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SERVING PUBLIC
EMPLOYEES, THANKS 
TO THE STABILITY  
OF NATIONWIDE®

SERVING THE
COMMUNITY

When you choose Nationwide® 
Retirement Solutions for your 
retirement plan needs, you’re 
choosing a company that’s 
been dedicated to helping the 
public sector for nearly 40 years. 
You’re also putting 80 years of 
Nationwide strength and stability 
to work for your employees and 
their families.

A+ rating (A.M. Best) • A1 rating 
(Moody’s) • A+ rating (S&P)

There’s a proven way to prepare 
for and live in retirement.

Contact Nationwide Retirement 
Solutions at

1-877-677-3678
NRSforU.com

The ratings and rankings above are accurate as of 12/16/11 and reflect rating agency assessment of financial strength and claims-paying ability. They are subject to change at any time and are not intended to reflect the investment experience or financial 
strength of any variable account, which is subject to market risk. 
Nationwide Retirement Solutions, Inc. and its affiliates (Nationwide) offer a variety of investment options to public sector retirement plans through variable annuity contracts, trust or custodial accounts. Nationwide may receive payments from mutual funds or their affiliates in connection 
with those investment options. For more detail about the payments Nationwide receives, please visit www.nrsforu.com.

Nationwide Retirement Solutions, Inc. and Nationwide Life Insurance Company (collectively “Nationwide”) have endorsement relationships with the National Association of Counties and the International Association of Firefighters-Financial Corporation. More information about the 
endorsement relationships may be found online at www.nrsforu.com.

Retirement Specialists are registered representatives of Nationwide Investment Services Corporation, member FINRA.

© 2013 Nationwide Retirement Solutions Inc. All rights reserved. One Nationwide Blvd. Columbus, OH 43215. Nationwide, On Your Side and the Nationwide framemark are service marks of Nationwide Mutual Insurance Company.  NRM-8969M1.1 (09/13)
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By Don Allred, Oldham County Judge  
and President, Texas Association of Counties

As the holidays approach, it’s time to reflect on 
the things that are important in life and the things 
for which we can all be thankful. I am of course 
thankful for my Lord and savior Jesus Christ who 
gives me life. I am also thankful for my family, 
friends, and the opportunity I have as a public ser-
vant to help my neighbors, my community, and 
my state. I’m blessed every day with the gift of life 
and the task of making the world a better place for 
the people around me.

Public service is a privilege, but it is not easy. 
We have growing challenges in our state that must 
be solved. The TAC Legislative Conference in Au-
gust helped provide a glimpse into some of those 
challenges that will hopefully be at the forefront of 
legislator’s minds come January. It’s so important 
that county officials get involved in the conver-
sations that are being had right now and will be 
had about the future of Texas. County officials are 
elected by the people, entrusted to be the voice for 
their community, and provide leadership not only 
for the county but also for a positive direction in 
state government.

Inside this edition of County are key takeaways 
and calls to action from the Legislative Confer-
ence, both for those who could not attend and for 
those who saw us in Austin but simply could not 
attend every session. Though not every county is 
affected by every issue and though we all have our 
own solutions to local challenges, many of these 
challenges affect our budgets, our residents and 
our futures. They are statewide problems in both 
rural and urban communities. The more unified 
we are in our understanding of these issues, the 
more likely we will be successful in seeing that our 

transportation infrastructure gets the funding it 
so badly needs and ensuring that our neighbors 
have access to mental health services before they 
become a danger to themselves and the public.

Many newly elected county and state officials 
will soon be taking office. It’s important that we 
embrace these individuals and be of service to 
them as they navigate the learning curve inher-
ent in government. New legislators may not be 
aware of exactly how county government operates 
and what our challenges are. New county officials 
may not understand the working complexities of 
county government.  All elected officials, and their 
offices, function independently, yet must all work 
together to serve the citizens of the county.  We all 
have the responsibility to take time to reach out 
and assist these officials in making them feel wel-
come and part of the team.

As always, TAC will be there with us and for 
us through the legislative session. Our legislative 
team will be following bills important to county 
government and communicating to county offi-
cials about legislators’ needs through a variety of 
methods: text, email, electronic newsletters, Face-
book, Twitter. I encourage all elected officials to 
join our Core Legislative Team. Being a member of 
the team ensures that you’ll get all the information 
you need to advocate on issues important to your 
county as timely as possible.  To join the group, 
just go to the TAC website at www.county.org, 
click on “Legislative” and fill out the form avail-
able under the “Core Legislative Group” tab. 

I pray everyone has a blessed holiday season.  

Get Informed, Reach Out and Have a Blessed Holiday Season

It’s so important that county officials get involved in the conversations that 
are being held right now and will be had about the future of Texas. County 

officials are elected by the people, entrusted to be the voice for their 
community. 
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The 84th Texas legislative 
session is almost upon us 
and one of the best ways to 

be prepared and stay in the know is to 
follow @TexasCounties on Twitter. 
The TAC Twitter account provides 
up-to-the-minute news about issues 
important to counties and curates 
several easy-to-subscribe-to lists of 
senators, representatives and other 
members of the Capitol crowd.

Over the last two sessions, the 
rapid-fire short message social 
networking service has become an 
indispensable tool at the Capitol 
for county officials, members of the 

 WHAT: TAC Twitter Page
 WHERE: www.twitter.com/TexasCounties

When local officials share their 
insights and opinions, legislators 
listen. The input county officials 
tweet to their representatives and 
senators can make all the difference 
on many key issues this next session, 
according to TAC Legislative 
Director Paul Sugg. 

“When legislators are faced with 
issues that could affect county 
government, they truly want to 
hear from county officials. It is 
important for county officials to 
maintain constant and effective 
working relationships with 
representatives and senators, using 
as many communications channels 
as they can. Twitter allows you onto 
the floor and into the conversation, 
even when you’re back home,” Sugg 
said.

To help county officials connect 
with the Capitol, TAC has curated several Twitter lists that county 
officials can subscribe to. TAC’s “Who to Follow” and “Texas 
Counties” lists are great places to start on Twitter. TAC has also put 
together lists related to the Texas Senate, Texas House, statewide 
officials, statewide groups and Texas media outlets, all of which can 
be found at www.twitter.com/TexasCounties/lists. By subscribing 
to the lists, officials can see what legislators, other counties and 
county officials, departments, agencies and journalists from across 
the state are doing on Twitter and easily contact any one of them.

For more informatoin on how to use Twitter and other social 
media resources, visit www.county.org/socialmedia.  ✯public interested in the legislative process, legislators and legislative 

staffers. Every member of the Texas Senate and 138 of the 150 
members of the Texas House of Representatives use the service to 
send messages to the public and gain an idea of what constituents 
are saying.

“One of the most interesting things to do on the House floor is 
walk up and down the aisles and see what people are looking at on 
their computers. You get a lot of real time shifting of opinion on 
the House floor as a result of incoming tweets. You see members 
monitoring, in real-time, the chatter on Twitter and in the 
blogosphere as they’re getting ready to cast a vote. It’s really changed 
the dynamic,” said former State Rep. Mark Strama during a forum 
on the Demographic Change and the Digital Divide hosted by The 
Texas Tribune. 
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News you can use

The TAC Risk Management Pool 
(TAC RMP) is honoring its 51 
founding members this year in 
celebration of the Pool’s 40th 
anniversary by presenting each 
county with a commemorative 
plaque in recognition of four 
decades of continuous Pool 
membership.

In 1974, the Association 
created an alternative to 
allow Texas counties to pool 
their resources to address the 
changing dynamics of county 
risk. TAC RMP began with 
the Workers’ Compensation 
Self-Insurance Fund but later 
expanded to serve Texas counties’ specific 
needs by offering coverage for property, 
crime and liability. TAC RMP is governed 
by a board of county officials from member 
counties.

Falls, Fannin, Fisher, Floyd, Garza, Goliad, 
Hale, Henderson, Hutchinson, Jackson, 
Jim Wells, Johnson, Kaufman, Kendall, 

Lamar, Liberty, Lynn, 
McLennan, Mitchell, 
Montague, Morris, 
Orange, Refugio, 
Runnels, Rusk, Scurry, 
Smith, Taylor, Wichita, 
Willacy, Winkler and 

Wood County.
“We understand what it’s like to work 

within a tight budget while staying vigilant 
in managing your county’s risks,” said 
TAC RMP Board Chair and Erath County 
Judge Tab Thompson. “It’s part and parcel 
of doing business these days. We all must 
operate effectively to serve our taxpayers. 
The Texas Association of Counties Risk 
Management Pool has helped Texas 
counties work together to accomplish this 
for 40 years.”

TAC RMP Honors Founding Member Counties

The 51 founding members of TAC RMP 
are: Archer, Bastrop, Bee, Bell, Brazos, 
Brooks, Burnet, Calhoun, Cameron, 
Castro, Childress, Clay, Cochran, Colorado, 
Comal, Cottle, Crane, Crosby, Denton, 

January is Time to Appoint County Historical Commission 
Members, Provide Updated Contact Info to THC
This January, commissioners courts may appoint their county 
historical commission (CHC) members, as directed by the Texas 
Local Government Code, Chapter 318. 

Each CHC must be composed of at least seven residents who 
broadly reflect the age, ethnic, and geographic diversity of the 
county. State law requires commissioners courts make these 
appointments each January in odd-numbered years. Members 
serve two-year terms.

CHCs initiate and conduct programs suggested by their com-
missioners courts and the Texas Historical Commission (THC) 
for the preservation of the county’s historic cultural resources. 
Specific duties include establishing a system for the periodic 
review, assessment and maintenance of official Texas Histori-
cal Markers within the county. 

State law requires each commissioners court provide the THC 
with a list of the CHC members and the mailing address of 
each. The THC asks that each county also provide the name 
of the CHC chair and the chair of the county historical commis-
sion’s historical marker committee. The THC’s County Historical 
Commission Outreach Program keeps an updated database of 
all county historical commission members to support their local 
efforts and offer assistance as needed.

Commissioners courts should check the THC website  for fur-
ther information and resources, including:

- suggested appointee selection criteria; 

- sample application for appointment to the CHC (provided by 
Tom Green County);

- sample CHC meeting agenda (provided by Brewster County); 

- template for submitting CHC contacts to the THC; and

- frequently asked questions about the relationship between 
county government and CHCs.

Counties with questions concerning CHC appointments should 
contact Amy Hammons, CHC outreach coordinator for the THC, 
at amy.hammons@thc.state.tx.us or at (512) 475-2692.
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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.

Dusty Gallivan 
Ector County Attorney

James Mathis 
Gregg County Justice of the Peace

Sheron Collins 
Hale County Justice of the Peace

Megan Pinson 
Harrison County Justice of the Peace

Shawn Weemes 
Red River County Clerk

Don Kirkpatrick 
Van Zandt County Judge

Pamela Harvath 
Van Zandt County Justice of the Peace

This list may be incomplete. Please submit 
new county official appointments to TAC 
County Services Specialist Madeleine 
Frampton at madeleine@county.org.

Register Today for Basics of County 
Investments Course

Registration is now open for the Basics 
of County Investments Course, scheduled 
Feb. 17-20, 2015, at the Embassy Suites San 
Marcos Hotel, Spa and Conference Center. 

The course meets the education 
requirements of the Texas Public Funds 
Investment Act and includes basic laws and 
regulations governing investment operations. 
Presentations will cover products and services 
in the public funds markets and updates on 
the latest laws and strategies. 

TAC has revamped the course in response to counties’ needs. It now offers 14.75 hours 
of classroom instruction appropriate for all levels interested in the essentials of investing 
public funds, with an additional 7.75 hours of in-depth, hands-on learning for those 
actively investing funds. The end-of-course test once required has also been replaced with 
an assessment. Texas State University is TAC’s education partner for the event.

Attendees will learn to make sense of financial jargon and concepts that may be 
unfamiliar. They will also learn how to avoid mistakes that could jeopardize a county’s 
financial standing. 

Training Open to All
The introductory course is open to any county official or staff member, especially 

auditors, commissioners court members, county investment officers and treasurers who 
oversee public investment portfolios. Continuing education credits will be available.

Commissioners court members who are involved in their county’s investment committee 
are especially encouraged to attend. TAC recommends all counties, especially those with 
considerable assets, have at least one person on staff who has completed the Basics course.

Register Online
This training is required for membership in the TAC County Investment Academy. The 

Academy provides investment education through a variety of conferences and workshops. 
Through the training, attendees have access to accurate, in-depth information as well as a 
network of experienced county investors from across the state.

Visit the TAC website at www.county.org/basics to register and see more conference 
agenda details as they become available.

New County Management and Risk Conference 
Set for April 8-10, 2015

TAC has combined the best of its County Management Institute and Pool Symposium to create a new 
conference for county officials and managers. The County Management and Risk Conference is set for 
April 8-10, 2015, at the Sheraton Austin Hotel at the Capitol. Sessions will provide attendees with the 
resources and solutions to reduce risk and prevent losses throughout their operations and deliver 
the latest on health care reform and how employee wellness affects their bottom line. Attendees will 
also learn collaboration skills that can improve management practices in their counties.

Save your seat at the conference when registration opens in December at www.county.org. Check 
the website and future issues of County for more details as they become available. Questions? Contact 

Ashley Royer in the TAC Education Department at (800) 456-5974.
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News you can use

With the start of the 84th Legislature just 
around the corner, the question of who will 
pay for indigent health care looms large at 
the state Capitol. 

The Texas Department of Insurance 
estimates there are 6.5 million Texans 
without health insurance. While many can 
afford it and have chosen not to purchase 
it, 1.3 million of Texans cannot afford 
insurance. They earn less than the federal 
poverty level, leaving them in the “coverage 
gap.” They make too much for Medicaid and 
too little for premium assistance through the 
Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act 
(PPACA). 

The coverage gap exists because the 
PPACA assumed all states would expand 
Medicaid, so it left those that would be 
eligible for the expanded Medicaid out of 
its subsidies equation that helps the working 
poor. However, Texas did not accept the 
federal government’s Medicaid expansion 
embedded in the new health care law, 
citing it as fiscally irresponsible. That means 
caring for those uninsured Texans is costing 
taxpayers billions already, and may soon cost 
more. 

While the state was able to opt out of 
Medicaid dollars the federal government 
would have sent and the strings that came 
attached to them, Texas cannot opt out of 
many of the cuts that are being made to 
hospitals, nursing homes, home health care 
providers and Medicare Advantage plans 
over the next 10 years in an effort to pay for 
the nationwide overhaul of the health care 
system. 

The cuts, taking place in every state, shift 
money around to pay for health care reform 
and the Medicaid expansion. Without the 
Medicaid expansion, the cuts place growing 
pressure on the Texas health care system to 
provide the same level of care to a population 
of more than 1 million uninsured Texans — 
with significantly less funding. 

To add to the pressure, in early October, 
the Centers for Medicaid Services started 
reviewing arrangements between private 
hospitals and local governments, putting 
$75 million in 1115 Waiver money on 

HEALTH CARE REFORM UPDATE:

Is there a Texas Solution for Medicaid?
gram (CIHCP).

In a recent letter to State Sen. Charles 
Schwertner, chair of the Health and 
Human Services Committee, the judges of 
Bexar, Tarrant, Travis, Dallas, El Paso and 
Harris counties noted their counties alone 
had provided more than $2.8 billion in 
uncompensated care in 2010-11. There are 
currently 143 counties operating CIHCPs 
in Texas.

“We write not to complain about this 
fiscal burden or duty,” wrote the judges of 
Texas’ six most populous counties, “but to 
urge your committee to use this interim 
to find a Texas way forward to fund and 
increase access to health care coverage for 
low-wage working Texans.” 

The idea of a uniquely Texas way forward 
is gaining traction, even if it is a bit of a 
vague concept at this point. Groups across 
the political spectrum, like the decidedly 
conservative Texas Public Policy Foundation 
and the left-leaning Center for Public Policy 
Priorities, have offered their takes on what 
a Texas solution could look like. Even Kyle 
Janek, head of the Texas Health and Human 
Services Commission, has presented on the 
topic of a Texas solution, highlighting a 
series of state and local programs that could 
be expanded without adding to the state’s 
costs for Medicaid.

“A Texas coverage solution that uses 
federal funds to bring hardworking Texans 
into the private insurance market is fiscally 
responsible public policy,” said Ted Shaw, 
president and CEO of the Texas Hospital 
Association. “Providing access to coverage 
that demands personal responsibility and 
accountability will promote a healthier 
workforce and a healthier economy.”

As the legislative session gets underway, 
TAC’s Legislative Department will gather, 
analyze and distribute vital information on 
any proposed legislation related to a Texas 
solution and the potential impacts to county 
government. County officials can visit www.
county.org/legislative to get the latest news 
and information on this and other hot 
topics during the session.

hold. The federal government is also looking 
elsewhere in the state to determine if 
additional funding needs to be frozen.   

The population of 1.3 million uninsured 
residents relies largely on hospital emergency 
rooms and clinics for primary and critical 
care. Often, that leaves hospital districts and 
counties to foot those medical bills. It’s a 
price that’s ultimately extracted from local 
property taxes. 

According to the Texas Hospital Associa-
tion, hospitals provide uncompensated care 
to the tune of $5.5 billion annually. That 
price tag would be even higher if it weren’t 
for the County Indigent Health Care Pro-
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The TAC Health and Employee Benefits 
Pool’s Healthy County program is now 
accepting nominations for the 2015 Iris 
Stagner Award, created in remembrance 
of one of Healthy County’s most active 
wellness coordinators. The 2015 honoree 
will be recognized at this year’s Healthy 
County Boot Camp, Feb. 12-13, 2015, in 
Round Rock.

The Iris Stagner Award Program honors 
the most innovative, enthusiastic and 
dedicated of the Pool’s wellness advocates. 
Wellness coordinators or sponsors 
nominated for the award will be evaluated 
based on their history of meeting the 
vision of the Healthy County program, 
their success in motivating employees to 
participate in Healthy County wellness 
programs, the number of health-related 
activities planned for county employees 
and the amount of leadership support 
gained for wellness programs throughout 
the county.

Healthy County Opens Nominations 
for 2015 Iris Stagner Award

Iris Stagner was the Palo 
Pinto County health and 
wellness coordinator. She 
was killed by a motorist 
while riding her bike outside Mineral 
Wells on Sept. 17, 2012. Stagner had spent 
more than 20 years dedicating her life to 
the sports of running and cycling, as well 
as motivating her fellow colleagues, friends 
and family to live healthier and more active 
lives. 

Walker County Wellness Coordinator 
Erica Wood received the Iris Stagner Award 
last year. 

To be considered for the award, 
wellness coordinators or sponsors should 
fill out a nominations form, available 
on the TAC website at www.county.org/
irisstagneraward. Nominations are due 
by Dec. 15, 2014. For more information, 
contact Healthy County Wellness 
Consultant Carrye Chen at carryec@
county.org.

Tuesday Morning 
Breakfasts Return for  
the 84th Legislature

Breakfast really is the most important meal of the day, especially 
when the Texas Legislature is in session. County officials visiting 
the Capitol are invited to join TAC’s legislative staff and others for 
the return of TAC’s Tuesday Morning Breakfasts series, starting 
in January.  

Each Tuesday morning throughout the legislative session, 
TAC hosts county officials from across the state along with key 
members of the Capitol crowd for a working breakfast meeting. 
The meeting discussions focus on important county-related bills, 
the inner workings of the Legislature and other timely topics for 
the week ahead. 

“These meetings are truly a working meeting for any county 
official to attend if they’re in town. As the legislative session 
continues and committee hearings start convening more 
frequently, the breakfasts will take on a grab-n-go format of the 
big issues facing counties that particular week. I think they’re 
an absolutely essential component to our success during the 

session,” said TAC Legislative Director Paul Sugg. 
All breakfasts are held in the TAC board room on the fourth 

floor of Texas Association of Counties building, a short walk from 
the Capitol, at 1210 San Antonio Street from 7:30-8:30 a.m. 
The free breakfasts are also a great opportunity to network with 
other elected officials. Officials can also make use of the free TAC 
parking garage while at the Capitol.

Other important legislative events scheduled during the session 
for county officials and legislators include:

Counties at the Capitol, Feb. 3, 2015; and
County Government Day, April 15, 2015.
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News you can use

The TAC Health and 
Employee Benefits Pool 
(TAC HEBP) recently 
added another new staff 
member to their team of 
Healthy County wellness 
consultants. The newest 
staff member is not an 
unfamiliar face. Ashley 
Cureton, a recent mas-
ters graduate of the Texas 
State University Health 
Education Program, was 
once a TAC intern. 

The addition of Cu-
reton means Healthy County well-
ness consultants will now divide 
the state into four territories, an 
approach that ensures that counties 
will receive the best service possible. Cu-
reton will serve as wellness consultant for 

HEALTHY COUNTY
New Wellness Consultant Joins 
Healthy County Staff

Northwest Texas. Rosalinda 
DiTommaso will move to 
the Southeast region, Carrye 
Chen will serve Northeast 
Texas and Mark Zollitsch 
will cover Southwest Texas. 

Prior to joining TAC as a 
consultant, Cureton taught 
a health education course 
at Texas State University.  
She interned with Healthy 
County while finishing her 
master’s degree. While in-
terning, Cureton assisted 
with program implementa-
tion, marketing and com-
munication materials and 
customer service and also 
organized a biometric 

screening pilot program with 
several counties.

Healthy County 
Boot Camp Set for 
February 12-13
County wellness coordinators and sponsors 
participating in the TAC Health and Employee 
Benefits Pool (TAC HEBP) Healthy County 
program are invited to the Austin Marriott 
North in Round Rock from Feb. 12-13 to get 
the tools they need to better engage county 
employees in their wellness programs. 

The 2015 Healthy County Boot Camp theme 
is Driving Engagement, and the event will 
provide participants with the latest best 
practices, helpful case studies and strateigies 
they need to make 2015 a better, healthier 
year in their counties. 

The workshops and sessions in this year’s 
conference will focus on techniques for 
increasing participation and sustaining 
engagement in county wellness programs. 
Participants will also leave equipped with 
the knowledge and knowhow to effectively 
manage their local wellness programs and 
tailor them to meet the unique needs of their 
county.

TAC HEBP sponsors the annual conference for 
Pool-member counties and offers a limited 
number of free registrations per day – on a 
first-come, first-serve basis – to attendees 
representing their counties’ wellness 
programs. The Pool also reimburses most of 
the travel expenses for two employees per 
member county. More information and online 
registration can be found at www.county.org/
HCBootCamp.

Win the battle of the bulge this 
holiday season with Maintain No 
Gain, a Healthy County holiday 
challenge offered to members of 
the Texas Association of Counties 
Health and Employee Benefits Pool 
(TAC HEBP). The challenge kicks off Nov. 
17 and focuses on preventing the dreaded 
holiday weight gain. 

“One of the biggest risk factors we see 
among our Pool members is obesity,” said 
Wellness Consultant Rosalinda DiTommaso. 
“Texans gain about 8 to 10 pounds on 
average during the holidays, and we want to 
help our members not become part of those 
statistics. It’s a serious concern. The excess 
weight contributes to so many things, like 
heart disease, diabetes, hypertension and 
even some cancers.”

The Maintain No Gain program combines 
attributes of other Healthy County programs, 
including the 5-A-Day campaign that 
encourages eating more fruits and veggies 
and the pedometer-based walking challenge 

Maintain No Gain Kicks off Nov. 17

“Sonic Boom” that promotes physical 
activity. 

Participating counties will receive weekly 
messages with tips to avoid the common 
holiday pitfalls that lead to weight gain. 
Counties are also encouraged to create 
special employee events, like healthy 
potlucks and prize drawings.

Each week that participants update their 
weight using Weight Loss Warriors or the 
paper scorecard, they will be entered in a 
prize drawing for a $25 gift card. The more 
weeks they update their weight online or 
complete a scorecard, the more chances 
they have to win. Participants can earn up to 
six prize drawing entries.

To be eligible to enter the drawing and win 
a prize, an employee must have maintained 
his or her weight within two pounds of their 

starting weight. The more weeks that goal is 
met, the more chances to win. 

Counties that are members of TAC HEBP 
and want to learn more about joining Healthy 
County or Maintain No Gain can contact TAC 
at (800) 456-5974 or visit www.county.org/
MaintainNoGain.

Driving Engagement
2015 Healthy County Boot Camp

Feb 12-13 • Austin Marriott North

REGISTER NOW!
The 2015 Healthy County Boot Camp 
is your opportunity to discover 
the latest wellness trends and best 
practices, and meet with your peers 
from across the state.  Join us to 
share powerful tips, strategies 
and resources you can use to help 
drive engagement in your county’s 
wellness program.

Visit www.county.org/HCBootCamp 
today to register. 
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During the eight years I served on my 
local city council and as mayor of 
Jacksonville, I learned the importance of 

maintaining a relationship between our Legislature 
and city and county governments. Our state 
government touches almost every aspect of our 
local communities. Because of this, I realized early 
on I needed to know who my state representative 
and senator were so I could explain to them the 
issues impacting my community.

However, I didn’t realize at the time that 
the legislators representing my community also 
needed input on those issues. Now that I have 
been in the Texas Senate for eight years, I routinely 
reach out to my county and city officials and 
school superintendents as a way to understand 
current problems and concerns. Through working 
together, we can help resolve issues and make 
positive changes. It is from these conversations 
that I can gain a better understanding of what 
legislation needs to be filed or stopped during the 
next legislative session. 

There are several associations in Texas, like 
the Texas Association of Counties, which 
provide communities a way to gather and build 
a consensus on the statewide issues that impact 
our local governments. They provide a means to 
help disseminate any changes at the state level 
back to the individual counties. In my experience, 
statewide conventions are a great way to come 

Take the Time to Testify,  
Join the Legislative Process

From Senator Robert 
Nichols

State District 3

together and share ideas. They also provide an 
opportunity for state officials and state agencies to 
interact with county officials. I would encourage 
local government officials to take part in these 
associations and conventions. 

During each legislative session and in interim 
committee hearings, legislators hear many 
professional testimonies. On occasion, county 
and city officials take the time to give personal 
testimony on an issue they have experienced 
in their communities. As chair of the Senate 
Transportation Committee and through my 
experience of the additional committees I serve 
on, I appreciate the time the local elected officials 
take to share their stories, as that testimony 
provides a powerful message to the members of 
the committee. I would encourage all Texans, 
including local officials, to come to the Capitol 
and be a part of the legislative process. 

Having the opportunity to serve in the Texas 
Senate has been one of the greatest honors of my 
life, and I look forward to seeing where the future 
takes the Lone Star State. ✯

During each legislative session and in interim committee hearings, legislators 
hear many professional testimonies. On occassion, county and city officials 

take the time to give personal testimony on an issue they have experienced in 
their communities. ... That testimony provides a powerful message. 

From Senator Robert Nichols, State District 3
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As the 84th Legislative Session approaches, 
you may be wondering what the role of the 
Legislative Budget Board (LBB) is and why 

local governments should participate in the fiscal 
note process.

The LBB is a bi-partisan agency that supports 
all legislative members. In 1973, the Legislature 
directed the LBB to establish a system of fiscal 
notes identifying the probable costs of any bill 
or resolution that would authorize or require 
the expenditure of state funds for any purpose 
other than those provided for in the General 
Appropriations Act. Since 1977, the rules of both 
the House and the Senate further required fiscal 
notes on bills that would have statewide impact on 
units of local government.

A fiscal note is an estimate of the fiscal 
implications of legislation and may include a 
revenue gain, revenue loss, costs, and/or savings. 
State budget analysts are responsible for proposed 
bills that primarily affect the state and that may 
or may not have a secondary fiscal impact to 
local governments. Local government analysts are 
responsible for proposed bills that primarily affect 
local governments and that may or may not have 
a secondary fiscal impact to the state. Legislators 
consider the fiscal impact on a proposed bill to 
make decisions.

Determining the Source 
The LBB considers several factors to determine 

whom to contact for local government fiscal 
impact information, and local governments may 
or may not receive a request for information for 
all proposed bills. The factors include:

• Whether there is an association that represents 
the majority of local governments that would 
be affected;

The Local Government Fiscal Note Process: 
Working with the Legislative Budget Board

• Whether there is reliable information 
currently available; and 

• Whether a sufficient and varied sampling of 
information has been obtained from local 
government. 

Due to time constraints, the LBB may only 
contact applicable associations or a representative 
sample of local governments. A local government 
may provide fiscal impact information on a 
proposed bill even if that local government does 
not receive a request from the LBB.

Determining the Fiscal Impact 
Fiscal impact information is prepared on all 

proposed local bills because the LBB cannot 
predict which bills will be heard in committee. 

The LBB is required to submit a fiscal note 
for a proposed bill that states an entity “may” 
rather than “shall” take actions; therefore, 
local governments should provide fiscal impact 
information as though the provisions of the bill 
would be implemented. If certain assumptions are 
necessary to calculate the estimated fiscal impact, 
state why and how those assumptions were made. 
Some fiscal impacts may offset the other (i.e., 
revenue gains may offset costs), but it is important 
to show all fiscal impacts on a proposed bill. Focus 
only on the fiscal implications of a bill, and avoid 
subjectivity and comments on the bill; the LBB 
provides only factual, unbiased fiscal analyses.

Contact Us 
Pre-filing of legislation begins on Nov. 10, when 

the LBB will begin sending Fiscal Note requests 
to local governments. If your local government 
wishes to participate, please contact the LBB (Tyra 
Peterson: tyra.peterson@lbb.state.tx.us). ✯

The LBB is required to submit a fiscal note for a proposed bill that states an 
entity “may” rather than “shall” take actions; therefore, local governments 

should provide fiscal impact information as though the provisions of the bill 
would be implemented.

From the Legislative Budget 
Board

From the Legislative Budget Board
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Interesting notes about Texas history, by Liz Carmack

Most Texans heed the call to “Remember 
the Alamo,” but do they remember 
Adina de Zavala, Clara Driscoll and 

their efforts to save it? Fewer still may know 
what new product demonstrated in 1876, 
just steps from the Alamo, spurred changes in 
ranching and agriculture that forever altered the 
landscape of the American West.

Bexar County aims to change that with a 
65-page guidebook detailing more than 220 
historic people, places and events awarded 
Texas Historical Commission (THC) historical 
markers throughout the county. Jack Judson, 
who co-chairs the Bexar County Historical 
Commission’s (BCHC) Historic Sites and 
Structures Committee, compiled and edited 
“A Guide to the Historical Markers of Bexar 
County.” Bexar County Commissioner Kevin 
Wolff arranged for the county print shop to 
reproduce the guide at no cost to the BCHC. 

“Bexar County is home to more than 
650 registered historic sites, but a select 
few can name any of those sites beyond the 
Alamo, the Missions and the San Fernando 
Cathedral. So whether it’s helping a resident 
get a better understanding of how this 
community has developed over hundreds of 
years or giving a tourist a deeper insight into this historically rich 
city beyond the River Walk, this brochure is going to be a lasting 
resource for keeping our history alive and understood,” Wolff said. 
“I also see it as a good resource for local teachers to use, especially 
those teaching the history of this great state.” 

Copies of the guide are shared with museums, libraries, schools, 
local and statewide historical preservation groups, and county 
officials and staff. The Witte Museum is also using the guide in its 

Bexar County Guidebook Makes Finding 
Historical Markers Easy

education department programs, which have 
hosted 10,000 school children this year. 

The user-friendly pocket-sized booklet 
divides the county into five regions. Each 
historical marker listed includes its address 
and a synopsis of its text. Four maps pinpoint 
marker locations throughout the county. Many 
of the sites boast markers placed by the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation, Bexar County, 
San Antonio and others, but Judson limited the 
booklet to include only the THC markers to 
keep the publication’s size manageable. 

“The purpose (of the guide) is not only to 
interest everybody in the markers, but to make 
it a usable tool. And to give the historic marker 
synopsis,” Judson said. “Then they can visit 
the site and get a better appreciation for what 
happened there.”

BCHC Chair Virginia Nicholas said the 
guidebook has been well received. “We’re the 
most historic county in the state,” she said. “That’s 

the reason we get so many out-of-town visitors to this county.”
Nicholas said the commission appreciates the in-kind support 

the county provides the group, which includes hosting meeting 
space, providing staff support as needed, and hosting the BCHC 
website, www.bexar.org/historicalcommission/home.html.

Alamo Remembered, and More
Judson voluntarily spent almost a year tracking down and 

visiting every THC historical marker in Bexar County while 
researching the second edition of the guide, which came out in 
2013. An 87-year-old lifelong county resident, he knows the 
county backward and forward. “We feel like we’re in a pretty 
historic area. It was the first county. At the time of Washington-
on-the-Brazos it was considered the District of Bexar,” Judson said. 
“The guide creates an awareness of battlegrounds, events, historic 

The Bexar County print shop reproduced 
this 65-page guidebook for the Bexar 
County Historical Commission. (Photo by 
Liz Carmack.)

Bexar County Commissioner Kevin Wolff (left) and county historical 
commission volunteer Jack Judson flank the bronze Texas 
Historical Commission historic marker placed in recognition of 
Adina de Zavala near the Alamo. In 1908 De Zavala’s efforts 
helped preserve the site. (Photo by Liz Carmack.)
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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.

structures and how they related to 
the rest of the area.”

Some of the markers included in 
the guidebook are:

The Alamo — Founded in 
1718 by the Spanish as Mission San 
Antonio de Valero, the Alamo is 
the most visited tourist destination 
in Texas, according to the State 
of Texas’ Office of the Governor, 
Economic Development and Tourism 
Commissions. Considered the most 
hallowed site of the Texas Revolution, 
the Alamo is also the earliest of the 
county’s five Spanish missions. The 
Mexican Army fortified and occupied 
it from 1803 to 1835. In December 
1835, Texas patriots captured the fort 
but in February of 1836, Mexican 
General Santa Anna and his troops 
overran the presidio, killing its defenders, who included William 
Travis, James Bowie and Davy Crockett.

Adina de Zavala — To the west of the Alamo on Alamo 
Plaza, a bronze THC historical marker honors Adina de Zavala 
(1861-1955), an early savior of the historic site and others. As 
visitors read the description, they can glance up at the two-story 
Long Barrack, just northwest of the Alamo church, where many 
defenders are believed to have retreated during the predawn 
battle. In 1908, after she heard the building was about to be razed, 
Zavala barricaded herself in the 1700s building for three days and 
nights. Her effort prevented its destruction. De Zavala became 
a guiding force in the preservation of many of Texas’ other most 
revered historic structures and sites, including the Mission San 
Francisco de Los Tejas in East Texas and the San Antonio’s Spanish 
Governor’s Palace.

Menger Hotel — Alamo Plaza boasts nine historical markers 
in all, including one recognizing the Menger Hotel. In 1855, 
William A. Menger first opened a boarding house and brewery 
south of the Alamo; he continued that work while also building 
a two-story stone hotel there in 1859. The now much-expanded, 

The Japanese Tea Garden incorporates the ruins 
of the first Portland cement plant operated west 
of the Mississippi into its sprawling grounds, 
which are part of San Antonio’s Brackenridge 
Park. (Photo by Liz Carmack.)

316-room inn has welcomed such notable guests as 
Ulysses S. Grant, Robert E. Lee and Texas rancher 
Richard King. In 1898, Theodore Roosevelt used 
the inn as his home base to recruit his regiment 
of Rough Riders for the Spanish-American War.

Barbed Wire Demonstration — A marker 
placed on the hotel’s exterior commemorates 
an 1876 event on Alamo Plaza that changed 
the course of history. Veteran salesman Pete 
McManus and his partner, John Warne Gates, 
set up a barbed wire corral and then drove cattle 
into it. After the theatrical demonstration, 
the flamboyant Gates invited spectators into 

the Menger Hotel to place their orders for the new material. 
Afterward, the market for barbed wire fencing exploded with 
large sales to Texas ranchers and others along the frontier. Within 
25 years, nearly all open range had become privately owned and 
fenced. 

Clara Driscoll — Most of Bexar County’s historical markers 
lie beyond San Antonio’s downtown. Across town in the Alamo 
Masonic Cemetery, a historical marker sits aside the tomb of Clara 
Driscoll (1881-1945). In 1903, she learned that the Long Barrack 
at the Alamo was about to be sold. When the state failed to act, 
she bought the property, using her own funds to supplement those 
raised by the Daughters of the Republic of Texas (DRT). In 1905, 
the state reimbursed her and placed the care of the Alamo in the 
hands of the DRT.

John Lang Sinclair — A marker near Driscoll’s notes the 
gravesite and achievements of a significant figure in the University 
of Texas’ past — John Lang Sinclair (1879-1947). Sinclair, while a 
member of the University of Texas Glee Club in 1903, penned the 
school’s song, “The Eyes of Texas Are Upon You,” set to the tune 
“I’ve been Working on the Railroad.”

Making the Most of Marker Guides
Counties that have developed historical marker guides should capitalize on those efforts by using their publication to 
launch programs and projects, said Amy Hammons, county historical commission outreach coordinator for the Texas 
Historical Commission. Her tips:

• Generate interest in history by distributing them at area museums, chambers of commerce, and visitor centers;
• Educate citizens on county history by handing them out along with information about area museums and heri-

tage events;
• Feature a historical marker in a weekly or monthly newsletter, newspaper article or radio show;
• Organize tours of historic sites for adults and students using brochure information;
• Sponsor essay contests for which students research a marker listed in the guide;
• Design an annual calendar with each month featuring a marker along with associated historic photographs;
• Create history-oriented scavenger hunts for families that highlight markers within the county; and
• Divide the county’s marker map into quadrants and assign each quadrant to a maintenance team made up of county historical commission 

appointees, volunteers and students who will ensure that the markers are accessible and in good condition.

9765_mag.indd   15 11/13/14   6:41 PM



historicalhighlights

16 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 4

Interesting notes about Texas history, by Liz Carmack

Bexar County Courthouse — Architect James Gordon 
designed the 1896 red granite courthouse in the Romanesque 
Revival style. It sits on the south side of San Antonio’s Main 
Plaza, which had been named “La Plaza de las Islas” in 1731 
when originally laid out by Canary Islander settlers (yet 
another marker). County Judge Nelson Wolff (Commissioner 
Wolff’s father) and his wife formed the Hidalgo Foundation 
to raise private money toward restoration of the building, 
which is underway. Interior work should be completed by the 
end of 2014 and exterior landscaping and adjacent street paving 
wrapped up by spring 2015.

The Twohig House, Ruiz House and Navarro House 
— The Witte Museum in San Antonio — featuring collections 
and exhibits of South Texas history, culture and natural science 
— claims three markers in the guidebook. The plaques note 
several historic homes that were moved to the museum’s grounds 
in the 1940s to preserve them. The first, the two-story limestone 
Twohig House, was built in 1841 by a San Antonio pioneer 
and prosperous merchant. The second, the Ruiz House, was 
constructed around 1745. Teacher Jose Francisco Ruiz later lived 
there. He joined Texans in opposing Santa Anna’s dictatorship and 
was one of two native Texans and one of three with Spanish blood 
to sign the Texas Declaration of Independence. Another signer of 
the declaration, Jose Antonio Navarro, built the third home, the 
Navarro House, in 1835.

Alamo Portland and Roman Cement Company — Other 
historical details shared by the guidebook include the origins of 
the Japanese Tea Garden at Brackenridge Park. The picturesque 
site was once home to the first Portland cement plant west of the 
Mississippi. After the discovery of blue argillaceous limestone 
nearby in 1879, the Alamo Portland and Roman Cement 
Company (later called the Alamo Cement Company) operated a 

The 1841 Twohig House (foreground) and the adjacent 1835 
Navarro House were both moved to the grounds of the Witte 
Museum in San Antonio in the 1940s along with a third 
home, the Ruiz House, to preserve these historic structures. 

The Texas Historical Commission historic marker at Clara 
Driscoll’s tomb explains the roll she played, along with the 
Daughters of the Republic of Texas, in saving the Alamo in 
the early 1900s. (Photos by Liz Carmack.)

cement kiln there until 1908. Kiln ruins remain on the sprawling 
grounds, which today feature several koi ponds, a large, open-air 
pagoda, gardens and a tea room.

Preserving and Sharing County’s History
The number of THC historical markers awarded to Bexar 

County has continued to grow since the last edition of the 
guidebook. Judson said he expects to update the booklet again in 
the next two or three years. “We’ve added somewhere around 20 
new markers (since 2013),” he said.

Commissioner Wolff said Bexar County appreciates the all-
volunteer work of the BCHC and is happy to help facilitate it. 

“Our support for this brochure getting published goes back to 
the importance of understanding Bexar County’s history and its 
place in the history of our state and nation,” he said. “We have 
such a rich and fascinating history and the commissioners court 
believes it’s imperative that we preserve as much as we can and tell 
our story whenever we can.”

The county is also working to preserve its past in other ways, 
Wolff said, adding that County Clerk Gerard Rickhoff and District 
Clerk Donna Kay McKinney are both working to preserve and 
digitize the county’s oldest records, including Spanish archives. ✯

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.
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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.

DEBORAH HUNT
WILLIAMSON COUNTY TAX ASSESSOR/COLLECTOR

What was it that initially made you run for office? And what drives 
you to stick with it and run again?

I have been involved in the political process since I was in high 
school. Although, supporting other candidates is quite different 
from personally filing for an office. I had been a tax assessor/
collector for a large municipal utilities district in the county and 
felt that I could be a positive influence in the county tax office. It’s 
very rewarding to be in a position to affect constructive change and 
provide the public the best service. Also, I wanted to change the 
public perception of service from a government office and show 
the public that they matter.

What legislative issues are most important to you and to your 
office right now? 

There is a lot of talk about caps on appraisals and tax rates. We 
already have caps and I think they are at a reasonable level now. 
To change those caps to a lower rate would take us perilously close 
to the same mistakes that California made with Prop. 13, creating 
an unfair balance in the property tax system. Amazingly, Texas is 
ranked only 46th in per capita tax burden. We need to talk more 
about that.

Most of my professional career has been in the property tax field 
and I have a strong interest in the system. I am very frustrated 
with the movement to change it substantially. Since Texas does not 
have an income tax, we rely heavily on property tax locally. It has 
advantages, allowing for local control and as a deduction on our 
income tax. The Legislature relies heavily on sales tax. Those are 
our largest public fund sources.

How do you ensure that legislators hear your concerns, and work 
with you, other county officials and other groups towards solutions? 

In addition to the Core Legislative Group with TAC, I serve on 
the Tax Assessor/Collectors and the Texas Association of Appraisal 
Districts Legislative Committees. All three organizations have 
effective practices to reach out to our legislators. I have been a 
resource for my local legislators and have already met with my 
three state representatives and senator regarding the next session. 
It is important to get to know the members of the key committees 
that will be hearing legislation that you are working on along with 
their clerks. Staying informed on the progress of legislation and 
making yourself available as a resource is important to the process.

Can you talk about your experiences with TAC’s Core Legislative 
Group and the value you see in it? 

It is an invaluable resource. I attend many of the legislative 
breakfast meetings on Tuesday mornings. Close proximity is a 
perk. It is a great way to keep a finger on the pulse of the session. 
TAC invites legislators that are in leadership roles as speakers to 
keep us informed. Paul Sugg and Ender Reed, along with the rest 
of the legislative team, have been great support with our platforms.

Is there anything else you’d like to add or talk about regarding your 
role as an elected official, your office or your county?

I served one year as a justice of the peace. I was appointed to 
fill out a term while the electorate made their decision. That was 
a fascinating year. I learned so much about county government 
from that position. I had interactions with the sheriff, the county 
and district attorneys, the county and district clerks, the treasurer, 
the constables, the tax assessor/collector, judges, commissioners, 
and of course, the other justices of the peace. I also had a lot of 
interaction with all of the county departments. After that year, I 
served as a magistrate for two years then decided that I needed 
to get back to the subject that is my home base — the property 
tax world. It sounds crazy, I know. Who would aspire to be a tax 
assessor/collector? To me, it is a glove that fits. My passion is public 
service and this office has the largest volume of contact with the 
public. We are a part of Texans’ lives. The challenge of making it 
a professional, friendly, helpful place to visit with an unexpected 
level of service is very rewarding. Also, I enjoy the structure and 
fiscal responsibilities of the office. I am fascinated with finding 
efficiencies and best practices for our operation. It is not your 
grandma’s government office. ✯

DARYL FOWLER
DEWITT COUNTY JUDGE
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DARYL FOWLER
DEWITT COUNTY JUDGE

What was it that initially made you run for office? And what drives 
you to stick with it and run again?

In 2008, after working 25 years in the life insurance business, 
I completed a mini-course in petroleum land practices at Texas 
Christian University in hopes of securing a job as a petroleum 
landman. The financial crisis in 2008 changed my plans. It 
became clear after thoughtful prayer that I was supposed to use 
the new knowledge to serve the public. The decision was not easy 
because Judge Ben Prause, a respected 24-year incumbent, also 
decided to run for a seventh term in 2010.

I stick with the job and the effort to navigate the hazards 
because I realize our budget decisions can make us or break us. 
Oil booms tend to end in a bad way. Lord willing, what we do as 
a commissioners court will prepare us for a soft landing.

What is the biggest challenge you’ve dealt with as an elected 
official and what advice would you give your peers across the 
state that may face the same or similar challenges?

I take pride in the fact we can still do a few things in a rural way, 
but our issues are not rural anymore. Therefore, to protect the 
interests of the county — and the citizens by extension — we are 
reaching out for paid professional advice to help us understand 
what we are dealing with. In this way, we hope to avoid the pitfalls 
that would surely come by leaning on our own understanding.

One of the best pieces of advice ever given to me was from 
the president of the local taxpayer’s league, who suggested that I 
not lower the tax rate at all [emphasis added] when the effective 
rate dropped by more than 20 cents in 2012. On his advice, we 
have adopted budgets with 50 percent revenue increases in two 
successive years without a rollback election. 

If there is a lesson to learn, it is that exceeding the rollback tax 
rate is possible. Our success was due to the transparency about 
the county’s needs and knowing who is really paying the taxes. 
We have applied the enhanced revenue as we promised and our 
citizens are rewarding us with their trust to continue to do the 
right thing.

What legislative issues are most important to you, your county and 
to your office right now?

We have a considerable number of growing pains. Bad roads 
have been made worse because of the heavy weight and volume 
of oil field trucks, but I am not content with letting what we have 
fall back to pioneer-class buggy trails. So, I have focused my at-
tention on building a better road system within our county while 
we have the additional tax revenue.

Our arguments in the halls of the state Capitol are valid and 
our efforts are sincere, so I have great hopes that state leaders will 
respond in ways that will sustain us through this current boom. If 
done the right way, the benefits of any legislation should extend 
statewide so that counties that have lost population to the big cit-
ies may be able to reverse the trend someday.

How do you ensure that legislators hear your concerns, and work 
with you, other county officials and other groups toward solutions?

Previous experiences have allowed me to understand that state 
legislators are real people called to a higher purpose, but that does 
not make them experts in all things. They rely on trustworthy 
people to inform them and assist them in shaping opinions on 

issues that may be foreign to their experiences in life. They also 
guard their reputations just as we do, so a relationship built on 
trust is the first goal. After trust is established, I try very hard 
to reduce the complexities of problems into bite-sized pieces and 
deliver them in convincing ways.

If you could pick one item to put at the top of the 84th Legislature’s 
agenda, what would you pick and why?

All of the talk, everywhere, is about the decline in transportation 
infrastructure funding in Texas while we are in the midst of a 
remarkable oil boom. Lord willing, I will continue advocating for 
the rural needs in an effective way. If rural counties are generating 
the revenue windfall, appropriations to repair the damages should 
be included as part of any proposed transportation funding 
solution.

Can you talk about your experiences with TAC’s Core Legislative 
Group and the value you see in it?

TAC’s Core Legislative Group is similar to one I participated 
in as a life insurance agent. The value we add as county officials 
comes from our real-life experiences. Those experiences can 
balance the testimony coming from the professional lobby and 
help in the drafting of better laws for us to work under.

How do you describe your job to people who may not be familiar 
with the day-to-day of what you do, the responsibilities of your 
office, or with the way county government functions? Are there any 
common misconceptions that you hear?

Although it is not an entirely accurate description, I tell folks 
that my job is much like that of a corporate CEO. I wear at least 
10 different hats of responsibility – and quite often, all of them 
on the same day.

Is there anything else you’d like to add or talk about regarding 
your role as an elected official, your office or your county?

The friends I have gained while serving in this capacity are a 
wonderful mixture of talent and experience that I will cherish for 
as long as I live. I thank The Lord for the calling to this office 
and I count it a blessing to be working among the multitude of 
dedicated public servants in County Land. ✯
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Neighborhood-focused social network Nextdoor launches  
free digital communications alternative for counties

By Joel Nihlean

Nextdoor, the private, neighbor-to-neighbor social net-
work, recently launched a promising and free digital 
communications alternative for counties and local 
governments called Nextdoor for Public Agencies.

The company, which has long focused on creating and maintain-
ing safe communities through fostering a sort of virtual neighbor-
hood watch, chose to launch the new feature on the National Pre-
pareAthon! Day of Action.

The social network’s model differs greatly from Facebook and 
Twitter, though some of the functionality seems familiar. Users 
must verify their address using one of several methods, including 
the decidedly low-tech postcard, before joining. From there, they 
will be able to connect only with those in their neighborhood and 
surrounding community. 
Now, local government can 
join, too.

“It’s not about sharing sta-
tus updates and pictures, it’s 
about solving problems. The 
Nextdoor platform is, at its 
core, very well-positioned to 
help with crime and safety 
and emergency response,” said 
Nextdoor co-founder Sarah 
Leary, pointing out successes 
following recent California 
earthquakes and wildfires 
during a telephone interview 
from the company’s San Fran-
cisco headquarters. 

Nextdoor for Public Agen-
cies gives local governments 
a line into Nextdoor’s private 
neighborhood networks to 
communicate with residents, 
not only about issues happen-
ing countywide, but also those 

specific to their part of the county or even just their neighborhood. 
And counties don’t need to entice residents to follow them or “Like” 
them on the platform. By signing up for Nextdoor for Public Agen-
cies, they’ll get access to everyone in the county who uses the site.

“We really wanted to build something designed to create two-way 
conversation and really engender community-building. That was re-
ally at the heart of the motivation for getting county officials and 
residents to be able to talk to each other. Anything that encourages 
neighbors to know each other is going to help build a stronger and 
safer community,” she said.

The company has been piloting their local government partner-
ship program during the past year with 250 city and county de-
partments, including partnerships with the Harris County Sheriff ’s 

Office and Tarrant and Travis 
counties. The official rollout 
of Nextdoor for Public Agen-
cies means it is now available 
in all 254 Texas counties to all 
county departments, includ-
ing commissioners’ courts, 
sheriff ’s offices, fire depart-
ments, EMS and emergency 
management offices. 

“My impression is that 
Nextdoor has been a blessing 
for us, helping to keep our 
constituents up to date on 
crime developments in a very 
targeted way,” said Alan Bern-
stein, director of Public Affairs 
at the Harris County Sheriff ’s 
Office.

The Harris County Sher-
riff ’s Office joined Nextdoor 
in January 2014 as part of the 
pilot and initially used it to 
share safety tips and program 

9765_mag.indd   21 11/13/14   6:42 PM



22 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 4

updates. They soon 
expanded to sending 
proactive and targeted 
policing updates and 
emergency notifica-
tions that were target-
ed directly to affected 
neighborhoods in un-
incorporated areas of 
Harris County. The 
sheriff ’s department 
eventually added de-
partment representa-
tives to the account so 
citizens could interact 
directly with the depu-
ties who patrol the 
neighborhood and get updates 
from them. 

“I think that has been one of 
the most powerful things we’ve 
been able to do,” said Parisa Safa-
rzadeh, digital media manager for 
the Harris County Sheriff ’s Of-
fice. “People used to know who 
patrolled their neighborhood, 
but over the years that’s changed. 
A lot of people don’t even know 
many of their neighbors anymore. 
This is helping neighborhoods 
reconnect and helping us con-
nect with the community outside 
of the typical law enforcement 
or emergency dynamic. For ex-
ample, during a patrol, a deputy 
might see garage doors open and 
then just leave a friendly reminder 
post for that neighborhood men-
tioning what they saw and in-
clude some crime and safety tips.”

The Harris County Sheriff ’s 
Office is no stranger to digital 
communications. The depart-
ment regularly uses Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, 
Nixle, YouTube, Google+ and a 
smartphone app called iWatch 
Harris County. One of the biggest 
pluses is knowing that the com-
munications sent out through 
Nextdoor go to Harris County 
residents, Safarzadeh said.

“Facebook and Twitter and the 
others are great tools, but we have 
followers from across the state 
and across the world there. Any-
one can follow us,” she said. 

The benefit of Nextdoor’s 

Counties with Neighborhoods 
Using Nextdoor as of Oct. 1.

AUSTIN 1
BANDERA 2
BASTROP 6
BELL 16
BEXAR 402
BOWIE 4
BRAZORIA 32
BRAZOS 55
BURNET 1
CAMERON 8
CHAMBERS 2
COLLIN 459
COMAL 41
COOKE 1
DALLAS 789
DENTON 268
ECTOR 2
EL PASO 9
ELLIS 50
FANNIN 1
FORT BEND 140
GALVESTON 40
GILLESPIE 1
GRAYSON 3
GREGG 1
GRIMES 1
GUADALUPE 11
HARDIN 1
HARRIS 895
HAYS 46
HENDERSON 5
HIDALGO 9
HILL 1
HOOD 3
HUNT 5
JEFFERSON 6

JOHNSON 25
KAUFMAN 20
KENDALL 6
KERR 1
LIBERTY 1
LIVE OAK 1
LLANO 1
LUBBOCK 9
MCLENNAN 9
MEDINA 3
MIDLAND 9
MONTGOMERY 121
NUECES 21
ORANGE 1
PARKER 16
POLK 1
POTTER 7
RANDALL 15
ROCKWALL 64
RUSK 1
SAN JACINTO 1
SMITH 18
TARRANT 654
TAYLOR 8
TOM GREEN 3
TRAVIS 553
VICTORIA 2
WALKER 2
WASHINGTON 1
WEBB 1
WHARTON 1
WICHITA 3
WILLIAMSON 175
WILSON 5
WISE 3
WOOD 1

rather rigorous verifi-
cation process is that 
Safarzadeh knows the 
communications sent 
out are going to real 
residents of the nearly 
400 active Nextdoor 
neighborhoods in 
Harris County. 

According to Next-
door, the site is used 
by one in four neigh-
borhoods nationwide. 
There are currently 
5,162 neighborhoods 
in 996 communities 
across Texas using the 

social network. Neighbors are us-
ing it to connect with each other 
about issues in their communities 
like public safety, planning events, 
local services and lost pets. Each 
neighborhood has its own private 
Nextdoor neighborhood site, ac-
cessible only to that neighbor-
hood’s residents who can verify 
they live there.

Counties can now connect 
with those communities, too, 
and use Nextdoor to send peri-
odic and geographically targeted 
information to specific neighbor-
hoods, groups of neighborhoods, 
or the entire county. Counties can 
use the site to share helpful infor-
mation with their residents, like 
safety alerts, crime watch infor-
mation, burn ban notices, disaster 
preparedness tips and immediate 
emergency alerts. 

“Nextdoor is a really powerful 
way for officials to build positive 
relationships with the community 
outside of the event of an emer-
gency and bring those relation-
ships to the neighborhood level,” 
said Leary.

Residents are notified of up-
dates to their neighborhood net-
work by mobile app push, email, 
desktop notifications or text mes-
sage, depending on how they’ve 
chosen to receive updates. Posts 
to Nextdoor can also be auto-
matically pushed out to a county’s 
Facebook page or Twitter ac-
count. 

Each Nextdoor neighborhood 
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is started and moderated by a 
resident in that neighborhood. 
Nextdoor refers to these commu-
nity leaders as a neighborhood 
lead, and counties using Next-
door have the ability to identify 
and message the neighborhood 
leads directly. County residents 
can also send private messages 
to county staff through the plat-
form, but robust privacy controls 
mean counties will not be able to 
see the posts or conversations us-
ers have with each other within 
the private neighborhood net-
works. 

“We’re committed to privacy 
for our users. There’s a lot of chatter that goes on within these neigh-
borhoods, like planning for a Fourth of July picnic, and law enforce-
ment doesn’t need or want to know who’s bringing the hotdogs,” 
said Leary.

Leary also said the company has worked hard to take into account 
the varying command structures and service areas local governments 
operate in, as well as the complex web of laws and regulations. 
Counties can customize the accounts of various county departments 
on Nextdoor to reflect these differences. 

Nextdoor also took pains to make sure that adhering to the Open 
Records Act while using their privacy-centric site is easy, and running 
afoul of the Open Meetings Act is hard. A granular level of control 

over administrative rights helps 
keep the focus for each county 
representative on the constitu-
ents and the area they serve. All 
posts and conversation threads 
started by government agencies 
on Nextdoor are also publicly 
available and never archived. A 
date-centered search function 
and the ability to export the posts 
and conversations in different file 
formats is in the works.  

Nextdoor exists in a crowded 
digital world, competing against 
numerous social media and digi-
tal communications tools like 
Twitter, Facebook, Nixle, Craig-

slist and others. The company has found a way to coexist in this 
competitive world by co-opting what their competitors do and ap-
plying it to a local community network. In the end, it looks more 
like a modern take on the community message board, but with the 
company going from just a handful of neighborhoods in 2011 to 
more than 40,000 nationwide in 2014, it’s clearly struck a chord. 

Leary said Nextdoor will always be free for residents and local 
governments. The website currently is funded by prominent tech 
investors as it expands across the U.S. Counties interested in joining 
Nextdoor and connecting with their constituents online can visit 
https://nextdoor.com/agency to get find out more. ✯
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C O U R T H O U S E S  I N  D A N G E R

Structural problems at some of Texas’ historic county 
courthouses have caused counties to shut down entire 
floors, close entrances and even evacuate entire buildings, 
their cracked walls and shuttered windows encircled by 

chain link fences.
“Most historic courthouses were well built and well designed,” 

Sharon Fleming, an architect and director of the Texas Historical 
Commission’s (THC) Architecture Division and the Texas Historic 
Courthouse Preservation Program (THCPP). “But historic buildings 
often develop structural problems over time of varying severity.” 

The type of soils present, drought conditions or flooding, the 
materials used in the building’s foundation, water infiltration in 
walls and foundations and other conditions can all affect a structure, 
Fleming said, adding that soil movement can cause cracks and 
damage mortar, which allows in moisture and can further complicate 
problems.

Of the 18 recipients chosen this year by the THCPP to each 
receive a $450,000 emergency grant, six counties will use the monies 
to address structural issues at their courthouses. Here’s a look at four 
of those: Wilson, Dickens, Karnes and Hunt counties.

Wilson County Courthouse
After engineers in 2012 determined the foundation of the Wilson 

County Courthouse was unstable, they recommended the county 
evacuate the 1884 two-story brick 
building. “We moved out because 
of the hazard,” said County Judge 
Marvin Quinney. “It was just a scary 
situation.”

The culprit? Soft brick in the 
building’s original foundation 
combined with the recent drought, 
inadequate site drainage and poor 
foundation design led to “excessive 
movement in the building resulting 
in significant cracking to the 
building envelope,” according to the 
county’s grant application. 

Lauded Texas architect Alfred 
Giles, the architect of the Texas 
Governor’s mansion, designed the 
Second Empire and Italianate style 
courthouse, but large cracks now 
mar the building’s plaster exterior 
walls. County offices moved 
from the courthouse now operate 
at a nearby annex and a former 
elementary school a few blocks away. 
A chain link fence surrounds the 
vacant building.

Quinney recalled how some 
suggested the county just bulldoze 
the old building, which is topped 
by a bell tower, and construct a new 
one. 

“I thought they might have a point, until I learned it would cost 
approximately $15 million to rebuild another structure like it but 
that we could repair it for about $2 million,” he said. 

With the help of the emergency grant, repairs are underway 
and the county is on track to move back in next spring, Quinney 
said. The extensive repairs include underpinning the existing 
masonry walls with a new reinforced concrete footing using a 
complex procedure that shores up the superstructure while the 
brick foundation is removed and replaced. The county paid $1.024 
million of the $1.474 million project.

Dickens County Courthouse
Dickens County routinely held district court, probate hearings and 

other meetings in County Judge Lesa Arnold’s office when someone 
participating couldn’t climb the steps to the county courthouse’s 
second-floor courtroom. The 1893 Romanesque Revival style 
building has no elevator, so in 2010, the county asked a structural 
engineer if one could be installed.

“That’s when the bomb got dropped,” Arnold said. “Not only 
would the building not sustain an elevator, they suggested we relieve 
all the weight from the second floor. We had to remove everything 
from the second story as fast as we could and build something to 
hold our district court and county court.” 

The county quickly established a jury room, judge’s chamber, 
client-attorney meeting room and courtroom in the cramped 
quarters of a rapidly constructed metal building. The county 
treasurer moved into small cinder block building nearby. The county 
also began construction on a 7,000-square-foot annex and hired an 

 Exterior work was undertaken this summer to reinforce the 
foundation of the Dickens County Courthouse. (Photo courtesy 
Texas Historical Commission.)

Wilson County Auditor Tom Dupnick (left) and County Judge Marvin Quinney outside the now 
empty 1884 Wilson County Courthouse in Floresville. County officials and staff hope to move 
back in next spring after completing repairs, which were funded in part by a Texas Historical 
Commission Texas Historic Courthouse Preservation Program emergency grant. (Photo by Liz 
Carmack.)
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architect to develop the plans and specifications for a full courthouse 
restoration in hopes that construction funding would be available in 
the future.

The county added $553,372 of its own monies to the emergency 
grant it received this year to stabilize the courthouse and make 
other repairs so it can move back into the second floor. The project 
includes other work, such as adding an elevator and making the 
building’s entrance and toilet facilities accessible.

The emergency grant doesn’t cover other pressing needs at the 
courthouse, Arnold said, such as upgrading old, overloaded wiring 
(which has caused a junction box to smolder), adding insulation and 
replacing deteriorating windows. 

Karnes County Courthouse
Structural problems have also plagued the 1894 Karnes County 

Courthouse for years. In 2011, tan bricks toppled out of a first 
floor arch, a week before an already planned evacuation from the 
Romanesque Revival-style building by county officials and staff. 
With recent assistance in the form of three THCPP grants totaling 
$1.5 million, including this year’s emergency grant 
of $450,000, the county has taken several steps to 
stabilize the building. 

It first removed two 1920s additions on its 
western side that were thought to be contributing 
to the problem. Soft brick used in the building’s 
foundation was also to blame. “When they excavated 
the basement, they saw that half the footing was not 
sitting on ground anymore,” Fleming said.

“Phase 1A of our restoration was foundation 
stabilization, creating a mechanical equipment room 
and a basement,” County Commissioner A.T. “Pete” 
Jauer said. “In the process, we found we needed extra 

shoring on the support beams of the first floor.” The 
commissioner, who has decades of experience in the 
construction industry, has helped coordinate the 
work on the courthouse since he came into office 
in 2011.

The county also contracted to repair the historic 
building’s western exterior wall, re-point the brick, 
restore stone courses and arches, replace metal 
windows with wooden windows and replace about 
one third of the red tile roof with slate, which was 
the original roofing material. Much more work must 
be done before county offices can be allowed back in.

The building remains cordoned off with fencing, 
its main entrances blocked and its windows boarded 

up. Jauer noted where a false ceiling once hung in the courtroom on 
the first floor. The cavernous room now sits empty, dusty and in a 
sad state of repair.  

The population growth and the additional tax revenue in Karnes 
County brought by the oil and gas boom in the Eagle Ford Shale 
has presented the county with several financial challenges, Jauer 
said. This has made it difficult for the county to find the funds to 
conduct further work on its courthouse. The county was able to kick 
in a $600,000 match to the $450,000 HTCPP emergency grant this 
year. The monies will pay to replace the rest of the courthouse’s tile 
roof with slate. 

“We have very high costs for maintaining roads, a much increased 
law enforcement budget and increased EMS services,” Jauer said. 
“County salaries have had to be increased to compete with the 
salaries in the oil field. Even though we’ve had increased income, we 
have comparable increased expenses. We’re struggling just to learn 
how to deal with the problems that have been created.”

Karnes County Commissioner A.T. “Pete” 
Jauer outside the vacated 1894 Karnes County 

Courthouse. While some work on the building 
has been completed, much more is needed. 

(Photos by Liz Carmack.)

Dickens County Judge Lesa Arnold outside the 
1893 Dickens County Courthouse. The county 
had to evacuate the building’s second floor 
due to safety concerns. (Photo courtesy Judge 
Arnold.)
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Hunt County Courthouse
The structural problems at the 

1929 Hunt County Courthouse 
threaten to cause “catastrophic failure” 
of the Moderne-style building’s two 
monumental exterior staircases at its 
north and south entrances, according 
to its application for Round VIII 
emergency funding from the THCPP. 
The county closed the ground level and 
first floor doors of its south entrance 
more than a year and a half ago. Its 
north entrance is still open, but suffers 
similar problems, Judge John Horn 
said.

“We’ve had scaffolding underneath 
the south entrance just to support 
the stairway structure itself,” he said. 
“We’ve had to keep that area isolated. 
When that’s your primary access point 
(to the courthouse), it creates real 
problems for movement. We’re not 
far from having the same issues on the 
north side.”

Settling foundations and the 
related cracking has allowed moisture 
to infiltrate and corrode the steel 
supporting the concrete stairs. “Water 
infiltration and intrusion into the sub 
elements of the structure created so 
much deterioration that it became a 
dangerous situation for us,” Horn said.

The busy courthouse hosts two 
district courts and two county courts at 
law. It is also home to the offices of the 
district and county clerks, county judge 
and commissioner offices, the county 
treasurer, county auditor and others. 

Hunt County will match the 
THCPP emergency grant it received 
with $703,115 and use the monies 
to address the building’s structural 
failures. It will also fully restore the 
north and south staircases and their 
entrances and exits on either side at the 
ground and first floors. Underpinning 
of the stairs and adjacent courthouse 
walls will also be undertaken to prevent 
additional movement of the building 
and water seepage. Horn said work should get underway this fall and 
he hopes it will wrap up within 180 days.

“We are certainly appreciative of the Texas Historical Commission’s 
consideration of this project,” Horn said. “It would have been a 
real challenge for us. We’re trying to recover from an economic 
downturn. We would have had to divert significant funding from 
other necessary operations to affect these changes.”

THC Seeks More Funding for 
Courthouse Program

During the 83rd legislative session in 2013, 
state lawmakers cut the THCPP budget to 
about $4.2 million.  In the past, funding to 
help restore county courthouses had been as 
high as $62 million and, more recently, $20 
million per biennium.

The Texas Historical Commission recently 
submitted its budget request for 2016-2017, 
which lawmakers will consider when they 
convene in January. “Our commissioners voted 
on the legislative appropriation request at their 
July meeting. It will be $40 million and it’s 
the agency’s top exceptional item request,” 
Fleming said. That amount should be enough 
to fund approximately 10 matching grants to 
help pay for full courthouse restorations, three 
matching grants to help fund development of 
construction plans, and one to two matching 
emergency grants to help address critical needs.

Several counties that received Round VIII 
emergency grant funding this year will be 
closely watching what happens to the THC’s 
budget request.  

Dickens County had planned to apply for 
a full restoration grant in 2013, but after 
the Legislature reduced the grant program’s 
funding, it sought the emergency grant to fix its 
most pressing issue from a long list of problems. 
Arnold said the county hopes the THCPP will 
be fully funded in the future. “These buildings 
have to weather a lot of storms,” Dickens said. 
“Not all are atmospheric.”

Horn said Hunt County will be watching 
the session closely to see what happens with 
the THC’s funding request, adding that he 
understood how legislators had to make tough 
decisions to trim some programs during the last 
session. Hunt County spent its own funds to 
commission a master plan for a full restoration, 
which will address a long list of to-dos at the 
courthouse.

In addition to structural problems, many 
of the state’s historic courthouses are at risk 
from fire hazards, such as aging and overloaded 
electrical systems; suffer from deteriorating 
and poorly fitting windows; and experience 
water infiltration that can damage records and 

compromise the structural integrity of the buildings. 
“I’m probably more of an advocate for the historical commission 

now than anybody,” Horn said. “I would encourage the Legislature 
to take a hard look at increasing funding to offer opportunities 
in rural parts of Texas that are financially challenged to enhance 
the lifespan and utility of courthouses, We’d like to encourage the 
Legislature to go back and look at implementing additional funding 
to the program.” ✯

Hunt County Judge John Horn outside one 
of the closed entrances of the Hunt County 
Courthouse. Cracks in the staircase hint at 
their structural problems. (Photo courtesy 
Judge Horn.)

Supports brace an exterior staircase at the 
1929 Hunt County Courthouse.  (Photo courtesy 
Judge Horn.)
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In December 2012, the Supreme Court of Texas mandated 

that files in courts hearing civil cases, including family 

and constitutional county courts, be filed electronically. 

Since then, counties across the state have been working 

on a graduated schedule to comply with the order. Urban 

counties with populations of more than 200,000 and several 

others have already complied, but many rural counties 

currently lack the equipment and resources to make the 

costly transition.

Session Summary

T he Office of Court Administration (OCA) has partnered 
with Tyler Technologies to create efiletexas.gov, a cen-
tral site to be used statewide to manage the delivery of 
information between filers, clerks, court personnel and 

judges. The vendor has used the system in 14 other states across 
the country, said panelist Terry Derrick, a program manager with 
Tyler Technologies.

As of the TAC Legislative Conference in August, 74 counties 
across the state had implemented efiling in civil courts, though 
only 22 counties are currently operating under the mandate. The 
52 others are operating permissively before their mandatory date 
hits. The 74 counties make up 87 percent of the state’s population. 
After Jan. 1, 2015, when counties with populations of 100,000 to 
199,999 are required to use efiling, those numbers will jump to 109 
counties and 93 percent of the state’s population.

Having a graduated schedule means many of the bugs in the sys-
tem have largely been fixed. For instance, clerks that have already 
gone through the transition have helped to create a set of standards 
so that courts across the state are doing the same thing.

“You cannot have a successful electronic filing state system if you 
don’t have standards,” said Fort Bend County Clerk Dianne Wilson. 
“Airplanes use standards so that somebody can sit in the cockpit of 
one plane and pretty well know how to fly it; we are having to do the 
same thing in Texas.”

 Counties already using electronic filing have seen many benefits 
from the transition, including savings of hundreds of thousands of 
dollars from reduced storage, paper and postage costs. 

“I’ve been paperless now since July 2000 and I have reduced my 
office space by half, I have not increased my recording staff in 15 
years and I have been able to open several annexes around the county 
so the public doesn’t have to drive to the county seat,” Wilson said. 
“If you look at it from a brick-and-mortar standpoint and at the 
amount of people you’re having to hire to manage and massage paper 
— an e-filing world really starts reducing those costs.” 

Not only are there long-term savings associated with efiling, but 
many of the costs incurred by the counties to offer electronic filing 
can be recouped via a $2 transaction fee paid for by court users, as 
long as counties keep track of their expenses. The law allows for a 
county to recover both past expenses and anticipated expenses for 
the fiscal year. 

“You have to show that you have costs you’re trying to recoup. If 
you can’t do that, the law doesn’t allow you to charge the fee,” said 

OCA Administrative Director and panelist David Slayton, adding 
that justices of the peace courts, though not included in the Supreme 
Court mandate, are still eligible to make use of electronic filing and 
efileTexas.gov and can still charge a transaction fee to recoup costs for 
making the transition. 

While counties already in compliance with the mandate have seen 
rewards, much of the heavy lifting is yet to come. More than half the 
state’s counties — 136 total — have a population of 20,000 or less, 
meaning they must comply with the mandate by July 1, 2016. Those 
counties face the most challenges when it comes to complying with 
the mandate, as they may need to purchase computer equipment and 
improve their Internet connections just to reach the minimum stan-
dards of the mandate. 

Officials can search online for the “efileTexas.gov Infrastructure 
Guidelines” document for help determining what changes, if any, the 
county must make to comply with the mandate. 

The challenges faced by rural counties aren’t just financial or tech-
nical, but also cultural. While courts are required to use electronic 
filing, the judges themselves are not. Judges that do not buy in to 
the Supreme Court’s vision risk costing their clerk’s offices more in 
terms of labor and paper, said Tom Green County District Clerk 
Sheri Woodfin.

“Communicating it to your judges, telling them ‘this is where we 
need to be’ was probably the most fierce thing I’ve ever done because 
I had to go to my judges and say, ‘Judge, I cannot do paper files when 
we are under the mandate, there is absolutely no way,’” Woodfin said, 
adding that she also knew she couldn’t force her judges’ compliance. 

“I went to them and said, ‘hey, here are my ideas, I would like for 
you to look over this and then get back to me and tell me what’s not 
going to work.’ And we went through a huge meeting where our 

Electronic Filing
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Calls to Action
• While the OCA wants to create the 
cloud-based case management system 
for rural counties to share, it doesn’t 
yet have the funding to make that goal a 
reality; it needs the Legislature’s support and 
funding. “Contacting legislators to support that 
request is always a good thing,” Slayton said. “We think it will 
make (the mandate) a lot less expensive for small counties.”

• Though courts with many users can rely on the $2 
transaction fee to help cover the costs of the transition, rural 
courts don’t see as many documents filed and may have 
greater upfront costs. “I’ve been really clear in saying to the 
Legislature that that fee is not sufficient for smaller counties,” 
Slayton said, adding that the OCA is also hoping to create a 
one-time grant program to assist rural counties with upfront 
costs, which would need legislative support and funding. 

court administrators came, our judges came, our com-
missioners court came, and we talked about what our 
efile business process would be, what would work and 
what wouldn’t work and what we needed to tweak. …
We want (commissioners and judges) to be a part of the 
process because that makes them have ownership in it as 
well and they want to see it succeed just as much as I do,” 
she said. “You really need to assess where you want to be, 
what costs will be involved and start communicating that 
to your commissioners court.”

While there are several tools available to help judges 
properly use the electronic system in court, the tools have 
a price tag and judges have to learn how they work.

“Part of the difficulty we’ve seen with judges who have gone live are 
in places where judges haven’t made that transition with the clerks. 
… If judges don’t have the tools to be able to actually function in a 
courtroom in an e-filing world, then we are not going to be successful 
in actually transitioning to a paperless environment,” Slayton said, 
adding that while county and district clerks have done much of the 
leg work in complying with the mandate, it’s not just a clerk issue. “It 
really is an entire court system issue.”

Fear and data security is another issue that must be overcome, 
as officials and judges unfamiliar with technology may fear system 
meltdowns and loss of records, something that Wilson said her office 
has never experienced, even though it’s been scanning documents 
since 1994.

“We’ve never lost a document, we’ve never had an OMG (Oh My 
God) or a ‘whoops!’” Wilson said, adding that that’s because the of-
fice has a good backup and disaster recovery system in place. “Do not 
go paperless until you have a good infrastructure and a good backup 
system; just continue printing paper. Because you do not want to be 
that clerk or that judge who has an oops.”

Slayton encouraged all counties not currently under the mandate 
to begin the transition as soon as possible. 

“Do it as early as you can because then you can get all the processes 
and the bugs and everything that you need to get worked out before 
it’s mandatory in nature,” he said, adding that the process generally 
takes about six months. “Going early is a good thing.”

Future Plans in the Works:
Electronic filing is most cost-effective and efficient when a county 

has an integrated case management system, which many smaller 
counties do not currently have. Without a case management system, 
documents would have to be printed and processed manually, taking 
away almost every advantage that comes from electronic filing. 

“Obviously, this is not the direction we think this should go and 
it’s certainly not a cost-effective way for counties to deal with this,” 
said Slayton.

Case management systems are so costly that one elected official 
joked his county would have to arrest every citizen at least once a year 
to hope to finance one. 

“Many of our smaller counties do not have the resources to ever get 
a case management system,” Slayton agreed. 

To combat the costs, OCA has issued a bid request to vendors to 
create a fully-integrated cloud-based case management system that 
less populous counties can share. At the time of the conference, the 
bids were being evaluated by a team of county representatives. 

“The case management bid, we wrote it in such a way that it won’t 

require any local on-site technology hardware in a county, all it will 
require is Internet access and a computer. We don’t think it makes 
sense, especially in small counties, to say, ‘buy a bunch of servers and 
get an IT person in there.’ We just know that doesn’t work, it’s not 
going to be sustainable.

However, the Legislature still needs to agree to fund the project.
Another project on the horizon is the possibility of developing a 

system to walk self-represented individuals through the filing process 
for certain documents, Slayton said. 

“Unrepresented litigants have trouble filling out documents,” he 
said. “You may be familiar with the Turbo Tax system that actually 
walks you through filling out your taxes by actually asking you ques-
tions and you providing answers that then fill out the information 
for you. … We want the same thing with self-represented litigants 
and we could leverage through the efileTexas system an ability to ask 
them questions and then help them fill out forms.”

Travis County has already developed a system that walks litigants 
through filing a divorce, so long as there are no children involved, 
said Travis County District Clerk Amalia Rodriguez-Mendoza. ✯

Fort Bend County Clerk Dianne Wilson discusses her county’s 
experiences with electronic filing while Tom Green County 
District Clerk listens on during a Legislative Conference 
breakout session that also featured Office of Court 
Administration Executive Director David Slayton and 
Tyler Technologies Program Director Terry Derrick.
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10 takeaways from the breakout session

County officials who attended the Legislative Conference 
breakout session on planning and preparing for disasters 
heard from three expert panelists on a variety of emergency 
management topics, including resources for emergency 

preparedness self-assessments, the future of disaster communications 
and a new program available to counties through the Texas Division 
of Emergency Management.

Below are 10 important takeaways from the session. 

1. Texas is #1
Texas has more major emergency and fire presidential 

declarations than any other state, said Nim Kidd, the chief of the 
Texas Division of Emergency Management. 

That’s despite the fact that major emergency declarations are based 
on per capita financial thresholds. Disasters in Texas must exceed $35 
million in uninsured damages, whereas less populous state thresholds 
may only be at $3 or $4 million.

“There are a whole lot of $5 million to $25 million disasters that 
we experience that never make that major disaster threshold,” Kidd 
said.

2. Three necessities of an emergency manager: 
expertise, collaboration and decisiveness

Emergency managers must be confident in their decisions, knowl-
edgeable about their field and dedicated to collaborating at all costs, 
Kidd said, adding that emergency managers should feel comfortable 
calling themselves an expert at what they do.

“The people that elected you, the people that appointed me, 
they expect us to be experts in our field,” he said, adding that he 
has noticed a trend in which professionals are shying away from the 
term. “I really think we need experts. The people are counting on us. 
When we call 9-1-1, we don’t want a bunch of mediocrity showing 
up, we want experts showing up.” 

But being an expert doesn’t mean knowing it all, he said, and its 
important that emergency managers surround themselves with a 
team of professionals who can help guide them in facing specific 
problems.

“I hire doctors, I hire lawyers, I hire auditors, to give me their 
opinion, but at the end of the day, I’m the one responsible for mak-
ing the decision,” Kidd said. “Whenever we all come together to 
solve problems, don’t we usually solve problems better?”

Emergency managers must use the confidence that comes from 
training and collaboration to be decisive. 

“If you are the expert … and you’ve collaborated with folks and 
it’s time to make a decision, make a decision and move on,” Kidd 
said.  “We find ourselves waiting too long for more information to 
make the perfect decision, but we will never have all the information 
we want. So make the decision. Hit it and move, hit it and move.”

3. The seven types of emergencies
There are seven types of disasters emergency managers 

must prepare for, said Galveston County Emergency Management 
Coordinator David Popoff:

• Natural — tornadoes, floods, hurricanes;
• Man-made — chemical plant explosions, gasoline spills;
• Law enforcement — hostage situations, school shooters, ter-

roristic threats, missing children;
• Fire;
• Medical — airplane crashes, multi-vehicle accidents; 
• Public health — disease outbreaks; and 
• Planned events — biker rallies, Mardi Gras, music festivals.
No matter what the incident, it’s the job of the emergency manag-

ers to manage their organizations, not the disaster itself.
“Don’t manage the incident. That’s the job for those incident com-

manders out in the street. For us in this room, manage the organiza-
tion,” Popoff said. “I don’t care which of the seven you are having, if 
you manage the organization, you’ll be successful.”

Not every emergency is major or life-threatening, he added. Mi-
nor emergencies help responders practice and prepare for larger-scale 
occurrences.

“We average some call for service once every 48 hours, and our 
calls for service can range anywhere from ‘the water’s out in my do-
nut shop’ to ‘we have a buoy that is washed up in our marina, can 
you tell us who owns it?’” he said. “Believe me, if there is a buoy that 
washes up in somebody’s marina, there is somebody out in the chan-
nel that is having problems navigating, so those are really important 
to us and we want to make sure those things are taken care of.”

4. Treat your emergency response plan like a fire 
extinguisher 

Emergency preparedness involves constant planning and training 
on how to follow the plan, Popoff said. 

Emergency Management
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Lesia Dickson, the head of the Texas Department of Public Safety’s Public Safety 
Broadband Education and Outreach Program talks about the coming FirstNet 
broadband service during a Legislative Conference breakout session on emergency 
management.

“We do a lot of training. Whenever you ask Judge (Mark) Henry 
where I’m at, he’ll say, ‘I don’t know, he’s at some training somewhere.’ 
And it’s true,” Popoff said. “There is a lot of free training out there, 
you’ve just got to go find it. … Not only for you guys, but also your 
coordinators and your responders.”

Plans must be regularly inspected to ensure they keep up-to-date 
with the latest information and technology. Names and numbers of 
important contacts, contracts, community partners, construction 
projects and other items regularly change, and those changes need to 
be in the plan before an emergency hits. 

“Emergency management is like a fire extinguisher,” Popoff said. “A 
fire extinguisher is required to be inspected every 30 days. If you take 
a fire extinguisher, that little paper tag, and you turn it upside down, 
there are 12 little marks on there, one for each month. And we also 
have what I would call a yearly inspection, too.”

Planning can’t be done in a vacuum. It takes a lot of coordination 
with local and regional agencies to create a plan that will work in the 
midst of a large-scale emergency. And it’s not a one-step process; once 
a plan is in place, the county must also make sure it has the equip-
ment on-hand or otherwise available when it’s time to follow through. 
The plan should then be exercised — whether over a table top, via a 
countywide drill or a full-scale enactment.

And then reassess and repeat.

5. Self-assessments 
There are a number of ways a county can evaluate their 

plans and assess their emergency readiness, Popoff said. One re-
source is the National Weather Service’s Storm Ready Certification 
self-assessment tool, which asks counties to look at how they educate 
residents and community organizations about weather hazards and 
how the county and organizations get the word out about immediate 
weather threats. 

Popoff added that he was surprised to find the county hadn’t been 
Storm Ready Certified prior to his arrival less than three years ago.

“You’d think of a place that’s had 19 presidential declared disasters 
since 1961, you’d think of all the places in Texas, we’d be Storm Ready 
Certified, and we weren’t,” he said.

To be Storm Ready Certified, a county must 
have a 24-hour center in which they can receive 
National Weather Service information, multiple 
ways for which they can receive weather warnings 
and monitor weather radar data, multiple agencies 
and avenues with which they can deliver emergency 
information to citizens and between cities, annual 
weather safety talks and a formal hazardous weather 
operations plan, among other requirements.

6. There’s always room for innovation 
and improvement

Galveston County in particular faces a lot of 
unique challenges when it comes to emergency 
management. The county has 62 miles of beaches, 
two sea walls, the largest teaching hospital in the 
world on Galveston Island and one of the largest 
petrochemical complexes in the world. Not to men-
tion, every square inch of the county is an evacua-
tion zone.

So part of Popoff ’s job is to always look for ways 

the county’s emergency management plan can be improved. Hurri-
cane evacuations are especially difficult for the county because they 
must be done as quickly and efficiently as possible so that residents are 
out of the way if nearby Harris County residents must also evacuate.

“We have all these zones. The Coastal Zone, Zone A, Zone B, Zone 
C. … We needed to get the message out about how do you know 
what zone you live in?” Popoff said. “So the idea was brought up that 
we should evacuate by ZIP code because everybody should know their 
ZIP code.”

7. The promise of public safety broadband
While some innovations can happen almost overnight, 

others take years of work and planning.
One such improvement is the introduction of a public safety broad-

band network that would allow emergency managers and law enforce-
ment officers to use smart phones to be able to communicate photos, 
videos, spreadsheets, instant messages, GIS coordinates and other 
data consistently and immediately throughout a disaster. Currently, 
emergency managers must rely on the same towers and networks that 
citizens rely on. Often, those systems get overloaded and crash during 
a disaster, leaving emergency responders with nothing but crackling 
hand-held radios to use to communicate with each other.

“The carrier networks will never be big enough. Not for Austin 
City Limits, not for an evacuation. There is just no way they can get 
all the people trying to get (information) down that network when 
you’re going to need it the most,” said Lesia Dickson, who heads the 
Texas Department of Public Safety’s (DPS) Public Safety Broadband 
Education and Outreach Program, adding that first responders do not 
get priority access to any commercial network. 

Speaking about the Boston Marathon bombings, Dickson said first 
responders were left with nothing but two-way radios.

“The system actually worked very well, but does that give you the 
information you need to respond? … The officers were out there with 
nothing but voice. What if it could have been different?” Dickson 
said. “Think about a public safety application store where you could 
pull the Incident Command System forms, everybody in the incident 
is checking in, checking out, you know what your communications 
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plan is, who the incident commander is right now, who it is next shift. 
You’ll have all your photos, videos, all there.” 

8. Planning for FirstNet
Fortunately, Texas is leading the way when it comes to 

public safety broadband. Plans are in place to have a fully-built, full-
time 24/7/365 nationwide network dedicated to public safety and 
emergency responders within the next 10 years. 

In fact, parts of the network in Harris County are already func-
tional.

 “Harris County got a grant in 2009 and teamed up with DPS. … 
They became the first public safety broadband system in the United 
States and also in the world. They have 14 sites 
up today,” Dickson said, adding that the coun-
ty plans on having 93 public safety broadband 
towers in total.

The partnership with DPS means the 
county’s network will be expanded statewide 
— and even nationwide. The Legislature last 
session approved $7 billion in seed money to 
help plan the $50 billion network. Eventually, 
the network, called FirstNet, will be paid for 
much like a commercial network is paid for: 
by attracting customers willing to pay for a 
quality product and service. 

“Nobody is going to come to you and your 
county or even the state of Texas and say, 
‘come up with the money to build this net-
work,” Dickson said. “That’s FirstNet’s job. 
FirstNet was created by this legislation and it’s 
their job to build it just like if AT&T came 
into your neighborhood and they build all the 
towers. They didn’t come ask you for money, 
they just want you to get on it. So that’s what 
the business model for this is.”

Emergency management organizations will 
not be required to participate in FirstNet, but 
Dickson said she is confident they will find 
enough value in the service to want to sign up.

“They believe they can build a network at a 
comparable price that will deliver to you a net-
work that will keep your public safety going 
when everybody else is stuck on the freeway,” 
she said, adding that it will be nearly impos-
sible for public safety entities to continue to 
rely on commercial carriers in the future as the 
number of smart phone users increases. “Your 
piece of the pie for public safety is getting 
smaller and smaller and smaller.”

Though implementation of FirstNet will 
take years, the time for planning is now, and 
counties — whether urban or rural — must be 
a part of that process, Dickson said. 

“They are determining coverage today. This 
year, starting in 2014 and in the first part of 
2015, FirstNet will be asking the state of Tex-
as, ‘Where do we cover first? What is impor-
tant?’” Dickson said. “Rural counties will be 

covered, but you’ve got to get your voice heard now. If we let FirstNet 
make all the decisions about where they put the towers, I can guaran-
tee you they are not going to be where you want them.”

9. A new disaster finance recovery program
The Texas Division of Emergency Management has cre-

ated a new program to help county auditors and emergency manag-
ers prepare for and understand the disaster reimbursement process, 
Kidd said, as the post-disaster reimbursement process can take years 
to complete.

“When I started here four years ago, we had 19 open disasters, 
which dated back to the floods of 1998. We still have Tropical Storm 

Allison from 2001 with open projects,” he said, 
adding that counties often experience turnover 
in the midst of trying to get federal reimburse-
ments for emergency expenses. “If we are not 
tracking and accounting for all of our expenses 
appropriately and keeping them in a common 
place, it makes it very difficult to go back and 
get reimbursement for those funds.”

The program will focus on training for how 
to track disaster-related finances, contracts the 
county can have in place prior to a disaster, ex-
penses eligible for FEMA (Federal Emergency 
Management Agency) reimbursement and 
simple things that can be done ahead of time 
to help make the process of tracking expenses 
go more smoothly during and after a disaster.

10. Emergency preparedness 
starts at home

When a disaster strikes, emergency respond-
ers won’t be able to respond properly unless 
they’ve done all the work necessary at home to 
prepare their own families for an emergency, 
Kidd said. That’s why emergency preparedness 
starts with family communications and pre-
paredness plans. 

“Anybody have three days food and water 
in their house? … How many of you know 
how much gas is in your vehicle right now? 
How many of you have more than a quarter 
of a tank? … How many of you have all your 
important numbers written down on a piece 
of paper that’s on your body today? What hap-
pens when we get separated from (our smart 
phones) or lose it or the network goes down? 
Are we going to be able to take care of those 
that we are responsible for?” he said. “We take 
a lot of these things for granted, but we’ve re-
ally got to get to the point where we’ve taken 
care of ourselves first.” ✯
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T exas has taken great strides during the last decade to 
ensure that allegations of child abuse and neglect are 
properly investigated and that the outcomes of such cases 
are in the best interest of the involved children. 

Toward that end, the Texas Children’s Commission has spent 
the last four years studying ways to improve the efficiency and 
effectiveness of legal representation in Child Protective Services 
(CPS) cases. The studies have looked at the timing and methods 
of appointments, the duration of appointments, attorney training 
requirements, the availability of qualified attorneys, attorney 
compensation and judicial evaluation of attorney performance, 
among other issues.

During recent legislative sessions, the Legislature doubled the 
amount of training appointed attorneys are required to have 
and made the training an annual requirement; the Children’s 
Commission partnered with the State Bar of Texas to develop 
online courses so that attorneys taking on CPS cases can meet the 
requirements for free. 

The law was also amended to require courts to advise indigent 
parents of their right to an attorney at the time a case is filed and 
at each subsequent hearing thereafter, if the parents choose to forgo 
representation. 

The Legislature also limited the amount of representation 
necessary in the case of a missing parent. Previously, missing parents 
— those who have abandoned their children and do not want to be 
found — were given legal representation throughout the entirety of a 
case; since cases generally last 12 to 18 months, those appointments 
cost counties a significant amount of money. Now, law states that 
the appointed attorney must exercise due diligence in searching for 
the missing parent and if the parent can’t be found after a search, the 
attorney files a report and is discharged from the case.

But more can be done during the next legislative session to 
ensure quality and more affordable representation in CPS cases, said 
district judges Camile DuBose and Dean Rucker, who both serve 
on the Children’s Commission Executive Committee, during a TAC 
Legislative Conference breakout session on indigent defense. 

Currently, counties are spending an estimated $40 million a year 
on attorneys for children and parents involved in CPS cases, and 
that figure may be missing some significant data, said Jim Bethke, 
executive director of the Texas Indigent Defense Commission 
(TIDC). The figure comes as the result of a survey in which one 
urban county appeared to have possibly forgotten a zero or reported 

only 1 percent of its spending.
According to the survey calculations, the average cost per court-

appointed attorney per child was $1,200, while the average cost of a 
court-appointed attorney per parent was $1,600. That’s higher than 
the average cost of a court-appointed attorney for criminal cases, at 
less than $700 per case, and misdemeanor cases, which cost about 
$200 per case, Bethke said. The high per-cost case means that many 
counties are spending more in total on attorneys for CPS cases than 
for criminal cases. 

Currently, the state does not share any of the costs for representation 
in CPS cases. However, providing quality attorneys to children and 
parents does save the state money down the line, as families with 
qualified and engaged counsel are more likely to be reunited and the 
children less likely to wind up in the state-funded foster care system. 

“Studies have demonstrated that the quality of parent representation 
improves outcomes for families. The outcomes include more timely 
hearings, more family reunifications and fewer terminations of 
parental rights,” Rucker said. “Reunification is the legally preferred 
outcome. Studies show that it produces better long-term outcomes 
than family placements, stranger adoption or long-term foster care.”

Because counties are shouldering the burden of appointed counsel 
alone, attorney compensation varies across the state. Rucker said he 
believes appointed attorneys in many areas are undercompensated 
and that increased compensation would have immediate and long-
term benefits for children, attorneys, counties and the state.

“CPS cases involve several children usually, several parents, several 
complex medical and mental health issues. Most courts pay very little 
for lawyers to attend hearings and they often pay nothing for out-
of-court work, and that’s perhaps the most important work, going 
to see the child in the child’s placement, visiting with the parents 
in their home,” he said. “The lack of funding prohibits an attorney 
from hiring the support staff — such as a social worker, investigator 
or medical expert — necessary to put on a meaningful defense.”

He added that he believes the state should share in the costs of 

Session SummaryIndigent Defense
The costs of providing indigent defense continue to increase 

and counties are shouldering the majority of that burden. Some 

of the increase is due to legal representation requirements 

for Child Protective Services cases, in which counties must 

appoint separate attorneys for all children and indigent 

parents involved with each case.
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• Officials can ask the state to help shoulder part of the financial burden 
of appointing attorneys to CPS cases and expand the menu of options for 

choosing court-appointed attorneys in those cases to include the creation 
of regional public defender offices and managed assigned counsel programs. 

• Officials can also support the Texas Indigent Defense Commission’s request to triple state 
funding for indigent defense in criminal cases. “We’re going to be able to make a very compelling 
argument as to why that money is direly needed,” Bethke said. “After the Fair Defense Act passed 
in 2001, counties have been shouldering 75 percent of that increased cost.”

attorney’s fees.
“The Children’s Commission wants to partner with you in your 

effort to shift part or all of the litigation expenses to the state,” he said, 
adding that the state suffers greatly in the long-term from negative 
CPS case outcomes. “Youth associated with foster care placements 
face involvement in the juvenile justice system, increased teen 
pregnancy, increased unemployment. These costs may follow former 
foster youth into adulthood. They are more likely to get involved 
with the criminal justice system and experience homelessness and 
poverty. … We are trying to end the cradle-to-jail pipeline.” 

To decrease costs and improve quality of counsel, the judges would 
like legislators to amend the Texas Family Code to allow for managed 
assigned counsel programs and the creation of regional public 
defenders offices for CPS cases. Regional offices would operate like 
the Regional Public Defenders Office for Capital Cases, spreading 
the cost of a defense team and support staff among many counties. 

“Managed assigned counsel programs allow counties to contract 
with a nonprofit entity, a governmental entity or a bar association 
to manage the assignment and compensation of lawyers in a case,” 
Rucker said. “There is every reason to believe that (both) models 
produce accountability, enable us to have competent, well-trained, 
well-managed lawyers brought to a very specialized area of law, and 
can provide a support staff of social workers and investigators who 
can assist parents and children with quality representation and save 
the counties money at the same time.”

Rucker also said he’d like to see the Legislature fund a pilot 
program to study the qualitative and quantitative benefits of early 
appointment of parental counsel in urban and rural counties. He 
said he believes counties might save money if they appoint counsel 
to indigent parents sooner in the process. 

Typically, judges across the state are delaying the assignment of 
attorneys to parents for about 60 days after a case has been filed, 
though the first hearing in which the child may be taken into state 
custody comes about 14 days after a case is filed, Rucker said.

“In delaying that appointment of counsel to after that critical first 
hearing, it becomes too late for the parent to challenge the state’s 
evidence that justified the removal of the child in the first place,” 
he added. “A challenge might have diverted the child from foster 
care or placed that child with a relative, both of which are results 
that are a lot less costly than pursuing a case to completion in 12 to 
18 months. Once the child is in the state’s care, it’s likely the case is 
going to last that long.”

Other possible improvements the Children’s Commission is still 
studying include creating a uniform definition for indigence in CPS 
cases and creating uniform standards for representation. 

“While we have high-quality training available for attorneys, not 
all jurisdictions track compliance with that requirement,” Rucker 
said. “The quality of representation and enforcement of statutory 
standards is left solely to the discretion of the judge who is making 
the appointment and not all judges monitor compliance in the same 

manner. Some don’t do it at all.” 

Criminal Indigent Defense
Counties are also spending significant 

amounts of money on criminal indigent 
defense, Bethke said, adding that the Fair 
Defense Act, passed in 2001, continues to 
be an underfunded mandate and financial 
burden on counties. 

Counties have shouldered about 75 percent 
of the increased indigent defense costs that have 
resulted from Fair Defense Act requirements, 
he added. Last year, counties spent $189.7 
million on criminal indigent defense, whereas 
the state only contributed $27.4 million in 

formula and discretionary grants. 
Toward that end, the TIDC is 

requesting a new $98.4 million 
appropriation from the Legislatureto 
close the indigent defense funding 
gap.

“As a result of the heightened 
awareness of the constitutional 
and legal requirements, costs have 
increased upwards of 137 percent, 
from $91.4 million in 2001 to 
$217.1 million in 2013,” states the 
TIDC’s Legislative Appropriations 
Request. “Indigent defense is 
not a discretionary program. 
Texas counties currently bear the 
overwhelming burden of funding 
indigent defense." ✯

Calls to Action

Panelists District Judge Dean Rucker, District Judge Camile DuBose and Texas Indigent 
Defense Commission Executive Director Jim Bethke speak during a 

Legislative Conference breakout session on indigent defense.
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N ow, more than ever, technology plays a key role in 
everything counties do, from the services counties provide 
to residents to the way counties communicate with their 
employees. But the emergence of technology as a central 

component of government has created many challenges. Technology 
changes rapidly, requires expertise and is expensive to purchase and 
maintain. But counties with dependable information technology 
staff can reap rewards, including more efficient processes, better data 
collection and superior customer service that residents appreciate.

Here are 10 takeaways from the 2014 Legislative Conference 
breakout session on bridging the gap between IT and management 
staff.

1. Stereotypes and misconceptions
TAC Information Security Officer Morgan Holkesvik 

has worked on all sides of the information technology spectrum: as 
a client, as a technician and as manager. So he’s well aware that there 
may be some workplace stereotypes or misconceptions that might be 
harming the relationship between information technology staff and 
other county employees and managers. 

“The misconception is that we (in information technology) are 
down in our offices, goofing around, not really caring, and when 
you finally browbeat us into talking to you, we’re going to talk 
down to you and just act like we’re annoyed that you even contacted 
us,” Holkesvik said. “In information technology, the conception is 
that staff members don’t understand computers or they have done 
something wrong that caused the issue and that they once again have 
to go fix something that should have never been a problem.”

2. Reality and empathy
To build a good relationship between staff and 

information technology departments, both the clients and the 
technicians should acknowledge reality: Information technology 
systems are extremely complicated and consist of many vulnerable 
components. 

“There might be thousands of users, hundreds of servers, just to 

get day-to-day operations going. Equipment breaks, and something 
as simple as a period in the wrong spot will bring a system to a 
grinding halt. There might be 150 people having issues in front 
of you, and you might not be aware of that,” Holkesvik said. “On 
the staff side, you have deadlines you need to meet yourself. You’re 
probably responding to your own customers that are going to be 
kind of hostile because they want you to meet their needs. … Since 
we are so reliant on computers, if yours stops working, you stop 
working.”

3. The top complaints about information 
technology departments

To help improve relationships between information technology 
departments and other staff members, Holkesvik has surveyed many 
clients, colleagues, managers and information technology experts 
about the top complaints information technology departments 
receive:

• They fail to follow up on or respond to requests for help;
• There’s no sense of urgency from information technology 

staff when individual problems arise; 
• They make sweeping changes to systems without prior 

notification;
• They always need to make expensive and unplanned 

equipment or software purchases;
• They make promises and then don’t deliver; and
• They’re arrogant.

4. The top complaints from information technology 
departments

Holkesvik also flipped the script, surveying information technology 
staff and managers on their top complaints about other staff 
members and those they are trying to help:

• Every request for help is marked as urgent;
• Staff go missing or don’t have time to give to information 

technology staff after sending in requests for help;

Information Technology
10 takeaways from the breakout session
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TAC Information Security Officer Morgan Holkesvik discusses how to retain 
information technology staff during a Legislative Conference breakout session.

• They aren’t given enough information to respond to a 
problem;

• Staff delay sending in requests for help until a problem 
becomes urgent; and

• Staff can demoralize technicians if there’s no quick solution 
to a problem.

5. Bridge the gaps: Always respond to help requests
Information technology departments that embrace 

procedures in which requests for help are immediately responded to 
are often the most successful. 

An immediate or prompt response doesn’t necessarily mean the 
problem is addressed right away, said Holkesvik. It just means that 
the person needing help is notified that IT received the message. A 
good response can include information regarding response times 
and follow-up questions that confirm the details of the problem. 
Often, follow-up emails can take care of other problems encountered 
by information technology staff, such as having to prioritize help 
requests.

“Ninety-nine percent of the time, if you just respond within 
an hour saying ‘hey, I got your ticket, we’ll get to it in a bit,’ … 
something that’s not urgent gets downgraded to, ‘okay, if you can 
get to it by the end of the day,’” Holkesvik said, adding that IT staff 
may also want to provide brief status updates on problems that take 
longer than normal to fix. “You will buy a lot of goodwill and a lot 
of time if you just say, ‘hey, this is what’s going on, we’re having to 
order this part,’ or ‘hey, we are running into some issues with this, 
we have to call an expert.’ People will sympathize.”

6. Bridge the gaps: Provide IT with as much 
information as possible

When a computer problem arises, give the information technology 
staff more to go on than simply listing it as “urgent.” Write out the 
error messages and codes, describe what was happening just before 
the trouble began and explain what work can’t happen because of 
the issue. 

“You don’t have to justify why you are saying something is urgent, 
but if you clarify, like ‘we are not getting paid if 
we don’t get this done by noon,’ or ‘I really need 
to get this to a customer by the end of the day,’ 
that will help the IT guy determine, ‘well, all 
right, this one is going to have to be a priority 
over this one,’” Holkesvik said, adding that 
the more information IT staff is given about 
a problem, the faster they’ll be able to figure 
out a solution. “Any detail you give can help. 
If your computer is broken, don’t just say ‘my 
computer’s broken,’ say, ‘It was working until 8 
a.m., I was in Word right before it crashed, I’m 
trying to do this and it won’t work.’”

Scheduling information can also be helpful, 
especially for staff who are out of the office 
often, have meetings to attend to or have another 
pressing deadline that must be addressed first. 

“Call the technician or email them and say, 
‘hey, can we schedule a time for you to come 
by?’” Holkesvik advised.

7. Bridge the gaps: The benefits of a ticketing 
system

Holkesvik recommended that counties consider implementing 
an information technology ticketing system, if they have not done 
so already.

A ticketing system is a central portal where county staff can go to 
file requests for help when computer problems happen. Ticketing 
systems can help prompt staff to provide necessary information and 
ensure that information technology staff can keep track of all the 
concurrent requests for help. 

“It prevents work from falling through the cracks,” Holkesvik said.
They also serve as a central database for information technology 

staff, so that IT departments can notice reoccurring problems and 
work on long-term solutions for preventing them in the future.

“If I get 20 emails over the course of six months about this one 
problem, but I get 200 or 300 emails a day, I’m probably not going 
to put the pieces together,” Holkesvik said. “With a ticketing system, 
you start to see patterns and you might be able to save some money 
when your IT guy says, ‘look, we’re continuously having this issue, 
here’s the proof, why don’t we do something about it?’”

8. Bridge the gaps: Create an information 
technology steering committee

Often, county officials and information technology managers 
might butt heads over a department or county’s technology needs 
and the costs of meeting those needs. Staff members might hear 
about a software program they’d like to have without realizing that 
the county’s computers don’t meet the minimum requirements; 
information technology might ask to replace a program that the 
county believes is working fine. 

One way to get around the disagreements is to create an 
information technology steering committee so that managers from 
information technology and other departments can work together to 
discuss the future technology needs of the county. 

“So then, your department knows what the IT guys are looking 
to do moving forward and the IT guys don’t get blindsided with, 
‘oh, and by the way, we have to meet these state regulations next 
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month,’” Holkesvik said. “Getting these groups together can be 
really beneficial and highlight company-wide issues that would 
otherwise be going on unnoticed.”

Steering committees can also help increase the morale of 
information technology departments.

“It gives them a sense of contributing to the future of the county,” 
Holkesvik said. “People will stay if they don’t want to let down people 
they’ve been working with and if they feel like they are making a 
better product, particularly in the public sector where they feel like, 
‘you know what, I am helping people.’ … If it’s just an office job to 
them, they might be willing to move on to something else.”

9. Turnover in information technology
It’s difficult to build a strong relationship with departments 

that have high turnover rates, and information technology is a 
competitive field that does sometimes experience high turnover. 
Private companies offering more money can recruit IT staff away 
from the county just by searching LinkedIn profiles, Holkesvik said, 
and moving on to new ventures every year or two to learn new skills 
or for new opportunities is part of IT culture. 

“Head hunting is a proud tradition in IT,” Holkesvik said. “I don’t 
have to be looking for a job for somebody to approach me and say, 
‘hey, I’m going to offer you more money to jump ship and come 
work for me.’ That’s the way it’s done.” 

Other reasons information technology staff might be hard to keep 
include burnout, a lack of challenges and not having room to grow.

“IT is a 24-hour seven-day-a-week thing. IT guys work at 2 a.m. 
IT guys don’t take vacation. We went through a patch awhile back 
and there was a period where two of us worked 100 hours a week for 
six months. It doesn’t stop,” Holkesvik said. “Doing the same thing 
over and over again can get old, it can get tiresome.”

10. Retaining information technology staff for 
the long haul

Holkesvik identified several strategies counties can use to convince 
information technology staff that the grass isn’t 
greener elsewhere:

• Training opportunities and conferences 
— Allowing IT staff time and resources 
for getting certifications and attending 
professional conferences is a big bonus, 
Holkesvik said. Encouraging staff to continue 
their educations and network with colleagues 
from around the world not only keeps both 
employees and the county competitive and 
up-to-date on emerging technologies but also 
keeps employees from becoming bored doing 
what they already know. “IT guys like to stay 
at places where they have opportunities,” 
Holkesvik said, adding that certifications 
may take several years to complete. “If they 
have a county that says, ‘look, we know the 
competition is coming and they are offering 
you $30,000 more and we can’t compete … 
but how would you like to go to training and 
get this certification, we’ll support you with 
that, we’ll allow you to set aside time to do 
that,’ and they’ll stay.”

• Flexible schedules — Information technology staff are 
often forced to work long hours and late at night, sometimes 
unexpectedly, so being expected to also work a normal 
8-5 schedule every day can be overwhelming and stressful. 
Allowing the employee to have a flexible schedule or the 
capability to work from home at times is a big bonus. “Most 
network or computer guys can do 99 percent of their job 
from home,” Holkesvik said, adding that most maintenance 
to computer systems has to be done after normal work hours 
to avoid affecting work stations. “Having to meet all these 
goals and meet all these guidelines in the 7-4, 8-5 world 
doesn’t happen in IT. I’m going to have to work a lot of after-
hours, a lot of weekends.” 

• Encourage (affordable) pet projects — If your information 
technology guru has an idea or project he or she would like to 
pursue for the county, let them go for it, Holkesvik said. “It 
has to stay in line with your county’s values, but if they have 
a side project, like ‘hey, you know it’d be great if we got this 
chat messenger going for everybody,’ maybe allow for a little 
bit of time for them to work on that,” he said, adding that 
passion projects can become game-changers. “Google Gmail 
was a side project. They allowed a guy to start working on it 
on the side and they got Gmail. The Apple iPod is another 
example of something that was just a side project to start 
out, and I think Apple has done all right by themselves by 
allowing this guy a few hours a week to play around with it.”

• Hire enough staff — It’s important that the county properly 
staff its IT department to prevent not just burnout, but also 
the disaster that could happen if only one person knows 
the ins and outs of a system. Counties that can’t budget 
for backup staff can cross-train another staff member on 
basic IT duties, such as resetting passwords. “It disperses the 
workload and makes people a lot happier,” Holkesvik said. 
“And it makes sure that someone else has the (spare) keys to 
the castle.” ✯
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The 83rd Legislature created the Mental Health Advisory 

Panel and tasked it with developing a statewide plan 

to ensure that Texans have access to necessary mental 

health resources, including outpatient mental health 

services and state hospital mental health beds. Now, it’s 

up to the 84th Legislature to adopt and fund the panel’s 

recommendations.

It’s often difficult for Texans suffering from a mental illness or 
mental health issue to get the help and treatment they need 
to live happy and productive lives. Often, these residents lack 
the resources necessary to gain access to counseling and other 

forms of therapy. Without help and treatment, their mental health 
deteriorates, sometimes to the point where individuals become a 
danger to themselves or others.

The lack of proactive mental health care means those individuals 
often don’t get treatment until they are arrested and sitting in a 
county jail, where they often remain for months after committing 
minor offenses. Having to go through the criminal justice system is 
a costly, cruel and long road to help.

“Clearly our mental health system is not meeting the needs of 
our mental health patients, and that is a problem that we’ve seen get 
worse over the years,” said Limestone County Judge Daniel Burkeen 
during a breakout session on mental health issues during the TAC 
Legislative Conference in August. “Right now we wait until someone 
is in crisis before we deal with them. … If you can imagine any other 
area of health care and we did that — if you went to the doctor with 
a cold or something and they said ‘that’s not life threatening yet, so 
wait till you get worse,’ that’s what we do with mental health.”

Even once a person has reached crisis mode, there is often no place 
for them to be treated. Instead, law enforcement officers may wind 
up waiting in emergency rooms for days, watching over an untreated 
mental health patient until a state hospital bed opens up. That ties 
up public safety resources and emergency room space and staffing.

“We end up waiting on a state hospital bed, sometimes for days, 
and during the waiting period, the patient is not being treated, they 
are deteriorating, and sometimes all they need is to get back on their 
medicine,” Burkeen said, adding that reactive mental health care is 
much more costly than proactive care, both in terms of taxpayer 
dollars and public safety. Mental health patients lacking ongoing 
treatment and support often become repeat offenders. “Once we 

treat them, we put them back on the street and start over again, with 
no real follow up. We expect the patients to take care of themselves.”

Limestone County Sheriff Dennis Wilson said the state needs 
more centers that focus on mental health treatment and cannot turn 
away patients. 

“A person with a mental health crisis is a human being an should 
be treated with respect and dignity. … Caring for the mentally ill is 
society’s responsibility,” Wilson said. “The task shouldn’t fall on those 
places that can’t turn people away, and those places are jails, prisons 
and emergency rooms. Those are the only three places a person in 
Texas right now can go if they are in need of mental health services 
and where they can’t be rejected.”

Currently nationwide, more mental health patients are being 
treated in jail than in state psychiatric hospitals, according to statistics 
from the Treatment Advocacy Center, which recently published 
a report titled “The Treatment of Persons with Mental Illness in 
Prisons and Jails — 2104.” According to the report, in 2012, there 
were approximately 356,268 mentally ill patients confined to prisons 
and jails and only about 35,000 mental health patients treated at 
state psychiatric hospitals. 

“That means that 10 times the number of mentally ill people being 
treated hospitals are incarcerated,” Wilson said. “That’s indefensible.”

The report also states that in Texas, “the North Texas State 

“One thing we looked at is the need to address the needs of our mental health 
patients before they reach crisis level, when they are going off their medicine and 

they just need some type of community treatment to keep them on their medicine.”

Session Summary
Mental Health Services
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In Texas, “the North Texas State Hospital, with 692 beds, is the largest 
remaining state psychiatric hospital,” compared to the Harris County Jail, where 

approximately 25 percent of its 8,000 inmates receive medicine for mental 
health issues — meaning that the jail effectively has 2,000 mental health beds. 
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Hospital, with 692 beds, is the largest remaining state psychiatric 
hospital,” compared to the Harris County Jail, where approximately 
25 percent of its 8,000 inmates receive medicine for mental health 
issues — meaning that the jail effectively has 2,000 mental health 
beds. The report, which cites newspaper articles, also states that 
about 600 of the county’s mentally ill inmate population are frequent 
fliers, having “cycled through the jail at least five times in the past 
two years.” 

“About 30 percent of those incarcerate in our county jails have 
some type of mental health disorder and then you throw in another 
25 or 30 percent that have substance abuse issues,” Wilson said, 
adding that mentally ill inmates are held in jails an average of six 
months, during which time they require more staffing and often lead 
to safety concerns for both other inmates and corrections officers. 
The cost of psychiatric medicines can also greatly affect jail budgets. 
“I advise you all to go home and look at your medical budget in 
your county jail and see how much you are spending for medical 
services. … Look at the other expenses related to mental health issues 
— transportation, labor costs, court costs.”

Fortunately, legislators during the last session began to focus 
some attention on the state’s lack of mental health resources. The 
Legislature passed House Bill 3793, which expanded the types of 
mental health problems that can be treated by local mental health 
authorities and created a mental health advisory panel to develop 
a plan for allocating outpatient mental health services and state 
hospital beds to civil and forensic mental health patients.

The panel published its initial plan for the appropriate and timely 
provision of mental health services in January. 

“One thing we looked at is the need to address the needs of our 
mental health patients before they reach crisis level, when they are 
going off their medicine and they just need some type of community 
treatment to keep them on their medicine,” said Burkeen, who 
represents TAC on the panel, adding that he believes funding for 
local crisis centers will prove to be beneficial for both the state and 
residents, as they can provide both preemptive care and follow up 
care that is more stable and cost-effective than crisis care. “This 
provides more prompt treatment to the patients, it provides less 
down time for law enforcement, it costs less to the local people and 
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• Officials can encourage legislators to invest 
in funding for programs that will help divert 
mental health patients away from county 
jails and the criminal justice system. “Funding 
options should be flexible to allow the development 
of local solutions that address gaps that exist in local 
communities,” Wilson read from a resolution endorsed by the 
Sheriffs’ Association of Texas.

• Officials can also encourage legislators to implement the 
same mental health plan approved by the Mental Health 
Advisory Panel. That plan will be finalized and submitted to the 
Legislature in December, prior to the beginning of the session. 

it enhances public safety.”
One such crisis center is the regional Burke Center in Angelina 

County, and Angelina County Judge Wes Suiter spoke during the 
session to discuss the center’s origin and successes. The facility, 
which serves 12 counties with a total area of 11,000 square miles 
and 400,000 people, was also profiled in the Jan/Feb 2014 edition 
of County magazine. 

“We are not a crisis stabilization unit by license, we are an extended 
observation unit. We have an assessment period of up to 48 hours,” 
Suiter said, adding that the center has both a locked involuntary unit 
with eight beds and an unlocked voluntary unit with 16 beds. It also 
uses telepsychiatry to make up for the region’s deficit of mental health 
care professionals. “What we found by having this facility in the 
(patient’s) community is that we had that family support there, so we 
could get them back on their medications in 24 or 48 hours, release 
them back to their family for their support and set up an outpatient 
program with them where they could come back to our local mental 
health association for treatment and continued outpatient care.”

He added that out of the 100 or so patients treated at the Burke 
Center each month, only about 18 of them have to go to the 
emergency room for medical issues. Previously, all of the patients 
would have been taken to the emergency room. Because of the 
center, the county has also reduced its reliance on state 
hospital beds by 38 percent, Suiter said. And when the 
county studied the cost-savings delivered by the crisis 
center, it determined that an average stay in the Burke 
Center cost taxpayers just $2,584, compared to $11,629 
for an average stay in a state psychiatric hospital bed and 
$10,968 on the average county jail stay.

“What we’ve created works and it’s been proven that it 
works,” Suiter said.

Resources that acknowledge and actively link treatment 
of mental health issues with substance abuse issues and 
provide long-term housing are also necessary, Burkeen 
said, as mental health issues often lead to substance abuse 
issues and substance abuse often leads to growing mental 
health problems.

“We’ve had a number of times in our area where we’ve 
had the crisis team come out and they go see somebody 
and they say, ‘yes, he’s dangerous, and he’s out of his 
head and he’s probably going to hurt somebody, but it’s not a mental 
health problem, it’s a substance problem,’” Burkeen said. “Well, a 
problem is a problem and we’ve got to deal with it. We really can’t 
separate the two. … We looked at needing to deal with the long-term 
housing needs for some of these people. We have a number of them 
in Limestone County who are never going to take care of themselves. 
They need a place to be, somebody to watch over them.” 

The panel is also examining the number of state hospital beds 
necessary to serve the state’s current need and growing population. 
Currently, the state only has 11 state hospital beds available for 
mental health patients for every 100,000 Texas residents. The 
national average is 14 beds per 100,000 residents. Burkeen would 
like the Legislature to support and fund a state mental health plan 
that brings Texas up to the national average, though he said not all 
beds have to be located in state hospitals. For instance, the state 
could contract with community hospitals to provide beds closer to 
patients’ homes.

“We know we don’t have enough beds to meet our needs because 

we don’t have hospital beds when we need them,” he said. “Texas 
is growing, the population is growing, mental health needs are 
growing.” 

The advisory panel will submit its final report to the Legislature 
in December. It will be up to the Legislature to adopt the plan and 
fund its recommendations. 

“The advisory panel is whole-heartedly devoted to improving 
the system,” said Wilson, who represents the Sheriff ’s Association 
of Texas on the panel. “If we stand united together, we can make a 
difference. We have some excellent ideas that we are going to pose 
to DHSH (Department of State Health Services), we have some 
excellent support from some of our colleagues over in the Legislature 
and so we know that we have bright days ahead.”

But Wilson added that the issue needs all the support it can get to 
keep its momentum going through the next legislative session. 

“Go to the (Local Mental Health Authority) meetings, find out 
what they are doing, find out what their programs are, be a team 
player, volunteer,” Wilson said. “I would strongly encourage you to 
get involved. Don’t be afraid to raise your hand, don’t be afraid to 
write a letter, don’t be afraid to make a call, because ultimately in the 
end it’s going to affect you back home.” ✯

Calls to Action

Angelina County Judge Wes Suiter, Limestone County Sheriff 
Dennis Wilson and Limestone County Judge Daniel Burkeen 
discuss the future of mental health resources during 
a Legislative Conference breakout session. 
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Appropriations Committee. 
“We kind of act in a lot of ways as a bridge between the Legislature 

and state agencies, which don’t always necessarily exactly precisely 
speak the same language,” Parks said. “We translate back and forth, 
you know, ‘this is what the agency really meant when they said this’ 
in some sort of very technical language that maybe legislators aren’t 
familiar with, and then we are also in a position to take perhaps a 
general question coming from a member of the Legislature and kind 
distill that into something either our office or the state agency can 
reasonably respond to.”

2. A timeline of events for the state budget
Leading up to a legislative session, the LBB holds budget 

hearings with state agencies to develop budget recommendations for 
the next biennium — fiscal years 2016-2017. The budget recom-
mendations become the first version of the General Appropriations 
Act (GAA), otherwise known as HB1 and SB1. The GAA must be 

C ounty officials who attended the Legislative Conference 
breakout session on the state budget overview heard from 
Legislative Budget Board (LBB) Director Ursula Parks and 
Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts Fiscal Management 

Division director Phillip Ashley. 
Below are 10 important takeaways from the session. 

1. Legislative Budget Board duties and 
responsibilities 

The Legislative Budget Board is a joint committee of the Texas 
Legislature, but it operates like a state agency, year-round and full-
time. The LBB is responsible for developing budget and policy 
recommendations for legislative appropriations, completing fiscal 
analysis for proposed legislation and conducting audit reviews and 
evaluations of state agencies and other institutions, such as school 
districts, universities and river authorities. The LBB’s 145-person 
staff supports both the Senate Finance Committee and the House 

State Budgeting
10 takeaways from the breakout session
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Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts Fiscal Management Division Director Phillip 
Ashley and Legislative Budget Board Director Ursula Parks discuss how the 
Legislature blances the budget during  a Legislative Conference breakout session.

filed no later than Jan. 20 — one week after the Legislature begins on 
Jan. 13. HB1 and SB1 as introduced usually vary in what amounts 
and what programs should be funded. The GAA is the only bill the 
Legislature is required to pass by law.

The total spent in the final version of the GAA must be less than 
or match the biennial revenue estimate from the Comptroller’s of-
fice, which it publishes in January and then may revise during the 
legislative session. Once the Legislature passes the final bill, it is sent 
to the Comptroller’s office for certification to ensure it does not go 
over the estimate.

3. Additional documents for understanding the 
budget

The LBB will also produce its Legislative Budgets Estimates  (LBE) 
document, which gives a 5-year picture of the state’s budget (in this 
case, 2013-2017) and the budget requests from each of the state agen-
cies. The LBE’s summary report includes recommendations from the 
LBB’s Government Effectiveness and Efficiency Report (GEER).

4. The four limitations on legislative appropriations
The Comptroller’s Biennial Revenue Estimate, known as 

the pay-as-you-go limit, reports how much funding is available for 
the coming biennium. It is just the first limitation placed on how 
much revenue the Legislature can appropriate for each two-year bud-
get cycle and keeps the Legislature from spending beyond its means. 

The Legislature is also limited by:
• How much debt the state of Texas can as-

sume; 
• The welfare spending limit, which is a limi-

tation on the amount of cash assistance the 
state can provide to individuals that harkens 
back to paying for burial costs during the 
Civil War; and 

• How much the state budget can grow from 
one biennium to the next, no matter how 
much revenue the state is expected to gener-
ate.

The four kinds of limitations make Texas one of 
the most fiscally conservative states in the country, 
though the pay-as-you-go limit and the state bud-
get growth limitation together have the most teeth.

“Texas is unique in having both of these kinds 
of limitations. Many states have one or the other, 
either something that controls growth from one bi-
ennium to the next or something that says you can’t 
deficit spend,” Parks said. “Not too many states 
have both and not very many states have both that 
are as prescriptive as these are, that cover as much 

state revenue and state appropriations as both of those limitations 
do.”

5. The four types of revenue that make up the state 
budget

There are four kinds of revenue appropriated by the Legislature:
• General Revenue — the most freely available revenue, it can 

be spent on any legal purpose. Total general revenue appro-
priations for the last biennium was at $95 billion. Most state 
tax revenue is deposited into the general revenue fund.  

• General Revenue Dedicated Funds — Certain accounts 
within the general revenue fund that are created for a particu-
lar purpose.

• Federal Funds — Funds from the federal government that 
mainly impact health and human services. The state received 
$70 billion in federal funds for the 2014-2015 biennium.

• Other Funds — Everything left over, such as money being 
transferred from one agency to another and revenue streams 
that do not go into the general revenue fund. Examples of 
other funds include the State Highway Fund, the State Mo-
bility Fund, bond proceeds, constitutional funds and the Eco-
nomic Stabilization (rainy day) Fund.

The total state budget for the 2014-2015 biennium was $200.4 
billion.

The Comptroller’s Biennial Revenue Estimate, known as the pay-as-you-go limit, 
reports how much funding is available for the coming biennium. It is just the first 
limitation placed on how much revenue the Legislature can appropriate for each 

two-year budget cycle and keeps the Legislature from spending beyond its means.  
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6. The use of dedicated funds in the budget 
certification process

There are currently about 220 dedicated funds within the general 
revenue fund.  Dedicated funds are those that take in revenue for a 
particular purpose. However, the Legislature does not always choose 
to appropriate that revenue toward that purpose. Instead, since 1991, 
the Legislature has been using the non-appropriated money as an 
accounting tool to help the Legislature meet the pay-as-you-go bud-
get certification requirements. The process is commonly called “di-
version.” Officially, the money stays in the funds and the “unspent” 
money becomes “excess” funds that can then be made available for 
general government purposes.  

“Basically, state law provides that if there balances in these funds 
that are not appropriated, then these balances can be used or credited 
and they are considered part of the available revenue. The Legislature 
can appropriate those balances as part of its general revenue appro-
priation,” Ashley said. 

If excess balances from dedicated funds are used to certify the bud-
get, the money is still listed in the dedicated account when it comes 
time to determine the next budget two years later. But if the Legis-
lature then wanted to fully appropriate the funds for their dedicated 
purposes, that amount would come out of general revenue, meaning 
something else that had received that funding before would have to 
go without. So using excess funds to balance the spreadsheet does 
add up over time — to more than $4.1 billion by the time the last 
legislative session was said and done.

 

7. A long-term goal to stop the practice
The concept of taking revenues meant for one purpose 

and using them for general budgeting purposes has been controver-
sial over the years. During the last session, the Legislature took tar-
geted action toward weaning itself from the dedicated funds. 

“Over time, (the process of using dedicated funds for general pur-
poses) has grown to become a fairly significant source of revenue for 
the state budget and so that process of trying to unwind is most likely 
going to be something that has to be phased in over time,” Ashley 
said, adding that the 83rd Legislature decreased its use of the funds 
by about $778 million, or 15 percent. “Trying to do it all in one ses-
sion would be a pretty substantial and significant hit to the budget 
process.”

8. Top 10 dedicated funds used to balance the 
budget

More than $3.1 billion of the $4.1 billion in dedicated funds used 
to balance the state budget during the last legislative session came 
from just 10 dedicated funds. 

• GR Account 5071: Emissions Air Reduction Plan — $992.6 
million

• GR Account 151: Clean Air — $209.2 million
• GR Account 5128: Employment and Training Investment 

Holding — $182.4 million
• GR Account 5050: 9-1-1 Service Fees — $177.8 million
• GR Account 0655: Petroleum Storage Tank Remediation — 

$144 million
• GR Account 5103: TX B-On-Time Student Loan — $137.5 

million
• GR Account 5144: Physician Education Loan Repayment 

Program — $120.6 million
• GR Account 5000: Solid Waste Disposal Fees — $117.6 mil-

lion
• GR Account 5137: Regional Trauma — $96.7 million
• GR Account 5111: Designated Trauma Facility and EMS — 

$94.9 million
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9. The diversion of dedicated funds affecting 
counties 

The Legislature is using monies from several dedicated funds of 
interest to counties to help balance the budget. A few of those funds 
include:

• GR Account 5050, the 9-1-1 Service Fees Fund — Dedi-
cated to planning and enhancing 9-1-1 services across the 
state; updating geospacial mapping technologies; planning 
statewide, regional and local emergency network systems; and 
assisting volunteer fire department needs. The 83rd Legisla-
ture appropriated $117 million of the fund’s $296.7 million 
for 9-1-1 services and left $177.8 million to go toward budget 
certification.

• GR Account 664, the Texas Preservation Trust Fund — 
used by the Texas Historical Commission for local preserva-
tion grants. During the last legislative session, that account 
had a total of $6.7 million that could be spent, of which only 
$1.4 million was appropriated. That left $5.2 million to go 
toward budget certification.

• GR Account 5111, the Designated Trauma Facility and 
EMS Fund — takes in 33 percent of court fines for per-
sons convicted of traffic related offenses and 49.5 percent of 
driver responsibility program surcharge fees for the purposes 
of funding trauma facilities, county and regional emergency 
medical services and trauma care systems. The 83rd Legisla-
ture appropriated $420 million of the fund’s $656.4 million 
expected total, leaving $94 million for budget certification. 

• GR Account 5064, the Volunteer Fire Department Assis-
tance Fund — helps volunteer fire departments pay for the 

equipment, training, administration and operating costs asso-
ciated with the Statewide Wildfire Protection Plan. The 83rd 
Legislature appropriated $38.1 million of the account’s $141 
million total, leaving $80.9 million for budget certification. 

• GR Account 116, the Texas Commission on Law Enforce-
ment Fund — receives a percentage of court fees paid by fel-
ony and Class A and B misdemeanor defendants.  The funds 
are to be used for law enforcement training and education. 
The 83rd Legislature appropriated $35.3 million for that pur-
pose, leaving $5.7 million of the fund’s $41 million total to go 
toward budget certification. 

10. Other dedicated funds of interest to counties
There are several more dedicated funds of interest to 

counties, but those funds are being appropriated for their expressed 
purpose. 

One account, GR 540, or the Judicial and Court Personnel Train-
ing Fund, cannot be used for budget certification purposes due to a 
court ruling. Instead, that money must be used by the Texas Court 
of Criminal Appeals to provide grants for continuing legal education 
courses, programs and technical assistance projects to judges, court 
personnel and attorneys. 

In addition, GR 5073, the Fair Defense Fund, goes to the Texas 
Indigent Defense Commission. The fund receives 8 percent of the 
fee paid by defendants convicted of felony and Class A and B misde-
meanors. The 83rd Legislature fully appropriated its $81.6 million 
on its intended purpose. ✯

Videos from Legislative Conference General 
Sessions Now Available on YouTube

This past August in Austin, county officials from across the state gathered at the TAC 2014 Legislative Conference to hear from top 
speakers, experts and Capitol insiders. County officials who did not get a chance to attend and those looking for a refresher can review 
some of the conference highlights online. Videos from the opening and closings sessions can be viewed on TAC’s YouTube channel at 
www.youtube.com/texascountiesvideo.

Videos include:

• Futurist and thinker David Houle sharing his thoughts on “the Shift Age,” 
the speed of change in the increasingly connected world we live in, and its 
implications for our society as a whole and local government in particular;

• University of Texas communications and management professor Dr. 
John Daly gives tips for how to advocate on behalf of county governments 
and taxpayers;

• TAC Legislative Director Paul Sugg’s brief synopsis of the results of the 
83rd legislative session the opportunities county officials are likely to 
confront in the 84th legislative session;

• Chet Garner, creator, executive producer, writer, editor and host of the 
five-time Emmy-award winning television show, The Daytripper, speaks 
about what it means to be a Texan;

• TAC County Relations Officer and former Houston County Judge Lonnie Hunt’s ideas on how to better connect with constituents and 
effectively communicate the important role county government plays in their lives; and

• State Demographer Steve Murdock discusses information from his most recent book, Changing Texas: Implications of Addressing 
or Ignoring the Texas Challenge, including the evolving face of Texas and the challenges the state must address to preserve the 
Texas economic miracle.
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The Right Terms:
It’s important county officials and legislators are speaking the same language when 

working on solutions to important challenges at the Capitol. Sen. Robert Nichols had some 
definitions to help ensure that county officials and legislators can communicate effectively 
about transportation issues.

• Construction: Construction is a generic term that can mean both preservation and 
maintenance of the current system and building for new capacity. So don’t use it 
to mean one or the other.

• New capacity: This is the term Nichols prefers to talk about infrastructure 
necessary to take on the growing number of Texans driving in the state. Texas has 
not had money for new capacity since 2005.

• Preservation: This is the maintenance of the currently existing roads and highways. 
The great lion’s share of where transportation infrastructure dollars goes is toward 
preservation. “The cost to preserve a system goes up every single year,” Nichols 
said. “With inflation, it goes up. With age, it goes up. With additional vehicles, it 
goes up. It always goes up.”

T he state’s transportation infrastructure has been at the 
edge of a funding crisis for years due to ineffective 
state and federal fuel taxes, but Sen. Robert Nichols 
(R-Jacksonville), a friend of county government who 

helped counties get $225 million in transportation funding last 
year and the chair of the Senate Transportation Committee and 
the Select Committee on Transportation Funding, is hopeful he 
has a long-term, two-part solution — one that will ultimately help 
counties struggling to maintain their own roads as traffic increases.

Currently, the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) 
is funded through three revenue sources: a federal motor fuel tax, 
a state motor fuel tax and vehicle registration fees. The state tax is 
20 cents per gallon — 5 cents of which goes to education — while 
the federal fuel tax is 18.4 cents per gallon for regular gasoline and 
24.4 cents per gallon for diesel. That means the average driver is 
paying $9.52 a month in state fuel taxes, according to the Texas 
Transportation Institute. The taxes have both remained stagnant for 
decades; the federal tax hasn’t increased since 1993 and the state tax 
hasn’t increased since 1991. 

“They do not adjust for inflation and they do not adjust for 
mileage improvements,” Nichols said during the breakout session 
on transportation at the TAC Legislative Conference in August. 
“Personal vehicles used to get 12 miles per 
gallon and now you’re up to 18 to 20 miles 
per gallon, so we are losing (money) for fuel 
efficiency. And also inflation, since we have 
not adjusted that for almost 25 years, it has 
eaten up the purchasing power. The consumer 
price index in the last 24 years has got up 
about 61 percent, but the construction index, 
for those of you who buy asphalt and gravel 
and concrete, has gone up about 150 percent, 
without adjusting for inflation.” 

To sum: It’s impossible to maintain the 
state’s transportation infrastructure in 2014 
using funding mechanisms that worked in 
1991. 

Unfortunately, the Legislature has struggled 
with finding a long-term funding mechanism 
to make up for the revenue lost to innovation 
and inflation. Raising the gas tax — or any 
tax — is a non-starter. Instead, the Legislature 

has turned to a series of one-time funding sources since 2001 that 
have led to a debt total of $23 billion that will cost $30 billion to 
pay back and a current transportation funding shortfall of $4 billion. 

“In 2001, we took revenue sources like driver’s license fees and 
vehicle inspection fees and we put those into the Texas Mobility 
Fund and we went to the voters with it and the voters said you can 
borrow those future revenues,” said Nichols, who has been working 
on the state’s transportation issues for the last 17 years. “So Texas has 
borrowed $6.9 billion on that one revenue source. In 2002, we again 
don’t have enough money to build roads, so let’s go to the voters 
again and finance another $6 billion of debt. In 2007, we still don’t 
have enough…”

In 2013, the state again turned to the voters, but this time 
to agree to a constitutional amendment, Prop. 1, that will take 

Session SummaryTransportation Infrastructure

With close to 1,200 people moving to Texas each day, the 

state’s transportation infrastructure is more necessary than 

ever, but traditional revenue sources dedicated to road and 

highway preservation and new construction are dying. Texas 

needs new revenue sources dedicated to its transportation 

infrastructure.
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• County officials can voice support for a 
constitutional amendment that would dedicate 
50 percent of vehicle sales tax to the state’s 

transportation infrastructure and speak about the 
importance of putting part of that money aside to 
continue funding the County Infrastructure Fund.

part of the funding that currently makes up the state’s Economic 
Stabilization (“rainy day”) Fund and dedicate it to transportation. 
The constitutional amendment was approved by almost 80 percent 
of voters earlier this month. 

Nichols outlined the way that part of the plan works: Texas has 
collected a tax from the oil and gas industry since 1970, called the 
severance tax. The severance tax is 4.5 percent from oil and 7.5 
percent from natural gas. At first, the severance tax went into the 
state’s general revenue, but the ups and downs of the oil and gas 
industry made it difficult to budget with. So in 1988, the Legislature 
agreed to use 25 percent of the total tax on education, take the next 
$1 billion or so for general revenue and put the remaining money 
into a savings account — the rainy day fund. Going into the next 
session, the fund is expected to have $8.5 billion that legislators 
could choose to spend in the next biennium, Nichols said. 

The passage of the constitutional amendment means that from 
now on, 25 percent of the severance tax will go to education and the 
next $1 billion or so will still go into general revenue. The rest will 
be split up 50/50 — half will still go to the rainy day fund, but the 
other half will go into a transportation fund.

“It does not take a dime out of the rainy day fund and it always 
continues to put more in it,” Nichols said, adding that the new 
transportation fund “cannot be used on toll roads, and it must 
go to the roads and bridges of this state. It cannot be used for law 
enforcement, it cannot be used to reduce debt.”

The fund will be allocated to areas according to 
existing formulas, he added.

At the time of the conference, Nichols estimated 
that the passage of the amendment would lead to $1.7 
billion going into the new transportation fund – slightly 
less than half of the $4 billion necessary to cover the 
shortfall.

Nichols said there are several good ideas bouncing 
around the state for covering the other half of the 
shortfall, but too many cooks in the kitchen make it less 
likely that any one idea will gain traction.

“I’ve learned that if you focus on one, if we all focus 
on one, we’ll have increased chances of that happening,” 
Nichols said. 

The idea Nichols hopes to focus on is to amend the 
constitution to dedicate half of vehicle sales taxes to go 
to the transportation fund. Doing so would generate 
about $3.5 billion for transportation for the biennium, 
Nichols said.

The idea is not new; Nichols has filed a bill to do so in each of 
the last three sessions. However, the bill has thus far not made it 
out of committee because legislators are hesitant to take the funding 
away from general revenue. Nichols believes the idea is more 
conservative than generating debt. 

“What could make more sense than to constitutionally 
dedicate the tax on your vehicle to that road? Without 
the car, you don’t need the road, without the road, 
you don’t need the car. Let’s tie them together,” he 
said. “I define a core function of the state being that 
which a person really needs that they cannot do for 
themselves. That’s a simple definition. You got to have 
roads to get to work, to get your goods to market, to 
take the kids to school, and a person cannot build a road. A 

city cannot build a road across the county, a county cannot build a 
road across the state. It is a true core function of the state and the 
Legislature has been kicking the can down the road for 15 years.”

Jim Allison, the general counsel for the County Judges & 
Commissioners Association of Texas, said he supports the idea and 
believes it will benefit counties.

“At one time, there was enough funding in the state transportation 
budget that when a county road became heavily traveled and needed 
to be upgraded to a higher level of road, you could actually ask 
TxDOT to take that county road into the state system through the 
construction of new Farm to Market roads. Those days are long 
gone,” Allison said. “If we can get the … vehicle sales tax then we 
can go back to those policies of petitioning TxDOT to assume the 
responsibility for some of those roads.”

More immediately, Allison said, the transportation fund money 
could be used to continue to help counties pay for the $1 billion 
in damage to county roads caused by the oil and gas industry and 
other heavy truck traffic in recent years. During the last session, the 
Legislature created the County Infrastructure Fund and gave it $225 
million in grant funding. 

“Hopefully with the benefit of Prop. 1 and a very logical use of 
the vehicle sales tax, we can refund that fund in the future as well,” 
Allison said. ✯

Call to Action

TAC Legislative Liaison Rick Thompson and County Judges and 
Commissioners Association General Counsel Jim Allison listen 
on as Sen. Robert Nichols, chair of the Senate Transportation 
Committee, discusses legislative solutions for funding the 
state’s transportation infrastructure during a Legislative 
Conference breakout session. 
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T exans looking for a good redemption story — or 20 
— don’t have to look any further than Travis County 
Court-at-Law Judge Mike Denton’s courtroom every 
other Thursday night, when he presides over his county’s 

veterans court. 
He often sees young soldiers in his court who have freshly 

completed multiple tours in Afghanistan and Iraq and who 
have turned to drinking and drugs to try to hide from the 
affects of their service; soldiers who, once home in a place where 
they should feel safe and secure, can barely keep a job, live on 
friends’ couches, isolate themselves from loved ones and may find 
themselves becoming prone to aggression and violence. 

“When they first apply and actually tell us where they are and 
why they ought to be in the veterans court, what we generally hear 
from these men and women is, ‘I’m sitting in a dark room, I’m 
drinking, I’m thinking about suicide, I’ve lost my family,’” Denton 
said, adding that once they are admitted to the county’s veterans 
court, the soldiers find the specialized help they need to reconnect 
with their families and successfully start their post-war lives with. 

The court has also helped rehabilitate Vietnam-era vets who had 
spent decades suffering from mental illness, substance abuse and 
homelessness and who had been recommitting the same crimes over 
and over again at great expense to taxpayers. 

The process is not swift or easy. At first, Travis County veterans 
must report to the court once every two weeks and to their 
caseworker on the off-weeks when they do not appear in court. They 
must attend specialized counseling for combat-related problems 
such as PTSD and substance abuse. 

“I always tell them in the beginning that we are going to take the 
person you were before you went to combat and the person that you 
are and we are going to merge those worlds and give you as much of 
a whole life now that you can have,” said Jolene Grajczyk, the Travis 
County veterans court administrator.  

Once a veteran is regularly attending counseling, they graduate to 
a second level of the program in which they must report to the court 
once a month, and then every six weeks until they graduate.

“It is a fantastic thing,” Denton said. “If we can help veterans 
deal with the underlying PTSD, deal with the substance abuse and 
give them the hand that they deserve, which they have earned but 
probably won’t ask for, we can help them back on their feet and they 
turn into a productive citizen and they have a good life. It is amazing 
to see on graduation day, those folks sitting their with their families, 
their children, when they’ve turned their lives around and have been 

sober for over a year.”
There are 22 official veterans courts across the state currently, all 

seeing the same transformations and successes, said Tim Keesling, 
the assistant state coordinator of the Military Veteran Peer Network 
(MVPN), which has 36 regional offices working to assist veterans 
and veterans courts across the state. Several more counties have 
created veterans dockets or veterans tracks to assist their veterans.

“There are about 40 of them total that are either a veteran docket 
or a veteran track or a veteran court that aren’t getting any publicity 
because they are simply just doing the right thing without being 
asked to do so,” Keesling said, adding that the MVPN has resources 
available to help veterans courts function and is currently working 
on a partnership with Mental Health America to create a peer court 
mentor training program. “The Legislature has been very good to 
the Military Veteran Peer Network to get us up and running and 
since then, we’ve kind of taken the ball and just ran like crazy, like 
Forest Gump, we just ran right out of the stadium and kept going 
and that’s our intent, to keep going.”

With the help of MVPN and other veterans organizations, many 
counties have been able to create the courts on shoestring and 
volunteer budgets. Travis County’s veterans court requires funding 
for only two staffing positions — a court administrator and a 
caseworker — as well as a defense attorney, which the county would 
most likely have to pay for anyway. (The county currently pays for 
the two staff positions via a state grant.) Denton sits on the bench 
for free, though initially the idea for a veterans court took some 
persuasion.  

“I was hammered by somebody who was really interested in 
starting a veterans court over and over and I finally gave in,” he said, 
adding that he does not regret the decision and is glad to give up his 

Session Summary
Veterans Services

Across the state, veterans suffering from combat-related 

illnesses such as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) are winding up in the criminal 

justice system due to the affects of those illnesses. Many 

veterans wind up committing the same crimes again and 

again due to the lack of proper treatment and veteran-focused 

rehabilitation. Allowing veterans in all counties to have access 

to a veterans court would ensure that soldiers have access to 

the treatment and rehabilitative opportunities they need and 

deserve for their service. 
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• Currently, statute limits veterans who are eligible to participate in a veterans court program to those that suffer 
from “brain injury, mental illness, or mental disorder, including post-traumatic stress disorder, that A) resulted 

from the defendant’s military service in a combat zone or similar hazardous duty area; and B) materially affected the 
defendant’s criminal conduct at issue in the case.” Denton would like to see that language expanded to allow other veterans to access 
the specialty courts. “Female veterans that suffer from military sexual assault from the service, whether it happens in Afghanistan or 
it happens down the street in Fort Hood, probably should be in (veterans court), in my opinion,” he said.

• Farias said several counties are hoping to push legislation that will establish regional veterans courts and set up a new funding 
mechanism to support the creation of veterans courts. “We don’t want to hurt the counties by mandating to the counties that this is 
what you have to do without having some monies coming to the counties that are willing to establish these courts,” he said. “But if 
we don’t do something to help those veterans, we are going to be responsible for creating another Vietnam-era veteran.”

time. “I was in the service, my father was in the service, you know, 
my brother — everybody.”

Though similar to a drug or treatment court, veterans courts differ 
in that they rely on veterans services available in the county, such as 
peer-to-peer counseling available through the MVPN. By reaching 
out to and working alongside other veterans, defendants don’t have 
to overcome the experience gaps that exist between themselves and 
civilians. 

“You send some to DWI counseling and they sit in the group 
going, ‘you have no idea what I went through,’ and so they don’t 
really get anything out of the standard substance abuse counseling. 
Or, I have a story, a young man gets arrested and he has PTSD and 
we try to send him to mental health court and the father is crying 
because his son is not mentally ill, he has PTSD because he was sent 
to Afghanistan four times,” Denton said. “In veterans court, they 
know they belong.”

The result is a recidivism rate of only 5 percent, Denton said, and 
veterans who complete the program in Travis County can have their 
record expunged.  

“I hear horrible facts during the day. Earlier this week I was in a 
jury trial where a man would routinely tase his girlfriend, the mother 
of his child, whenever she didn’t follow the rules. But then when it 
comes time for veterans court and you  watch these kids turn their 

lives around, you almost want to skip home, skip down the hall 
behind the courtroom,” Denton said. “Whatever you think about 
the war, those kids deserve it.”

The biggest challenge many counties face in starting a veterans 
court is prosecutor resistance, said Rep. Joe Farias (D-San Antonio), 
who was charged with studying the success of veterans courts during 
the interim. By law, a veteran cannot participate in a veterans court 
program without the consent of the prosecuting attorney. 

“We have visited courts from the Valley to Houston and Nueces 
County to El Paso and Travis,” said Farias, who is a Vietnam veteran. 
“We shift through the whole court process, we shift through the 
staffing and we shift through the dockets. … What we have found 
is that in some counties, the district attorneys are not very in favor 
of veterans courts. They want to throw them in jail and throw away 
the key.”

Prosecutor resistance means that veterans who go through some 
veterans courts cannot get their cases expunged after graduation. 
Failure to have the case expunged hurts their long-term job 
prospects, Farias said, adding that his long-term goal is to see that 
more veterans courts are created across the state and that veterans 
benefit from the courts as much as possible.

“All our veterans in these smaller counties are falling through 
the cracks, we are not able to help them. … We can establish 

regional courts and have intergovernmental 
agreements between counties,” he said. “As 
far as consistency of the courts, in some 
courts, they don’t hear felonies, all they hear 
are DWIs, and in other courts, they do hear 
felonies. That’s one of the issues I want to 
look at is if the courts can agree on hearing 
certain cases.

“I don’t believe we should dictate to the 
courts and say, ‘this is what you have to do, 
everybody has to do it this way,” he added. 
“But I think collectively we can come up with 
a game plan, we’ll formulate legislation that 
(everyone) can work with and not force their 
hand or handcuff them to certain things.” ✯

Call to Action

From left to right, Rep. Joe Farias, Military Veteran Peer Network Assistant State Coordinator Tim Keesling, 
Travis County Veterans Court Coordinator Jolene Grajczyk and Travis County Court at Law Judge Mike Denton 
discuss the importance of veterans courts during a breakout session on veterans services and resources. 
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Suffering through one of the worst droughts in its recorded 
history while experiencing a population growth of nearly 
450,000 residents a year, Texas faces a water supply 
challenge that cannot be ignored. Fortunately, legislators 

two years ago took the first step to help ensure Texans will stay 
hydrated 50 years into the future by creating funding mechanisms 
to support the 2012 State Water Plan. 

A breakout session at the TAC Legislative Conference discussed 
those funding mechanisms, the water plan, the prioritization of 
water projects and the rules currently in place for when there’s not 
enough water to meet regional needs.

Below are 10 important takeaways from the session.

1.     The Texas Water Development Board is here to help  
guide and plan

The Texas Water Development Board (TWDB) is tasked with 
providing leadership, information, education, planning and financial 
assistance for the conservation and development of water. The 
TWDB provides loans to local governments for water supply, 
conservation and quality projects and supports the development and 
coordination of regional water plans, among other duties. 

“Our mission is to plan for the future and to make sure that we 
have water available for my children and for our children’s children,” 
said TWDB member Kathleen Jackson during a breakout session 
on water and drought planning at the TAC Legislative Conference 
in August. “We are a bank. We have money to loan. We also have 
technical resources, scientists and engineers. … We have data that 
is available that we manage so we know where ground water is 
available, we know what surface water supplies are out there.”

2. The TWDB was recently reorganized to provide 
better service

The TWDB recently divided its staff into six regional teams to 
better serve local entities and the 16 regional planning areas: Team 1 
serves the Panhandle and West Texas; Team 2 serves the Brazos and 
North Central Texas area; Team 3, Northeast Texas; Team 4, East 
Texas; Team 5, Central Texas; and Team 6, South Texas.

“For your particular area of Texas, you have your own project 
manager that is totally dedicated to you, so that you can pick up your 
phone, talk one-on-one and hopefully create that relationship. And 
their team is totally self-sufficient. They have their own engineers, 
they have their own attorneys,” Jackson said. “That way it’s one point 
of contact; you’ll always talk to the same person and it’s somebody 
that will see your project all the way through.”

3. State funding for SWIFT and SWIRFT is 
immediate and long-term

Currently, one of the agency’s most critical roles is prioritizing 
which regional and local water-planning projects found in the 2012 
State Water Plan will receive the most immediate state funding. 
The Legislature expects having to spend about $27 billion in state 
funding on water planning projects over the next 50 years, but has so 
far only allocated the first $2 billion. (The state water plan includes 
about $53 billion in projects, but about half that will be financed 
locally. More information about the plan can be found online at 
texasstatewaterplan.org.)

The $2 billion — known as the State Water Implementation Fund 
for Texas (SWIFT) — came from the state’s rainy day fund and is to 
be used to give communities flexible, low-cost loan options for water 
projects. Part of the $2 billion will also go into the newly-created 
State Water Implementation Revenue Fund for Texas (SWIRFT).  
SWIRFT will use SWIFT assets to issue revenue bonds to finance 
more loans for projects into the future.

“There is a lot of attention to the $2 billion in SWIFT funding, 
but the whole intent of SWIFT is to work in conjunction with our 
other loan programs. We are hoping people kind of come running 
out of the bushes to get the SWIFT financing and we’ll be able to 
grab a few of them and say, ‘hey, there are other loan programs that 
will also meet your needs,’” Jackson said.

4. Funding prioritization for water projects will be 
based on a number of factors

The state’s 16 regional water planning groups have already 
prioritized their projects based on the decade in which the project 

Water & Drought Planning
10 takeaways from the breakout session
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is needed, the feasibility and viability of the project, its cost 
effectiveness, the project’s sustainability and other factors. The 
TWDB must prioritize projects based on a number of factors, 
including the number of residents the project will serve, the readiness 
of the community to proceed with the project and the financial 
capacity of the community to repay the loan. 

To help with the process, TWDB members and staff have been 
traveling the state to familiarize themselves with local and regional 
challenges and projects, as well as to gather innovative ideas and 
solutions that can be applied elsewhere. Because of the drought and 
pressing water needs, Texas has become a worldwide leader in water 
supply and reuse technology, she said. 

5. Innovations in desalination help offset high 
costs of the process

One place Jackson has visited is the University of Texas-El Paso, 
which has studied ways in which technology can be used to help 
purify brackish water. 

“If you talk to farmers, they will tell you that there is a sea of 
water underneath Texas and you need to harvest it,” Jackson said. 
“Of course, we need to make sure that we have the scientific data 
and we run the water modeling to make sure that we are protective 
of that resource, because brackish water doesn’t exist by itself, it exists 
in areas where there is also fresh water.”

The University partnered with the $90 million El Paso Water 
Utilities Kay Bailey Hutchison Desalination Plant for its studies. 
The plant is the largest inland desalination facility in the nation. 
Scientists there are working on a process to help offset the costs of 
desalination by capturing the leftover salts from the brine discharge 
and converting them into sellable materials. 

“One of the challenges of desalination is how expensive it is, and 
that is driven by energy costs because it’s a pressure process where 
you have to have pressure to move the water molecules through 
membranes,” Jackson said. “This is the ultimate waste minimization 
project because you’re taking a material that otherwise had to be 
disposed of, which has disposal costs, and you’re recapturing it to 
utilize the materials that are in it and 
actually selling it to either offset the 
costs or maybe even make a little 
bit more money, make it more cost 
effective.” 

6. Biodegradable 
powders may help  

fight evaporation
In Wichita Falls, where reservoirs 

are especially low, the city council 
approved spending $375,000 to test 
a possible evaporation suppression 
product. The product, created by 
Flexible Solutions International Inc., 
is a nontoxic, biodegradable, lime-
based powder that has been applied 
to the surface of Lake Arrowhead. 
Cutting water evaporation back by 
just 10 percent would save the city 
4 million gallons of water each day, 

according to a report in the Wichita Falls newspaper, Times Record 
News. Across the state, Texas loses about 2 trillion gallons of water a 
year due to evaporation.

“Evaporation is a big threat. It’s not just the drought, but the 
high temperatures and the evaporative losses we have across Texas,” 
Jackson said. “In Wichita Falls, their evaporative losses are three 
times their daily consumption. … They think this material may give 
them as much as a 30 percent reduction.”

7. Intensive direct potable reuse projects are 
helping with demand

Wichita Falls has also started a $13 million direct potable reuse 
project that provides 5 million gallons of water per day, or one-third 
of the area’s daily demand.

Direct potable reuse projects employ a multi-step treatment 
process in which used water is disinfected and pumped into a 
treatment plant, then treated through microfiltration and then 
treated through reverse osmosis. After that, the water is released into 
a holding lagoon and blended in with lake water so that half the water 
is reused and half is fresh. The blended water is then treated through 
a conventional eight-step treatment process (chlorine dioxide, pre-
disinfection, coagulation, softening, flocculation, sedimentation, 
re-stabilization and fluoridation) and stored for distribution to 
residents and businesses.

 “Basically, Wichita Falls has treated their domestic waste water 
discharge with sophisticated membrane technology and then they 
are putting it back into their water supply,” Jackson said. “This is 
one of the new technologies or the new strategies that you are going 
to see across Texas.”

8. When water levels are low, the TCEQ must 
regulate water rights

While regions across the state are now working to shore up their 
water supplies, parts of Texas have been in exceptional drought 
conditions dating back to 2009. 

“In many places, reservoir levels and aquifer levels haven’t 

Ron Ellis, with the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality’s Office of Water, discusses 
water rights while TAC Legislative Director Paul Sugg and Texas Water Development Board 
member Kathleen Jackson listen on during a breakout session on water and drought planning. 
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recovered,” said Ron Ellis, the section manager of the Water 
Availability Division at the Texas Commission on Environmental 
Quality’s (TCEQ) Office of Water. “There are still a lot of 
communities and a lot of water systems and a lot of water right 
holders that don’t have access to the water that they might have 
during normal conditions.”

When a particular stream, river, lake or other surface water source 
doesn’t have enough water to meet the needs of all its water right 
holders and a water right holder — such as a municipality, rancher, 
river authority or business — complains, it’s up to the TCEQ 
to determine which water rights holders have priority. Priority is 
generally determined by the date the entity’s right to the water was 
first established, Ellis added, though there are some exceptions and 
the TCEQ is allowed to suspend or adjust water rights during times 
of drought. 

“A priority call is when a senior water right is not getting the water 
they need and contacts the TCEQ and they file a priority call and 
they say, ‘I’m not getting the water I need, will you look up stream 
and determine if there are users that are junior to me whose usage 
needs to be diverted so I, as a senior user, can get my water?’” Ellis 
explained, adding that, prior to 2009, it’d been decades since the 
TCEQ had fielded such calls. “We have to determine if water rights 
need to be suspended or adjusted to make water available to the 
senior water right holder making the call.”

When responding to a senior water rights holder, the TCEQ must 
look at how many water rights would need to be curtailed to comply 
with the request and the geographic area the suspensions would 
occur in. The TCEQ must suspend as few water rights as possible to 
get the water to the senior water right holder. 
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9. Water right holders must report their annual 
water usage to the TCEQ

The TCEQ sends out water use reports to water rights holders at 
the beginning of each year. The reports must be returned back by 
March 1. During the last legislative session, legislators amended the 
penalties for non-reporting, increasing them to $100 a day for water 
rights of less than 5,000 acre feet and $500 a day for water rights to 
more than 5,000 acre feet, Ellis said. 

10.  The TCEQ has a task force that focuses on 
helping systems in danger of going dry

The TCEQ created an emergency drinking water task force to 
help coordinate resources in communities where water systems are 
suffering from long-term drought and are in danger of drying up. 
The task force includes representatives from the TCEQ, the TWDB, 
the Texas Department of Agriculture and the Texas Division of 
Emergency Management. It manages a watch list of all the water 
systems that have less than a 180-day supply. 

“That information comes from those systems,” Ellis said. “They 
tell us how much water they have, and if they have less than a 180 
day supply, we contact them weekly to discuss the assistance we can 
provide them and we coordinate resources to help them out. The 
types of assistance we’ve been able to provide to water systems are 
financial, managerial and technical assistance; coordination with 
funding agencies; expedited review for exceptions to rules or plans; 
and specifications for wells.” ✯ 
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Advocate for Your County: 
Sign Up Today for the Core Legislative Group
County officials who want to keep a closer eye on the progress 
of county-related bills as they move through the Legislature and 
help shape the future of Texas can sign up now to join the TAC 
Core Legislative Group. 

The Core Legislative Group was created to help support county 
officials wanting to participate in the legislative process and to 
ensure those officials receive rapid and accurate information 
as bills are debated and amended. It is a group of elected and 
appointed offcials committed to advocating on behalf of coun-
ties and taxpayers regarding legislative issues effecting county 
government. Group members educate legislators about coun-
ty government and use social networking to effectively raise 
awareness about county government concerns.

Members can choose how involved within the group they be-
come and the roles in which they serve. While some members 
travel to Austin during the session to meet with their represen-
tatives in-person and attend legislative events such as Coun-
ties at the Capitol Day on Feb. 3 or County Government Day on 
April 15, others participate remotely.

Members can serve as issue experts on the matters most im-
portant to them and their local communities. Issue experts are 
needed in a number of areas, including unfunded mandates, 
rural affairs, community and economic development, environ-
ment and land use, emergency management and homeland se-
curity, health and human services, the justice and court system, 
law enforcement and public safety, human resources and em-
ployment, growth issues, jails, technology, records, elections, 

taxes and caps, finances and budgeting and transportation and 
roads. 

Issue experts may be asked to testify in person or in writing to 
ensure that legislators receive the best information possible 
from county officials who have the most experience in a given 
area. 

Since the effect of a legislative bill can often change quickly, 
Core Legislative Group members can also choose to be part 
of the group’s rapid reaction team. Team members commit to 
calling, emailing, Tweeting or otherwise communicating directly 
with their legislators and others in the Capitol about the pos-
sible impact of proposed legislation and legislative action.

Core Legislative Group members also help TAC provide legisla-
tors and the Legislative Budget Board quick and broadbased 
feedback on the effect legislation will have on counties. Since 
the group represents every office of county government, the 
effect of legislation on every corner of the courthouse can be 
assessed by Core Legislative Group members. 

Finally, Core Legislative Group members can take the timely 
and reliable information desseminated by the group and relay it 
to their community members, civic clubs and taxpayers to help 
foster an educated community.

To join the Core Legislative Group, visit www.county.org/legisla-
tive, click on “Core Legislative Group” tab, fill out the online 
information form and click the “submit” button. 
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In Texas, all public securities 
issued by local debt issuers — 
such as counties — must be 

approved by the Public Finance 
Division of the Office of the Attorney 
General and registered with the Texas 
Comptroller of Public Accounts. The 
Texas Bond Review Board (BRB) 
collects local bond information 
from the Attorney General’s office, 
makes that information available on 
their website and prepares statistical 
reports on local bonds. While the 
bond information can be accessed 
on the agency’s website, the data is 
only for Aug. 31 of each year. At the 
time of this writing in early October, 
the August 31, 2014 data is not yet 
available from the BRB. However, 
with early filing fast approaching 
and the actual legislative session not 
far behind, it seems like a good 
time to review the level of debt that 
counties are obligated to repay.

The following analysis considers 
principal only; therefore, stated 
amounts do not include outstanding 
interest. In addition, the amounts 
exclude commercial paper (Bexar 
and Harris), conduit debt (El Paso, 
Leon and Milam) and toll road debt 
(Fort Bend and Harris).

The map shows the per capita 
debt for each county that had debt 
as of August 31, 2013, as calculated 
by the County Information 
Program using the Census Bureau’s 

County Debt Per Capita
of the South Texas, running along the 
international border from the Valley 
northwest to Val Verde County.

The yellow color represents a 
county, Loving, that is separated 
from the other counties that had debt 
because, at $276,479 per capita, it 
has significantly more debt per capita 
than any other county in the state. 
Naturally, given a population estimate 
of only 71 people, almost any amount 
of debt is going to result in a high per 
capita amount. Loving is such a huge 
outlier that the next highest per capita 
debt is only $13,862 in Maverick 
County. To put those numbers in 
perspective, only 27 of the remaining 
173 counties that had debt had more 
than a thousand dollars of debt per 
capita at that time.

Total debt for the 175 counties that 
had debt as of August 31, 2013 reached 
$14.2 billion, including $11.1 billion 
in tax-supported debt, $2.6 billion 
in revenue debt, and $495 million 
in lease-purchase debt. Tax-supported 
debt is secured by the issuer’s ad 
valorem taxing power (property taxes). 
Counties secure revenue debt with a 
specified revenue stream, which can 
differ from issuer to issuer. And lease 
purchase debt is simply long-term 
financing for the purchase of an asset, 
such as a road grader.

The total of $14.2 billion sounds 
like a large sum — and it is. However 
it accounts for only 7.1 percent of all 

The green swath, signifying counties with debt, broadens south of San 
Antonio to encompass a large portion of South Texas running along the 

international border from the Valley northwest to Val Verde County.

Welcome to county government.

ANY QUESTIONS?
The answers might be just a click or a phone call away.

If you have a legal issue related to your county, the legal team at the Texas Association of Counties is ready to help. 

(888) ASK-TAC4 | county.org/legalhotline
Call our toll-free legal hotline,  
(888) ASK-TAC4 or (888) 275-8224, to get 
assistance with legal research questions 
or for more detailed information on legal 
deadlines. Our legal specialists can help 

county officials research statutes, regulations, opinions 
and court cases relevant to situations in their county. 

You can also reach out to the legal department online at 
www.county.org/legalhotline and request to be contacted 
by phone or email.

Online Legal Resources 
County officials also have access to an online 
library of legal handbooks and publications 
at www.county.org/legalpubs. These 
downloadable documents can help officials 
confidently navigate the often complex 

demands of modern county government. 

Legal publications available online include: 
• Official Oath and Bond Requirements; 
• The Open Meetings Act;
• Financial Disclosure for Texas County Officials; 
• Burn Ban, Regulation of Fireworks and Declaration of 

Local Disaster; 
• Short Answers to Common Questions; and 
• Many more.

In addition, the TAC Legal Department provides many online legal resources, including a calendar of upcoming legal 
deadlines and links to state and federal statutes and courts. All this and more is available at www.county.org.

[The fine print]
The law prevents the Texas Association of Counties legal staff from providing a county official with a legal opinion -- that’s the role of the county or district attorney or an 
official’s own legal counsel. But, many times, there are issues for which officials can develop their own answers. The Association’s legal team will try to help point the way. 

Also, be aware that if there is a potential controversy between county officials or offices, the same research assistance provided to one official will be provided to any other 
official who requests it. 

Keep in mind that the best answer to any legal question is a fully researched opinion from an attorney who is in a formal attorney-client relationship with the county or you, 
because ultimately, that’s the attorney who represents the county and its officials. Information received from the TAC legal team is not legal advice to you or your county and is 
not confidential.

(800) 456-5974 county.org

(800) 456-5974
county.org

(800) 456-5974
county.org

(800) 456-5974
county.org

(800) 456-5974
county.org

(800) 456-5974 county.org

Total Principal Outstanding By Issuer Type, 2013

population estimates for 2013. The brown color indicates that 
those 79 counties had no debt at that time. While those counties are 
concentrated in the western half of the state — many in or near the 
panhandle — a number of them are spread throughout the state. 
Curiously, none of them show up on I-35 and only a small number 
are near that corridor. That green swath, signifying counties with 
debt, broadens south of San Antonio to encompass a large portion 

local government principal debt in 2013. According to the BRB’s 
2013 Local Government Annual Report, public school districts and 
cities accounted for the lion’s share of local debt, as seen in the 
accompanying pie chart. Those two types of entities accounted 
for 65.5 percent of all local debt, principal only, as of August 31, 
2013. ✯

Per Capita Debt, 2013
$4.56 - $100.00
$100.01 - $200.00
$200.01 - $400.00
$400.01- $800.00
$800.01 - $13,861.87
$276,478.87
No Debt

Per Capita Debt Outstanding by County

Principal Only 
as of Aug. 31, 2013

Cities, towns, villages
Other special districts
Health/hospital districts
Public school districts

Counties
Water districts
Community and junior 
colleges

$31,062.5

$15,548.9

$14,205.8
$4,677.4 $3,412.0

$65,964.2

$65,104.7
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Welcome to county government.

ANY QUESTIONS?
The answers might be just a click or a phone call away.

If you have a legal issue related to your county, the legal team at the Texas Association of Counties is ready to help. 

(888) ASK-TAC4 | county.org/legalhotline
Call our toll-free legal hotline,  
(888) ASK-TAC4 or (888) 275-8224, to get 
assistance with legal research questions 
or for more detailed information on legal 
deadlines. Our legal specialists can help 

county officials research statutes, regulations, opinions 
and court cases relevant to situations in their county. 

You can also reach out to the legal department online at 
www.county.org/legalhotline and request to be contacted 
by phone or email.

Online Legal Resources 
County officials also have access to an online 
library of legal handbooks and publications 
at www.county.org/legalpubs. These 
downloadable documents can help officials 
confidently navigate the often complex 

demands of modern county government. 

Legal publications available online include: 
• Official Oath and Bond Requirements; 
• The Open Meetings Act;
• Financial Disclosure for Texas County Officials; 
• Burn Ban, Regulation of Fireworks and Declaration of 

Local Disaster; 
• Short Answers to Common Questions; and 
• Many more.

In addition, the TAC Legal Department provides many online legal resources, including a calendar of upcoming legal 
deadlines and links to state and federal statutes and courts. All this and more is available at www.county.org.

[The fine print]
The law prevents the Texas Association of Counties legal staff from providing a county official with a legal opinion -- that’s the role of the county or district attorney or an 
official’s own legal counsel. But, many times, there are issues for which officials can develop their own answers. The Association’s legal team will try to help point the way. 

Also, be aware that if there is a potential controversy between county officials or offices, the same research assistance provided to one official will be provided to any other 
official who requests it. 

Keep in mind that the best answer to any legal question is a fully researched opinion from an attorney who is in a formal attorney-client relationship with the county or you, 
because ultimately, that’s the attorney who represents the county and its officials. Information received from the TAC legal team is not legal advice to you or your county and is 
not confidential.
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whotocall Who to Call at TAC, (800) 456-5974 ★ (512) 478-8753 ★ county.org

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Gene Terry, (512) 925-3263

ASSISTANT EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Rex Hall

COUNTY RELATIONS OFFICERS
Lonnie Hunt, Kim Joyce, Stan Reid,  
Rick Avery

ADMINISTRATION
Administration Director: Chris Munson
Event Center: Melissa Dota, Pam Cervantez, 
Kathleen McCann

LEGISLATIVE
Legislative Fax: (512) 478-3573
Legislative Director: Paul J. Sugg
Deputy Legislative Director: Laura V. Garcia

Legislative Liaisons
Aurora Flores-Ortiz, Nanette Forbes, Laura 
Nicholes, Ender Reed, Rick Thompson

County Information Program
Senior County Analyst: Tim Brown
County G.I.S Analyst: Bruce Barr
State Fiscal Analyst: Paul K. Emerson

Liaisons to Affiliates
COUNTY AUDITORS ASSOCIATION: Paul J. Sugg
DISTRICT & COUNTY ATTORNEYS ASSOCIATION:  
Laura V. Garcia
COUNTY JUDGES & COMMISSIONERS ASSOCIATION:  
Rick Thompson
JUSTICES OF THE PEACE & CONSTABLES ASSOCIATION: 
Rick Thompson
TAX ASSESSOR-COLLECTOR ASSOCIATION: Ender Reed
COUNTY TREASURERS’ ASSOCIATION: Aurora Flores
COUNTY & DISTRICT CLERKS ASSOCIATION:  
Nanette Forbes
SHERIFFS’ ASSOCIATION: Laura Nicholes

COMMUNICATION AND EDUCATION SERVICES
Education Programs Fax: (512) 477-1324
Director: Leah Mullikin
Education Services Manager: Michele Mund
Education Training Specialist: Mark Warren

General Conferences & Events
Meeting Planners: Amy Lawson, Ashley Royer, 
Sherry Wagner
County Investment Academy
Project Manager: Deanna Auert

Judicial Education Program
Judicial Program Manager & Judicial 
Resource Liaison: David Hodges
Judicial Education Project Manager:
Joyce Francis
Judicial Meeting Planner: Michele Ewerz

Publications
County Magazine Editor: Maria Sprow

TAC Website
Web Services Manager: Laura Westcott

LEGAL
Legal Hotline: (888) ASK-TAC4 or  
(888) 275-8224
Legal Fax: (512) 478-3573
General Counsel: Karen Gladney

Associate General Counsel
Jenny Gilchrist, Katherine Howard,
Paul Miles, Michael Pichinson

COUNTY INFORMATION RESOURCES AGENCY 
(CIRA)
CIRA Fax: (512) 479-1807
Manager: Joel Green
CIRA Coordinator: Brittany Lane

OFFICE, PHONE OR ADDRESS UPDATES
County Services Specialist:  
Madeleine Christiana Frampton

HEALTH AND BENEFITS SERVICES
Director: Quincy Quinlan
Health and Benefits Services Manager:
Bill Norwood
Operations Manager: Rob Ressmann
Financial Consultant: Brian Naiser

Employee Benefits Specialists
Northeast: Maria Castillo
Northwest: Melissa Lopez
Southeast: Lauren Henry
Southwest: Jennifer Rehme

Employee Benefits Consultants
Northeast: Lisa McCaig
Northwest: Kimberly Wilder
Southeast: Charlotte Collins
Southwest: Ernesto Martinez

Wellness Consultants
Northeast: Carrye Chen
Northwest: Ashley Cureton
Southeast: Rosalinda DiTommaso
Southwest: Mark Zollitsch

Eligibility & Billing Supervisor:
Lisa Linenberger
Eligibility Specialist: Jerome Hill
Billing and Financial Reporting Specialist: 
Stacey Jones
Unemployment Claims Administration: 
Equifax (formerly TALX Corporation),  
(800) 848-0287 x3248
Unemployment Benefits Specialist:  
Cynthia Brannen, Jennifer Rehme

RISK MANAGEMENT SERVICES
Risk Management Services Director:
Tracy L. Seiler
Risk Management Services Associate 
Director: Lisa Garcia
Operations Manager: Jennifer Kolbasinski
Manager, Risk Management Consulting:  
Michael Shannon

Risk Management Consultants
Northeast: Todd Kisel
Northwest: Mike Strawn
Southeast: Robert Ruiz
Southwest: Victor Uvalle

UNDERWRITING & MEMBER SERVICES
Member Services Representatives
Northeast: Kathie Lopez
Northwest: Justin Bedford
Southeast: Lucia Espinoza
Southwest: Sabrina Eisazadeh

Underwriters
Northeast & Southwest: Kelly Flores
Northwest & Southeast: Teril Moncivais

RISK CONTROL SERVICES
Assistant Director for Risk Control Services: 
Ernesto Galindo
Video Training Programs: Kristin Bryan
Risk Control Administrative Supervisor/ 
Online Training Programs: Lee Bell-Hovland
Risk Control Member Service 
Representative: Elizabeth Sutherland
Risk Control Services Fax: (512) 476-6231

Human Resources Consultants
Northeast: Diana Cecil
Northwest: Michele Arseneau
Southeast: Mary Ann Saenz - Thompson
Southwest: Rollie Ford

Risk Control Consultants
Northeast: Isaac Garcia
Northwest: Jack Coffey
Southern: Larry Boccaccio

Law Enforcement Consultants
Northeast: Thomas Kerss
Northwest: Darren Jackson
Southern: James MacMillan

Simulator & Training Specialist
Don Courtney

CLAIMS
Claims Manager: Evelyn Leach
Administrative Assistants: 
Linda Wingo, (512) 615-8904
Bianca Prado-Espinoza, (512) 478-8753
Claims hotline: (855) 47CLAIM or
(855) 472-5246

Claims Adjusters
Automobile Physical Damage:  
Gloria Bryfogle, (512) 615-8960
General Liability: Susann Honaker,
(512) 615-8970
Automobile Liability: Joe Copeland,
(512) 615-8910
Property and Crime: David Overbeck,
(512) 615-8967
Public Officials and Law Enforcement: 
Debbie Bonner, (972) 567-9075  
Stan Lewiecki, (512) 743-4426
Workers’ Compensation: Kevin Yandell
JI Specialty Services, (800) 752-6301
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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
19-21 — 2014 Fall Judicial Education 
Session, Austin.

DECEMBER
2 — Preparing to Take Office 
Workshop, Abilene & Tyler.

9 — Preparing to Take Office 
Workshop, Lubbock & Livingston.

11 — Preparing to Take Office 
Workshop, Waco & Midland.

15-18 — 2014 New Treasurers’ Seminar, 
San Marcos.

16 — Preparing to Take Office 
Workshop, San Antonio & McAllen.

JANUARY 2015
13-16 — LBJ School Seminar for 
Newly Elected County Judges and 
Commissioners —Governing Texas 
Counties, Austin. 

20-23 — 2015 County and District 
Clerks’ Association of Texas Conference, 
San Marcos.

FEBRUARY 2015
2-6 — Judicial Orientation for New 
County Judges, Lubbock.

12-13 — Healthy County Bootcamp, 
Round Rock.

17-19 — V.G. Young Institute School 
for County Commissioners Courts, 
Austin.

17-20 — Basics of County Investments 
Course, San Marcos.

MARCH 2015
5 — Spring Panhandle Judges & 
Commissioners Conference, Amarillo.

25-27 — Spring Judicial Education 
Session, Lubbock.

APRIL 2015
8-10 — County Management & Risk 
Conference, Austin.

20-23 — 43rd Annual County 
Treasurers’ Continuing Education 
Seminar, San Marcos.

27-May 1 — West Texas County Judges 
& Commissioners Conference, Wichita 
Falls.

MAY 2015
6-8 — Court Assistants Training 
Conference, San Marcos.

20-22 — Probate Academy, Lubbock.

JUNE 2015
8-10 — Conference of the County 
Investment Academy, San Antonio.

14-18 — Tax Assessor-Collectors 
Annual Conference, Lubbock.

15-18 — South Texas County Judges & 
Commissioners Association Conference, 
Beaumont.

JULY 2015
6-9 — North & East Texas County 
Judges & Commissioners Association 
Conference, Waco.

AUGUST 2015
26-28 — TAC Legislative Conference, 
Austin.

SEPTEMBER 2015
14-17 — County Treasurer’s Association 
of Texas Conference, Wichita Falls.

OCTOBER 2015
4-8 — 93rd Annual County Judges & 
Commissioners Association of Texas 
Conference, San Marcos.

NOVEMBER 2015
12-13 — Texas Public Funds Investment 
Conference, Houston.

AuctioneerExpress.com
Online Auctions

GOvernmentAl - municipAlity - privAte pArty

Texas Auctioneer Lic. # 13801

www.AuctioneerExpress.com
903-572-4975

Specialties:   ★
Online & Live Auctions 
for Counties-Cities-
Governmental  
Entities 

Our goal: to get you  ★
the HIGHEST RETURN 
FOR YOUR EQUIPMENT & 
SURPLUS
Sold at your location ★

Reasonable reserve on  ★
items allowed, if desired
Also, bid on other counties’  ★
surplus equipment on our 
online site
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Favorite updates from TAC’s Facebook feed and other items worth sharing

Research, 
articles, 
publications 
and Web sites

COURTHOUSE REDEDICATION
TAC County Relations Officer Kim 

Joyce took this photo during the rededica-
tion ceremony for the historic 102-year-old 
Franklin County Courthouse in Septem-
ber. Former Rockwall County Judge and 
Congressman Ralph Hall spoke at the cer-
emony.

— Shared on the TAC Facebook page.

THOUGHTS AND PRAYERS
An El Paso County constable died early 

Nov. 1 while working a security detail 
in Canutillo during a Halloween event, 
officials said. Robert White, who was 
constable for Precinct 1, was punched 
in the face and then fell to the ground, 
according to an arrest affidavit. 

Officials said a 19-year-old soldier from 
Fort Bliss was arrested in connection with 
White’s death.

“Constable Robert White was a true 
professional who represented the very 
essence of public service,” Sheriff Richard 
Wiles said in a statement. “This incident 
is a tragic reminder of the dangers faced by 
our law enforcement officers as they work 
to protect us all. We send our sincerest 
condolences to his family and friends and 
ask that the El Paso community keep them 
in your thoughts and prayers.”

“We are deeply saddened by the tragic 
death of Constable White,” County Judge 
Veronica Escobar said in a statement. “He 
was a man of integrity, hard working, a 
dedicated public servant, and someone 
many of us admired. Our thoughts and 
prayers go out to his family.”

— El Paso Times

VOTING DOWN
In his bid for re-election last week, Sen. 

John Cornyn finished 27.2 percentage 
points ahead of his Democratic opponent, 
David Alameel. Attorney General Greg 
Abbott, a Republican who led every public 
poll conducted during the race for governor, 
proved those surveys right, finishing more 
than 20 percentage points ahead of the 
much-vaunted Wendy Davis, a Democrat.

Abbott finished with more raw votes 
and a higher percentage of the total than 
Gov. Rick Perry in 2010. Davis finished 
with both a lower percentage of the vote 
than her 2010 counterpart, Bill White, a 
Democrat, and a lower vote count.

The overall number of votes cast in this 
year’s election was less than in 2010 — by 
about 271,000. Although that appears to be 
part of a national trend, Texas Democrats 
blamed the state’s voter ID law, which they 
say discourages people from showing up.

Texas turnout, already the worst in the 
country, dropped. The state’s population is 
larger than it was in 2010. More than 14 
million Texans registered to vote, according 
to the secretary of state — up from 13.3 
million in 2010. Turnout that year was 37.5 
percent. Turnout this year (the numbers are 
unofficial) was 33.6 percent.

The people who did not show up appear 
to be Democrats. The Republican numbers 
were up in the governor’s race, while the 
Democratic numbers were way down.

— The Texas Tribune

UP AGAINST THE WALL: REIMAGINING THE 

U.S.-MEXICO BORDER by Edward S. Casey 

and Mary Watkins examines the global surge 

of economic and environmental refugees 

and the building of walls between citizens 

and newcomers and seeks alternatives for 

how nations and communities can coexist. 

University of Texas press. 

RED STATE: AN INSIDER’S STORY OF HOW THE 

GOP CAME TO DOMINATE TEXAS POLITICS by 

political scientist Wayne Thorburn analyzes 

a wealth of data to show how changes in 

the state’s demographics, including new 

residents, urbanization and immigration, 

helped Texas transition from a Democratic 

state to a Republican stronghold. University 

of Texas press.

 

MARFA FLIGHTS: AERIAL VIEWS OF BIG BEND 

COUNTRY by Paul V. Chaplo captures the 

hawk’s eye view of the shapes, textures and 

colors of the landforms people usually see 

only from the ground. Texas A&M University 

Press.

TEXAS A & M UNIVERSITY: A PICTORAL 

HISTORY by Henry C. Dethloff gives the history 

of the university from its infancy as a college 

with 48 students to today and provides a 

gallery of Aggie greats on the battlefields 

and the athletic fields, as well as in industry, 

agriculture, science and leadership. Texas 

A&M University Press.

THE BOOK OF TEXAS BAYS by conservationist 

Jim Blackburn and photographer Jim Olive 

offers a tribute to the Texas Coast and an 

acount of the legal battles won and lost 

concerning its preservation. Texas A&M 

University Press.

9765_mag.indd   60 11/13/14   6:43 PM



lastlook

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.
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Both cowboys (and cowgirls!) and their horses are welcome around the TAC 
offices, as proven by Ole’ Dobbin, posing calmly for TAC Copywriter/Editor 
Joel Nihlean while hitched to a sign across the street from good ole’ 1210 

San Antonio Street in Austin on Friday, Oct. 17. The best thing about riding a horse 
around downtown? The “Towing Enforced at All Times” signs no longer apply. ✯

9765_mag.indd   3 11/13/14   6:43 PM



Texas Association of Counties
1210 San Antonio Street
Austin, Texas 78701-1806

PRSRT STD
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
AUSTIN, TEXAS

PERMIT NO. 1183

TEXAS ASSOCIATION of COUNTIES

RISK MANAGEMENT POOL

Strength in Numbers
Four decades of providing unmatched value and protection to Texas 

counties. More than 380 members relying upon that strength and 
stability when they need it most. No one understands or protects 

Texas counties better than your Pool. Our longevity proves it.

(800) 456-5974 county.org

NEW TACRMP40th_Ad_fullpage.indd   3 10/31/14   11:05 AM

9765_mag.indd   4 11/13/14   6:43 PM


