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Stronger Connections
= Stronger Counties
From Anderson to Zavala and every
county in between, you can count on
TAC’s extensive legal and legislative
resources, educational opportunities,
county news and best practices, essential
data and invaluable information right at

county.org

your fingertips.
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Contact Us!
We’re here to help.

Staff Directory: county.org/whotocontact
Main number: (800) 456-5974
TAC Helpline: (888) ASK-TAC4

Texas Association of Counties Mission Statement
The mission of the Texas Association of Counties is to unite counties to achieve better solutions.
County, a bimonthly magazine, is distributed to every elected county official and county auditor in Texas’
254 counties. Other readers include purchasing agents, budget and planning administrators, appointed
department heads, state legislators and state agency personnel.
Reproduction of this magazine, in whole or in part, is permissible only upon express written
authorization from the publisher and when proper credit, including copyright acknowledgment, is given
to Texas Association of Counties’ County magazine.
©2020, Texas Association of Counties. Published by the Texas Association of Counties, P.O. Box 2131, Austin, Texas 78768-2131.
Telephone: (512) 478-8753, Facsimile: (512) 478-0519. www.county.org.
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according to Texas Gov’t. Code Ann §305.027. Disclosure of the name and address of the person who contracts with the printer to publish the
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Executive Director's Report

Is the 2020 Unfunded Mandates Survey on your to-do list?

W

e are asking
once again
for your
help in providing the
Texas Legislature with
a clear picture of how
the state’s unfunded
mandates affect county
budgets.

The deadline to fill
out TAC’s online 2020
Unfunded Mandates
Susan M. Redford
Survey is Nov. 5. TAC
Executive Director
Texas Association of Counties
sent out the survey to
county auditors and
to county treasurers in those counties that do not
have auditors on June 9. TAC developed the survey
in collaboration with the Texas Association of County
Auditors, the County Treasurers’ Association of Texas,
the Texas Conference of Urban Counties and the
County Judges and Commissioners Association of Texas.
This year in particular, it is very important that we
collect comprehensive information about county
expenditures on unfunded and underfunded state and
federal mandates.

speaker and pandemic-related statutory changes
involving civil and criminal justice system operations.

How to complete the survey
This year, we included fewer survey questions in
an effort to be mindful of the challenges and time
constraints our members face. Some counties may not
be able to answer every question, given the variations in
how counties track expenditures. We encourage you to
respond to the best of your ability.
If you are interested, the results of the 2018 survey are
available on the TAC website. If you need help with this
year’s survey, please email Tim Brown.
We at TAC appreciate the work of county elected
officials and county employees, especially first
responders, during this very difficult period. I am looking
forward to the proverbial “light at the end of the
tunnel.” It will be a joy to see our members in person
again and to share in your successes. In the meantime,
thank you for your trust in TAC, and thank you for being
254 strong!

The upcoming legislative session promises to be critical
for local and state government. The session will certainly
be dominated by the economic impact of the pandemic
on the state budget. As our members know all too well,
COVID-19 has already had a tremendous impact on
counties due to unexpected emergency expenses and
shortfalls in revenue collection. That means 2021 will
likely be a very difficult year financially for our counties.
TAC’s Legislative Team has its eye on other legislative
session priorities that no doubt will affect counties.
These include redistricting, elections, a new House

COUNTY MAGAZINE
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2020 Regional
Workshops
HUMAN RESOURCES

LAW ENFORCEMENT

RISK CONTROL

What’s your interest?
Human Resources

Law Enforcement

(September & October)

(October)

Gain in-depth knowledge about a single subject at our
new, one-day workshops.

REGISTER TODAY!
Visit county.org/regionals to learn more and register.

Clipboard / News You Can Use

Webinars available to all TAC
members at no cost

T

AC members can
participate in a variety of
free webinars presented by
the Texas Association of Counties
Risk Management Pool (TAC RMP).
Each webinar is at least an hour long,
is presented by TAC Risk Management
Services staff and includes a Q&A
session with the presenter.
Members can find a list of
scheduled webinars and recordings

of previous webinars and can sign
up to receive email alerts about
upcoming webinars at www.county.
org/Risk-Management/Risk-Control/
Webinars.

Recent topics include:
• Hurricane Preparations During
COVID-19.
• Don’t Let Working From Home
Be a Pain.
• Working Safely Outdoors in the
Summer Months.
• Telemedicine in Workers’
Compensation: A Remedy From
RediMD.
• Considerations for County
Government Operations in
Response to COVID-19. h
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PT
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Enrollment Opening Soon for TAC’s Free
State-Mandated Cybersecurity Course
On Sept. 1, 2020, enrollment will open for TAC’s 45-minute
online training course that fulfills the 2021 cybersecurity training
requirement for county employees mandated by Texas House Bill 3834.
Watch for upcoming communications from TAC regarding enrolling for its
certified course, which is certified by the Texas Department of Information
Resources (DIR.) Counties are required to report their compliance
with the training requirement to DIR by June 15 each year.
Learn more about enrolling on Sept. 1 online.

www.county.org/Cybersecurity
To ensure convenient and efficient implementation for Texas counties, TAC is
relying on commissioners courts to enroll their county’s entire staff in the course.

Clipboard / News You Can Use

Judicial education moving to the web

I

n response to the COVID-19
pandemic, the Texas Judicial
Academy has canceled in-person
trainings and moved educational
sessions online in August.
Those trainings include the Virtual
Impaired Driving Symposium on Aug.
3-4, Virtual Guardianship Overview
on Aug. 4, Virtual All Things Probate
for Clerks on Aug. 5, Virtual
Intestate Succession and Detention
Orders on Aug. 6, a Virtual Judicial
Overview on Aug. 11 and Virtual
Criminal Issues on Aug. 13.

register online at
www.county.org/calendar.

Continuing education credits (CEUs)
are available for some attendees.
Check the CEUs and agendas and

The online calendar also provides
details about upcoming judicial
education events, including the Fall
Judicial Education Session set for
Nov. 18-20, 2020, the County Court
Assistants Training Conference on
Feb. 17-19, 2021, the Spring Judicial
Education Session on March 24-26,
2021, and the Probate Academy on
May 12-14, 2021. h

TAC RMP Regional Workshops
on human resources move online
Law enforcement regionals remain in person

T

he TAC Risk Management
Pool’s (TAC RMP) one-day
Regional Workshops on
human resources will be held online
Sept. 29 and Oct. 14.
The move aims to help keep members
safe in response to the COVID-19
pandemic while continuing to provide
them with the training they need.
Regional Workshops on law
enforcement, set in October, will
remain in-person for now. Check

said Michael Shannon, Director of
TAC Risk Management Services.
“We’re providing these disciplinespecific workshops in direct response
to member requests and to align with
our members’ needs.”
More details, including agendas
and registration, are available
on the TAC website at
www.county.org/regionals. h

www.county.org/regionals for
updates to the schedule.
“Members can log on to gain in-depth
knowledge about human resources,”
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Providing Technology Services
and Resources to Texas Counties
The Texas Association of Counties County Information
Resources Agency (TAC CIRA) serves counties
and local government by providing technology services
and resources including:
•

Website hosting

•

Email services

•

Website content management

•

Website management training

•

Informative resources like required website
postings guide and printable best practices posters

•

Domain name registration and hosting

•

Electronic payment services
For more information on TAC CIRA,
visit county.org/TAC-CIRA

county.org/TAC-CIRA � support@county.org
(800) 456-5974

REGISTER TODAY!
Clipboard / News You Can Use

Visit county.org/regionals to choose a workshop near you.
Workshops hosted by TAC RMP member counties.

Willacy County deputy helps injured woman
using TAC RMP-funded safety equipment

ns

“We’ve got some dedicated
people,” Sheriff Larry Spence told
the Raymondville Chronicle/News.
“The first guy there was the right
guy there at the right time.”

io

Sheriff’s Cpl. David Robles used a
combat application tourniquet to
stop an accident victim’s bleeding
before Willacy County Emergency
Medical Services arrived. The
woman lost part of her arm in the
automobile accident.

This year, TAC RMP provided more
than $800,000 in SEP funding
to 203 counties in the Workers’
Compensation Program. The money
can be used to purchase road and
bridge and law enforcement safety
equipment from online stores. h
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Willacy County sheriff’s
deputy used safety
equipment purchased
through the TAC Risk Management
Pool’s (TAC RMP) 2019 Safety
Equipment Program (SEP) to save
a county resident’s life in April.

“We had a class on basic first aid
and they had those kits,” Jimenez
said. “I did some research and
ordered them. In our community, we
don’t have a hospital, so it’s 23 miles
to (the hospital in) Harlingen. We’re
the first responders. By the time

6/15/20 10:24 AM

SPREAD
THE WORD!

fec

Willacy County Sheriff’s Cpl. David Robles
Photo: Courtesy Willacy County

the EMS gets there, we’re already
taking care of and evaluating the
patient.”

Ef

shops Full Page Ad.indd 1

Chief Deputy Joe Jimenez said
fast-thinking Robles grabbed the
tourniquet from a trauma kit in his
vehicle, one of eight kits the county
purchased using the SEP funds. This
was the first time the office has
purchased trauma kits for staff.

TX Counties Deliver Halfpage Ad.indd 1

12/17/15 6:40 PM
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There’s only
one BuyBoard.
And we’ve been helping cities
and counties compliantly purchase
the goods and services they use
every day since 1998.

buyboard.com

Endorsed by

Accidents Happen.
“One of our county vehicles was
parked on a hill, but the emergency
brake wasn’t on. Long story short, it’s
not at the top of the hill now, and
there’s no chance of driving it back up
there. Does the court need to declare
it surplus before it’s scrapped?”

But with the TAC Helpline, your day
doesn’t have to be a total loss.

(888) 275-8224
TAC HELPLINE
Est. 1989

We can get you answers to complicated questions about:
• Tax Appraisals
• Roads and Bridges
• Public Property and Purchasing
• And so much more!

Give us a call.

Clipboard / News You Can Use

Nine historic Texas courthouses receive
over $20 million in restoration grants

T

he Texas Historical
Commission (THC) announced
grant recipients for Round XI
of the nationally recognized Texas
Historic Courthouse Preservation
Program (THCPP) during its June
16-17 quarterly meeting in Austin.
The THC awarded matching grants
totaling $20,038,121 to nine counties
to aid in preservation of their historic
courthouses, including three grants
for full restorations.
Callahan, Mason and Taylor counties
received construction grants for full
restorations.
Kimble, Washington, Wise and
Willacy counties received planning
grants to be applied toward
the production of construction
documents for a future application
to the THCPP for full restoration of
their courthouses.
Duval and Lee counties received
emergency grants to address critical
issues, including the replacement
of an original electrical system and
foundation repairs.
“Preserving our Texas courthouses
has always been a priority for the
THC,” said THC Executive Director
Mark Wolfe. “Our courthouse grants
help counties maintain essential state
services and offer centerpieces of
history and culture for visitors to enjoy.”
The THCPP Round XI grants were
made possible through a $25 million
appropriation by the 86th Texas
Legislature. Over $2.5 million of

16
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“Preserving our Texas
courthouses has always
been a priority for the
THC. Our courthouse
grants help counties
maintain essential
state services and offer
centerpieces of history
and culture for visitors
to enjoy.”
Mark Wolfe
THC Executive Director

those funds were distributed last
year to counties with unforeseen
conditions in the form of
supplemental funding.
The THC received applications
from 21 counties requesting over
$100 million in grants for projects
totaling over $175 million. The
agency determined grant awards
by assessing 22 criteria, including
the building’s age, endangerment,
historical designations, the
applicants’ proposals, support for the
project and a new scoring criterion
that assesses an applicant’s ability
to contribute financially toward the
project. This new criterion, county
revenue, gives applicants with
lower revenues more points than

/ COUNTY MAGAZINE

applicants with higher revenues.
Emergency grants were based
primarily upon the score assigned to
the endangerment category.
So far, there have been a total of 103
counties or municipalities that have
received grant assistance through
the program. There are still 30
applicants awaiting full restoration
funding after receiving planning and
emergency grants and another 45
program participants that have not
yet received any funding at all, with
a total outstanding need among
participants of over $550 million.
In addition to providing safe and
functional buildings, restoration of
historic courthouses benefits the state
and local economies. Courthouse
preservation projects have created
more than 11,365 jobs in Texas
and generated nearly $650 million
in revenue. Restored courthouses
reinvigorate historic downtowns and
promote heritage tourism, a $7.3
billion industry in Texas.
The program has attracted more
than 136 participants and awarded
nearly $315 million to fund the full
restorations of 73 courthouses and
provide smaller grants to assist with
emergency and planning projects to
another 30 counties.
For more information about the
THCPP, visit www.thc.texas.gov/thcpp
or contact Program Coordinator
Susan Tietz at (512) 463-5860. h

Callahan County Courthouse. Photo: Wayne Wendel
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NACo connects students
to county government

T

hrough its collaboration with iCivics, the National Association of
Counties (NACo) is helping students learn about the basics of
county government through the County Solutions curriculum, the
online County Works game and the downloadable “My County Works”
workbook.

TAC Education
Events in Light of
COVID-19
TAC is responding to calls for
slowing the spread of COVID-19
by moving some conferences and
seminars online, and by canceling or
postponing others.
Should there be changes to
an event, TAC will contact all
registered attendees via email and
post updates at www.county.org/
calendar.
TAC is committed to serving its
members and is making every
effort to keep them safe while
finding opportunities to provide the
educational services they want and
need.
If you have questions, please phone
Education and Events Services at
(800) 456-5974 or visit
www.county.org/calendar.

“With many children home from school,
NACo’s civic education resources provide
perfect opportunities to inform young
people about county government and have
fun at the same time,” said NACo Executive
Director Matthew Chase. “It’s never too early for children to start learning
about civics and how they can help make our communities better places to
live, work and play.”
The curriculum and game,
geared for students in
grades 6-12, include lessons
on civic engagement and the
role of county government in
communities, states and the
country. In some sections
of the curriculum, students
work through the process
of identifying and finding
solutions to community
problems — a very real responsibility of county officials. The game puts
students, and adults too, in the shoes of a county official. The object of the
game is to successfully navigate the challenges that go with managing a
county.
These educational resources are meant for students, but anyone can learn
from them. They are free and accessible at www.NACo.org/iCivics. This
webpage also includes a guide to help introduce them to local residents.
To learn more about NACo’s other coronavirus-related resources, visit
www.naco.org/covid19. h
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Model policies for law
enforcement available to all
254 counties

A

ll members of the Texas Association of Counties (TAC) have access
at no cost to law enforcement (LE) model policies that cover patrol
and jail operations through a new agreement between TAC and
OSS Academy, a Texas-based provider of policies for emergency services.
The LE Model Policy Program provides all 254 counties access via download
to close to 500 sample model policies for county law enforcement, jail and
communications operations. TAC has provided LE model policies to all Texas
counties since 2014. They were previously provided through an agreement
with Legal & Liability Risk Management Institute.
The policies are updated regularly to meet federal and state laws and
regulations and to provide current and best practices for law enforcement
operations. These updates include requirements promulgated by the Texas
Commission on Jail Standards, the Texas Commission on Law Enforcement,
the Texas attorney general and various state codes. In addition, the policies
include guidance from federal and nationally recognized law enforcement
organizations.

Login access provided
Each county sheriff recently received an email from OSS providing website
information and login access for this service. Counties that have questions
should contact the TAC Law Enforcement Consultant for their region. Use
the interactive map at www.county.org/County-Risk-Management-Map to
find your consultant. h
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required continuing education credit.

Attend at the virtual event rate. Visit
www.county.org/legconference for
more information.
Clipboard
/ News You Can Use

Register today to reserve your spot.

2020 LEGISLATIVE
CONFERENCE
Aug. 26-28 / Virtual Event

2020
LEGISLATIVE
Details set
for
CONFERENCE
Aug. 26-28 virtual
STATE OF CHANGE
Legislative Conference

2020 Legislative fullpage Ad.indd 1

6/18/20 4:44 PM

August 26-28 / Austin Fairmont

Google Chrome browser recommended
to attendees
TAC’s 2020 Legislative Conference, set for Aug. 26-28,
will help county officials and staff prepare for and become
engaged in the upcoming 87th session of the Texas
Legislature.
The conference brings together hundreds of county
officials and staff members to connect with their
public servant peers, legislators and subject matter
experts about today’s most pressing issues for county
government.

20
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In response to calls to slow the spread of COVID-19, this
year’s conference will be held online. It will be the same
premier event, just transformed into a virtual experience.
Attendees will take advantage of keynotes, breakout
sessions, roundtables and networking opportunities from
the comfort of their home or office through a virtual
conference platform.

How to access the virtual conference platform
Conference attendees will need to access the internet
and use a browser to log in and join the virtual event.
TAC staff recommends using Google Chrome. The

Clipboard / News You Can Use

platform works most smoothly with that browser. Others,
such as Firefox, may cause problems. Attendees should
not use Internet Explorer. It is not a supported browser for
the event.
Google Chrome is a free download; however, some county
information technology departments may require county
staff to get approval before downloading new software.
Learn more and register at
www.county.org/legconference.

The comptroller’s office is committed to ensuring local
government entities in Texas have access to stimulus
funding information, guidelines and assistance.

Overview of legislative discussion sessions
By considering current events and the input of county
officials from across the state, TAC’s Legislative
Department has put together a full lineup of timely
breakout sessions featuring policymakers and experts who
will provide insights and offer solutions and ideas on how
to better navigate the challenges Texas is facing ahead of
the legislative session.

Texas comptroller to keynote event
As the evolving pandemic
impacts Texans and
county government on
a grand scale, Texas
Comptroller Glenn Hegar
will address conference
attendees about how the
coronavirus has impacted
the state’s economy and
workforce. He will discuss
related revenue issues
for the next legislative
session and how the local
Glenn Hegar, Texas Comptroller
partnership between the
of Public Accounts
state and counties has
grown and become an integral part of any emergency
management operation.

The 10 breakout sessions listed below are the centerpiece
of the conference’s learning opportunities. Attendees can
customize their conference experience by choosing the
topics most important to them and their county.

Hegar was elected as Texas comptroller of public accounts
in November 2014. Hegar is a sixth-generation Texan who
grew up farming land that has been in his family since the
mid-1800s. He is a 1993 graduate of Texas A&M University
and earned his law degree at St. Mary’s University.

This year, exhibitors will share information about their
products and services for counties, display their latest
innovations and connect with attendees in a virtual exhibit
hall. The online space will also provide information about
TAC programs and services.

As comptroller, Hegar is chief finance officer for
the world’s 10th-largest economy. He has emerged
as a passionate advocate for conservative financial
management and government transparency who has
focused on creating a more efficient and customeroriented agency.

· Behavioral Health During a Crisis: Taking Care of
Yourself and Your Community
· Court Systems Moving Into the Future
· COVID-19 and the Texas Health Care System
· COVID-19 Grant Resources Roundtable
· Emergency Management: What Should I Know Today?
· Gearing Up for the November 2020 Election
· Law Enforcement Response to COVID-19
· Senate Bill 2
· TAC’s Federal Outreach Initiative
· The 2020 Census and Redistricting in a COVID-19 World

Virtual exhibit hall

Registration online
Visit www.county.org/legconference to register at the
virtual conference rate of $100. Registrants will receive
details on how to log in and sign on to the conference.
TAC will share conference updates via email, the TAC
website, and the TAC Facebook page and Twitter feed. h
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Class of 2019-2020
Clipboard / News You Can Use

Accepting applications through
Sept. 18 for Leadership 254,
Class of 2021-22

T

he Texas Association of
Counties is accepting
applications for Leadership
254, Class of 2021-22, until Sept.
18, 2020. County officials can
apply online at www.county.org/
leadership254.
Leadership 254 is designed to
advance the skills of county officials
to enable them to meet the unique
challenges of their duties and to
enhance their leadership skills and
style.

leaders in the for-profit sector,
none for leading a governmental
agency. This program powerfully
addresses how and why to best
lead a Texas governmental agency
and its people,” said Collin County
District Attorney Greg Willis, Class
of 2019-20.
Through four modules and over the
course of 14 months, participants
learn to overcome their limitations
to redefine the possibilities they set
for themselves, their courthouse,
their county official association and
their constituents.

eadership 254 Ad full page ad.indd 2
“For years, I’ve listened to a daily
diet of leadership-related podcasts,
but almost all are designed for
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Leadership skills are advanced
through:
· Interactive discussion.
· Theory building.
· Skill assessments.
· Experiential learning activities.
Leadership 254 will challenge,
stretch and — most importantly —
transform participants into leaders
who positively influence their
counties and Texas.
Learn more at
www.county.org/leadership254. h
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Brown County deputy wants you
to know a colonoscopy saved his life;
it can save yours, too
health in Brown County and recipient
of Healthy County’s inaugural Paula
Butler AgriLife Award. When TAC
Wellness Consultant Mark Zollitsch
encouraged members older than 50
to schedule a colonoscopy and, as an
incentive, mentioned that the TAC
Health and Employee Benefits Pool
(TAC HEBP) covered the cost, Greg
thought, “Why not?”

Brown County Deputy Greg Parrott
Photo: Courtesy Greg Parrott

G

reg Parrott is a veteran law
enforcement officer with
the Brown County Sheriff’s
Office. He’s active and stays in shape.
He’s never smoked. He’s always
been healthy. So though he’s over
50, the age when health experts
recommend you should get screened
for colorectal cancer, he never gave
getting a colonoscopy a second
thought.
That was before he attended a
Texas Association of Counties (TAC)
Healthy County Lunch-and-Learn
session with his wife, Courtney, a
Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service
agent for family and community

He discussed it with his doctor
during a physical exam and had
the colonoscopy in April. Courtney
had been asked to wait outside the
building during the procedure because
of COVID-19 protocols, so Greg knew
something was up when he woke up
to find his wife sitting in the recovery
room. The gastroenterologist had
found a suspicious growth; a biopsy
confirmed cancer. Surgery in mid-May,
just a couple of days before Greg’s
55th birthday, removed the tumor.
“I experienced no symptoms and
never knew there was something
inside me trying to kill me,” he said.
Any cancer diagnosis is scary. And
colon cancer can be one of the
scarier. About 148,000 Americans will
be diagnosed with colorectal cancer
this year, according to the American
Cancer Society. About 53,000 will die.

But thanks to that colonoscopy,
Greg’s cancer was caught at an early
stage, he said. It’s treatable, localized.
He was optimistic when interviewed
for this story — confident, really —
saying he feels sorry for any cancer in
his body. He plans to beat it soundly.
He’s also grateful for the colonoscopy
advice he heard back in January. It’s
why he felt compelled to share his
story with County magazine. He wants
to encourage other TAC members
to take advantage of the chance to
prevent cancer or find it before it’s too
late. You just never know.
“If I didn’t really give a colon
screening a second thought,” he said,
“how many more of us out there are
in the same boat? How many county
employees, county law enforcement
officers? How many don’t know that
their county insurance through TAC
will pay for it?” h

TAC HEBP members can find a
provider in their area to schedule
a colonoscopy screening at
mybenefits.county.org.

COUNTY MAGAZINE

/ JULY-AUGUST 2020

23

Clipboard / News You Can Use

End

Is safe, compliant
online government
purchasing possible?
By Joel Nihlean, Content Marketing Manager, Texas Association of School Boards

B

ig changes are coming to the
BuyBoard® online platform
soon. These significant
upgrades will bring the ease of
online shopping to government
procurement while maintaining the
legal compliance counties expect.
The new platform will be a welcome
change for local government
procurement staff who are looking
for public transparency and the
confidence that they can find
the best price through the online
system.
“With the new BuyBoard, the local
government procurement and
buying experience will be unlike any
24
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cooperative purchasing experience
available today. Just a simple online
shopping platform to connect you
to vetted, compliant contracts
with vendors you can trust,” said
Brian Bolinger, associate executive
director of business services at the
Texas Association of School Boards.
The August upgrade means local
governments will have another edge
in saving taxpayer dollars. County
officials and procurement staff
interested in getting a look at the
new platform before it launches
can visit www.buyboard.com/new
to sign up for an invitation to an
exclusive preview.
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Internet retailers moving
into public procurement has
experts concerned
For more than 20 years, BuyBoard
has been one of the best ways
for counties and other local
governments to save time and
money while staying compliant
in their procurement. As internet
giants and online retailers who have
traditionally focused on consumer
goods have entered the government
purchasing market, experts have
raised concerns about legal
compliance and other issues.

Clipboard / News You Can Use

“With the new BuyBoard,
the local government
procurement and buying
experience will be
unlike any cooperative
purchasing experience
available today. Just a
simple online shopping
platform to connect you
to vetted, compliant
contracts with vendors
you can trust.”
Brian Bolinger
Associate Executive Director of
Business Services, Texas
Association of School Boards

A 2018 report from the Institute for
Local Self-Reliance (ILSR) outlined a
series of concerns, including:
• Dynamic pricing (constantly
changing prices), which means
popular internet retailers can fail
to secure the best price for local
governments and lack pricing
protections that are standard in
public procurement.
• Slower delivery times for local
governments because of the
terms of service offered by online
retailers.
• Contracts that adopt the online
retailers’ own terms and conditions
over local governments’ in a
way that compromises public
transparency.

The report also raises concerns
about the long-term effects of local
governments shifting their spending
away from local office supply
companies, or from chains that have
local locations, to multinational
online retailers who have moved their
tax obligations offshore. The shift,
according to the ILSR, contributes to
the erosion of the local tax base.

BuyBoard brings compliant
online shopping to the public
procurement process
With budgets tight, staff sizes
small and time always at a premium,
simplicity, transparency and
confidence in compliance can make
the difference.
All 254 counties in Texas are required
to follow procurement law. The
process of do-it-yourself procurement
can be labor-intensive. The work
includes the following actions:
• Researching specifications of the
product needed.
• Writing a request for proposal bid.
• Advertising to solicit responses.
• Receiving and evaluating responses,
including checking references.
• Recommending the vendor
offering the best value to the
commissioners court.
• Awarding the contract.
There are additional special rules for
construction procurement.
A simple, economical way to make
sure your county’s purchasing is
compliant is to take advantage of a
cooperative purchasing organization.
With BuyBoard, county procurement

staff will find what they need quickly
and will shop with confidence. The
new BuyBoard platform includes:
• Thousands of items that have
already gone through a competitive
public procurement process.
• Advanced keyword search and
filtering options that allow users
to browse by product, vendor or
contract and to quickly sort and
compare results.
• A transparent procurement
experience where users can see
list prices, BuyBoard discounts and
product price comparisons across
vendors.
• Top-notch customer service,
meticulous attention to compliance
and request for quote and purchase
order processess for the 21st
century.
BuyBoard was created specifically to
support and serve county governments,
public schools, cities and other local
government agencies. The goal is to
provide competitive pricing, a trusted
and transparent procurement process,
reduced administrative costs and
superior service.
BuyBoard is endorsed by the Texas
Association of Counties, Texas
Municipal League, Texas Association
of School Administrators and Texas
Association of School Boards. The
cooperative is also a strategic partner
with the Texas Association of School
Business Officials.
Visit www.buyboard.com/new to
learn more about the launch of the
new BuyBoard and sign up for an
invitation to an exclusive preview. h
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Voices of County Government

Jamie Smith
Jefferson County District Clerk

office for the Hon. Carolyn Guidry
as her office administrator from
2005 through 2015. I also served
on the Beaumont City Council as
the representative for Ward 4 from
2007 to 2014. I was a math teacher,
worked in the sheriff’s office and
served my country in Desert Storm
from 1990 to 1994. My interest in
running for office was to better
serve my community.

What was your biggest surprise
or adjustment after taking
office?

How long have you been
district clerk?
I began my first term as Jefferson
County district clerk in January
2015. So I have been blessed to
serve as Jefferson County district
clerk for five years, entering my
second term.

Before you won election,
what kind of work did you do?
How did you get interested in
running for office?
Before being elected district clerk,
I worked in the county clerk’s

26
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Having previously served
on the City Council for
Beaumont and working
in the county clerk’s
office, I had an idea
of what was expected
when I took the office of
district clerk.

What are some of the most
difficult challenges you have
faced and what advice would
you give your peers across the
state who may face similar
challenges?
There were several challenges
when I began my term as district
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clerk. First, the morale of the
office was low due to the fact that
my predecessor, the Hon. Lolita
Ramos, lost her battle to cancer
while in office. The second issue
was updating the way the office
functioned. We began by crosstraining and giving defined roles
within the office. Another challenge
was changing the structure of the
office by dividing into departments
and setting a hierarchy within each
department. The main thing that
made the adjustments easy was due
to the great co-workers that I have
in the office. My co-workers
are outstanding, dedicated,
compassionate and willing
to serve the citizens of
Jefferson County.
The advice that I would
give to a newly elected
official would be for them
to be flexible and take time
to study the function of the office
before making changes and, most
importantly, talk to your co-workers
and listen to their suggestions. That
was the first thing that I did, which
helped us to implement a four-year
plan of improvement within the
district clerk’s office.

Voices of County Government

“The advice that I would
give to a newly elected
official would be for them
to be flexible and take
time to study the function
of the office before
making changes and,
most importantly, talk to
your co-workers and listen
to their suggestions.”
Jamie Smith
Jefferson County District Clerk

Since taking office, what
accomplishment are you most
proud of?
There are so many things that we
changed and updated within the
office; it is difficult to pick just
one. The two biggest things were
that our office began processing
passports, which generated new

revenue for the county, and we
began using I-Jury, which saved the
county some money.
I mentioned two, but there is
another accomplishment that I
would like to brag about on behalf
of our office. We volunteer a lot of
our time to various organizations
within the county. We assist with
back-to-school drives, Gift of Life,
YMBL Rodeo, Southeast Texas Food
Bank, the American Cancer Society,
LifeShare blood drives, senior citizen
events, Save Our Children and
various veterans’ clinics and events.

What do you do when you’re
not at work? Do you have any
hobbies or something unique
that you are interested in that
may surprise your colleagues?
When I am not at work, my favorite
hobby is playing golf with my
friends. It is a good way to exercise
and eliminate stress.

What is your favorite thing
about Jefferson County?
The diversity of the county and how
we come together when faced with
tragedy. h

What do you find are the most
successful methods for reaching
out to the residents of Jefferson
County to communicate what
your office is doing and why?
Our office uses all forms of media
to reach out to our citizens, such
as Facebook, Instagram, posting
on our website, newspapers and
television. However, one of the most
successful means is word of mouth.

AuctioneerExpress.com
Online Auctions

GOvernmentAl - municipAlity - privAte pArty
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LegalEase: Public health and safety during elections
One of the Texas Association of Counties’ (TAC) guiding principles is to help you meet the unique
challenges of local government. LegalEase is a monthly email to county officials highlighting timely
topics that affect county government. We hope you find it helpful and occasionally entertaining. Select
questions and answers from those emails are featured here in County magazine.

With upcoming elections and the
uncertainty of COVID-19, what
protocols should the county be
following for public heath and
safety?

“Although there’s been a lot of rain
recently in certain regions of Texas,
my county has remained dry. How
do we know when circumstances
warrant the adoption of a burn ban?”

Q: Due to COVID-19, what
protocols should voters and
election officials follow during
elections?

Q: How can the county obtain a
drought determination from the
Texas Forest Service?

A: On May 27, 2020, the Secretary
of State Elections Division issued
a notice about health protocols for
voters and elections. TAC continues
to update the elections section
of our Legal Resources for County
COVID-19 Response webpage as
new information becomes available.
You can also call the TAC Helpline at
(888) 275-8224 and one of our Legal
Services staff will be happy to assist
you.
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A: To obtain a determination,
visit the Texas Interagency
Coordination Center’s website or
call (936) 875-4786. On the website,
you will find new drought web links
to assist the county in monitoring
drought conditions more closely.
Alternatively, Local Government
Code §352.081 authorizes the
commissioners court to make a
finding that circumstances present
in all or part of the unincorporated
areas of the county create a public
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safety hazard that would be
exacerbated by outdoor burning. For
more detailed information, please
see our Burn Ban, Regulation of
Fireworks, and Declaration of Local
Disaster handbook.
“The County Purchasing Act can take
a long time, and during a disaster
declaration or emergency situations
the county can’t afford to waste any
time. Are there exceptions to the Act
for emergencies?”

Q: Must the county comply
with the County Purchasing Act
during an emergency?
A: Texas Local Government Code
§262.024 contains a list of items that
may be exempted from competitive
bidding if the commissioners court
by order grants the exemption,
including for a public calamity and

Social Media Roundup
These are recent top posts on TAC's Facebook, Twitter and Instagram accounts. Like TAC on Facebook at
www.facebook.com/TexasCounties and follow us on Twitter at www.twitter.com/TexasCounties. Follow us
on Instagram at www.instagram.com/texascounties.

for public health and safety. For
more detailed information, please
see TAC’s Basics of the County
Purchasing Act and Competitive
Bidding handbook.
“A landowner is willing to trade good
rock in exchange for one of our road
crews to do some work on his private
road. Can the county barter work
on a private road for road material
quarried from the site where the
road is located?”

Q: May a county perform work
on a private road?
A: It depends on the county’s
population. If the county’s population
exceeds 7,500, it cannot repair or
maintain a private road or property
under Texas Constitution, Article III,
Section 52f. For more information,
see our Common Road and Bridge
Questions publication. h

HAVE LEGAL QUESTIONS?
TAC’s Legal Services Department is
here to help. Call the Legal Helpline
at (888) ASKTAC4 or (888) 275-8224
or visit www.county.org/helpline to
get assistance with legal research or
to get more information about legal
deadlines.
You can also find resources online.
There’s a wide variety of up-to-date
legal publications, a legal calendar,
disaster resources, AG opinions and
more at www.county.org/legal.
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Blanco County jailer Jim Gray wears a face mask and gloves during his shift
as part of county jail protocols to prevent the spread of COVID-19.
Photo: Laura Skelding
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Keeping the
peace during
a pandemic
By Jorjanna Price

A

new day in law enforcement unfolded when
the coronavirus took hold in Texas counties.
Officers who normally enter a house to
investigate a call began asking residents to step outside
in the fresh air for interviews. Rural residents finding
minor vandalism on their property discovered the
sheriff’s office taking criminal mischief reports by phone
rather than in person.
After arrest, many suspects now undergo checks for
coronavirus symptoms before stepping into a detention
center. Once inside, their information might be gathered
by an employee covered from head to toe in protective
gear. During pretrial appearances, defendants face a
judge via online video rather than in a courtroom.
This year’s COVID-19 pandemic sent county sheriffs and
jail staff members scrambling because the virus proved
to be highly contagious. Staffs had to be trained in
new safety protocols, and crowded jails were thinned

out, primarily by releasing inmates with low bails or
misdemeanor charges. Statewide, the number of county
jail inmates fell from about 68,300 on March 1 to 55,600
by the beginning of May.
That swift drop “is not anything I’ve seen before,”
said Brandon Wood, executive director of the Texas
Commission on Jail Standards. The sharply reduced jail
population reflected a slowdown in arrests as people
stayed indoors and counties accelerated the release of
eligible individuals, he said.
Inmate numbers could have dropped lower, but state
prisons dealing with the rapidly spreading coronavirus
halted intake in early April, leaving about 4,000 prisonbound felons in county custody, Wood said.
While some state prisons became hot spots for the
coronavirus, most county jails fared better. Of Texas’
240 county jails, both public and private, 57 have
COUNTY MAGAZINE
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reported one or more cases of coronavirus-positive inmates
since February, Wood reported at time of publication.
Inmates confirmed as positive are isolated and treated by
the local health department. As of mid-July, there were
five inmate deaths attributed to COVID-19.

By reducing inmate numbers and providing protective
gear to deputies and detention officers, Chambers
County escaped any coronavirus cases in jail or among
staff. “What we’ve done seems to have worked,” he
noted.

The Commission on Jail Standards has issued guidelines
to county sheriffs throughout the pandemic and has
offered, along with the Texas Division of Emergency
Management, to conduct medical tests at jails.

One change for the better has been a hyperfocus on
cleanliness. Hawthorne said that sanitation is a top
priority and that extra time is spent cleaning dormitories
and common areas of the jail, from the kitchen to the
booking area.

Chambers County
Early in the pandemic, Chambers County issued strict
stay-at-home orders. Juveniles were told to stay home
day and night, and adults were allowed out only for
work and essential chores. With the streets of Anahuac
and surrounding communities generally quiet, deputies
used to chasing felons and speeders found themselves
issuing citations for parties and crawfish boils because
large gatherings violated the curfew.
The quarantine also brought more domestic violence
calls. “People were spending time together they would
not normally spend, and they were using a lot of
alcohol,” Sheriff Brian Hawthorne said. “I’m told beer and
retail liquor sales were at an all-time high.”

“This practice will continue,” he said. “It’s not that
burdensome, and I don’t know why we wouldn’t.”

Lubbock County
While the coronavirus presented new challenges, law
enforcement has always had to be on alert to potential
contagions, such as the flu and even tuberculosis. “It’s
a fine line we have to follow to get the job done safely
and still do the things we have to do every day,” Lubbock
County Sheriff Kelly Rowe said. “Officers on a daily basis

Chambers County’s jail population dropped from 150 to
114 as officials moved quickly to scale down the ranks of
the confined. It was a team effort, Hawthorne said, with
the courts and justices of the peace reducing bail and
the district attorney’s office offering plea agreements
for lesser crimes.
“We knew reducing the jail population for the purpose
of the virus wouldn’t be popular with our constituents.
Ultimately, you’re letting out people who may continue
as misdemeanor criminals. It’s all a calculated risk,” he
said, adding that no violent criminals were considered
for release.
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Lubbock County Detention Center personnel now wear
protective gear similar to hazmat suits during the intake
process. Steps such as fingerprinting and other booking
procedures require staff to be in close proximity to incoming
inmates. Everyone taken into custody is screened for symptoms
of the coronavirus. (The suspect’s face has been obscured.)
Photo: Courtesy Lubbock County Detention Center

Cover Story

find themselves in the most awful places imaginable, so we
already had a practice for the best protection possible.”
But even with enhanced safety precautions for
COVID-19, “just the act of handcuffing someone puts
you in closer than is recommended,” he said.
This spring, Lubbock County began screening people
under arrest before they stepped into the detention
center. Anyone with a fever or other symptoms goes
to a hospital for further testing. The same screening
applies to all department employees, including Rowe.
Jail employees wear masks and gloves, and some are
in high-level protective gear similar to hazmat suits
because they get near inmates during fingerprinting and
other intake procedures.
The sheriff said the typical number of arrests, 55 to 60 a
day, dropped by almost half in the spring, generally due
to a slowdown in gang activity and law enforcement’s
minimizing of public contact. By summer, however, crime
and apprehensions had returned to their usual levels.

Blanco County
With cleanliness a priority, the Blanco County Sheriff’s
Office received help from neighbors who normally
produce whiskey and rum. “There are six distilleries
in this county, and all have gone to producing hand
sanitizer,” Sheriff Don Jackson said. “There must be a
bottle of sanitizer every 10 feet in this building.”

A Blanco County jail trustee disinfects a jail cell door under the
oversight of sheriff’s Deputy Shelli Maly. Photo: Laura Skelding

rural Blanco County. The sheriff accepts only violent
offenders, and those are quarantined in jail for 14 days.
Jackson has become a fan of holding attorney
conferences by video and wants that practice to
continue after business returns to normal. “Now defense
attorneys can’t make excuses that they don’t have the
time or money to come here and visit. They can do it by
computer,” he said. “From now on these cases shouldn’t
be dragging on and on.”

Jackson was so serious about social distancing and
preventing the coronavirus from reaching inmates and
staff in Johnson City that he not only limited visits to
inmates, as ordered by the state, but he also locked
the front doors of the building and required attorneys,
clergy, family and friends to speak to prisoners online.
“We’re not allowing any of the outside in,” he summed up.
As of early July, his 49-bed jail had only 20 inmates, most
of whom were behind bars before the pandemic reached

Jailer Jim Gray, wearing a face mask and gloves, pats down an
inmate in the Blanco County Jail, while jailer Jared Arp stands at
least 6 feet away. Photo: Laura Skelding
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Collin County
Realizing the vulnerability of his jail to the spread of
COVID-19, Collin County Sheriff Jim Skinner put out an
early call to area police chiefs, asking them to use their
best judgment, consistent with public safety, in making
arrests and bringing people to the county detention
facility. Then he told his deputies to “patrol as normal”
the 500 square miles in the unincorporated areas of
Collin County but to avoid handshakes and keep their
distance when interacting with residents.
Those precautions and others greatly helped to reduce
the risk of spread, he said.
Now Skinner has realized that the pandemic has altered
how counties will need to meet their responsibilities
in caring for prisoners and providing safe, suitable
jails. “Sheriffs will likely have to institute permanent
new procedures on screening, testing and segregating
inmates, also procedures to improve social distance and
enhanced cleanliness,” he said.
Skinner further predicts more extensive telehealth and
telemental health services “may become the standard”
in county jails. h

County jail population statewide, 2020
Jan.

65,825

Feb.

68,012

March

68,307

April

58,254

May

55,622

June

59,713 (63.5% of jail capacity)

mid-July

61,469 (65.4% of jail capacity)

The number of inmates in county jails fell sharply after the coronavirus
appeared in Texas. But as cities began to reopen, criminal activity
resumed.
Source: Texas Commission on Jail Standards

Coronavirus cases (as of July 15, 2020)
Inmates confirmed to be positive

1,962

Inmates awaiting test results

1,446

Inmates quarantined/isolated
(not active)

9,139

Inmates being treated offsite
(active COVID-19)

11

Confirmed deaths related to COVID-19

5

Jailers confirmed as positive

554

Jailers isolated pending test results

347

Source: Texas Commission on Jail Standards
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Modern
masterpieces
Underappreciated mid-20th century courthouses
represent a bold postwar Texas
By Sharon Fleming
Former Director, Texas Historic Courthouse Preservation Program
Texas Historical Commission

I

n the late 1800s, Texas
courthouses were powerful
symbols of prosperity in their
communities. County government
leaders aspired to build the most
appealing public image with the
grandiose and bold architecture
of Victorian-era courthouses.
Stylistically, these stately buildings
reflected the historical eras of the

past, representing the county’s
enduring significance in Texas.
By the early 20th century, the
success of industrialization
impacted the dependence on
historical precedents.
The world was changing rapidly,
with population shifts to urban
areas and advances in science,

agriculture, and business. The
architecture that began to evolve
with World War I and continued
after World War II celebrated the
pragmatism of a new era, and a new
optimism came along with it.
Many Texas counties reinvented
themselves in the mid-1900s by
drawing inspiration from older
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Austin County Courthouse, Bellville, 1960
Fort Worth-based architect Wyatt Hedrick’s firm was once
the third largest in the country and designed several highprofile Texas buildings, including Fort Worth’s Will Rogers
Memorial Center and Mineral Wells’ Baker Hotel.
The Austin County Courthouse is often criticized due to its
monolithic appearance and its setting, isolated from the
surrounding historic downtown streetscape. However,
its admirers value the massive slabs of black granite
anchoring the ground floor, thin crystal quartz stone
panels, and slim steel columns.
The Modern character of the courthouse is complemented
by four highly stylized metal clocks and letters announcing
the county name. Also of interest is the lack of windows,
deliberately designed because studies at the time indicated
large expanses of glass burdened the air conditioning
system and impaired the efficiency of workers due to
fluctuations in light intensity.
Photo: Courtesy Texas Historical Commission

courthouses while boldly using
modern materials and systems. More
than a quarter of the state’s historic
courthouses date to between 1930
and 1960. The Texas Historical
Commission’s (THC) Texas Historic
Courthouse Preservation Program
(THCPP) strives to raise awareness
of these Modern architectural
achievements and promote their
recognition within the context of
their own distinct place and time.
THCPP staff members believe these
mid-20th-century courthouses
merit the same preservation ethic
as older 19th-century structures
while recognizing they have been
historically and architecturally
underappreciated.
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Many Texas counties
reinvented themselves in
the mid-1900s by drawing
inspiration from older
courthouses while boldly
using modern materials
and systems.
Many of the state’s residents and
visitors may be unaware of the
practical reasons for architectural
style shifts over decades. The
imposing towers and domes of
19th-century Texas courthouses
addressed the functional intention
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of being clearly visible on the
landscape, while the tall central
space facilitated ventilation and air
movement. By the 1920s, the advent
of modern air conditioning methods
made the vertical architectural
elements obsolete.
As the world transitioned into
the moderation of Depressionera 1930s, new courthouses were
conceived as more functionally
straightforward, with simple
rectilinear forms that celebrated
the promise of a brighter future.
Some, built with federal assistance
programs, took their aesthetic cues
from abstracted geometric forms
and patterns. Known as Moderne
or Streamline Moderne, these

designs drew inspiration from the
transformational imagery of the time
— ocean liners, diesel locomotives,
automobiles, and airplanes — while
asserting a strong monumental
public presence on the town square.
During World War II, Texas
engineering and architecture firms
were hired by the U.S. government
to design sprawling campuses
of buildings, training grounds,
artillery ranges and airfields. By
the 1950s, young architects were
graduating from universities eager
to put their design philosophies
and knowledge into practice. Most
found their clients were eager to
reject the traditional styles and
embrace the optimism of the new
Modern architecture that employed
contemporary materials and a

During World War II,
Texas engineering
and architecture firms
were hired by the U.S.
government to design
sprawling campuses
of buildings, training
grounds, artillery ranges,
and airfields.
rationalist aesthetic.
THCPP staff believe that fostering
an appreciation for courthouses of
the mid-20th century requires a
new mindset. They point out that

materials like drywall and metal wall
cladding are now associated with
inexpensive buildings. However, 75
years ago, the invention and use
of these prefabricated materials
dramatically changed long-standing
construction practices and design.
They were part of an important shift
in midcentury thinking that can be
challenging to appreciate today.
The architecture of postwar Texas
was innovative and daring, and
drew on the International style of
architecture growing popular in
Europe. Driven by new technologies
such as reinforced concrete, steel
and glass that allowed for thin
and expansive walls, these new
courthouses took on an entirely new
look from the imposing old buildings
of the past.

Kaufman County Courthouse
Kaufman, 1956
Architect A. Warren Morey is perhaps best known for
designing Texas Stadium for the Dallas Cowboys. His
U-shaped design for the Kaufman County Courthouse
articulated the ethereal quality, transparency and
lightness of a metal-and-glass-curtain wall juxtaposed
against the stoic quality of a windowless brick facade.
Notable interior highlights include a green marble wall
featuring several black porcelain-style water fountains.
The second floor houses the main courtroom.
Photo: Courtesy Texas Historical Commission
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One preservation challenge many
Modern courthouses face is their
“crisp and clean” appearance,
which can be demanding from a
preservation standpoint regardless
of the building’s age. This can be
intensified when combined with
experimental technologies, such
as prefabricated components, and
and the need for funding to support
them, resulting in preservation efforts
becoming more urgent by the day.
According to THCPP staff, an
important shift in public opinion is
beginning to take place: Courthouse
preservation in Texas is becoming
more Modern. A courthouse
preservation master plan is currently
pending approval for the 1956
Kaufman County Courthouse, and
discussions are ongoing with Waller

County representatives about
preserving their 1955 courthouse.
In addition, the 1960 Austin County
Courthouse recently received
funding assistance from the
National Park Service’s Hurricane
Harvey grant program for roof
replacement.

Article and photos reprinted from
the Winter 2020 issue of The
Medallion courtesy of the Texas
Historical Commission.

More than three dozen postwar
Modern courthouses were built
across Texas, yet they remain the
most threatened — ironically,
because they are so new. Having
already passed the 50-year
threshold to be considered officially
historic, it’s likely that with the
help of nonprofit organizations like
Docomomo (dedicated to preserving
modern-era resources), a little
more time and a new generation of
admirers, they too will endure. h

Waller County Courthouse
Hempstead, 1955
Architect Herbert Voelcker attended Texas A&M University
in 1909 and later founded a firm that designed 11 Texas
courthouses. Voelker’s refined eclectic but traditional
approach gave way to the Modern mode by the 1930s,
when he began to produce designs for numerous North
Texas county courthouses built with federal funding during
the Great Depression.
The Waller County Courthouse represents a significant
departure from the traditional Texas cross-axial plan
in favor of a monumentally scaled entrance. With its
monolithic brick massing and strong symmetry, the
building clearly expresses its civic function.
Photo: Courtesy Texas Historical Commission

38

JULY-AUGUST 2020

/ COUNTY MAGAZINE

Members can count on:
•
•

•

•

Toll-free TAC Helpline, (888) 275-8224
First-rate training and continuing
education programs
A strong voice representing county interests
at the state and federal government levels
County news, issues and best practices online
and in County magazine

•

Email and website hosting services

•

TAC Health and Employee Benefits Pool

•

TAC Risk Management Pool

•

•

•

TAC Unemployment Compensation Group
Account Fund
Cost-effective, comprehensive risk management
services and programs
Healthy County customized employee
wellness programs

Created by counties, for counties.
(800) 456-5974
county.org
July 2020

Comptroller warns
of revenue shortfall
for 2022-23 biennium
by Zelma Smith

C

oncerned by the COVID-19 pandemic and a
dramatic decline in oil prices, Texas Comptroller
of Public Accounts Glenn Hegar is warning of a
revenue shortfall in the billions of dollars for the 2022-23
state biennial budget. On May 20, state leaders directed
state agencies, appellate courts and higher education
institutions to submit plans to reduce their budgets for
the current biennium by 5%. These plans were due to the
Legislative Budget Board and the Office of the Governor
by June 15.
The Texas Division of Emergency Management, the
Texas Department of State Health Services, the Texas
Department of Public Safety and the Texas Workforce
Commission were not required to prepare 5% reduction
plans, due to their role in the state’s response to the
pandemic. Other programs exempted from reduction
plans are the Foundation School Program, Medicaid,
behavioral health programs, Child Protective Services,
Texas Department of Criminal Justice appropriations
for correctional security and the Correctional Managed
Health Care program.
State leaders also warned of additional reductions in
agency budget requests for the 2022-23 biennium,
indicating further guidance would be provided in the
Legislative Appropriations Request (LAR) instructions, set
to be released in July. Senate Finance Committee Chair
Jane Nelson said that as she meets with state agencies

Illustration: Eric Rodriguez

to review appropriation requests, she will “begin at
zero.” While the impacts of these reductions cannot be
determined yet, counties can expect cuts in the limited
funding they receive through the state budget.
County grant programs funded by the General Revenue
Fund and General Revenue-Dedicated accounts are
the most vulnerable. The General Revenue Fund is the
state’s primary operating fund, and the majority of its
receipts (over 54%) come from sales tax revenue. General
Revenue-Dedicated accounts are statutorily dedicated
funds whose balances can be used to certify general
revenue spending. Continued funding for the County
Transportation Infrastructure grant program in the 202223 state budget may also be at risk, given the downward
trend in sales and oil and gas and motor fuel tax receipts
deposited in the State Highway Fund.
The upcoming state budget covers a two-year period,
running from Sept. 1, 2021, to Aug. 31, 2023. The
comptroller released a revised revenue forecast in July,
which takes into account declines in retail sales and oil
and gas production.
In previous economic downturns, the Legislature has
combined across-the-board budget cuts, cost-shifting
measures and the use of the Economic Stabilization
Fund (ESF) to address anticipated budget deficits.
Prior cost shifts enacted by the Legislature included
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Legislative
Session

Action

Biennial
Budget

Reduction Amounts
“Zero” funding in the appropriations bills introduced by the
governor and the Legislative Budget Board.

Zero-based budgeting

78th

2004-05

Agencies submitted essential building blocks for their budgets,
which when accumulated were equal to 87.5% of 2002-03 General
Revenue and GR-Dedicated funding levels.
In addition, agencies submitted 7% cuts for their FY2003 budgets.

Across-the-board cuts
(usually communicated
via the policy letter that
accompanies the LAR
instructions. Programs
exempted from reductions:
the Foundation School
Program, border security,
Medicaid, Children’s Health
Insurance Program, debt
service requirements, etc.)

80th

2008-09

10% reduction

80th Interim

2008-09

2.5% reduction in FY2009

81st

2010-11

10% reduction options schedule

81st Interim

2010-11

5% reduction in 2010-11

81st Interim

2010-11

2.5% reduction in FY2011

82nd

2012-13

5% reduction and 10% reduction options schedule

83rd

2014-15

10% reduction options schedule

84th

2016-17

10% reduction options schedule

85th

2018-19

4% reduction and 10% reduction options schedules

86th

2020-21

10% reduction options schedule

86th Interim

2020-21

5% reduction in 2020-21

tuition deregulation, first enacted in fiscal year 2003,
and reductions in grant funding to counties, such as
indigent defense formula grants, local mental health
authority grants, state contributions for juror pay, and
community supervision programs for adult and juvenile
offenders. Cuts in funding or the underfunding of state
programs also contribute to cost shifting from the state
to county government. For example, delays in increasing
forensic bed capacity at state hospitals raise county jail
operating costs and liability.
Typically, the first step in establishing across-the-board
cuts is requiring agencies to submit their biennial
budget requests, known as a LAR, at levels below their
current funding. Restored funding for affected programs
can be requested in a LAR through special requests,
known as exceptional items. County officials and other
stakeholders can also speak to the need for affected
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programs at public hearings on state budget requests
held before and during the legislative session.
Past across-the-board reductions that the state’s
leadership has required as a starting point for budget
deliberations have been between 2.5% and 12.5%.
The next major step in the state budget process is
releasing LAR instructions, which should include guidance
regarding additional reductions for 2022-23 budget
requests. TAC staff will share analysis and information
regarding state budget cuts and their impact on counties
in preparation for and during the 87th legislative session.h
Editor’s note: At time of publication, Texas Comptroller of Public
Accounts Glenn Hegar issued an updated revenue estimate, which
projects a $4.6 billion deficit for the state’s two-year budget that
ends on Aug. 31, 2021 — down from the $2.9 billion surplus Hegar
projected before the pandemic began.

County Magazine

Apply online at county.org/Education-Training/Leadership-254

“For years, I’ve listened to
a daily diet of leadershiprelated podcasts, but almost
all are designed for leaders
in the for-profit sector, none
for leading a governmental
agency. This program
powerfully addresses how
and why to best lead a Texas
governmental agency and
its people.”
Collin County District Attorney Greg Willis,
Class of 2019-2020

Photo credit: Billy Moore

Apply by Sept. 18
for Leadership 254, Class of 2021-2022
The Texas Association of Counties
is now accepting applications for
Leadership 254, the class of 20212022. Apply by Sept. 18, 2020.
Leadership 254 is designed
to advance the skills of
county officials to enable them
to meet the unique challenges of
their duties and to enhance their
leadership skills and style.
Through four modules and over
the course of 14 months,
participants learn to overcome
their limitations to redefine
the possibilities they set for

themselves, their courthouse,
their county official association
and their county constituents.
Leadership skills are advanced
through:
•
•
•
•

Interactive discussion.
Theory building.
Skill assessments.
Experiential learning activities.

Leadership 254 will challenge,
stretch and — most importantly
— transform participants into
leaders who positively affect their
counties and Texas.

THERE IS NO REGISTRATION FEE. TAC will provide a scholarship to
each participant selected to attend. The scholarship covers Leadership 254
course materials, assessments, food and lodging. Travel expenses are not
included and are the responsibility
of each
participant.
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Employee Spotlight

Amy Ruedas
TAC Legislative Department Operations Manager
team engaged professionally, and
her attention to detail keeps our
team running with precision.”
Before stepping into this role in
2016, Ruedas worked at Shepherd
of the Hills Lutheran Church in West
Lake Hills as director of organization
and communication. She shared
more about herself and why she
enjoys working at TAC.

Where are you from? Are you a
Texas native?

T

he TAC Legislative
Department, which helps
county officials connect
with and provide important
information to state officials in
Austin and federal officials in
Washington, D.C., has the steadfast
support of Operations Manager Amy
Ruedas.
TAC Legislative Director Noe Barrios
said that she is a joy to work with
and that he appreciates her skills
and her focus on serving others.
“It is amazing how she always puts
the needs of her team first. She
fosters a family atmosphere and
is dedicated to making sure the
needs of each team member are
addressed as she supports each
of us,” Barrios said. “She is highly
skilled at keeping everyone on the
44
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I am a native Austinite. My oldest
son and I attended Metz Elementary
in East Austin, the same elementary
school that my mom attended.
My husband (TAC Print Services
Supervisor Dirk Ruedas) and I met
at Johnston High School in East
Austin. I attended St. Edward’s
University’s New College in central
South Austin, where I received a
B.A. in human services and an M.A.T.
in organization development and
training.

As Operations Manager for the
Legislative Department what
are you responsible for?
As Legislative Operations Manager,
I assist our Legislative Director
to achieve goals set by our TAC
Board and executive team. I

/ COUNTY MAGAZINE

support the legislative team on
many levels, but some include
managing administrative tasks
for the Legislative Department,

“She is highly skilled
at keeping everyone
on the team engaged
professionally, and her
attention to detail keeps
our team running with
precision.”
Noe Barrios
TAC Legislative Director

including development of the
departmental budget and
coordinating session events such as
County Government Day, Counties
at the Capitol Legislative Day,
Tuesday Morning Breakfasts and
legislative receptions. I assist the
legislative team in their efforts of
supporting association members
in any administrative, technical or
communication needs.

Employee Spotlight

In a nutshell, how does
your department serve TAC
members?
The Legislative Department’s main
functions are to monitor legislation
and other activities that impact
county government, to work with
legislators and county officials to
resolve issues that arise and to
provide support to the affiliate
county official associations in
achieving their legislative goals.

What do you most enjoy about
your job and working at TAC?
Supporting and working with my
team is what I enjoy most about
working at TAC. We have grown
together through good times and

challenging times, and I feel we are
like family.
Our group has many different
personalities, opinions and
strengths, but at the end of the day
we support and care for each other,
which extends to the work we do
for TAC.

How do you like to spend your
free time?
Dirk and I and our son Nicodemus,
16, enjoy spending our free time
traveling the state on weekends
to attend Nico’s baseball games.
He plays for his high school club
team. Our son Lorenzo, 26, recently
married in January. I also enjoy
helping a local nonprofit, Foundation

Communities, during the tax season
to help underserved families prepare
and file their taxes. I also spend
free time during the election season
helping out with Hays County
elections as an election poll worker.

What’s something surprising
that people might not know
about you?
People may not know that I once
worked at the city of Austin’s Parks
and Recreation Department. I led a
girls rock-climbing group. We spent
school holidays and summers rockclimbing around Central Texas. I no
longer climb but love taking long
hikes. h

PUT OUR PIGGY BACK FEEDING PROGRAM TO WORK IN YOUR JAIL


Providing Jails $35,000 to $200,000 in Annual Savings*



Guaranteed Meal Pricing for 12 Months



Designed for Jails with Populations Over 35 Inmates



Proven Track Record



Great References



Reliable Quality



Professional Support



Five Star Service



We Also Offer Customized Meal Services for Jails of All Sizes

CALL US TODAY AND SEE HOW MUCH MONEY WE CAN SAVE YOU

FIVE STAR CORRECTIONAL SERVICES, INC.
*Depending on Jail Size

4928 BEEMAN AVENUE I DALLAS, TX 75223 I 214-821-9000
info@fivestarcorrectional.com
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COVID-19 spikes rate
of unemployment in Texas
By Tim Brown

U

nemployment rates increased dramatically as
businesses shut down when the first wave
of COVID-19 infections washed over Texas’
counties. Numerous reports pointed out the huge,
growing numbers of people desperately trying to apply
for jobless benefits as state and federal authorities
scrambled to expand both their claims systems and
the amount of unemployment funding available. Before
COVID-19, the Texas Workforce Commission (TWC)
received between 13,000 and 20,000 calls to its toll-free
phone number on an average day. During the week of
March 23, however, that number surpassed 1.5 million
in a 24-hour period. Yet, the impact was not felt equally
everywhere.
Urban centers such as Houston and Dallas dealt with
significant numbers of COVID-19 cases by issuing
immediate stay-at-home orders. Other areas, both rural
and suburban, issued disaster declarations to prepare for
the pandemic, but they did not issue stay-at-home orders
as they waited to see what effect, if any, the virus would
have on their communities. Eventually, many rural and
suburban counties were forced to issue similar orders,
affecting local businesses and their employees.
Consequently, the number of unemployed Texans
continued to increase over several weeks as the
orders expanded outward from the urban areas and as
unemployment systems expanded to accommodate the
growing number of workers trying to file claims. As the
situation developed, TWC reports began showing the rise
in weekly initial jobless claims, beginning with the week
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of March 7. Map 1 shows the percentage change in those
numbers by county through the week of May 23, when
they peaked.
Map 1: Change in Weekly Initial Unemployment Claims
March 7, 2020 - May 23, 2020

Percent
-100.0- 0.0%
0.1 - 250.0%
250.1 - 500.0%
500.1 - 750.0%
750.1 - 7,000.0%
N/A

© County Information Program, Texas Association of Counties

Some counties had no initial unemployment claims in
the week of March 7, and therefore a change cannot be
calculated. These are the 35 counties in the N/A group.
Of the counties for which a change can be calculated,
only Schleicher County saw its number of initial
unemployment claims decrease — from two to zero.
Three counties experienced no change, and the numbers
increased by 100% or more in 209 counties. Andrews

County Information Program

County’s 7,000% increase topped the charts, and 32
other counties had increases of at least 1,000%.
However, in May, the number of weekly initial
unemployment claims began to decrease in many
counties. Map 2 shows the change in initial claims from
the week of May 23 to the week of June 6.

Map 2: Change in Weekly Initial Unemployment Claims
May 23, 2020 - June 6, 2020

week of more than 1 million initial claims. The agency also
reported a modest decline in continuing jobless claims,
which dipped to 20.5 million, just 62,000 lower than
the previous week. Consequently, it is likely that initial
unemployment claims will continue at a high rate among
many Texas counties — though possibly remaining below
recent highs.
While the number of weekly initial unemployment claims
provides an important insight into how quickly conditions
are changing, most people want to know the resulting
unemployment rate. Map 3 shows the unemployment
rates, provided by the TWC, by county for May.

Map 3: Monthly Unemployment Rate
May 2020

Percent
-100.0 - -30.1%
-30.0 - -20.1%
-20.0 - 0.01%
0.0 - 20.0%
20.1 - 300.0%
N/A

© County Information Program, Texas Association of Counties

While the surge in weekly initial unemployment claims
continued in many counties, the floodwaters began to
recede in 184 of them. Initial claims even dropped to
zero in six: Briscoe, Concho, Cottle, Dickens, Jeff Davis
and Kent. However, the number of claims continued to
increase in the rest of the state, topping the 100% mark
in eight of the 51 counties that saw an increase over this
period. The percentage change could not be calculated
for eight counties; they had no initial unemployment
claims for the week of May 23.
Unfortunately, figures for more recent unemployment
claims at the county level were not available at time of
publication. Across the nation, 1.5 million Americans filed
initial jobless claims for the week of ending June 13, the
U.S. Labor Department reported. While this was a decline
from previous weeks, it marked the 13th consecutive

Rate
0.0 - 7.5
7.6 - 9.0
9.1 - 11.0
11.1 - 13.0
13.0 - 24.1

© County Information Program, Texas Association of Counties

By May the unemployment rate hit double digits in 130
counties. Five counties, mostly along the international
border, reached unemployment rates of 20% or more.
Often it was the urban counties that saw the higher
rates. Harris County reached 14.3%, and the rate hit
14.5% in El Paso County and 12.8% in Dallas County. Even
counties in the Panhandle were hit hard, with rates of
9.4% in Potter County and 11.2% in Hutchinson County.
Looking at where the changes have occurred in the
unemployment rate gives a similar, but different
COUNTY MAGAZINE
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view. Map 4 shows the percentage change in the
unemployment rate from May 2019 to May 2020.
Map 4: Change in Monthly Unemployment Rate
May 2019 to May 2020

Rate
45.0 - 100.0%
100.1 - 200.0%
200.1 - 250.0%
250.1 - 300.0%
300.1 - 672.0%

© County Information Program, Texas Association of Counties

The unemployment rate increased at least 45% in every
county. In 241 counties, the rate grew by 100% or more,
and the state’s rate rose 295.4%. Many of those 241
counties are in or near the Permian Basin, including the
three counties with the largest increases: 594.4% in
Midland County, 650.0% in Ector County and 672.0% in
Yoakum County. Regrettably for both those counties and
the state, more job losses may be forthcoming in the
shale industry.
According to a Deloitte study released in May, the U.S.
shale industry is entering a period of “great compression”
after the plunge in oil prices in March and April, when
global fuel demand dropped by as much as a third.
Deloitte estimates that at prices around $35 per barrel,
30% of shale operators are technically insolvent. Duane
Dickson, vice chairman at Deloitte, stated, “As COVID-19
impacts amplify pressures on shale companies through
2020, a wave of impairments may prompt the deepest
consolidation the industry has ever seen over the next six
to 12 months.” This could lead to further job losses.
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Eventually, the unemployment rate will fall. However, how
much or even when it will start to fall, remains to be seen.
Gov. Greg Abbott issued an executive order on June 3
to announce the third phase of the plan to reopen the
state. Yet, questions remain as the statewide number of
positive COVID-19 cases and hospitalizations continue to
grow and as a growing number of businesses voluntarily
shut down after their employees test positive for the
novel coronavirus. In addition, some workers may prefer
to stay home rather than return to work because they
belong to high risk populations, they lack access to child
care or they find it more profitable to collect the weekly
$600 federal unemployment benefit, which currently is
scheduled to continue through July. Moreover, Federal
Reserve Chair Jerome Powell recently recommended that
Congress continue those payments past July. “It probably
is going to be important that it be continued in some
form. I wouldn't say what form, but you wouldn't want to
go all the way to zero,” he said.
In the meantime, Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases,
cautions that the United States is still in the first wave of
cases nationally and that the start of the flu season this
fall could make things worse.
While at this time no one really knows to what extent
COVID-19 will continue to affect our lives from month
to month, it is certain that unemployment rates will
remain high for some time. Counties that rely on the oil
and gas industry will likely be among the hardest hit
even if demand begins to return to more normal levels. If
COVID-19 cases spike again, whether in this first phase
or a second phase, jobless claims will increase once again
as will the unemployment rate. Consequently, although
some counties will be hit harder than others as seen in
the previous maps, all 254 counties are at risk. h

Gregg County Courthouse. Photo: Laura Skelding

Last Look

1901 McLennan County Courthouse

T

he dome inside the
1901 McLennan County
Courthouse in Waco caught
the eye of TAC County Relations

Officer Rick Avery, who snapped this
photo the last time he visited (prepandemic). The courthouse, designed
in Beaux Arts style, is on the National

Register of Historic Places and was
designed by J. Riely Gordon. h

County officials and employees (and any other Texas resident) can submit a photo to be considered for Last Look. Email your
high-resolution photo to Managing Editor Liz Carmack, lizc@county.org.
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2020
Fireworks
Calendar
T

he state of Texas authorizes the sale of fireworks
during six periods annually. During the Fourth
of July and December holiday firework periods,
fireworks sales are permitted absent a finding by the
commissioners court that drought conditions exist. For
the Texas Independence Day, San Jacinto Day, Cinco
de Mayo, and Memorial Day fireworks periods, the
commissioners court has discretion as to whether or
not sales will be allowed.
The commissioners court must adopt the order to
regulate fireworks in the areas of the county where
drought conditions exist before June 15 for Fourth of
July, and before Dec. 15 for the December fireworks
season.
The commissioners court must adopt the discretionary
fireworks authorization order before Feb. 15 for Texas
Independence Day, before April 1 for San Jacinto Day,
before April 25 for Cinco de Mayo (only counties not
more than 100 miles from Texas-Mexico border), and
before May 15 for Memorial Day.
symbol indicates the last day the
The
commissioners court may adopt the fireworks
authorization order, or the order regulating the sale
and use of certain fireworks.
For more information, sample orders, and FAQs
visit county.org/fireworks or call the TAC Helpline at
(888) ASK-TAC4.

(800) 456-5974
county.org
June 2020

COVID-19

TAC prioritizes the
well-being and safety of
our members. In responding
to calls for slowing the
spread of COVID-19, we
have transformed the TAC
Legislative Conference
into a virtual event.

J

oin your peers in public service at the state’s
premiere conference for county government.
Prepare for the 87th legislative session with indepth decisions about the most pressing issues for
Texas counties today.
Learn how these issues are viewed by state
lawmakers, and share how local constituents
are impacted.

VIRTUAL
TRANSFORMATION
The 2020 TAC
Legislative Conference
will be conducted online.
Attend at the virtual event rate. Visit
www.county.org/legconference for
more information.

Virtually connect with county officials and staff,
lawmakers and issue experts to build professional
connections and foster existing relationships.
Many county officials are eligible to earn hours of
required continuing education credit.

Register today to reserve your spot.

2020 LEGISLATIVE
CONFERENCE
Aug. 26-28 / Virtual Event

ST

