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Register Now for TAC’s Free  
State-Mandated Cybersecurity Course 

County employees have until June 14, 2020, to complete a training course 
certified by the Texas Department of Information Resources. 

Learn more and enroll in the course.

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.

TAC offers a 45-minute online training course that fulfills 
the annual cybersecurity training requirement for 

county employees mandated by Texas House Bill 3834.

2020 TAC Certified DIR Training Ad for County Mag. 3.indd   1 1/23/20   9:14 AM
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Executive Director's Report

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.

Articles in County magazine that refer to issues that could be considered by the Texas Legislature may be interpreted to be “legislative advertising” 
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 

legislative advertising in County magazine is required by that law: Susan M. Redford, 1210 San Antonio, Austin, Texas 78701.
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Navarro County CourthousePhoto credit: Laura Skelding
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Executive Director's Report

A s I write this, 
Texas counties 
are facing an 

unprecedented crisis with 
the advance of COVID-19. 
Many were under their 
own disaster declarations 
before Gov. Greg Abbott 
issued a statewide order 
March 19. Conditions are 
changing rapidly, which 
means any information I 
add to this report could 
be out of date before 
County magazine can be 
printed and delivered. 

What remains constant is that Texas’ 254 counties are 
working hard to protect their citizens from this pandemic, 
providing vital emergency services to Texans all over the 
state. State elected officials and President Donald Trump 
have acknowledged the role counties play in the health 
and safety of a nation under siege from an invisible and 
deadly foe.

At the National Association of Counties’ (NACo) 
Legislative Conference in early March President Trump 
recognized county health officials for their “frontline role in 
battling public health threats.” 

 “No one understands the needs of their communities like 
local officials,” President Trump said.

At the time, the President was referring to the work 
county officials have done to stem the spread of the 
opioid addiction epidemic. But his remarks were on point, 
considering how quickly the coronavirus pandemic crisis 
unfolded across the nation.   

“As long as I am president, the federal government 
is on your side 100%,” Trump told NACo members at 
the conference March 4. “You will always have a very 
important seat at the table, and you will always find an 
open door at the White House.”

Congress made good on President Trump’s promise to 
local government on March 27 with the passage of a $2 
trillion economic rescue plan that included a $150 billion 
relief fund for state and local government. President 
Trump’s major disaster declaration for Texas also provides 
federal assistance for Texas counties.

While we practice social distancing to slow the 
spread of the virus, TAC has cancelled and postponed 
upcoming conferences to keep our members safe. We are 
continuously reviewing conference schedules to determine 
if more cancellations or postponements are warranted. 
We have also extended the deadline to nominate your 
county’s program or service for a County Best Practices 
Award to May 15, 2020. Counties have a lot on their 
plates now in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. We 
want to give you extra time to work on your nomination so 
that we can acknowledge your innovative work. 

As the pandemic runs its course, TAC is posting multiple 
resources at county.org/coronavirus for counties to use 
in combatting the crisis as well as daily highlights of 
COVID-19 news and information. 

In this historic time, the employees at TAC remain 
dedicated to providing you unbelievable customer service.  
Please reach out to us at any time. We do not know for 
sure when it will end, but when it does, we will remain 
254 strong. We are here for you, and we are all in this 
together.

254 Strong
We are here for you, and we are all in this together.

Susan M. Redford
Executive Director 
Texas Association of Counties
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TAC President's Report

L istening 
recently to 
Gen. Colin 

Powell talk about 
leadership, I was 
truly inspired, 
but I didn’t fully 
realize how much 
his words would 
mean to me just a 
few short weeks 
later.

Powell, former 
chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs 

of Staff and 
secretary of state 

for President George W. Bush, discussed leadership 
development with county officials at the National 
Association of Counties Legislative Conference in 
Washington, D.C. in early March. At the time, county 
officials were already aware that the new coronavirus 
might test the limits of our leadership capabilities. Then 
things got real for us very quickly.

I have thought many times about Powell’s messages to 
county leaders, such as the importance of trust. “When 
you trust your people … they trust you,” he said. “One 
team, one fight. We’re all in this together.”

That statement was never more relevant than it is now 
as county judges and commissioners face challenges 
they may have only imagined in nightmares. Natural 
disasters and cyberattacks are plenty bad enough, but 
the coronavirus is an invisible enemy with a timetable 
of its own. “We’re all in this together” is an important 
message for county officials and their teams, especially 
those now at the forefront of our fight to stop the spread 

of COVID-19. This means working impossibly long hours, 
exposing themselves daily to a deadly contagion, and 
worrying about where the next life-saving supplies will 
come from in an unknowable future. County budgets will 
be strapped, and county judges and commissioners will 
be left with tough choices. State and federal assistance 
and the stimulus bill that includes $150 billion for state 
and local governments will be a big help. We are grateful 
to President Trump for responding swiftly to our needs 
and recognizing the importance of local government’s role 
in fighting this pandemic.

But good leadership and good teamwork will have made 
all the difference when the last case of COVID-19 has 
been reported and Texans can look forward to returning 
to normal life once again. My heart goes out to all county 
employees who are making tough sacrifices so that they 
can continue to provide the vital and essential services 
their residents need. 

Take care of yourselves and each other. And above all, 
stay positive. For, as Gen. Powell said, “Your optimism 
will fuel the whole organization so that they will always 
believe that they are capable of doing any job you put in 
front of them.” 

Digging deep feels great when we know our work matters 
and that together we can accomplish anything.

TAC President’s Report
Take care of yourselves and each other.

Renee Couch
President 
Texas Association of Counties
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TAC President's Report

Comal County CourthousePhoto credit: Liz Carmack
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What’s your interest?

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

REGISTER TODAY!

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

Human Resources  
(June, August, September & October)

Risk Control  
(June & July)

Law Enforcement  
(August & October)

2020 Regional 
Workshops

HUMAN RESOURCES LAW ENFORCEMENT RISK CONTROL

2020 TAC RMP Regional Workshops Full Page Ad.indd   1 3/19/20   8:49 AM
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8 Ways to Celebrate National           
       County Government Month

A pril is National County Government Month. 
Since 1991, the National Association of Counties 
(NACo) encourages counties nationwide to 

promote the services and programs they offer during this 
annual celebration. 

TAC echoes that message for all 254 Texas counties. 
“It’s the perfect time to raise public awareness and 
understanding of the important work you do to serve all 
Texans,” said TAC Executive Director Susan M. Redford. 

Texas counties can gain inspiration and tools from TAC 
and NACo to help them celebrate and spread the word 
during April that Texas counties deliver.

Texas Counties Deliver tools
TAC’s Texas Counties Deliver public education campaign 
aims to help the public better understand county 
government and the valuable services it provides. 

 1. Distribute Texas Counties Deliver brochures, 
posters — Visit www.county.org/
texascountiesdeliver to order these 
tools (in both English and Spanish) 
that explain county officials’ duties 
and county government services. 
The cost for delivery of these tools 
only covers the cost of shipping. 
Distribute them in the public areas of your courthouse 
and at public presentations and other outreach events.

 2. Share Texas Counties Deliver videos on Facebook 
and Twitter — Go to TAC’s YouTube channel at  
www.youtube.com/texascounties to view and share 
fun videos that explain everything from the difference 
between city, state and county government, to the 
duties of particular county offices, to how elections and 
the courts are run.

 3. Use the Texas County Government PowerPoint — 
Download and customize this PowerPoint presentation 
to help you explain county government in your 
community. Visit www.county.org/texascountiesdeliver. 

 4. Share www.texascountiesdeliver.org website — 
Share this link in your Facebook and Twitter posts, email 
correspondence, constituent newsletters and with the 
news media. The website explains the duties of each 
county office and the key services counties provide.

Inspiration from NACo 
 5. Host a virtual school tour — Work 

with local schools to arrange tours of 
your county offices and facilities with a 
focus on government structure, public 
safety, health care or other services.

 6. Speak at local community college 
by teleconference or video conference 
— Offer to present a talk on county government. The 
focus could be about disaster preparedness, public 
safety, transportation, health care or careers in county 
government.

 7. Host a virtual public open house — Feature county 
departments showcasing the services they provide. 
Ensure county employees are on hand to help discuss 
the services and provide tours. 

 8. Stage a virtual public outreach event — Work with 
a local shopping center, recreation center, libraries or 
other community center to set up a display and provide 
fact sheets, brochures and other materials that explain 
county services.

Find more ideas and tools to help celebrate  
County Government Month on the NACo website at  
www.naco.org/resources/featured/2020-national-county-
government-month-counties-matter. h
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Karnes County Courthouse
Photo credit: Laura Skelding

Judicial Education Calendar  /  April-August 2020

91st Annual West Texas County Judges and Commissioners 
Association Conference - POSTPONED
April 21-24, 2020
McNease Convention Center
501 Rio Concho Dr., San Angelo, TX 76903

Probate Academy - POSTPONED
May 6-8, 2020
Omni Corpus Christi Hotel
900 N. Shoreline Blvd., Corpus Christi, TX 78401

North and East Texas County Judges and Commissioners 
Association Annual Conference  
and Business Meeting - CANCELLED
May 11-14, 2020
The Fredonia Hotel and Convention Center
200 N. Fredonia St., Nacogdoches, TX 75961

DWI Summit — Nacogdoches
June 4, 2020
The Fredonia Hotel and Convention Center
200 N. Fredonia St., Nacogdoches, TX 75961

South Texas County Judges and Commissioners 
Association Annual Conference - POSTPONED
June 15-18, 2020
Omni Corpus Christi Hotel
900 North Shoreline Blvd., Corpus Christi, TX 78401
Contact V.G. Young Institute of County Government for more 
information at (979) 845-4572.

DWI Summit — Odessa
June 25, 2020
Odessa Marriott Hotel & Conference Center
305 East 5th St., Odessa, TX 79761

Texas Counties and Mental Health: Changes and 
Challenges
July 16-17, 2020
Embassy Suites by Hilton San Marcos 
1001 E. McCarty Ln., San Marcos, TX 78666

Impaired Driving Symposium
Aug. 3-4, 2020
Omni Corpus Christi Hotel
900 North Shoreline Blvd., Corpus Christi, TX 78401

by teleconference or video conference
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Clipboard  /  News You Can UseIMPAIRED DRIVING
SYMPOSIUM

SAVE THE DATE

Join us at the Impaired Driving Symposium
Members of the Texas judiciary will want to mark
their calendars to attend the 2020 Impaired Driving
Symposium. This TxDOT-sponsored conference is
brought to you by the Texas Association of Counties,
Texas Center for the Judiciary, Texas Justice Court
Training Center, and the Texas Municipal Courts
Education Center.

Who should attend:
• Constitutional county judges
•  Appellate, district court, statutory county court,
 probate court judges
• Municipal judges
• Justices of the peace

For more information, visit www.county.org/judicial.

Aug. 3-4
Omni Corpus Christi Hotel
900 North Shoreline Blvd.
Corpus Christi, TX 78401

2020 Impaired Driving Ad for County Magazine 2.indd   1 11/27/19   10:38 AM



The TAC Risk Management Pool  
serves me with:
• Broad range of county-specific coverage

• Comprehensive risk management solutions

• Competitive & stable pricing

• 24/7 claims hotline

• Customized risk control programs

• Value-added membership benefits

• County experience & leadership

• Financial stability

Created by counties for counties.

www.county.org/TACRMP • (800) 456-5974

                                            
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


                                             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


While I serve my community …

TAC RMP Ad 2020.indd   10 3/10/20   10:33 AM
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Score a bragging-rights bounty in 
the “County vs. County” wellness 
competition! Band with your local 
buddies in this contest. The county 
or district with the highest average 
daily steps wins!

“County vs. County” runs from 
March 23 – May 17. Log 40 days 
of 6,000 steps or 45 minutes of 
activity to complete the contest 
and earn $15 in Boomer Bucks.

New this year: You can log steps 
and activity minutes to earn credit 
for the contests.

Activate your Sonic Boom account 
and sync your activity tracker to the 
portal to be automatically enrolled 
in County vs. County. Check out 
our How to Guide for instructions 
on how to activate your account, 
purchase an activity tracker and 

sync your tracker to the portal. 
Members receive a $30 device 
subsidy that can be used once every 
three years to purchase an activity 
tracker.

Boomer Bucks can be used on the 
Sonic Boom storefront to purchase 
gift cards, merchandise and more.

Other Healthy County contests 
include:
“Reach the Beach,” June 8 – Aug. 2. 

Log 40 days of 7,000 steps or 60 
minutes of activity to complete the 
contest

“Fall into Fitness,” Sept. 14 – Nov. 8. 
Log 40 days of 7,000 steps or 60 
minutes of activity to complete the 
contest.

Healthy County is energized by 
Sonic Boom Portal: www.county.org/
sonicboom. h

County vs. County runs through May 17
2020 HEALTHY 
COUNTY CONTESTS 

H��thv Together.

County ? ' Better. 
Stronger. 

TEXAS ASSOCIATION of COUNTIES 
H� u 111 \:--:D E�1P1ovn B�:--;H11s Poo1 

Earn up to $60 in Boomer Bucks - and improve your wellness! For each of the four Healthy 
County contests completed, you will earn $15 in Boomer Bucks. 

Go to www.county.org/sonicboom to sign up today! Sync your activity tracker to the Healthy 
County, energized by Sonic Boom, portal and be automatically enrolled in all contests. 

02 

Check your rewards page to follow your progress throughout each contest: 

WWW.COUNTY.ORG/SONICBOOM 

If it is unreasonably difficult for you to complete any of the health activities due to a medical condition, or if it is 
medically inadvisable for you to complete such requirements, contact SonicBoom Mission Control Support as soon as 
possible at (877) 766-4208 or support@sbwell.com. We will work with you to identify additional opportunities for you to 
qualify for the incentive. 

energized by 

,:(� son1cboom'" 

TAC RMP Regional Workshops Planned
Single-topic training on human resources, risk control and law enforcement

TAC RMP is offering a new series of 
one-day, regional workshops from June 
through October that provide a single-
topic training on human resources, 
risk control and law enforcement risk 
management. 

“Members can attend a workshop 
near them to gain in-depth knowledge 
about a single subject,” said Michael 
Shannon, Director of TAC Risk  

Management Services. “We’re providing 
these discipline-specific workshops in 
direct response to member requests 
and to align with our members’ needs.”

The events, will be hosted by TAC 
RMP member counties. More details, 
including agendas, and registration are 
available on the TAC website at  
www.county.org/regionals. h



Who are you going to call 
the cruiser won’t start?

Get back on the road with the purchase of a new 
emergency vehicle. Shop for law enforcement 
and emergency vehicles on the BuyBoard®— 
a trusted, transparent, experienced cooperative 
purchasing choice.

buyboard.com • 800.695.2919

Endorsed by



TCDRS ANNUAL CONFERENCE

RE ASONS

JULY 22–24, 2020 H AUSTIN, TEXAS H AT&T EXECUTIVE EDUCATION & CONFERENCE CENTER

1. Increase your knowledge of your current TCDRS 
retirement plan and gain perspective on other benefit-
related topics such as Social Security and estate 
planning.

2. Hear from top notch guest speakers who 
will help you improve your verbal and non-verbal 
communication, secure your information and de-stress. 

3. Listen to a panel of Human Resources professionals 
discuss how they help their new employees learn about 
TCDRS benefits. 

4. Discover all the new things coming soon to  
www.TCDRS.org, including a mobile friendly way to 
view the site.  

5. Stay current and get credit. This is a great 
opportunity to network with your peers and earn 
continuing education credits.

Register by July 6 at  
www.TCDRSConference.org and save $50!

Also reserve your hotel room by July 6 to  
receive the special rate of $140 per night.

5 TO

REGISTER

2020AnnualConferenceFullPageAdMar.indd   1 2/7/20   3:37 PM
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A dhering to federal copyright 
laws has always been a 
major responsibility of 

operating any enterprise. But county 
officials and their employees must 
be aware of the need to credit the 
original author when using 
easily downloadable 
content created — and 
owned — by someone 
else. 

Creative content like 
images and videos 
can help enhance the 
services you provide to your 
constituents, but without the correct 
attribution, using those images could 
cost you. Before using an elections 
meme on social media or an image of 
the state’s beautiful landscape on a 

marketing brochure, here’s how your 
county can avoid violating copyright 
laws: 

What to know: Content you find 
on the internet is often copyrighted. 

Direct violation of copyright 
laws occurs when you use a 

copyrighted item without 
permission. It is also 
important to note that 
secondary liability may 
be asserted when the 

entity or person encourages 
infringing acts by others. 

Prevention tip: You must request 
permission for use of all copyrighted 
images. Even if permission is granted, 
be aware that use of the image 
may not be free. A best practice 

is consulting with your county’s 
attorney or intellectual property 
consultant before using any images. 

What to know: Removing the 
infringing materials from your 
website after receiving a demand 
does not solve the infringement 
problem. In addition to a removal 
notice, a copyright holder will 
frequently seek past-use license 
fees or file suit alleging more 
significant damages and attorneys’ 
fees. 

Prevention tip: Always forward 
demand notices to your county’s 
legal team so that they can respond 
in a timely way to the allegations 
and demands.  h

Using downloaded images?  
             Make sure you give credit where it’s due

TAC Receives Texas A&M AgriLife Extention Service Partnership Award

It’s a privilege to receive Texas A&M AgriLife 

Extension Service’s partnership award.

TAC’s collaboration with Texas A&M AgriLife Extension 

Service and its V.G. Young Institute of County 

Government better ensures that our state’s counties 

have the resources they need to serve fellow Texans.

TAC Executive Director Susan M. Redford (second from 

left) and Board President Renee Couch (fourth from 

left) pose for a picture after receiving the award with 

Texas A&M University Vice-Chancellor and Dean of 

Agriculture and Life Sciences Dr. Patrick Stover (right), 

Director of Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service Dr. 

Jeff Hyde (left) and Director of V.G. Young Institute for 

County Government Peter McGuill (third from left).
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C hallenged by a specific 
unfunded or underfunded 
mandate, or want to voice 

concerns about working under 
the decreased revenue cap in 
a downturn economy and while 
responding to COVID-19? Attend the 
TAC Legislative Conference to learn 
how pressing issues are viewed by 
state lawmakers and share how local 
constituents are impacted. 

TAC recognizes that the COVID-19 
pandemic and its impact on 
our ability to gather in groups 
is evolving; however, we want 
to provide you with the latest 
information about events that for 
now remain on our calendar.

Registration is now open for the 
2020 TAC Legislative Conference, 
Aug. 26-28, at the Fairmont Hotel 
in Austin. The conference offers 
county officials and staff unique 
opportunities to prepare for the 87th 

Legislative Session and become more 
involved in the legislative process. 
Attendees will have the chance to 
network with colleagues, lawmakers 
and subject matter experts, in hopes 
to build professional connections 
and foster existing relationships.

Conference registration 
Register online today at www.
county.org/legconference. Additional 
conference details will be posted as 
they become available. 

Attend with your legislator
Contact your legislator today and 
invite them to join you in attending. 
The first county official to register 
with their legislator and have them 
attend, will be reimbursed for their 
conference registration fee. To take 
advantage of this special offer – be 
the first to register your legislator 
and answer “Yes, my legislator is 
attending.” During registration,  

enter their name on the 
registration form when prompted. 
Reimbursements will be given after 
the conference. 

Lodging 
The conference hotel is offering 
a group rate of $195 for single or 
double occupancy until Aug. 10. 
Attendees should book directly with 
the Fairmont Hotel by calling  
(512) 600-2000.

Secure your spot at the event and 
reserve your room today. Contact 
Deanna Auert in TAC Education 
Services at deannaa@county.org  
or (800) 456-5974 with any 
questions. h

Register Now for the  
           2020 TAC Legislative Conference

COVID-19 Resources
TAC offers counties the latest COVID-19 

news and links to resources at county.org



The TAC Health and Employee Benefits 
Pool serves me with:
• Coverages and benefits customized to my  

county’s needs

• Plan management guidance and support

• Healthy County wellness programs and initiatives

• County-focused customer care

• Retiree enrollment assistance

• On-call Employee Benefits Consultants 

• Long-term rate stability

• Sound county leadership

Created by counties for counties.

www.county.org/TACHEBP • (800) 456-5974

                             

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

                              

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

 

While I serve my community …

TAC HEBP Ad 2018.indd   5 11/12/18   4:26 PM
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But with the TAC Helpline, your day 
doesn’t have to be a total loss.
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.

Accidents Happen.

(888) 275-8224
TAC HELPLINE

“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?”

Est. 1989

2019 TAC Helpline Ad March/April.indd   2 1/23/19   10:31 AM
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Anyone who has met TAC 
Health Benefits Services 
Operations Manager Rob 

Ressmann knows he is no shrinking 
violet. His big personality is matched 
only by his big heart and a huge 
commitment to TAC and its members. 
These are just a few of the reasons 
his fellow TAC employees chose him 
to be the 2019 Employee of the Year. 

Ressmann began his TAC journey 
in 2002 as an Employee Benefits 
Specialist in HBS before moving up to 
Assistant Manager. 

“Eventually, it evolved more as the 
management team grew over the 
years,” he said. 

Like many at TAC, Ressmann doesn’t 
have what could be described as a 
typical day. 

“It varies from day to day,” he said. 
“Overall, I try and keep things running 
as smoothly as possible. I anticipate 
roadblocks and keep things fluid so 
people can do their jobs without any 
hiccups. If something comes up, I deal 
with it.”

While there is no typical day, 
there are many responsibilities 
for Ressmann to manage. As an 

Operations Manager, he oversees 
vendor contracts for the Health 
and Employee Benefits Pool (HEBP), 
manages the document retention 
scheduler for HBS, coordinates HEBP 
Board meetings and supports the 
entire HBS team.

“He is the glue of the HBS 
department,” said HBS Director 
Quincy Quinlan. “He is sensitive to 
the needs of his team and has his 
finger on the pulse of TAC.” 

Ressmann’s role isn’t limited to the 
details of office work. He is also 
a much-needed source of stress 
relief, for his team and for TAC HEBP 
members. 

“I do try to keep things light 
if possible, especially in our 
department,” he said. “One of my 
main focuses is managing health 
benefits for people, which is stressful 
for them and very personal. Our 
Employee Benefits Specialists take 
these calls from folks who might be 
anxious about their benefits, so I try 
to maintain an upbeat atmosphere in 
my role of supporting them to help 
keep their stress levels lower.”

 

“One of my main focuses 
is managing health 
benefits for people, 
which is stressful for 
them and very personal. 
So, when I am working 
with folks who might 
be anxious about their 
benefits, I try to maintain 
an upbeat atmosphere.”  

                                             /  Rob Ressmann

Employee of the Year
            Operations Manager Rob Ressmann
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His “upbeat” personality gives his co-
workers a big boost, too. 

“He provides me with so much 
feedback and support,” said 
HBS Wellness Consultant Ashley 
Cureton. “He truly cares about the 
department and TAC as a whole, not 
just the success of HEBP and the 
organization, also us as employees. 
He will check in with us to see how 
things are going, especially those of 
us who are primarily on the road.” 

When he has the opportunity to get 
out of the building and into the field, 
Ressmann jumps at it. “I don’t have as 
much of an opportunity to meet with 
members as I used to. But when I get 
a chance, I take it,” he said. 

One of his favorites is the annual 
Healthy County Bootcamp. At the 
2019 event, he took advantage of 
the scheduled talent show to take 
on “Bohemian Rhapsody” by Queen. 
He did a crowd-rousing lip sync 
performance of the song, bringing the 
audience to its feet. 

“It was a way I could make the whole 
thing fun. I decided to just go for it.”

Despite having such a big personality, 
Ressmann and his wife live small in 
a tiny house. “My wife and I were 
going to downsize after the kids 
were grown and out of the house. 
We watched “Tiny House Nation” and 
thought it was great. It looked like a 
great way to free you from some of 
life’s trappings.” 

His larger-than-life sense of humor, 
lightness of spirit and dedication to 
TAC and its members are all reasons 
he has endeared himself to his co-
workers. 

“He is a really fun individual, an 
incisive thinker and very thoughtful,” 
Quinlan said. 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. 
4928 BEEMAN AVENUE I DALLAS, TX 75223 I 214-821-9000 

info@fivestarcorrectional.com *Depending on Jail Size 
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LegalEase: Deadlines, deadlines and more deadlines
One of the Texas Association of Counties’ 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. Selected questions and answers from 
those emails are featured here in County Magazine. 

“There are so many deadlines to keep 
up with during the county budget 
process! Why isn’t there an easy way 
to keep track of them all?” 

Q: What are the deadlines the 
county needs to meet when 
setting the budget? 

A: TAC has a helpful Budget & Tax 
Rate Planning Calendar available on 
its website. TAC’s Legal Department 
updates the calendar biennial, after 
each Texas Legislative Session. 

“The treasurer is up to his ears in 
work and really could use a clerk. 
His brother’s son’s wife would be a 
great fit for the position, but we’re 
wondering if that is a nepotism issue.” 

Q: May the county treasurer 
hire his niece-in-law for a clerk 

position in his office?

A: Anytime a person who makes 
final decisions on employment thinks 
of hiring a relative, the nepotism 
prohibitions in Chapter 573 of 
the Government Code must be 
considered. An elected or appointed 
officer is prohibited from appointing 
or hiring a person related to the 
officer within the third degree by 
consanguinity (blood) or the second 
degree by affinity (marriage). In this 
case, a niece-in-law falls outside the 
prohibited relationship (fourth degree 
by affinity). She may be hired. 

“The commissioners court is 
deadlocked on a number of issues. 
The November election date is 
coming up. Can the court place some 
non-binding referenda on the ballot to 

gauge the public’s opinion?”

Q: May the commissioners court 
place non-binding referenda on 
the ballot to gauge the public’s 
opinion?

A: Generally not. Unlike home rule 
cities, which can have procedures 
for initiatives and referenda in 
their charter, there is no general 
authorization for a county to hold 
non-binding referenda, except with 
specific statutory authorization for 
the particular subject matter. For 
example, Local Government Code 
Section 291.007 allows a county with 
a population under 40,000 to hold 
a non-binding referendum on any 
matter affecting county property. 
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“Could one of our commissioners also 
serve as city council member if he 
doesn’t take his salary?”

Q: If an officeholder refuses their 
salary, are they exempt from dual 
office holding provisions? 

A: The holder of an office of 
emolument may not cure a dual office 
holding problem by refusing to accept 
the compensation attached to the 
office. The county cannot eliminate 
the pay or benefit to a position 
to avoid the dual office holding 

prohibition. There is a statutory 
exception to this rule that allows 
a county official to be appointed 
to the governing body of a state 
agency if he or she does not receive 
compensation. h

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

HAVE LEGAL QUESTIONS?
TAC’s Legal Services Department 
is here to help. Call the Legal 
Hotline 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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Photo credit: Betterview 
Denton County Courthouse
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 Taking flight to 
protect county 
buildings 

Two crows flap their wings in the cold breeze 
and settle onto the bare limb of a pecan tree on 
the Dawson County Courthouse grounds. Their 

cawing is soon joined by the buzzing sound of another 
bird taking flight — a 2-pound drone mounted with a 
high-resolution camera.

Chris Wilson of DataWing Global pilots 
the miniature aircraft around the 1916 
courthouse’s exterior on a December morning 
in 2019, shooting more than 216 aerial photos 
and video. 

This inspection of the Dawson County 
Courthouse and six other county buildings in Lamesa 
was conducted under a new TAC Risk Management Pool 
(TAC RMP) program that uses drone surveys to assist TAC 

RMP members participating in its Property Program.
 “We’re gaining increased efficiency and safety during 
property inspections, and improving the accuracy of the 
data we collect to help inform both the Pool and our 
members, all at no additional cost to them,” said Michael 
Shannon, Director of TAC’s Risk Management Services 

Department. 

During 2018 and 2019, TAC RMP conducted 
drone surveys of 44 county-owned buildings 
in Dawson, Denton, Karnes and Mills counties 
valued at a total of $321 million. The risk 

assessment reports produced from the data 
collected provided the counties with more than 

250 maintenance recommendations to help them protect 
their facilities.

TAC RMP drone surveys support underwriting, risk control 
and claims  /  Liz Carmack, TAC Sr. Communications Specialist
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This year, the Pool plans to visit an additional 35 counties 
to inspect more than 100 buildings. 

“Drone surveys are done at the Pool’s discretion. Once we 
select a county, they have the option to either participate 
or not,” said Robert Ruiz, 
Associate Director of 
TAC Risk Management 
Services. “We consider 
several pertinent criteria 
when selecting a county 
for a survey. It’s done 
in part by the value of 
their buildings and/or if 
the member is new to 
the Property Program. A 
cost-benefit analysis is 
considered when selecting each building.”

Eye in the sky helps counties
Drones, also called unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) are 
being used worldwide for everything from crop monitoring 
and search-and-rescue operations to risk management. 
“More commercial insurers are using them, but they don’t 
use them quite as we do in a preventative or baseline 
assessment way,” Ruiz said. 
This new technology will benefit TAC RMP members in 
three ways:

Better data to improve maintenance — Drone surveys 
can provide counties with better risk management 
through improved data collection and analysis and 
provide actionable insights, Ruiz said. “Drones can 
increase inspection efficiency by easily going where 
others cannot. We can conduct safer property inspections 
and provide detailed risk assessments reports.”
During the drone inspection, the county’s TAC Risk 
Control Consultant is on-site to coordinate with county 
officials and staff and also conducts an interior risk 
control inspection, which includes checking that fire 

extinguisher inspections are up to date, noting any trip 
or electrical hazards and more.  Within two months of 
the completed survey, TAC RMP provides the county with 
an in-depth, risk assessment report with a prioritized 
list of interior and exterior potential areas of concern 

to address with 
accompanying photos, 
and a recommended 
maintenance plan. 
The county’s TAC Risk 
Control Consultant 
will conduct an onsite 
debrief with the county 
to discuss the report 
and its findings including 
any best maintenance 
practices if needed.

Improved property value assessments for 
underwriting — Drone surveys of county buildings 
ensure TAC RMP underwriters have a more complete 
understanding of the properties covered by the Pool 
than would be provided through traditional inspection 
methods, Ruiz said. “The inspection is non-invasive, more 
efficient and safer than renting a scissor lift that could 
tear up the courthouse grounds and minimize the need to 
climb up a clock tower or scoot out onto the roof.”

Quicker, more accurate loss detection for claims — 
TAC RMP can deploy a drone to assess county property 
damage immediately following a storm, high winds, 
torrential rain or other severe weather event. More 
extensive information can be collected and gathered 
more quickly by a drone flying a camera than an adjuster 
on foot who might be hampered by storm damage and 
other obstacles, particularly after a catastrophic event,  
he said.  

Taking Flight / continued

“Drones can increase inspection efficiency 
by easily going where others cannot. We 
can conduct safer property inspections and 
provide detailed risk assessments reports.” 
– Roberto Ruiz, Associate Director of TAC Risk Management Services 
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Denton, Dawson counties gain insights
After Denton County added TAC RMP Property coverage 
in 2018, its buildings were one of the first to be surveyed 
during a pilot of the drone program. The inspection 
covered 37 of its 55 buildings and identified critical issues 
on three roofs — a few missing shingles on one, worn 
membrane roofing on another and construction debris 
left by contractors on a third. This information allowed 
the county to quickly make needed repairs and remove 
the debris, preventing larger problems these issues would 
have created if left unaddressed.  

“The reports were very thorough with lots of comments 
and details, and the pictures were clear and showed the 
exact location of each issue, which was very helpful to us 
in finding the area quickly without having to search the 
entire roof,” said Dale Nelson, Denton County’s assistant 
director of facilities. 

Michelle Brewer, Denton County’s assistant director of 
human resources, said she enjoyed participating in the 
project.

“One of the best benefits of a drone survey is to help 
reduce or mitigate potential risks/losses and that is 
one of our main goals at the county,” she said. “Drones 
can often gain quick access to areas that a standard 
inspection could not.”

The data also allowed Denton County to plan ahead 
and make the non-critical repairs identified by the drone 
images, such as cleaning rust from vents and exhaust 
fans. Funding for these repairs is going into next year’s 
budget, Brewer said. 

“Most of our buildings were in pretty good condition. We 
found out that our public facilities maintenance program 

Drone-mounted cameras can pin-point roof damage, needed maintenance and other issues counties might not have seen through 
other inspection methods. Photo credit: Betterview
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Chris Wilson of DataWing Global sets up and pilots a 2-pound drone mounted with a high resolution camera during an inspection of 
the Dawson County Courthouse. Photo credit: Liz Carmack

Drones can safely provide unique vantage points for roof inspections. Photo credit: Betterview

Photo credit: Liz Carmack
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is working well,” Nelson said. “It gave us a comfort level 
knowing that most of our buildings were in good shape.”

In Dawson County, the drone inspections revealed a 
serpentine surprise. A suspicious object resembling 
a snake, approximately 16-24 inches long, was 
photographed on the roof of the Dawson County Tax 
Appraisal Building.  TAC promptly notified Dawson County 
Judge Foy O’Brien of this potential hazard before his 
county’s report was finalized.

“A snake had crawled up the drain spout on one of the 
gutters,” O’Brien said, and added with a laugh, “I didn’t 
want to show the ladies who work in the building the 
photo because they might not show back at work.” In 
photos taken shortly after its initial citing, the snake was 
gone.

O’Brien knows first-hand the benefits this technology can 
provide. He owns several drones mounted with cameras 
to survey his cotton crops and cattle. He’s even taken 
drone photos and video of crime scenes to assist the 
county district attorney’s office, evidence that was later 
used in court.

Applying the same technology to help counties is smart, 
he said. It can be easy to assume all is well with the roofs 
of county facilities because there are no visible leaks, but 
by the time you do see a leak, it’s too late, he said. 

The view a drone-mounted camera can provide is 
invaluable. “You can walk on a roof all day long and you 
just don’t get the perspective that you get from a drone 
(flying) several feet higher,” O’Brien said. “It’s amazing 
how much difference there is.” h

TAC Risk Control Consultant Jack Coffee uses a thermal imaging camera to check for overheated circuits on a county’s  
electrical panels. Photo credit: Liz Carmack
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How can I  
safeguard my    
county’s data?

Lessons learned from counties recovering from  
cyberattacks  /  Shiloh Perry, TAC Communications Specialist

“You’ve been hacked” — three words any organization 
might be surprised to hear, especially small Texas 
counties like Jackson and Shelby. Whatever emotion 
comes to mind upon hearing those words, one fact is 
apparent — cyberattacks are severe. They have the same 
impact as any other disaster. They can destroy a county’s 
business operations completely and compromise the 
private data of thousands of Texas taxpayers.

The risk hackers pose to Texas counties and taxpayers 
prompted the state Legislature to enact a law that 
requires counties of all sizes to protect themselves by 
taking a state-certified cybersecurity course like the one 
provided free to members by the Texas Association of 
Counties. The deadline for taking the course is June 14.

Jackson and Shelby county officials can attest to how 
important cybersecurity education is in thwarting bad 
actors coming after confidential data stored in county 
servers. Employees in both counties practice security 

methods the course teaches to protect themselves 
against future cyberattacks. 

“TAC’s cybersecurity course is very valuable. What I 
would tell other counties is don’t wait until the due 
date to complete the course,” Jackson County Judge 
Jill Sklar said. “There are practices in the training that 
you need to know right now, like deleting emails that 
are unrecognizable. It is imperative to educate your 
employees.” 

Jackson and Shelby county officials speak from hard-
fought experience when they urge their counterparts in 
other counties — especially those who haven’t yet been 
the target of a cyberattack — not to put off their required 
training. They also praise state lawmakers for making 
cybersecurity a legislative priority during the last session.

“I commend the Texas Legislature for prioritizing 
cybersecurity because of the current rise in cyberattacks. 
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“I would have never thought my office in Shelby County 
would be hacked, but we were,” Shelby County District 
Clerk Lori Oliver said. “I also commend TAC for all of 
the work it’s done to obtain the DIR certification for 
the training course. The TAC cybersecurity awareness 
program that was offered last year was very valuable, and 
I believe now offering the certified course for free will help 
all counties, especially those that don’t have that many 
resources to allocate towards cybersecurity protection.” 

Recovering from a cyber disaster
Unidentified hackers hit Jackson and Shelby counties last 
year. Officials in Jackson County describe the cyberattack 
as they might a major hurricane.

“We didn’t know the extent of damage to our data, 
but we knew it was bad, and we had to do something 
to salvage and recover everything we could,” Jackson 
County Judge Sklar said. “We treated it the same as the 
hurricane and declared a cybersecurity disaster for our 
county through the Office of the Governor.” 

Hackers hit the digital files of Jackson County’s 911 
dispatch operation and Shelby County’s digital backup 
system in the District Clerk’s Office. Both counties 
worked hard to rebuild their technology infrastructure 
and are persistent in their efforts to overcome any related 
challenges that still remain. 

“Last year was one of the hardest years for me in my 15 
years of being Shelby County District Clerk because of 
the cyberattack,” Shelby County District Clerk Lori Oliver 
said. “Employee morale suffered because it was quite 
stressful. But we got through it, and we’re continuing to 
get through because work has to and will be done for the 
citizens we serve.”

County employees navigated the situation by coming 
together as a team, learning as much as they could 
about their county’s technology infrastructure, and 
implementing robust cybersecurity measures. They 

learned that they needed multiple security measures to 
better protect against future attacks and said constant 
observance of these practices is required. 

“To fully embrace today’s digital age, cybersecurity is a 
must,” Oliver said. “You never know when your data will 
be confiscated, and that could be detrimental to your 
work responsibilities.”

Here’s the cybersecurity best practices they advise their 
counterparts in other counties to implement — if they 
haven’t already. 

Prioritize technology infrastructure 
County business operations rely heavily on their information 
technology infrastructure — its collection of computers 
and other hardware, networks, software, data centers 
and related equipment. The security of county information 
technology is vital, and, therefore, it should be a top 
budgetary priority for elected county leaders, said county 
officials who have been the victims of recent cyberattacks. 

“Data is valuable; your network is valuable,” Jackson 
County Sheriff A. J. Louderback said. “This is a key 
component of county government. Without the network, 
computers and data, your employees cannot work. It 
may be unpopular during a budget workshop, but there 
has to be ongoing yearly investment in technology and 
cybersecurity. My advice is to influence decision makers 
to prioritize this more.” 

Cybersecurity support has become an important part 
of vendor policies and the bid process, Jackson County 
officials said. Cybersecurity needs to be included in all IT 
contracts, especially those associated with catastrophic 
or critical events. The IT vendor under contract with the 
Jackson County Sheriff’s Office was able to help the office 
become operational again shortly after the attack. The 
vendor set up an internal network for offense reports, the 
computer-aided dispatch center and booking to help the 
Sheriff’s Office to resume operations, Louderback said. 

How can I safeguard my county’s data? / continued
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In the aftermath of the cyberattack, Jackson County fully 
revamped its technology infrastructure. This also included 
significant investments in new operating procedures for 
employee file sharing and software downloads. 

“We worked several nights and weekends to be ready for 
specifically set trials during the cyberattack, and Jackson 
County invested a lot of time and money making our 
system more secure,” Jackson County District Attorney 
Pam Guenther said. “Now that we have a more secure 
system, we are better prepared if this [cyberattack] 
happens again.” 

Back up county data
Jackson County officials recommend a cybersecurity best 
practice known as “air gaps.” Air gapping secures a business’ 
computer network by physically isolating the backup data 
from the network. In addition to having air gap security 
measures in their technology infrastructure, Jackson County 
employees practice simple information backups. 

“Backing up data doesn’t just mean using big technology 
systems,” Sheriff Louderback said. “Let’s also use other 
data storage technology, such as thumb drives, to save 
information in multiple locations.” 

But a system of multiple data backups are essential to 
surviving cyberattacks, county officials said. Counties 
must consistently back up their data in a variety of ways 
to remain operational and protect taxpayers’ private 
information. The Shelby County District Clerk’s Office was 
able to remain open and continue working after its attack 
because of their use of off-site backup servers. 

“Our contactor went in and did a random backup of 
our server at 7 p.m. and at 1 a.m. the next morning the 
ransomware attack occurred. Thankfully, we were able 
to save our records from the day prior so that we could 
continue our work responsibilities, even though some of 
our data is lost for the time being.” District Clerk Oliver 
said. “Everyone needs an off-site backup. With all of our 
records online these days, the online backup conducted 
by our IT contractor saved our lives.” h

Register for TAC’s DIR-Certified 
Cybersecurity Training 
Better protect your county from 
cyberattacks by registering for the 
Texas Association of Counties’ 
cybersecurity training course that is 
certified by the Texas Department 
of Information Resources (DIR). 
The course fulfills the annual 
cybersecurity training requirement 
for county employees mandated 
by Texas House Bill 3834.

HB 3834 explainer
• The bill requires that all state 

and local government employees, 
and contactors with access to their respective 
government computer system or database, take an annual 
cybersecurity training course certified by DIR. 

• The training course must be completed by June 14 to 
comply with the first annual deadline.

The 45-minute online training course is free to all Texas 
counties. It focuses on forming habits that secure 
information and teaches best practices for identifying and 
addressing security threats. This is in addition to TAC’s 
existing cybersecurity awareness training program, offered 
to nearly 12,000 county officials and staff members last 
year. 

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 – individuals 
and offices cannot enroll independently. 

County employees have until June 14 to complete the 
certified training course. After completing the course, 
county employees will need to report their compliance on 
an individual basis. 

For more information or to enroll your county, check  
www.couty.org/Cybersecurity. 
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 Lifestyle Choices 
to Prevent Chronic 
Diseases 

Inflammation is a normal part of the body’s healing 
response to infection and tissue damage. But making 
the wrong lifestyle choices leads to prolonged 

inflammation, which causes chronic health problems such 
as obesity, diabetes, heart disease and even depression, 
according to Dr. Karen Wolfe, a physician, author, wellness 
coach and consultant.

Wolfe gave tips for how to reduce systemic inflammation 
in the body during her “Your Health is Your Wealth” 
presentation at the Healthy County Boot Camp,  
Feb. 12-14, in Austin. 

Her opening keynote to county wellness coordinators 
outlined eight actions for better health — make a food 
plan, step up physical activity, get good quality sleep, 
manage stress, take good quality nutritional supplements, 
improve digestive health, detoxify your home and create 
a support system. 

“This is what you want to focus on in the (wellness) 
programs you’re running,” Wolfe said. “Lifestyle factors 
contribute to chronic disease and are the main cause of 
high health care costs.” 

Here are Wolfe’s top to-dos. More information is available 
on her website, www.drkarenwolfe.org. 

Make a food plan — Ensure that anti-inflammatory 
foods are a big part of your diet — such as wild-caught 
fish, whole grains, purple and red berries, and dark, leafy 
vegetables. Avoid processed foods, refined sugar, which is 
addictive, and foods with a high glycemic index that tend 
to spike blood sugar, such as white rice, white potatoes 
and fruit juice. “Balancing your blood sugar is your No. 1 
goal,” Wolfe said. 

Avoid eating in the evening and always eat breakfast. 
Eat every three or four hours to keep your blood sugar 

Address 8 wellness areas to reduce inflammation,  
improve health  /  Liz Carmack, TAC Sr. Communications Specialist
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and insulin levels balanced. Snacks should be small and 
protein based, such as a handful of nuts. 

“It doesn’t mean that you can’t enjoy food,” she said. “We 
become addicted to certain foods. Once you start to eat 
healthy food, you become addicted to that. You will learn 
what fuels your body.”

Step up physical activity — “Exercise boosts serotonin 
and reduces inflammation, so it’s great for depression,” 
Wolfe said. Establish an exercise routine after visiting 
with your doctor. Set realistic goals and get a workout 
buddy to help keep yourself accountable. Use an 
electronic device, such as a pedometer to measure your 
progress. Incorporate exercise into your daily activities, 
such as taking the stairs when you can. Be sure to reward 
yourself when you reach your goals.

Get good-quality sleep —Daily exercise will help ensure 
you get quality sleep. In addition, avoid 
eating a heavy meal within three hours 
of going to bed, and avoid alcohol or 
stimulants at bedtime. Remove the TV 
from your bedroom. Instead, create a 
calm, comfortable sleep environment 
and maintain a regular bedtime 
and wake time, even on weekends. 
Establish a bedtime ritual to signal to 
your body that it’s time for rest. Use a 
sleep diary to keep track of how you 
are doing. If necessary, consult a sleep specialist.

Digestive health — Stop smoking and avoid excessive 
caffeine. Don’t eat processed foods and reduce your 
intake of fried, fattening foods. Instead, eat a diet rich in 
fiber and eat small, frequent meals. “Manage stress,” she 
said. “Stress can deplete digestive enzymes.” In addition, 
thoroughly chew your food and don’t rush through eating.  
Also, incorporate probiotics into your diet and drink 
plenty of water. 

Take good quality nutritional supplements — 
Supplements can help ensure your body has the right 
nutrients and gut microbes to support good health. 
Supplements are especially needed when your diet is 
lacking in nutrients, you have digestive disorders, are 
stressed or sleep deprived, or if you’ve been chronically 
dieting.

De-stress your life — Identify your stressors to better 
cope with them. For instance, if you are stressed because 
you feel rushed, better plan your time, prioritize your 
to-dos and dare to say no. It is also important to practice 
self-care, which includes being mindful, getting regular 
exercise and getting a good night’s rest.

Detoxify your environment — “Look at your whole 
environment,” Wolfe said. “There are things we can’t 
do much about. The things we can take action on are 
to avoid added chemicals in our own home.” When you 

enter your home, leave your shoes 
at the door to keep from tracking in 
pesticides and other toxins. Clean 
your indoor air with an air filter. Use 
cleaning products that are safe for 
you and the environment. Use natural 
sweeteners like raw honey and skip 
artificial sweeteners. 

Create healthy support systems 
— Join or start an exercise group. 

Become part of a spiritual group, a book club or a group 
that participates together in outside activities like hiking 
or biking. Participate regularly in a yoga class or a cooking 
club. “You have an amazing support system here,” she 
said. “Make the most of the connections you have and 
develop friends for life.”  h

Lifestyle Choices / continued

 

“Once you start to 
eat healthy food, you 
become addicted to that. 
You will learn what fuels 
your body.”  /  Dr. Karen Wolfe
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Dr. Karen Wolfe and her 
engaged audience during her 
opening keynote at the Healthy 
County Boot Camp.

Photo credit: Billy Moore
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How long have you been a county 
commissioner? 

Thirteen good, short years so far.

Prior to your election, what kind of 
work did you do? How did you get 
interested in running for office? 

I worked 12-hour shifts for an 
electrical power generation company, 
and I continued working there for 
some years in addition to serving as 
county commissioner until I retired 
from the electrical plant. While I’m 
no kind of politician, it occurred to 
me one day that being a county 
commissioner could be a very 
interesting job. I began talking about 
it with friends and family and our 

church family. I went onward from 
there to win two hotly contested 
elections in 2006. 

What was the biggest surprise or 
adjustment after taking office?  

Working for years in a high-tech 
electrical plant, the different ways 
that the county used (and did not 
use) technology of various ages and 
stages was a surprise for me. With my 
experience in electrical generation, 
it was also surprising how 
much the county was 
paying in electrical bills, 
so I tackled that issue as 
one of my first cost-saving 
projects. I’ve created and 
overseen initiatives to help 
our county use electricity 
more efficiently, which has saved local 
taxpayers hundreds of thousands of 
dollars. I also led efforts to install new 
technology to document and control 
the costs of everyday county and 
precinct-level activities.  
  

What are some of the most difficult 
challenges you have faced and what 
advice would you give your peers 
across the state that may face the 
same or similar challenges? 

As a county commissioner, it’s 
sometimes hard to not feel like you’re 
being pulled one way or another by 
people or agendas. For us near the 
Gulf Coast, dealing with hurricanes 
is always challenging, and Hurricane 
Harvey caused massive destruction 

across our county and region 
that we’re still working to 
recover from. My advice 
in facing challenges, 
particularly when high 
emotions or heavy politics 
are involved, is to stay true 

to yourself, God and the 
people you work for. While surprises 
may still arise, things will be all right in 
the end. Be polite and be persistent 
and treat everyone like a friend until 
they give you good reason to treat 
them otherwise.

 

 Kevin Janak / Victoria County Commissioner

Voices 
     Of County Government
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Since taking office, what 
accomplishment are you most 
proud of? 

We’ve made a lot of progress, so it’s 
hard to name just one thing. After 
Hurricane Harvey smashed into us 
in 2017, I coordinated with two of 
the other commissioners in cleaning 
up countless tons of debris as we 
completed the largest debris pickup 
we’ve dealt with since Hurricane 
Carla roared through Victoria 
County in 1961. I’ve been deeply 
involved in efforts to improve fire 
protection and safety at our juvenile 
justice center, while ending the cycle 
of local taxpayers unnecessarily 
subsidizing the detention of 
juveniles from other counties. I was 
also chosen to represent counties 
across Texas in an initiative to 
improve the Texas Department of 
Transportation’s bridge replacement 
program. Our precinct has used this 
program to replace several outdated 
bridges at no cost to the county, 
as well as building 100 miles of 
county roads. I have been a voting 
member of the South Texas regional 
water planning group for 10 years, 
and since 2015, I’ve served on the 
executive committee for our water 
region, giving Victoria County a vital 
voice in ongoing decision-making 
about water issues.

What do you find are the most 
successful methods for reaching out 
to the residents of Victoria County 
to communicate what your office is 
doing and why? 

Victoria has a daily newspaper and 
a TV station, and it’s important to 
be up front in keeping the media 
and local residents informed about 
the when and why of what’s going 

on, particularly in the precinct. 
Facebook can be very useful in 
getting out day-to-day information 
about things like road issues and 
bridge closures and for keeping 
people regularly updated on the 
progress of precinct projects. It’s 
always vital to fully engage the brain 
before putting the mouth in gear, 
and to remember that the good Lord 
gave us two ears to listen and only 
one mouth to talk for good reason.

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

I have a small family Brahman cattle 
ranching operation, and it takes a 
certain special desire to raise those 
“sweet tempered” Brahmans. I love 
spending time with family and my 
precious granddaughters, and I 
especially enjoy our dove hunting 
adventures together! 

What is your favorite thing about 
Victoria County?  

The people in Victoria County 
are some of the best you’ll meet 
anywhere, and visitors are often 
surprised by how people from many 
different backgrounds have come 
together here at the “crossroads 
of Texas” over the years to build a 
better life for themselves and for 
future generations. h

Deadline for 
2020 County Best 
Practices Awards 
Extended to May 15
Because counties have their hands full 
responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
TAC has extended the nomination 
deadline for the 2020 County Best 
Practices Awards to May 15, 2020.  
Every two years, TAC recognizes county 
leaders' efforts to create new, efficient 
and effective solutions to challenges 
facing local governments. These 
solutions include innovative programs, 
increased delivery of services and 
superior achievements in all areas of 
county operations. Examples include:

• Financial and general management
• Public safety and corrections
• Health and human services
• Technology
• Community improvements
• Other county-related responsibilities

Visit www.county.org/bestpractices 
to learn more about the awards, see 
information about past recipients and 
to submit a nomination. Send questions 
to bestpractices@county.org.
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I t’s that time again — the state budget is being 
developed. If you consider yourself a new Texas 
policy wonk or you’ve been through the legislative 
process many times before, you know there’s one 

pressing responsibility that has to be accomplished 
during each legislative session — the state budget 
must be passed and balanced. Looking ahead to the 
87th Texas Legislature, working on the state budget for 
the 2022-2023 fiscal biennium — the two-year period 
beginning September 1, 2021 and ending August 31, 2023 
will be a priority for many Texans.

The Texas budget is written and implemented in a two-
year cycle. Budget development includes markup of the 
recommended appropriations bills and passage of the 
General Appropriations Act by both chambers during the 
session, actions by the comptroller of public accounts and 
governor following the session and monitoring the budget 
during the interim.

State agencies are gathering information related to 
their budget requests as the state’s strategic planning 
instructions were released to them in early February. 
The strategic planning process marks the beginning of 

the state budget process, and determines the format of 
agency budget requests.

Texas County Involvement
Texas counties can be very influential in stages of the 
state budget process, especially now in the beginning. 
State agencies are mandated to solicit input from 
stakeholders and concerned parties regarding their 
budget requests. They have until August to submit these 
budget requests. This means that information will likely 
be collected soon from one of their biggest resources – 
Texas counties. 

Over the next few months, the Texas Association of 
Counties’ staff will update affiliate associations and 
county officials of the progression of the budget process, 
and provide tips on how to influence it, particularly in 
connection with funding for items that matter the most 
to local government. In the meantime, visit county.org for 
more a more detailed explanation of the state budget 
process from start to finish. h

Navigating  
the state budget 
process  Zelma Smith  /  TAC Financial Analyst
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Even Years

Odd Years

January-April 
• Strategic plans  

developed

April-June 
• Legislative  

Appropriations  
Requests (LARs)  
initiated

June-September 
• Base budgets reconciled

• Agency LARs submitted 

• Joint budget hearings 
conducted

October-December 
• Governor and Legislative 

Budget Board (LBB) budget 
recommendations developed

January-February 
• Comptroller releases  

Biennial Revenue Estimate

• LBB appropriation bills and 
Governor’s Executive Budget 
submitted to Legislature

• Budget markup

March-April 
• House and Senate 

adopt appropriation 
bills

May-June
• State budget  

approved and sent  
to Comptroller for  
certification

August-December
• Budget sent to Governor for 

signing. Governor has  
line-item veto authority

• Agency operating  
budgets submitted

Starting Point 
• Determine the budget issue  

(i.e. indigent defense, mental health)

• Identify the appropriate contact

Regular Legislative Session
January-May

A special legislative session for  
30 days can be called by the 

Governor at any time.

THE STATE 
BUDGET PROCESS
A Two-Year Cycle
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How do we measure economic growth? Most of 
us are familiar with the term “gross domestic 
product” (GDP) as used to describe the economy 

of the United States, and we associate an increase in 
GDP with economic growth at the national level.

In the past, however, GDP data was not available by 
county. That changed in December 2019, when the U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) released its first official 
set of GDP data by county. This initial release covers the 
years 2001 through 2018, which allows us to look at trends 
in local economies. The BEA released both current dollar 
GDP data (not adjusted for inflation) as well as “real” or 
“chained” GDP data that has been adjusted for inflation.

The release of county level GDP data by the BEA will 
increase our ability to analyze how economic activity is 
changing at the county level both in total and, where 
available, by certain industries. As a result, the data will 
allow county officials and other stakeholders make better, 
data-driven decisions about the future of their communities.

The data and trends discussed in this article represent 
chained 2012 data — data for the years prior to 2012 
has been adjusted for inflation that occurred before 2012 
and data for the years after 2012 has been adjusted for 
inflation that occurred after 2012.

While annual county GDP data can be accessed for every 
year from 2001 to 2018, the following analysis only looks 
at trends from 2009 to 2018. In the United States, the 
Great Recession, the economic downturn originating in 
the U.S. housing market crash of 2007 and the global 
financial crisis set off by the bankruptcy of Lehman 
Brothers in September 2008, officially ended in July 2009. 
In addition, in 2008 Petrohawk Energy Corporation drilled 
the first discovery well in the Eagle Ford Shale. By 2010, 
more than 1,000 drilling permits were issued in the Eagle 
Ford. As a result, starting with data from 2009 avoids 
the worst of the Great Recession while largely capturing 
the growth of the oil and gas industry in Texas due to 
hydraulic fracturing or fracking.

Before drilling down to look at the mining and petroleum 
industry, let’s first look at trends in total GDP. 

Map 1 shows the change in total GDP from 2009 to 
2018 for all 254 Texas counties. Note that 73 counties 
experienced a decrease in GDP, indicating that total 
economic activity declined in these counties over this 
period. At the other end of the spectrum, GDP increased 
by more than 100% in 27 counties, with the greatest 
increases occurring in the counties of Karnes (3,072.11%), 
La Salle (2,062.34%), Reeves (1,827.45%) and Dimmit 
(1,547.02%). Three of those counties lie in the Eagle Ford 
Shale. Reeves County is located in the Delaware Basin, 
which is the western portion of the Permian Basin in 
Texas. 

Economic Data by County: GDP
                                           Tim Brown  /  TAC County Information Program Senior Analyst
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Map 2 looks at the change in GDP for private industries 
only — no governments or government enterprises. The 
map demonstrates that governments and government 
enterprises have a moderating influence on the economy, 
given the greater extremes we see after removing them 
from the analysis. 

For example, Map 2 includes 32 counties with a change in 
GDP of more than 100% compared to only 27 counties in 
Map 1. While both maps show 73 counties with decreases 
in GDP, 19 counties lost at least 30% of their private 
industry GDP over the period, while total economic 
activity declined by at least 30% in only 16 counties. 
Of course, much of the increase in economic activity 
statewide was driven by the oil and gas industry as 
seen in Map 3, which shows the change in the mining, 
quarrying and oil and gas extraction industry categories. 
The BEA did not provide this category of GDP data for 
every county, since doing so might reveal confidential 
data about specific businesses (in counties that have very 
few businesses in these industries). 

The portions of the Eagle Ford Shale where there is 
more oil and less gas clearly stand out on Map 3, joining 
other counties along the Interstate 35 corridor from 
central Texas to the international border. This creates 
one of the larger groupings of counties where GDP in the 
mining, quarrying and oil and gas extraction industries 
grew by more than 30%. A second area on the map with 
significant growth in these industries is comprised of 
counties in the Permian Basin of West Texas.
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Map 4 and 5 differ somewhat from the first three. Instead 
of focusing on a specific category or subcategory of 
industries, these maps look at changes in the production 
of goods by private industries and the production of 
services by private industries respectively. Each uses 
data from multiple industry categories to create super 
groups or umbrella groups. The private goods-producing 
industries in Map 4 include agriculture, forestry, fishing 
and hunting; mining, quarrying and oil and gas extraction; 
construction; and manufacturing.

The private services-producing industries in Map 5 cover 
an even broader range — utilities; wholesale trade; 
retail trade; transportation and warehousing, excluding 
Postal Service; information; finance and insurance; 
real estate, rental, and leasing; professional, scientific, 
and technical services; management of companies; 
administrative and support and waste management and 
remediation services; educational services; health care 
and social assistance; arts, entertainment, and recreation; 
accommodation and food services; and other services 
(except government and government enterprises).

Similar to Map 3, the BEA did not provide data for all 254 
counties for Maps 4 and 5 in order to avoid releasing 

information about specific businesses. This is represented 
in the “No Data” categories on all three maps. However, 
even allowing for the missing data, Maps 4 and 5 reveal 
that, for much of the state, growth in services drove 
the increase in economic activity from 2009 to 2018, 
not growth in the production of goods. In addition, by 
comparing Map 3 to Map 4 we see that a significant 
number of the counties with growth in goods-producing 
industries lie in the Eagle Ford Shale and Permian Basin 
regions.

The maps provide a statewide overview of how GDP 
has changed over the selected time period. The maps 
also provide insights of how individual counties fared. 
However, the real value of this data for county officials is 
the ability to look at economic activity in their counties. 
For example, Chart 1 looks at how GDP changed from 
2009 to 2018 for certain industry groupings in Caldwell 
County. While overall GDP increased by 33.7% over this 
period, a large amount of variation existed in the different 
industry categories. Specifically, transportation and 
utilities increased by 236.28% while natural resources 
and mining decreased by 5.92%, yet the actual largest 
dollar increase occurred in the umbrella group of private 
services-producing industries. 

Chart 1 reveals that, at least in Caldwell County, natural 
resources and mining make up a substantial portion of the 
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private goods-producing umbrella group. The chart also 
shows how a surge in the natural resources and mining 
industry from 2011 to 2015 greatly impacted the private 
goods-producing umbrella group over the same years.

For now, county GDP data is scheduled to be released 
annually, unlike U.S. GDP data which is released monthly. 
Those interested can find more GDP information, in 
chained 2012 dollars, through the appropriate County 
Profile page (just scroll to the bottom of the specific 
county page and click on the GDP link). For complete 
details, including GDP in constant dollars and percent 
change by year, look at the county level Interactive Data 
on the BEA web site.. h

What is GDP
GDP is a comprehensive measure of the economies of specific areas. To 
obtain county level GDP numbers, the BEA estimates the value of goods 
and services produced in each county. Just as the United States’ GDP 
is monitored by nations and organizations to gauge how the American 
economy is performing, county level GDP data can be monitored to gauge 
how local economies are doing. 

For example, businesses use U.S. GDP data to make decisions about jobs, 
expansion and investments. National GDP data is also used to inform 
decisions on federal spending and tax policy, and the Federal Reserve 
uses the data when setting monetary policy.

Similarly, county level GDP data will allow businesses to make more 
informed local decisions and will be useful for county officials interested in 
economic development and financial planning. 
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 Abilene Amarillo Dallas
 325.692.6334 806.373.2826 214.371.7777

 Ft. Worth Lubbock Odessa
 817.378.0600 806.745.2112 432.333.7000

 Waco Oklahoma City Tulsa
 254-261-1370 405.495.7820 918.438.1700

 McAlester Kansas City St. Louis 
 918.310.1550 913.850.6300 314.729.0125



52    MARCH/APRIL  / COUNTY MAGAZINE

Last Look

Spring is for the bees.

A fter many rainy days, the sun 
finally shone. The bees came 
out to enjoy the springtime 

flowers and bring a little joy in these 

unusual times. TAC Project Manager 
Marisol Ybarra took this photo in 
southern Travis County.  h

County officials and employees (and anyone else in a Texas county) are encouraged to email their high-resolution photographs for 
publication in Last Look.  

Photo credit: Marisol Ybarra, TAC Project Manager



2020 
Fireworks 
Calendar 
The 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.

The  symbol indicates the last day 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.
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