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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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Executive Director's Report

‘Virtual’ is the word of the season for TAC

M
Susan M. Redford

ay has been
busy for TAC.
We have
had a lot of decisions
to make in an effort to
keep our staff and our
members safe during
the pandemic. Perhaps
the most significant was
our decision to host the
annual TAC Legislative
Conference on a virtual
platform for the first time.

Executive Director
Texas Association of Counties

We always look forward
to seeing our members
and friends at this conference each year, but with the
uncertainty in the Austin environment and not knowing
when mass gatherings for conferences will be permitted,
TAC staff felt it was more important to make sure you
get the information you need as we prepare for the 87th
legislative session. I know many are disappointed, and
everyone is concerned about continuing education credits
this year as more and more conferences are rescheduled.
We will be asking each of the affiliates that normally
allow us to provide continuing education credit for the
Legislative Conference to consider granting attendees
credit for attending virtually. We hope you will join us for
this historic event.

Other events going virtual
The TAC Legislative Services Department has moved
forward with our Luncheons with Legislators series this
summer in a virtual format. A special thank-you goes to
Rep. Drew Darby for agreeing to appear in the first of
this series. TAC staff did a great job making sure this was
a worthwhile event with vigorous discussion regarding
expected issues for the 87th legislative session. Thank you
to all of the officials who attended.

In May we also held our first round of virtual board
meetings. We started off the month with the TAC Health
and Employee Benefits Pool Board. The TAC Board of
Directors met May 21, and the TAC Risk Management
Pool Board met May 28. On June 12, the TAC County
Information Resources Agency Board met. There was
a common theme among all meetings — how can we
better help our members during this difficult time? As a
result, we remain committed to keeping county budget
constraints in mind as we offer renewals of our lines of
health and risk coverage.

County magazine online
After many hours of discussion, we also decided it is
better to err on the side of caution with the publication
of this issue of County magazine. We are offering the
May/June edition only online. Please let me know how you
like the online format. Your responses will help us better
gauge if and when we return to publishing the magazine
in print.
We remain committed to providing you the most recent
information we can as the landscape of the COVID-19
pandemic continues to change. Please continue to check
www.county.org for daily updates.
As always, if you have any questions or concerns, or if
I can be of any assistance, please do not hesitate to
call me. We are committed to delivering unbelievable
customer service as we work together to unite counties
to achieve better solutions. Texas counties do matter, and
we are all in this together!
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TAC President's Report

With pandemic, Texas counties face
an uncertain future

T

he state’s
approximately
100,000 county
employees have not only
been fighting the spread
of the coronavirus, but
they’re also planning to
manage an economic
crisis that experts
predict will be as
significant as the Great
Depression.

Renee Couch

Tax revenues in some
counties could be down
drastically, and the National Association of Counties
(NACo) is predicting counties nationwide will take a
$144 billion hit. We will definitely not get past this crisis
without negative effects on county budgets. According
to the April 2020 Fiscal Notes, sales taxes — the largest
source of funding for our state’s budget — fell 9.3%
in April, the biggest drop since January 2010. Motor
vehicle sales and rental taxes, motor fuel taxes, oil and
natural gas production taxes, hotel occupancy taxes and
alcoholic beverage taxes were all down in April. Given
that this is expected to continue, Texans could even see
cutbacks in the vital services that counties provide, such
as 911 operations, emergency response, law enforcement
and other first responders, and management of hospitals,
jails and the courts system.
President
Texas Association of Counties

In May, the Texas Association of Counties joined NACo
in sending a letter to bipartisan leadership in the U.S.
Senate, urging them to provide direct and flexible funding
for counties of all sizes. The letter praised Congress
for passing the CARES Act, which provided support
to counties with populations greater than 500,000. In
mid-May, the U.S. House passed the HEROES Act, which
would provide direct and flexible relief for counties of

8
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all sizes. The bipartisan SMART Act, which has been
introduced in both the House and Senate, would provide
$80 billion in flexible relief for counties.
Our letter to the U.S. Senate calls for support of a new
round of direct, flexible relief for increased coronavirusrelated county expenditures and lost revenue. This
additional federal aid to local governments is the only
way Texas counties will be able to offset some of these
losses. County employees and elected officials can help
by contacting their lawmakers in Washington, D.C., and
urging them to support a bipartisan effort to continue
direct, flexible federal relief to counties of all sizes.
“Serving Americans every day at the local level is a
non-partisan undertaking, and what America’s local
governments need right now is a bipartisan solution
to address the enormous economic and public health
challenge that COVID-19 has presented,” the letter says.
NACo is also promoting a campaign, We Are Counties,
to highlight the hard work and sacrifices of our public
servants in county government to keep their neighbors
safe from COVID-19.
We encourage you to share your photos and videos
of county employees at work during this pandemic
to the We Are Counties webpage at www.naco.org/
wearecounties. Let’s represent Texas counties in this
national gallery of local government heroes.
My wish is for all of you to have a fun and memorable
summer with your family and friends. As Texas reopens
its cherished vacation spots, please take the necessary
precautions to keep everyone safe. Remember, we are all
in this together!

TAC President's Report
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2020 Regional
Workshops

Clipboard / News You Can Use

HUMAN RESOURCES

LAW ENFORCEMENT

RISK CONTROL

What’s your interest?
Risk Control
(July)

Human Resources

Law Enforcement

(August, September & October)

(October)

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.
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COVID-19 response resources
on TAC website

T

AC provides a COVID-19
Daily Update each weekday
(excluding holidays) and
several resources to assist counties
with their response to the pandemic
on its website at www.county.org/
coronavirus.
The COVID-19 Information &
Resources page includes links to:
• Current cases of COVID-19 in
Texas and the United States.

• Disaster declarations and disaster
relief resources.

• Resources from the National
Association of Counties.

• County budgeting resources.

• Guidance from the Office of the
Attorney General of Texas.

• Judicial and court resources.
• Cybersecurity information.
• Resources from TAC Legal
Services Department.

• Videoconferencing and other
communication tools. h

• Resources for TAC Health and
Employee Benefit Pool members.
• Resources for TAC Risk
Management Pool members.
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ImpaIred drIvIng
SympoSIum
Clipboard / News You Can Use

aug. 3-4
This event has
gone virtual!

Check county.org/calendar for event updates
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 county.org.
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TAC events rescheduled, canceled,
going virtual due to COVID-19

T

AC is responding to calls
for slowing the spread
of the disease caused by
the coronavirus by canceling and
postponing some conferences and
seminars.

Event changes at the time of
publication:
The TAC Probate Academy that
was rescheduled for Aug. 3-4 in
Lubbock has been canceled. Topics
from the Probate Academy and the
Spring Judicial Education Session will
be offered via webinars starting July
28. More details will be provided
to registrants and on the TAC
website soon.
The TAC Risk Management Pool
Regional Workshops scheduled
in June have been canceled. That
includes those set for June 2 in

Chambers County, June 4 in Bee
County, June 9 in Denton County,
June 11 in Lubbock County and June
25 in Smith County.
In addition, the TAC County
Investment Academy, scheduled for
June 29-July 1, has been canceled.
The Leadership 254: Module 4 has
been rescheduled to Nov. 30-Dec. 3.
Should there be changes, TAC will
contact all registered attendees
via email and post updates on
www.county.org/calendar.

TAC Legislative
Conference Goes
Virtual
The TAC Legislative Conference,
Aug. 26-28, will be a virtual event.
TAC is moving the conference online

If you have questions about
scheduled events, postponements
or cancellations, please phone
Education and Events Services
at (800) 456-5974 or visit
www.county.org/calendar. h

in response to calls for slowing the
spread of COVID-19.
Registration for the virtual event
is $100.
Technical details are being finalized
now and will be announced at

SPREAD

www.county.org/legconference as
soon as they are available.
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While I serve my community …

























The TAC Risk Management Pool
serves me with:








• Broad range of county-specific coverage












• Comprehensive risk management solutions











• Competitive & stable pricing











• Value-added membership benefits



• Customized risk control programs











• 24/7 claims hotline











• County experience & leadership








• Financial stability

















Created by counties for counties.







































































www.county.org/TACRMP • (800) 456-5974
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TAC RMP regional workshops
kick off in July
Single-topic training on risk control, human resources and law enforcement scheduled
The TAC Risk Management Pool
is offering a new series
of one-day regional
workshops from July
through October
that provide
single-topic
training on risk
control, human
resources and
law enforcement.
The workshops were
initially set to begin in

June, but the COVID-19 pandemic
has delayed their start until July.
TAC RMP is monitoring the
situation. Check the
workshop webpage
at www.county.
org/regionals for
any updates to the
schedule.
“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.”
TAC RMP member counties will
be hosting the events. More
details, including agendas and
registration, can also be found on
the workshop webpage at
www.county.org/regionals. h

TAC RMP launches
Facebook page
The TAC Risk Management
Pool joined Facebook on March
15. Posts include news about
TAC RMP programs and services,
announcements about free
webinars, and safety tips and other
risk control and risk management
resources to help counties.
The page can be found at
www.facebook.com/TACRMP. h
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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

We’re here to help
Things have changed this year, but our mission hasn’t: We do retirement right.
We are proud to serve the Texas counties and districts who serve and support our Texas
communities — especially in challenging times — and we remain dedicated to providing steady,
reliable service. If you have questions about your retirement benefits, please reach out to us.

Call us
When you call 800-823-7782, our TCDRS Member Services
Representatives are ready to answer your questions.

Meet us online
Meet with a TCDRS representative from the comfort of your home to
learn more about your retirement benefits. All you need is a computer,
or a mobile device, and an internet connection. No webcam required!
Just visit TCDRS.org/OnlineCounseling.

Use our website
There are many things you can do when you sign into your online
account at TCDRS.org, including updating your beneficiaries, running
benefit estimates and even applying for benefits online.

Watch our videos
Visit TCDRS.org/MemberVideos for helpful retirement videos,
including the most watched, “Am I Ready to Retire?”

TCDRS.org H 800-823-7782

Clipboard / News You Can Use

NACo campaign spotlights
dedicated county workers
during the pandemic

T

hrough its We Are Counties campaign, the National Association of
Counties (NACo) is striving to give the millions of county employees
working tirelessly during the COVID-19 pandemic the recognition
they deserve and to encourage federal support for their selfless efforts.
“Dedicated county employees are addressing
unprecedented challenges related to the
coronavirus pandemic,” said NACo President
Mary Ann Borgeson, a commissioner in
Douglas County, Nebraska. “The We Are
Counties campaign will show everyone that counties are people — public
servants who are making tremendous sacrifices, putting their own lives at
risk — to save lives and keep all of us healthy and safe.”
The campaign also calls on federal lawmakers to support local efforts.
Counties across the nation are seeing extraordinary losses of revenue, and
NACo and the Texas Association of Counties (TAC) are continuing to urge
federal action to help counties respond to and recover from COVID-19 and its
fallout.
NACo believes direct and flexible federal funding is the best next step in
allowing counties to handle the crisis. That support will help county health
care workers, law enforcement officials and first responders to continue to
provide their vital services.
In responding to the pandemic, Texas counties have shown the strength
of their leaders and the necessity of those services. TAC continues to
hear stories about the exceptional work of administrators, the sacrifice of
hospital workers, the heroism of public safety providers and the dedication
of many other county employees.
To participate in the We Are Counties campaign, submit pictures or
short videos to NACo at www.naco.org/wearecounties. Keep up with the
campaign on social media with #WeAreCounties.
To learn more about NACo’s other coronavirus-related resources, visit
www.naco.org/covid19. h
18
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Abilene

325.692.6334

Ft. Worth

Amarillo

806.373.2826

Lubbock

817.378.0600

806.745.2112

Waco

Oklahoma City

McAlester

Kansas City

254-261-1370
918.310.1550

405.495.7820

913.850.6300

Dallas

214.371.7777

Odessa

432.333.7000

Tulsa

918.438.1700

St. Louis

314.729.0125
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Make it count
TAC calls on counties to encourage residents
to fill out the 2020 census

A

s Texans navigate the
coronavirus pandemic, an
accurate count of the state’s
residents is more pressing than ever.
The 2020 census will help counties
prepare for the next decade,
providing their communities with the
health, education and transportation
infrastructure they need to thrive.
The U.S. census, required by the
Constitution, counts everyone living
in the United States to determine
federal funding and representation
allocations for the next 10 years.
The data helps determine the size
of congressional delegations and

the distribution of resources for
community programs.

visit www.2020Census.gov. The
deadline to respond is Aug. 14.

“The importance of the 2020 census
for the next decade of growth in
Texas should not be lost on Texas
counties and their residents,” said
TAC Executive Director Susan
M. Redford. “All Texans should
be encouraged to declare their
information to assist counties in
acquiring important funding as the
state works to rebuild from the
coronavirus pandemic and returns to
thriving for the next 10 years.”

TAC has partnered with Texas
Counts, a statewide collaborative
effort, to showcase the importance
of the 2020 census. Texas Counts
works to ensure that all Texans are
included in the federal survey by
collaborating with business and
government leaders across the state.
The organization can offer ways
to engage your community about
the census.

For more information about the
census’s impact on local communities,

Learn more at www.texascounts.org. h
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While I serve my community …















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
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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.
COUNTY MAGAZINE
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Employee Spotlight

Michelle Fruge
TAC Staff Accountant

W

hen people think
of accounting, they
probably think of
numbers. While that is true,
accounting is also detective work.
And like any great detective in
literature, TAC Staff Accountant
Michelle Fruge takes this task very
seriously while also keeping a sense
of humor. She is one-part book
smart, one-part laughter and onepart problem solver, which equal
a priceless part of her accounting
team.
Fruge came to TAC after more than
10 years with Travis Medical Sales
(TMS) as its accounts receivable
manager. She was encouraged to
apply for the position at TAC by
staff accountants Miguel Lopez and

22
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Courtney Gibb, whom she worked
with at TMS before they joined TAC.
“Courtney texted me about the
open position,” Fruge said. “I had
heard how awesome it was to work
at TAC. So I applied, and I got the
job in February 2018.” Fruge would
later pay it forward by encouraging
Communications Operation Manager
Erica Wilson to apply. Wilson
joined TAC in July 2018. Fruge
even suggested that her daughter,
Membership and Strategic Services
Program Coordinator Reagan Fruge,
join the TAC family.
Fruge has no typical days; like many
other TAC staff members, she deals
with what each day brings. “I do the
Risk Management Pool payables,
fixed assets, all-staff budget and
reconciling credit cards. It’s usually
a little bit of each of those,” she
said. Basically, she spends most days
crunching numbers. And that’s just
how she likes it. “I love accounting.
I love the detective work of finding
the problems,” she said.
Ten people make up the Finance
Services Department at TAC, all
working together like a top-notch
investigative team — tracking
down payments, making sure the
numbers add up and keeping an

eye out for what is around the next
financial corner. It would not all
come together without teamwork.
“Michelle brings to her work a high
level of skill, care and enthusiasm,”
said Staff Accountant Sandy Wilson.
“She is an invaluable member of
our team and well-liked by all. I
always look forward to working with

“She is detail-oriented
and brings organization to
the work she undertakes.
She is committed to
TAC and to serving our
members with excellence.
She is a delight to have
on the Finance Services
team!”
Ganae Hempe, Director of
Finance Services

Michelle on projects as she has a
great attitude, is fun to work with,
and she knows how to make things
happen.”
Fruge’s mood is infectious. She
brings lightness to her work. “She

Employee Spotlight

has a joyful spirit with a willingness
to learn continually,” said Director
of Finance Services Ganae Hempe.
“She is caring, smart and has taken
on each challenge with a smile on
her face.”
Her upbeat demeanor is matched
only by her commitment to the

job and making sure she gets it
right. “She is detail-oriented and
brings organization to the work she
undertakes,” Hempe said. “She is
committed to TAC and to serving
our members with excellence. She
is a delight to have on the Finance
Services team!”

Fruge is skilled at getting questions
answered and solving problems,
all with a smile on her face and a
sparkle in her eye. And that is why
she is the Employee Spotlight for
May/June 2020. h

AuctioneerExpress.com
Online Auctions

GOvernmentAl - municipAlity - privAte pArty

★ Specialties:
Online & Live Auctions
for Counties-CitiesGovernmental
Entities

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

★ Reasonable reserve on
items allowed, if desired
★ Also, bid on other counties’
surplus equipment on our
online site

www.AuctioneerExpress.com
903-572-4975

Texas Auctioneer Lic. # 13801

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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LegalEase: How can we support our local mom-and-pop shops?
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.
“We need to go out for bids but really
want the contract to go to one of our
local mom-and-pop shops. Can we
only take bids from businesses in the
county?”

“Our county has so many questions
about COVID-19. We have questions
about declarations, employment and
law enforcement. Where is a good
place to start looking for guidance?”

“A citizen stopped me in the grocery
store yesterday, complaining that he
never received his tax notice from the
county and shouldn’t be expected to
pay. Is that true?”

Q: Can the county restrict its
bids to local businesses?

Q: What resources are available
to counties on COVID-19?

A: Generally, no. The Attorney

A: TAC continues to update our Legal
Resources for County COVID-19
Response webpage. This webpage
includes a number of resources,
including information related to
disaster declarations and emergency
orders, the Texas Open Meetings
Act during COVID-19 and public
health. You can also call the TAC
Helpline at (888) 275-8224 and our
Legal Services staff will be happy to
assist you.

Q: What does the county do if
a citizen claims they did not
receive notice of their taxes? Can
the county waive late fees?

General has opined that a
requirement that a bidder be located
within the county would be an
illegal restriction on competition.
However, the Attorney General also
conceded that circumstances may
exist where the proximity of the
bidders determines who the lowest
responsible bidder is. See Tex. Atty.
Gen. Op. No. H-1086 (1977). For
more information, see our Basics
of the County Purchasing Act and
Competitive Bidding handbook.

A: Failure to receive a tax bill does not
affect the validity of the tax, penalty or
interest, the due date, the existence of
a tax lien or any procedure instituted
to collect a tax. Tax Code §31.01(g).
Waivers of penalties and interest may
be permissible, pursuant to Tax Code
§33.011.

“Local distillers are willing to make
hand sanitizer and give it to the
Continued on next page
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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.

LegalEase / continued

county for the Road and Bridge crew
to use so they can keep working
safely. Can we accept it?”

there anything the county can do
to financially assist our struggling
residents?”

Q: Can the county accept
donations?

Q: Can the county provide financial
aid to disaster victims?

A: The commissioners court may
accept certain donations on behalf of
the county under Section 81.032 of
the Local Government Code.

A: Under §130.910 of the Local
Government Code, the commissioners
court may provide money from the
general fund to individual residents
of the county impacted by a disaster
if the county judge declared a
local state of disaster and certain
requirements are met under §418.108
of the Government Code. h

“Our county has a large population
of individuals who lost their jobs
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Is

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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Executive Director's Report
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Beatrice Urias, immunization outreach specialist, disinfects chairs in the waiting
room of the Comal County Public Health office in May. Photo: Laura Skelding

Cover Story

Counties
respond, adapt
to COVID-19
pandemic
5 reports on Chambers, Comal, Hidalgo, Knox and Tarrant
counties / By Liz Carmack

S

oon after Texas logged its first case of
COVID-19 on March 4, county officials
across the state moved to slow the
spread of the virus while continuing to
serve the public.
In addition to the disaster declarations
issued by President Donald Trump and Gov.
Greg Abbott, many county judges issued
their own orders governing their communities.
(Abbott’s executive orders for reopening Texas
superseded these orders.) Courthouses and other county
buildings began restricting entry, and commissioners

courts turned to communication technology to
distance themselves from others while still
holding public meetings. County clerks and
other officials have adjusted operations
to perform their constitutionally required
duties while keeping county staff and
residents safe.
This following five stories provide a snapshot
of how some Texas counties are responding to
the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Knox County judge’s
COVID-19 videos go viral

W

hen Knox County Judge Stan Wojcik imposed
protective measures in March, the rumor mill
kicked into gear. Residents’ frustrations with
his disaster orders led to misinformation and unfounded
accusations.
“Not everyone liked them,” Wojcik said of his orders,
which included limiting the number of customers in a
business to 10
and requiring
anyone who
had traveled
on commercial
airlines to
another country
or U.S. city to
quarantine for
14 days upon
their return to
the county.

“I said, ‘What a great way to get the information out.’ I
wanted to give the people the information that concerns
them, explain what the county was doing and what
affected their lives,” Wojcik said.
The result is eight short videos that share news about
COVID-19, report on the county’s efforts to slow the
spread and address concerns in the community. The
videos have gone
viral, and some
have garnered
more than
22,000 views
and more than
500 shares.

In each video,
Wojcik sits at
his desk inside
the courthouse
and looks into
Wojcik had never
the camera.
dabbled in social
Speaking off the
Knox
County
Judge
Stan
Wojcik
posts
smartphone
videos
on
the
county’s
AgriLife
media, but he
cuff, he looks to
Extension Service Facebook page. In his videos, he presents news about COVID-19,
knew he needed
be delivering a
reports on the county’s efforts to slow its spread and addresses community concerns.
a way to reach
casual lunchtime
Photo: Video screen capture
his constituents
talk to a local
directly. The rural county (population 3,600) west of Fort
Rotary Club. An iPhone propped up by a stapler on a
Worth has only a weekly newspaper and no television or
table captures his presentation.
radio stations, so when county AgriLife Extension Agent
Lorrie Coop showed him a Facebook video created by
“We’re very high-tech,” Wojcik said with a laugh. “Adapt
another local official and suggested that he do the same,
and overcome. What you have is what you have.” h
he had a eureka moment.
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Tarrant County clerk relies
on business continuity plan

T

he Tarrant County clerk’s office adapted quickly
to the COVID-19 outbreak and the social
distancing restrictions by relying on its business
continuity plan.
“I was told a long time ago, ‘If you fail to plan, you plan
to fail,’” said Tarrant County Clerk Mary Louise Nicholson.
“A well-designed business continuity plan becomes
invaluable when a natural disaster like the COVID-19
pandemic forces you from your normal routines.”
As county offices restricted public access during the
immediate response to the pandemic, her office put its
plan into action, she said. Steps included:

A Tarrant County Clerk’s Office staff member slips processed
paperwork to a customer through an office door slot. Photo:
Courtesy Tarrant County Clerk’s Office

• Consulting with the district attorney’s office to identify
the county clerk’s statutory duties during such a
disaster.
• Conducting an inventory of office hardware and
software.
• Collaborating with the county’s information technology
department.
• Creating a communications plan that includes public
service announcements, social media posts, news
releases, public notice boards and internal staff
messaging.
She said her office has learned the importance
of internal and external communication during this
time. In addition, her office is continually evaluating
solutions for improvements and tweaking responses to
changing needs. h

The Tarrant County Clerk’s Office uses a laptop and
videoconferencing software in a room near clerk’s staff to check
the identification of a customer while processing a couple’s
marriage license. Photo: Courtesy Tarrant County Clerk’s Office

COUNTY MAGAZINE

/ MAY/JUNE 2020

29

Cover Story

Photo credit: Liz Carmack

Hidalgo County
updates residents,
helps those in need

T

o keep county employees and residents current,
Hidalgo County shares COVID-19 information on
its website and sends a newsy Hidalgo County
Daily email to all staff and the local media, said Hidalgo
County Public Affairs Division Director Carlos Sanchez.
The county also shares information on Facebook, Twitter
and Instagram, including COVID-19 case numbers and
deaths in the county and the state, as well as testing
locations and safety and financial assistance tips.
County commissioners and their staffs have delivered
meals and care packages to the elderly and other
vulnerable residents, and they have helped the county’s
Community Service Agency to process the onslaught of
applications for utility assistance and other services. h

Staff members from the office of Hidalgo County Commissioner
Eduardo Cantu volunteer at the county’s Community Service
Agency and help process the increase in applications for
assistance. Photo: Courtesy Hidalgo County

To help those sheltering in place during the outbreak, workers
in the Hidalgo County commissioners’ offices have delivered
meals and care packages to the elderly and other vulnerable
residents. This truck carries some of the 1,000 care packages
delivered by the office of Commissioner Joe Flores.
Photo: Courtesy Hidalgo County
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Wearing a mask, April Knight, children’s librarian at the
Anahuac branch of the Chambers County Library System,
provides curbside delivery of books to a patron. Photo: Courtesy
Chambers County

The Chambers County Epidemiology Team includes, back row
from left, investigators Ashli Fletcher, Kevin Crump, Sarah
Johnston and Lena Turner, as well as, front row, Public Health
Services Director Mary Beth Bess. Photo: Courtesy Chambers
County

Chambers County services
react to pandemic

C

hambers County
departments have reacted to
the spread of COVID-19 by
ramping up work and modifying how
they deliver services.

County Epidemiology Program
staff members, tasked with disease
surveillance and reporting, have
kicked their operations into high gear.
The team helps coordinate the
testing of residents for COVID-19,
keeps track of the results and
performs contact tracing. They work
with residents who’ve tested positive

to determine where they have been
and with whom they have come into
contact with.
The Chambers County Library
System initially shut its three
branches under County Judge Jimmy
Sylvia’s orders but reopened for
drive-thru service on May 4.

“We want people to have access to
our resources because we know how
important that is, especially at a
time like this,” said County Librarian
Valerie Jensen. “We also have our
Wi-Fi available at each of our three
branches 24/7 so people can park
in the parking lot and use it. Many
people don’t even have that luxury
at home.” h

Library staff members have helped
patrons by phone, through email
and over social media. They’ve
provided temporary library cards,
waived all late fees and unblocked
expired cards.
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Preparation pays off for
Comal County Public Health

I

n early January, as COVID-19
began to take hold in Wuhan,
China, the Comal County
Public Health office was keeping
a close eye on the virus’s spread
and starting to plan for its arrival.
Before the county saw its first
case on March 18, the office
hosted a COVID-19 tabletop
planning exercise with 58
community partners, including
school districts, hospitals,
nursing homes, businesses, first
responders, utilities and others.
It also put an emergency plan in
place to respond to the pandemic.

Comal County Director of Public Health Cheryl
Fraser and Deputy Shawn Trevino show one of
the testing methods, called serum antibody testing, for COVID-19. In the background is Public
Health Emergency Preparedness Coordinator
Gentrea Hendrickson. Photo: Laura Skelding

“Our process for the screening, isolation and quarantine
of confirmed or suspected cases of COVID-19 was
actually drafted about a week after the first U.S. case in
late January, before the federal travel bans or the official
declaration of a public health emergency by the World
Health Organization,” said Public Health Director Cheryl
Fraser. “We began preparing with our local hospitals and
health care partners very early in the outbreak.”
In response to the virus, the office collaborated with local
physicians, county and city officials, first responders and
laboratories to offer the community drive-through virus
testing. It has also provided N95 masks to first responders
and personal protection equipment to primary care offices.
In line with local disaster orders, it has issued shelter-inplace and social distancing guidance for residents and
answered more than 2,000 COVID-19 hotline calls.
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Office staff members are
performing extensive contacttracing investigations to
pinpoint people who may have
been infected. The geographic
information systems team is
helping to provide data that
is used, along with other
information, to update COVID-19
statistics and locations daily on
the county website.

“The goal of these reports is
to gather disparate data from
various sources and put it
together in an easy format for our
health care personnel, first responders and local leadership
to use in their decision-making,” Fraser said.
“Our county officials, the Comal County office of Public
Health staff, our emergency management coordinator
and our public information officer have been working long
hours, nights and weekends to ensure that the public is
protected during the COVID-19 pandemic,” she said.
County staff members continue to provide essential
services to the public during the outbreak. Many are
working from home, and those who come into the office
follow best practices as outlined by the Public Health office.
Fraser said that the office’s planning has paid off and that
she expects it will continue to be fruitful.
“Over the past year, we have also been revising our points
of distribution, or POD, plans,” she said. “These plans can
be used to help direct the distribution of vaccines for
COVID-19 when they become available.” h
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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
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Texas counties
brace for budget
shortfalls because
of pandemic
By Jody Seaborn

T

he stories are increasingly common. A local media
outlet reports that a Texas county’s commissioners
court and other county officials are bracing for
large budget losses and hard decisions as the economic
fallout from the coronavirus pandemic takes its toll on
county finances.
The budget shortfalls caused by tumbling tax revenues and
huge expenses related to the pandemic extend beyond
counties to include the state, cities and school districts.
Losses in oil and gas revenue are exacerbating the budget
crisis for many Texas governments. Furloughs, layoffs and
cuts in vital services and programs could follow.
A recent analysis by the National Association of Counties
(NACo) found that the COVID-19 pandemic could affect
county budgets collectively by at least $144 billion through
the 2021 fiscal year, with counties potentially facing
Illustration: Eric Rodriguez

$114 billion in lost revenue and $30 billion in additional
expenses. The severe fiscal impact affects counties of all
sizes, according to NACo’s analysis.
A first sign of how severely the pandemic and economic
downturn will hurt the state’s and local budgets came
May 1 when Texas Comptroller Glenn Hegar announced
that sales tax revenue dropped 9.3% in April compared
with what the state collected in April 2019. The year-overyear drop from $2.85 billion to $2.58 billion was the largest
decline in state sales tax revenue in 10 years, Hegar said.
Sales taxes are the state’s largest source of revenue and a
major source of funding for counties after property taxes.
Other county revenue sources include fees, grants and
charges for services.
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Here are a few snapshots of the challenging fiscal year
ahead for Texas counties:
Harris County has incurred at least $43 million in
additional expenses because of COVID-19, according to
NACo’s analysis, and expects to continue paying $11 million
each month. A bright spot? Harris County’s property tax
revenues should remain stable through the end of the year,
Houston Public Media reported April 30. But next year is
anyone’s guess.
Bexar County estimates that the pandemic could cost
its general fund $70 million to $100 million, a revenue loss
of 14 percent to 20 percent, San Antonio’s KSAT-TV has
reported. The county has announced a hiring freeze and
halted capital projects.
Montgomery County’s Commissioners Court has directed
department heads and elected officials to keep their 2021
budgets lean, according to The Courier of Montgomery
County. “My opinion is, don’t come ask for anything,”
Commissioner Mike Meador said in late April. “It’s going to
be a real different budget session this year.” The county
begins its budget workshops July 27.
Fort Bend County is facing a projected $11 million to
$14 million in lost revenue. The Commissioners Court has
approved a hiring freeze and instructed department heads
to target 20 percent of their current year budget for cuts,
which are expected to total about $7 million, according to
the Houston Chronicle.
Webb County’s Commissioners Court, anticipating an
$11 million drop in revenue next fiscal year, voted May 11
to freeze all nonessential expenditures for the rest of this
fiscal year, the Laredo Morning Times reported.
The federal government has provided some help. The
$2.2 trillion Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security
(CARES) Act approved in March included $150 billion for
state and local governments, with about $11.24 billion
allocated for Texas. Of that amount, $5.06 billion was set
aside to help local governments meet COVID-19 expenses.
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Only cities and counties with populations larger than
500,000 were eligible to receive money directly from
the U.S. Treasury Department, however. The federal
government has sent just over $3.2 billion of the $5.06
billion allocated for local governments in Texas to six cities
(Austin, Dallas, El Paso, Fort Worth, Houston and San
Antonio) and 12 counties (Bexar, Collin, Dallas, Denton,
El Paso, Fort Bend, Harris, Hidalgo, Montgomery, Tarrant,
Travis and Williamson).
The population criterion excluded 242 of Texas’ 254
counties from receiving federal money directly. Counties
with populations below 500,000 are eligible to apply with
the state for a share of the remaining $1.85 billion available
to local governments in Texas.
In addition, Treasury Department guidelines say money
from the CARES Act can be used only for expenses
incurred dealing with the pandemic from March 1 through
Dec. 30. The CARES Act prohibits local governments from
using federal relief to cover revenue shortfalls.
State and local governments say more substantial aid
and greater flexibility in its use are needed. The Texas
Association of Counties has joined with NACo and other
organizations representing local governments to call for
direct, flexible funding to counties and cities of all sizes.
On May 15, the Democratic-led U.S. House approved the
$3 trillion HEROES Act, which would send almost $1 trillion
to state and local governments. The bill faces resistance in
the Republican-led U.S. Senate, which likely won’t take up
another relief package until July. h
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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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Rob Ressmann, Health and Employee Benefits Department Operations Manager,
packs hand sanitizer to be shipped to members of the TAC Health and Employee
Benefits Pool. Photo: Rob Ressmann

Tito’s Handmade Vodka donated hand
sanitizer that was included in personal
protective equipment sent to TAC Risk
Management Pool members.
Photo: Jennifer Kolbasinski
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Shirley Ford, Health and Employee Benefits
Department Administrative Assistant, preps
packages of masks for members of the TAC Health
and Employee Benefits Pool. Photo: Quincy Quinlan

Law Enforcement Consultant Terry Pickering and Risk Control consultants Joe
Szewczyk and Jack Coffey pack boxes of masks for TAC RMP members in the Workers’
Compensation Program. Photo: Jennifer Kolbasinski

TAC HEBP and
TAC RMP ship PPE
to members
Pools track down gloves, hand sanitizer,
disinfectant wipes and masks

T

he TAC Health and Employee Benefits Pool and
the TAC Risk Management Pool shipped hundreds
of gallons of hand sanitizer and hundreds of
thousands of gloves, masks and disinfectant wipes to
member counties during April and May to help them
respond safely to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Counties and other entities have had a hard time finding
personal protective equipment (PPE) since Texas identified
its first COVID-19 case in early March. Staff members in
TAC’s Health and Benefits Services and Risk Management
Services departments tapped their own supplies and
contacted vendors to pull together resources to share with
TAC HEBP and TAC RMP members.
In emails announcing the shipments, Health and Benefits
Services Director Quincy Quinlan and Risk Management
Services Director Michael Shannon urged Pool members to
distribute the equipment among county first responders
and staffs as needed.
The shipments to TAC HEBP members included 488
packages containing 110,000 masks and 484 gallons
of hand sanitizer, which were mailed to 167 counties
by request. In addition, 30 members received boxes of
sanitizing wipes and pocket-size bottles of hand sanitizer.

“We are glad to help the officials and employees of our
members operate in as safe a manner as possible as
they continue to provide services and assist their local
communities during this unprecedented time,” Quinlan
said.
The first TAC RMP shipment sent 70,000 gloves
and 30,000 masks to 202 members in its Workers’
Compensation Program. TAC RMP also shipped more than
5,280 bottles of 12-ounce hand sanitizer, donated by Tito’s
Handmade Vodka of Austin, to every county Pool member,
totaling 220 boxes. Tito’s donates to first responders.
“We were able to get protective equipment, ordered
before the shortage, which shows that we are always
proactively looking at the exposures and risks for our
members,” Shannon said. “We immediately called our
members and asked what they needed. A huge thankyou to Tito’s Handmade Vodka. What they did for our
members was the epitome of how Texans rise up and
help one another. Throughout this pandemic, the message
to our members has been: ‘Stay safe. Texas needs you.’
And everyone at TAC has rallied behind that call for our
members.” h
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Voices of County Government

John C. Howard, M.D.
Donley County Judge
How long have you been
county judge?
5½ years.
Before your election, what kind of
work did you do? How did you get
interested in running for office?

County government
officials are as diverse
as the Texans who elect
them, coming from every
background imaginable.
In this issue we talk
with Donley County
Judge (and physician)
John C. Howard.
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I have been a physician since
1982 and still practice as the
only doctor in the county. After
paying off medical school loans
in 1988, I volunteered for service
in the U.S. Navy and became a
flight surgeon in a Marine Corps
fighter/attack squadron. During
this time, I had the privilege to fly
some of the most advanced jets
in our country’s military arsenal.
Following this tour of active duty,
I remained in the Reserves while
attending postgraduate schools to
earn a law degree and master’s of
health administration. Upon
completion of school, I
searched for a community
in Texas with no doctor;
we found and fell in love
with Clarendon, moved to
Donley County and have
been here for 20 years.

When I retired
from service with
the Marines in 2014,
I knew I wanted to find another
way to serve – this time in my
local community. Encouraged to
run for judge by a former county
commissioner, I was elected in 2014
and took office in 2015.
What was the biggest surprise or
adjustment after taking office?
It was a real eye-opener to see
how many things cross the desk
of a county judge in a small Texas
community. I knew I would have a
primary judicial function, preside
over the Commissioners Court,
and serve as the emergency
management director. I now know
that I am also the emergency
management coordinator, the
auditor, the budget director
and so on. If we do not
have a department
or office for it — and
with only 32 full-time
employees, we often do
not — then it usually lands
on my desk. Fortunately, TAC
offers a wealth of support and my
judicial colleagues are uniformly a
group who welcome the opportunity
to provide assistance.

Voices of County Government

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 the
same or similar challenges?
The current pandemic is clearly the
greatest challenge so far. The broad
impact on the nation, the state
and all communities has touched
every life and demands attention
from those of us in leadership
positions. Public response to the
pandemic varies from skepticism
to outright fear. And there is no
shortage of opinion on how best to
deal with the crisis. I believe that
my responsibility as a leader in our
community is to provide timely,
credible information and to instill a
sense of calm reassurance for today
and hope for tomorrow. Consistent
messaging with a confident and
optimistic demeanor from leadership
provides the encouragement all our
constituents need.
Since taking office, what
accomplishment are you most
proud of?
Adapting my leadership style to the
natural collegiality which existed
among the commissioners, we have
together made strides to advance
county government to serve our
community better while cultivating
a sense among elected officials and
employees that they are our most
valuable resource.
Also, recognizing that the present
day commissioners are stewards
of our 130-year-old courthouse —
which was renovated in 2003 under
the leadership of Judge Jack Hall

— we have embarked on an effort
to embellish the beautiful structure
by planting over 50 trees to replace
many that had to be removed. Taking
down a tree in the Panhandle can
be controversial to the point of
inciting anger, but our tree planting
has been well received, and the
courthouse square will be enjoyed by
generations to come.
What do you find are the most
successful methods for reaching out
to the residents of Donley County
to communicate what your office is
doing and why?
I meet regularly with the publisher
of our county’s only newspaper, the
weekly Clarendon Enterprise. During
the current pandemic, our calls and
visits are at least daily as he updates
the online version to provide timely
information to the community. Also,
I have written several pieces for the
paper. And I recently held the firstever live streaming press conference
in Donley County. The sheriff, a
physician assistant from the clinic,
the director of EMS and I answered
questions from the public on a wide
range of COVID-related issues.

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?
I enjoy landscaping and working
outdoors at home and at my medical
office. I also enjoy architecture,
having designed both my home and
my medical clinic. But I am most
gratified by reading and studying
the Bible and books about the Bible.
I find that the wisdom contained
therein is necessary for life and
particularly useful for public life.
What is your favorite thing about
Donley County?
The virtues esteemed by the people
of Donley County, of West Texas,
the values they embrace, the
neighborliness of the people here
first attracted me to Donley County.
The people are the reason I came
here 20 years ago and why I will
stay here until the end. h

I also meet regularly with other
elected county and municipal
officials and, until recently, the
weekly Lions Club provided an
opportunity to keep each other
informed. I consider myself
approachable as I meet others at
church or in the store. And I will
often have patients at my clinic ask
me about a county issue — and
sometimes they visit me at the
courthouse with a medical problem!
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The San Saba County Courthouse’s full historical restoration wrapped up this spring.
Photo: Courtesy Patrick Hughey, Texas Historical Commission

Safe at last
1911 San Saba County Courthouse fully restored
/ By Liz Carmack

L

ong a poster child for historic Texas courthouses
in danger, the 1911 San Saba County Courthouse is
safe at last.

Its substandard electrical system from the 1950s, leaky
roof, drafty windows and crumbling stairs had for years
made the building a firetrap and hazardous home to county
government. But with community support and matching
grants from the Texas Historical Commission’s (THC)
courthouse preservation program, the county persevered in
completing the building’s historical restoration this spring.
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“We had to do it,” said San Saba County Judge Byron
Theodosis. “It was only a matter of time until this
courthouse burned down.”
The Texas Historic Courthouse Preservation Program
(THCPP), which kicked off in 2000, provided the county
with grants totaling $5.58 million for the work. The county
put in $3.83 million in matching funds. Over the years, the
money paid for a restoration master plan and emergency
repairs and upgrades, and ultimately led to the building’s
full restoration.

The latest grant, in 2016, supported high priority projects,
including work to improve site drainage and to finish
bringing the electrical system up to code. The money also
helped pay for the installation of plumbing, a security
system, an audio system in the district courtroom, and
heating, ventilation and air conditioning systems. Office
space inside the building
expanded as water leaks were
fixed and the deterioration
caused by them was repaired.
“Through the THCPP, we
have worked on some of
the more ornate county
courthouses in the state,”
said Susan Frocheur, a
principal with Architexas, an
Austin-based architectural
firm. Her work on the project
included managing the latest
construction administration
phase. “In comparison, San
Saba County Courthouse is a
simple, unassuming building,
[and] attention to its original
intent uncovered the gem that
it was. [It] is again the pride of
the community.”

Throughout the three-story building’s offices and public
spaces, a professional paint conservator, with guidance
from THC staff, scratched off layers of paint to uncover
the building’s original colors, which included yellow, green
and blue. Their period-appropriate shades now brighten
courthouse walls.
The building’s drafty, doublehung windows, once nailed shut,
have all been rehabilitated and
made more energy-efficient by
adding weatherstripping. They
can now be lifted with a finger.
Energy-efficient LED lights were
also installed throughout the
building.

Judge Byron Theodosis gives Mike and Kathy Miles a
tour of the District Courtroom in the San Saba County
Courthouse. Kathy Miles, the judge’s former assistant,
said she spent cold winters working inside the oncedrafty building. Photo: Liz Carmack

The most dramatic
transformation during that
phase was the restoration
of the courthouse’s third-floor district courtroom, which
regained its original double-height ceiling.

THC project reviewer and architect Eva Osborne said
that the courtroom’s balcony was sealed off and used
for storage and that the building’s two-level grandeur
was hidden by a low drop ceiling. Its adjoining anterooms
and its deeply coffered metal ceilings were also restored,
Osborne said.
“It’s been brought back to the airy, spacious look of when it
was first constructed,” Theodosis said.

Outside, the courthouse’s
appearance was “restored
through the reconstruction
and/or stabilization of several
important elements, including
column capitals, clock tower
elements, main roof cornice/
parapet entablature, brick and
plaster facings and restored
historically accurate color
coatings,” Osborne said.

The courthouse today
presents a stark contrast
to its description in a 2016
“Courthouses in Danger” feature in County magazine. The
story reported that during the winter employees wore
gloves indoors, stretched plastic across drafty windows
and huddled around space heaters, taxing an overloaded
electrical system that had once sparked an insulation fire.
Those days are long gone. The rejuvenated Texas
Renaissance-style building once again stands as the hub of
county business in San Saba. “Ultimately, this courthouse
now is able to last another 100 years with safety and with
comfort,” Theodosis said. h
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Health insurance coverage expected
to decrease
By Tim Brown

R

ecord numbers of people have been filing for
unemployment benefits across the state because
of the COVID-19 pandemic, and many of them
could eventually lose their health insurance. When
someone without health insurance needs medical care,
counties and hospital districts often end up paying for
that treatment under their requirements to provide
indigent health care.

the beginning of the pandemic can provide a starting
point for the discussion.

Due largely to pandemic-related unemployment claims,
April’s national jobless rate reached 14.7%, and the figure
is certain to continue growing. In May, economists at
investment bank Goldman Sachs projected that the U.S.
unemployment rate would peak at 25%. At about the
same time, the Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF) released
a study that looked at the potential loss of health
insurance by people who lost their jobs between March
1 and May 2. The study estimates that more than 1.6
million Texans who lost their jobs during this period will
also lose their employer-sponsored insurance.

Map 1 shows the SAHIE estimates for the percentage
of the population under 65 years old without health
insurance in 2018. Borden County, southeast of Lubbock,
has the distinction of having the lowest figure, at
11.3%. At the other end of the spectrum, 39 counties
exceeded 25% uninsured as revealed by the two darker
brackets. As in previous years, many of the counties
with the highest rates of uninsured are found along the
international border and in the Panhandle.

Not everyone who loses a job will become uninsured.
Some will find insurance with a new employer. Others
may qualify for Medicaid (the KFF study estimates
that 328,000 of the 1.6 million Texans will qualify) or
may be able to purchase health insurance through the
marketplace. Continuing with their former employer’s
health plan under provisions of the Consolidated
Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act (COBRA) will be an
option for those who can pay for it, although it can be
more expensive than the other options. Some people will
decide to purchase short-term health insurance plans.
We don’t yet know exactly how many people who lose
their jobs because of the pandemic will end up without
health insurance — those estimates will take time to
develop. But looking at the estimates for a period before
44
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Luckily, the U.S. Census Bureau’s Small Area Health
Insurance Estimates (SAHIE) program provides annual
calculations of how many people don’t have health
insurance by county; however, the most recent SAHIE
figures are for 2018.

County Information Program

As might be expected, the percentages increase
significantly for those in poorer income groups. Map 3
shows the estimates for the under 65 population living
on less than 200% of the poverty level. If you look only
at the counties in the highest and lowest brackets, Map
3 is fairly similar to Map 2. For example, many counties in
the broad swath from the Hill Country to the Panhandle
stand out in both maps.
But, at 200% of the poverty level, Map 3 includes many
people who are not living in poverty. For a family of four,
the 2018 poverty guideline was $25,100, according to
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
Twice that amount is $50,200, which is relatively close
to the statewide 2018 median household income of
$60,632.

The SAHIE program also produces estimates of the
percentage of the population without health insurance
under 19 years old as seen in Map 2. Two facts stand out
about those estimates.

Although not included in this article, the SAHIE program
also produces estimates of the percentages of the
population without health insurance at several other
multiples of the poverty level: 138%, 250% and 400%.
While recent estimates of the number of people in
Texas without health insurance are not available,

First, the figures cover a much smaller range than those
for the general population. The under 19 estimates reach
20% in only nine counties and stay at 10% or lower in 37
counties. The lowest figure shows up in Bell County, at
6.7%.
Second, in Map 2, the counties along the international
border show a distinct improvement over Map 1. Only
two of the 34 counties where estimates exceeded 16%
can be found along the border. The rest appear scattered
mostly from the Hill Country across West Texas to the
Panhandle. Curiously, every Panhandle county that
borders Oklahoma falls into the over 16% bracket —
except for Childress County, which borders Oklahoma’s
southwest corner. Childress County, with an estimated
12.2%, falls close to the median of 12.4% for all 254
counties.
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and gas sector accounted for more than half of the
unemployment claims filed from March 15 to April 25.
Also in May, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reported
that the national unemployment rate for April reached
14.7%. However, the agency suggested that the true
unemployment rate was around 19.7%, because many
people who should have classified themselves as
furloughed were misclassified.

recent unemployment rates are. The Texas Workforce
Commission has county unemployment rates for March
2020. However, Map 4 shows the annual unemployment
rate by county for 2018 — the same period as the health
insurance estimates. Since the March 2020 rates are
based largely on data from before most of the COVID-19
job losses, a map of the March 2020 unemployment
rates would be virtually identical to Map 4 and therefore
isn’t included in this article.
While higher percentages of the uninsured occurred
mostly in the western half of the state, many of the
counties with high unemployment rates are in the
eastern part in a wide swath along the Louisiana border.
In fact, virtually the entire eastern half of the state has
high unemployment rates, which are scarce in a group of
counties that include Austin and San Antonio and that
are linked to the Eagle Ford Shale. That may be about to
change.
In April, BW Research Partnership noted that the energy
industry lost 303,500 jobs in March and projected that
the energy sector could lose as many as 1.5 million
more jobs in the following months. In May, a review by
The Texas Tribune found that in some counties the oil
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On May 20, the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas projected
that capital expenditures by the industry would “decline
by an additional 30% from previously announced levels
and are likely to fall further, consistent with a sharp
reduction in oil investment in 2020.” At the time, West
Texas Intermediate crude oil traded at over $33 per
barrel, well above the negative prices seen earlier
in the month, indicating that prices will have to rise
even further to reverse declining expenditures. If the
projections pan out, more workers will lose their jobs in
oil and related industries, and individuals previously laid
off in those industries will not be rehired anytime soon.
Fortunately, about 80% of the 18 million unemployed
Americans are furloughed and didn’t necessarily file
for unemployment; technically, furloughed individuals
are only temporarily unemployed and can expect to
be rehired by their former employer. Of course, that
depends on the businesses reopening. Assuming they do
reopen, the Congressional Budget Office has projected
that the unemployment rate will fall to 11.7% in the fourth
quarter of this year and to 10.1% in 2021.
No matter how high the unemployment rate goes, the
expectation is that it will stay elevated for an extended
period, even if there is no second spike in COVID-19
cases. Naturally, not all of the people who lose their job
will lose their health insurance, but many will, and many
of them will have dependents who will also lose their
health insurance. Consequently, counties and hospital
districts can expect to see an increase in the number of
people qualifying for indigent health care. h
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SAFETY & RETURN

MADE EASY
Keeping Funds Safe Across America
Did you know that thousands of government finance officers use Insured Cash
Sweep® and CDARS® to keep taxpayer dollars safe? With Insured Cash Sweep, or
ICS®, and CDARS, your organization can access FDIC insurance beyond $250,000
on large deposits placed into demand deposit accounts, money market deposit
accounts, and CDs—by working directly with one bank.
And, deposits placed through ICS and CDARS have the potential to earn a rate comparable to prime money
market mutual funds1 with protection that is backed by the full faith and credit of the U.S. government. Ask
your bank if it offers ICS and CDARS, or find one of the thousands that do.

www.ICSandCDARS.com
[1] Deposits placed using ICS and CDARS earn interest at rates set by the depositor’s relationship institution that places the funds. Rates will vary.
Placement of funds through the ICS or CDARS service is subject to the terms, conditions, and disclosures in the service agreements, including the Deposit Placement Agreement (“DPA”).
Limits apply and customer eligibility criteria may apply. In the ICS savings option, program withdrawals are limited to six per month. Although funds are placed at destination banks in
amounts that do not exceed the FDIC standard maximum deposit insurance amount (“SMDIA”), a depositor’s balances at the relationship institution that places the funds may exceed
the SMDIA (e.g., before ICS or CDARS settlement for a deposit or after ICS or CDARS settlement for a withdrawal) or be ineligible for FDIC insurance (if the relationship institution is not
47
a bank). As stated in the DPA, the depositor is responsible for making any necessary arrangements to protect such balances
consistent
with applicable law.
If the depositor
is subject
COUNTY
MAGAZINE
MAY/JUNE
2020
to restrictions on placement of its funds, the depositor is responsible for determining whether its use of ICS or CDARS satisfies those restrictions. ICS, Insured Cash Sweep, and CDARS
are registered service marks of Promontory Interfinancial Network, LLC.
0420
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Last Look

A weathered treasure

T

exas history lover and TAC
County Relations Officer Alan
Bristol couldn’t resist snapping

a photo of this safe inside the San
Saba County Sheriff’s Office when he
visited the county earlier this year. 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

