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I’ll bet you know someone in 
your community who needs 

to hear our story. Go tell 
them. Show them why you 
are proud of what counties 

do every day. Bring them into 
the light, for goodness sake. 

 

By now, you’ve heard about TAC’s Texas Counties Deliver public education 
initiative. During the past year, we’ve produced lots of excellent print and 
digital resources to help you participate.

Most recently, we rolled out a new educational website, www.TexasCounties 
Deliver.org. It explains what counties and county officials do for the good of Texans. 
We’re also working with Chet Garner of PBS television’s “The Daytripper” to 
produce several informative, entertaining videos about county government. If 
you attended our Legislative Conference in August, you received the first of these 
three videos on a thumb drive. Find links to them, the new website, a customizable 
PowerPoint presentation and all our other Texas Counties Deliver resources at 
www.county.org/texascountiesdeliver.  

What’s next? We all need to share this information with everybody. The efficiency 
and performance of county government is the best kept secret in Texas. Nobody 
studies it in school — not middle school, high school, college or even law school. The 
website and videos are perfect for teachers, and you can also use them when giving 
presentations, or speaking with constituents and legislators.

You know best about the good work going on in your courthouse; share your insights.
Years ago, on a planet far, far away, I was a county judge. We had a request for a tax 

abatement. It was supported by the economic development folks, including the local 
bank. I wasn’t opposed to attracting new business to our county, I just had doubts 
that others in the community knew the real cost of the requested tax relief. So one 
day, I went to the bank to visit with the president. I began by telling him all that we 
did with our tax dollars. He agreed to come to the courthouse for a tour and to see for 
himself. Long story short, he was impressed by how we did so much with so little. He 
still supported the tax abatement and we gave it, but I learned a valuable lesson. He 
supported us because of what he knew firsthand, not because of what he had heard on 
the street. He was a better informed constituent and voter. He had a real appreciation 
for what we were trying to do. And he told others. He spread the word. It was powerful.

I’ll bet you know someone in your community who needs to hear our story. Go tell 
them. Take them some of the great literature we sent you and show them the clever 
videos. (They’ll play on a laptop, tablet or phone.) Invite them on a courthouse tour. 
Show them why you are proud of what counties do every day. Bring them into the 
light, for goodness sake.  

County government is the government closest to the people. You know what you 
are doing and you do it very well. Ask your friends outside the courthouse to help 
you get this message delivered in Austin. The Legislature hates it when Washington 
tries to push them around.  What’s the difference? There is no place for clumsy 
meddling at any level. They should do the job they have been elected to do and leave 
county officials to do the same. It is just the way it is supposed to be.  

Thanks for reading our magazine. Lots of folks work really hard on it, and I hope 
you enjoy it.  As always, let us know how we can help and keep delivering to you. *

Sharing the Best Kept Secret  
in Texas: County Government!
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Prior to your election as the county and 
district clerk for Carson County, what kind of 
work were you doing? What got you interested 
in running for office?

I was elected and took office Jan. 1, 
2003. Prior to that I was employed in 
the clerk’s office starting in January 
of 1995. And before that office I 
worked at the local abstract office.  

I was already in the office and the 
clerk I was working for got married 
and decided to move to where her 
new husband lives, so I decided to go 
ahead and run for the position. 

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

In that transition from campaigning to 
actually being in office and governing, what 
was the biggest surprise, or adjustment?

Since I had been in the office and 
knew how to do the day to day work, 
the biggest adjustment was managing 
employees and administrative duties. 
That is where TAC is a great resource 
for county officials. 

What has been the biggest challenge you 
have dealt with as a combination clerk and 
what advice would you give any of your peers 
across the state that may face the same or 
similar challenges? 

It is very challenging being a 
combination clerk. As a combination 

clerk I serve a constitutional county 
court, the commissioners court, a 
district court, and I am also the 
elections administrator for our county. 
I would say trying to keep up with 
all of the legislative changes in each 
court is the most challenging aspect 
and having time to actually give each 
aspect of my job attention. I work a 
lot. The County and District Clerks’ 
Association of Texas (CDCAT) is an 
invaluable resource for our members. 
We have an outstanding legislative 
committee who not only writes  
and promotes our legislation, they  
also present the new legislation to  
our members. I believe our education 
is excellent.
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Since becoming an elected official, what is the 
lesson you have learned that you find most 
important?

I could write a paper on this one 
by itself…patience, humility, how 
to serve, that I am a much stronger 
person than I ever thought I was…
everyone should be treated with 
dignity and respect.

As a county and district clerk, your position 
in the county is sort of unique. This requires 
effective communication with everyone in 
the courthouse. What do you do to maintain 
good lines of communication with the various 
courts and offices?

I think to have a good working 
relationship with all of the officials in 
the courthouse/county is vital. We are 
all working for our local community 
and without teamwork and a group 
effort good things just won’t happen.

What do you find are the best ways to make 
sure you are hearing from your constituents 
and communicating clearly to them?

I live in a small community and I 
am out and about all of the time. That 
is the best way — go to the post office, 
the grocery store. I let people know 
that I care about what they think.

What do you think makes county officials such 
important advocates for their communities?

We are the closest government 
officials to the people in our 
community. They can walk right in 
to our office to voice their concerns — 
ask for help when they have nowhere 
else to turn — have a shoulder to 
cry on when they have lost a loved 
one. Frankly it’s a little hard to lie to 
people that you have grown up around 
and live with on a daily basis. We are 
the only people who know what our 
community truly needs.

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?

I keep it pretty simple when trying 
to explain what I do to people because 
most really don’t understand how 
complex the office is; I explain to 
people that I file and maintain records 
from birth to the grave.  I file and 
issue birth certificates and death 
certificates, issue marriage licenses, 
file documents in and maintain 
our official public records, file and 
maintain marks and brands, prepare 
for and conduct elections, attend all 
commissioners court meetings and 
take and maintain minutes, and file 
and maintain suits in both County 
and District Court. I find most people 
really don’t know what the clerk’s 
Office does; they may know we do one 
or two things but have no idea the 
scope of what we actually do.

When you are not at work, what are you 
doing? Do you have any hobbies or something 
interesting you do that may surprise your 
colleagues?

 When I am not at work I am 
listening to music somewhere —  
I am a music nut — all kinds. I love 
going to concerts and being with my 
grandkids. ★
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The Texas Panhandle consists of 26 counties and is 
the northernmost region of the state. It is a mostly 
flat, dry area also known as the High Plains. The 

region is predominately rural — with the exception of the 
city of Amarillo — which lends itself to wide open views 
and beautiful pastoral scenery. Randall County is situated 
in the south central part of the region and is home to a rich 
history and natural wonders like the Palo Duro Canyon.

The county was established in 1889; until recently it was 
sparsely populated. That’s changing 
quickly. According to 
The Fourth Economy, an 
economic development 
consulting group and 
research center, Randall 
County is the one of the 
fastest growing counties in 
the country among counties 
that have populations 
between 100,000 and 
150,000 people — in the 
1960s it had a population 

Editor’s Note: This is one in a new series 

of stories featuring a different Texas county 

and the places within it that make it special. 

We will be going around the state to 

showcase beautiful, interesting, unique and 

fun things in different counties. Want us to 

show off your county? Email annam@county.

org and tell us what makes your county a 

great place to visit.

By Anna McGarity

of about 33,000 people; according to the 2015 census, it had 
risen to more than 130,000 residents. That growth is in 
part due to the low property taxes. But it is also appealing 
for its proximity to a large city but with a rural setting. 
It’s the best of both worlds for many people. “It’s just a nice 
place to live. You have the rural, quiet parts of the county, 
but you’re also close to a good-sized city. Eighty percent of 
Randall County residents actually live in Amarillo,” said 

Randall County Judge Ernie 
Houdashell.

County magazine took a road 
trip from Austin to visit the sites 
and meet Houdashell and the 
people who make this county a 
perfect place to spend a few days 
hiking in the canyon, exploring 
history at the largest museum in 
the state or visiting Amarillo. 

Randall County Judge Ernie Houdashell points out the different districts that make up the county. 

The courthouse stands at the center of 
the town square.
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CANYON TOWN SQUARE
The historic town square in 

the county seat of Canyon is 
experiencing a kind of rebirth. The 
courthouse majestically stands at 
its center, encircled by hip coffee 
shops and cafes, shops and offices. 
The courthouse was built in 1909. 
Its exterior was remodeled with 
the help of a grant from the Texas 
Historical Commission with a new 
clock tower that keeps perfect 
time.

WEST TEXAS A&M 
UNIVERSITY

Just down the street from the 
courthouse is the home of the 
Buffalos, West Texas A&M University. 
Originally West Texas State Normal 
College, it was established in 1910. 
In 1916 the college hired Georgia 
O’Keefe, the artist well-known for 
her landscapes of the southwest, to 
head its art department. The college 
joined the A&M University System 
in 1990 when it was renamed. Today 
is the pride of the region. There are 
“Go Buffs” signs everywhere. And the 
pride is not just for the football team. 
According to County Commissioner 
Mark Benton, “If they have a varsity 
chess match, they’re gonna have the 
flags out.”

The university’s campus is small 
but picturesque with large trees, 
green swathes of lawn and beautiful 
architecture. A stroll around campus 
is a relaxing way to spend an hour or 
two.

PANHANDLE-PLAINS 
HISTORICAL MUSEUM

On the edge of campus is the 
largest historymuseum in the state 
— The Panhandle-Plains Historical 
Museum. One can plan to spend 
several hours exploring the many 

permanent exhibits that range from 
the prehistoric era with dinosaurs and 
other animals that used to roam the 
plains. The museum takes visitors 
back in time — 14,000 years in the 
past — and leads them to present 
day. Exhibits include geology, The 
People of the Plains, The Panhandle 
Petroleum Story, a life-size Pioneer 
town and several galleries of art. 
County Commissioner Cristy Dyer 
made sure it was one of the places to 
stop and spend an afternoon. “It’s such 

The courthouse stands at the center of 
the town square.

The Panhandle-Plains Hostorical Museum is the largest 
history museum in the state.
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a wonderful museum. There is so much 
history covered there,” se said. “People 
don’t expect how big it is,” Dyer said.

The museum also features 
several special exhibits that change 
throughout the year. For more 
information about the museum, visit 
www.panhandleplains.org.

TEXAS PANHANDLE  
WAR MEMORIAL

The Texas Panhandle War memorial 
was built to honor all veterans of the 
26 Panhandle counties. It is a somber, 
yet peaceful park located in Canyon 
next to the Randall County Annex. 
“Randall county is very patriotic,” said 
Houdashell, himself a proud Navy 
veteran who served several tours in 
Vietnam. The memorial is exquisitely 
landscaped and made up of a large 
brick archway and multiple stone 
memorial plaques with the names of 
fallen soldiers, they are grouped by 
each of the wars the U.S. has been 
a part of, which include: Spanish-
American War, World War I, World 
War II, Korea, Vietnam, Lebanon, 
Grenada, Persian Gulf, Bosnia, 
Somalia, Kosovo, Afghanistan and 
Iraq.

On Oct. 29, they dedicated a 
Vietnam helicopter that was previously 
located in Tucson, Arizona. After 
months of restoration, the helicopter 
looks like new. The original crew chief 
who flew the helicopter during several 
missions in Vietnam was on hand for 

the emotional dedication. They will 
soon be moving it to the memorial for 
the public to see. 

The site holds a Veterans Day 
Celebration each year, as well as other 
events throughout the year to honor 
veterans. For more information, visit 
www.texaspanhandlewarmemorial.
com.

PALO DURO CANYON
The Palo Duro Canyon, or “the 

Grand Canyon of Texas,” is the second 
largest canyon in the country and is 
easily the jewel of Randall County. It 
is about 12 miles east of downtown 
Canyon in the southeastern area of the 
county and covers 29,182 acres, is 120 
miles long, as much as 20 miles wide 
and has a maximum depth of more 
than 800 feet. Its elevation at the rim 
is 3,500 feet above sea level. 

It is spectacular and startling —
after driving miles of flat prairie, the 
massive crater appears almost out 
of nowhere and is made up of 
layers of colors. It is easy to 
imagine what the first people 
in the area thought when they 
stumbled across it! “This is a 
sacred place,” Houdashell said.

It is rich in history. Humans 
have lived in the canyon 
for more than 12,000 years, 
first nomadic tribes and then 
Apache Indians who were run 
out by the Comanche Indians. 
Shortly after the Comanche’s defeat, 
Charles Goodnight returned to Texas 

and established the legendary JA 
Ranch in the canyon. 

Today the canyon is part of Texas 
Parks and Wildlife Department and 
is one of the most visited parks in the 
state. It is open to the public year-
round for hiking, horseback riding, 
mountain biking and camping. There 
is even a Wildlife Viewing Blind with 
bird feeders and water feature for bird 
watchers to catch the perfect picture. 

One of the major draws of the 
canyon is The Outdoor Musical 
about the history for the canyon. The 
Pioneer Amphitheater is carved out of 
the canyon basin for perfect acoustics. 
The show is family friendly and 
includes more than 60 actors, singer 
and dancers. The two-and-a-half-hour 
show is performed every Tuesday 
through Sunday starting in June 
through mid-August. 

For the athletic and adventurous 
visitors, the canyon also plays host 
to an annual ultra marathon every 
October. The race consists of three 
separate trail races: a 20K, a 50k and 
a 50-miler! But it’s not for the faint 
of heart because 

Visitors can enjoy a lively musical with the canyon taking a 
major role in the action.
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temperatures can vary from freezing to 
100 degrees in October.

The park has a daily entrance fee 
of $5 a day, per person. There are also 
overnight sites with varying rates and 
availability. To get more information, 
please visit www.palodurocanyon.com. 

Endorsed by

Swing to the sky.
Purchase playground and park equipment on the 
BuyBoard® for a soaring experience. BuyBoard— 
a trusted, transparent, and experienced source  
of cooperative purchasing.

buyboard.com • 800.695.2919

The second largest canyon in the country offers spectacular views, long hikes and 
musical entertainment.

★

19788 TAOC PRGRM 13 11_17_2016



★ |  CLIPBOARD  | News You Can Use

 12 NOV./DEC. 2016 ★ county.org/magazine

Counties at the Capitol Day set for Jan. 24 

County officials will be meeting 
in Austin on Tuesday, Jan. 
24, for TAC’s Counties at 

the Capitol day. The event will get 
attendees up to speed on the most 
significant issues counties will face 
during the 85th legislative session and 
offer opportunities to connect with 
legislators and their staffs.

The program kicks off with a  
8:00 a.m. breakfast, where county 
officials will hear from members of the 
Legislature, sharing their perspectives 
on the big issues being considered 
at the Capitol, including the budget 
process and appropriations. Attendees 
will have a chance to discuss their 
county’s concerns and priorities, too. 
The breakfast will be held at TAC’s 
building at the corner of 13th and San 
Antonio streets.

Key legislators and others will 
discuss the importance of being 
engaged in the legislative process and 
building realtionships with legislators.

“The most important thing county 
officials can do, besides showing up 
for this, is to contact their legislators 
ahead of time and let them know they 
will be in Austin,” TAC Legislative 
Director Paul Sugg said.

When the panel breaks just before 
lunch, county officials are encouraged 
to make the short walk over to the 
Capitol to meet with their legislators. 

“This is about building and 
reinforcing relationships. It’s about 
county officials talking about issues 
face-to-face with their partners in 

the Legislature, that’s how counties 
will have the greatest impact at the 
Capitol. The challenges counties 
are facing this session significantly 
increases the importance of 
establishing a direct connection with 
legislators this year,” said Sugg.

Officials can share concerns with 
their legislators and staff members in 
meetings or lunches that afternoon, 
which should be arranged ahead of 
time. Officials can use the state’s 
Who Represents Me? website, www.
fyi.legis.state.tx.us/Home.aspx, or 
the Texas Tribune’s directory at 
www.texastribune.org/directory 
to get contact information on their 
legislators.

“Ultimately, when tough decisions 
need to be made during this session, 
TAC would like every legislator to 
know that their county is a trusted 
source of information and guidance, 
and Counties at the Capitol Day 
is one of the ways those important 
relationships will be cultivated,” Sugg 
said.

To close out the day’s events, officials 
will return to the TAC building for 
the Legislative Reception, scheduled 
4:30-6:30 p.m. “Don’t forget to invite 
your legislator to attend the TAC 
Legislative Reception that evening,” 
said Sugg. “This is the perfect 
opportunity for county officials to 
engage with legislators and their staff 
members in an informal setting.”

Is County Going to  
the Right Place? 
With county officials and employees retiring and  
switching offices or buildings, TAC wants to make sure 
that County is getting to the right people and the right 
places. Is your subscription up-to-date? Is your county 
receiving too many subscriptions, or too few? Are there 
employees who are receiving the magazine under 
previous employees’ subscriptions? Let us know by 
emailing tacmembership@county.org.

County
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Property Tax Basics 
This “Basics of a Property Tax Bill” infographic can help you explain essential information about a complicated subject to constituents and 
legislators. Visit www.county.org/texascountiesdeliver to find this and other helpful infographics that can be downloaded, printed and shared on 
social media.
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The TAC Risk Management Pool will reimburse 50 
Pool members a total of more than $746,000 for approved 
risk control programs as part of the Risk Control 
Reimbursement Program (RCRP). The TAC RMP Board 
of Directors approved the RCRP this year to help Pool 
members create, enhance and maintain effective risk 
control programs. 

Of the 85 risk control projects approved, 28 law 
enforcement projects received reimbursements totaling 
more than $206,000 and 57 risk management projects 
received total reimbursements of more than $539,000. 

Some examples of programs approved for reimbursement 
include: Tasers/holsters, first aid kits, vests and batons, 
road work signage, roof repairs, safety shoes, fire 
extinguishers, chainsaw chaps, security cameras, exterior 
window replacement, courthouse security, sprinkler 
systems, safety glasses/vests/shoes, active shooter kits, 
hydraulic wheel dolly, blood borne pathogen kits and 
hands-free Bluetooth sets.

TAC RMP members submitted applications 
demonstrating the risk control benefits of their projects.  
“We were overwhelmed by the response from our members 
and the quality of the applications,” said Ernesto Galindo, 
TAC Assistant Director for Risk Control Services.  “There 
were so many outstanding projects; it was a difficult 
process to determine the final list of recipients. The total 
amount requested was more than the amount we had 

TAC RMP Risk Control Reimbursement Program 
Has Successful First Year

available for reimbursements.”   
TAC RMP members receiving reimbursements are: 

Anderson County, Bosque County, Brazos County, 
Cameron County, Cass County, Castro County, Cherokee 
County, Colorado County, Cooke County, Delta County, 
DeWitt County, Ellis County, Falls County, Fannin 
County, Fayette County, Fisher County, Franklin County, 
Freestone County, Garza County, Gillespie County, Hardin 
County, Hopkins County, Hunt County, Hutchinson 
County, Jackson County, Jim Hogg County, Kent County, 
Kerr County, Lamb County, Lampasas County, Llano 
County, Lubbock County, McLennan County, Nacogdoches 
County, Nolan County, Nueces County CSCD, Palo Pinto 
County, Polk County, Red River County, Rockwall County, 
Runnels County, Sherman County, Taylor County , Terry 
County, Upshur County, Val Verde County, Walker County, 
Washington County, Willacy County and Wood County.

Projects eligible for reimbursement had to meet the 
following criteria:

- Eliminate or minimize recognized risk exposures 
associated with county operations;

- Protect the health and safety of employees; and
- Prevent or minimize the possibility of property losses.
TAC RMP members had to also participate in one 

or more of the following lines of coverage: Workers’ 
Compensation, Public Officials Liability, Automobile 
Liability or Property and Law Enforcement Liability.

County Management and Risk Conference  
Set April 5-7, 2017
It’s not too early to save your seat at the next County Management and Risk Conference, 
scheduled April 5-7, 2017, at the Embassy Suites Hotel and Conference Center in San Marcos.

Registration is available online at www.county.org/cmrc. Make plans now to learn about reducing 
risk and preventing losses throughout your county’s operations. Sessions will feature resources 
and solutions for counties on topic such as human resources, risk control, employee wellness, 
Health Care Reform and more.

County officials and managers especially won’t want to miss this event, which is open to all TAC 
members. 

Members of the TAC Health and Employee Benefits Pool, TAC Risk Management Pool, and TAC Unemployment Compensation Group Account Fund 
can be reimbursed for travel expenses incurred for this conference. A maximum of two people per county can be reimbursed. If more than two 
from a single county register, reimbursements will be provided on a first come, first served basis. TAC will reimburse the following expenses:

- Two night’s stay at the Embassy Suites Hotel up to $139 per night for single/double occupancy; and
- Travel expenses (airline, mileage, and cab fare or car rental at airport) up to $300.

There is no reimbursement for meals. All meals will be provided during the conference. Receipts for lodging and airfare are required.

COUNTY 
MANAGEMENT &  RISK

CONFERENCE
April 5-7, 2017  |  San Marcos

Resources and Solutions 
for Counties
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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.

Sherry Dushane 
Andrews County District Clerk

Paul Wylie 
Archer County Auditor

Philip Fletcher 
Armstrong County Commissioner, Pct. 4

Elvaray Silvas 
Brooks County Clerk

A.J. Mason 
Camp County Judge

Marianne Bowles 
Clay County District Clerk

Jessie Rahe 
Comal County Interim Auditor

Matt Hogg 
Dawson County Sheriff

H.T. Fillingim 
Fisher County Sheriff

Angie Pippin 
Fisher County Justice of the Peace

Collie Boatright 
Gonzales County Commissioner, Pct. 4

Tom Watt 
Grayson County Sheriff

Maggie Hernandez Moreno 
Hays County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 1, 
Place 2

Marisol Villarreal-Alonzo 
Hays County Auditor

Martin Lake 
Hill County Commissioner, Pct. 4

Rodney Watson 
Hill County Sheriff

Sharla Baldridge 
Hockley County Judge

Vanessa James 
Jack County Clerk

Stacy Spurlock 
Jack County Justice of the Peace

Pam Guenther 
Jackson County Criminal District Attorney

Luis Valadez 
Jim Wells County Sheriff

Timothy Kinman 
Johnson County Constable, Pct. 4

Ronald Bass 
Lamar County Commissioner, Pct. 3

Bobby Carroll 
Lampasas County Commissioner, Pct. 1

Melissa Abney 
Liberty County Auditor

Justin Johnston 
Liberty County Constable, Pct. 1

Abraham Vega 
Lynn County Sheriff

Ty Tully 
McCulloch County Sheriff

Phyllis Banks 
Palo Pinto County Interim Auditor

Carmen Brown 
San Augustine County District Clerk

Tammy Robinson 
Taylor County District Clerk

Matthew Weingardt 
Val Verde County Auditor

Dawn Allison 
Wharton County District Attorney

Barbara Starling 
Wharton County Auditor

Nichole Mock 
Wheeler County Auditor

This list may be incomplete. Please submit 
new county official appointments to TAC 
Membership Manager Frank Baca at  
frankb@county.org.

Workshops for 
Newly Elected 
Officials Set
In December, former county officials and TAC 
staff will present eight, day-long “Preparing 
to Take Office” workshops open to all newly 
elected county officials. 

These free 
meetings, 
scheduled around 
the state, will 
brief attendees on 
basic issues and 
provide essential 
information that 
newly elected 
officials need to 
know to avoid 
making mistakes 
that could not only 
be embarrassing 
but also create 
legal problems. 

Subjects covered will include the statutes and 
rules governing purchasing and budgeting, open 
meetings, open records and key employment 
issues, as well as the basics of the county 
government system and how to work effectively 
in county government. Presenters will also 
discuss the importance of being involved in the 
legislative process.

In addition, attendees will learn about the 
resources, networking and support offered 
to them by their particular county official 
organization and TAC. Register by Nov. 28 to 
attend at www.county.org. Contact Ashley 
Royer or Amy Lawson in the TAC Education 
Department at (800) 456-5974 with any 
questions.

Preparing to Take 
Office Workshops

DATE LOCATION

Dec. 6 Lubbock

Dec. 6 Tyler

Dec. 8 Midland

Dec. 8 Lufkin

Dec. 13 McAllen

Dec. 13 Abilene

Dec. 15 San Antonio

Dec. 15 Waco
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2016 County Best Practices 
Winners

TAC’s County Best Practices Awards Program recognizes accomplishments 
and best practices in county government. The program honors counties for their 
accomplishments, inspires leaders to develop improved programs, and creates 
an avenue for promoting replicable and proven solutions to county government 
concerns. Thank you to everyone who took the time to participate in the 
application process. The numerous applications confirmed that great work is 
being done in counties all across Texas.

Congratulations to the 2016 winners. More information on each winner will be 
provided in future issues of County. 

COUNTY TITLE or DEPARTMENT PROGRAM

Bexar County Tax Assessor/Collector 10-Month Payment Plan for 
Seniors, Disabled Citizens and 
Disabled Veterans

Comal County County Judge & Commissioners University of County Government

Denton County Technology Services Web Mapping Application for 
West Nile Virus Surveillance

DeWitt, Gonzales & 
Karnes Counties

Multiple Counties Legislative Initiative for County 
Right of Way Royalty 

DeWitt, Gonzales, 
Karnes, Live Oak & 
McMullen Counties

Multiple Counties Legislative Initiative for Energy 
Sector Tax Equity and State 
Responsibility

El Paso County County Clerk Sovereign Filings

Gregg County Commissioner, Pct. 1 Non-disruptive Pipe Repair

Hidalgo County Operations Administrator Executive Office Vehicle GPS 
Program

Tarrant County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 5 Honorary Jurors Program

Tarrant County Tax Office Cash Balancing Standardization 
Project

Tarrant County Commissioner, Pct. 4 Armed Forces First Initiative

Travis County Constable, Pct. 3 Senior Fraud Prevention Program

Travis County Tax Office Travis County Text 2 Register

Travis County RMCR Law Library &  
Self Help Center

Driver’s License Assistance 
Program

Travis County Auditor Criminal Attorney Upload/
Interface

Travis County Justice of the Peace, Pct. 2 Digital Justice Court

Victoria County Commissioners Court Crossroads Area Veterans Center

Webb County Sheriff’s Office Legislative Initiative for 
Reactivation of Peace Officer 
License

Williamson County Tax Assessor-Collector Same Day Appointment

Healthy County Opens 
Nominations for 2016 
Iris Stagner Award

The TAC Health and Employee Benefits 
Pool’s Healthy County program is now 
accepting nominations for the 2016 Iris 
Stagner Award, created in remembrance 
of one of Healthy County’s most active 
wellness coordinators. The 2016 honoree 
will be recognized at the Healthy County 
Boot Camp, Feb. 23-24, 2017, in Bastrop. 

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. 

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. 

Wichita County law librarian and 
wellness coordinator Sherry Jones 
received the 2016 Iris Stagner Award. 

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 Feb. 3, 2017. For more information, 
contact Healthy County Wellness 
Consultant Carrye Chen at carryec@
county.org.
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Hutchinson County Judge Cindy Irwin decided her 
staff could find a fun way to get a little exercise and 
learn about the history of the area with a kayak tour at 
Lake Meredith, located a short drive from Hutchinson 
County. Organized with the help of Lake Meredith 
National Park Service,  
Judge Irwin was able to schedule a special time that 
worked with the Hutchinson County group’s schedule. 
Their tour guide, Jacob Collins, was able to provide 
information on the history of the park, as well as 
native plants and animals. 

Kayaks can navigate in narrow and shallow areas 
that motorized boats can’t reach. Kayaking is a great 
for exercise, since it utilizes and improves upper body 
strength and increases the heart rate. 

Judge Irwin plans to use the National Park Service 
again to take the group on a hike in September. A tour 
guide will take them to the Alibates Flint Quarries.

For more information on Healthy County,  
visit www.county.org/healthycounty. 

Healthy County Spotlight: 
Hutchinson County Employees Enjoy the Outdoors

From the left back row: NPS tour guide, Judge Cindy Irwin, Vince Sidders (NPS), Shevon Watson, 
Hallie Throckmorton, Connie Valle, Desaray Aikin. Front: Vicki Temple, April Jones

County wellness coordinators and sponsors 
participating in the TAC Health and Employee 
Benefits Pool (TAC HEBP) Healthy County 
program are invited to the Hyatt Regency Lost 
Pines Resort in Bastrop, Feb. 23-24, 2017 to 
learn the tools they need to better engage 
county employees in their wellness programs.

The 2017 theme, Back to Basics, will focus on 
resources, strategies and practical tips that 
will help county employees lead healthier 
lives.

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

More information and online registration can 
be found at www.county.org/hcbootcamp.

Healthy County  
Boot Camp Set for 

February 23-24, 2017
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Basics of County Investments 
Course Registration Now Open

Registration is now open for the Basics  
of County Investments Course, scheduled  
Feb. 28-March 3, 2017, at the Embassy 
Suites San Marcos Hotel 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. 

The course 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. At the 
completion of the course, a final assessment will be given. Texas State University 
is TAC’s education partner for this 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: This 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 are available. 

Commissioners court members who are involved in their county’s investment 
committee are especially encouraged to attend. TAC recommends that mid-size to 
large counties, or 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 and a network of experienced 
county investors from across the state. 

Visit the TAC website at www.county.org/basics to register.

Judicial Education 
Calendar
The following educational opportunities 
are available for the remainder of the 
fiscal year through the Texas Judicial 
Academy. Registration information, 
agendas and schedules will be posted at 
www.county.org/judicial. 

2017
Feb. 7 – Feb. 9
VG Young Institute School for County 
Commissioners Courts
Renaissance Austin Hotel, Austin

March 8 - 10
County Court Assistants Training 
Conference
Overton Hotel & Conference Center, 
Lubbock 

March 29 - 31
Spring Judicial Education Session
Overton Hotel & Conference Center, Lubbock 

April 25 - 28
88th Annual West Texas County 
Judges and Commissioners 
Association Conference
 Lubbock Memorial Civic Center, Lubbock

May 10 - 12
Probate Academy
Overton Hotel & Conference Center, Lubbock  

May 14 - 17
North and East Texas County Judges 
and Commissioners Association 
Annual Conference and Business 
Meeting
Holiday Inn Hotel and Suites, Beaumont

June 12 - 14
South Texas County Judges and 
Commissioners Association 
Conference
Omni Corpus Christi Hotel, Corpus Christi

Texas Counties Deliver TV 
and Radio Spots Launched

Keep your eyes and ears open! The Texas Counties 
Deliver public education campaign is rolling out broadcast 
spots on radio and television statewide in November, 
December and January. 

The spots promote Texas county government and the 
essential services it provides Texans every day, and they 
encourage the public to visit the new www.texascountiesdeliver.
org website. 

TAC worked with the Texas Association of Broadcasters’ Non-Commercial Sustaining 
Announcement Program to distribute the public service spots, which are in English and 
Spanish.

We need your help! Please let TAC know what time and on what station you hear or see 
a spot. Just email txcountiesdeliver@county.org. We’re spreading word — Texas Counties 
Deliver!
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TAC’s Tuesday Morning Breakfasts Return
Breakfast has always been the most important meal of the day, but once the legislative session starts, one breakfast 

will stand out each week as the most important. 
For more than 20 years, TAC has hosted its signature Tuesday morning breakfasts each week during the legislative 

sessions. These working breakfast meetings provide county officials the information and motivation they need to tackle 
another week at the Capitol and stay abreast of the fast-paced legislative landscape. 

“The meetings are truly a working meeting for a county official to attend if they’re in town. We’ll really dig into 
issues. As the session rolls on and committee hearings pick up, it’ll become more of a grab-n-go format looking at 
the big issues facing counties that particular week,” TAC Legislative Director Paul Sugg said. “I think they’re an 
absolutely essential component to our success during this session.”

The breakfasts are held 7:30-8:30 a.m. each Tuesday, Jan. 10 through May 23, 2017 in the TAC Board Room, less 
than three blocks from the Capitol building. Officials who make the trip to Austin to testify in public hearings or speak 
with their legislators are encouraged to park their vehicles in the TAC parking garage for the day, treat themselves 
to a good breakfast and hear about county-related issues and the progress of the session directly from TAC’s staff of 
legislative liaisons and invited guests. 

The TAC building is located at 1210 San Antonio Street. Free parking is available for your convenience in TAC’s 
parking garage. The entrance is on 13th St., between San Antonio and Nueces. Please contact Amy Ruedas at (800) 
456-5974 with any questions about the breakfasts. 
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T
he 85th Legislative Session 
will begin Jan. 10, 2017. 
There are hundreds of 
bills up for discussion that 
could affect counties. TAC’s 
Legislative Department will 
once again spend countless 

hours working on a variety of key 
issues during the session to help 
counties. 

The Legislative Department 
serves as a unified voice for county 
government. The 12-member team of 
passionate people works year-round to 
advocate for counties and each county 
office. The department communicates 
often with county officials and the 
Legislature in a variety of ways, 
including the “County Issues” 
enewsletter, social media, targeted 
legislative alert emails and legislative 
issue briefs. They also produce 
a number of events throughout 
the year, including: Legislative 
Exchange Regionals, Luncheons 
with Legislators, and Counties at the 
Capitol, Tuesday Morning Breakfasts 
and County Government Day, during 
the legislative session. They each 
also spend a lot of time traveling, 
visiting with county officials and state 
lawmakers.

Presenting a unified voice for 
all county officials is hard work. 
TAC represents each office in the 
courthouse — and these offices don’t 
always see eye to eye on every issue. 
There are occasions when one affiliate 
organization has opposing views 
from another association. In these 
occasions, the team that makes up the 
Legislative Department must work 
together to find common ground and 
avoid conflict while keeping the best 
interest of the individual associations 
at the forefront. That’s why the make-
up of the team is so important.

There is no “I” in this team
“It sounds like a cliché, but we 

really are a family, both in and out of 
the office,” said Legislative Director 
Paul Sugg. He wasn’t alone in that 
assessment. Each member of the 
Legislative Department shared a 
similar sentiment about how the 
group works together (it should be 
noted that each team member was 
interviewed separately). Two common 
words they often repeated: family and 
trust. “We’ve got the best team I’ve 
worked with over the last 17 years. 
It’s like family,” Legislative Liaison 
Lori Nicholes said. Legislative Liaison 
Ender Reed agreed. “We have a great 
department. There’s a lot of trust,” he 
said.

Many in the Department have been 
with TAC for more than 10 years. But 
even the newest member Operations 
Manager Amy Ruedas agreed, 
“Everyone is working towards the 
same goal.” 

TAC assists counties in their efforts 
to serve their communities. The 
Legislative Department supports 
this through advocating for counties 
in the Capitol, reviewing and 
analyzing legislation, analyzing 
data, disseminating information 
and — most importantly — building 
relationships. Their relationships 
between those working with each other 
as a team allow them to foster the 
relationships at the Capitol in Austin 
and in courthouses across the state. 
Let’s get to know each of them a little 
better.

Legislative 
Director 
Paul Sugg

Director of 
the Legislative 
Department 
Sugg oversees 
the department 
and in many 

ways acts as the coach to this tight-
knit team. Sugg has been with TAC 
for 18 years, working as a Legislative 
Liaison for almost 12 years before 
taking over as Director five years ago. 
Along with others in the Department, 
Sugg reviews and analyzes proposed 
legislation and administrative 
regulations affecting Texas counties. 

“I love traveling across the state,” 
Sugg said. That’s a good thing because 
he spends a lot of his time on the 
road visiting with county officials to 
better understand the issues they 
face and then relays those concerns to 
legislators. He also speaks at various 
TAC education events such as the 
Legislative Exchanges and the annual 
Legislative Conference, most recently 
on Aug. 24 in Austin. He is also the 
editor of TAC’s “County Subdivision 
Regulation Sourcebook.”

Sugg earned both a bachelor’s and 
a master’s degree in history from 
Sam Houston State University and 
continued studies in history at Texas 
A&M University. While in College 
Station he worked for the V.G. Young 
Institute of County Government. 
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Deputy 
Legislative 
Director 
Laura V. Garcia

Prior to joining 
TAC, Garcia 
worked as an 
Assistant County 
Attorney with the 

Travis County Attorney’s Office. She 
has also served as General Counsel 
for the Office of State Senator Eddie 
Lucio Jr. 

Garcia, who holds degrees from Rice 
University and the University of Texas 
School of Law, is involved in many 
aspects of the Department’s activities. 
During the legislative session she 
helps analyze proposed legislation. 
She keeps a close eye on each bill 
affecting counties throughout the 
session because they can constantly 
change. “We are the eyes and ears for 
county officials.” Garcia also monitors 
state agency rule making, as well as 
federal issues. “We’ve been working 
on expanding our federal outreach,” 
she said. Issues she focuses on include 
indigent defense, criminal procedure, 
courts, ethics and unfunded 
mandates. 

In addition to monitoring bills and 
rules, Garcia acts as the Legislative 
Liaison to the Texas District and 
County Attorneys Association, 
offering assistance with any issues 
affecting prosecutors. “While the 
fast pace of the legislative session 
can be challenging it’s something 
that I really enjoy,” she said. She 
also loves traveling to different 
countries, most recently to Spain. 
But she notes, travelling has taken 
a bit of a back seat to her 20-month-
old son. Spending time with family 
and staying up with current events 
help round out her time when she’s 
not staying on top of ever-changing 
legislation.

Legislative Liaisons
Each Legislative Liaison works with 

particular county officials to help 
them with issues directly affecting 
them. During legislative sessions, 
it is easy to see what they do every 

day — they are at the capitol meeting 
with legislators advocating for their 
associations’ needs, communicating 
with county officials, attending 
hearings and making invaluable 
relationships. “Any lobbyist knows 
face to face personal contact is crucial. 
Personal contact is the only way to 
build and maintain relationships,” 
said Legislative Liaison Aurora 
Flores. “You can’t just watch hearings 
or floor action online; you have to 
give the extra effort to make the 
personal connection. It’s the way they 
remember your face with your issue; 
otherwise your cause is lost among the 
many.”

Legislative Liaisons’ work during 
the interim is not as visible but just 
as important. During the interim, 
the Legislature conducts hearings 
and discusses issues for the upcoming 
session. Legislative Liaisons attend 
many of these hearings and write 
the “Legislative Analysis Report” 
detailing county bills that passed by 
number and subject. They also use 
the time to reconnect with county 
officials.

It’s a year-round job that requires a 
lot of personal relationships and trust. 
It’s a tall order, but each Liaison has 
made it look easy in their own.

Legislative 
Liaison 
Aurora Flores

Flores joined 
the Legislative 
Department in 
2006 after years 
of experience 
with the Texas 

Legislature, both on the lobby side 
and as a legislative aide in the Texas 
House of Representatives and with the 
House Mexican-American Legislative 
Caucus. Aurora earned her B.S. 
from Northwestern University in 
Evanston, IL and her MBA from St. 
Edward’s University in Austin. She is 
the Liaison to the County Treasurers’ 
Association of Texas. 

A Rio Grande Valley native who 
knows the region’s issues well, Flores 
works closely with South Texas county 
officials and the Valley delegation of 
legislators. “I value my long standing 
professional relationships with 
these members. Every day I work 
to maintain and grow my base of 
contacts at the Capitol,” said Flores. 

Her focus for the upcoming session 
includes continued work on the 
revenue cap/property tax issues. “Co-
workers Tim Brown, Ender Reed & 
I worked many months to develop 
“Revenue Caps Myth vs Reality” 
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which breaks down property tax 
myths. “I also cover the topics of 
financial management/transparency, 
border/immigration (non-law 
enforcement), tax code and revenue, 
homeland security and emergency 
management preparedness and 
veterans,” she added. With a television 
news background, it’s no surprise 
Aurora enjoys meeting and talking 
to so many new people on her county 
related visits.

When she is not working or 
traveling for TAC (she’s up to 55 
counties at last count!) Flores is still 
on the road. She has two daughters 
who play soccer in college and a son 
who is a high school senior on the 
school’s golf team and an Eagle Scout. 
“If I’m not working, I’m traveling to 
somebody’s sporting or school event 
somewhere,” she laughed.

Legislative 
Liaison  
Laura (Lori) 
Nicholes

Laura Nicholes, 
who everyone 
knows as Lori, 
has been with 
TAC since 1999. 

She previously served as a Community 
Supervision and Corrections officer 
in Bexar County with specialized 
caseloads designated for domestic 
violence and repeat offenders; a 
case manager with Communities in 
Schools - San Antonio performing 
drop-out prevention, family counseling 
and crisis intervention services for 
juvenile and adult gang members; 
and volunteered with a Texas Youth 
Commission half-way house. 

Nicholes is the Liaison to the 
Sheriffs’ Association of Texas. “I have 
so much respect for the sheriffs and 
the difficult job they do for the rest of 
us – plus, I get to go out and do cool 
stuff, she said and noted she recently 
spent a Friday night on a ride-along 
with a sheriff’s office mental health 
crisis intervention team. “I like 
to learn by doing; if I’m going to 
encourage funding for programs or 

advocate on behalf of county jails, law 
enforcement, courts, or juveniles in 
the legislature, I need to know what 
I’m talking about” she said.

During the upcoming legislative 
session, Nicholes will be closely 
watching issues involving mental 
health and jails, as well law 
enforcement and as juvenile justice. 
“The House Select Committee on 
Mental Health is hearing that 
childrens’ mental health care is 
underserved and if we address these 
issues earlier in life we can have 
better outcomes in adulthood” she 
said. Despite challenges with these 
issues, she is hopeful. “There are real 
and massive problems in our society 
that can’t be “fixed”. There is no “fix” 
for mental illness, suicide or addiction, 
but there are local efforts to try and 
address these issues as quickly and 
effectively as possible, even in the jails 
and juvenile facilities, for the good of 
the community, and that’s progress,” 
she said. 

In addition to monitoring legislative 
policies, Nicholes also delves into 
the budgets and activities of five 
state agencies, including the Texas 
Commission on Jail Standards, Texas 
Juvenile Justice Department, Texas 
Department of Criminal Justice, 
Community Justice Assistance 
Division and the Department of 
State Health Services. “This is a 
tremendous undertaking for someone 
who doesn’t like math so building 
relationships with agency staff and 
having the ability to talk directly 
to those at the state level making 
decisions which can have positive or 
negative impact at the local level is 
invaluable.”

Lori has great pride in TAC, the 
Legislative Department and the 
sheriffs she works with, but nothing 
can compare to her 10-year-old son, 
Remington. “He’s the love of my life, 
we have a lot of fun together” she 
boasted. Lori has also joined her son 
and taken up her childhood hobby 
of horseback riding after a 33-year 
hiatus, saying “I’m clearly not 14 
years old anymore…” 

Legislative 
Liaison  
Nanette Forbes

Nanette Forbes 
joined TAC 
in 1998 as a 
paralegal in the 
Legal Department 
before joining 

the Legislative Department in 2005. 
She is the Liaison to the County and 
District Clerks’ Association of Texas. 
“They have so many responsibilities 
and duties. It takes a very special 
individual to accomplish what they 
do,” she said. “If I, TAC, can help the 
clerks with any needed information to 
make their jobs easier, then I succeed.” 

During the 85th Legislature, 
Forbes will be monitoring legislation 
important to clerks as well as 
legislation that can affect the counties 
as a whole. She will be tracking 
legislation; analyzing for impact to 
clerks and other county officials; 
visiting legislators to educate about 
impact on county issues; keeping 
her colleagues apprised of important 
legislation; coordinating with clerks 
about their legislative initiatives; and, 
keeping them updated as important 
legislation goes through the legislative 
process.

During the interim, Forbes 
continues to assist clerks where 
needed and uses her paralegal skills 
to do legislative history research on 
statutes that affect their offices to 
help them better understand when 
statutes are created by the legislature 
and how they have evolved over the 
years. Many times, through the 
legislative history research, this 
becomes the impetus for clerks to 
consider legislative initiatives to bring 
statutes up to date to address issues 
that require change. A statute that 
has not changed in 30 years, will no 
longer accommodate their duties or 
costs of doing business today.

On the day of the interview for 
this article, Forbes was joined by her 
two adored dogs, Millie and Scamp. 
Forbes also spends a good deal of 
her time helping her mother recover 
from the 2015 Memorial Day flood in 
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Wimberley. She was hit hard and it 
continues to be a long road back. 

Legislative 
Liaison  
Ender Reed

Ender 
Reed rejoined 
the Legislative 
Department in 
2010 after taking 
time off to go 

to law school. He previously worked 
with TAC 2005 – 2007. Prior to TAC, 
Reed worked for the Texas House 
of Representatives as a legislative 
director. Reed is the Liaison to the 
Tax Assessors-Collectors Association 
of Texas and the Justices of the Peace 
and Constables Association. 

He likens his work cycle to football. 
“Pre-season” starts in April of even 
years and lasts through bill pre-filing. 
The “regular season” is the start of 
bill pre-filing, which is usually the 
second Monday after a general election 
(most recently Nov. 10, 2014) through 
the TAC Legislative Conference at 
the end of Aug. in odd years. Lastly, 
“post-season” runs from Sept. of odd-
numbered years through March of 
even-numbered years.

During this year’s regular season 
— also known as the 85th Legislative 
Session — Reed will follow the hot 
topic of “financial legal obligation,” as 
well as keep a close watch on issues 
related to property taxes. “It’s a biggie. 
It impacts all that counties do,” he said.

During his pre-season he visited 
with county officials. “Going to the 
county offices is the only way to know 
how the rubber meets the road,” he 
said.

It’s no surprise that Reed enjoys 
football when not at work. He is 
excited to start back with his fantasy 
football team this fall. But he’s never 
too far from TAC. “I like to work on 
work when I’m not at work,” he said 
and laughed. The regular season — 
both on the field and at the capitol — 
is right around the corner!

Legislative 
Liaison  
Rick Thompson

Rick 
Thompson joined 
the Texas 
Association 
of Counties 
Legislative 

Department in 2000. Prior to 
joining TAC, Thompson worked for 
the Texas Department of Criminal 
Justice (TDCJ) as a correctional 
officer for two years.  He then spent 
the next three years assigned to 
serve in various administrative 
capabilities where he advised official 
representatives, law enforcement 
agencies and the public; he also 
processed official documents and 
responded to a wide range of public 
queries. During his employment 
with TDCJ, Thompson earned a 
B.A. degree in Political Science from 
Sam Houston State University in 
Huntsville. 

Thompson serves as the 
liaison to the County Judges 
and Commissioners Association 
working on topics including county 
authority, transportation, employee 
health benefits, county courts, law 
enforcement and county structure.

During his tenure with TAC, 
Thompson has specialized in 
health care topics such as indigent 
health, public hospital and hospital 
district matters, first responder 
and emergency preparedness and 
federal health care programs. He is 
a sought-after resource for county, 
state and national organizations for 
his knowledge of the 1115 Federal 
Medicaid Waiver and its effect on 
county government.

Core Legislative Group 
TAC developed a Core Legislative 

Group (CLG) made up of county 
officials who advocate on behalf 
of counties with the Legislature. 
Legislators need to hear from elected 
and appointed officials when faced 

with issues that may affect local 
government. The team ensures county 
officials are being heard by state 
lawmakers. “I believe the CLG gives 
members an opportunity to bridge 
the gap between Texas counties and 
Austin and Washington,” said Core 
Legislative Group Coordinator Rhita 
Koches “No one is better qualified to 
explain the impact of legislation on 
the county taxpayer than a county 
elected official who lives with it every 
day.”

Core 
Legislative 
Group 
Coordinator 
Rhita Koches

In the last 
year, TAC hosted 
15 Luncheons 
with Legislators 

with more than 30 different state 
legislators and two congressmen, 
in their districts from Amarillo 
to Kingsville and Emory to Eagle 
Pass. Koches coordinates these 
events. Additionally, she spends much 
of her time building relationships. 
“Relationships, relationships, 
relationships! Our goal is for every 
member to be on a first-name 
basis with their state and federal 
legislators,” she said. “We want them 
to be prepared to make the call and 
have someone on the other end of the 
line who knows them and will take 
the call.”

 Koches’ busy schedule is not limited 
to TAC. “I enjoy scrapbooking and 
attend a scrapping retreat with a 
local group about twice a year.  I 
also love to read, and I’m active in 
my community of Canton,” she said. 
Among her many volunteer activities, 
Koches is the president of her parish’s 
Ladies Guild and the West Central 
Deanery, and vice president of both 
the Women’s League of Canton and 
Children’s Advocacy Center.
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CIP regularly answers questions 
from members, the public, legislators 
and state and federal officials. They 
also prepare custom reports and maps 
when asked.

Senior Analyst 
Tim Brown

Tim Brown’s 
work is data-
driven. Literally. 
He is responsible 
for obtaining, 
maintaining 
and analyzing 

all types of county data. He prepares 
fiscal notes during the legislative 
session. He conducts several regular 
surveys as well as a variety of ad hoc 
surveys. “I’m on my eighth survey 
this year,” he said. Probably the 
most popular is the “TAC Salary 
Survey,” which he manages during 
even-numbered years. It’s the most 
downloaded document on the TAC 
website. Brown is proud of the number 
of responses he receives — of the 254 
counties, he averages 243 responses. 

Brown also contributes to County 
magazine each issue, writing the 
County Information Program column 
(you can find the most recent one 
on page 40). Topics range from 
demographic make-up, income 
inequality, funding allocation, 
property tax lost revenue and 
unemployment rates by counties. He 
also maintains the CIP website and 
does some database development.

Brown obtained a B.A. in 
mathematics from the University of 
Dallas prior to joining the United 
States Navy. After leaving active duty, 
he entered the Reserves and attended 
the University of Texas at Austin 
where he received a master’s degree in 
library and information science. 

Interestingly, Brown recently 
earned an Associate Degree from 
Austin Community College in Spanish 
— just for fun! He also enjoys being 
outside; hiking and bird watching 
are some of his hobbies when he’s not 
crunching numbers.

Operations Manager
Operations 
Manager  
Amy Ruedas

As the newest 
member to the 
Legislative 
Department, 
Amy Ruedas is 
still learning 

the many activities the Department 
undertakes, as well as getting to know 
the different personalities on the 
team. Ruedas joined TAC in March 
after working in as the director of 
communications at a local church for 
nine years. Her main role with TAC 
is to support Sugg and the entire 
Department. “I’m here to help them 
reach their goals,” she said. She is 
responsible for coordinating, planning, 
marketing and management of all 
events produced by the Legislative 
Department.

 “The liaisions have a huge 
responsibility — going out into the 
field, meeting with county officials 
— I just want to be able to help, if I 
can,” she said. “I like to be a sounding 
board. If they ever need to talk 
through something, I’m here.”

Ruedas not only coordinates 
the activities of the legislative 
department, she also manages getting 
her family to their many sporting 
events. Her 12-year-old son plays 
baseball, so they are usually at a 
game or tournament. She also has a 
22-year-old son who attends Texas 
State University.

The County Information Program
The County Information 

Program (CIP) consists of a group 
of Analysts who collect, store and 
analyze a wide array of county-related 
information. They work with the 
U.S. Bureau of the Census, the Texas 
State Data Center and other agencies 
to obtain data and then translate 
it into English for the rest of us to 
understand. 

State Financial Analyst
State Financial 
Analyst  
Paul Emerson

Paul Emerson 
joined the 
Legislative 
Department in 
2006, after 
spending nearly 

10 years at the Capitol, working for 
the Legislative Budget Board (LBB) 
and as chief of staff and budget 
analyst for then Speaker Pro Tempore, 
Representative Sylvester Turner, and 
now the current Mayor of Houston. 
Emerson gained a lot of his budget 
expertise with the Senate Finance 
Committee (SFC) when both state 
Senators Rodney Ellis and the late 
Teel Bivins chaired that committee. 
While serving as a budget analyst 
for the former Rep. Sylvester Turner, 
Emerson also worked closely on key 
related budget items for the House 
Appropriation Committee (HAC).

Along with responding to the 
LBB’s request for fiscal notes on bills 
that may have a potential impact on 
counties, Emerson also spends a great 
deal of his time analyzing the state 
budget ($209.4 billion for fiscal years 
2016-17) - the only bill during session 
that is required to pass according to 
the Texas Constitution.  It is his job to 
understand the nuances of the state 
budget and how it impacts counties.  
Roughly 60 state funded programs 
have a direct impact on counties. 
During a normal legislative session, 
the state budget will have at least six 
different versions – the final version 
is not finalized by the LBB until well 
after the session has ended.  Emerson 
is also the project manager for the 
County Expenditure Survey Report.

Emerson earned his undergraduate 
degrees in Political Science and 
Speech Communication, including a 
minor in History from Oregon State 
University.  Emerson went on to earn 
two other degrees - his MBA and law 
degree.

His hobbies are reading, running 
and traveling.
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G.I.S. Analyst 
Bruce Barr

At the time 
of this article’s 
publication, Texas 
had 158 counties 
dealing with a 
natural disaster; 
Bruce Barr is 

following them all. He coordinates 
most county related Geographic 
Information System (GIS) and flood 
management analysis at TAC and is a 
certified Floodplain Manager. In that 
role he collects data on emergencies 
and emergency management. Barr 
joined the County Information Project 
as a G.I.S. analyst in February 2004. 
He previously worked for the Capital 
Area Planning Council. 

During the legislative session 
Barr works on identifying counties 
impacted by bracket bills, which are 
bills to enact a law applicable only to 
a particular subdivision or geographic 

area through use of a population 
figure or another classification device. 
“To me, bracket bills are really 
interesting,” Barr said.

Throughout the year Barr 
coordinates with local, state and 
federal emergency management 
agencies and develops a lot of maps 
from data he collects and analyzes, 
illustrating often cumbersome 
information into visual graphics. He 
is a contributor to County magazine, 
writing the Emergency Management 
column. 

Ironically, Barr lives in a floodplain 
in Bastrop County, which has 
experienced several disasters over 
the last few years, including the Lost 
Pines fire and two major floods. Barr, 
however, has elevated his house to 
avoid any flooding. He enjoys being 
outside, bird watching with his many 
pets and wife. “We have three dogs, 
seven cats and two raccoons,” he said. *

Mark Your Calendar! 
Important Dates for the  
85th Legislature
2016
Monday, Nov. 14
Pre-filing of legislation for the 85th 
Legislature begins

2017
Tuesday, Jan. 10
85th Legislature convenes at noon
Tuesdays, Jan. 10 – May 23
TAC’s Tuesday Morning Breakfast Series, 
each Tuesday at 7:30 a.m.
Tuesday, Jan. 24
Counties at the Capitol Day
Friday, Mar. 10
Deadline for filing bills and joint 
resolutions.
Wednesday, May 3
County Government Day at the Capitol
Monday, May 29
Sine Die, the last day of the regular 
session of the 85th Legislature   
Sunday, June 18
Post-session deadline for governor to sign 
or veto
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B
ack in late September, 
Austin Independent School 
District Chief Financial 
Officer Nicole Conley told 
a House committee that 
her district could cut its 
tax rate by 35 cents if it 

weren’t for recapture, the state plan 
that takes property tax revenue from 
property-wealthy school districts 
and distributes it to property-poor 
districts. 

The cut, she said, would save the 
average property taxpayer more than 
$1,400. 

Eyes went wide, and eyebrows 
arched. Fixing school finance is on 
many legislators’ minds, and so is 
property tax relief.

School property taxes are about 
55 percent of a property tax bill in 
Texas, a little more in some areas, and 
a little less in others. It’s the biggest 
part of the bill, and a natural place 
for legislators to look when trying to 
enact meaningful property tax relief 
that homeowners and businesses will 
feel. But it’s not the only place they’re 
looking. 

“The Senate right now is looking 
at city and county budgets,” said 
TAC Legislative Director Paul Sugg, 
“They’re trying to sell a lowering of 
the rollback rate as tax relief. The 
revenue cap proposals we expect to 
see would squeeze enough blood out of 
that stone — so to speak — to maybe 
provide the average homeowner an 
extra cup of coffee or a good dinner 
out once a year. In most of the state, 
though, it won’t offer any relief at all 
— just restrict local control.” 

Sugg says unfunded mandates top 
the list of places for legislators can 
look for tax relief. A review of existing 
property tax exemptions, along with 
appraisal system reform and sales 

Editor’s Note: This article is the final one in a series this year examining issues in the Texas 
property tax system that drive tax increases. This article gives an overview of the many issues 
related to property taxes. There are links listed throughout for articles on the TAC website from 
past issues of County that dive deeper into specific issues.

price disclosure, also rank high on the 
list of ways to offer relief on the county 
portion of a property tax bill. 

ARE PROPERTY TAXES REALLY 
EQUAL AND UNIFORM?

A fundamental barrier to fairly 
taxing property in Texas is getting 
an accurate value for the property in 
the first place. Structural problems 
in the appraisal system leave chief 
appraisers working in the dark, and 
with one hand tied behind their back. 

In Texas, appraisers are tasked 
with determining the accurate fair 
market value of property — a task 
made difficult because Texas is one 
of a small handful of states where 
sales prices paid for real estate are 
not publicly reported. Without that 
market data, an accurate appraisal 
is harder to come by, particularly for 
commercial properties where fewer 
comparable exist. 

Defending appraisals is made 
difficult, too, by a change in the law 
that disconnects the protest process 
from market value, allowing those with 
the time and money — typically large 
businesses — an advantage in lowering 
their appraisal well-below market value.

“We have a problem in our property 
tax system with equal and uniform,” 
said Hunt County Chief Appraiser 
Brent South at TAC’s Legislative 

Conference in August. “We don’t 
have any real standards for what an 
equal and uniform appraisal should 
look like. Property owners are going 
outside of county lines to choose 
comparable properties, they’re not 
making appropriate adjustments 
— and also, there’s issues with 
litigation.”

South says his appraisal district 
sees about 10 lawsuits each year 
in Hunt County. The costs add up 
quickly, and they affect the outcome, 
too. He explained that if he went to 
district court on just one of lawsuit, 
he’d have to hire expert witnesses, pay 
his attorney’s and risk paying for the 
other side’s attorneys, to say nothing 
of the reallocation of resources within 
the appraisal district. 

“We could very easily eat up our 
whole litigation budget,” he said. 
“We basically have to settle these 
properties just to stay afloat.”

Many large properties owners have 
used this constellation of problems in 
the appraisal system to lower their 
taxes, but the devil is in the details. 
No one wants to pay more taxes than 
the law requires, but quirks of the law 
mean a win on their part — lowering 
their appraisal below market value 
— is a loss for other taxpayers who 
ultimately pick up the tab in increased 
tax burden, paying more than their 
fair share when tax rates are set. 
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“When you have a group of property 
owners who are not paying on market 
value, and homeowners who are 
paying on market value, that’s not 
fair. It absolutely shifts the tax burden 
to the homeowners,” South said. 

Read these articles from previous issues 
of County magazine to learn more about 
how the problems in the appraisal system 
are affecting counties and tax payers, 
and some of the proposed solutions. 

• Appraisal Woes
 www.county.org/appraisal-woes
• Making Taxation Equal and  

Uniform Again
 www.county.or/equal-and-uniform

DO WE GET WHAT WE PAY FOR WITH 
PROPERTY TAX EXEMPTIONS?

Structural problems in the appraisal 
system aren’t the only way that tax 
burdens are shifted. Exemptions take 
$666 billion off the books each year 
in Texas. They include numerous 
universally favored exemptions for 
homesteads, veterans, agriculture 
land and religious organizations, but 
myriad more carve-outs exist. 

There is, in fact, no record of how 
many other exemptions there are, 
and scant data for lawmakers to use 
to measure their success. And each 
session, changes are made to existing 
exemptions and new ones are added. 

The exemptions tend to have 
the same effect as an unfunded 
mandate for counties. In other words, 
exempting a certain amount of a 
property’s value from taxation does 
not exempt the county from needing 
to pay for the mandated and essential 
services the county delivers. So, the 
burden of paying is shifted to those 
properties not benefiting from the 
exemptions. 

Residential property tends to 
disproportionately bear the brunt 
of the shifted burden, and while 
it is absorbed in most counties 
without much of a problem, some 
counties stand out. In counties with a 
disproportionate number of properties 
qualifying for certain exemptions, the 
impacts to the budget and residents’ 
tax bills are more apparent.

Read this article from a previous issue 
of County magazine to learn more about 
how some property tax exemptions 
affect county budgets and shift tax 
burdens, and what the state can do to 
make sure Texans are getting what they 
pay for with these exemptions. 

• The Cost of Property Tax 
Exemptions 

 www.county.org/exemptions 

HOW MUCH GOVERNMENT  
IS ENOUGH?

No look at property taxes would 
be complete without a look at some 
of the cost-drivers that grow county 
government budgets.

As the debate over property taxes 
percolated during the interim, the 
oft repeated question — one heard 
regularly at the traveling meetings 
of the Senate’s special property 
tax committee — was, “How much 
government is enough?”

“When you stop telling me what 
more I have to do — from the state 
and federal government — in 
unfunded mandates, then I can tell 
you what enough government is,” said 
Nueces County Judge Lloyd Neal at 
TAC’s Legislative Conference. 

Unfunded mandates might be the 
biggest driver of county budgets, but 
with county government accounting 
for just 16 percent of the average 

property tax bill, counties cover a 
lot of ground. From public safety 
and funding the lion’s share of the 
court system to holding elections, 
maintaining important records and 
building about half the roads in the 
state, Texas counties are asked to do a 
lot with a little. But more continues to 
be asked of them.   

“We don’t know from one day to 
the next whether the state or federal 
government is going to come down 
and say, you need to spend $20 million 
to make your polling sites accessible, 
you need to build more jail sites and 
spend more for the beds; you need to 
increase health care costs — we have 
roofs to fix, like all of you do, and air 
conditioning, computer and technology 
updates, and 144 new beds for our jail, 
and all of those other things that keep 
coming in,” said Neal.

And not all mandates come down 
from the state or federal government, 
or even local voters. Some are the 
product of the steady march of 
progress. As Denton County Judge 
Mary Horn pointed out in a recent 
issue of County magazine, there’s no 
official mandate requiring a county to 
have things like a human resources 
department or a robust IT staff, but 
both are essential in running an 
efficient and effective, modern county 
government.

Read this article from a previous issue 
of County magazine to learn more about 
how unfunded mandates from the state 
and federal governments drive county 
budgets. 

• Who’s Going to Pay  
for All of This? 

 www.county.org/unfunded-mandates 

“We have a problem in our property tax system with equal and uniform,” 
said Hunt County Chief Appraiser Brent South at TAC’s Legislative 

Conference in August. “We don’t have any real standards for what an 
equal and uniform appraisal should look like.”
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WHAT HAPPENS IN THE 85TH 
LEGISLATIVE SESSION? 

The next session of the Texas 
Legislature is fast approaching and 
school finance and reducing property 
taxes are high on the agenda for many 
lawmakers. There seems to be broad 
interest in the House to tackle school 
finance, which in effect could kill two 
birds with one stone, also reducing 
property tax burdens. In the upper 
chamber, however, focus will be more 
narrowly on city and county budgets. 

“We expect to see some kind of 
revenue cap bill come up. They’ll 
propose a rollback rate at 3 or 4 
percent, and include automatic 
rollback elections,” said Sugg. “Until 
the bill is filed, we won’t know the 
exact shape it will take except to say 
that it will reduce the ability of locally 
elected officials to make decisions for 
their communities.”

Sugg and TAC’s Legislative 
Department will monitor revenue cap 
bills and some 1,500 other bills that 

could affect counties in both positive 
and negative ways during the session. 

County officials can be among 
the first to know about important 
bills by reading the County Issues 
e-newsletter that is delivered weekly 
during session, watching for periodic 
Legislative Alert emails, following  
@TexasCounties on Twitter, and by 
signing up for TAC’s Core Legislative 
Group. Information about all of these 
can be found at www.county.org/
legislative. *

The next session of the Texas Legislature is fast approaching and school finance and 
reducing property taxes are high on the agenda for many lawmakers. There seems to 
be broad interest in the House to tackle school finance, which in effect could kill two 

birds with one stone, also reducing property tax burdens.

     County
Elections 

database

One-stop resource for counties, the public and the news media.
Are you a county clerk or county elections administrator? Your participation is  
needed to help build this database.  Learn more at www.county.org/elections.

County Election Ad 2016.indd   1 4/11/16   11:33 AM
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E
conomy, geography, culture, population and more 
make each of Texas’ 254 counties unique. Yet 
throughout the state, a common theme emerges – 
county government works hard every day to meet 
local challenges and needs as it delivers essential 
services to the public. 

State legislators should hear real-life stories 
that illustrate counties’ accomplishments and challenges 
from the officials and constituents who know them best.

So said presenters during the opening general session at 
the TAC Legislative Conference in Austin Aug. 24-26. 

“Tell your story. Tell it over the phone to your legislator. 
Send it over email. Come to Austin. Tell TAC staff how we 
can help you tell your story,” said TAC Legislative Director 
Paul Sugg. “Stories aren’t the only tool but they are an 

REALITY 
CHECK

Real People, Real Stories Help Convey County Issues to Legislature
By Liz Carmack

important tool as we try to influence the legislative process 
in the 85th session.”

The Legislature will make decisions affecting county 
government during the upcoming 85th Legislative Session, 
which begins Jan. 10, 2017. It’s not too early for county 
officials to reach out to their local legislators to help 
educate and influence their decisions, Sugg said.

Additional opening session speakers were State Rep. 
Larry Gonzales and Paul Smith, author of the bestselling 
book, “Lead with a Story: A Guide to Crafting Business 
Narratives That Captivate, Convince, and Inspire.” The 
trio presented attendees with practical advice about how to 
effectively communicate with the Legislature. (See Smith’s 
tips in the accompanying article on p. 34)
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to talk with me about, bring somebody to talk with me. 
Preferably from my district.”

Gonzales presented this example: While chair of the 
Sunset Advisory Commission he heard the testimony 
of a single mother and her children about how the state 
had taken all seven of the woman’s children from her 
and placed them in foster care. After 18 months, the 
state determined the woman had done nothing wrong 
and returned the children to her. Most of the youth had 
been sexually assaulted while in foster care. Some had 
contracted sexually transmitted diseases.

Gonzales said he was moved by this family’s first person 
account, and it allowed him to better understand the real 
problems with the state’s child protective services (CPS). 

You can read in the newspaper that we need to reform 
CPS, but hearing about it first person makes more of an 
impact, he said. “It’s the real story from the real people 
that are sitting there eye to eye with me, telling me what 
happened. And that’s when you start making a difference. I 
can’t possibly ever forget those stories.”

Ready to Help
In closing, Sugg said TAC Legislative staff will work 

side by side with county officials at the Capitol during the 
session to help tell the Legislature the county story. He 
echoed Gonzales’s point about how best to do that: “Real 
stories told by real people doing real things in the real 
world.” and added, “Stats are good but they don’t carry the 
day.

 “You are authentic. County government is practical, 
straight forward government. It’s not fancy. It’s the 
government that knits us together in the most basic 
way in the most basic level,” Sugg said. “It’s neighbors 
representing neighbors. It’s neighbors serving neighbors.”

“You have your own issues, present them in a way that 
means something,” Gonzales emphasized. “We’re all here to 
listen.” *

Make Personal Connections
County officials should establish relationships with 

legislators and their staff to be most effective at the 
Capitol, Gonzales said. Follow them on Facebook and 
other social media, learn about them and their interests. 
“Spending time with people, talking with people,” Gonzales 
said. “Watch folks on Facebook and have something to talk 
about.”

Gonzales emphasized the need to establish a rapport 
during a legislative visit before diving into business. 
“When you walk in and just start on me or walk in with a 
white paper … oh my gosh,” he said. “Let’s visit. Let’s talk 
about stuff. I always want to have that conversation first, 
to kind of ease into things.” 

A county official who has relationships with legislators 
and their staff members will have a better chance of 
getting their message across.

“My ear is a little more attentive when I know you,” 
Gonzales said. “Because there is something there; there is 
a certain amount of trust.”

Most House members have three sessions or fewer 
under their belts, which gives county officials a 
particular advantage, Gonzales said. “You are coming 
into a legislative office with a new member … they know 
nothing about what you do for a living,” he said. “It is 
your opportunity to teach them, talk to them and inform 
them. Let them know exactly how your business of county 
government operates. What matters, where your budget’s 
set, all those wonderful things. You have a clean canvas 
with that member. That’s the opportunity you’re afforded 
with so much turnover.” 

First-Person Accounts Are Best
“Bring me real people with real stories,” Gonzales said. 

“I want to meet the people behind the policy decisions you 
want me to do. Tie it in the way you need to tie it in. If it’s 
a jailing issue, bring a family member. Whatever you need 

State Rep. Larry Gonzales said county officials advocating at the Capitol on behalf of 
county government should establish relationships with legislators and staff, and, “Bring 
me real people with real stories. I want to meet the people behind the policy decisions you 
want me to do.”

TAC Legislative Director Paul Sugg urged the audience to get involved in the legislative 
process. “Tell your story. Tell it over the phone to your legislator. Send it over email. Come 
to Austin. Tell TAC staff how we can help you tell your story.”
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S
torytelling can be a powerful tool when 
communicating with state legislators to help 
engage, educate and sell your idea. 

State legislators should hear real-life stories 
that illustrate counties’ accomplishments and 
challenges from the officials and constituents 
who know them best.

Attendees at the TAC Legislative Conference Austin 
Aug. 24-26 listened to tips on how to use this tool for more 
effective communication from Paul Smith, author of the 
bestselling book, “Lead with a Story: A Guide to Crafting 
Business Narratives that Captivate, Convince, and 
Inspire.”

Smith noted the types of stories he was referring to are 
those not just meant entertain; but, instead, to convince 
someone to change their opinion about something or 
change their behavior. 

“Most of you wouldn’t consider yourselves a sales person, 
but you are,” he said. “Every time you’re in a conversation 
with one of your legislators and you’re trying to convince 
them to make some kind of change to make the world a 
better place for your constituency, you’re selling something. 
You’re selling an idea.”

STORYTELLING 101
How-to Tips for Crafting a Great Story

By Liz Carmack
Power of Storytelling

Stories have the ability to engage your audience in 
ways that logic and bulleted facts can’t. Whether you are 
trying to communicate a vision, sell an idea or inspire 
commitment, storytelling works, he said. Here’s why:

Contagious – Tell a great story and it will be shared 
over and over.

Easy to Remember – Research shows stories make 
facts easier to remember. 

Inspirational – Stories inspire, slides don’t. 
Compelling – Using a story to explain a problem helps 

make it clear to your audience. They will feel much more 
compelled to help you because it personalizes the issue.

But, Smith added, storytelling shouldn’t be all you do. “I 
don’t think you should be walking around all day telling 
stories. There are times for stories.”

Smith developed insights about effective storytelling 
after interviewing hundreds of leaders around the world 
— from CEOS and other executives, to politicians and 
scientists — about how and why they told stories and how 
effective they were. 

He found the most frequent use of storytelling is to 
influence people. “Storytelling is phenomenal at doing 
that,” he said. 

19788 TAOC PRGRM 36 11_17_2016



 Jan/Feb 2015  county.org/magazine 35

County Magazine | ★

 NOV./DEC. 2016 ★ county.org/magazine 35

How Not to Begin
Never apologize or ask permission to tell a story. — 

It conveys to your audience that you don’t think the story 
is very important. “If you think your story is worth telling, 
then just tell it,” Smith said. “Leaders don’t ask permission 
to just lead. They just lead.”

Don’t tell your audience you’re going to tell them 
a story. – The audience may tune out because they 
anticipate it will be long and boring. Just launch straight 
into the story with something like, “You know, something 
really important happened last week and it has totally 
changed the way I think about… ”

Don’t give away the ending or specific lesson. – 
Give it away too soon and you’ll ruin the story. Save this 
information for the end.

Stay on Point
Stories with structure help you stay on point. Smith 

listed a sequence of seven questions that each story should 
answer to structure a well-told story. If you don’t answer 
them in this order, your audience may not believe your 
story or will lose interest. 

• Why should I listen to this story?
• When and where does it take place?
• Who is the main character and what do they want?
• What was the problem or opportunity they ran into?
• What did they do about it? 
• How did it turn out in the end? 
• What did you learn from it? 
• What do you think I should do now?
Smith provided this sample of how the language in 

a story would flow if you followed the seven-question 
structure above. 

• “I think the best example of that I’ve seen was…”
• “… back in ____, at ____, there was ____, and (s)he was 

trying to ____.”
• “Then one day ____.”
• “So, (s)he ____, and then they ____, and so (s)he ____.”
• “Eventually…”
• “What I learned from that was…”
• “And that’s why I think you should…”

Look for the Story
We come across stories all the time, Smith said. He urged 

attendees to pay attention to those situations in daily life 
that would make good stories, especially if they have an 
emotional element. Write them down, and tell them to 
engage, educate and influence your audience.

 “If it moved you, it will certainly move other people,” 
Smith said. “Experience is the best teacher, but a good 
story is a close second.” *

Must-Haves for Great Stories
All great stories contain three main components, Smith 

said: A hero we care about, a villain we’re afraid of and an 
epic battle between them. The hero needs to be someone 
your audience can relate to. The villain you are afraid of 
must be “A challenge or problem your audience is likely to 
run into in their life.” 

The epic battle must be an honest struggle. “Don’t skip 
this part,” Smith said. The audience needs to hear about 
the struggle.”

Stories are most effective when they have two other 
important aspects:

Emotion – Even though you’re dealing with data, facts 
and rational thought, “human beings make subconscious 
emotional decisions,” Smith said. “If you want to influence 
people’s decisions, opinions and behavior, you need to 
influence them emotionally. Facts and details are not that 
good at influencing people emotionally. Stories are fabulous 
at it. Stories are emotion delivery vehicles.”

If your idea doesn’t resonate with your audience 
emotionally, think about what does resonate with them – 
what they care about – and tell it in a way that they can 
relate to it. 

Surprise – There are practical reasons to put surprise 
into your story. “Surprises at the beginning of your story 
get your audience to sit up and pay attention,” Smith said. 
“But the most important place to put a surprise is at the 
end. It will actually help your audience remember the 
lesson of your story better.” Research shows it takes time 
for memories to solidify. Adrenalin, released by your body 
when you’re surprised, helps speed up this process.

To add surprise to a story that has none, just hold onto 
one vital piece of information that normally would been 
told at the beginning of the story and instead tell it at the 
end.

Paul Smith, author of “Lead with a Story: A Guide to Crafting Business Narratives that 
Captivate, Convince, and Inspire,” presented tips and best practices for using storytelling 
to engage, educate and sell an idea.
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V
isual storytelling engages, entertains and 
informs more people now than ever, especially on 
the web and in social media. 

With this in mind, TAC produced videos, an 
infographic-filled website and TV spots, and has 
launched an Instagram account to help you tell 
the visual story of county government.

“Storytelling has gone beyond the campfire and the book 
and now permeates everything we do. There are more 
places to tell stories than ever before,” said Chet Garner, of 
PBS television’s “The Daytripper.” Garner spoke during the 
closing session of the TAC Legislative Conference in Austin 
Aug. 24-26.

Here’s a look at these new resources:

GOING 
VIRAL

Videos, Website, TV Spots, Instagram Share  
Texas Counties Deliver Message

Videos
During his presentation, Garner rolled out the first 

three of several short videos he is producing for TAC: “The 
Purpose of Counties and County Government,” “How Did 
We Get to 254 Counties?” and “State vs. County vs. City.” 
Additional videos produced by Garner will focus on some of 
county officials’ specific duties.

“The idea is not to give people a deep, intense civics 
lesson; it’s to capture their attention, to tell them a story 
that they can connect with; to entertain them, yes, but 
hopefully over the course they go ‘wow, I actually learned 
something in that,’” he said.

Each conference attendee received the first three videos 
on a thumb drive. All TAC members will receive them in 
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www.TexasCountiesDeliver.org Website
This engaging, informative website – which TAC 

designed with the general public, legislators and educators 
in mind – explains county government and lists the many 
duties of each county office. 

The site also features the videos and includes colorful 
infographics that explain the many essential services 
counties provide. In addition, visitors to the site can 
download an infographic poster on county services.  

You can share the site with employees, constituents, 
teachers and legislators, or even incorporate it into your 
presentations and conversations.

the mail in early November. You can also view and share 
them from TAC’s YouTube Channel at www.youtube.com/
TexasCountiesVideo.

Keep an eye on TAC’s Facebook page (www.facebook.
com/TexasCounties), Twitter feed (www.twitter.com/
TexasCounties) and YouTube channel as we roll out the 
remaining videos over the next few months and be ready to 
share them as well. 

Chat Garner, of PBS’s “The Daytripper” interviews a panel of county officials during the 
closing session of the Legislative Conference. The panel talked about how they share 
the county story. From left to right, Oldham County Judge Don Allred, Chambers County 
Clerk Heather Hawthorne, Dallas County Constable Roy Williams and Travis County 
Treasurer Delores Otega-Carter.

County Magazine | ★
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www.instagram.com/texascounties
If you’re on Instagram, you can follow TAC’s new 

Instagram account and like and comment on our posts. The 
account features photos of county officials at work, county 
courthouses, historic county photos and other images that 
help tell the county story. 

If you’re not on Instagram yet, why not? Several county 
officials already are. The photo-sharing site has more than 
500 million users worldwide.

Join Instagram today and help spread the word about 
TAC’s account.

Let’s Go Viral!
“We know county officials are so busy doing their work 

that they don’t often have the time to tell others about what 
they do,” Garner said.  These resources are meant to help 
you more easily tell the county story.  

So far, so good. The videos alone have been seen 
hundreds of thousands of times on Facebook since TAC 
posted them on social media. With your help sharing the 
videos and other resources, more and more people will 
learn how Texas counties deliver.

“It’s about spreading the message as far and as fast and 
as wide as we possibly can,” he added. *

During the open mic part of the presentation, Larry Gaddes, chief deputy of the 
Williamson County Tax Office, said county officials should be telling legislators about 
the value that taxpayers are getting from county government in their local communities.

Edna Staudt, Williamson County justice of the 
peace, took a few minutes during the conference 
to visit the Texas Counties Deliver Story Booth 
and record a two-minute video about why she 
became a public servant and the services she 
provides to residents. Several officials recorded 
videos during the conference and shared them on 
social media.

Legislative Conference attendees went 
home with a bag of Texas Counties Deliver 
resources, three videos about county 
government to share on social media.
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Data about counties, by County Information 
Project Senior Analyst Tim Brown

Iwas looking around on the Texas 
Department of Transportation 
(TxDOT) web site recently and 

stumbled upon some interesting 
data on the number of miles per day 
driven on the roads in each county. 
Every year, TxDOT submits roadway 
inventory data to the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHA) as part of the 
Highway Performance Monitoring 
System (HPMS) program, which is “a 
national level highway information 
system that includes data on the 
extent, condition, performance, use 
and operating characteristics of the 
nation’s highways,” according to the 
FHA.

The roadway inventory data then 
forms the basis for their report, 
“Roadway Inventory Annual Reports 
2015” (http://www.txdot.gov/inside-
txdot/division/transportation-
planning/roadway-inventory.html) 
on the use of public roadways in the 
state. Of course, the data is presented 
in various tables making it difficult 
to get a good handle on. So, I added 
population estimates for 2015 from the 
U.S. Census Bureau and calculated 
the per capita Daily Vehicle Miles 
(DVM) by county, as seen in the 
accompanying map. 

The map contains some surprises. 
First, the rural counties in East Texas 
do not stand out on the map. While 
many of the rural counties in West 
Texas show relatively high DVM per 
capita, few of those west of the I-35 
corridor do so. Unfortunately, the 
data does not explain this difference. 

Miles Driven and Commute Times by County

dividing by the estimated population 
of each county to obtain the per capita 
numbers. After all, DVM would 
include mileage from all the semis 
and other vehicles simply traveling 
through the county —  and those 
should most often be found on the 
major highways. While one might 
make the case that the per capita 
mileage appears high along the I-40 
corridor in the Panhandle, clearly the 
counties along the other interstate 
highways such as I-10 and I-35 do not 
stand out on the map.

Nor do the largest urban areas show 
high average miles per capita. Given 

However, many of the high DVM per 
capita counties do tend to be part of 
the various oil and gas plays across 
the state such as the Eagle Ford, 
Barnett, and Permian Basin regions 
— but not the Haynesville-Bossier 
shale play that includes many of our 
eastern counties (see this map from 
the Energy Information Agency for 
more information on the location of the 
major shale plays https://www.eia.gov/
oil_gas/rpd/shale_gas.pdf). 

Second, one might suspect that 
counties with major interstate 
highways would have the greatest 
number of vehicle miles even after 

© County Information Program,  
Texas Association of Counties

Daily Vehicle Miles Per Capita

Miles

14.7 – 20.0
20.1 – 40.0
40.1 – 80.0
80.1 – 120.0
120.1 – 1060.2
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Data about counties, by County Information 
Project Senior Analyst Tim Brown

the high per capita mileage found in 
the rural counties of West Texas and 
the relatively low per capita mileage 
of the urban areas, one might wonder 
if the difference might be related to 
the distances people are driving to 
get to work. The second map shows 
the mean travel time to work for 
individuals that were at least 16 
years old. This estimated mean, from 
the “U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey,” covers the 2011 
– 2015 period and therefore does not 
precisely match up with our 2015 
DVM data, but it’s the closest match 
available.

Some obvious differences exist 
between the two data sets. First, 
travel time could include public 
transportation, which would tend 
to decrease vehicle miles traveled. 
Second, travel time to work does not 
include any traveling that one might 
do during work hours that would 
impact the number of vehicle miles 
driven, such as driving a truck or 
taxi or taking one’s own vehicle to a 
meeting. Yet the second map clearly 
indicates that inhabitants of East and 
Central Texas have the longest mean 
travel time to work rather than those 
in West Texas. In particular, it is the 

people from the counties surrounding 
the major urban areas of Houston, 
Dallas-Fort Worth and San Antonio 
that often have the longest commutes. 

Consequently, it seems that the 
commute times likely do not explain 
the greater per capita DVM seen in 
the western counties. And, therefore, it 
would seem that miles driven at other 
times, such as during work, account 
for many more of the vehicle miles 
driven per capita in those counties. *

© County Information Program,  
Texas Association of Counties

Mean (Average) Travel Time to Work
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Note: More information regarding events can be found online via the TAC Education Calendar, 
www.county.org/calendar.

NOVEMBER 2016
1, TAC Regional Pool Workshop
Holiday Inn Tyler - South Broadway,  
5701 South Broadway, Tyler, (903) 561-5800.  
For more information contact Ashley Royer at 
(800) 456-5974.

14-16, VG Young Institute School for Tax 
Assessor-Collectors 
Embassy Suites Hotel and Conference Center, 
1001 E. McCarty Ln., San Marcos, (512) 392-6450.  
For more information contact V.G. Young Institute 
of County Government at (979) 845-2604.

16-18, Fall Judicial Education Session 
Holiday Inn Downtown Marina, 707 N. Shoreline 
Blvd, Corpus Christi, (361) 882-1700.  
For more information contact Michele Mund at 
(800) 456-5974.

17-18, Texas Public Funds Investment 
Conference 
The Westin Hotel Houston, Memorial City,  
945 Gessner Rd., Houston, (281) 501-4300.  
For more information contact Deanna Auert at 
(800) 456-5974.

29, TAC Regional Pool Workshop
Hilton Waco, 113 S University Parks Dr., Waco, 
(254) 754-8484. For more information contact 
Ashley Royer at (800) 456-5974.

30-3, Texas District and County Attorneys 
Association Elected Prosecutor Conference 
La Torretta Resort and Spa, 600 La Torretta 
Blvd., Montgomery, (936) 448-4400. For more 
information contact the Texas District and County 
Attorneys Association at (512) 474-2436.

December 2016
6, Preparing to Take Office Workshop
Overton Hotel and Conference Center,  
2322 Mac Davis Ln., Lubbock, (806) 776-7000.  
For more information contact Ashley Royer at 
(800) 456-5974.

6, Preparing to Take Office Workshop 
Holiday Inn, 5701 South Broadway, Tyler,  
(903) 561-5800.  For more information contact 
Ashley Royer at (800) 456-5974.

8, Preparing to Take Office Workshop 
Hilton Garden Inn, 1301 North Loop 250 West, 
Midland, (432) 689-0022.  For more information 
contact Ashley Royer at (800) 456-5974.

8, Preparing to Take Office Workshop 
Courtyard by Marriott, 2130 S First St., Lufkin, 
(936) 632-0777. For more information contact 
Ashley Royer at (800) 456-5974.

13, Preparing to Take Office Workshop 
MCM Elegante, 4250 Ridgemont Dr., Abilene, 
(325) 698-1234.  For more information contact 
Ashley Royer at (800) 456-5974.

13, Preparing to Take Office Workshop 
Renaissance Casa de Palmas Hotel,  
101 N. Main St, McAllen, (956) 631-1101.  
For more information contact Ashley Royer at 
(800) 456-5974.

13-16, New Treasurers’ Seminar 
MCM Elegante Suites, 4250 Ridgemont Dr., 
Abilene, (325) 698-1234.  For more information 
contact Deanna Auert at (800) 456-5974.

15, Preparing to Take Office Workshop 
Omni Hotel at the Colonnade, 9821 Colonnade 
Blvd., San Antonio, (210) 691-8888.  
For more information contact Ashley Royer  
at (800) 456-5974.

15, Preparing to Take Office Workshop 
Hilton Waco, 113 University Parks Dr., Waco, 
(254) 754-8484.  For more information contact 
Ashley Royer at (800) 456-5974.

January 2017
10-13, Seminar for Newly Elected County 
Judges and Commissioners
AT&T Executive Education and Conference 
Center, 1900 University Avenue Austin, TX 78705, 
Austin, (512) 404-3600. For more information 
contact Michele Ewerz at (512) 232-4024.

February 2017
6-9, County and District Clerks  Association 
Education Roundup
Embassy Suites Hotel and Conference Center, 
1001 E McCarty Ln., San Marcos, (512) 392-6450.  
For more information contact Luz Hinojosa at 
(800) 456-5974.

7-9, VG Young Institute School for County 
Commissioners Courts 
Renaissance Austin Hotel, 9721 Arboretum 
Blvd., Austin, (512) 343-2626. For more 
information contact V.G. Young Institute of County 
Government at (979) 845-4572.

21-24, Leadership 254 - Module 1 
WildCatter Ranch, 6062 Hwy. 16 South, Graham, 
(940) 549-3500. For more information contact 
Haley Click at (800) 456-5974.

23-24, Healthy County Boot Camp 
Hyatt Regency Lost Pines Resort, 575 Hyatt  
Lost Pines Rd., Bastrop, (512) 308-1234.  
For more information contact Ashley Royer at 
(800) 456-5974.

25-1, NACo Legislative Conference 
Marriott Wardman Park, 2660 Woodley Rd. 
NW, Washington, D.C. (202) 328-2000. For more 
information contact NACo at (202) 393-6226.

28-3, Basics of County Investments Course 
Embassy Suites Hotel and Conference  
Center, 1001 E. McCarty Ln., San Marcos,  
(512) 392-6450. For more information contact 
Deanna Auert at (800) 456-5974.

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

County Information
Resources Agency (CIRA)

The County Information 
Resources Agency (CIRA) 

services more than 140 counties 
and local governments in Texas by 
providing technology services and 
resources including:

• Website hosting

• Email services

• Website creation

• Domain name registration  
and hosting

• Ability to collect payment  
of taxes, fees, etc.

• County management of  
website content

For more information on CIRA, 
visit www.cira.state.tx.us

SUPPORTING THOSE WHO SERVE
cira.state.tx.us * county.org * (800) 456-5974

www.cira.state.tx.us
 (800) 456-5974
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📰 Readings
Research, articles, publications and websites

“CHARLES GOODNIGHT: FATHER OF THE TEXAS PANHANDLE”  
by William T. Hagan  
Charles Goodnight was a pioneer of the early range cattle industry 
— an opinionated and profane but energetic and well-liked rancher. 
Goodnight’s story is now re-examined by William T. Hagan in this 
brief, authoritative account that considers the role of ranching in 
general — and Goodnight in particular — in the development of the 
Texas Panhandle. The first major reassessment of his life in seventy 
years, “Charles Goodnight: Father of the Texas Panhandle” traces its 
subject’s life from hardscrabble farmer to cattle baron, giving close 
attention to lesser-known aspects of his last thirty years. As entertaining as it is informative, 
Hagan’s account takes readers back to the Palo Duro Canyon and the Staked Plains to share 
insights into the cattleman’s life — riding the range, fighting grass fires, driving cattle to the 
nearest railhead — the very stuff of cowboy legend and lore. University of Oklahoma Press

“BACKROADS OF TEXAS: ALONG THE BYWAYS  
TO BREATHTAKING LANDSCAPES AND QUIRKY  
SMALL TOWNS”  
by Gary Clark
Texas is the second largest state in the United States, and 
you can be sure it’s home to plenty of incredible sights 
waiting just off the beaten path. “Backroads of Texas” guides 
readers off the main drag where they can find intriguing 
sites, offbeat characters and glorious landscapes. These are 
the sights normally missed by interstate-centric travelers. 
The book includes 30 backroad drives and excursions that 
take travelers into the boondocks where all the craziest 

natural sights occur. Watch frenzied bats as they fly by the thousands from San Angelo’s 
Foster Road Bridge. Catch your breath as you drink in the majestic Guadalupe Mountains. Get 
ready for goosebumps when you spelunk into the shadowy depths of Inner Space Cavern, and 
try not to get spooked when you see the paranormal “ghost lights” near the eclectic town of 
Marfa. These off-road sights are what truly set the Lone Star State apart from its neighbors. 
Completely reimagined for a new generation of road-trip takers and explorers, “Backroads of 
Texas” is lavishly illustrated with photographs, maps, and vintage advertising of Texas’s many 
scenic, historic, and cultural attractions. You think you know what Texas looks like? Think 
again. Voyageur Press

“CROWDED IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE:  
TALES OF HUMOR AND HEALING FROM RURAL AMERICA”  
by Dr. Bo Brock 
“Crowded in the Middle of Nowhere: Tales of Humor and Healing 
from Rural America” is a collection of humorous and poignant 
stories from a veterinarian in a small, dusty farming and ranching 
community in rural West Texas. Dr. Brock gives you an intimate 
look into his small-town and big-hearted perspective on life, 
animals and their owners. His unique perspective and tales of 
doctoring beloved pets, cantankerous livestock and occasionally 
their owners will make you smile, laugh, cry and evoke every 
other emotion under the sun. Greenleaf Book Group Press

top postings 
These are the top postings for TAC’s 
Facebook and Twitter accounts 
last month. Like TAC on Facebook 
at facebook.com/texascounties and 
follow us on Twitter at twitter.com/
TexasCounties.

Anderson Andrews Angelina Leon Archer Atascosa Austin Bailey Bandera 

Bastrop Baylor Bee Bell Blanco Borden Bosque Bowie Brazoria Brazos Brewster 

Briscoe Brooks Brown Burleson Kinney Burnet Caldwell Calhoun Callahan 

Cameron Carson Cass Castro Chambers Cherokee Childress Clay Cochran 

Coke Coleman Collin Collingsworth Colorado Comal Comanche Concho Cooke 

Coryell Cottle Crane Crockett Crosby Culberson Dallam Dallas Dawson Jim 

Wells Deaf Smith Delta Denton DeWitt Dickens Dimmit Donley Duval Eastland 

Edwards El Paso Erath Falls Fannin Fayette Foard Fort Bend Franklin Freestone 

Gaines Galveston Garza Gillespie Glasscock Goliad Gonzales Gray Grayson 

Gregg Grimes Guadalupe Hale Hamilton Hansford Hardeman Hardin Harris 

Hunt Bexar Harrison Hartley Haskell Hays Hemphill Henderson Hidalgo Hockley 

Hood Hopkins Houston Howard Hudspeth Hutchinson Irion Upton Fisher Floyd 

Aransas Jefferson Camp Jim Hogg Armstrong Wilson Johnson Jones Karnes 

Kaufman Kendall Kenedy Kent Kerr Kimble King Ector Frio Kleberg Knox La Salle 

Lamar Lamb Lee Loving Lipscomb Llano Lubbock Lynn Titus Madison Ellis Hill 

Marion Martin Mason Matagorda Maverick McCulloch McLennan McMullen 

Medina Live Oak Menard Midland Milam Mills Mitchell Montague Montgomery 

Morris Hall Motley Nacogdoches Navarro Newton Nolan Nueces Moore Orange 

Palo Pinto Panola Parker Parmer Ochiltree Oldham Pecos Polk Potter Presidio 

Rains Randall Reagan Real Red River Reeves Refugio Roberts Robertson 

Rockwall Runnels Rusk Sabine San Augustine San Jacinto San Patricio San 

Saba Schleicher Scurry Shackelford Shelby Sherman Smith Somervell Starr 

Stephens Sterling Stonewall Sut ton Swisher Tarrant Taylor Terrell Terry 

Throckmorton Tom Green Travis Trinity Tyler Upshur Uvalde Val Verde Van 

Zandt Victoria Walker Waller Liberty Ward Wharton Wheeler Wichita Wilbarger 

Willacy Williamson Jackson Jasper Washington Jeff Davis Winkler Wise 

Lampasas Wood Yoakum Limestone Webb Jack Lavaca Young Zapata Zavala

Eff
ec

ti
ve

,  
E f

f i
c i e

n t ,  L o c a l  S o l u t i ons

SHARE  good news about your county with 
the public and news media. 

SPEAK  to community groups about how 
county government delivers for them.

MEET  with your legislators about 
important county issues of concern.

VISIT  regularly with a community leader(s) 
who can help advocate for your county.

You can improve understanding of and trust in county government.
GET STARTED WITH THESE TOOLS.

Order “Texas County Government” brochures and find more resources  
at www.county.org/texascountiesdeliver. 

Questions or comments? Email us at txcountiesdeliver@county.org.

It’s Your Story.
Time to tell it!

www.TexasCountiesDeliver.org Texas County Government Brochure
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County officials and employees (and anyone 
else in a Texas county) are encouraged to 
email their high-resolution photographs for 
publication in Last Look to County Managing 
Editor Anna McGarity at annam@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.

You never know what you’ll find on county courthouse lawns. In Scurry 
County a statue commemorates a white buffalo shot in 1876 north of 
present-day Snyder, the county seat. Photo by TAC County Relations 

Officer Alan Bristol. *

Scurry County White Buffalo

Register Now at   
www.county.org/HCBootCamp.

 back to Basics
 2017 heALthy county boot camp 

February 23-24 • Hyatt Lost Pines, Bastrop
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