARS). All rights reserved.

NOVEMBER 2013
7-8 — 2013 Texas Public Funds Invest-
ment Conference, Houston.

18-20 — V.G. Young Institute: School 
for County Tax Assessor-Collectors, 
College Station.

19-22 — 2013 Fall Judicial Education 
Session, Galveston.

DECEMBER
4-6 — 2013 Texas District & County 
Attorneys Association Elected Prosecu-
tor Conference, San Antonio.

JANUARY 2014
13-16 — School for County and Dis-
trict Clerks, College Station.

21-24 — Basics of County Investing 
(formerly CIO Level I), Austin.

FEBRUARY
4-6 —V.G. Young Institute School for 
County Commissioners Courts, College 
Station.

12-14 — County Court Assistants 
Training Conference, San Marcos.

13-14 — 2014 Healthy County Boot 
Camp, Austin.

MARCH
6 — Panhandle Judges & Commission-
ers Association Spring Session, Amarillo.

13-14 — Texas College of Probate 
Judges, Fort Worth.

18-22 — 2014 Spring Judicial Educa-
tion Session, Lubbock.

APRIL
1-3 — TAC Executive Leadership Class, 
Module 1, Bandera.

7-9 — V.G. Young Institute School for 
Local Government HR Professionals, 
College Station.

21-24 — 42nd Annual County Treasur-
ers’ Continuing Education Seminar, 
Austin.

22-25 — West Texas County Judges & 
Commissioners Conference, San Angelo.

30-May 2 — 2014 County Management 
Institute, Austin.

MAY
12-15 — 2014 North & East Texas 
County Judges & Commissioners Asso-
ciation Annual Conference, Galveston.

20-22 — TAC Executive Leadership 
Class, Module 2, Austin.

JUNE 
2-4 — 2014 Conference of the County 
Investment Academy (formerly CIO 
Level II), Dallas.

5-6 — Texas College of Probate Judges, 
Galveston.

8-12 — Tax Assessor-Collectors Associa-
tion of Texas Annual Conference, Fort 
Worth.

9-12 — South Texas County Judges & 
Commissioners Conference, South Padre 
Island. 

JULY
9-11 — TAC Executive Leadership 
Class,  Module 3, Austin.

27-29 — 136th Texas Sheriff’s Associa-
tion Annual Training Conference, San 
Antonio.

AUGUST
4-7 — 66th Annual County Treasurers’ 
Association Conference, Amarillo.

27-29 — TAC Legislative Conference, 
Austin.

SEPTEMBER 
4-6 — Texas College of Probate Judges, 
San Antonio. 

4 — Panhandle Judges & Commission-
ers Association Fall Session, Amarillo.

29-Oct. 2 — 92nd Annual County 
Judges & Commissioners Association of 
Texas Conference, Lubbock.

NOVEMBER 
19-21 — 2014 Fall Judicial Education 
Session, Corpus Christi.

FEBRUARY 2015 
2-5 — 2015 New Judges Orientation, 
Lubbock.
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Favorite and informative postings from TAC’s Facebook page, www.facebook.com/TexasCounties, in case you missed them

Research, 
articles, 
publications 
and websites

LAYLA by Jeannie Kerrigan is an moving 

and shocking true story about the author’s 

experience with physical abuse, rape and 

prostitution. Kerrigan went on to found 

Ricky’s Revolution, a national outreach 

program that helps runaway and homeless 

youth and victims of domestic violence and 

sexual abuse by passing out stuffed monkeys 

embroidered with crisis hotline contact 

numbers at shelters. More information is at 

www.rickysrevolution.org.

THE FAMILY JEWELS: THE CIA, SECRECY AND 

PRESIDENTIAL POWER by John Prados dives 

into the Central Intelligence Agency and its 

attempts to avoid scrutiny and advocates a 

system for handling important secrets in a 

democratic society. University of Texas Press. 

HOUSTON’S HERMANN PARK: A CENTURY 

OF COMMUNITY by Barrie Scardino Bradley 

provides a richly illustrated history of 

Houston’s oldest urban park. The park just 

celebrated its centennial after 20 years of 

rejuvenation efforts. Texas A&M University 

Press. 

MY MEXICO: A CULINARY ODYSSEY WITH 

RECIPES by Diana Kennedy is a labor of 

love filled with hundreds of recipes from 

Kennedy’s extensive food-based travels 

around Mexico. Kennedy is the author of 

eight classic Mexican cookbooks. University 

of Texas Press.

 

LET THE PEOPLE IN: THE LIFE AND TIMES OF 

ANN RICHARDS by Jan Reid offers a nuanced 

portrait of one of the most successful 

feminists elected to public office and 

illuminates the struggles faced by women in 

politics.  University of Texas Press.

TEXAS AGGIE MEDALS OF HONOR: SEVEN 

HEROES OF WOLRD WAR II by James R. 

Woodall recounts the lives and heroism of 

seven Texas A & M University students who 

earned Medals of Honor for their bravery and 

valor in combat. Texas A & M University Press.

SPOOOOOKY!!!

TAC County Relations Officer Lonnie 
Hunt was out in Orange County on Oct. 
25 and visited the district clerk’s office, 
capturing this great shot. District Clerk 
Vickie Edgerly is kneeling at the far right. 

CONDOLENCES

An old service photograph of Wise 
County Judge Bill McElhaney, who 
collapsed Oct. 14 while presiding over a 
commissioners court meeting. Our hearts 
go out to the family and friends of Judge 
McElhaney and the citizens of Wise 
County. He will be missed.

HISTORY WORTH SAVING
The beautiful 1884 Wilson County 

Courthouse is just one of many historic 
courthouses in Texas that is in dire need 
of restoration work. The courthouse 

was evacuated after engineers found the 
building to be unsafe. With at least $2 
million in restoration work needed, the 
Texas Historical Commission’s Texas 
Historic Courthouse Preservation Program 
(THCPP) may be the building’s best 
hope. Sadly, funding for the program 
was dramatically cut during the 83rd 
legislative session, leaving dozens of historic 
courthouses across the state without 
the funding needed to treat these aging 
monuments of Texas heritage as the historic 
treasures they are. 

COUNTY INGENUITY

Jefferson County Road & Bridge 
Precinct 2 Commissioner Brent Weaver’s 
philosophy is “leave it better than you 
found it,” and that philosophy manifests in 
many ways. TAC County Relations Officer 
Lonnie Hunt saw a great example of that 
philosophy in action in September when 
the commissioner showed off the “crack 
seal trailer” that one of his men had custom 
designed and built to make the process of 
sealing pavement cracks much faster and 
easier.
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On or before the fifth day of each month, every jail in 
Texas must submit a population report to the Texas 
Commission on Jail Standards (TCJS). As part of that 

report, each jail notes the number of inmates held in the jail 
awaiting trial on misdemeanor charges — both “local” inmates 
as well as those that are being held under contract for another 
governmental entity (a different county, state, etc.). 

Since the report includes information on the total number 
of inmates, it is possible to 
determine the percentage of 
these pretrial misdemeanor 
inmates held in each county 
jail. For sake of brevity, these 
inmates will be referred to 
as pretrial misdemeanors for 
the remainder of this article. 

Pretrial misdemeanors 
account for more than 10 
percent of the jail inmate 
population as of Sept. 
1 in more than half the 
counties. In seven counties, 
those inmates comprised 
at least 40 percent of the 
population. In another 11 
counties, they accounted for 
between 30 and 40 percent 
of the population. Thirty-
three counties reported that pretrial inmates were between 20 and 
30 percent of their population. The percentage fell to between 10 
and 20 percent for 84 counties.  

Of the 119 counties where pretrial misdemeanors made up 
less than 10 percent of the jail population, 28 reported a total 
jail population of zero. Another 21 counties reported holding no 
pretrial misdemeanors as of Sept 1. The remaining 70 counties 
indicated that pretrial misdemeanors accounted for less than 10 
percent of their total jail populations.

Geographically, the accompanying map doesn’t show any special 
cluster for this dataset. There does appear to be a greater tendency 
for counties to have a higher percentage of their total inmate 
population to be comprised of pretrial misdemeanors in northeast 
Texas, where pretrial misdemeanors generally make up at least 10 
percent of each county’s inmate population. But that is countered 
somewhat by the line of highest percentage counties running from 
Karnes (southeast of San Antonio) through Gillespie and Mason 
in the Hill Country to Hansford, Sherman and Wheeler in the 
Panhandle.

Almost all of the zero inmate population counties appear west 
of that line, but so do many, though not all, of the counties with 
the lowest percentages (no more than 10 percent of inmates are 
pretrial misdemeanors). Since many of the lower percentages are 
found in the western half of the state, as are many of the smallest 

County Jails and Pretrial Misdemeanors
population counties, the obvious question is do these percentages 
somehow correlate with the county population? They don’t.  

Microsoft Excel includes a function, CORREL, which easily 
allows anyone to calculate the correlation between two variables: 
in this case, the county population and the percentage of the 
jail population comprised of pretrial misdemeanors. Using this 
function, however, reveals that there is almost no correlation 
between the two variables. 

For those interested, 
a result close to 1 or -1 
would indicate a very strong 
positive correlation or a very 
strong negative correlation, 
respectively, while a zero 
would indicate absolutely 
no correlation at all. Using 
the two variables discussed 
above, a correlation of 
-0.039 is calculated.  This 
result indicates a very, very 
slight negative correlation. 

In reviewing the 
data, which is collected 
monthly by the TCJS and 
then published in their 
“Abbreviated Population 
Report,” several issues were 
noted. First, not every 

county has a county jail — or at least not one they currently use. In 
those cases, the TCJS report shows a zero for total jail population. 
There were also a few counties that didn’t appear to have good 
data on the report. For example, according to the report, Crockett 
County had five pretrial misdemeanors, but a total inmate 
population of zero. The map breaks out those counties that show 
zero inmate population into a separate category, regardless of the 
number of pretrial misdemeanors reported.  

Second, there are some counties that have a combination of 
a county jail plus one or more private jails. Since some of these 
private jails can house hundreds of inmates, they can easily skew 
the results for those counties. For example, the county jail in 
Brooks had a total of 25 inmates of all types as of Sept. 1, but the 
private jail facility in Brooks County had a total of 644 inmates 
as of the same date. Therefore, for those counties that have both a 
county jail and a private jail, this article uses only the county jail 
data.

There are also counties that have only private jails: Bowie, 
Burnet, Fannin, Frio, Haskell, Liberty and Val Verde. Each 
appear on the report with total capacities greater than zero, but 
only because of the private jails that exist within their respective 
boundaries – no county jail is listed in the report. This article 
includes the private jail data for the seven counties in this group. ✯
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County officials and employees (and anyone else in a Texas county) are encouraged 
to email their high-resolution photographs for publication in Last Look to County Editor 
Maria Sprow at marias@county.org. Please make sure to write about the events behind 

the photograph — why the picture was taken, what makes the moment or memory 
special, or what can’t be seen in the shot.

Recent rains in Central Texas have brought about some beautiful scenes, such as this 
Sept. 27 rainbow over Austin and this blooming rose, grown on a previously  water-
starved climbing vine in County Editor Maria Sprow’s backyard. Here's hoping the 

rain keeps visiting. ✯
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• Search an extensive database of winning programs 
according to keyword, county, category, year or award class
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Apply Now for the  
2014 TAC Leadership Class

APPLICATION DEADLINE FEB. 1, 2014

LEADERSHIP PROGRAM

LEADERSHIP TRAINING MADE FOR COUNTY 
OFFICIALS, APPROVED BY COUNTY OFFICIALS

This three-module class focuses on developing 
effective leadership and problem-solving 
skills and exploring issues unique to county 
government.

Leadership Class alumni make up a growing 
body of informed and involved county 
officials dedicated to developing innovative 
solutions to long-standing county issues. 

Join them. Apply today.
www.county.org/LeadershipClass

“The TAC Leadership 
class was to say the 
least an awesome 
experience. 
Without a doubt, 
my participation in 

the TAC Leadership Class has 
positively benefitted me, El Paso 
County and my affiliation and 
collaboration with other officials 
and professional associations of 
this state.” 

  – Edward A. Dion 
El Paso County Auditor
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